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    NEIL ST. JOHN WANTED the young man to kill. He had killed the last two nights—brutally according to certain rumors, beautifully according to others. Unfortunately, Neil had not been there to witness it.




    The mob pressed him on all sides as he battled his way to the last remaining table near the stage of the dark, subterranean club. The air reeked of pot, of hot, close bodies covered in sweat and anticipation. These were the scents he remembered from his youth, when the buzzing energy of bands drugged and seduced him with their violence and sound. And although this time he had come to London for other reasons, he inevitably found himself drawn back into the clubs, to where his life had begun so many years ago.




    At about nine-thirty the opening act, an accordionist trying his best to channel They Might be Giants but without the requisite wit, abandoned the stage to two guitarists and a drummer. They hustled into position to raucous applause, waving briefly at the audience who appeared to know them well. They were clothed in the nameless rugby shirts and torn jeans that were the uniform of every other indie, pseudo-intellectual band Neil had encountered over the last decade, fresh from college, with little representation and even less money. A chosen few he had gone on to manage—to guide them to success, broker their recording deals, oversee the production of their albums, and stand behind them as they collected their fame—but most he had dismissed after hearing their first set.




    Neil knew the sound he expected to expect tonight. There was little new under the sun, and all bands these days stole their styles from somewhere or someone else. “They’re X, with some Y, reminiscent of Z,” he had been quoted as saying recently in one of his rare interviews. For him, the variables and the math might change, but the songs remained the same. He had spent the last twenty years of his life searching for it to be otherwise, to find a group that gutted reason, battered his senses, and made him want to want. He sat straight in his chair, readying himself, each time expecting that miracle to happen.




    His attention, as well as the rest of the room’s, quickly focused on the lead guitarist, a young man who stood under the lights and stared out at the crowd. He wore the defiant awkwardness that most young rockers strived for, although the boy’s face held something more. An impatience, perhaps? Whatever it was, it only intensified as he adjusted his guitar, checked his pedals, and tossed the ratty red scarf he wore about his neck. Closing his eyes, he whispered bitingly, “One, two—one, two, three, four…”




    Sound exploded against the walls. Sound so raw and vibrant and—there were no other words for it—fucking joyous. The crowd screamed while young girls rocketed from their seats below the stage and gripped the edge of the small tables, their flame-colored nails impaling the bar napkins against the wood. Within minutes, those young men owned the universe, and all around them gathered there, in from the frozen London streets, a crowd lucky to be alive at that moment, to be in their orbit, to hear their words.




    They played two more songs, each one ratcheting up the already eardrum-splitting cheering in the club. By the fourth number, people were on their feet, bodies slamming, arms over their heads. Ecstasy shone on the young man’s face as he saw the crowd going wild. He closed his eyes and let loose a string of profanities so sharp, so wry and vicious, that Neil gripped the table himself.




    The song ended in a blistering solo from the drummer, nothing but elbows and angles, his face a younger version of an older John Lennon—complete with round glasses—his coiled arms given license to bash and thrash. Next to him, the bass guitarist swayed on with his head down, all handsome dreadlocks, brown skin, wide open face, and bliss. He nodded to the lead guitarist, sharing the inside joke that lived in each band, the one you’d kill to know.




    As the applause died down, the lead guitarist approached the microphone with a tense smile and leaned forward. “Thanks, thanks truly.” In the harsh focus of the lights, sweat glistened on the converging angles of his face; a flush of red swept from his temple to his jaw, mirroring the scarf around his neck. His skin, a ruddy golden hue, was only slightly lighter than the disarray of his brown hair. Everything about him seemed alert—manic, even—from his eyes to his shoulders and forearms, down to his fingers that twisted continuously about the neck of his guitar. No part of him could stand still.




    He shook the hair from his eyes, and in a fit of apparent frustration, blew the strands away with a loud raspberry followed by a muttered, “Christ.”




    Neil’s breath stopped short; a ghost passed through his heart. He remembered the woman who had long ago done the same thing: over books, over a pint of bitter, over him.




    “Evening. Thanks for coming out in this god-awful shit, yes? Snow? Ludicrous stuff, makes you want a drink, doesn’t it?” He took a swig of a Guinness and toasted the shouting crowd, waiting until only a few hoots and cat calls remained. “Just finished our first album today. Thought it might be wise since we’ve left university a tad prematurely.”




    More shouts erupted as the bassist strummed the classic Pink Floyd riff dissing the need for education, which made the young man laugh. Neil was aware that everyone around him laughed—they had to, the young man had laughed.




    “That’s Christian Wood on bass, by the way—for your listening pleasure. And the incomparable Simon Godden on drums.” He offered up another smile, but this one was filled with self-conscious gratitude. “And I’m Andrew Hayes. We are The Lost Boys.”




    In Neil’s mind, the memory of the woman smiled. Yes, as if he could ever forget any detail about her. He’d heard she had a son. This boy couldn’t be more than twenty-two, twenty-three at most, old enough to be her first born, perhaps.




    Before Neil could orchestrate his thoughts any further, Andrew unplugged his guitar and set it on its stand. “This has been coming to me for a while now. Mostly in my dreams. Hope you like it. Okay, right…yes, right.”




    Neil watched Andrew’s band mates watch Andrew. It was an ingrained response he had developed over years of practice. He learned more that way, studying a band’s dynamic, searching for holes in their fabric, uncovering any potential warning signs. In this case, it distracted him from the dangerous path where his thoughts were heading. He saw concern battle curiosity as the boys stared at Andrew while he tightened a tuner and plucked the harmonics on the strings. Especially the drummer, who raised his chin, his eyes fixed on the guitarist’s back.




    The beginning chords were haunting, the words oddly poetic in their way, and Neil could understand the band mates’ unease. Andrew had deviated from the set list, and by the looks of things, this was evidently a common occurrence. Not good.




    It marked the young man’s first mistake; it was too pretentious a choice for this crowd—a beginner’s muck up, understandable but second-rate. He was too cheeky, too manic, and although his voice was poignant when stripped of everything else, he didn’t have the gravitas to carry off this piece and not appear the sincere young man with his sincere guitar, busking on a street corner. This was the last thing this fired-up horde wanted to hear. Coughs would come next, followed by averted eyes, laughter, and then the cringing descent into heckling and boos. He felt sorry for this Andrew Hayes, but it was a necessary evil; every performer had to learn to read one’s audience and recognize one’s limitations. It also made Neil feel infinitely better. He could return to his accustomed sense of superiority, as the previous minutes had left him badly shaken. No, it was good to know the way the world turned.




    Except the world had tilted. For everyone there, every man, every woman, responded to this young man. His music uncoiled, recalling memories of loss and longing and of words uttered too late. But it also offered hope—didn’t swear it—just gave it away. And because of that, eyes teared up, couples grasped hands more tightly, and Neil knew without a shadow of a doubt that a great deal of people were going to get laid that night.




    All too quickly the song ended. Then silence.




    No one clapped. The young man sat there stoically, his hand muffling the strings as though they would give him the answer he was looking for. Then his painfully familiar face rose from the guitar, and the house came down.




    Surprise overtook Andrew Hayes, or it might have been embarrassment. In response, he grabbed his Stratocaster like armor, and the three of them, these Lost Boys, ignited the stage in the same frenzied style as before.




    Neil had to meet him.
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    “Well, I’d say that definitely didn’t suck,” Simon announced as he snapped shut the last of the equipment cases and shoved his drum sticks in the back pocket of his jeans.




    The club had cleared out; only the bartender and a few waitresses remained. Andrew hadn’t realized he’d been staring at one of them until she tilted her head in invitation. Immediately his gaze shot to the floor, an embarrassing blush heating his face. Ridiculous, he knew, given his stellar performance, not to mention his age. All he would have to do was smile in return; she would approach, he would crack a few jokes, and good night to all. Except he was too restless for sex, too restless to concentrate on pleasing someone. What he wanted was a cigarette, but he reminded himself he had quit, or tried to, or had at least hidden them in the glove box of the truck. Christ. Why wasn’t she here tonight? He swore she would be here tonight. And that too was ridiculous.




    “Yeah, if they all could suck like that, man,” Christian crooned, his New Orleans’ patois ever the perfect counterpoint to Simon’s staccato Irish brogue. The beads on his dreadlocks clacked their approval, and he looked up at Andrew with a dazzling grin. “Though I got to say, that was a fine piece of music you played tonight. When did you write it?”




    “That? That’s nothing.”




    Andrew did not want to get into the details. They would only razz him, and he was too keyed up from coming off the high of performing for such an appreciative crowd. He needed sleep, yet he knew he wouldn’t get more than his usual four hours. Plus, he was wallowing in self-pity again. She was not here tonight. Why did he feel like she would be? Romantic tosh, he knew it was, all of it. He shook his head hoping to toss away the thought.




    “You’re getting that look again, my friend,” said Simon. “We need to ditch the equipment and get you some fine—What’s the name of the place across the street?”




    “The Rat Hole,” Andrew answered archly and slung his gig bag over his shoulder.




    “Hmmm. Well then, some fine Rat Hole grub ’tis. Just bat those Byronic eyelashes of yours in the closest serving wench’s direction.”




    “Will you let it lie, already? I do not have Byronic shit, understand?”




    “He doth crap and the poets weep,” Simon intoned, his hand over his heart.




    “Sod off.”




    Simon took endless delight in quoting the most recent write-up the band had received. It had appeared in the local newspaper a few weeks earlier, and the writer, who could not control being twenty, pert, and blond, evidently could not control her painful vocabulary either and opted to gush nauseatingly about the band, Andrew in particular. A coiled spring of Byronic sex, was the most ghastly of the epithets she had burdened him with. But the gibe stuck.




    “Come on, Paulie boy. I’m going to gnaw Christian’s arm off if I don’t get some food soon, so let’s be off.”




    “If you stopped wearing those hideous glasses, you could be Paul instead.”




    “I’ll never be Paul. No need.”




    Simon pushed his glasses up his long, thin nose with a pronounced shove of his middle finger, exactly as he had when Andrew had met him in their first year at school. He’d been a boy, all skin and bones, a veritable eleven-year-old Iggy Pop, wearing those same wire-rimmed, round glasses and a Chairman Mao jacket, forever searching for a fight or a rehearsal room.




    The Rat Hole proved to be a postage stamp-sized restaurant that, from the chalkboard menu and the sticky Naugahyde booths, seemed to specialize in grease. A waitress stalked over to their table wearing an untied apron and a closing-time scowl. The few patrons remaining, pale and hunkered down over their drinks, appeared too intimidated by her to ask for another as she passed, but the moment she laid eyes on Andrew, Simon, and Christian, her pen and her smile clicked to attention.




    Simon peered over his glasses at her waxy fuchsia lips. “What’s your name, love?”




    “Gloria.”




    He carefully spelled out her name as though gaining enlightenment. Before anyone knew what was happening, a grin burst across his face and he began to wail the chorus of the iconic song, causing the stricken waitress to drop her pad with a cry. Confusion reigned as Simon kept on, pausing only to order, while the other customers around them hunkered down further in their seats.




    “Hit me,” Christian shouted to Andrew over the din.




    “You or him?”




    “Him, actually, but hit me with it.”




