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			To would have beens
could have beens 
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			Chapter One

		

	
		
			Old people slip and fall in the shower all the time.

			The front door and windows of the small beachfront bungalow were all locked, but the kitchen door was propped open for the cat. The refrigerator was more of an icebox, and the stove had the sturdy feel of postwar American industrialism. It was charming, in a way, despite the paint chipping from the cabinets and the stained counters. The built-in shelves and breakfast nook would be a big selling point once they were updated. A lot of work had to be done and time was running out.

			The boxy tube TV was the centerpiece of the living room, which also included an avocado-green sofa, spindly wooden coffee table, and matching end table. A colorful throw blanket that was laid carefully across the rocking chair looked like it had been crocheted by hand. There was a curio in one corner bursting with decorative plates and figurines. A pendulum swung silently behind glass in the mounted wall clock. Some of this stuff might actually be worth a few dollars to one of the local antique shops once the place was cleared out. But somebody else could worry about that.

			The hallway was lined with framed pictures from the sixties, seventies, and eighties. Faded Little League teams and family vacations, mostly, mixed in with more recent weddings, graduations, grandchildren, and great-grandchildren. It was hard not to linger and ponder how such a long life could be summed up in a few feet of paneled wall. A couple of unremarkable bedrooms on the right and left were the last stop before the single bathroom. The door creaked as it swung open, releasing a puff of steam from the shower.

			It was disappointing to see that the bathroom needed updating as well, but no real surprise. People learn to put up with a lot of small imperfections when they lived in the same house for decades. The location is the important thing.

			One last check of the rubber gloves and a yank on the rattling shower curtain. Some of them dropped dead from the shock alone. Others required a little more coaxing out of this world.

			It was all so familiar now. The wrinkled body. The shower rail screwed into the old tile. A look of resignation and horror.

			Don’t overthink it.

			Just grab the wet, gray hair and bring the skull against the tiles in a single, fluid motion. You only get one chance.

			Nobody slips and falls twice.

			Then let the water keep running while the moans slowly fade. 

			The plausibility of the accident was worth a little water damage, hard as it was to watch.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

		

	
		
			Greg Salem was a long way from the beach. Thin streams of sweat raced from his short, blond curls and down his neck. The tips of the tattoos that covered his back and chest poked up just above his collar, like the tentacles of a giant squid. His hands shook as he forced a clip into the Glock. It was almost impossible to concentrate over the sound of the woman shrieking, but the sickening silence that followed was worse. Greg tensed and waited for the shooting to start.

			His partner was a rookie—so new to the force that they’d only met that day. The third partner he’d had in as many months. The last one left the force to become a private security guard for some Hollywood starlet. Greg didn’t keep in touch with any of them.

			The rookie was pressed against the hallway wall making ridiculous hand signals that he must have memorized at the academy. Greg winced. Some part of him still hated taking orders from cops, even though he’d been one himself for a decade.

			The sleeve of his partner’s nylon jacket made a soft scratching sound as he motioned. The high-pitched ringing in Greg’s left ear drowned it out. Tinnitus was a dubious badge of honor from years touring the punk rock circuit. It only got worse when his heart raced.

			Greg swung into the hall, lifted his foot, and kicked hard with the sole of his boot. The door split away from the jamb, spraying splinters. His partner slipped into the apartment ahead of him, waving his gun from side to side. A bedroom door slammed shut on the far side of the living room. The woman began shrieking again, louder this time, like a caged animal. Greg followed his partner deeper inside.

			They split up—Greg securing the kitchen while his partner checked the closets. The coast was clear, leaving only the bedroom. The two officers edged toward the door slowly. Tense moments ticked by. The shrieking was replaced by muffled sobbing. His partner checked the doorknob. Unlocked.

			Greg turned the knob and let the door creak open. The officers waited for any sign of movement. There was only stillness and a faint humming sound. They traded looks, silently daring each other to go first.

			Greg always thought of his brother Tim in situations like this, when everything was on the line and there was only one person in the world to rely on. Whatever was waiting for them inside that room, he knew it wasn’t going to be his brother. He closed his eyes and tried to clear his thoughts before entering.

