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			Rosebud

			1991

			I worked it out slowly, as if trying to understand another language. Everything fell away, as if the world had been severed beneath me, and the gaping absence would swallow me whole. My body was thrown sideways and wrenched hard by the seat belt around my waist. Gurgles and crackling noises seemed to emanate from my blood, bones, and fillings. My body tossed and thrashed around the inside of my car. In slow motion, I surfed a wave of broken glass.

			I was somehow sprawled into the passenger bucket seat, my body twisted. The hush that had descended was as loud as the crash had been, as if everything outside my vehicle had crumbled into dust and I was supremely alone. The smell of burnt rubber and smoke turned the luminous evening violet and dark. Heart beating out of my chest, I thrummed with adrenaline. Glittery shards shimmered in the fading sunshine like sequins. I was afraid. Afraid to move, afraid to sit up, afraid to discern exactly how bad the damage was—to Goldie, and to me. The driver side tilted disastrously at a shocking slant on the sidewalk. My day had been redone as a work of abstract expressionism, all sharp edges and harsh lines. 

			“Scarlett! Scarlett,” Imani screamed, her face rushing into focus through my window. Finally, something familiar had cut through my day’s odd, nearly deadly detour. Thank God it was my best friend—with her unmistakable, intense dark eyes, and makeup-free, cocoa-colored face beneath her shaggy black hair with its somewhat grown-in shaved sides—and she was attempting to help me.

			She yanked at the driver’s door, but it wouldn’t budge. The whole side of the car had been crumpled beyond function. Her movements increasingly frantic, she ran to the other side. Ripping open the passenger door, she reached for my hand. 

			Gentle as a mother, she wrangled loose my seatbelt, and ever so slowly, seemed to aid me in sitting up. The pain was everywhere—in my neck and shoulders, even in my skin. The shock receded as reality sunk in, and I started to cry.

			“Are you hurt?” she asked in her familiar and most-comforting, laid-back Southern California tone. 

			“I…I’ve been better,” I managed to get out, brushing splinters of glass from my lap.

			“Please don’t joke,” she said. “I was terrified. I honestly thought you were killed. A huge Dodge pickup truck came out of nowhere and pummeled your car.”

			“Did you see the accident?” I asked. “Was I the only one hit?”

			“Yes, luckily no one was behind you. It could have been an awful pile up.”

			“Goldie,” I said through tears. “Please don’t let anything happen to Goldie.”

			“I just want to make sure you’re all right,” Imani said. “As for the car, I’m afraid the worst has already happened.”

			Sirens blared in the distance, swelling in volume as they drew nearer.

			I leaned on Imani as she helped me onto the street, but my legs were feathers beneath me. I couldn’t feel them until my knees dropped to the sidewalk.

			What followed was a dreamy blur as the paramedics rushed in, shined a light into my eyes to check for concussion while a cop directed traffic around the accident scene that obstructed one lane, and tow trucks growled up and carted off the rest of the wreckage. Grimacing, I watched as they took Goldie from me. My grandma had loved that car. I had loved my Gran. Now my only remaining connection to her was gone. That loss hurt more than the crash itself. 

			As dire as the accident had been, the other driver and I had both been fortunate enough to live. And now it was all over. I had waved my right to go to the hospital. It would have only made my mom worry, and we couldn’t afford any more bills. Shaky and confused, I sat on the sidewalk, surveying the bleak reality of my future. My life had been hard half an hour ago. Now I couldn’t think about it. Perhaps a cup of hot, black coffee among friends would provide an antidote.

			The sympathetic crowd parted when I floundered my way into the coffee shop, subtly making way for me to sit down in an empty chair. Imani went to the counter to order my coffee for me, knowing exactly how I preferred it. As the triumphant opening of Faith No More’s “Epic” reverberated from the speakers overhead, everyone seemed to jump back into their own reality. The song had been on heavy rotation for months, and it ran through their veins by now. I inhaled the scent of fresh brewed coffee, hugging myself to keep it together, and tried to ease back into this normal Friday in May. 

			The beguiling barista, Ed, adorned with a nose ring and a wave of dyed blue-black hair falling across his eyes, approached me with the two coffees with cream Imani had ordered. 

			“I literally just heard the crash you were in outside,” he said, with a considerate smile. “You all right?” 

			“Sure, nothing like a major accident to get the blood pumping,” I joked, aiming for lightness even through the sharp pangs of sadness. I can’t afford a new car. I can’t afford an old car. I can’t afford anything, really. What if I not only have to skip the move to Paris, but college altogether?

			With a flourish, he placed a sloshing cup of joe on the table in front of me, ducking his head, so his hair further eclipsed his face. 

			I peeked into my wallet and found a single twenty that had to last me until payday, next Friday. Coffee was suddenly an extravagance. I forced a weak smile, barely looking up from my wallet.

			“This one’s on me.” He winked sheepishly, indicating the clay pannikin mug he’d presented. “We’re hiring, by the way, and if you work here, you can drink all the free coffee you want, so that might help.”

			“Thank you so much,” I said. “Too bad I already have a job.”

			“Oh right, you work over at the blah.”

			“I do, but on further reflection…do you have an application?” I said, a plan forming. “I’m F-O-R-E-V-E-R saving to do a semester abroad—or if nothing else, for a semester at USD. And, well, apparently, to buy a new used ride. So, you know, it’s become abundantly clear that two jobs would pretty much be better than one.”

			“Yeah, grab an app before you leave,” he said. “I’ll put in a good word for you.”

			I raised my cup to him in an appreciative toast, and then sipped gratefully as he returned to his barista duties.

			Still shaky and sore but cheered by this small kindness in an otherwise rotten day, I took my beverage outside to the front porch. There were perks to being a regular here. And it wasn’t just about the complimentary coffee, either. I felt connected, knowing everyone was just like me, into good music, great banter, and the classics. We shared a deep and abiding connection, and working here wouldn’t really be work at all. Plus, I was in dire straits. Hmm…maybe I’d get some sort of an insurance settlement, but not for ages. I’d never be able to replace Goldie.

			Encircling my shoulders with one arm, Imani fished into her army surplus backpack for a clove cigarette and held it out to me. “You deserve a pick-me-up,” she said. 

			We settled into our usual spots at the high counter along the railing. I leaned forward to get a light from Imani. My neck twinged, and I winced. The speaker trumpeted the triumphant sounds of “We Are the Champions” in homage to Freddie Mercury.

			“Are you sure you don’t want to go home?” she asked. 

			I shook my head, fighting back another onslaught of tears. The enormity of what had just happened was beginning to sink in. “It seems, no matter how hard I work, I never get ahead,” I said, pausing to take a drag. “Hell—or even catch up.”

			“I can absolutely relate,” Imani said. “I have a couple hundred bucks in savings you can have.”