    “‘Gloria’ by Van the Man, with his band at the time, Them. Recorded it in sixty-four on the B-side of ‘Baby, Please Don’t Go.’ And Shadows of Knight released it in sixty-five and got it all the way to number ten.”




    “Covers?”




    “Covered by every damn man alive, although I’m digging Simon’s take on it. It’s almost religious—makes you wish for death.”




    It was their thing. Christian or Simon would name an obscure lyric and see if Andrew could place it. He could—always—as well as the original recording and any subsequent covers. It drove them insane.




    A few minutes later, the waitress returned and crammed a pyramid-like pile of burgers, onion rings, and pints of Guinness around them before swiftly departing.




    “I’ve been in touch with some people in Amsterdam,” Andrew announced midway through the meal, gauging his band mates’ reaction on whether they paused in their gorging or not. “We can line up a decent string of gigs there after we finish our rounds here, then start up in Prague again before Berlin.”




    Simon swallowed hard in response, but his protests were interrupted when the door of the restaurant opened and a tall gentleman entered. Andrew hadn’t fully appreciated the true squalor of the restaurant until it served as the backdrop for the man’s Savile Row coat. Together with his tailored clothes and silk tie, Andrew reckoned his outfit probably cost more than their van and their equipment and their last two nights’ draws, all combined. As the man approached, the anemic overhead lights accented the highlights in his dark-blond hair and the laugh lines near the edges of his eyes that had left white quotation marks against his tanned skin.




    “Cleaned favored and imperially slim,” Andrew whispered to himself, quoting Richard Cory. It was the curse of his almost poetry major to see everything in stanzas, second only in uselessness to his almost music major. The man must either have been lost or needed to take a piss.




    “Andrew Hayes?”




    The fact that he knew Andrew’s name didn’t bode well. Andrew stood and extended his hand; good manners had been drilled into him since he had been old enough to slouch, and he reasoned whatever was coming, it would be better to just get it over with.




    “The same,” said Andrew cautiously.




    The man removed his glove and offered his hand, his grip hard and immediate, like a polite arm wrestle. “May I?” He nodded to the booth where Simon and Christian sat.




    “If we owe anything, we can’t pay it. At least not until the last check clears. But we’re good for it, or at least he is,” Simon stated, pointing his finger at Andrew.




    The man smiled and took a seat before motioning to the bartender to replenish the empty glasses on the table. Curious silence held them together, as though they were watching each other through a zoo enclosure. Andrew especially felt the man’s scrutiny. Had they damaged something at the club? Was he some girl’s father? Was he a dealer? He knew Simon had been clean for years, so he couldn’t be a dealer. Christ, please let him not be a dealer.




    The tension finally got the better of Simon, and he asked, “And you would be?”




    “Neil St. John.”




    Andrew fell into his seat, not realizing he was still standing. His mind shot into overdrive. The name…he knew the name, but from where? Images flooded his consciousness first, as they always did, and then came the torrent of words and sounds: his favorite band, a television reporter, a face responding to questions. How do you account for The Fractures’ meteoric rise to success, when a few short months ago they were playing dive bars? Then the screen cut to a face that held a curt smile and feigned interest. They needed the proper help. The caption read Neil St. John. The Neil St. John. But he had retired after helping to produce The Compositions’ last album and was currently living in—oh, where the hell was it…San Francisco.




    No, it couldn’t be, Andrew thought. Bloody Christ. Evidently, Simon and Christian hadn’t put two and two together yet, or weren’t nearly as fazed as Andrew was by the fact that one of the world’s greatest managers now sat a few feet away from them.




    Perhaps that was for the best. The last thing Andrew wanted was for them to appear desperate, and Christian would never be able to control his excitement if he knew who this man truly was. Being in a band had never lost its initial thrill for him despite the sleepless nights, the rotten food, and the endless headaches. Getting someone like Neil St. John to back them would be huge. Beyond huge. Andrew felt his mouth go dry and his ADD make its way out of his hands as they began to play the underside of the table, fast and faster until he forced them flat in his lap.




    “I was impressed by what I heard tonight. It’s raw and needs work, a lot of work actually, but it’s got something, something that could be incredible if you do the right things. You recorded an album. On what label?”




    Andrew blinked, and his mind raced to comprehend the situation before him. “We don’t have one. It’s self-financed.” He was not sure this was what Neil wanted to hear, yet the man’s face gave nothing away. Christ, he had to stop his hands from shaking. Neil St. John. The Neil St. John.




    “No manager, no agent?”




    “Nothing.”




    “How do you do it?”




    “Well…” Andrew took a deep breath. How did they do it? In the beginning, they had hired one Mr. Lou Fratteni, a squat, paunchy chartered-accountant type from Liverpool who claimed he knew the business inside and out. He ended up disappearing one night with most of their money and Andrew’s best Cherryburst Les Paul. After that, they swore off the idea, deciding to manage the band on their own. It worked, or had worked for a while. Andrew knew they couldn’t go on like this forever though; they needed help. It was too much—too much work, too much tension, too much everything.




    “We manage pretty well. We exploit every form of social media we can get our hands on, and we’re obsessively fan driven. Arrange our shows where we can gather the most bodies. Like tonight, we knew a ton of our fans would show up if we could book that particular site. See, we can usually fill up houses that way, that and by word-of-mouth. There isn’t much left over for marketing—a little radio, flyers, and whatever the venue is willing to front.” Andrew wanted to sound intelligent or at least intelligible, but his excitement left him rocking back and forth like his seat was on fire.




    “We’re the rock geek darlings of the Internet,” Simon added, peering briefly over his glasses at his band mate. “We give our knickers away for free online, let ’em listen to our music, get them hooked, but make them pay at the door to hear it live.” His hand curled around the handle of his glass, the letters I-R-O-N tattooed on the back of his fingers. Simon wiggled his pinky, emblazoned with a Y.




    Over the next Guinness, Andrew could feel the anticipation hum around them much like the bristling nervous edge of walking onstage. It was apparent that Neil was interested; he seemed full of questions and noted their answers in errant scribbles on the paper placemats. How interested, who knew, but the communal sense of unease of a few minutes ago had given way to fast conversation, people talking over people, and in the back of Andrew’s mind the future was quickly being reduced to this booth on Saturday, December 27, 2009. Their first conversation, the anthologies would say. He could see the article in Spin, with a black and white picture of the four of them leaning against the tattered booth.




    “Wait, you’ve been touring for how long?” Neil asked, bringing Andrew back down to earth.




    “Two straight years with no breaks,” Christian answered, a hint of pride mingled with disbelief in his tone. “Unless you account for the time we took to record the album and the two weeks off for Christmas so my parents could scream at me for squandering my Cambridge scholarship. I told them I just couldn’t get enough of living in a van with Euro-trash degenerates and using travel-sized mini-soaps.”




    Neil laughed out loud at that, which allowed the rest of them to join along.




    “Christian was playing jazz downtown when we saved him from wasting his fine talents on decent pay,” Simon interrupted, wanting to set the record straight. “We had left university and thought it would be a healthy career choice for him as well.”




    “Proving that slavery never died,” added Christian.




    “And you two? How did you meet?” Neil looked between Andrew and Simon.




    “Go ahead,” Simon offered with a wave of his glass, R-O-N-Y stretching wide. It was a story they had recited countless times, never tiring in the retelling, as it always gave them the opportunity to get a rise out of the other. “I’ll correct it anyway. You always fuck it up, trying to make yourself look superior with that Byronic sex appeal.”




    “Christ.” Andrew blew the long hair out of his eyes and shook his head, to which Neil took a measured swig of his drink.




    “Simon ruined my otherwise exemplary boarding school experience. He got me thrown into detention more times than I can remember, the git. For the first two years of school we tortured each other—tor-tured each other,” Andrew said, grinning and slapping his hand against the table as he dragged out the syllables.




    “Then one day a music professor, who was either mental or more likely bloody sick of us, set us to compose our first piece of music together. He locked us in a rehearsal room—I mean literally locked us in with a few bottles of water and a tin of stale biscuits. We didn’t leave that godforsaken place for fifteen hours, despite the kicking and the screaming.”




    “And the begging,” interjected Simon.




    “You begged. I never begged.”




    “Paulie boy here had to get taken down a notch or two. He needed to realize that there was a greater talent other than his out there under the sun. Everyone thought he could walk on water.”




    “Paulie?” Neil asked, smirking at Andrew.




    “Simon is convinced he’s John Lennon’s love child. Long story,” Andrew explained with a dismissive wave at Simon. “So by default, I’m Paul. Or I should say, he requires a Paul.”




    “And I, of course, look exactly like George,” remarked Christian with a jangle of his dreads. “Not to mention that I’ve met Simon’s mom, and I know for a fact she has a major problem with the whole love child thing. She knows exactly who the fathers are of all her children.”




    “And I’m her best hope. The rest of her family are out driving trolleys or doing construction if they’re not drinking themselves shit-faced, while I’m off on scholarship to boarding school and university. No, I am firmly entrenched in the warm bosom of me mum, though she’s not talking to me at the present. Hates the band as much as Christian’s lot does. Thank God for Claudia. Now there’s a peach of a woman, putting up with all our shit. I’d bloody marry the woman if she’d have me, but then I’d be related to this twat and I’d be forced to shoot myself.”




    “Claudia?” Neil repeated, his glass halfway to his lips.




    “Andrew’s mum. Thank God for her. She’s our benefactor. Meal ticket. When we find ourselves in times of trouble, you get the picture.”




    “She lives nearby?” Neil asked, more insistent now.




    Full of the swell of goodwill rising up inside of him, not to mention the continued flow of stout, Andrew formulated the idea on the spot. “Listen, we’re heading over there next. She’s having a small get together for us before we push off again, and it’s loads more comfortable. Would you care to join us?”




    Neil appeared aghast; in Andrew’s dimming focus, it took him a minute to realize that it was already nearing midnight, and the thought of crashing some unknown lady’s flat, no matter how posh, certainly wouldn’t be his cup of tea. But instead of politely backing out, Neil’s eyes focused directly on Andrew’s.




    “When are you going out on the road? Where?”




    Andrew tried to look away but couldn’t; Neil’s gaze was too severe. “Well…we’ve got three shows set up in Glasgow first, and from there we’ll head over to Edinburgh, then south to—”




    “Andrew likes to keep moving. Thinks he’ll find her if he visits every city on the globe,” said Simon dryly.




    “Who?” Neil asked.




    “His muse.”




    “Excuse me?”




    “Shut it, Simon,” Andrew warned. The silence stretched thin between the two men. Simon downed the rest of his pint.




    A string of idle small talk unraveled itself about the table before Neil hesitated and eyed his watch. “I must apologize, but I have another engagement, and I’m late, in fact.”




    All three men got up when Neil stood. The abruptness of his departure made Andrew want to pound the wall. Why the hell couldn’t Simon keep his mouth shut? Why bring it up now when Neil would think he was certifiable? Fuck! But then Neil said the miraculous, causing all three musicians to stare at him in shock.




    “You know, I’m remodeling a house in San Francisco and converting it into flats. It’s a nasty business, headache and all. Can’t really rent it in its current shape, but if you ever need a place to crash, I mean, if you find yourself in the city, it’s yours. I could line up some gigs for you as well, keep you busy for some time.”




    “That’s an incredibly generous offer.”