			A middle-aged woman sat tied to a chair, tears streaming down her round cheeks. Balled-up socks were lodged in her mouth and held in place by a pair of nylons tied around the back of her head. She watched the two men with terror in her eyes. Her panties were down around her ankles and she was shifting in her seat in a vain attempt to edge the hem of her skirt forward. An oscillating fan was behind her, mindlessly scanning the room and ruffling the curtains around the open window.

			His partner untied her while Greg made sure the room was clear. The woman collapsed into his partner’s arms, never taking her eyes off Greg’s Glock.

			“No more guns, please...”

			Greg was turning back to check on her when he saw something move outside the window. He spun around with his gun leveled. The suspect dropped to the street from a drainpipe that ran vertically along the corner of the building. Greg ran out the apartment door, taking the stairs two at a time. He looked up at the bedroom window to get his bearings and then started off down the street at a sprint.

			He was almost forty years old, but still pretty fast thanks to all those early-morning runs on the beach. The sidewalks were mostly empty, except for the occasional warehouse worker wheeling dollies full of boxes between buildings. He bounded at full speed from block to block, looking for the blue baseball cap and white T-shirt. The plastic sheath that held his badge swung from the string around his neck and banged into his chest.

			The blocks passed by in a blur. His lungs burned from the suffocating industrial air, so he stopped to catch his breath. He was bent over with his hands on his knees when a blue-and-white streak flashed between two slow-moving busses across the street. He ran out into the light weekend traffic, narrowly dodging trucks as he crossed. He kept his eyes focused on the blue cap bouncing in the distance a few blocks ahead of him, and watched as it vanished between two buildings. Greg used his last burst of energy and rounded the corner into the small service alley, several agonizing moments later.

			The kid in the blue cap stood on top of a Dumpster, trying to climb into a second-story window that was just out of reach. Greg pointed his weapon and shouted, “Stop! Police!” The kid half looked over his shoulder in disbelief while groping for the sill. Greg repeated his warning, motioning with the Glock toward the ground with a series of exaggerated gestures. The kid’s hands slowly left the wall as he raised them up above his head in a practiced motion.

			Greg acknowledged his surrender. He gestured for him to climb down off the dumpster. The kid reached the ground and spun to face his captor. Greg watched the fear flicker in his eyes as they darted from side to side, desperately searching for an escape route. Greg planted his feet and leveled his weapon at the kid’s chest to discourage him from making another run for it.

			Moments passed. Greg inched forward, closing the distance between them. The kid looked young, not much older than his friend Junior’s son. He was halfway there when the kid reached into his waistband, bringing his hands up in front of him.

			Greg had practiced for this. He instinctively squeezed off two shots, the first he ever fired in the line of duty. A deafening sound echoed off of the tall brick walls surrounding them. A black object flew from the kid’s hand and spiraled up into the air before clattering across the pavement and out of sight.

			He seemed to fall in slow motion. His body twisted and his arms flailed around him as he spun from the force of the bullets. Greg couldn’t see any blood on the white T-shirt yet. He prayed he had missed, but he had spent too many hours at the firing range to have that kind of luck.

			The kid’s legs crumpled under the weight of his own limp body. His eyes rolled back in his head as he fell to his knees and slumped to the pavement headfirst. The blood quickly pooled under him the moment he stopped moving. Greg’s feet felt like they were bolted to the ground.

			Footsteps came thundering down the alley. Horrified gasps followed as the first witnesses ran past him and found the kid lying there in a heap. They shouted for him to lower his gun, pleading with him. It became the soundtrack of Greg’s unfolding nightmare. It took everything in him to finally obey. He only did it so that the growing crowd would stop yelling at him. Where had all these people come from?

			First they were yelling at him in the alley and now they had him seated on a curb. Endless questions. The people around him now seemed more familiar, or at least their uniforms did. They wore rubber gloves and shined bright lights in his face. Their voices sounded like a chorus of nonsense, like endlessly reverberating drums during sound check in an empty club. 

