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For the Woodstock boys





Yet, as only New Yorkers know, if you can get through the twilight, you’ll live through the night.

—Dorothy Parker






PART ONE
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Chapter One [image: Image]


They came in hot, the band and Audrey Benton, a raucous cocoon of color and sweat. Security up front, cutting into the crowd, splitting it, radios squawking, someone saying, “Just stay close.” But they couldn’t be closer. They were the Stones entering Studio 54. They were the Beatles on the Shea Stadium infield. They were four nervous kids from the Catskills, sticking tight to the girl who’d gotten them there. The club thrummed and pulsed. The band kept moving. Heads down, hair down, don’t let them really see you—just like Audrey had taught them.

Currents emanate outward, ripples become waves. In a room full of people looking for other people to look at, it was only natural to turn toward the commotion, the rock stars—for what else could they be, dressed like that? Audrey could hear the talking, people wondering who they were, who she was, all ink and tights and heels. Not model hot, so probably the real deal. They surged past the dance floor, past the DJ booth. Whistles and shouts, security throwing a shoulder, and then the crowd ebbed and they found themselves in a cordoned-off VIP area along a wall of floor-to-ceiling windows. The space was divided into three raised seating platforms, each surrounded by linked velvet ropes. They were led to the one in the middle, where a man sat, elevated and alone, typing into a phone. He stood up when he saw them, pocketing the device. His name was Lucas Duff and he was the band’s new manager. This after-party had been his idea.

He greeted them in turn, Ben and Arthur, Easter and Gatesy. Audrey stepped up last and Lucas held his arms out wide. She submitted to the fleshy hug.

“Drinks!” Lucas declared. “They’re sending someone over.”

The four members of the Westfield Brothers peered around, a bit lost. If the theory behind roped-off seating areas was to promote privacy, it wasn’t working. People were looking over, still trying to place them.

“Check out the view,” Audrey said, pointing east across Manhattan, and for a moment everyone did. But their eyes were drawn to the lights beyond the lights, the city beyond the city, the borough where they lived.

“Looks small from up here,” Arthur Westfield said to Ben.

“I know.” The brothers collapsed onto a leather couch; Easter and Gatesy hovered behind them. Just like onstage, Audrey thought, eyeing a nearby chair.

“Come sit with us,” Ben said, moving to make room for her. And so she did, flopping down between the two brothers. There was safety in numbers.

The problem was Lucas. He’d been jittery at the show but now was seriously high—a fact so evident no one bothered to acknowledge it. He sat down and took his phone back out. What was so important that it couldn’t wait? It was almost one a.m.

The band members surveyed their new surroundings. It was the last place they wanted to be, this Manhattan club, fifteen years removed from the last time those two words, strung together, had held sway with the city’s creative class. But there’d been no question of not coming. Lucas had said it was important—the image and exposure. The relevance of the right place. He was, and had been for years, Columbia Records’ East Coast VP of A & R, and if he wanted to make a splash by having the after-party here, then Ben and Arthur weren’t about to say no. Besides, the Westfield Brothers deserved it. They’d just played Terminal 5, a bellwether venue for a band on the rise, and the sold-out show had come off without a hitch. Even Audrey thought so. Especially Audrey. Because she understood what could have gone wrong.

Audrey Benton had been the Westfield Brothers’ label rep—as well as their publicist, booker, manager, and greatest cheerleader—until two months prior, when Ben and Arthur had made the difficult decision to leave Whale Creek Records, the small, if influential, Brooklyn-based label where Audrey worked, for the (potentially) greener pastures of Columbia Records. The brothers had made the move with Audrey’s blessing, if not quite her full-throated enthusiasm. She had discovered the four of them (or three of them: Gatesy had come later) years before, playing an open mic in Gowanus, and they’d been central to one another’s lives ever since. So much so that after intense lobbying from Ben and Arthur, Audrey had promised to join them tonight—however bittersweet it might be. Even Lucas had approved. “I guess chicks never hurt at a club,” he’d said after Ben and Arthur added her name to the guest list. It was his eloquent way of saying he understood. Everyone respected Audrey Benton—even the competition.

Now the brothers slumped, exhausted, into the cushions on either side of her. No one knew what would happen next. Lucas would put his phone down or a waitress would arrive. It didn’t matter. Everything was a novelty, so nothing was. A Top 40 song came on and Ben wondered aloud who sang it.

“Katy Perry,” Audrey said.

“How do you know that?”

“How do you not?”

Audrey enjoyed playing the generalist in a world of connoisseurs, but not being a snob was different from not knowing music, and her true tastes were redoubtable—the Westfield Brothers being Exhibit A. At least the other clubgoers had stopped staring. These were people for whom recognition was an ethic, and a careful study of the band had revealed no familiar faces. It was true that the Westfield Brothers had never had a radio hit. Certainly, most people in this room had never heard of them. But most people in this room weren’t from Brooklyn, where the band was indie royalty—the kings of Kings County. Walking through South Williamsburg with Ben or Arthur (or Audrey, for that matter) was like walking through the Mojave with extra water; everyone was suddenly a friend. Except it was more genuine than that.

The noise was grating. Ben, the older, stockier Westfield, searched his pockets for the earplugs he’d worn onstage, while his whippet-thin brother stared quizzically at Lucas. “So where’s Theo?” Ben asked Audrey.

“He really wanted to come, but his boss is in from LA and he has to prepare for their meeting tomorrow,” Audrey said. “I left his name downstairs but I doubt he’ll make it.”

The brothers nodded. Though they’d played there twice now, Los Angeles remained a mystical place. They probed no further.

“It’s too bad,” she continued. “He’d have loved the show.”

“Well, he’d hate it here,” Arthur said, nodding at Lucas. “What the fuck is he—”

“Easy,” Ben warned.

“No, seriously. This is bullshit. Hey, Lucas!”

“Hold on,” the label man said, his thumbs jabbing at his phone. “Bit of a crisis. One of our employees has gone missing.”

Arthur shook his head. Ben rubbed his. This was the music business. People went missing all the time. Audrey had warned them about Lucas. He was abrupt and abrasive and full of contradictions—he didn’t, for instance, drink alcohol—but Audrey believed his bombast cloaked great talent and a large heart. She didn’t know him well—they swam at different ends of the same pool—but she knew he’d earned his reputation. He’d survived as an A & R man for decades, had practically outlived the industry itself. Music was a young person’s game, but it would be hard to claim, judging from the bands he’d broken, the songs he’d coaxed into existence, that anyone, even now, played it better than Lucas Duff. Yet the years were wearing on him. The wrinkled suit, too big, even for his oversized frame; the red splotches and peels of skin; and the hair, what was left of it, sprouting out like stubborn weeds. He looked awful enough to be important.

He must have sensed the band’s uneasiness, because he repocketed his phone. He snorted like a horse and clapped his hands. “Still no waitress?” He looked around for someone who might fit that description, and then lost interest and launched into a monologue about licensing agreements, how they worked, how he would make them work—content and copyrights, splits and royalties. It was drug talk, ambling and unfocused, and it made Audrey nervous. How she wished Theo were here, and how glad she was that he wasn’t. Because this place was everything they’d tailored their lives to avoid. Also, it was late now, and it was a long subway ride, and there’d be issues at the door, and… and… and…

And there he was! Standing in front of the platform, looking up at her. Such was Audrey’s shock that her boyfriend appeared at first as an apparition, a manifestation of her reverie. The raw physicality. The blond hair and square shoulders. The half grin on his strong face. And then a second passed and she wasn’t shocked at all. Her life with him was like this. Charmed. Fated. Full. That she experienced the same sensation—an avian lightness in her chest—as she had the very first time she saw him thrilled her immensely. She understood what it was. And never took it for granted.

She skipped down the platform steps, scissored the velvet rope, and, to the amusement of the band, all but leapt into his arms, where she remained, only pulling back when Theo finally did.