    As if sensing the incredulity in Simon’s voice, Neil went on. “No really, you haven’t seen the house. It’s falling down around one’s ears at the present. Rather difficult to retain a crew, you see. It’s haunted. Charming, really.” He added this last part as more of an excuse than explanation.




    “Haunted?” Andrew blinked at Neil, wondering if he had heard him correctly. “As in a ghost?”




    “No.”




    “Thank God, for a minute there I thought you said—”




    “As in ghosts. Plural. Lovers, I suppose. They can’t seem to locate one another other as they’ve never been seen in the same room at the same time. I gather it frustrates them, from the wailings going on. My wife even named them—Nick and Nora,” he concluded as though he had no desire to discuss it further.




    And with that, all of Andrew’s hopes and dreams of the last few minutes came crashing down like an armful of cymbals. The man was mental. He believed in ghosts, literary ghosts perhaps, but ghosts nonetheless. Andrew glanced over to Simon and Christian to see if this revelation had the same effect on them but saw they were still slack jawed with wonder.




    “Here’s my card.” They all stared down at the crisp, expensive-looking business card Neil placed on the table, ending for Andrew any chance of further clarification on the subject of the supernatural. “Like I said, look me up. I still have some pull in the industry, and there are plenty of first-rate venues to show off your talent properly, and we could chat more about your future. There’s only so long you can continue to do this on your own, you know. You really need to take the next step.”




    With that, he tossed a sizable wad of cash on the table to cover the drinks and then some, shook their hands, and departed.




    “Holy…fucking…hell.” Simon grabbed the card as they all sat back down, but Christian pushed him aside, wrestling it from his hands.




    Andrew’s fingers began their incessant drumming again.




    “Neil St. John. Neil fucking St. John.” Simon whistled, his back slamming against the booth. “Neil St. John. Andrew, do you believe this? Lord Almighty. Here’s what we’re going to do. We go to San Francisco, play his gigs, and stay there as long as it takes to drag the bloke out of retirement. We’ll offer to remodel the place on our own, if that’s what’s necessary.”




    Andrew didn’t respond but sat staring at the door.




    “Andrew…”




    “No, I understand. This is bloody amazing…”




    “But what?”




    “But ghosts? The man sees ghosts. Multiple ghosts. He’s named them.”




    “Who the hell cares?”




    “You don’t think it’s a little strange that the man actually admits to seeing ghosts?”




    “And you don’t?”




    “It’s not the same.”




    “Oh, hell yes, it is. And the only difference is that he’s met his ghosts and you never will.”




    “We should play the gigs we’ve lined up, finish out here before we—”




    “Oh no. Oh no, no, no. Stop it. Stop it now. You can’t be at all serious? You’re not turning down this opportunity because the guy sees a few dead people. He could be blowing Elvis for all I care. When are you going to realize she’s not out there? Even if we play every shithole from here to Bucharest, you’re not going to find her. She’s in your head. In your head, man—but I sure as hell wish she were flesh and blood so I could strangle her with my bare hands.”




    “I beg to differ,” Christian offered, trying to diffuse the situation. “Personally, I’m cool with her living up in his head, or Graceland for that matter, as long as she keeps paying him a visit in his dreams every now and then. Makes for some incredible music. It’s best not to mess with one’s muse. Riles up the ghost world.”




    Simon rolled his eyes. “Cut the voodoo hoodoo shit.”




    “Hey, I learned that shit on my tante’s knee. Our boy’s haunted too. You got to respect that.”




    “No he’s not! That muse of his isn’t some ghost. She never was real and never will be real. He’s got to give it up—it’s not healthy.” Simon turned to Andrew, trying to reason with him. “Listen, okay, listen…independent of this muse obsession of yours, or Christian’s ghost world, or this bloody Nick and Nora, I think we all need some time to get our heads screwed on straight after the last two years. We’ve been on the road constantly. You especially—you’ve been going at it like a madman, writing all hours of the night, never sleeping, pushing yourself to do everything to fucking perfection. You drive yourself to the brink during every performance. And don’t tell me you rested over Christmas. I know you didn’t. Your mum told us you were haunting the pubs. You’re going burn out or break down. Do you want to go through all that shit again?”




    Andrew didn’t answer.




    “I think we need to stay in one place for a while. And not for just a few days, either. Let’s relax for once before we head out again. This is a good thing. We play the gigs he lines up, he’s stoked, he—”




    “He what, Simon? Comes out of retirement and manages us?” Andrew caught himself. It was what he wanted, what he had fantasized about only minutes ago before Neil went delusional. But to stop moving, to drop anchor in one place?




    “I don’t know. But it sure as hell beats chasing after a woman that doesn’t exist. You have to live in the real world. I’m not going back to Dublin with nothing to show for it, and I’m not playing studio back up for the rest of whatever. This is our chance.”




    The two men stared at each other; neither one moved. The few late night patrons had gone silent, and even Christian sat forward, convinced that this time Simon might actually haul off and punch his best friend.




    “Because you know what, Paulie?” Simon slowly reached over and took hold of the malt vinegar bottle, IRONY tightening around the neck. Andrew didn’t blink. Simon clenched it tighter. This is it, Christian’s face read. He’s going to beat the living shit out of him. Simon moved the bottle to his mouth as though he might rip the top off with his teeth, but instead he held it to his lips like a microphone. A second later he began to belt to all who would listen about pictures fading to black and white and time standing still.




    A loud groan rose from the customers as they hunkered down under the new vocal onslaught. Andrew sat back, shaking his head and scrubbing his face with his hands while Simon carried on.




    Christian pointed his finger at Andrew.




    “Elton John,” he shouted over the caterwauling. “Off of Caribou, nineteen seventy-four. Covers, again tons, but Maynard Ferguson did a wicked jazz rendition of it.”




    “You frighten me, Andrew, you really do. Hey, but seriously, have you had any other visitations from your muse? Any dreams?”




    Andrew swallowed at Christian’s question and dropped his glance into the bottom of his Guinness. “No.”




    Christian had always been completely accepting of Andrew’s muse, which made Andrew feel a little less crazy, but he had searched for her all his life and he knew Christian was right. He was haunted in ways he could never explain and barely understood himself.




    At some point during the last refrain, the cook trudged out of the kitchen brandishing a spatula, and Simon reluctantly sat back down. He grabbed another onion ring and waved it at Andrew.




    “Forget her, my friend. Long term women, fantasy or otherwise, are not in the cards right now. And who needs them? Look at us, I mean, who would’ve thought we’d be sitting in this most fashionable dining establishment, feasting on these most succulent grease delivery vehicles when only a few years ago we were starving uni students?”




    “I’ve got news for you, Simon. We’re still starving.”




    “Ah, yes, but now we’re starving and about to be dead famous,” he said and popped the onion ring into his mouth.




    “He’s got a point,” Christian said, nodding.




    “I haven’t said yes yet.”




    “But you will.”
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    The Lost Boys at the Skellar, 9 p.m.


    Friday and Saturday, February 27th and 28th.




    Cover charge.




    “Nervy. Heartrending. Explosive. Vocals that electrify the hairs on the back of your neck and evoke a post-grunge pathos, and music with enough raw power to run a small country, San Francisco’s newly arrived Andrew Hayes, Christian Wood, and Simon Godden of The Lost Boys stun crowds whenever they perform.”




    K-FOG Radio.




    ...




    THE FLYER HUNG IN the window of Vintage on the Haight. Emily Thomas had seen the same one a few blocks down at Amoeba Records and another one at The Red Vic. It was difficult to ignore with its blaring neon-yellow paper and jarring font. It had been equally difficult to ignore when her roommate, Zoey, had smacked it down on their kitchen counter that morning with a cry that she knew the bass guitarist and they had, had, had to go.




    “Heartrending?” Emily repeated aloud. Frost was heartrending, Dickinson, Browning even. But a band? Somewhere a publicist needed to be shot.




    With a shudder, she pushed open the shop’s door. The romantic strains of Frank Sinatra greeted her as they did every Monday, Wednesday, and Friday evening, as did the musty scent of memories. She knew every item on each of the endless clothes racks and dilapidated mannequins long before her eyes adjusted to the glow of the shop’s lights. The display and bookcases that she had helped stock full to the bursting point with everything from chipped Wedgewood tea sets to mismatched champagne flutes heaved a sigh of welcome. It was too much for such a small space, but there was nothing Emily would change; she would only add more and make it worse, yet better at the same time. Her sights settled on the old, Bantam rooster of a woman behind the counter who was busy sorting a tray of jewelry.




    “Heartrending, Myra?” Emily announced while navigating around two hat racks and a Victorian fainting couch to make it to the white-haired woman’s side. “Did you know the flyer in the window actually says ‘heartrending’?”




    “You’re late.”




    “I’ll tell you what heartrending is. Having your landlord announce you have one month to vacate the premises. That’s heartrending. Facing life on a sewer grate and picking through the trash for breakfast. That’s heartrending. Graduating with no hope of a job, that’s—”




    “I heard you.” Myra paused in the examination of a brooch and tilted her cheek to receive Emily’s kiss. “But you should have seen the young gentleman that handed that flyer to me. He looked like he should be in some old black and white movie, you know what I’m saying to you?” Her birdlike hands fluttered along a row of rings, and she plucked a few out for further inspection.




    Emily waited. Who would it be today? Tyrone Power? Laurence Olivier? Last week, Emily had unwrapped a complete twelve-piece place setting of Havilland china listening to how Myra’s unmarried podiatrist was the spitting image of a young Jimmy Stewart in Mr. Smith Goes to Washington. Evidently, Emily’s imminent homelessness did not matter when eligible men were afoot.




    “So, how are you today?”




    “Biding my time until death claims me, what do you think? Now that boy who came in, he had the most gorgeous caramel brown skin, he did. And his hair—like coffee with these honey streaks running through it, and you know what? He blushed when he asked me if I would hang the flyer in the window. My right hand to God. Blushed! How many young men blush any more, a deep cherry red even. Like a borscht.”




    “Sounds edible,” Emily remarked dryly.




    “Yes! Exactly. And he spoke like on Masterpiece Theatre, which slayed me. Stayed here quite a while, fascinated with the old records especially. And the books. The poetry, too.” She paused for a moment, looking down at the tray of rings. “Did I mention the poetry?”




    Emily continued to sort the remaining jewelry. For months she had listened to Myra go on about the same thing, feverishly trying to set her up with everyone from the delivery man to her accountant, as if Emily was reaching her expiration date and would suddenly begin to emit a foul odor or sprout a tail. For Myra, any young woman of procreative age needed to start acting responsibly—or at least cinematically, like Maureen O’Hara in The Quiet Man—and begin kissing the first available bachelor, even if it was during a deluge in a graveyard.




    “It’d do you good to get out for a change instead of hiding out here on a Friday night.”




    “I do not hide out.”




    “Yes, you do.”




    “You pay me to come here, Myra—it’s my job.”




    “Emily…” Myra took Emily’s chin in a firm grip and twisted it down so that her shrewd little eyes could inventory the young woman’s face. “A lovely thing, like Gene Tierney in The Ghost and Mrs. Muir, except for those curls and that wide mouth which God must have given you to smile more ’cause otherwise it’s just a waste of lips and teeth.” She released her, but not before she pinched Emily’s cheek for good measure, leaving behind the comforting scent of cinnamon and liniment.