			The kid—where was the kid? The people around Greg wouldn’t let him stand. His knees felt weak, like they couldn’t possibly hold his weight anymore. He never got the chance to test them. Somebody stood behind him with both hands planted on his shoulders. He threw his head back to see his police chief’s concerned eyes peering down at him. 

			Greg blurted out the only thing on his mind.

			“Where’s the kid?”

			The police chief motioned with his head. A siren came to life a few feet away from where he sat. Greg craned his neck to watch the ambulance speeding away.

			“Did they find the gun?”

			“Not yet. They’re still searching the alley.”

			“He pulled a gun, Chief.”

			“We’ll find it, if it’s still there. A lot of civilians have already been through here tonight.”

			“He had a gun, Chief. He had a gun…”

			�

			Greg’s low-top sneakers squeaked along the linoleum floor. The cardboard box was half empty but felt heavy in his thick arms. It had been a week since the shooting and he was still in a haze.

			There were only two other officers in the station at the moment and they both made eye contact with him to give silent support. The police chief strained to hold the heavy glass door open for him at the end of the hallway. Outside the bright Los Angeles sun beat down on factories and processing plants surrounding Virgil Heights Police Station.

			“It’s only a couple of weeks, Greg. We’ll get all of this straightened out and you’ll be back on the job before you know it.”

			“Then why take my badge and gun?”

			Greg could see his baby blue 1970 Chevy El Camino. It flickered in and out of view between the crisscrossing semi trucks. The car looked like it floated on the heat that rose off the pavement. He could picture the backup Glock in the glove compartment, but there was no backup badge to go with it.

			Two more officers arrived, pushing a handcuffed suspect between them. Greg sized up the scrawny teenage kid wearing a white T-shirt and blue baseball cap. The suspect fixed him with a cold glare in return. Greg’s fingers dug into the side of the box until his fingernails started to hurt. All teenage boys were starting to look the same to him.

			“Greg. Hey! Are you all right?”

			He felt the police chief’s hand on his arm before he even heard the words. His gaze traveled up to meet the older man’s stare. Greg studied the familiar face. He noticed the creases and bags that framed his tired eyes, split by a nose that shot toward his mouth like a lightning bolt. Small red veins fanned out from his nostrils and gave his papery cheeks a rusty patina.

			Greg knew that the mangled nose was courtesy of a car chase gone wrong, and that the red face was a daily reminder of his recovery from alcoholism. What lasting effects would a lifetime in law enforcement have on his own face? He might never get the chance to find out.

			“Listen to me, Greg. This isn’t going to be easy. You’ll think you see that kid everywhere you look. But he’s not dead. And you didn’t do anything wrong. Do you hear me?”

			The police chief gave Greg’s arm a squeeze before letting go. Greg turned his head and squinted as he took a tentative step out into the summer heat. The sun beat down on his head and he was overcome with an urge to go surfing, to bob along on the rolling waves and forget all about the world back on shore—everything that had gone wrong in Virgil Heights, especially the kid in the blue cap.

			“Might be a good idea to take a vacation. You know, lay low for a while until this investigation blows over. Didn’t your dad have a cabin in the mountains?”

			Greg wanted to remind the chief that the cabin was his now, but couldn’t see the point in bringing it up. Maybe he was just trying to avoid saying goodbye to the man who had gotten him admitted to the police academy despite a lengthy juvenile record. Or maybe he just didn’t want to talk about his dead father.

			“Sounds pretty good right about now.”

			“Well, whatever you do, stay out of Virgil Heights.”

			Greg didn’t think that would be hard. His eyes traveled around the concrete skyline and imagined the thousands of teenagers who followed their dreams to Los Angeles every year from whatever town they grew up in. None of them had even heard of Virgil Heights when they first arrived. And he doubted they were any wiser when they went back home with their tails between their legs a few years later. For every one of those forgotten dreams, a thousand other people had to work dead-end jobs in towns like this just to keep the lights on Hollywood Boulevard glowing for the tourists.

			He wasn’t exactly sure how he’d ended up in Virgil Heights himself.