			“Thanks, but you’re supposed to use that money to buy your books for next semester. Did you look at my notes on your essay?” 

			“Yes, professor,” Imani teased, playing with her coffee stirrer.

			“This is serious.” I took the stirrer from her. “College is kind of, sadly, our only way out.” 

			“That’s easy for you to say,” Imani complained. “You earned all those summer school credits, and now you’re a nineteen-year-old college junior. You’re practically done with school. Plus, you get to jet off to Paris.”

			“If I can save enough. And, besides,” I said defensively, “I want to visit Europe to study design, not just for the croissants.”

			“Okay, okay,” Imani said. “You don’t have to sell me. Just your mom. But by that logic, don’t you think I could learn more by moving to LA and joining a band?”

			I sighed. “Probably.” The truth was I didn’t know why I was fighting so hard to finish college. It wasn’t exactly a requirement for what I wanted to do, which was more along the lines of the art world—being creative and doing the things I loved: painting, writing, or maybe even designing. But taking a big risk and starting out on my own with zero safety net wasn’t exactly in my comfort zone.

			“I’ll be lucky to finish my freshman year of college,” Imani mumbled.

			“Which is why I’m helping you with your essay.” I shook my thoughts away. The reality was there only seemed to be one way out of Southern California, and this was it. “We’re a team. If we don’t create a strategy, we’ll be earning minimum wage for eternity. That’s terrifying. I mean, I haven’t drawn, painted, or sketched in weeks. When I get home from a double-shift, I’m asleep, literally, with my Doc Martens on.”

			“I hear you. I’m the one trying to sleep on the couch in your room while you snore,” Imani said. “But I got what you were saying about my essay. Be more me.”

			“Exactly. The whole point is they want to hear who you are.”

			“Can’t you just write it for me?”

			“Um…now that’s pushing it too far…” I said, then seeing the look of worry on my best friend’s face, I changed course. “But we’ll make sure it’s perfect.”

			“Thanks, Scarlett,” Imani said. “All right, now I’ve gotta get to work.”

			I looked down at my watch, a bolt of pain shooting through my neck as I moved. I wished I could hide out from reality all day at the ol’ Pannikin Coffee & Tea, a place that seemed to draw the patronage of every twenty-something within driving (or walking) distance. Inclusivity was key here: people showed up to organize marches against the Gulf War or made plans to figure out how to secure tix to Lollapalooza or sometimes just to flirt with the nerdy, Brit rocker boys or Bohemian babes who were always hanging around. I could try sweet-talking the day manager into hiring me and letting me start work immediately. But I was already buzzing on coffee, and I really couldn’t afford a refill, just to hang out a little longer. On top of everything else, I’d have to bus it home eventually and tell my hard-working mom about the crash.

			A loud hissing sound jolted me with the realization that the bus barreling down the street was drawing near. I stood as hurriedly as I could on my unsteady legs, still too banged up to run, and I winced with every step down to the bus stop, making it just in time. Normally, I would have heard a mouthful from my mom about being late, but I knew she’d just be glad I hadn’t been seriously hurt in the crash. 

			✴✴✴

			I paused at the front path to my house and looked longingly at the dwelling next door, a 1920s Spanish cottage with fragrant fuchsia and crimson buds gracing a trellis on the front exterior. Our neighbor, Aurora, was a onetime scream queen who’d starred in all sorts of B movies and then moved to San Diego with her realtor husband (her fourth—husband, not realtor) once she grew too old to land parts. And she was my sweet pal (and tightest friend after Imani). I was in the habit of checking in on her, and because her eyesight was poor, even reading to her sometimes.

			I rang the bell and waited the long moments I knew it would take for her to creak her way to the front entrance and welcome me into her home. 

			Aurora swung her door open, paused for a moment, then held her hands out to me. 

			“Hello, darling Scarlett.” 

			“How’d you know it was me?” I asked, beaming a shy happy smile at being instantly recognized by one of my all-time favorite people. 

			“I can tell by your perfume. Anais Anais is a classic. Most young women wear those trashy drugstore scents, but you have the discernment, my beautiful flower, to care about quality. Maybe that’s why you seem like such an old soul in comparison to others your age.”

			“It cost me practically a whole month’s wages to buy it,” I said, beaming. “Even though no one notices but you. How do you feel today?”

			“I feel old. But it’s better than the alternative,” Aurora said. 

			“You don’t look old,” I said through my laughter. “You look beautiful.”

			Everything in Aurora’s immediate orbit had to be one of her favorite colors—pink, hot pink, and red. She wore a blush pink silk nightgown adorned with leopard-print trim at the neckline, looking as if she were hosting a lover, rather than recuperating. Her lips and nails were decked out with perfect ruby red, which I had seen her apply with ease on past visits, even though she couldn’t see well enough to truly assess her appearance in a mirror. 

			“I was supposed to be home hours ago, but I had the worst day,” I said. 

			“Come in, child,” she said. “I’m sure your mother will forgive you—I’ll tell her that I shanghaied you for a rendezvous and to help me for awhile.”

			The day’s horror melted away as I stepped into her living room. The glamour shots of Aurora in mirrored silver and gold frames; beautiful, handmade velvet floor pillows; and vases of sweetheart roses everywhere gave the place the feel of a stage actress’s dressing room. As I recounted the accident to Aurora, she listened with rapt attention. 

			“It’s as if your Gran was up there, protecting you,” she said. “If you’d been in one of those tin cans they pass off as an automobile these days, you’d be singing with the angels right now. I know it’s sad. But you must be grateful.”

			“You always know just what to say,” I said. “I’ll stay a few minutes longer before my mom figures out I’m here. What are we reading today?”

			“The Day of the Locust by Nathaniel West,” she said. “You’re a gem.” 

			“Never heard of it,” I admitted, knowing better than to try to fool Aurora.

			“They ought to teach it in school,” Aurora said, reaching for a book on her side table. “It’s about the ins and outs of Hollywood, which means, really, it’s about life. I had a small part in the film adaptation. I even stole a kiss from my costar, Donald Sutherland.”

			“You stole a kiss from everyone.”

			“Not true. Some stole kisses from me. Soon, you’ll know the difference. What do you think your Prince Charming will look like?” I’d gotten used to questions like this from Aurora. It was nice to sit in a stylish, cozy—albeit vermillion—room and let my inner dreamer out for a gambol.

			“Once I make it as an artist, I want to share my life with someone of equal stature, someone who’s on the same wavelength, I mean,” I said, picking at my fingernail polish as I considered her question. “I think I’ll marry…a brilliant artiste. Or a rock ’n’ roller, and he’ll write songs around the house, sometimes even just for me, and play them on his beautiful, black, seventies Stratocaster guitar. While I admire him from our hippy chic love nest’s living room, in my bare feet, watching old movies and eating popcorn.” I felt my cheeks growing a little hot, describing such a crazy, specific fantasy.