    “And you know how to put yourself together, even if you tend to camouflage it with those men’s jackets and boots. In my day we showed off our curves. It wouldn’t kill you to do the same, you know what I’m telling you? You take off that Friday night, wear a dress, and go to hear that band—have fun with your friends instead of pawing through old things with an old thing.”




    “You’re not old.”




    “I’m old enough to know that you’re hiding out. Hiding out at that college and hiding out here with more books and hundred-year-old hats. Not that I don’t love having you about, honey pie, but you need to live. Get your roommates, go out with those nice girls.”




    “I can’t. I have work I need to finish for Dr. Vandin.”




    “Doctor? He ain’t no doctor. Not the kind that counts.”




    “He’s got his PhD from Harvard, Myra, and that’s all that counts.”




    Myra did not look convinced. “Well, typing up some papers for some skirt-chasing Ruskie professor who ought to know better isn’t the kind of Friday night any self-respecting young woman should be having. Going at you the way he does, and you a student. It’s not right.”




    Emily wanted to explain to her that she needed his class to graduate. Between the income she scraped together from Vandin’s job, this shop, and her scholarship, she had barely enough left to make it to the end of the semester. The last thing she needed to be doing was paying an outrageous cover charge to sit in some seedy bar and drink ten dollar beers and listen to a bunch of—she pointed to the flyer in a fit of disgust and read, “Nervy, explosive men that can power a small country. Really.”




    Completely ignoring her, Myra held out a ring from the box she had been sorting, placed it in Emily’s palm, and gave her one long, calculating look.




    The ring was beautiful. A platinum band encircled by a vine of tiny diamonds, Emily took it in her fingers, overcome with the urge to hold it, to feel its history in her hand as she did with so many things in this shop. “This is lovely. Where did you get it?”




    Undeterred, the old woman strode over to the front of the shop, ripped the flyer off the window, and smacked it down on the counter, much as Emily’s roommate had done that morning. “See that? When is the last time you’ve been stunned, had the hair on your neck electrified? When?”




    Emily continued to stare at the ring. She knew Myra was being discreet but no less brutal in her analysis of her sex life. In truth, Emily had remained “unelectrified” by most men during her years at college; as a writer, she preferred to couch it in more poetic terms, such as detachment. She preferred detachment. Detachment kept her from partaking in the endless hook-ups and one night stands of college life. And it also kept her from becoming special to someone else. The most special. The kind of special that would involve a ring like this. Yet, if she was being honest with herself, which she wasn’t, she would have liked to have been someone’s only—not be shared, but be the one, the reason, the most coveted above all, even if it hurt. She wanted to feel the moment of knowing it was she who could cause a face to turn, eyes to widen in happiness with a look that couldn’t be faked. It would happen too suddenly to be anything other than sincere, the joy passing from face to heart and hammered there with the words: It’s you.




    But that was one tall order in twenty-first-century San Francisco where relationships lasted about as long as a latte. And the Skellar, where those Lost Boys were playing? She hated the punk-jazz-grunge-goth bar. It was dirty and loud and filled with the heroin-chic students that were so popular at college. No, she would come here and burrow into her favorite overstuffed club chair in the back with a copy of Browning and the glass of wine Myra always gave her every Friday night. Every Friday night.




    Nervy. Heartrending. Explosive. The words taunted her. In the end she rationalized it was because they were so poorly written. So dramatic. So challenging.




    “You go to that show, and I’ll put that ring on layaway for you. Wholesale.”




    Emily glanced down at the vine of tiny diamonds. Her closet at home was filled with so-called layaway clothes Myra had claimed she couldn’t sell, when in actuality she had seen Emily caress a sleeve or hold up a dress to see if it fit. But that ring was much more costly than a beaded purse or a pillbox hat; she would be lucky if she could ever pay it off. Still, it called to her and made her heart ache with the fear that someone might snatch it up, some tourist who couldn’t understand the workmanship that went into such a striking band. She had to have it. It made no sense, especially with the probability of a staggering rent increase looming on the horizon, but she simply had to have it. It was old and odd, like everything in the store. Old and odd, like everything she loved. She would work it off slowly.




    “I’ll go,” she decided and pushed the flyer away for the last time. “If nothing else, I’ll tell them to change their copy. Heartrending? God.”




    Myra smiled and put aside the ring. “Moonlight Serenade” began to play.
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    After closing up the shop with Myra, Emily gathered her thick wool jacket about her and headed down Haight Street. Most of the lining and all of the pockets had worn out, leaving her no place to keep her hands warm, so she opted to grab a cup of tea before catching the bus. She had the extra bonus of having a decent book in her messenger bag.




    With her Earl Grey in hand she found a bench near the park, opened her book, and started to read. Across the lawn, the Friday night gathering of T-shirt and shorts-clad pothead bongo drummers had started up, oblivious to the cooling fog making its way from the ocean. Their tie-dyed, peasant-skirted groupies twirled barefoot to the music, arms raised in some sort of farewell rite to the disappearing sun. Emily tried to ignore them, but the sound of nearby chuckling made her glance up from her book.




    On a low stone wall several yards away sat a homeless man who was only slightly less shabby than the hippies. He stared at them, laughed, and strummed his guitar idly, his case open for donations at his feet. Clearly he wasn’t bothered by too much competition for one corner, as this end of the park was notorious for its stoner population who liked to camp under the trees, defecate in the bushes, and frequent the McDonald’s across the street. Emily turned the page and took a sip of her tea, hoping to God that she and her roommates would not be reduced to this if worst came to worst. The guitarist began to play in a more complicated way than befitted the average drug addict. Emily had read the same paragraph three times before she gave up and peered over the top of her book at him.




    He wore a thick fisherman’s sweater, a shabby red scarf, and equally disreputable jeans, although his shoes looked new, but those could have been part of some shelter’s outreach program for all she knew. Though the black cabbie cap pulled down over his forehead was intriguing, it also shielded his eyes. Why she wanted to see them, she couldn’t say.




    The damp wind made her huddle into her coat and wrap her fingers around her tea. As always, she felt the cold clear through to her bones and shivered. She had been raised in New York City, a place with four vocal seasons, not this interminable wet fall. The chill moved through the trees, and the bongos became a distant heartbeat. Even the guitar was muffled, for he had turned to the side, his leg hitched on the low wall. He began to sing.




    There was a guitar and there were hands—beautiful hands strummed those chords. Emily understood this; she could see this. She could smell pot and the grease from McDonald’s and the dregs of her tea. Other people had gathered to listen now; she did not know what they could see or smell or feel, but a hush fell over them, and they stopped and waited. It reminded Emily of the feeling she had when she was very young, sitting in the dark in her living room, waiting for her parents to turn on the Christmas tree lights for the first time…the very air around her changed. Everything changed. She was bewitched.




    She watched him until it grew late. She did not move a muscle, only held her tea between her frozen fingers. He finally packed up and left, oblivious to her still huddled on the bench. When she was sure he had gone, when she was sure everyone had gone, when she was sure she was alone, she whispered to the night, to the empty space on the wall.




    “It’s you.”
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    For the next several nights Emily went to listen to the homeless man with the red scarf play his guitar. He had shown up like clockwork, each evening from five till seven, and Emily sat close enough to hear him but far enough away to allow the crowd of people that invariably formed around him to block her from view. Sometimes he played nothing but classical music, other times nothing but jazz, and one night he spent an hour jamming out with a shopping cart guy who wailed away on the harmonica to their mutual delight.




    On the eighth night Emily made the decision that she would leave a dollar in his case, or a sandwich, something, anything, to allow her to speak to him, to thank him. She had been too daunted to approach him before and hadn’t wanted him to know she came every day. She feared he might think she was crazy, stalking him as she was. That, or desperate. Either way, she didn’t want the surreal situation to change, but she knew she had to say something to him, and she fretted the whole afternoon, even wearing her favorite Chanel jacket and scarf. Lipstick, too.




    He did not show.




    He did not show the next night, or the one after that. Emily tried to act as if it didn’t bother her, and gathered her famous air of detachment about her, but it didn’t work. She found herself walking through the park between classes, hoping to spot the red scarf. Her roommates thought her distracted behavior was due either to the fact that they hadn’t found a new rental yet, or that Dr. Vandin was continuing to give her an exceptionally difficult time in class or at work. In response, they’d arranged for more and more apartment viewings.




    By the following Friday night, Emily stood in front of the Skellar as she had promised Myra. She didn’t want to be there; she wanted to be back at the park searching for the guitarist, though at this late hour he would certainly be long gone. With one last look toward the park, she shoved her way through the scrum of students into the club.




    “Emmmiiiiieeee!” she heard her one roommate, Zoey, shout like Stanley Kowalski. “Emmmiiieee!” A pair of sturdy arms parted the crowd and grabbed Emily in a fierce hug. She surrendered to its warmth and heft. Clearly straight from her latest tiling job in Pacific Heights, Zoey had coupled her grout covered overalls with gargantuan chandelier earrings and so many silver African fertility bracelets Emily feared her muscular wrists might just snap off under the strain. Despite her recent degree, she wore the moniker of “itinerant laborer and starving artist” proudly like one of the many tattoos blazing up from the collar of her T-shirt. “You came, you actually came. Good for you!” she said and dragged her to their table in the murky back corner that stunk from its proximity to the bathrooms.




    Margot, her other roommate, uncurled herself from her seat and gave Emily a peck on the cheek. A waiter materialized from out of nowhere, and Margot placed a firm hand on his arm. Her blunt black hair guillotined the collar of her blouse as she turned to look up into his eyes, her leather skirt inching its way along the unending length of her legs. “Another margarita, please. With a sigh, and I mean a sigh of salt. Don’t slather it on this time—dip it lightly. A sigh, you understand, just coat the rim like you were kissing it. And please, for all that is holy, keep them coming. It’s been an abysmal day.”




    “Midterms?” Emily ventured. This was Margot’s first year working as an assistant professor at the same college Emily attended, and by the looks of her two drained glasses, things hadn’t gone well.




    “I hate all undergraduates,” Margot replied. “Both classes retained nothing. Mouth breathers all.”




    “So where the hell were you today?”




    Emily’s mind raced, trying to decipher the look of consternation on Zoey’s face. “Oh God, I’m so sorry. I totally forgot you had the appointments to look at those listings. I was in Vandin’s office till the afternoon, and then I went to look—well…you know how it is.” Unable to tell them she had wandered the pathways around the Academy of Science most of the afternoon searching for a homeless musician she had never spoken to, Emily felt her roommates’ stress radiating off their bodies like sweat.




    “No, I don’t know how it is,” Zoey said. “Do you know how many cultures enslave their women with that kind of bullshit? That man’s a troglodyte.”




    “Did you find an apartment?”




    “We saw five places, and the best one had a drunk asleep in his own vomit in the lobby.”




    “Evidently, that is what was meant by ‘doorman,’” Margot qualified.




    “What about the other four?”




    “One had been recently vacated by an old man with ferrets, and the other one was over a medical marijuana shop, which wouldn’t have been so bad, but there was a LaRouche headquarters next to it, and even I have standards. The last two didn’t have nearly enough natural light, and I can’t paint without good light. Ain’t gonna happen,” Zoey declared.