			“I’ll give you a call in a couple of days. Hoping we’ll have some more news by then.”

			Greg nodded and stepped out into the four-lane street. It was easy enough to wind through the slow-moving industrial traffic. Unlike most of the other small cities that ganged up to create the greater Los Angeles sprawl, Virgil Heights was primarily a factory town with only a couple square blocks of run-down apartments for migrant workers and their families. The streets teemed with refrigerator trucks and flat beds from sunrise to sunset, quickly becoming a ghost town after dark and on Sundays.

			With a population of 250 full-time residents and a crime rate that was almost non-existent, the VHPD was known as little more than a glorified security company.

			But that all changed one Saturday afternoon when they got a frantic call.

			Greg opened the unlocked car door and glanced back at the station. The police chief stood in the open doorway, watching him. Greg nodded and bent low to get his tall frame into the cab. He twisted the key and the engine growled to life.

			Greg turned up the volume knob on the stereo and rolled the window down, all in a single, fluid motion. The Pennywise anthem “Fuck Authority” was already mid-chorus as he merged into afternoon traffic toward the freeway and home.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

		

	
		
			Greg’s phone rang as the El Camino sped up the on-ramp. He lifted it up to look at the number and nearly swerved into a sparkling-green Chevy Impala in the carpool lane beside him. Greg stomped on the accelerator, narrowly avoiding a collision. He waved in the mirror to apologize, but the other car was already fading into the distance.

			“Sup, Ricky?”

			“Did you drop your phone or something?”

			“Nope. Just driving.”

			“Hope you’re going hands free. I heard you can get busted for that these days.”

			His best friend chuckled. Greg didn’t join in.

			“I’ll chance it.”

			“I’m calling about sound check.”

			Greg punched the steering wheel. He’d completely forgotten about the gig.

			“I don’t know, dude. It’s been kind of rough today. I might have to bail.”

			“No way! This show’s gonna sell out and most of them are coming to see your ass. There’s gonna be a full-blown riot if you no-show.”

			Greg knew it was true. This is what he got for only performing a couple of times a year.

			“Yeah, whatever. What’s the deal?”

			“Show starts at nine. We’re on at ten thirty. Junior wants to open doors early, so we have to be done with sound check before eight. I want to make sure we have time to run through all the songs you’re gonna sing.”

			“Cool. See you at Eddie’s.”

			Greg flung the phone across the bench seat after he hung up with Ricky. It was strange how much some things had changed over the years. There was a time in his life when sound checks and punk shows were the only thing he looked forward to. These days they felt a lot more like a twenty-year high school reunion stuck on repeat.

			He flipped the turn indicator and sliced across three lanes. Once he was in the fast lane, he reached down in front of the passenger seat and fished a CD case from a pile on the floor. The letters BCC were written in Ricky’s block-letter handwriting across the cover. He slid the disc into the stereo and listened to his own voice screaming at him from across the decades.

			The compilation contained just seven songs, a few from each of the albums Greg’s band, Bad Citizen Corporation, released in the nineties. None of the songs were longer than two minutes, and all were played at a break-neck tempo that seemed impossibly fast to Greg’s middle-age ears.

			Willowy palm trees lined the freeway that sliced through South Central. He was making good time in the early afternoon traffic when he spotted the green Impala again. It was two lanes over and a few lengths back on the right. Even at that distance he could tell the conspicuous car was trailing him, and doing a bad job of it.

			Greg never understood why people in LA indulged their road rage when imprisoned in their cars. Still, if this were twenty years ago he knew he would have pulled over and gotten out to fight. Nothing made him feel more alive in those days than driving his fist into another man’s face. He pressed his foot down on the gas pedal instead.

			He hit repeat on the CD player and sang along as he followed the transition from one freeway to the next. Jumbo jets barreled into LAX every couple of minutes, their expanding shadows swallowing up the endless line of cars. Heading south on autopilot, the exit came up fast. He had most of the lyrics committed to memory again as he rolled down the window and headed toward the glistening Pacific Ocean. It was easily twenty degrees cooler on the coast than in Virgil Heights.