“I can’t believe you. I told you to stay home. I mean, look at this place. No, wait, don’t. Stay looking at me.” She kissed him. “Did you get in okay? They have four different promoters working the door. Whatever, you made it. Come say hi.”

The band was only too happy for the interruption. They greeted Theo one by one, standing up, clenching hands, leaning in—that ubiquitous male embrace. Ben introduced him to Gatesy, their latest drummer. Lucas remained seated. He looked annoyed.

“How was the show?” Theo asked. Of Audrey’s many bands, the Westfield Brothers had always been his favorite.

“Amazing,” she said. “The union guys finally had to turn up the lights.”

“Just as well,” Arthur said. “We’d run out of songs. Besides, it’s a dead place acoustically. The soundboard’s all fuzzy on the low end—”

“Artie,” Ben interrupted, “he doesn’t need the full recap. Here, Theo, come sit. We’re playing Spot the Waitress.”

“A band with no drinks,” Gatesy said. “How’s that for fucking rock and roll?”

“Let me go buy a round,” Theo offered.

“Absolutely not,” Audrey said. “Did you see the bar? It’ll take forever. Plus, the label’s paying and you just got here.”

But it was too late. Theo had seen eyes light up in the wake of his offer, and before Audrey could stop him he was shrugging off his coat and taking orders.

“At least let me come with you,” she said, but Theo wouldn’t hear of it. He was stubborn in his kindness. He kissed her again and then ventured back down the shallow steps. Audrey’s eyes trailed after him. So often he looked like the only man in a room full of boys. But it was more than his size. It was the way he moved, with sureness and deliberate grace—like there’d always be time.

Her mind drifted back, as it often did, to the morning after their first date, three years ago now, and the call she’d placed to her grandmother Connie in Cape Canaveral, to gush about her latest intrigue. Audrey wasn’t a girl who fell for guys. She was a girl who tossed them (sometimes gently) aside. But now, out of nowhere, this big, shy, handsome, self-deprecating… She’d stopped and tried again but kept butchering the knotty language of enchantment until suddenly the word “dignified” tumbled out and abruptly Audrey stopped talking. Connie sighed through the phone. “ ‘Dignified’ is exactly how I used to describe your grandfather,” she said. “It’s the best thing a man can be.”

And then it was her grandmother’s turn. Hurricane season, trailer park politics, “medical” marijuana. As Audrey listened, she became acutely aware of how lonely she’d been. This was ludicrous. One night, and they hadn’t even kissed. She thought of other nights, with other men—there were plenty to draw from—and the empty ways they’d so often ended, or hadn’t. She muted the call to hide her sniffling.

She loved that woman.

And my God, she loved this man. She’d known it right away.

Theo was still visible from where Audrey stood. She could see the back of him, paused at the edge of the throng. He was wearing the jeans she’d bought him and an off-white button-down, dusted with flecks of paint. (Much of his wardrobe was blemished in this manner, Theo having begun painting their new loft before his clothes had found their way into drawers.) He had no fashion sense, per se, but living in Bushwick, the Edison Labs of emerging style, his functional austerity lent him an aura of relative sophistication. Add to this his more permanent features and it wasn’t hard to imagine him an exile from some more reliable era. He wasn’t preppy or bohemian or conservative or hip. He was just perfectly there, in space.

And then he was gone, sucked in.

The band had been watching him, too—or watching Audrey watch him—because when she turned back around, all four members were grinning.

“Look at you,” Arthur said, “all loved up.”

Audrey pretended to ignore him. She stepped over the corner of the table and fell back between the brothers onto the couch.

Lucas clapped his hands again. “Think this one’s gonna last? Hah! Just kidding. I mean, come on, embrace the rep, right? A whole neighborhood of heartbreak in her wake.”

“I’m right here,” Audrey said. “You can address me directly.”

“Hey, I said I was kidding. You don’t need to get all…”

But the flimsy underpinning of this unlikely gathering was revealing itself. Everyone felt it and moved to control the fallout. A lot was at stake. The Westfield Brothers had spent almost a decade working their way up from basements to bars to concert halls, every step of the climb orchestrated by Audrey in her capacity as Whale Creek’s Artist Liaison. Theirs was a rare bond. Bands existed in a world of grudges and slights (some real, most imagined), where fame forever beckoned beyond the edge of the stage. It would have been so easy for them to give up. And for Audrey, too, staving off the pressure to drop the Westfields after each unprofitable year, until the last two, when the major festivals had come calling and Whale Creek finally stopped losing money on them. Columbia Records had noticed immediately. But Ben and Arthur wouldn’t switch labels without Audrey’s permission, which she had begrudgingly given. How could she not? This was about the music, after all, about championing songs that got heard outside their world, beyond Brooklyn. Booking the band at Terminal 5 was about exactly that. Breaking them out. Taking that rare shot at… not the “mainstream”—they were too good for that—but some iteration of commercial success. Two words not in Audrey’s vocabulary.

Of course she had mixed feelings. It wasn’t the money. No, she was worried her boys would get lost out there. Indie acts rarely signed major record deals these days. Too much had to go right in a business where so little ever did. Tonight, for instance. Audrey had been against their playing the show (not that it was her call anymore). Terminal 5 was twice the size of most New York clubs. What if they hadn’t filled it? Time was, the booker would have come backstage, slapped Ben or Arthur on the back, and said, “Don’t worry, we’ll get it right next year.” Now the venues were owned by public corporations, and each night’s gate was studied and archived. A few soft shows and you were playing bars again.

The Westfields had shared her concerns, but Lucas pushed back and the brothers had finally given in. Audrey had to admit, Columbia had certainly done its part. They’d wheat-pasted half of North Brooklyn, organized a webcast at NPR’s offices, and landed the brothers interviews with Pitchfork and RollingStone.com. And the show had been stellar. Audrey could envision what would happen next—the new album date bumped up, the tour lengthened. Lucas had been right and she’d been wrong—wrong enough to wonder about other advice she’d given Ben and Arthur over the years. Sitting between them now, she thought about regret. Did the band have any, or did they take life as it came? Certainly, that was how Audrey had always lived. Planning her future, charting some kind of progression… these were things she’d never contemplated. People, not time or geography, delineated the chapters of her life. Bands and boyfriends, though her relationships with the former had always meant more, and lasted longer.

Until Theo.

She could apply those two words to every aspect of her life. Pre- and post-, before and after; it was almost biblical. Now, for the first time, the band was leaving and the boyfriend staying. She had other bands, of course, a healthy roster of them, playing their hearts out in makeshift East Williamsburg practice spaces, but she’d been with the Westfield Brothers longest. They’d become adults together.

“Hey, guys, sorry for the wait.” Everyone turned at once. A miniskirted waitress had negotiated the velvet ropes and was now towering over them.

“Honey, where the fuck have you been all my life?” Lucas said, looking her up and up and up.

Of the many possible responses, the waitress chose flirtatious ignorance. Audrey, no stranger to the service industry, watched in admiration as the girl bent down to take Lucas’s order: “Bottle of Grey Goose, bottle of Maker’s, two bottles of champagne, all the bells and whistles.”

“But Theo’s getting us drinks,” Ben said, an edge in his voice.

“Who?”

“Audrey’s boyfriend. He’s up at the bar.”

“And he’ll be up there all night. Anyone want anything else? Easter? Gatesy?”

“I’ll wait for Theo,” Easter said from behind the couch.

The other half of the rhythm section had wandered over to the ropes, where two iron-haired bottle blondes in wrap dresses stood, sipping cocktails through straws.

“Gatesy!” Lucas shouted, too loudly. “Drink?”

“Sure!”



The drummer wanted a mind eraser. Not bad, Theo thought, wondering if it might hold up later, in front of Audrey. They’d been trading potential opening lines since the night they met, inventing new beginnings, the first words of the fictional books of their lives. Audrey was better at it—she was funnier—but Theo had his moments, and he hoped this might be one. Also, it had the benefit of being true. The drummer had asked for a mind eraser. If only Theo could place the order.