			“Popcorn,” Aurora said, nodding. “So shall it be.”

			If only it were as easy as Aurora made it sound. Deep down, I feared I had at least a million steps between now and the shiny future Aurora saw for me. But I wanted to believe she was right, so I hoped she was in possession of a crystal ball she’d yet to reveal to me.

			✴✴✴

			Meanwhile, across the country, Johnny, singer of The Westies, was “backstage” in the tent that doubled as a green room, touching up his black eyeliner (it was the nineties after all, the decade of guyliner, before that term was even coined). He was primping in advance of his band’s performance at Rentiesville, Oklahoma’s Dusk Til Dawn Blues Festival, the biggest gig he could have landed near his hometown of Tulsa. 

			Slinking onto the stage, owning the crowd’s attention from the first moment they laid eyes on him, Johnny was a sexy incarnation of the blues, dressed all in black, accented with his scuffed Addison motorcycle boots, a bandana worn round his neck, and snaking coils of vintage silver chains. He was fighting to prove to his Pentecostal working class folks that his rock ’n’ roll aspirations did matter, and that his songs would be blaring from every car radio someday soon. As the sun set behind the stage, and the lemony-sweet smell of magnolia kissed the sultry air, the stars shone like diamonds in the midnight blue, velvet sky. Johnny’s ever-enthralling spirit and soulful vocals turned this grim life and its poverty and strife into inspiring, lyrical poetry. 

			The crowd swelled, drawn by the music and Johnny’s powerful charisma. He didn’t just belt out the blues, he embodied them. Raised on the legendary gospel and country artists, he created a sound that was both of the heartland and full of a new, progressive energy that had never been heard before. His piercing blue eyes connected with everyone in the audience as he cradled his mic stand, leaning over the crowd, delivering the music down to them. He hadn’t seen a razor in three days, but who cared with a jaw that defined, and a bod as naturally toned and tight as a marble statue of a Greek god?

			Their set building momentum, the band kicked it into high gear. Johnny was joined at the center of the stage by his rhythm guitarist/stepbrother, Devon, whom he’d known since the cradle, and his bassist/best friend, Jet, the band’s ripped, athletic member, who could drink him under the table while somehow still being the group’s Zen center. Drunk Devon thankfully sagged away from the mic, his sloppy, off-key backing vocals carried away by the night air. Johnny and Jet harmonized, working the audience’s ardor into a frenzy, their spirits lifted by the palpable excitement of the moment and the stadium-sized success they felt poised to make their own. It was all happening for them. Johnny rocked back on his heels as he wailed, singing it all out as only he could.

			Devon, so buoyed by bourbon that his band mates had already turned off his amp, was, as usual, carried away by the audience’s pulsing energy, like catching the Holy Spirit. He pulled himself onto the scaffolding crowning the stage.

			And he climbed.

			And he climbed. 

			And he climbed. 

			The audience cheered, inflaming his fearlessness, until he reached such a great height that to lose his grip would have been fatal. A few of the more faint-hearted members of the crowd had to look away, which only encouraged his inner daredevil. He grinned like a wild banshee, with his dusty black Army boots dangling a good ten feet above the ground, swinging over the audience. 

			What he couldn’t see from his vantage point was that Leila Lynn, the girl he’d dogged and deserted, had craftily maneuvered her way up to the front row. Climbing on top of her roommate’s shoulders, she stretched herself up toward Devon. He fluttered his legs to evade her reach, almost losing his grip on the slick metal scaffolding, but she was on a mission and wouldn’t be dissuaded. Grabbing hold of his stylishly skinny, Trash and Vaudeville denim trousers round the ankles, she yanked them down, revealing his Spider-Man underwear. (Yes, you read that correctly…his seventies Spider-Man Underoos. Like most rockers of his kind, he apparently owned nothing manufactured after 1977.) 

			Loud, sudden laughter emerged, the crowd pointing up at his flailing, emaciated, porcelain-white legs. Devon let go of his grip with one hand, trying to pull up his pants, but it was too risky. He dangled in the breeze, all of his secrets revealed for the world to see. So much for being cool and mysterious. But Johnny was a born star. He made a sweeping gesture with his arm, as if he were a circus ringmaster presenting this latest attraction for his devoted audience. Under the enchantment of his special magic, the snafu became the greatest stage prank of all time. Johnny moaned into his microphone, as the band brought its set to a fiery conclusion. The crowd roared as one, anointing the band with its adoration, ending their set in triumph. 

			✴✴✴

			“I have measured out my life with coffee spoons!” I recited my favorite poem with mock gravitas as I gratefully took my first sip from the biggest cup of coffee available at the mall’s food court. I had surveyed all the purveyors. This was the most caffeine I could mainline in one go. I wonder if T. S. Eliot ever worked a double shift, because that stanza definitely exudes the kind of exhaustion I’m feeling right now.

			I’d arrived at Polo Ralph Lauren at seven this morning to stock new inventory before the store opened. That meant I’d already been at the mall for twelve hours, and I had another three to endure before closing. Not to mention the time it would take me to count out my till, and to do my closing paperwork, before I caught the bus home. My skin felt plastic from the hours under fluorescent lights amid piped-in Top 40 hits. It’s not like Depeche Mode is the only possible soundtrack for shopping, even though the citizens of San Diego seemed to think so. Okay, deservedly so, they’d sold out three nights at the SD Sports Arena the previous summer, but did they have to be on constant repeat at the mall? I myself was more into the local underground bands like Mojo Nixon and The Beat Farmers, or righteous, riffy rockers like Sabbath and Metallica. But, sadly, I didn’t get to DJ at work.

			While waiting in line for a slice of Square Pan Pizza, I surreptitiously checked my compact and adjusted the strip of black velvet I’d fashioned into a headband to hold back my hair. I also automatically checked the gap between my front teeth. After years of being called “Bucky,” or “The Beav,” in school I’d begged my mom for braces, but there just wasn’t the money to spare. At least I’d finally broken the habit of always smiling with my lips closed—which, quite frankly, could look creepy after the tenth time.

			As my order was called, I closed my compact and straightened my skirt. I’d won the jackpot at the Del Mar location of the Goodwill. I could not believe my eyes when I’d uncovered the crème de la crème of ultimate thrift store finds: an authentic, vintage Chanel suit in canary yellow bouclé wool. The fitted silhouette seemed to accentuate my waist, smartly proportioning my extra weight into an attractive hourglass. And because its beautiful bright hue was in the primary color palette, making it so on-trend, I knew I’d put together a perfect, of-the-moment ensemble. Especially when I’d accessorized it with a geometrically inscribed black choker and gold hoop earrings from the store. Too bad I was only at the mall. I sighed as my delusions of grandeur were crushed by reality, when a slouchy, grimacing mall rat spun abruptly, and nearly smeared his drippy Swenson’s chocolate ice cream cone on me. 