			Greg caught a glimmer of green from the corner of his eye as he veered for the off-ramp. It didn’t take a police badge to know this was about more than just road rage. Turning onto Bay Cities Boulevard, he stayed in the right lane. Eddie’s L Bar was only a few blocks away. The green Impala stuck out like a sore thumb in the sea of SUVs and European sports cars.

			Greg pulled into the last spot in the small parking lot in front of the bar. His heart almost beat through his chest as he threw the car into park and killed the engine. She sputtered a couple of times, and gave a slight shudder. The green Impala crawled by, taking its time to let Greg know that they had spotted him. He had the feeling they wouldn’t be heading back to Virgil Heights any time soon.

			�

			Eddie’s L Bar occupied a small mini-mall that only had one other tenant—a beauty shop called Junior’s. Both storefronts shared a parking lot that faced Bay Cities Boulevard, a four-lane affair that cut through an old industrial district a few miles inland from the beach. Junior’s was a small square space with barely enough room to fit three chairs and a wash station.  It was the same space where Greg’s brother ran a punk rock record shop back in the day.

			Eddie’s wrapped around the salon, sharing the side and back walls. The long wooden bar was situated near the front door, while the small stage was all the way at the back of the L-shaped room. In between were a couple of small pool tables and a handful of tall tables ringed with stools. On weekends, Junior would close the salon a little early to run a punk rock club called Eddie’s HELL Bar.

			Greg rubbed his face a couple of times to clear away the cobwebs. He swung the car door open and headed for Eddie’s.

			“Dude, are you Fred Despair?”

			Greg was caught off guard because they’d used his stage name. He was never very comfortable playing the rock star, but knew it wasn’t cool to ignore the kids who liked his music.

			“You guys here for the show?”

			He barely got the words out before the first kid tossed his phone to his friend.

			“Dude, get some pictures or nobody will ever believe this!”

			He had his arm around Greg’s shoulder and flashed a series of hand signals, one after the other. The most Greg could manage was an awkward smile as the camera on the phone mimicked the sound of a shutter clicking. Then the two kids traded places. The posing and clicking went on for another minute before Greg finally pulled himself away.

			“Cool, guys. Need to bail. See you at the show tonight.”

			The starstruck twenty-somethings went inside the bar. Greg hung back, waiting until they were gone. He was checking his email on his phone when a shirtless stick figure flew through the door and landed at his feet. His friend Junior barreled into the parking lot right behind, all balled fists and murderous eyes. Ricky came next. He tried hard to diffuse the situation, but failed miserably. Greg knew that Ricky was no match for a furious Junior. Nobody was.

			Junior lunged at the man on the floor and caught him in the ribs with the tip of a boot. 

			“I told you to quit dealing drugs in the bar, you scumbag!”

			He rolled onto his back, laughing through the pain. Greg recognized his old bandmate Marco. He had aged a few years since they last saw each other. His gaunt face was pasty, and dark circles ringed his filmy, yellow eyes.

			Greg took a step forward to shield one friend from another. His kindness was rewarded with a straight arm to the jaw. The blow rocked him backwards and sent him toppling over Marco. He was flat on his back and dazed as Junior advanced again.

			“I’m gonna fucking kill you, Marco!”

			She wore a Black Flag T-shirt that almost stretched to see-through around her hips. A plaid skirt clung to her thick thighs, stopping just above her white knee-high stockings. Her straight, blonde hair was cut into an angular bob that perfectly framed a Kewpie-doll face contorted with rage. She fell onto Marco and started wailing away, her blue eyes glowing with anger. Ricky finally managed to stop her with a flying tackle that sent them tumbling across the parking lot.

			Greg jumped up and pulled Marco to his feet.

			“Thanks, bro.”

			“You need to get out of here, like right now.”

			“That crazy bitch is just lucky I don’t hit girls.”

			He said it loud enough for Junior to hear. She immediately got up on all fours. Ricky caught hold of her ankle before she could pounce.

			“You’re lucky he’s holding you back. Your fat ass hasn’t seen the last of me.”