He should have listened to Audrey. Theo Gorski was not small, and still it had taken him ten minutes and counting to get close to the three-sided bar anchoring the center of the club. Along the way he’d tripped over clandestine cube chairs and been stymied by human cul-de-sacs. Reedy night owls with unfocused eyes. Now he turned sideways, all six foot three, two hundred fifteen pounds of him, and sort of shimmied past a group of sharp-shouldered women, apologizing as he did so. He was twenty-two stories above Manhattan, at a nightclub on top of a hotel on top of a landfill. A city extended by refuse. Theo guessed he was the only one in the room who knew what lay beneath (and certainly the only one who appreciated the latent metaphor). He was full of such minutiae, and increasingly aware of its irrelevance.

Thank God he’d hit the cash machine earlier, still had seventy-five or eighty bucks. He ran through the order: mind eraser, Bulleit bourbon for Audrey, and beers for the rest. What was in a mind eraser anyway? Kahlúa, maybe, or Baileys; he couldn’t remember, if he’d ever known. For the first time, it crossed his mind that their new drummer—Gatsby, Theo had heard the kid say through the din, but that couldn’t be right—might have been messing with him. Not that it mattered. These were Audrey’s people—her boys, she called them—and that was enough. He didn’t mind being the genial plus-one. He’d grown used to balancing on the edges of couches, leaning in to hear snippets of talk, leaning out to digest it. There was no pressure to perform when he was with one of her bands. No one asked his opinion on anything that hadn’t happened that night. Had he liked the show? The new T-shirts? As if he’d ever say he didn’t. What a funny world Audrey’s was, with all that posturing and beauty and talent. The trick to making it in music, Theo figured—because it was the trick to pretty much everything—was finding balance, some form of stability in the most unstable of environments. Audrey said the trick was to write great songs. The rest was just life. The two of them were different like that. Wonderfully so.

A hole opened up in front of him, and Theo, former football star, reacted quickly. Soon he found himself, if not quite at the bar, then near enough to call out an order. He watched the bartenders rush back and forth, shaking and pouring, shaking and pouring. All women, mostly skin. How that equation had changed. When he’d first moved to the city, it was all skin, mostly woman in this part of town. But he was dating himself.

Patience. Positioning. Incremental gains. God, this really was like football. Cash in hand might help. He fished out a twenty and waved it in the air. Like a dandy. Like a fraud. Surely, there was a more effective way to do this, but he didn’t know it. Shaking and pouring, shaking and pouring, ice, ice, ice, and no one looking up. At least at him. It was the paradox at the center of Theo’s life. For all his abundant physicality, he was decidedly modest and unassuming in temperament. He supposed he was cerebral, if a person could still be such a thing. “He not only has no ego, but, like, no mechanism for selfishness at all,” he’d overheard Audrey tell her then–best friend, Sarah, one night early on, and while Theo knew that wasn’t true, there was probably something to it in a relative sense.

The self he did have a mechanism for—an entire assembly line of machinery—was self-analysis. Not in a clinical way, but situationally: a kind of outsider’s omniscience. He existed not in moments but near them; he didn’t drive the narrative of his experiences so much as study their structures, the frameworks of his environment. For instance, while waiting at the bar, having adopted an overtly casual strategy of not looking at the bartenders, he began to take in his surroundings, beginning with the faux-crystal “chandelier” above him. It looked like the dripped-wax base of a candle turned upside down and magnified a thousand times for no discernible reason but poor taste. From there, he followed the ceiling to the wall of windows and the gunmetal skyline beyond—blurry lights in the black of October. He thought of people riding late-night subways. Protesters occupying Wall Street parks. Friday night crowds in clubs like this one. Theo peered around, stirred by the energy, the exuberance, the (im)pure stamina of the room, but no one caught his eye. These people didn’t pause to ruminate; they paused for selfies, which, when taken with a flash, changed the windows to mirrors, endless reflection pools, and that seemed about right.

But he was projecting. For all he knew, half these revelers were first-timers like him. Just look at Audrey. Short shorts over red tights, with some kind of black leotard top. Plus heels. Plus a Slinky’s worth of jangling bracelets up and down her arm. Plus—agghh, he had no idea what he was talking about, the names of these female things that other men learned through urban osmosis. The point was that Audrey had never been here either, and, further, actively hated places like this—exclusive clubs, posh rip-off dens, anywhere that catered to “society” kids or still offered bottle service at this thankfully late date in bottle-service history. But to see her you’d think she breezed through every night.

Someone fell into him, and Theo spun around to find a loose-legged prepster getting up off the floor. “Dude, I was pushed,” the guy announced by way of apology. Then he took Theo’s measure, held his arms up in a no mas gesture, and made himself scarce. This was ridiculous. It was way too crowded, way too loud. Theo turned back to the bar and this time raised his hand with some urgency. Several other hands were in the air, and Theo felt an odd surge of adrenaline. He fixed his gaze on the closest bartender, a willowy brunette whose hardness seemed more put on than permanent. He went again for eye contact, in hopes of ordering, yes, but also because the top she was wearing was low cut, and the glitter in her décolletage so potentially distracting that—

“Up here!”

Theo looked up, mortified. He’d only glanced down so as to actively not glance down, peeked so he’d know where not to peek. But how do you explain that? She started shaking a drink in front of him, the glass and shaker up by her head, as if to establish his allowable viewing frame. “I’m sorry,” Theo said, “I wasn’t—”

“What do you want?!”

He recited the order, face burning. She didn’t flinch at the mind eraser, which was sounding increasingly enticing. In fact, she didn’t acknowledge him at all. Somewhere above, a song ended and another began. Synthetic dance pop no one was dancing to. How long had he been gone?

The drinks appeared on the wet bar top in front of him, all four leaking down the sides. The mind eraser was two-toned.

“Eighty-seven!” the bartender shouted, leaning over.

Theo looked at the drinks. “But I only got these four!”

“I know what you got!”

Dazed, Theo reached for his wallet. His head swam with figures, none of which, when added together, reached the number she had named. Predictably, neither did the cash in his wallet. He handed over his debit card.

“Start a tab?”



“I’m going to visit the little boys’ room,” Lucas said to no one in particular. He stood up, patted his pockets instinctively, then walked past Gatesy and unhooked the rope. He stepped out. The two wrap-dress girls stepped in.

Gatesy ushered them up the steps. “This is my band,” he said, “and this is Audrey. Be nice to her and she’ll get you a record deal.”

“Really? I can play ukulele,” said one of the girls.

“Christ,” Arthur muttered.

Audrey shook their hands and made small talk. She’d been on both sides of the female-with-band equation, seeker and sought, and understood the value of keeping everyone happy. She’d seen bands undone by blog posts, relationships implode from a single tweet. The wrap-dress girls asked about the cowboys-on-horseback tattoo on her left shoulder blade. It was the coolest one they’d ever seen, they said (or one of them did), and Audrey smiled obligingly. The brothers jumped in to save her and the conversation drifted like flotsam, every which way. Audrey listened to the banter, the reassuring constants of her inconstant world. She’d miss these boys.

How had they done it? Talent and ambition, sure, but these were New York words, and while they certainly applied to the Westfield Brothers, Audrey attributed their success to something less definable: a kind of urgency born of circumstance. Ben and Arthur Westfield were from Kripplebush, a Hudson Valley hamlet old enough to have traditions and secluded enough to keep them. Their parents were self-taught musicians who for years hosted ramshackle Sunday jamborees on their front porch, bringing old-timers down from the hills toting instruments from other epochs: dulcimers, lumberhorns, clackamores. They looked homemade but sounded otherworldly, and so did the accompanying voices, their mother’s among them, above them, enveloping each song with careworn tenderness, the way a clean sheet fell on a bed. That’s how Ben had once described it to Audrey. The parties—they called them knockabouts—would last all day: hymns, folk songs, mountain blues, half the town showing up most weeks, grilling food, drinking from unlabeled bottles, the aged and infirm propped up in lawn chairs, just watching and listening, the way you did in these rural outposts, for hours, for years.