			I found a table with a view looking down over the mall’s pièce de résistance—the indoor rink, where skaters circled the ice even while the Southern California sun blazed outside. I pulled on my headphones to immerse myself in my own mini Stone Temple Pilots oasis, while luxuriating in my final fifteen-minute break of the day.

			Nice rotation and landing, I thought, as a female skater smoothly executed an unbelievable double axel on the ice below. 

			“Scusi, bellisima, can I ask you question?” a man said bluntly, stopping directly in front of me. 

			Realizing he was addressing me, I pulled off my headphones.

			“Yes?” I said, not wanting to be rude but not exactly wanting to encourage him either. He had black hair, slicked back with what looked like pomade, and the kind of five o’clock shadow that resembled a costume. He was wearing oxblood red loafers with no socks. 

			“Buonasera,” he said, his Italian accent sing-songy and exotic. “My name is Franco. And you are, mi bella amore?” 

			“Scarlett,” I said, flattening my voice to discourage further conversation. My workday was grueling enough without dodging advances from a middle-aged Romeo. 

			An old black camera hung from his arm, with L-E-I-C-A etched in silver font across the front. As he talked, waving his hands expressively, he snapped a pic. “You are a model, no?” he asked.

			“Yeah, right, and you’re the Pope,” I couldn’t resist saying.

			“How tall are you?” he asked, scanning me from my feet to my hair. His eyes lingered on my shoulders, face, arms, and legs with an intensity that made me fidget.

			“One point seventy-eight,” I finally said with a little smirk. I was at least somewhat knowledgeable of my overseas measurements from studying, like a textbook, the British Vogues my cool flight attendant aunt had brought home for me over the years. This was also how I had best honed my fashion-forward sensibility. 

			“Ahh…very clever,” he said, gazing deeply at me until I had to look away. “Your eyes are most alluring, il mia gattino.”

			I didn’t know whether to laugh or yell for mall security.

			“Yeah, the better to see you with,” I finally joked, borrowing from “Little Red Riding Hood” in an attempt to diffuse what I thought might be his advances.

			“Alzarsi in piedi,” he commanded, immune to my sarcasm. 

			“Excuse me?” I said, already embarrassed at the scene he was making. “I don’t understand.”

			“Si,” he said. “Stand up. Per favore.”

			Something in his voice compelled me to do as he said, even though he was beyond strange—a forward little man who’d stalked me in front of the local Hot Dog on a Stick franchise. In spite of everything, he had panache and presence.

			He ran his eyes slowly over every inch of me until I was blushing.

			“Hmmmm…” he murmured. “Now if you could turn.” 

			Again, I couldn’t help but do as I was told.

			“Yes, you have the makings of a model,” he said. 

			“Who are you?” I asked, unable to contain my curiosity any longer, even if, as I feared, encouraging him turned out to be an incredibly stupid move.

			“I am Franco Giovani,” he said. “I am in the states to shoot a cover story for Sassy magazine, tomorrow, right here, at how you say…‘The Jewel’, La Jolla?”

			Yeah, right…whatever…Luigi Ratatouille…that’s a pickup line no one’s ever heard…

			“…Oh…wow,” I finally said, wanting to believe him enough not to be rude.

			“And you, bellissima, should call me if you are ever in New York,” he said, pulling out an embossed, dark crimson Cartier holder, from which he removed an elegant, cream-colored business card, handing it to me, and then flouncing off. 

			What just happened? I thought. Am I on Candid Camera?

			Checking my watch, I realized I was late returning from break. Shoot. I tossed my half-eaten pizza into a trash bin and hurried as fast as I could back to the store. I was still bruised and fragile from my recent accident, even if the injuries weren’t visible, much as my potential advocate, Franco, hadn’t been able to see the deep internal pain of all the dreams I’d had to put off for far too long. I knew he probably wasn’t legit, and yet, I couldn’t help but be hopeful, or at least intrigued. 

			Could he possibly be right about me? Could he really be a photographer for Sassy? Or was he just a lowlife, entry-level, wannabe fashion photog, on the lurch for his new “model,” à la “victim,” posing as this big-time fashionista? 

			No one had ever singled me out for anything before. Except for teasing and ridicule. It felt exciting and scary all at once. As I reached the store and pushed through the racks of clothes to clock in, I caught sight of myself in a mirror. I knew I was tall and, well, curvy, (okay, the kids at school called me lardo, but Aurora always said I was a voluptuous bombshell who reminded her of a doppelgänger for Sophia Loren.) Either way, I knew I was not cut from the same cloth as the white bread “cookie cutter” girls I’d grown up with, being taught to admire their aesthetic in all areas of my generation’s pop culture. But maybe I was actually more than that, too. 

			✴✴✴

			Back home, my mom was grading papers at the little table in our miniscule breakfast nook. She was gorgeous, as always—a real natural beauty. But she looked exhausted. I couldn’t remember a time when she didn’t.

			“Hi, honey,” Mom said, glancing up with a smile. “How was work?”

			“Interesting,” I said, trying to keep it cool, while noshing on some grapes that were out on the countertop. “Mom, it’s probably nothing. But…this Italian guy started talking to me. He had the best accent. He’s a photographer who’s in town for a cover shoot in La Jolla for Sassy magazine. He asked if I was a model!”

			“Well, we all know you’re very beautiful, Scarlett,” Mom said cautiously, taking off her readers and gazing directly into my eyes.

			“He wants me to call him if I’m ever in New York.”

			“Now, Scarlett, I know you’re nineteen now and therefore an adult. But I can only hope I’ve raised you to have better judgment than—”

			“No, Mom, it’s not like that,” I said, sitting down across from her and leaning in to make my point. “He wants to take photos of me. He really thinks I could model.”

			“Well, maybe, if you have enough free time, between your courses and your job,” Mom said.

			“If he’s right, and I could make a career of it, I wouldn’t necessarily need to finish college.”

			“And then, what would you do after that?” she asked.

			“I don’t know. Travel. Make art.”

			“But remember our discussion about your getting your MBA? And then you can do whatever you like. Maybe you could learn to run your own modeling or advertising agency. Heck, you could be the CEO of an international business. Now that would be glamorous.” 

			“You’re absolutely right,” I said, not keen to discuss my rapidly fraying future with one whose dreams for me were so far from my own. “Which is why modeling would be a great way to break into the industry.” I pushed back from the table abruptly, my chair creaking on the worn linoleum. “And it’s not your decision.”