			Greg grabbed Marco by the shoulders and shook him hard.

			“Dude, bail!”

			Marco took a couple of hesitant steps back and sprinted around the side of the building. Greg waited until he was out of sight before making his way to where Junior and Ricky lay. He noticed the green Impala idling across the boulevard and jogged toward it instead. 

			Ricky was right behind Greg as the car lurched forward and merged into traffic. The back window rolled down and a hand emerged holding a blue baseball cap. The two friends stood side-by-side watching the car disappear into the distance. Ricky broke the silence.

			“What’s up with that?”

			“Just some asshole I cut off on the freeway. No big deal.”

			Greg knew it was a lie, but didn’t have the energy to explain. Whatever they had planned for him had nothing to do with any of his friends. They walked over to where Junior sat in the middle of the parking lot. Ricky reached down and helped her up.

			Junior slapped his hand away once she was standing. Ricky lifted the trucker hat from his head and ran a palm across his shiny, black spikes. His beer belly looked like a beach ball stuffed under his black T-shirt as he grimaced and groaned. He bent forward and made a half-hearted attempt to touch his toes. The letters BCC and a line of four stars stretched across his back.

			Junior laughed at all of his huffing and puffing.

			“You’re getting too old for punk rock.”

			“My back felt fine until you went crazy on Marco.”

			“He’s lucky you guys were here or I swear he’d be dead right now.”

			“You just hate him because he isn’t afraid of you. And for your information, my back’s screwed up from lifting fifty-pound bags of concrete all day long. Whatever. Want to get a bite to eat before sound check?”

			Junior turned to face Greg, running her fingers through the mop of hair on his head.

			“Sorry, but I think I need to do a dye job on ‘Fred Despair’ before the gig tonight.”

			Greg twisted out of Junior’s grip, stepping back to search her eyes. His brash high school girlfriend was still in there somewhere, beyond the small lines and wrinkles, lurking below the surface despite the heartbreak of a failed marriage and the all-consuming exhaustion of single parenthood.

			Her son Chris wasn’t much younger than the kid in the blue cap.

			“Earth to Greg. Are we gonna do this or not?”

			He snapped out of it and made a weak attempt to defend himself.

			“It’s a just a couple of grays. You can barely see them through my golden curls. Right?”

			Greg flashed a smile that begged for confirmation. Ricky and Junior both folded their arms. He knew he didn’t have a choice in the matter.

			“Who cares? Everybody knows how old I am. It’s not like I have to worry about my street cred anymore.”

			“It’s not your cred I’m worried about. I don’t want these kids thinking that I book geezers.”

			“Ouch.”

			�

			A small bell on the door jingled as he walked into the salon. He took a few steps inside and looked around at the kitschy retro decorations and exposed ceiling beams. It was hard for him to remember what the place looked like back when it was bursting with record racks. It felt like all he had to do was turn around to see his brother’s big, goofy smile.

			Junior gave Greg a second to get his bearings before motioning to a chair near the sink.

			He eased back and enjoyed the feeling of her fingers gently massaging his scalp. It was the most relaxed he’d felt all week.

			“How’s Chris?”

			“Fine, I hope.” She frowned at the thought of her son and did a poor job of hiding it. “He’s with the neighbors.”

			“Well, I guess that’s better than leaving him with his asshole dad.”

			Her fingers dug into his scalp a little as she rinsed the shampoo.

			“Chris can’t help it if his father is an asshole. That’s pretty much my fault.”

			Her voiced cracked a little on the last word. Greg could see she was fighting back tears.

			“We don’t have to talk about this right now, Junior.”

			“I agree. Let’s talk about you. How long is it gonna be before word gets out that Fred Despair is the cop that shot the kid in Virgil Heights?”

			“Let’s just get through tonight.”

			“Sounds like a plan. So what color are we doing?”

			“Any color but blue. Not like I have to be at work on Monday.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

		

	
		
			The portly bartender climbed up onto the wobbly barstool. His bulbous gut bubbled out from under a Hawaiian shirt as he strained to stand. He loomed above the loud happy hour crowd, his head dangerously close to the whirring ceiling fan blades. Sweat dripped from the ends of his graying mustache as he made the announcement.