And how could the two young brothers not become a part of it, not start fiddling and strumming and banging on things, not learn to play the songs they heard and then start writing some themselves, tough-luck stories and outlaw ballads, simple and derivative at first, but less so as time passed, teenage summers, the two becoming three when they added Easter Woods, their grade-school friend, a socially awkward musical prodigy from a meth-wrecked home, who slept over half the time, and then all the time, taking up residence among the instruments in the basement, their self-appointed curator and guardian. They started small: house parties and local festivals. High school became an annoyance, and then an afterthought, replaced by the kind of changeless small-town jobs that crushed a person without a sideline, an outlet, a mission. Ben became a bouncer. Arthur worked stints at the municipal dump, and in the warmer months reshingled roofs with Easter, until the latter, stoned, fell off an A-frame and fractured his skull. But he could still fiddle with a cracked head, and though the roofing concern went bust, the band gigs kept coming. They accepted every invitation, learning through trial and error the tricks of performing live, pedal loops and distortion, movement and stage presence, venturing forth to nearby towns, to neighboring counties, to the forlorn cities of industry still dotting the north-country landscape. Finally, they headed south to New York, once, and then again and again, metal to the magnet, until, like Easter in the basement, the temporary became permanent, and they found themselves subletting a bedbug-ridden, exposed-wire “work/live space” in the barren and not-yet-fashionable reaches of South Williamsburg, Brooklyn.

They arrived (as Audrey had not long before them) at the height of a specific cultural moment born of the jangly rhythms, retro stylings, and put-upon attitudes of a loose cluster of artistic-minded contrarians. These were the muscular years following 9/11, but the young denizens of their particular Brooklyn weren’t political activists or aspiring intellectuals. They weren’t unified in much at all beyond a loose belief in creative self-expression. But how to channel it? The art world was too insidery, photography too accessible, writing too antisocial and, in the end, too hard. What remained was music, and the sprawling canvas of indie rock. Part grunge, part Brit invasion, part disco and hip-hop, folk and electronic, fashion and spectacle, it could be stripped down or layered up, and, as such, was so fragmentarily derivative as to be thoroughly original. The barriers to entry were low, the odds of success—or at least stylish failure—enticingly high. And that was enough. By the first years of the new century, the immigrant neighborhoods of North Brooklyn had cracked open, and beautiful, bedraggled twentysomethings were pouring in. They arrived from that vast American other, dreamy theater majors and art school grads, suburban iconoclasts and Rust Belt misfits, some fully formed but most needing time among similar minds and sensibilities—other people doing weird shit, wearing weird shit, smoking weird shit, busloads of kids who understood firsthand the suffocating lassitude of cultural homogeneity, the illogical sameness of everywhere else. Of course, Williamsburg, the ground zero of this non-movement, had its own indigenous codes, and as it happened, just then, the prevalent look was exactly congruent to what Ben, Arthur, and Easter already wore: Carhartt jackets and denim cut-offs, work shirts and wife-beaters. And while they understood that irony was involved (not everyone—in fact, almost no one—hailed from their type of manure-scented nowhere), they never did comprehend, or really care about, the complex sociological factors that produced that irony. In a world of layered artifice, they were wholly authentic. Not that they realized that either.

How they’d changed from those early days—grown up physically, acquired the tempered weariness of prolonged creative struggle. Arthur was now a genuine front man, handsome and charismatic, bending his skinny frame into the songs as if willing them to life. Ben, twice as large, was the sweat-drenched soul of the group, standing center stage, cradling his accordion like it was a baby in a sling. Tempos and moods, the entire spirit of the show, emanated from him. And then Easter and Gatesy, the two always lumped together, despite their evident dissimilarity. Easter Woods was shy and aging early but confident onstage as he moved between instruments—bass, fiddle, keyboards—while Gatesy, the drummer they’d found some months ago at a gig in New Paltz (after several others hadn’t worked out), was a frenetic body of energy, perpetually surrounding himself with women he never brought home, his true interest, his real love, being the band itself—its members and music, its currency. In this most anonymous of cities, a band provided identity, community, and cover. Notoriety, if it came, only heightened the experience, the group becoming a separate life force its individual members were forever trying to comprehend and control. You made the band, and then the band made you.

Now, marooned on their VIP platform, Lucas nowhere to be seen, Audrey and the brothers watched as Gatesy, spurred on by the wrap-dress girls, began unhooking the velvet ropes in hopes of enticing more visitors. “Death to the social order!” he shouted, and the two girls squealed. Audrey could feel it coming, one of those harebrained incidents that so often occurred around band boys. They tried so hard to be mature, to be men, but they were still just kids with guitars, breaking what they touched, begging to be heard.

It didn’t take long before the same security guard who’d ushered them in reappeared and methodically began rehooking the ropes to their stanchions. He asked Gatesy what the hell he thought he was doing, but the drummer just continued around the circle, until he was unhooking ropes the guard had just rehooked. For a while, they moved in synchronistic tandem, Gatesy taunting his apelike adversary, slowing down and speeding up, at one point even switching directions and confusing the guard into doing the same. Which is when the waitress arrived with a busboy in tow, carrying bottles, mixers, an ice bucket, and glasses. Naturally, Easter began lobbing ice cubes at Gatesy, who picked them up and threw them, harder, at the guard. The scene was teetering toward bedlam, security radioing for help, when Theo reappeared, staggering toward the platform like some long-lost explorer emerging from the jungle. Audrey caught sight of him just as Theo, in turn, glimpsed the bottles and glasses, the yet-untouched mind eraser. Theo was cradling one of those himself, along with three other drinks, his sleeves soaked, his expression pushing past exasperation to disbelief. Audrey stood up to both help and explain, but she lost sight of her boyfriend in the mess of people closing in from all directions. Here was Lucas, returning from the bathroom, only to be thrust aside by three newly arrived guards, and from the other direction, the club manager, his face betraying the antithetical requirements of his dual roles—peacekeeper and party host. It was a madhouse now, champagne popping, people pushing one another, one of the wrap-dress girls screaming as she slipped on an ice cube and fell to the floor—

“Lucas!” the manager called out, as if the label man could do something, as if the label man were even listening. Because he wasn’t. Pale and sweating profusely, Lucas Duff was staring again at his phone. He was in some kind of trance, and it wasn’t just the coke. Audrey and the Westfields saw it, too, and instinctively moved toward him, everyone converging near a downed section of rope—Lucas, Audrey, Ben, Arthur, Easter, and now Theo, who’d put down the drinks. Audrey slipped over to his side.

“What the hell’s going on?” Ben asked.

Lucas looked up, glassy eyed. “A guy who was working for us scouting shows…” He wiped his nose on his sleeve. “I’ve been getting these texts all night. Apparently he… he killed himself. Jumped off the fucking Williamsburg Bridge.”

“Jesus,” Arthur said. “What was his name?” They were almost shouting above the noise.

“Fender. At least that’s what everyone called him. Weird dude, but really knew his shit and had a great ear—”

But the brothers were no longer listening. They were looking at Audrey. Her lips had parted, her cheeks gone pale.

“Are you sure?” she said to Lucas. Her voice sounded unsteady, almost quivering.

“Sure about what? That he jumped? No, I’m not fucking sure. But the story’s been going around the last few hours. That’s why I’ve been distrac—wait, Audrey, what’s wrong? Don’t tell me you used to—”

“Hey!” It was Theo, stepping toward Lucas. Ben tried to get between them. Three big men standing toe to toe to toe, though all eyes were on the tallest.

“Easy, easy,” Lucas said. He looked terrified. “Sorry, I wasn’t…”

But Audrey’s boyfriend stood his ground. It was the label man who moved, stepping meekly backward.

Everyone else huddled around Audrey. “You okay?” Theo asked, stooping slightly to meet her at eye level. “What just happened?”

“Nothing,” she said, ridiculously. She felt claustrophobic, short of breath.

“It’s probably not true,” Ben said. “Lucas is all fucked up.”

“I know.” Audrey appeared dazed. “Look, we’re gonna go, okay?”