			I didn’t want to admit how much I needed this crazy opportunity to be real. Even with all the double shifts I’d taken on lately, I hadn’t even come close to saving enough to pay for my regular curriculum at USD, let alone amassing enough to bolt off to Paris. After how hard I’d worked, the thought of having to take a semester off to push myself to full-time at the store, while maintaining my new part-time job at Pannikin Coffee & Tea, was soul crushing. It was time to make a new plan. And if no one else would assist me, I’d have to help myself. 

			✴✴✴

			As Johnny cooled off outside the “backstage” area after the band’s set, Devon stumbled up, so drunk he’d either forgotten the embarrassing retribution he’d just received onstage, or he couldn’t be bothered to care. Jet grabbed Devon’s T-shirt to keep him from careening into the festival attendees, who were downing an infusion of BBQ and beer between acts. Johnny caught the eye of a cute young woman in a cut-in-all-the-right-places blue and white gingham dress. When he winked at her, she dissolved into a fit of laughter with her girlfriends. 

			“Come on, man, I’ve got a powerful thirst,” Devon slurred. 

			“We gotta talk,” Johnny said. “What was that onstage?! Are you in a competition with Blackbeard, the pirate? You sure as hell didn’t come here tonight to play your damn heart out like the rest of us. This was a BIG show. You blew it.”

			“You’re such a buzz kill. I need a beer. If we’re gonna talk, let’s talk about that.”

			Johnny and Jet exchanged a look. Jet shrugged. Clearly there was no reasoning with Devon when he was in this state. They pushed their way into the crowd and toward the Coors tent. Johnny grinned as people who’d just seen their set said, “You killed it,” and gave him high fives. No way. He was getting rockignized. 

			Hey, it might have only been in his home state, but he’d take it. 

			Emerging out of the sea of local blues fans, Shiv stood grinning at Johnny and his band mates. Johnny instantly rockignized him as a founding member of the major rock act, Blood Line. He wore what looked like late sixties Steve McQueen Gucci shades, black leather pants, and the best punk rock haircut since fucking Sid Vicious. Needless to say, he clearly wasn’t from around these parts. 

			“Bloody ’ell, Mate…that was feckin’ BRILLIANT!” Shiv crowed. 

			Johnny felt about as high as a giraffe’s nuts—even if he couldn’t make heads or tails of what he’d said, Shiv was still a rock god. 

			“It’s a compliment, aye,” Shiv said. 

			“Uff da!” Johnny said. 

			“Huh?” Shiv asked, equally stumped by Johnny’s rural colloquialism.

			“It’s a good thing,” Johnny said. “Come on, bud, we’re gonna get some beer.”

			The two cracked up, embracing each other, instant brothers in arms, sensing that beneath their regional dialects, they shared a matching snarky, dark, dry sense of humor. They fell into step together and weaved through the crowd.

			“So, how did you end up in Oklahoma?” Johnny asked. 

			“Playing the Reunion Arena in Dallas, and on our off day, I insisted on making a pilgrimage to Tulsa, the home of my all-time favorite legend, the mad hatter of blues, Leon Russell…and when I saw there was a festival nearby, I decided to pop over…I didn’t realize it wasn’t really close till I arrived. But I’m chuffed I saw you.” 

			“I dig,” Johnny affirmed. “I can show you where his old studio was sometime, if you like.”

			As they pulled up to the bar, Shiv reached for his wallet. 

			“Let me,” Johnny said. “They gave us drink tickets.”

			As he proudly pulled the paper tickets out of his pocket, he looked at Shiv sideways, suddenly wondering if maybe they weren’t as cool as they’d seemed when the festival’s organizers had handed them to him earlier. 

			“Thanks, mate,” Shiv said, punching Johnny’s shoulder lightly. “We don’t get drink tickets anymore…we, um, get the whole bar.”

			Johnny could tell Shiv wasn’t being mean. He was just teasing him like an older brother would, and he joined in with Shiv’s infectious, braying laughter.

			“Sounds pretty rough,” Johnny said. “How do you deal?”

			“You’ll get there,” Shiv said. “I’d say maybe sooner than you think.”

			Johnny handed around the shots of Jack he’d ordered for all. Devon sucked his down and tapped his empty glass on the bar for the bartender to refill. Johnny shook his head at Devon’s usual lack of social graces, lifted his glass, and toasted with Shiv and Jet. They tossed back their drinks. Johnny handed out a round of beers. 

			“Lad, if you’re ever in New York City, you should look me up,” Shiv said. 

			Johnny, used to being the coolest dude in every room, looked at Shiv shyly, measuring how serious he was. When Shiv threw his arm around him and clinked bottles, Johnny realized he was starting to make a new solid mate and unfurled his wolfish grin. Of course, he was dying to leave for New York City immediately. And hang with Shiv there, navigating The Westies to the next level, with shows at CBGB, The Limelight, Roseland Ballroom, and all the cool clubs he’d only ever read about. But Johnny was so nervous and excited to have had such a cool, worldly guy befriend him and like his music, he was struggling for composure. He ordered another round of shots. That seemed to help. Then, Shiv ordered them a round, and that helped even more.

			Flash forward to two hours later, when they had downed so many shots of Jack and a plethora of Coors, they were laughing and ribbing each other as if they were lifelong friends. Shiv was an old pro, though, knowing how to hold his drink and composure well. He never lost sight of where he needed to be, no matter how many rounds he’d had. 

			“Bollocks,” he said, looking at his watch. “I’ve got to go. I seriously can’t miss that call sheet time. It’s ironclad. Management, you know…”

			As Shiv was well aware, their tour bus driver, Tank, was about to finish his mandatory eight-hour sleep shift, and Shiv had to get back.

			“Wait,” Johnny said, flailing like he’d just fallen down the rabbit hole and was about to get kicked out of Wonderland. “How are you getting back to Dallas?”

			“Car service,” Shiv said. “Got the number for the gent who drove me here.”

			“No way, mate,” Johnny said, having already picked up some of Shiv’s slang. “Hitch a ride with us to Dallas.”

			“You’re too kind,” Shiv said. “I couldn’t possibly let you go to the trouble.”

			“It’s nothing…as the crow flies it’s only three hours and sixteen minutes away,” Jet said. 

			“Bloody ’ell, you actually look fit to drive,” Shiv said, appraising Jet. 

			“Yep, well, that’s what I do,” Jet said, beaming. No one was immune to Shiv. “I’m pretty much a professional drinker. It’s only taken me about three years, and a major financial investment. Ya know…it’s a full-time job.” 

			In a blaze, they loaded their gear out from the VIP area into their sprinter van, got paid, and tore off into the night. Devon passed out on the bass case in back. Johnny and Shiv sat on the ripped vinyl van seat together, bonding, and joining in on their favorite Stooges song, “Search and Destroy.”

			“I’m a streetwalking cheetah with a heart full of napalm,” they sang in unison. 

			“Cheers! I mean, when you’re talking about the best of the best…” Shiv said. 

			“…Of the best of the best…” Johnny said. 