    Emily looked to Margot since she provided the only reliable income of the three.




    “Personally, I don’t give a rat’s ass,” Margot offered while she scanned the bar for their errant waiter. “Although I do have a fundamental problem with residual ferret shit. But resistance is futile, Emily, you have to know that. Once Zoey sets what she wants in her mind…” She held up her hands as though offering them up to God.




    Before Emily could respond, the lights dimmed and an excessively pierced girl came onto the stage to announce the evening’s act. Zoey shoved her fingers in her mouth to whistle, and then started spitting on the table, which earned her a questionable glance from Margot.




    “Grout.” Zoey gagged. “The Andersens’ bathroom on Waller. My plastic gloves broke.”




    The metal-enhanced girl exited the stage and nodded at two men as they strode past her. One stopped to pick up his bass off of a stand, and the other slung his guitar across his chest. The sight of it tightened Emily’s throat.




    It isn’t him. Her breathing returned to normal. It isn’t him, she repeated to herself. Stop this now. This is bordering on delusional. First, he is probably sleeping in the park right now; second, you will probably never see him again. Learn to live with it. Move on.




    But it could have been him. From the back, the height wasn’t far off, although when the man turned around his hair was shaggy. He wore tiny, round, tinted glasses, and his arms weren’t the arms she remembered. He mumbled a greeting in an Irish accent, which jump-started her heart. A handsome, dreadlocked man joined him a few feet away on stage.




    “That’s him, that’s Christian!” Zoey cried and whistled again wildly, although there wasn’t a chance in hell he could hear her with the shouting around them.




    “Excuse us, folks,” Christian announced to the audience. “We’re fairly new in town, this being our first time in San Francisco, so we felt that we couldn’t go wrong with a little grass.”




    The crowd erupted in hoots and cheers. The shaggy, bespectacled man cracked up as he turned to Christian. “Or bluegrass, man. Though whatever makes you happy out there is completely fine with me.” He shot a shy grin to the crowd. “I’m Simon, by the way. And we are”—he pointed his finger like a gun between himself and the still grinning Christian—“anything you desire us to be. Though seriously,” Simon added, his accent more pronounced, “we’re The Lost Boys, and thanks much for coming out on this fine evening.”




    Seconds later the club erupted in wild, blistering music, so raucous that even the most cynical urbanite students were lost in the clear elation of the duo on stage. Despite the music, despite their obvious rapport, despite the insane brilliance of their lyrics, something was missing. Midway through the third song, she noticed Christian glance over at the bar, his smile even more radioactive than before. He nodded his head to the side as if to say, come on up, which Emily thought was odd, but maybe they were into audience participation. If so, wild horses wouldn’t keep Zoey in her seat tonight, she thought.




    The music toned down to background strumming, and Christian spoke into the microphone. “I love San Francisco.” The crowd cheered in return and he laughed. “But your public transportation sucks and so do your taxis.” More cheers erupted, as well as a few good natured boos. “Sorry, don’t mean to piss anybody off, but how the hell do you people get anywhere?”




    Simon rolled his eyes and muttered something under his breath, like, move on, laddie, to which Christian chuckled.




    “I don’t know if any of you have noticed, but we’ve been one short all night. And I can tell you ladies out there that I’m not used to faking it.”




    More hysterical yelling and clapping ensued. Just then a bra shot onto the stage and hit Simon on the shoulder. He was caught off guard for a split second before he recognized what he was holding in his hands. He made a show of draping it around the microphone stand. Christian was nearly bent over in laughter and hooted, “Oh God, not again.”




    “Hey, it’s red lace.” Simon smirked at Christian. “Last time it was black.” He returned his attention to the crowd. “I confess, I don’t like faking it either.” He fingered the lace affectionately. “Truthfully, we’ve been one short. But I don’t think we’ve been that poor. And what do you know—he’s finally here. Get your boney ass up here, Paulie boy.”




    Emily swung around to the direction of the bar that Simon had been addressing, but she couldn’t see anyone. The whole audience was going crazy, shouting and clapping louder and louder. The lights dimmed a little bit more, and a man climbed up the stage, his head slightly ducked down, a tight smile on his face.




    Everything disappeared at that moment: the crowded tables, the smoke, the music. Only one thing remained. His face. All of his face. His intense blue eyes, buzzing and alive. The sharp cheekbones. The determined mouth. He sidled up to the microphone as he slipped on his guitar, plugged it in, and tossed his red scarf over his shoulder. He spoke in a clipped accent—a voice she would remember anywhere.




    “Hello, all. I’m Andrew. Andrew Hayes. Terribly sorry for being late.”
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    AFTER THE SHOW, ANDREW sat on the running board of their truck, a beer in his hands and his head on fire. They were parked in a lot near the Skellar, Golden Gate Park a block away. Andrew could almost see the wall where he had busked for the past week, but he was too tired to turn his head. Late for a show—for the first time in his life he was late for a goddamn show. How had he let that happen?




    “Where’s Christian?” Andrew asked Simon.




    “He got lucky, the bastard. Texted, said not to wait up. I told you we should have stayed behind and signed autographs, but nooo, you were hell bent to get out of there so we could—oh, sit in some car park and get pissed,” Simon muttered from the driver’s side. He was wrapped in his army surplus jacket, his hair pulled back in the standard post-show ponytail. He had tilted the seat back and was nursing the remains of a beer. “So, are you going to share with the class as to where the hell you were, oh, for the first three bleeding songs?”




    “You don’t want to know, mate, trust me.”




    “Oh, trust me, I do. I can’t play guitar for shit, and you left me up there defenseless with bras being thrown at me head. You’ve never been late for a show in your pathetic excuse of a life, so I reckon this better be good. I had you dead and bleeding, or kidnapped by one of those psychotic fans of yours and stuffed in some boot with that stupid red scarf strangling your neck. All I’m saying is it’s a damn good thing Neil wasn’t there tonight, or he’d have your balls for bacon.”




    “But he wasn’t there.”




    They had been in San Francisco for one month and nothing had happened at all on that front. Yes, Simon and Christian were content to bask in the adulation of their newfound popularity, but they were equally content to believe the pipe dream that Neil St. John would swoop down and take them under his wing. In actuality, all he had done was arrange a handful of gigs and provide the nightmare of a house where they now lived. But Andrew didn’t want to think about Neil; he’d deal with that headache later. Now he had to figure out how to explain his whereabouts to Simon, whose sly eyes saw through the most suave serving of bullshit. He opted for the truth.




    “I fell asleep in the park. On a bench…listening to a concert.”




    “Are you high?”




    “What do you want me to say?”




    “That you were banging some girl, or that you got stuck in traffic—something normal. You sounded shitfaced on the phone. At least tell me you were drinking.”




    “I wasn’t drinking. Too early.”




    “Then what?”




    Honestly? You honestly want to know what I did today? I wandered San Francisco, that’s what I did today, like I’ve done nearly every day since we got here. I wandered San Francisco searching for a woman I’ve never seen and I’m not sure exists anymore. And you know what else? She wasn’t there. She’s never there—in all the godforsaken cities we’ve toured, she’s never, ever there. And I thought this town would be different, this bloody damp city with fucking palm trees and no sun, because it felt different. Everywhere I turned, something felt different. The shops, the streets, even that disgusting piss-soaked corner of the park up there where I’ve been playing, hoping that one of the faces that passes by might be hers. My muse. The woman you despise. Remember her?




    This was what Andrew wanted to say, he wanted to scream it actually, but instead he dragged himself up from the seat and threw his bottle in the trash.




    He had eventually fallen asleep on a bench—that part of the story was true. And he had spent the afternoon walking the park, anxious and on edge for no reason, repeatedly opening and closing the same pack of cigarettes that he never smoked, then tired and sick of himself, he collapsed in front of the bandshell to hear some lame student orchestra or some such shit. And when the first strains of Brahms squealed from those wretched violins, he could do nothing but sit uselessly, knees to chin, on that stone bench. Only when he awoke several hours later, frozen to the bone like some pissed sot, was he shocked to realize he was late for the show. For the first time in his life, he was late for a goddamn show—all because he couldn’t find her.




    “Please tell me you’re pulling my chain and it was actually some girl’s fault,” Simon begged as he started up the truck.




    “It’s always a girl’s fault with me, isn’t it?” Andrew muttered in reply.




    “That’s what I’m afraid of, but how about a real one this time, the kind that leaves marks.”




    “Trust me. She leaves marks.”




    They drove home in silence. All the while Andrew fell further and further into a black mood. He was trapped here like Odysseus in some lotus land, and every day he waited was too long. No matter what Simon called it, a madman’s dream or a doomed quest, they had to leave San Francisco and get back on the road. Nothing was going to happen with Neil. They couldn’t stay here; they needed to tour. The man was wasting their time.




    The light on Franklin flashed to red, and the truck hummed to a stop, waiting. Simon’s fingers drummed the steering wheel, and he stared straight ahead wearing that same inscrutable expression, not quite smiling, not quite frowning, a look that always drove Andrew mad. They had bought the truck their first day in San Francisco, fully loaded because Simon was sure of their soon-to-be fame, and its cost had depleted their coffers substantially. The cab was large enough to hold their equipment, and they could sleep in it if need be, which Andrew supposed they might end up doing after tonight’s show.




    “Do you really trust Neil?” Andrew asked.




    The light changed, and the truck accelerated up a narrow slip of a street, past manicured homes hidden by equally manicured shrubs glistening blue-black from the fog in the light of the streetlamps.




    “He fakes sincerity well, if that’s what you mean. But he’s better than Lou—you’ve still got your guitar.”




    “Can you be serious for a moment? Then why has he offered the house and these gigs and made no move to rep us? He’s had time enough to know if he likes what he’s heard. Or was it all some sort of test to see if we’re worthy enough of his time? And what is it with all this dropping in and out whenever he wants and staying as long as he likes? Like he’s really managing that clusterfuck of a remodel as a hobby? He could pay a boatload of general contractors and architects to do it for him. It’s mad.”




    “He lived there when his wife was sick,” Simon replied quietly. “It was near the hospital where she was getting treatment before she died. He just didn’t want to sell it. Memories, I reckon.”




    “When did he tell you that?” Andrew asked, surprised by the frustration he felt.




    “The other day when you were playing for tourists in the park.”




    “Shit…how did you know?”




    “You ought to think about that—giving it away for free—we’re too well known now. Your voice is recognizable no matter how you try to disguise that mug of yours—and that’s becoming even more recognizable by the day. You need to be careful. That’s what Neil says.”




    “Neil knows?”




    “When are you gonna realize that man knows everything?”




    Simon cut the engine; they had reached the house. “Home sweet home,” he announced with a distinct air of finality.




    Barely visible in the darkness, the Victorian loomed large across the street. It sat at the forgotten edge of a city playground, its wrought iron fence standing between the gnarled, construction-stricken front garden and the sidewalk. Omnipresent fog hung around the monstrosity like a moat. A weed-rioted path led to a grand door that would do Jacob Marley’s disembodied head proud.




    Lights glowed through the mullioned windows on the lower floor where they lived. Evidently Christian’s plans had not been successful. The windows of the vacant upper floor remained dark, and those of the glass attic conservatory that topped the mansion like a wrought iron tiara were darker still. The truck creaked and settled into gear. Simon made no move to exit.