“Are you sure?” Arthur asked. “Here, we’ll walk you downstairs.”

“No, don’t,” she said, grabbing her coat. “I’m fine. Let’s catch up tomorrow.”

No one believed her, but she didn’t care. Her heart was racing. Fender. The name bore into her. She hugged the brothers, almost perfunctorily, and then took Theo’s arm, which was there, waiting.



They walked across Ninth Avenue in silence, Audrey wobbly in her heels on the cobblestones. Theo put his jacket around hers as the wind off the river funneled past them down Fourteenth Street. At the corner of Eighth they descended underground, only to be flattened against a wall by a tide of bodies surging up. Manhattanites stumbling home from Brooklyn. For so long, this time of night, the crowds had gone the other way, but it was 2011 now; the scales of pleasure had tipped. Theo swiped his way through a turnstile, then passed his card back to Audrey, who did the same. The train sat in the station, hissing, belching; they hurried down the platform and stepped into the rearmost car. There were only four people inside: a homeless man slumped under blankets in a corner he’d cordoned off with yellow crime-scene tape; a European couple speaking in hushed voices as they studied a route map by the door; and a woman in a Con Ed jacket, eyes closed, lightly snoring.

Theo and Audrey sat as they’d walked, huddled close. What the hell had just happened? He’d never seen her react like that—to anything or anyone. Worse, she hadn’t said a word about it since they’d left the club. As the train started moving, she buried her head in the crook of his shoulder, her hair obscuring her face. He pulled her tight to him. She’d talk when she was ready.

Sixth Avenue. Union Square. The car filling up. Theo scanned the ads running the length of the opposite wall: six panels dedicated to a new James Patterson book, four to an ESL school. Above the Con Ed woman’s head was a new installment of the MTA’s Poetry in Motion campaign: a stanza from Robert Frost’s “Birches.” An odd choice, considering the surroundings, but then, the whole series seemed unlikely—subversive, even. How had it ever been green-lit? Theo pictured an idealistic city employee navigating the endless bureaucratic hurdles. Things like that warmed his heart. A swinger of birches indeed.

Third Avenue. First. A kid with a stand-up bass flopped down across from Theo, the instrument remaining upright between them. Had Audrey known this Fender guy well (and what kind of name was that)? Theo had never heard her mention him, which was strange. They’d told each other so much about their pasts. He knew all the major figures—her longtime friends, her significant lovers. He understood that things had happened to her, come at her, in ways unfamiliar to him, and if minor details hadn’t been fully broached, well, he had learned to live with that fact, even admire it, at least as it contrasted with his own lackluster New York story. What mattered in the end was honesty: they trusted each other completely, and this, to Theo, meant everything.

What was happening? The train was easing to an unscheduled stop. The lights flickered off and on and off. Then the backups kicked in, as the train exhaled and went quiet. The kid in front of him brought the bass in against his body, allowing Theo a view of the car again. He scanned the riders’ faces, some bathed in the glow of smartphones, others blank, lost in the non-time of here to there. Minutes passed. Theo listened for an explanation. He’d read an article once about the real meaning behind conductor announcements. A “sick passenger” actually meant a dead passenger; “police activity” meant a suicide. A jumper. A body on the tracks.

Audrey stirred. “What’s going on?”

“We’re stopped,” Theo said.

She sat up quickly and looked around. “Under the river?”

“Yes, why?” Theo asked. As if he didn’t know. As if the night hadn’t already twisted in on itself. Could this have something to do with that? Of course not. They were in a tunnel, not on a bridge. This was just the city taking a breath before the ceaseless march resumed. Still, the coincidence gave him pause, being stuck under the river—the moat, as Audrey called it, which would make Brooklyn their fortress, their refuge—between lives old and new. The link never seemed quite severed.

Audrey hadn’t answered, and he was about to ask again when the main power came back on, and soon they were moving, slowly, with effort, and he could feel the age of everything—the tracks, the system, the city. Five more stops.

Audrey was gazing at the homeless man, at the tape that marked his realm.

“Tell me something,” she said.

“Like what?”

“Anything. I don’t care.”

Theo cleared his throat. “I thought of a good opening line.”

She looked up at him expectantly.

“The drummer wanted a mind eraser.”

She closed her eyes, buried her head again.

“God, so do I.”






Chapter Two [image: Image]


Brunch people. They were everywhere and it was barely noon. Audrey checked her phone: three minutes past, to be exact. Sarah would be shocked at her punctuality, assuming Audrey could get through the throng of Burberry coats and Balenciaga bags clogging up the restaurant entranceway. She waded in, making it through the first set of double doors before encountering resistance, in the form of German tourists, or Dutch maybe, a half-dozen contemporary-art-world types who looked, in their improbable color combinations—blues on slightly bluer blues, etc.—like the visual equivalent of smelling salts. Balthazar, like most New York restaurants, suffered from a lack of space near the hostess stand, but Audrey had spent years moving through crowded eateries, and soon she’d negotiated the second set of doors and was peeling off toward the bar. She scanned the café tables, and then the bar area itself, but her old friend was nowhere in sight. She spied an empty bar stool by the service station and hurried over to claim it.

Brunch had been Audrey’s idea. She’d texted Sarah just after eight a.m., and Sarah, no doubt sensing trouble, had responded immediately, asking if everything was okay. Some wired shit happng, Audrey had written. Srry, WEIRD shit. Plus its bn forevr. She knew Sarah would have plans on a sunny autumn Saturday but knew, too—no, she didn’t know, not anymore, but she hoped—that her friend would cancel them. How long had “forevr” been? Eight months? Ten? For years, they’d been inseparable—best friends and roommates. Audrey Benton and Sarah Foster had met on a softball field in Williamsburg, not long after Audrey moved to New York, and from there had quickly spilled into each other’s lives, like a sloppy chemistry experiment gone wonderfully right. The compound they formed bubbled with energy and glowed in the dark, after dark, and seldom had a night passed without the two joining forces to wreak havoc.

Back then, Sarah was waitressing at Indochine, on Lafayette Street, a former eighties hotspot turned downtown institution. Audrey preferred Brooklyn restaurants when it came to work but often trekked into Manhattan when their post-shift schedules aligned, to meet Sarah at Balthazar (a few blocks south of Indochine), where the food was good and the crowd intriguing. It was expensive, prohibitively so, but their drinks were usually comped by the bartenders or paid for by men at nearby tables. It was no accident that Audrey and Sarah preferred the front of the bar—two tall, stylish Brooklyn girls clad in tattoo-baring tops, their hair effortlessly unstyled, their laughs loud and confident. They were catnip (with cat eyes) to men with money, wild and exotic, but without the punk darkness or roller-derby kitsch. Grinning waiters approached with dirty martinis or champagne flutes, offerings from older patrons, and Audrey and Sarah would turn after a time to locate their latest admirers, both of them wearing coy expressions that might mean a half-dozen things, but most likely just one: that it wasn’t going to happen. Unless, on the rare occasion, it might, at which point the well-coifed West Coast architect or French filmmaker or rich-kid painter and his tablemates slid giddily over to make room for the new arrivals. From there the night could expand in any direction, from the basement of the Mercer, to the roof of the Thompson, to a tiki dive on the Lower East Side. The girls had only one rule, and it usually held: they stayed together. Audrey and Sarah weren’t interested in anything beyond a fun night. Anyway, the boys Audrey really liked were never trolling the bar at Balthazar; they were treading water back in Brooklyn—broke dreamers in frayed denim, just trying to stay afloat. But there was purity in that. And equilibrium. Still, Balthazar back then, Audrey thought, as she gazed around the restaurant…

Where was Sarah? And who were all these people? Balthazar had never been so packed, even in its heyday. Or was this still its heyday? She should have made a reservation, though the idea of calling ahead for brunch was too much. Audrey couldn’t see the entrance anymore, which meant Sarah would never see her. She was about to venture back outside—they could go someplace else—when she felt a tap on her shoulder. Turning around, Audrey found herself face-to-face with a stunning mocha-skinned woman with an Afro so perfectly round she had to fight the urge to stare.