			“…Iggy is…” Shiv said. 

			“…The BEST FRONTMAN EVER!” they both said at the exact same moment. 

			“Well, it’s more like a two-way tie, with Mick,” Johnny said, thinking out loud. 

			“A three-way tie, with Mick and Joe Strummer,” Shiv said. “The best of the best of the best.”

			They grinned at each other, happily wailing along until the last note rang out. 

			“Aye…play me something you lot have recorded,” Shiv said.

			“Um…let’s see…” Johnny said, once again overjoyed and terrified at once.

			“Come on, mate,” Shiv said. “You already know I dig your band.”

			Johnny sheepishly agreed. He made eye contact with Jet in the rear view mirror and nodded his head. Jet punched a tape into the deck and the first song purred to life. Johnny’s vocals were as silty as the Mississippi river after a flood, full of pathos, and the raw power of his rock ’n’ roll dreams. His lyrics slinked over the bluesy rock guitar licks, throbbing bass lines, and steady backbeat.

			“Bloody ’ell, that’s brilliant,” Shiv said. “I’m completely gobsmacked!” 

			“Yeah?” Johnny asked, too thrilled to say more. “Cool.”

			Shiv reached behind him and grabbed a loose acoustic guitar from the loft, where Devon slumbered amidst the gear, and started jamming along. Johnny was in rock ’n’ roll heaven. 

			Jesus, this stuff only happens in the movies, right? Johnny thought, hoping if he was indeed dreaming, he’d never wake up. 

			✴✴✴

			His synchronous encounter with Shiv was just the dose of encouragement Johnny needed to propel himself headlong into his dreams. Within the year, he and The Westies moved to NYC and landed their inaugural gig at the Continental Club. It wasn’t quite Irving Plaza, or even CBGB, but it was pretty cool. And on someone’s utmost dream come true night, one might even see a “flesh and blood” bona fide rock god stroll in, like Joey Ramone. Just as miraculous, Shiv had talked to Blood Line’s high-powered manager, Deirdre Mulvey, who lived on Diet Coke and drama and claimed to have no time for anything. He’d somehow gotten her to agree to check out The Westies’ first NYC appearance. 

			Johnny hardly had time to appreciate his new friend’s generosity. Or the good fortune he was experiencing. He was having a harrowing night. It was only minutes before their set time, and Devon was nowhere to be found. He had been on a booze bender since they’d gotten to town. Johnny had, perhaps naïvely, hoped Devon would rise to the occasion and get it together now that they were making their sortie on the majors. 

			Johnny pounded on the men’s room door. After banging and banging, with no response from within, he finally summoned Jet, who threw himself at the wood again and again. Finally, Jet gave up, gripping his shoulder as he walked away. The door opened a crack from within. Johnny cursed as the stench of old piss hit him. And there was Devon, sitting on the floor, rambling incoherently to himself, clearly in no state to play. Being that his old man had passed away from a heroin addiction after the Vietnam War, Devon never would have touched the hard stuff. Johnny knew that and was glad for it. And he knew Devon would eventually be okay. But he was still short a guitar player.

			“Fuck this,” Johnny said, pushing his way out of the bathroom.

			“Want me to get him some coffee?” Jet asked, holding his aching arm.

			“I want you to get him a clue,” Johnny said. “I’m so over this. How’s your shoulder? Are you going to be able to play?”

			“I’ll be okay,” Jet said. “I always am.”

			Johnny gave his bassist a high five, gratefully acknowledging that Jet spoke the truth. Then, he rushed up to the bar, where Shiv was nursing his Johnnie Walker.

			“Please, man, you’ve got to sit in with us,” Johnny said. 

			“What’s up?”

			“Devon. He’s passed out in the bathroom.”

			“Devon is pissed in the pisser?” Shiv said. “I don’t know, mate. We haven’t rehearsed. I’m sorry. I don’t want to not do your band its justice and play your songs wrong.”

			Deplorable Deirdre stalked into the bar—never a smile, always a scowl—air kissed Shiv, and glared at Johnny. “This better be good.” 

			Oh shit. How is the band going to turn this around? Johnny wondered.

			“We’ll do our best, madam,” he nodded his head, an alluring sparkle in his eye. He was always on his best manners. And he could turn it on when he needed to, like any front man worth a damn, whether he was an emerging rock hero or not. 

			Jet had set up Devon’s gear along with his own while Johnny and Shiv ran through the songs at lightning speed in the gritty, closet-like space, a.k.a. backstage. They threw in a few covers by their absolute favorites, The Stones, The Clash, and, of course, The Stooges, cobbling together a set list that would just fill out the forty minutes they’d been allotted. Johnny beamed at Shiv, amazed at how good he really was. Having carried Devon for so many years out of family loyalty, Johnny was stunned by how thrilling, and fun, it could all be without Devon’s dead weight. This might actually be the best thing that had ever happened to the band, if they could just get through tonight. 

			They took the stage in front of the iconic black and white sign bearing the venue’s name, Johnny and Shiv grinning like Mick and Keith at the height of their powers. But they were still running late, and Johnny was still rattled. He downed a shot of Jack and said a little prayer. Shiv winked at him, Jet nodded, and Johnny felt as ready as he’d ever be. Shiv unleashed the opening riff to their set opener and the crowd turned toward the stage. Deirdre didn’t look up from her Diet Coke or Rolex. Twisted with nerves, Johnny approached his mic.

			✴✴✴

			I couldn’t sleep. My clock read 4:00 a.m. Faint snores wafted over to me from the couch, where Imani slumbered in her sleeping bag. As much as I longed to launch myself into the grand adventure that awaited me beyond my hometown, this was all I’d ever known. Surveying my most beloved childhood stuffed animals, which continued to adorn the top of my bookshelf, I felt a pang.

			I tiptoed around my room, dressing and making up my face carefully in the low light. Once outfitted for the stealth mission at hand, I crept out of my house and tiptoed next door to Aurora’s cottage. I rang the bell tentatively. It wasn’t quite dawn yet, but I was sure this constituted an emergency. My whole existence was at stake. 

			Aurora answered the door in a magenta satin ball-gown-like-robe, adorned with a bubblegum pink sheer scarf tied over the rollers in her hair. Her face looked soft and almost girlish without its usual makeup mask.

			“Scarlett, darling, come in,” she said. “I do hope you’re not in any trouble.”

			“I’m sorry to bother you so late,” I said, fidgeting with the strap of my bag.

			“Don’t be silly,” Aurora said. “I live for such moments. I’ll make tea.”

			We were soon settled together on her granny-style brocade love seat, while Aurora poured Earl Gray into bone china teacups festooned with delicate roses. I’d told her all about how I didn’t want to disappoint my mom. But, somehow, I knew this could be an opportunity that proved to have happened for a reason. This was going to be my escape. I longed for Aurora to tell me I wasn’t crazy for wanting to take such a risk. 