    “It’d be a shame to pack up since we’ve done so much work to the thing, don’t you think?” Simon responded dryly. “Although I would have liked to have run into Nick at least once before you dragged us back on the road again. I feel somehow denied.”




    “The crew swears they’ve seen him.”




    “Yeah, ‘Shit, martini, ghost,’ all sound about the same in Spanish, as does the screaming,” he said with a laugh. After a long moment, he turned to face Andrew, all good humor gone. “You’re not seriously thinking of packing up. We just got here, and things are really starting to come together. Look at tonight—three encores, and we’ve got the show tomorrow night and two the following week. It’s brilliant.”




    “But what about Neil?”




    “What about him? He’s crackers, absolutely. God bless ’em for it. He’s testing out the wares is what he’s doing, and it makes sense. Would you really want him to fuck on the first date? Come on, he’s a conservative wanker, you have to respect that in the man, but look at all he’s done for us. I mean, where else can you live in such high style outside of Calcutta? No heat, little electricity, hoards of people underfoot. It’s like being back at home with me mum. I’m serious, Paulie, I don’t want to pull out yet. We’re so close. You’ve got to have a little more faith.”




    “Spoken like a true atheist.”




    “Hey, I’d kneel down in front of the altar of Neil St. John any day if he can keep doing what he’s doing. You want things too fast. It’s always been that way with you. You never wanted for anything. Your da was loaded, but mine sure as hell wasn’t. You’ve still got a trust fund to fall back on and a mum who’ll wipe your arse if asked.”




    “Fuck you.”




    “But that’s not it, is it? Aw, you’re not going there are you? Tell me it’s not about her again.”




    “No.”




    “No, you won’t tell me, or no, it’s not about her? Because I’m telling you, if this is about her—you’re touring by yourself, is what you’re doing. I’m sick of having this argument with you. First it was bloody eccentric, but then after what happened in New Orleans—you have got to get help. Don’t you see it? There’s no shame in it. You need help.”




    Simon’s glasses reflected the streetlamp as he stared straight at him. Andrew had known Simon long enough to understand when he was being serious. Like when he punched him in the face the first time, or when he wrote his first legit song, or when he’d sat curled up in the corner of a hotel room, knowing he had to stop using. And he had, for himself and for the band. Suddenly the truck felt claustrophobic.




    “You don’t understand, all right? Leave it at that.”




    “Then make me understand.”




    Andrew threw open the door and headed to the house, Simon not far behind.




    “Are you going to answer me, or are you going to run away again?”




    “I’m not running.”




    “You’re not living, is what you’re not doing. When is it going to be enough? We’re finally getting some serious traction, you heard that crowd tonight? This is what you want. This is the real world. Get help, Andrew, talk to someone, get them to give you something at least. This thing is going to kill you. And you can’t let it, you understand? You can’t.”




    The shock of seeing the preternaturally cool Simon so shaken stopped Andrew in his tracks. “Can we talk about this another time? I’m exhausted, and I don’t want to fight.”




    A swath of red had risen up Simon’s throat, and he was breathing like he did after a show when he would throw his sticks to the floor and fall forward over his drums. “Fine.” He wiped the back of his wrist across his mouth. “I’d whip your boney arse anyway.”




    Andrew knew Simon wanted him to be strong. To him, Andrew would always be the one who saw him through detox, the one who didn’t flinch a muscle when he vomited and convulsed in cold sweats. The one that was always there. Period. But right now he felt like his head might explode at any moment—he couldn’t think—he needed to sleep. He trudged up to the house, intending to disappear into his room and collapse.




    A dusty chandelier hung from the high ceiling of the foyer, the light of which reflected off the brass number one on their door. Simon wrestled with the key as Andrew glanced up the stairs at the dark landing. “Hullo,” he said. Simon paused and peered up at the stack of boxes there. It wasn’t the first time that Andrew had sworn he had seen someone standing behind them, waiting. It set the hairs on his arms on end. “Hullo,” he said again.




    “What is it?” Simon asked.




    “Forget it,” he replied in frustration. There was nothing there.




    Whatever unearthly feeling Andrew may have experienced disappeared when he stepped over the threshold into their flat. Bedlam reigned inside, complete anarchy for sale. Blueprints and buckets of tools filled the front parlor, and a new set of wires dangled from the ceiling. Its walls (what little remained of them) stood in various stages of being re-plastered, and the floors were covered in tarps, which in turn were covered in sawdust and paint.




    The air continually reeked with the odor of turpentine and something that smelled remarkably like burned pizza. The sight made Andrew want to smash a hole in the wall, not that anyone would notice.




    “This old fucking house,” Simon muttered.




    Suddenly they heard laughter come from the kitchen, the only room in the house that remained untouched, although it didn’t matter since most of the appliances rarely worked. Andrew pulled apart the pocket doors that led to the dining room and onto the kitchen when he ran straight into Neil St. John, who was busy barking orders into a cell phone. Simon merely whistled and walked past, leaving Andrew to his mercy.




    “This is the third one this week,” Neil yelled. “How the hell are we ever going to get the bathroom completed if every goddamn worker runs screaming from the place? I don’t care how you do it, Sid, find a plumber—hire a blind one if that’s what is necessary. And remind me why I signed on for this debacle. A man in my position shouldn’t be subjected to this incompetence.”




    Andrew could picture the man cowering on the other end of the line: Sid, the short, crew-cutted, and beleaguered foreman on the job, whose main goal in life was to try to explain to his ashen-faced crew why the temperature in the house could drop ten degrees while the radiator banged away. Why plaster buckets were turned over and tarps went missing. Why a tin-pan piano sounded from the empty attic early in the morning and at dusk.




    Neil ended the call and stared straight at Andrew. “I received a call from a rather irate promoter who wanted to know where the lost Lost Boy was.”




    “Apologies. It won’t happen again.”




    Neil, clad in a well-pressed oxford shirt and trousers, looked over Andrew in his threadbare T-shirt and jeans, the red scarf hanging limp around his neck. “Please understand, I’ve pulled a lot of strings to get you these gigs, and I don’t want to be made to look like an idiot. It isn’t much to ask for you to show up on time. Either you’re going to act professionally or you’re not. It’s your decision.”




    The tone in Neil’s voice only served to drive the point home. Andrew had had it; he had to get the band out of here. He was done being on probation like a schoolboy.




    “Have we let you down in any particular way? If I’m not mistaken, we’ve sold out every one of our shows, with multiple encores each night. It was my fault I was late tonight, for which I’m sorry. Like I said, it won’t happen again.” He took a deep breath. “We have to think about getting back on the road, anyway. We have a list of places in Boston and New York that are interested, and I’m sure you’d like us out from underfoot.”




    Neil stopped short. “What? You have the shows in Sacramento next week, I’ve already confirmed them.”




    Just then Christian emerged from the kitchen, accompanied by a zaftig woman dressed in overalls. She was coiled around him in a fervent embrace, her fright of shoulder-length tortoiseshell hair caught up with his dreads as he hugged her in earnest, babbling something in French. Her handsome face widened in laughter as she stepped back to examine him, her wrists jangling with silver jewelry as she did so.




    “Fucking-A, Christian. Shit, I can’t believe it! Look at your bad self,” she gushed.




    Andrew leveled a glance at Simon, who had just entered the room and stood against the wall with his arms crossed over his chest. Groupies. Hell. The last thing he needed tonight. He peered into the kitchen for her likely friends.




    Without a moment’s hesitation, Christian slung his arm around her large shoulders and squeezed her until the woman cackled in glee. Christian beamed. “Everyone, this is Zoey Cohen. Zoey and I went to summer camp together for—what was it—for six years?”




    What kind of camp would cater to the likes of two such disparate people, Andrew had no idea, but by the way they were grinning, there must have been a good reason why they kept returning, and it had nothing to do with s’mores. Fatigue, however, had overcome him. Plus, he wasn’t feeling the least bit social after his arguments with Simon and Neil.




    Before he could excuse himself, the group had plowed back into the kitchen, and Christian’s exuberant old girlfriend began to pull food from grocery bags that littered the kitchen floor. Food. They hadn’t seen unboxed food in a long time. If that wasn’t shocking enough, she performed her first miracle and actually got the stove to light. Then she began to cook. And cook. Like some punked out Snow White, she produced a bottle of Jack from another bag, found clean drinking glasses in the sagging cupboards, and placed them on a makeshift table she had created out of a stray piece of plywood and two sawhorses and placed in the middle of the kitchen, all the while directing Christian on how to grill the steaks. She poured, toasted, and downed hers in one shot, gushing how she loved the room’s high ceilings and long casement windows…and was that a garden out back? She sipped away at her second like it should have an umbrella in it as she sautéed mushrooms and apologized that her roommates had to leave early. All the while the men gazed at her in awe, wondering if her roommates too, came with their own grocery bags.




    Christian, in his typical fashion, jumped in and invited them to the show tomorrow night, even throwing in drinks with the offer.




    Zoey’s face instantly fell. “Can’t do it. Crap, you know I’d love to, but we’re looking at apartments on Saturday, otherwise I’d be there with bells on. God, I can’t believe how amazing you all were. My roommates—they were totally in shock. I’ve never seen them look like that. It was like when Emily ate a peanut and had one of her allergic reactions, she was so pale and shook up. I thought for sure we’d be doing that whole Pulp Fiction needle in the heart thing before the end of your first set.”




    “And that’s a good thing?” Andrew asked, torn between the desire to flee to his room or devour a plate of piping hot garlic bread.




    But she didn’t respond. “Fucking awesome tattoo.” She gawked at the letters on Simon’s fingers, fingers that were wrapped around the neck of a beer bottle, the only item not to come from her grocery bags. “Do you want to see my latest? I just got it done down at Santa Cruz. Here…it’s a little lower on my hip.”




    Simon’s eyes had flashed wide open at the speed with which Zoey had unbuckled her overalls and was yanking aside the strap of her thong.




    “Whoa! That’s cool, Zoey. But we don’t want to be slamming that hypodermic into Simon,” Christian cried and helped her refasten herself.




    The conversation and drinks continued. Each time Andrew attempted to get away, Zoey grabbed his arm as she regaled them with another story of the horror of apartments they had checked out, or the plight of being reduced to producing her huge canvases in the loo because it was the only room in their flat with natural light, much to her roommates’ constant vexation.




    By the end of the night, Andrew was wound tight and drinking heavily. As for Zoey, everyone loved the woman, as her nature demanded it. Even Neil had stayed, his keen eyes taking it all in: Andrew’s never empty glass, Simon’s ever growing look of concern, and how Christian stared at the artist’s ample breasts which jiggled seismically beneath her overalls whenever she laughed.




    Sometime around one-thirty Neil finished his drink and put down his glass with a resounding thud. His sat back on the wooden chair. “I have a solution to your problem,” he told her.




    Zoey’s thick eyebrows scrunched together like caterpillars, probably wondering which problem he was addressing; the woman seemed to collect them.




    “I have a flat for rent.”




    Her eyes mimicked Simon’s, the caterpillars now residents in her bleached bangs.




    “Yer jokin’,” Simon remarked, clearly buzzed. “Why the hell aren’t we livin’ there?”




    “Because it happens to be above yours.”




    Andrew leaned forward to make sure he heard him correctly, his brain slamming against the inside of his skull as he did so.