“If you’ll come with me…”

“I don’t think—” Audrey started to say, but then noticed the clipboard and the practiced smile and understood what was happening. She stood up and followed the hostess through the restaurant, the two tall women in lockstep, ignoring the eyes flicking their way. Sarah was sitting in one of the sought-after crescent banquettes along the far wall, applying lipstick with a compact. When she saw Audrey, she snapped it shut and wriggled along the vinyl-covered seat until she was free of the table. They embraced, almost tightly, and watched the hostess sashay away.

“Look at her,” Sarah said. “We were never that fabulous. Or I wasn’t. You had your moments.”

Audrey was about to say something in mock protest, then realized her friend had used the past tense. She looked at the table instead.

“Impressive real estate.”

“Judging from your text, I figured we might need some privacy.” Sarah’s phone vibrated beside her place setting. “Ugh, let me put this away.” Instead, she picked it up and read the incoming message as she shimmied back into place. Audrey followed, balling her coat up onto the seat beside her. Then she saw Sarah’s shearling-lined leather number hanging neatly from a nearby hook. Oh well.

“It’s Chris,” Sarah announced. “He says hi. He just finished running and has to go into work.”

“But it’s Saturday.”

“Welcome to my world.” She started thumbing a reply.

Christopher Van Vleck was Sarah’s boyfriend, a title he’d held for six years and counting. They lived together on Eightieth and Lex, in a fantastically nondescript luxury doorman building with a private gym and garage—where, for $775 a month ($25 more than Audrey paid in rent), they parked their Audi A8. Chris was always insisting Audrey and Theo borrow it for a weekend, but the mere thought of the machine being in his charge sent Theo into a state of near-paralysis.

Chris worked as a wealth advisor for an old-line Wall Street firm specializing in money management, investment banking, and trading—not that anyone in Audrey’s world got into such specifics. In this barely post-crisis era, finance was finance (i.e.: evil), and the conversation ended there. Which was fine with Chris. He accepted his status as a villain and for years had dutifully paid the nightly tabs for Sarah, Audrey, and their Brooklyn friends. At least, that used to be the case. These days, he and Sarah hung out with a more uptown, couple-y crowd—stroller pushers, museum members, brunchers—and rarely got out to Brooklyn anymore. Audrey believed this was Sarah’s doing, for Chris, despite appearances, had always preferred edge to convention, recklessness to sensibility. In truth, Audrey was surprised he’d so willingly settled down. Not that he really had, at least in any official way.

Sarah, long removed from her Indochine days, now worked in client relations at Sotheby’s, a job she’d secured fairly soon after moving in with Chris, whose parents happened to be major Sotheby’s clients. As Sarah’s career had evolved, so had her appearance, and Audrey used the texting time-out to absorb the latest changes. No more bangs, for one, which was probably for the best, as naturally blond as Sarah was, but there were plenty of accessories, including a gorgeous emerald necklace and a bold leather-banded watch. What really got Audrey’s attention, though, was Sarah’s dress, a half-sleeve khaki number that cinched at the waist but was otherwise billowy, almost flowing. Anthropologie, maybe, except she couldn’t see Sarah shopping there anymore, if she ever had (too upmarket early on; too downmarket now). Not that the dress wasn’t stylish; it just wasn’t an outfit she’d have worn back… when? When she wasn’t trying to hide her tattoo, Audrey thought. She pictured the colorful flowers and thorns that adorned the entire upper half of Sarah’s right arm. Audrey had been with her when she got it, over three long sessions at the now-defunct Kings County Ink & Leather, and still remembered the squeal Sarah had made when that needle first touched her skin.

Audrey rarely thought of her own tattoos anymore—at least when people weren’t commenting on them. Now, though, feeling strangely defiant, she pulled her thin sweater off and tossed it onto her coat. She was wearing a halter top underneath, and as she tied her hair up in a knot, her principal tattoo, a western scene rendered in black ink, became visible on her left shoulder blade. It was a simple design—two cowboys on horses heading toward a distant mountain range—but impossible not to stare at. Audrey wished she had a backstory to go with it, like she did with her others (the word “Sucre” scripted on her abdomen and the poetic quote traversing the underside of her left forearm), but she was not from the West and had no particular affinity for cowboys or deserts. What she did love was the idea of the journey, of moving toward something majestic, however long it might take. Audrey, with the help of an artist friend, had worked on the sketch for weeks; Sarah, meanwhile, had picked hers from the parlor’s “Popular Designs” sketchbook. Whatever—it ended up looking fine. And commitment-wise, it was hard to criticize a half sleeve, no matter how unoriginal.

Sarah was still texting when a waiter appeared. Audrey cleared her throat.

“Sorry,” Sarah said. “Chris set a personal best and is feeling the need to relive every second of it. Six miles around the park. Now I feel fat.”

“Blasphemy!” the waiter cried, swatting Sarah’s words away. He was garrulous and campy and they loved him immediately. The three of them chatted awhile. Then Sarah ordered a prosecco. Audrey, coffee.

“Wow,” Sarah said after he’d bid them farewell. She put her phone back beside her plate. “No alcohol? This is serious. Do tell.”

Audrey took a deep breath, unsure of how to proceed. “I don’t know much,” she said. “I just heard about it last night, after a show.”

“What band?”

“The Westfield Brothers.”

“Ben and Arthur! They’re still around? Oh, I miss them!”

“They signed with Columbia, believe it or not.”

“If anyone deserves it. How did I not know about this? Auds, I’m so out of it these days. The only songs I hear anymore are the same ten eighties retreads they play at every single gallery opening. It’s like music stopped after Joy Division. Too bad the art didn’t. Thankfully, we’ve run out of wall space so Chris hasn’t been buying.”

Audrey reached over and fingered Sarah’s necklace.

“Paintings, I mean.”

“It’s beautiful.”

“Yes, well.” The drinks came and they clinked, flute to cup. “You’re stalling,” Sarah said.

“I know, I know.”

“Is it something with Theo?”

“God, no.” Audrey paused. “It has to do with Fender.”

Sarah produced an audible sigh and looked wearily up toward the ceiling. “What’s he done?”

“Jumped off the Williamsburg Bridge. Apparently.”

“What? How do you know?”

“The Westfields’ new manager at Columbia told us—kind of offhand. Fender had been scouting bands for them.”

“Oh my God, Audrey. What else did he say?”

“Not much. It was a weird scene. I couldn’t really keep it together, so I grabbed Theo and we split. I just… I don’t know what to think.”

“What do you mean?” Sarah stared at her. “You don’t believe that…”

She didn’t finish the thought, not out loud.

Audrey picked up a spoon and stirred her coffee, though she hadn’t added anything to it. “I don’t know. I searched online this morning, before Theo got up, but there was no mention of Fender or a bridge jumper—which is almost worse.”

“What about Facebook or Twitter?”

“Fender’s not on Twitter and he only has a Facebook fan page, which is absurd. He’s got like five followers. It’s never been updated.”

“When’s the last time you saw him?”

Audrey thought a moment. “About two years ago. Theo and I stopped into Zablozkis after a show at the Music Hall, and he was at the bar with a bunch of guys I’d never seen before. A hard-core crowd, kind of rough. He didn’t see me, and I didn’t go over. He looked pretty out of it, and anyway, so much time had passed.”

“What did Theo say about last night? It’s not like you to freak out.”

“He asked what was wrong, and I told him it was nothing. But I can’t stand lying to him.”

“It’s not a lie, exactly,” Sarah said, furrowing her brow. “It’s more a withholding. Spend some time with Chris and you learn the difference.”

Audrey felt a surge of warmth for her old friend. The world she was navigating…

“Anyway,” Sarah said quickly. “In terms of Fender, it’s been, what, six years? If something was going to happen to him—to any of us—it already would have.”

“But do you really believe he’d commit suicide?” Audrey asked.