			“Last call for alcohol!”

			Most of the regulars dutifully flagged down the other bartender to get one last drink. Others pulled their wallets from baggy shorts to settle up. Three young guys pushed their way to the bar. They looked like a boy band lost at a Jimmy Buffet concert. The one standing nearest to the bar acted like the lead singer. He ran his hand lightly over a carefully crafted coif and tried to get the bartender’s attention.

			“Can I help you with something?”

			“Does this bar always close at six thirty on a Friday night?”

			The young guy doing all the talking flashed a charismatic smile that gleamed like something from a toothpaste commercial. The bartender returned a blank stare that didn’t reveal any of his own yellow teeth.

			“We have live music here most Friday and Saturday nights, so the bar closes at seven o’clock for sound check. We open up again at eight thirty, with a cover charge. Now that we cleared that up, can I get you something to drink?”

			“Well, where are we supposed to go between now and then?”

			The smile was back. This time the bartender responded with a grimace.

			“I bet you guys work at one of those computer companies popping up around here.”

			The three young men traded condescending smiles.

			“We all work at software companies in the lofts around the reservoir.”

			“Well, my name is Eddie. I probably own the warehouse your software company leases. Just like I own this place and half the buildings around here. The next time you want to go slumming in the local dive bars, maybe you should figure out the lay of the land before you start shooting your mouths off. Oh, and by the way, you’re cut off.”

			“What the hell? Screw you, old man.”

			The words had barely left his mouth when a few of the locals jumped from their stools. Eddie watched with a blank expression as the three hipsters got dragged outside. They were in for a painful lesson in manners, and a long weekend of licking their wounds.

			Eddie headed back to where his friends sat. The conversation had completely changed in the couple of minutes he was gone. 

			“I’ll be really surprised if there aren’t a few riots.”

			Roger was short and round with pursed lips and heavy eyelids. He was seated on a barstool next to another regular named Bill, who had his elbows on the bar. Both were retired and spent most weekdays sipping beer and shooting pool at Eddie’s.

			“The hell are you talking about? People get shot all the time in LA.” 

			“This is something different. The news said that the kid didn’t even have a gun.”

			Eddie walked over and set a beer down in front of Roger. The glass hit the bar with a loud thunk. Foam oozed from the neck of the bottle as Eddie joined in. 

			“If you two knuckleheads are talking about that bullshit out in Virgil Heights, you can take it somewhere else.”

			“Calm down, will you? It’s on practically every channel around the clock.”

			“That don’t mean I want to hear about it in my bar.”

			Junior walked in just as most of the happy hour crowd was leaving. She wandered back toward the bar to see how ticket sales were going. Eddie’s weathered face lit up in a smile as she approached.

			“How’s it going, sweetheart?”

			“Pretty good, Dad. I think this is going to be a big show tonight.”

			Eddie had always wanted a son, but changed his mind when his daughter was born. What he didn’t change his mind about was naming his firstborn child after himself. A heated debate with his wife finally convinced Eddie that he should at least drop one of the Ds. Edie didn’t become Junior until she was old enough to help out at the bar on weekends.

			“Phone’s been ringing off the hook. Everybody wants to know what time Greg goes on.”

			Her father winked when he said it, but it was hard to deny the concern in his gaze.

			“Can I get you something to drink, sweetie?”

			“No thanks. It’s a little early for that.”

			Roger and Bill chuckled at her response. Eddie flashed them a dirty look and urged Junior to ignore them. He grabbed her arm and pointed to the empty end of the bar.

			“Have you talked to Greg about what happened out in Virgil Heights? A lot of people around here are starting to chatter about it.”

			“No, but I probably should. I was kinda hoping he would be the one to bring it up.”

			“We both know that’s never gonna happen. He’s hanging out in the store room, if you want to talk to him now.”

			“I think we should just get through the show tonight. Besides, we just…”

			Junior let her response trail off. She never liked to tell her father when she and Greg spent time with each other. It always got his hopes up that the two of them would get back together someday.