			“Well, my dear, it’s quite clear to me that there’s only one path before you,” Aurora said. “This is your destiny. It has come for you. And you must welcome it.”

			“He did say he’s shooting today, right here at La Jolla Cove,” I said. “And I read somewhere the best light’s at dawn.”

			“The time is nearly upon us then,” Aurora said. “The sun is almost up. Go there this morning. Everything else will happen as it should.”

			My heart galloped in my chest at the thought of being so forward.

			“Drink your tea, child,” Aurora said. 

			A buttery sugar cookie melted on my tongue. I felt sleepy from the late hour yet energized by the tea and the thrill of my burgeoning plan. Before I knew it, Aurora warned me the sun would be up soon, and I should be on my way. 

			She kissed me goodbye on both of my cheeks, and the back of my throat choked with swallowed tears. She was my fairy godmother and my own spiritual orb, all in one. Something about this goodbye felt profound. 

			✴✴✴

			I hid behind a palm tree and watched Franco position the model, tilting her face, the honeyed light making her look beautiful and fresh. A team of frenzied assistants scampered around him, responding to his every whim, moving photo reflectors, and checking all the details of the myriad stacks of equipment, even bringing over an Evian bottle—with the straw bent just so, for him to take a sip.

			Although I’d never witnessed a professional photo shoot before, or any kind of photo shoot, for that matter, everything before me made a perfect kind of sense. I could clearly comprehend Franco’s instructions, how they accentuated the model’s best features, and could anticipate her every move in response. And the fashion? Oh my God—it was reminiscent of peeking into one of the fables I’d loved as a child and seeing a magical kingdom before me. Even as the minutes ticked by, and finally a few hours had passed, I never grew bored or restless. I was exactly where I wanted to be.

			After what felt like no time at all, Franco kissed his model on both cheeks and waved over his assistants with instructions about packing up and organizing the endless film canisters. He had a small fashion army at his beck and call. There was not only a makeup artist, a makeup artist assistant, a hairstylist, and a hair assistant, but also what seemed to be two stylists and an editor from the magazine. 

			Finally, having dispatched his orders, Franco was the last on set. Unable to resist snapping a few final pics of the view, Franco then walked out to his rental convertible, only to find a surprise waiting for him.

			In the passenger seat sat a young specimen, shaking like a leaf. 

			I flashed him my most winning smile and said, “Take me with you.”

		

	
		
			Rock ’N’ Roll

			1995

			Nothing was what it seemed, and no one desired it to be. Adventuring from the street into the club gave the sensation of stepping into a music video that had been art directed to the hilt. Skateboarders executed ollies around them, adding to the bedlam of maximum velocity and volume. Voracious wind machines distorted Hawke’s raggedy black hair into a rat’s nest as he tried, and failed, to act casual. Johnny laughed, dug his elbow into his guitarist’s ribs, his own inky black pompadour indifferent to the elements. The thundering dance beat kicked them in the heart with its insistent, percussive power. Lights splashed sweet tart hues across their skin—baby blue stars and pale yellow circles distorted their faces and the visages of those around them. The insatiable club goers—all bare, sweaty flesh—compressed tighter than a midtown subway car at rush hour. Outlandish figures emerged from the flashing lights, then faded back into the darkness.

			Johnny and his cohorts liked to start their night here at The Tunnel, a NYC nightspot known for its uncensored vibe, eclectic music, and melting-pot scene. The cavernous main room offered a packed, sunken dance floor and several airborne cages in which sexy go-go boys and girls in short-shorts gyrated above the manic crowd below. They usually did a few laps through the club—with their birds, a.k.a. babes—winnowing their way through the Lava Lounge, designed by “It” artist Kenny Scharf, the S&M lounge, and then, past the infamous unisex bathrooms, and into the hip-hop portion of the club, nodding hello to some of the well-known regulars: Ice Cube, Billy Idol, and Marky Mark. 

			The night was young. They had only consumed a few celebratory shots of Jack so far, but as they settled into The Tunnel’s rock ’n’ roll area, it was possible to get high on the room alone, with its joyous inclusiveness and high-octane, anything-goes vibe—it was freedom personified. They felt right at home. 

			And tonight Johnny was flying. He had experienced the culmin-ation of his childhood dreams, the decade of hard work, in which he had literally played guitar until his fingers bled, and his courageous decision to leave home and strike out for the city. It had all finally paid off, and—drumroll, please—he had just signed a motherfucking record contract with MCA Records! Johnny had secreted the fat sheath of papers inside the pocket of his black leather motorcycle jacket, superstitious that if the lawyers whisked his copies of the documents back to their office, the spell would be broken and the deal undone. 

			Johnny smiled as if disbelieving his good fortune. Somehow, he was beside his right-hand man, and his band’s new lead guitarist, Shiv Bloody Babcock, who had played with them ever since the Continental Club. Shiv knew everyone worth knowing, everywhere worth going. As soon as they’d entered the fray in the rock ’n’ roll room, one of the impish, S&M inspired cocktail waitresses materialized at their side with a tray of the club’s top shelf whiskey and beers. Johnny nodded his head in gratitude.

			“Thanks,” Johnny yelled, trying to be heard over the roar of music. 

			“What, mate?” Shiv shouted back.

			As Johnny reached for a drink, Hawke swooped in and grabbed one in each hand, downing them in quick succession before peering through the bottoms of the empty glasses and dropping them onto the tray. Bone, their drummer extraordinaire, laughed uproariously, always getting caught up in Hawke’s constant attempts at comic relief. Jet raised his glass in a toast to Johnny, downed the liquid in one go, and then, seemed to make the glass vanish into thin air with a subtle magic trick. 

			“Whatever,” Johnny said to Hawke, reaching for a drink and saluting Shiv. 

			Shiv raised his eyebrows in a sign of annoyed solidarity regarding Hawke. 

			“Making music with yer mates is, well…brilliant,” Shiv said. “Doing business with ’em can be bollocks.”

			“Tell me about it,” Johnny said. 

			Deirdre swanned over from a nearby banquet where she’d been air kissing a table of radio DJs as if she were the queen of rock ’n’ roll. Since that historic night at the Continental Club, Deirdre had carefully cultivated every moment in their career.

			“Champagne,” she barked, clapping her hands as if the waitress were a goddamn desperate dog. 

			Shiv slid a neatly folded fifty into the tip cup balanced on the waitress’s tray. “Don’t mind her, she was raised in the dragon’s lair,” he said, taking advantage of a lull in the music. 

			“Lucky for you, too,” Deirdre said. “Dragons eat snakes and everything else that dares to cross their path. That’s why your deal with MCA was so primo.” 