Sarah considered the question. “Honestly, he never seemed like the type. He was crazy, not depressive. But what do I know. If you want, call Chris and get his take. He’ll be in the office all afternoon. Apparently, he’s behind on work because of all that Occupy nonsense. The park they took over is right outside his window, and he says the chanting is nonstop. Can you imagine, the poor guy? Anyway, speaking of work, tonight’s the big fall Old Masters sale and they have me taking phone bids. I need to find a new dress.”

Audrey reached across the table and touched Sarah’s toned right arm, just above the elbow, where the red petal of a flower peeked out from under her sleeve. “I’m guessing something longer in the arms?”

Sarah rolled her eyes, only partly for effect.

And that was that. Twenty minutes of auction talk followed, Sarah expounding upon the vagaries of the art market as if it were critical to Audrey’s future. Croissants were ordered and picked at, followed by the check, which sat noticeably unpicked at until Audrey offered to pay it. “Oh right,” Sarah said. “Hold on.” A lengthy search of her purse produced a single crisp ten, which she clipped to the bill. “Sorry, I’ve stopped carrying cash.” What about a card, Audrey wondered, or was the check too small to warrant plastic? She reached into her pocket and made up the difference. Funny, she thought, Sarah had never been cheap when she had no money.

On went coats and sunglasses, and soon they were strolling down Mulberry Street as if this were any Saturday afternoon. Maybe it was and Audrey was just being paranoid. Sarah was right: years had passed. So much time, in fact, that Audrey no longer thought much about what she and Sarah (and Chris and Fender) had done. Hearing Fender’s name had caught her off guard, that’s all.

But that wasn’t all.

And now Fender was gone.

She shuddered and tried to think of other things.

Sarah, meanwhile, was thinking of shoes. “Nolita in a nutshell,” she said, peering through a storefront window. “Look at these prices. Five hundred and seventy-five dollars for ankle boots the Pied Piper wouldn’t wear.”

Audrey followed Sarah’s gaze through the front window of a small boutique. There was something about it. She recognized the floor, a beautiful cracked-tile mosaic with red rosettes, and the faded-brick tenement walls, mostly obscured now by shelves of belts and handbags. And then she had it.

“This used to be the Ravenite Social Club,” she said. “The Gambino crime family’s headquarters. John Gotti ordered hits from right where that cash register is.”

“How do you know that?” Sarah asked, mildly interested.

“How do you think?” Audrey tried to remember exactly what Theo had told her. Something about the FBI’s bugging the place from an upstairs apartment. When the mobsters caught on they started taking walks around the block just to talk freely, but by then it was too late. Theo had imparted this knowledge on their third date, as they strolled the neighborhood hand in hand (a first for Audrey, the sustained hand-holding). He kept pointing at buildings and rattling off historical particulars—or starting to and then catching himself. But Audrey, every time, had asked him to keep talking, begged him to, this intoxicating man who got so lost in marginalia, in etymology, in process. Small worlds he could burrow into. How she had wanted to burrow in with him, and in so doing leave behind the intemperate life she’d perfected—the years of chasing everything lustrous, everything new. For a long time, Audrey had resolved to go it alone. Cohabitation. Codependence. Weren’t these the opposite of independence? Then Theo came along and the only words that mattered were his.

“They should have let the mobsters stay,” Sarah was saying. “Those purses are hideous. Let’s head over to Elizabeth.”

And so they did. Why was Audrey being so compliant? She didn’t want to shop and couldn’t afford to anyway. She had a thousand things to do, and also one: to find out about Fender. But something about being with Sarah, the comfortable rhythms of old friendship, strolling through Nolita on a Saturday afternoon… except they’d never done this back when they spent all their time together. The closest they’d come were half-hearted rummages through the flea market on Metropolitan. Why had Audrey really texted Sarah this morning? What answers did she think her friend might provide? None, she realized now. Chris was the one she should be talking to. And Lucas. Yet, she’d come to Sarah first. Was she using Fender as an excuse to rekindle their friendship? For a long time, Audrey had believed camaraderie was measured not by closeness but by complexity, adaption to circumstance, and in that way she saw Sarah’s absence from her life as a phase that would reverse itself. Surely, her old friend felt this way, too, for a bond like theirs was so rare. How often did it happen in a life? Three or four times if you were lucky? But Audrey was just forcing things. Sarah was unnerved; it was obvious from the way she was acting. Overacting. Audrey had caught the disdain in Sarah’s voice when she spoke of her Brooklyn years, like that entire phase of her life had been an unruly party she’d happened upon by accident (though she’d certainly enjoyed it at the time). Now here was Audrey, appearing all but unannounced on the grown-up side of the river, with all the chaos and uncertainty of that youthful past in tow. She should let her old friend be. But how to escape without being obvious?

Tory Burch solved the problem. Sarah gasped as they approached the massive orange doors of the garish boutique, and then, announcing she’d be right back, she hurried inside to greet two well-dressed women near a rack of tunic blouses. One of them squealed as Sarah hugged her, and then the doors swung shut and Audrey found herself alone on the sidewalk. She took her phone out and texted Lucas to ask where he was, then sent a longer message to Theo, wishing him luck at his lunch meeting with his boss. He’d been so nervous about it and she didn’t understand why. She imagined Theo with her now, staring through the windows of Ms. Burch’s varicolored empire, wearing that expression he sometimes got when he couldn’t comprehend something the rest of the world took for granted. How branded everything was, how aspirationally thought out. When, Audrey wondered, had everyone started trying so hard to look like everyone else? Through the glass, she watched Sarah laugh at something one of the women was saying. She had such a great laugh, a contagious, throaty guffaw. Remove the context and she was still that cheerful, up-for-anything girl from small-town Illinois. In New York, though, context was everything. Where you lived, what you did, who you loved. A curious thought entered Audrey’s mind: What if the problem wasn’t Sarah at all? What if it was Audrey who’d drifted away by resisting the natural progression of events, by not changing? She was thirty-four years old and still reveled in her lack of convention. She had moved with Theo to the barren edges of Brooklyn because it was what they could afford, yes, but also to escape the incessant whirl of the city. The natural progression. Was there really such a thing? If Sarah no longer valued the unknown or unexpected, well, Audrey still believed they were the essence of life. But they scared her, too. Especially this news about Fender. Because if it was true, if he really was dead…

No. She refused to think that way.

Sarah was waving at her to come inside, but Audrey couldn’t bring herself to step through the doors. She made a face and pointed at a watch she didn’t have. Sarah gave her a brief, pouty look, then mouthed the words Call me. They blew each other kisses and that was that.

At the corner of Spring Street, Audrey’s phone buzzed. Lucas, texting her back. Heading into R&R building for recordng sess. Wts up? Wnt to aplogze for last nite?

Sty there, Audrey typed. cming to see u. and no. Asshole.






Chapter Three [image: Image]


What the hell was that?

Theo shot straight up in bed. A loud bang—no, a clank, like a sledgehammer on a giant pipe. He turned, rubbing his eyes, toward Audrey, but she wasn’t there. What was there was an Audrey-shaped impression—the mattress was old—and he stared at it as he found his bearings. Their bedroom was a small box with plywood walls, built (by Theo) into a windowed corner of the nominally-larger-but-still-basically-studio-sized space that could, theoretically or ironically, be considered a “loft” thanks to the height of the ceilings and its location in an area zoned for manufacturing. Theo listened intently but heard nothing through the bedroom door. He was covered in sweat. Weird, he thought, until he processed the temperature. It was subtropical, and his throat was dry—

CLANK!