			“You ‘just’ what?”

			“Nothing, Dad. I have to make a call before all the crazies show up.”

			The news played on every screen in the bar. A pretty reporter was standing outside an alley in Virgil Heights. Protestors were waving signs in the background, demanding justice for the boy who was shot. The caption at the bottom of the screen said that the officer involved in the shooting had been put on leave, but didn’t mention Greg by name. At least not yet.

			Eddie brought the remote up and the screens went black, one by one.

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

		

	
		
			Greg’s curls were a patchwork of amber, black, and red as he waited in the large storage closet next to the stage that night. Dressing rooms aren’t very punk rock, he thought, cracking the door to scan the hot and sweaty room. Truth was that he never felt completely at ease wandering the crowd before a show either. It was always hard to know exactly where to be.

			Ricky and his band tore through a set of original material for thirty minutes in front of the sold out crowd. Greg could see the two kids he had met out in the parking lot pushed up against the stage, shoulder to shoulder with the middle-aged punks they would one day become. It was still fifteen minutes before Greg was scheduled to take the stage. Yet he was already filled with the same angry energy he’d felt the very first time he’d played in front of an audience. Part of him hoped that feeling would never go away, but it was getting harder and harder to summon.

			He closed the door and turned to check his phone. There were no messages, so he texted Junior a single word: Nervous. There was no response. He knew she was probably busy pouring drinks behind the bar or checking IDs at the front door.

			He slumped into a chair and tried to calm his mind. Next thing he knew, the door jerked open and Junior was yelling at him to go on. She stepped aside as he brushed past her, bounding up onto the stage.

			Ricky started in on the chords to the first song before Greg even reached the mic. The band kicked in on cue and Greg was screaming his head off. He had no time to worry about whether or not he could remember the lyrics. The song was over almost as quickly as it had started. He was still catching his breath when the drummer counted in the next song. Wooden sticks ticked off like the countdown to a bomb blast.

			The room was too narrow for any kind of real slam pit, but little shoving matches broke out as the die-hard BCC fans swelled and surged. The band plowed through three songs back-to-back before they finally let the crowd cheer. It was a deafening roar that slowly died down to a hum while Ricky fumbled to replace a broken guitar string. It took him a little longer than it should have, so Greg was forced to improvise some awkward stage banter. 

			“What’s up, HELL Bar?”

			The crowd responded with more shouting and shoving. Fans were yelling out song titles that Greg hadn’t heard in years. 

			“If we do that one you’ll have to come up here and sing it.”

			Greg laughed into the mic and turned to see if Ricky was ready yet. It felt like the seconds passed in slow motion. The song requests eventually died down, and were replaced by an increasingly aggressive buzz. Greg could feel the impatient crowd turning ugly when a single voice broke through the din.

			“Play a fucking song, pig!”

			Greg took a step to the edge of the stage and squinted to see through the blinding lights. 

			A few people in the crowd started booing. Then he heard it again: that same voice screaming above it all.

			“What are you gonna do, pig? Shoot me too?”

			There was a swell of motion out in the crowd. Greg could see a group of older guys punching and kicking somebody who was already down on the ground. He went to leap from the stage. Ricky grabbed the collar of his shirt and yanked him back toward the drums.

			“Dude! No way. You don’t need anymore trouble right now.”

			Junior rushed from the side of the stage as Greg struggled to get out of Ricky’s grip. She quickly motioned for Ricky to start playing another song. The band kicked in as she led Greg from the stage and along the far wall of the bar. He resisted at first, but eventually gave in to Junior’s pleading looks. People stremed out of both doors as the melee grew in size and intensity. The two of them eventually reached the side door and were soon outside of Eddie’s.

			“We can’t just bail!”

			“You’ve got enough shit going on without getting arrested for a stupid bar fight.”

			“What about Ricky?”

			“He can handle himself.”

			She was right, but he couldn’t shake the urge to rush back inside even though he knew it would only be a few minutes until the Bay Cities Police arrived and shut the place down. The gig was over either way.
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