    “Would you like to see it? It’s got wonderful light,” Neil continued to a smitten Zoey.




    “Yeah, ’cause it hasn’t a roouuf,” Andrew slurred, taken aback. What was Neil thinking? The flat was a disaster; Andrew had seen it. No one in their right mind would live there. The man was either incredibly generous or a sadist. Or he was entirely nutters, as Andrew had always suspected.




    It didn’t matter. Zoey had been lured in, hook, line and sinker. She was already getting out of her seat to take a tour. As for Christian, there was only one word to describe him. Smitten. For Simon. Intrigued. For Neil. Pleased.




    Shit, Andrew thought. How was he ever going to get them to leave now? He laid his head down on the table and groaned. The room began to spin, in that Tilt-a-Whirl-amusement-park-ride way, the precursor to what was sure to be a killer hangover. But before he cast off into inebriated sleep, he swore he heard something coming from the floor above. It sent ice water through his veins and stood the hairs on his neck on end. With a shudder, he placed his arm over his other ear to block out the sound. A sound he had heard before. It was unmistakable—a man’s eerie laughter and the tinkling of a piano.


  




  

    4


    




    THE FOLLOWING NIGHT, STUDENTS crammed through the front doors of the Skellar, yelling over one another, impatient to reach the seats below. Emily fought her way through the mob as well but could barely make any progress, the crowd was so great.




    The Lost Boys were already playing; she could hear the crescendo of the guitars, but the harder she fought to reach the floor, the stronger the bodies buffeted her back. She twisted this way and that on tip-toe in an attempt to locate Zoey or Margot, but she could see nothing except backs and shoulders and the glare of angry half-turned faces that stood between her and the stage. Suddenly cheers and applause broke out around her, and over the din she heard a clipped London accent thanking everyone for coming.




    The crowd began to drift apart, and for the first time Emily noticed that the men were dressed in suits, not jeans and T-shirts or hooded sweats as she would have expected, but suits that were broad in the shoulders, with peaked lapels, some with wide stripes, others with bolder plaids, and a few in the surreal colors of emerald green or electric blue. They wore their hair slicked back and slinked their arms around women whom seemed to have stepped out of Myra’s shop, women with lips of cherry red and bodies wrapped in wasp-waisted dresses with netted hats obscuring their pale faces.




    Was it a party? A costume party that she hadn’t known about? She looked down at her own clothes but was mortified to see that she wore only a nightshirt and her feet were bare. Immediately self-conscious, she spun around, searching the crowd to see if anyone noticed, but they hadn’t. They didn’t see her at all.




    Cigarettes glowed and ashed between nearly everyone’s fingers now. A blonde, her hair slinked over one eye, blew a puff of smoke from the side of her mouth where it joined the dense fog under the club’s dim lights.




    “They were fabulous, darling,” she cried to her date. “Fabulous.”




    The voice from the stage continued, “Thank you, yes, thank you. You’ve been grand. Good night.” It was followed by the finality of footsteps thundering across wood.




    No! How could she have been this late? How could she have missed the entire show?




    “I thought she’d be here,” the woman said to her date and threw the cigarette to the floor, grinding it under her heel before she turned to leave.




    “I’m here!” Emily shouted back, but her words sounded like they came up from underwater. The gang of people maddening to depart crashed about her in waves, their faces twisted and distorted and ghostly white. With all her might, she flung herself forward and broke through the horde, sending chairs clattering to the floor.




    “I’m here!” she cried at the top of her lungs, but the doors to the back stage had slammed shut, leaving only a drum set behind. Frantic, she turned back to the crowd, ready to force her way through them, but what she saw made her freeze in place. The room was entirely deserted—no one remained, not a table, not a chair—every suit and gold lamé dress had vanished. Only shadows and the echo of a ticking clock filled the vacant space.




    A cool hand of dread clutched at her shoulder, and she knew she had to get out of there, she had to run. As fast as she could she bolted for the door, the same door where the band had exited. It was cast iron, indescribably heavy, and required all her strength to budge, but finally she managed to shove her shoulder against it hard enough to force it to open a crack.




    She slipped through and reached the other side, letting the door slam behind her. Relieved to have escaped, she plastered her back against the door, but when she turned to run, there was no hallway, no dressing area as she had thought. Instead she stood in a high-ceilinged Victorian room.




    Sunlight streamed through a pair of tall casement windows that hung opposite her. A breeze ruffled their sheer curtains and brought with it the distant scent of lilac and the sounds of birds and spring. The sun’s rays reflected in the crystals of a chandelier hanging from the ceiling and then stippled their way down the lime-washed walls, catching the glitter of swirling dust motes. In the center of the room sat a brass bed covered in rumpled sheets.




    The tension and fear in her body evaporated, and joy rushed through her veins. She knew this bed, she knew the sounds it made and the softness of its mattress, but more importantly, she knew the man who lay on top of it. He took a sip from his wine glass, stared up at her, smiled, and said nothing. A thrill lighted her blood at the sight of his face, the white, starched shirt unbuttoned at his throat, and the baggy trousers that he wore. All familiar, all known.




    “What took you so long?” He stood, placed the glass on the floor, and walked toward her, his eyes never leaving hers.




    “I don’t know.” Her voice broke; she felt weightless and hopeful and fragile and wanted nothing more than for him to hold her to the earth.




    She knew what would come next. He would kiss her, not now, but soon. He would falter at first and knock his nose against hers, and then they would laugh before she cried, a strangled sound into which they both would fall. Later, naked and entwined, her hair would drape his face, shield it from the setting sun that would steal over the wood floor and across their empty glasses until it gilded the magnificent gramophone that sat in the corner. He would wait, wait until the record he had placed there began to play, wait until his hands had finished caressing her, wait for his body to settle into hers, to inhale and exhale, to be alive. Tremulously, his mouth would cover her mouth, and he would kiss her with a word, always the same word.




    “Wait.”
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    Emily sat bolt upright in her bed. The dream rushed past her eyes like the snap of an old film being ripped from a projector. She fought to grasp hold of a frame, to snatch an image before it receded into oblivion. But she failed. In its place stood the stark backdrop of her room, dark, spare, and jammed with stacks of books and moving boxes, all too silent and real.




    “Oh God, oh God, oh God,” she said and lowered her face into her hands, her words creating a perfect descant to her pounding heart. “Oh God.” Despite the chill in the air, sweat covered her. “It was just a dream, just a dream,” she repeated to herself. That’s all it was—a dream.




    They had studied dreams in her psychology class. Dr. Vandin had spent half a semester on them alone. This one would be, oh, what would it be? An illustration of some deep-seated fear, or a failure to cope with the past, triggered by some conflict in the present. Undoubtedly, Vandin would know and would lecture her about some urgent message brewing in her subconscious that was demanding to be understood and would plague her until she dealt with it. Yes, that was what he would say, and then berate her for not knowing the fact to begin with. Yet if it was a dream, why could she still feel the pressure of her lover’s hips and the heat of his fingertips as he played her? Why could she remember every detail of his face?




    The same face as that of her guitar player. Her guitar player who wasn’t homeless or destitute or drug-addled after all. Who was the lead guitarist of a band, but not just any band, a band that “stunned crowds whenever they performed.” A “heartrending” band to be sure, if the women around her last night were any indication, screaming like their tongues were on fire.




    Seeking refuge in the bathroom, she was thankful only cold water rushed from the faucets, as the apartment was too old to produce anything warmer. She splashed her face, then bracing her hands on the basin, stared at herself in the mirror.




    “But I found him first.”




    That was her first reaction upon seeing him surrounded by those other women last night. A reaction that was as instinctual as it was selfish, one she hadn’t felt since she was a child, one that should be accompanied by a stamp of the foot or a slam of a door. She had found Andrew first.




    Andrew Hayes. That was his name. The man who haunted her dreams and so many of her waking moments; the man she knew nothing about, who knew nothing about her. How had she let herself fall into such a hopeless obsession?




    Oh God, oh God, oh God.




    She wasn’t proud of this fact; the whole episode, no matter how one tried to explain it, made her feel desperate and not the least bit sane. In fact, it made her feel ridiculous and ashamed. Fantasizing about him like some crazed groupie—God. His face. His body. His hands. As though once they met, some fantasy would explode to life. But above everything else, this fascination scared her. She had no idea how it had taken such a hold of her or how, for the first time in her life, she could not control any of her thoughts or feelings when it came to a man. How had she become so consumed by an illusion? And because of this, she had made the decision not to let her roommates know anything about the whole sordid mess. If nothing else, she had her pride; it had taken her far too long to stand on her own two feet. Dream or no, she wasn’t the type of woman to drop everything for a man—her mother had drilled that into her head from the time she could nod back in agreement.




    It was all for naught, anyway, she told herself; he’d soon be long gone. He was a in a band. Bands toured. They also engaged in clawing, disease-ridden sex with women like the ones at the Skellar, but that was when they weren’t busy destroying their hotel rooms or crashing their Maseratis off cliffs. She had watched too many documentaries to think otherwise. If the car crashes didn’t kill them, then the overdoses, the suicides, or the auto-erotic asphyxiation most certainly would. Margot had been more than willing to recite an impressive list of dead rockers last night on the ride home.




    But Andrew was here now. In San Francisco. The Lost Boys would be playing at the Skellar again tonight. What would it hurt to see him one more time? To see him standing there, to see those clear, maddening blue eyes that she hadn’t seen before. To see his hands.




    “Emily?” Margot asked, grounding her back into the reality of the freezing four-by-four bathroom. “Are you going to be in there long? I need to shower.”




    Emily opened the door. Margot stood there, the picture of composure, back from her morning run without a drop of sweat upon her. Not even a wisp of her blue-black hair that framed her pointed chin and strict cheekbones dared to disobey her.




    Margot had once explained that she was a perfect genetic combination of a painfully beautiful Filipino mother and a never-to-retire Marine captain father. The resulting agile mind for figures, coupled with such an agile figure, continued to discombobulate the most seasoned of her physics professors, long after she had finished her PhD.




    “So has she returned yet, or is she officially declared a spoil of war?” Margot asked, meaning Zoey, of course, who, as of two a.m., had not surfaced.




    However, there was no judgment in her voice as to their roommate’s whereabouts. The creak of Margot’s bedroom door opening in the early morning hours was not an unfamiliar sound in the apartment, although not a common one. It was inevitably followed by the fumble of heavy shoes and the curses of a man stumbling and trying to dress while being led to the front door. For as long as Emily had known Margot, none of her men had ever been invited to stay for breakfast. They had, according to Margot, never earned the right.




    “No sign of her. You remember she knew one of the musicians? She could be in L.A. by now for all we know.”




    Margot looked askance at her as she shut the door behind her. Emily padded across to the kitchen, the walls of their soon-to-be-vacated apartment looking depressing and worn now stripped of Zoey’s vibrant canvases. At first, the apartment had belonged to Margot and Zoey, but Zoey’s tiling work often took a back seat to the creation of those canvases and other forms of her “art,” and Margot felt that the third bedroom/closet should be put to better use. Whether Emily was the first to respond to their ad, or the only one, didn’t matter; their friendship was instantaneous. Even Margot’s incongruous shrine to every Catholic saint imaginable (courtesy of her mother, who never stopped trying to lure her back to the church), with its prayer cards and little plastic figurines which sat peering out from the mantle, did not dissuade her.