The radiator. He exhaled audibly. So it began anew: another winter of climate warfare. With the exception of dividing walls and diminutive bathrooms, their building, a long-abandoned German brewery built in the 1880s, had gone largely unrenovated during its recent (and surely illegal) transition into “livable space.” Nor was there a traditional super, though this fact didn’t bother Theo. Performing his own repairs made him feel less urban, or at least less urbane. He understood, too, that the absence of rudimentary amenities—or, for that matter, a lease—contributed to the seriously-under-market rent they paid monthly, in cash, to a numbers runner named Miguel who kept office hours in the cleaning products section of Flushing Ave Finest Deli (which was, in fact, on Knickerbocker Avenue). But the radiator was a problem Theo hadn’t yet solved. It functioned in one of two modes—completely off, or always, suffocatingly on—and the only way to survive the relentless five-month onslaught of steam heat produced by the latter was to open the windows to the elements. How absurd to wake up at three a.m. with a snowdrift forming on the comforter. And yet the alternative—the inability to breathe—was worse. To say nothing of the panging. Theo had tried everything. He’d shimmied the radiator toward the intake, but warping wasn’t the problem. He’d attempted to bleed it but couldn’t find a key that fit the ancient steam valve. A humidifier was the logical solution, but Theo, even at his most miserable, refused to buy one. He kept thinking of what his father would say (this was hypothetical, his father having never visited New York either before or after Theo moved there), or his brother, Carl, both of whom surely placed humidifiers in the same end-of-days category as Vespas and man-purses. It was Audrey who’d found the solution. Never a good sleeper, she’d been awakened one night by Theo’s coughing; after watching him toss and turn, a Breathe Right strip affixed to his nose, she tiptoed out to the kitchen and returned a minute later with a large pot of hot water, which she placed on top of the radiator as if it were a stove. Soon, damp, humid, sinus-clearing steam began wafting through the room. Theo, awakened, had stared at it in disbelief—was it so simple?—and then, inhaling deeply, rolled over to kiss his girlfriend, who was already back under the covers, eyes squeezed tight.

The pot, refilled every few days, had worked well last winter, and Theo saw no reason not to stick with it (he’d grown up in a house where makeshift solutions lasted decades). Now only the panging remained as an ongoing concern. He stood up, stretched his tall, athletic frame, and opened the antiquated casement windows to the Brooklyn morning—

CLANK!

He jumped, startled. Could a radiator explode? Seven months of water pressure building up, a century-old system—

CLANK!

Christ. This last pang—the loudest yet—cleared Theo’s head, and he immediately remembered he was meeting his boss, Win Groom, for lunch today. At the same time, he began recalling the events of the previous night—the club, the sudden exit, the long subway ride home. He opened the bedroom door. Audrey was nowhere to be seen, which was weird, though Roger, their cat, was not only in residence but pacing beside his litter box in a state of high dudgeon. Theo ambled over to scoop out whatever needed scooping, but the surface was unsullied. “What’s wrong, little guy?” he asked, reaching out to pet him. But Roger raised a warning paw. Fine. Be like that.

Roger was gay. This sounded ridiculous, perhaps even impossible, but anyone who questioned the fact—and initially everyone did—needed only spend a few minutes with the cat to become an unequivocal believer. (The only exception to this had been Theo himself, who’d had suspicions but was nonetheless uncomfortable assigning a sexual preference to a pet. It took a late-night visit from a gay friend of Audrey’s to finally settle the issue. Staggering in through the front door for a last-stop drink, Bruce had spotted the newly acquired feline glaring at him from atop a nearby counter and, removing his earbuds, said, without prompting, “Holy shit, your cat’s a queen.”) Roger had arrived on the scene the previous fall. Audrey and Theo were walking home from a Cuban restaurant they’d begun frequenting when Audrey heard a series of soft but insistent meows coming from a weedy alley between two derelict storefronts. She stopped to investigate, and a moment later (a theatrical pause in the retelling) an angelic white cat, barely bigger than a kitten, stepped into the light. Audrey bent down, and the cat ran to her like a lost child to a parent. He figure-eighted through her legs, purred lovingly in her arms, and an hour later, having received a bath and some leftover “pollo,” nuzzled peacefully, perfectly, between Audrey and Theo in bed.

It was, in retrospect, the greatest con job Theo had ever seen. The minute Audrey arrived home from Petco the following morning, loaded down with $185 of supplies they couldn’t afford, Roger (Audrey had named him right away) commenced a reign of terror that ranked right up there with Pol Pot’s. He employed all the timeworn tools of dictatorship: bribery, intimidation, sudden violence. Finicky and vain, jealous and egotistical, the cat spent hours regarding himself in the vintage stand-up mirror, knocked over anything that might break, peed in open suitcases, and refused to make use of his litter box if it wasn’t Zen-garden smooth.

First-time visitors elicited his particular ire, especially women, who always, despite repeated warnings, attempted to pet him. During extended visits, Roger would play the long con, lulling his mark into third-drink complacency, and then, without warning, leaping down to inflict skin-breaking damage. Those who dared return ignored the cat, or even shooed him away—treatment Roger, a submissive at heart, respected immensely.

Recently, and to Audrey’s great amusement, Theo and Roger had brokered a loose détente, which Audrey had used as an opportunity to transfer to her boyfriend all cat-related responsibilities. This morning, though, Roger was acting like his rascally old self, not that Theo much cared. His mind was elsewhere. As was Audrey. Theo could count on one hand the number of times she had gotten up before him, let alone on a Saturday. But she’d made coffee before she left, and now Theo poured himself a cup. He took it mill-town black.

The cat meowed. The radiator clanked. Theo ignored both. He scanned the room for clues as to Audrey’s whereabouts, but nothing appeared out of place. Reflexively, he wandered over to the desk—a sanded-down door on sawhorses—and sat at the computer. He tapped the space bar and was about to check his email when he noticed a hurriedly scrawled note beside the monitor. “Hey hon, Grabbing lunch in the city w Sarah and wanted to let you sleep. Hope yr meeting goes well. Hollywood needs your help. Love, Love, A.” Theo read it again. Had Audrey mentioned having plans with Sarah? Probably, and he’d forgotten. He checked his phone. It was only ten thirty. Why’d she leave so early?

Theo had purchased their iMac desktop at a refurbished-computer store, and it showed. The screen flickered, the keys stuck, and the mouse had a mind of its own. Fearing a hard-drive meltdown, he’d spent several hours the previous week backing everything up to a flash drive, but he was hardly tech savvy, and it was unclear whether the drive had received/stored any of the data. They did have a laptop, Audrey’s weathered Dell, but it was riddled with viruses from dubious song downloads, so the monolith on the desk did double duty—his and hers—often whirring to life with a dozen open tabs: Gmail and YouTube, music blogs and news sites, paused films and half-read manuscripts. Passwords on Post-its surrounded the screen, leading friends to marvel at how much Audrey and Theo trusted each other—what, after all, was more sacred than one’s personal email account?—but transparency was a basic tenet of their relationship. It brought them close and kept them there. Take a look if you want, I have nothing to hide from you. Not that Theo had much to hide from anyone, a onetime point of pride he now saw as slightly pitiable. Had his life been so staid? It didn’t feel like it, but listening to some of Audrey’s stories, it was hard not to think he’d been in the right city at the right time and somehow missed all the fun. But he was who he was, and life had worked itself out. At least the love part.

The career part was less assured. Having survived his first three years in New York working odd jobs of a mostly physical variety, Theo, at age twenty-five, had landed an entry-level position at Prosaic Books and spent the next decade clawing his way up and into the publishing world. New job titles came every few years, bumps in salary less so. But he’d stuck with it, and eventually his work ethic, loyalty to Prosaic—one of publishing’s few remaining literary stalwarts—and intense love of books advanced him to a level where he could acquire his own. It hadn’t lasted long. The books he bought and edited were well reviewed but didn’t sell, and when the economy went south, so did Theo’s prospects. He survived the crisis itself, only to be downsized in 2009, when the recession refused to recede. But then, in one of those only–in–New York moments, he was quickly (re)hired by Wynne Groome (aka Dr. Win Groom), his former boss at Prosaic, who himself had left the publisher after parlaying a bestselling self-help book he’d written into a flourishing new career as a screenwriter, documentarian, motivational speaker, and founding partner of the suddenly everywhere (but Malibu-based) production company Round Circle Films. It was here/there that Theo Gorski was currently employed as a literary scout.
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