			“At least a snake bite we can survive,” Hawke said. “By the time the greedy dragons divvy up the kill, there’s nothing left for anybody else.”

			“If you don’t write the songs, you don’t cash the checks,” Deirdre said.

			“It’s hard to write when your singer just has to call all the shots,” Hawke said. 

			“I’ve said you’re welcome to write with me any time,” Johnny said. 

			“Whatever,” Hawke said. He’d caught the eye of an otherworldly Amazon in a patent leather bikini top and cool, low slung, plaid men’s pants. He trailed her into the throng, promptly vanishing as the music detonated at ultimate intensity into the latest extended NIN dance remix.

			“You know that old joke…what’s the difference between God and a guitarist?” Shiv bellowed. 

			“God doesn’t think he’s a guitarist, but a guitarist thinks he’s God,” Johnny bawled back. “They’re all conceited pains in the ass—except for you, of course.”

			“They’re all a dime a dozen,” Shiv joked into Johnny’s ear. “Except for me.”

			The two laughed and drank deep. The beer was cold and refreshing in the hot, narrow room. Johnny’s euphoria once again ascended. The lights exploded aggressively, with bright beams sweeping up and down from the ceiling to the dance floor, as if a rock ’n’ roll spacecraft was hovering above them. 

			In the wake of the visual sunburst, Johnny blinked his eyes. There at the forefront of the crowd, resembling a woman adorning the prow of a ship, was the most radiant girl Johnny had ever seen. Wavy dark golden hair fell over her broad shoulders and curvaceous figure, and her beautiful big green eyes expressed multitudes. And then she smiled. 

			Magnetized toward his dream woman, Johnny did something he hadn’t had to do since gaining a certain amount of local notoriety in his hometown and then quickly becoming a club darling in his new city: he made the first move. Never breaking eye contact, he bridged the space between them and came to rest right before her. 

			“Hi,” he said, the room far too loud for him to express much more.

			“Hi,” she replied, revealing the most beguiling, downright sexy space between her top teeth as she smiled. 

			“Me, Johnny,” he joked, palm against his dark as night V-neck T-shirt.

			“Ah—me, Scarlett,” she said. 

			A volatile disturbance commenced over Scarlett’s right shoulder, as an older, squatty, muscle-bound man with a ratty goatee and frosted tips to his dark mane had insinuated himself between Scarlett and a younger, more petite, yet stronger-looking girl. Sporting a buzz cut, a cropped and torn tank top, and army surplus pants, she was so androgynous she could have passed for a boy. From across the room, Johnny hadn’t guessed that she was with Scarlett. The man was grinding himself on the more diminutive woman in a most unpleasant, belligerent manner. She raised both hands in front of her chest, pushing the man back a full step. 

			Mr. Aggressive assessed the onlookers around him to determine how many people had seen him get put down by this girl, and how big his retaliation needed to be in order to save face. He took two powerful steps forward into her space, again closing in on her, and began grinding his crotch against her. 

			But before he had a chance to unleash his full assault on her, Scarlett intervened.   

			Towering over him in her mega five-inch heels, she scowled down on him, withering him with her scorn. Scarlett lifted her vodka tonic and held it aloft for a wonderful, anticipatory moment before arching her wrist and pouring the drink down onto the cad’s awful head. He spluttered and puffed his chest, pit bull style, but the damage to his image was done. As the club goers in their vicinity couldn’t help but laugh at his distress, the angry little man spun and sulked off.

			If Johnny had been curious about Scarlett before, he was now officially smitten. 

			“Nicely played,” he said. “But you’re in need of a drink.”

			“What?” she said. 

			Utilizing this excuse to lean in toward her and say more, he found himself enveloped in the spicy bouquet of her perfume. A beefy bouncer hustled over to them followed by Scarlett’s peroxided nemesis, who was dramatically dabbing his cocktail-dampened face with a small paper napkin. The two men looked like Tweedledee and Tweedledummer, not the hint of a brain between them.

			“He started it,” Scarlett said, pointing at her adversary. 

			The bouncer shook his head and jabbed his finger toward the door.

			Scarlett turned back to Johnny and unfurled a sweet farewell wave.

			“But…wait…your drink…your number…” Johnny sputtered. 

			The house lights dimmed for an instant, and when they flared up again, Scarlett was gone. 

			“Tough break,” Shiv said, coming up beside Johnny. 

			It would be an untruth to imply that when Scarlett disappeared, like a rock ’n’ doll Cinderella, the entire night was ruined. Johnny had, after all, experienced the culmination of his wildest, most heartfelt dreams. He had signed a major label record deal. He was hanging out with his musical idol, now his best mate, band mate. Johnny proceeded to imbibe many a shot and a few less than street-legal substances, throwing himself into the night’s celebratory mayhem. But, always, in the recesses of his mind was a memory of Scarlett’s tendrils of flaxen hair, and her warm intelligent eyes. 

			✴✴✴

			As the sun bloomed over the Manhattan skyline, Johnny and his band mates hurtled onto the sleepy streets, still adrenalized from the night’s triumphant celebration. Even before the day’s heat and humidity kicked into full gear, the asphalt was ripe with urine, garbage, and exhaust—the particular mélange of a hardworking, hard-partying city that didn’t have time to stop and worry about niceties the way the suburbs did. Even the air here was abrasive, in your face—just like the taxi drivers, pedestrians, and the resident rodents. 

			Johnny was too revved up to sleep just yet, and besides, cabs cost money. The group straggled toward their shared Lower East Side walk-up, their motorcycle boots clomping on the empty sidewalks. Hawke, inserting himself into the already picturesque scene, merrily dropped his trousers and began pissing into the gutter. 

			Shiv laughed. “That’s horrible.”

			Encouraged by their protests of disgust, Hawke spun around in their direction, still pissing, and nearly teetered backward into an oncoming bus, Johnny jumping forward to rescue him just in time. Hawke laughed derisively as he wetted Johnny’s boots. But Johnny was indifferent to his friend’s coarse christening and his laughter. Right at eye level, meeting Johnny’s gaze with that particular blend of acumen and wit, were green eyes he already knew so well—eyes he hadn’t stopped evoking all night. As the bus charged away down the street, he absorbed all he could: Scarlett, amid a constellation of models in a Marc Jacobs 1995 Spring/Summer ad campaign, an urban fantasy on the side of the city vehicle that had nearly pulverized Hawke. 

			An auspicious omen, if ever he’d seen one. 

			What was not positive, though, was Johnny’s sudden realization that the street numbers were going up not down. Johnny tried to focus long enough to identify their locale. Was that Rockefeller Center on the horizon? But the Rockettes high kicked in midtown, and they were supposed to be downtown-bound. Behind him, the guys had thrown their arms around each other and were belting out an impromptu rendition of the Rolling Stones’ mournful country ballad “Dead Flowers.”
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