    Emily had finished her first cup of coffee when Margot reappeared wearing a black turtleneck and obedient slacks, waving her phone over her head. “She has good news and bad news—which do you want first?”




    “The good.”




    “Oh, ever my little optimist. All right, please bear in mind this is highly subjective, but the ‘good’ news is that she has a line on a ‘killer’ apartment—her words, not mine. But that she has to—” she paused to scroll down the message and read further “‘—experience it in natural light. Dirt cheap, available right away. Tell Em it’s near her work and has charm out the wazoo.’”




    “And the bad news?”




    “It seems we’re all going to the ball, Cinderella. She got us reserved seating at The Lost Boys’ show tonight, compliments of this Christian of hers. And it seems they also want to take us out for drinks afterward.”




    “No.”




    “I’ll give her this, she works fast.” Margot poured herself a mug of coffee.




    “No…no, no, no.”




    “Listen, if I have to go, you have to go.”




    “No, you don’t understand. I can’t go. I can’t—I don’t have anything to wear. And I have to—I have—Vandin has a paper that he’s submitting and I have to finish editing the bibliography. Drinks? Where?”




    Margot’s mug stopped midway to her lips. “What’s the matter with you?”




    “Nothing. It’s just that it’s so sudden. To invite us, and he doesn’t even know who we are, what happens if he, if they—”




    “Yes?”




    “I mean, it’s one thing to look up there and watch them play, but to have to talk? I don’t think I’m ready for that—I mean, what would we say? We have nothing in common.”




    “We’re going out for drinks, not giving them a kidney. And seriously, we’ve suffered through worse for her before. All we have to do is endure a few hours of noise and the obligatory first drink and then we leave. That’s it, just drinks. It’s probably a good thing that we meet her little musician and his friends and make sure she hasn’t made a complete fool of herself yet.”




    “There’s nothing little about him.”




    “Excuse me?”




    Emily floundered. “The drummer—the drummer’s tall,” she blurted out in the vain hope that Margot’s guarded intrigue in the Irish drummer, with his battering arms and sly banter, would effectively detour the direction of the conversation and put an end to her increasingly critical stare.




    “Statistically, I’d say he falls onto the far end of the bell curve, yes,” Margot offered into her coffee mug. “At least when it comes to talent, that is. But he looks unwashed.”




    “True. But didn’t Newton or somebody say something about opposites attracting?”




    “Attractive? Well…I suppose he might be in a James Joyce, John Lennon, rebel-as-artist sort of way, if you like that sort of thing. But I need a mind functioning within all that…noise. And somehow, that man couldn’t have both—it’s not statistically possible.”




    “What? Look at you. Why can’t that happen with a Y-chromosome?”




    “Because it can’t, and even if it could, it ultimately comes to down to someone sacrificing to make it work. And women are engineered to sacrifice, it’s in our DNA. Whereas the best of men, no matter how talented or intelligent or attractive, will suck you dry and then complain to you about the aftertaste. Trust me. Men aren’t engineered to sacrifice or to stay around, especially men in bands, so it’s better to leave first before you end up making a huge mistake.”




    “But we’re just talking about drinks here.”




    “My point, exactly. So I suggest you be ready to go by seven.”




    Emily sometimes hated having a genius for a roommate.
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    As Emily entered the Skellar, she pinched herself to verify she was indeed awake, and as an extra precaution, scanned the club to make sure the audience looked firmly of this century. At her side, Margot took no notice, or if she did she didn’t say a word. She hadn’t said a word about Emily’s attire of a blue-black velvet jacket and treacherously high pumps donated with relish by Myra for the occasion who claimed they made Emily look exactly like a feminist fairy tale princess. Margot was used to her friend’s bohemian style of dress, herself opting for a leather jacket and appropriately frayed jeans as did the rest of the crowd. Her black, tight-fitting T-shirt, however, bore a bright yellow radioactive symbol on it in apparent warning.




    The same as the previous evening, the dark room was packed. Within seconds of reaching the tables they were whisked along by Zoey, who nabbed them each by the arm and escorted them to one that bore a reserved VIP sign. She must have come home at some point during the day, thought Emily, because she was done up in a macraméd peasant dress and white go-go boots. No sooner had they taken their seats than she launched into the description of their new apartment.




    “But a house?” Emily said after finding out the details. “We barely make enough between us to afford our current place. How much is the rent?”




    “It’s cheaper than our place,” said Zoey, “that’s the beauty of it. And it’s a Victorian. And it’s an apartment, not the whole house, so don’t start worrying about cleaning and all that because there’s no need. It’s getting some work done.”




    Margot barked a laugh. “Sounds like it’s getting Botox. What do you mean exactly when you say ‘work’?”




    “Nothing that we can’t live in,” answered Zoey a bit too quickly. “Wait till you see her—the wainscoting, the fireplaces, the light, and there’s even this little garden, and we share a conservatory in the attic.” She began to sketch the layout on a nearby napkin and continued on in an orgasmic Architectural Digest fashion about the vintage Chambers stove and the window seats, but all Emily could hear was one word: share.




    “Whoa, whoa…share?” Margot interrupted before Emily could open her mouth. “You mean to tell me we’ll be living in a apartment with God knows who traipsing through it every day to make sure it doesn’t collapse on our heads, plus we have to live with other people?”




    Just then a body walked onto the stage, and Emily’s heart skipped a beat. She nearly snapped the stem of her wine glass between her fingers. But he was only there to check equipment and quickly left.




    Why was she so nervous? She had until midnight. Wasn’t that true of all fairy tales? Then this fantasy of hers would return to just that. She didn’t want to think about it anymore, the reality of expected disappointment. All she wanted were beginnings and hope and happiness, not what she knew would come once the last encore was done and the lights came up and they said hello. But what happened if they did hit it off? If he found her beautiful and charming and intelligent? Was that so farfetched?




    Suddenly the lights dimmed, and Emily’s heart began to make its way to her throat via her lungs. Her hands were sweating and freezing all at the same time. The room was beyond capacity at this point. Bodies were everywhere, all holding their collective breath.




    Again, the metal-studded girl scurried on stage to announce the band. The door opened up from the side of the stage, and The Lost Boys entered. Wild applause rang out.




    Christian was the first to take his place. He grabbed his bass from its stand and fiddled with it, while Simon followed and snatched up his sticks, getting comfortable behind his barricade of drums. Both were wearing low slung jeans and dark T-shirts. They grinned as the crowd cheered and raised their hands in greeting.




    Andrew was the last to come on stage, not because he wanted to make an entrance, but because he was speaking quickly to the girl who had introduced them. He made a motion with his hand to the audience, nodded in understanding, then jumped up onto the stage. The applause was deafening.




    His fans were back in droves. He seemed a bit puzzled by the number of shrieking women but just shrugged his shoulders and welcomed the crowd.




    “Thank you. Thank you very much. It’s a pleasure to be back here at the Skellar tonight. You have a charming city here. I’ve been told that the natives are quite friendly.”




    The natives erupted in screams. He grinned back. It still disconcerted her to hear his clipped British accent from the Mediterranean combination of blue eyes, tan skin, and dark hair.




    “The first song we’d like to perform for you tonight is from our forthcoming album. We finished recording it back home over the holidays. Hope you enjoy it.”




    Christian smiled back at Andrew’s nod, and Simon set the beat on the drums. Zoey let out a whistle of delight, while Margot sat perfectly still.




    By the middle of the third song, the audience was feverishly pressing in around the stage. Zoey hauled them closer, not satisfied to have to stand on the chairs to see the band like so many others were forced to.




    After the song ended, Andrew put aside his electric guitar and took up his acoustic. The mood of the room shifted with the dimming lights. He stood before the microphone, all riled up from the previous set, his legs still rocking through his tattered jeans. His Doc Martens were tapping a beat, slow and steady. He strummed a few chords and hummed to himself, tuning his guitar.




    He seemed ready now. Emily stood straighter, high on her toes, willing his eyes so filled with fire to find hers in the darkness. Please see me out here. I’m here. I’ve always been here.




    At that precise moment his eyes meet hers. His strumming faltered. Emily immediately pulled herself into the shadows, unable to breathe, unable to move any further. Then he blinked as though shaking himself out of a stupor.




    “Forgive me,” he said, his voice a bit strained, “thought I might be losing my mind there for a moment. But just in case I’m not mad, this next song is about a girl. It’s always about a girl, isn’t it?” He sighed and glanced at the floor. “Well, this one is, because it has always been about her.”




    He began to play.




    When the heart breaks there is no sound. There is only the sensation of threads of hope held taut and cut. Then the ghost pain comes, pain that exists in their absence.




    She couldn’t stay. She couldn’t stand here and watch him sing of his love for another woman; it was too painful, too humiliating. What had she been thinking? What fantasies had she spun to get her to this point? How ridiculous had she become?




    Blindly, she reached for her coat. She had retreated only two steps when she accidently knocked into a group of startled students. One of them, angered at being nearly pushed into a table, shoved back into Emily, sending her flying into a nearby waitress who bore a large tray of drinks. The impact knocked the tray from the waitress’s hands and catapulted its contents clear across the stage. In the uproar, glasses shattered and ice scuttled everywhere. Andrew barely escaped being hit by a beer bottle that crashed near his feet.




    Frantic, Emily tried to help the waitress up but was pulled off balance, causing them both to tumble to the floor at the edge of the stage. Skinning her elbow across the cement, she cursed loudly.




    Despite the mayhem, Andrew’s eyes narrowed as he scoured the darkness. He muttered something unrecognizable, then his eyes met Emily’s. He froze and his face blanched, “You? No. Christ, it is you! Bloody hell.”




    The sharpness of his voice sent a shock down her spine. “What?” she managed to get out, struggling to retrieve her coat from the floor.




    “You’re here. How did you find me?” he demanded more loudly now, ignoring the crew attempting to clean up the debris around him. “How?”




    She took a step backward. She felt all the eyes in that room glued to the specter she must have made standing there, mortified, holding that blackest of blue coats. She felt his glare most of all, demanding an explanation.




    “I didn’t…I’m sorry.”




    “But it’s you,” he insisted, beyond vehement now, pushing aside the microphone stand. “It can’t be you.”




    Panicked, the memory of her own words haunted her—the words she had spoken on that damp park bench the first night she saw him. He had recognized her after all. His personal stalker had crashed his show. How the hell had she descended to these depths?




    Suddenly it all became too much. The riot of her emotions and the crush of the walls closed in on her and choked the air from her lungs. Gasping for breath and desperate for escape, she shoved the onlookers aside and escaped toward the exit. Zoey and Margot shouted her name in confusion.




    She did the only thing she could do—she ran. She had to get out of there. Humiliated, she ran into the black, cold, foggy street. She ran until she couldn’t move anymore, couldn’t drag herself another foot. Ten blocks she ran, fighting back tears. She ran until she collapsed against a vacant alley, her lungs on fire, her body bent over and panting.




    And there, under the fog and a fizzling street lamp, clutching her coat about her shoulders, she realized: she had lost one shoe. She slumped down the wall and stared up into the night sky, feeling the trail of a hot tear down her cheek. To hell with those stupid fairy tales.
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