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We are the music-makers,

And we are the dreamers of dreams,

Wandering by lone sea-breakers,

And sitting by desolate streams;

World-losers and world-forsakers,

On whom the pale moon gleams:

Yet we are the movers and shakers

Of the world for ever, it seems.

—Arthur O'Shaughnessy

This one is for the music makers
and the dreamers of dreams.


I was only a child

when I learned how to fly

I wanted to touch the colors of the bleeding sun

and then I fell from the sky

You never saw me again

not even when I returned

you never noticed my broken heart

or how my wings were burned

But if they tell you they saw me

do a swan dive off that bridge

Remember I've always been more afraid to die

than I ever was to live

And on the day I disappear

You'll all forget I was ever here

I'll float around from coast to coast

And sing about how you made me a ghost.

—Douglas J. Blackman, “The Day I Became a Ghost”
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My oldest memory isn't one I see when I think back on the past, it's one I hear. I'm four years old, on my way home from a camping trip with my family. My eyes are shut tightly and I'm trying to sleep in the backseat of the car. My six-year-old brother, who is already asleep, keeps kicking me in the head, and I am about to kick him back when the song on the radio gets my attention. The smooth voice of a man is singing about a pony that ran away in the snow and died. Or maybe it was the girl chasing after the pony who died. Maybe nobody died. The girl and the pony might have just wanted to get off the farm. I was never really sure. All I remember is that before I knew it, I was sobbing so hard my dad had to stop the car so my mom could pull me into her lap and calm me down.

The song was senseless and sappy, but it made me feel something. And although I couldn't articulate it at that age, feeling something—anything—made me conscious that I was alive.

I would spend the rest of my childhood sitting beside radios, continually being transformed and exalted by a melody, a lyric, or a riff.

I would spend most of my adolescence in pieces on the floor, only to be picked up and put back together by the voice of one of my heroes.

It sounds silly, I know. But for me, the power of music rests in its ability to reach inside and touch the places where the deepest cuts lie.

Like a benevolent god, a good song will never let you down.

And sometimes, when you're trying to find your way, one of those gods actually shows up and gives you directions.


Doug Blackman even walked like a god. I was standing near the elevator when I saw him enter the hotel. His arms moved back and forth as if set to a metronome, his torso stood erect and intimidating, and his eyes seemed a step ahead of his body, unblinking, taking in everything his peripheral vision had to offer.

He stopped at the front desk to drop off an envelope, and seconds later he was standing beside me, fishing through his breast pocket. He smelled like red wine and cigarettes, and his dark hair had wiry gray threads sewn all through it.

I told myself to stay cool. Don't stare. Act like the adult I was. But I had imagined Doug coming in with an entourage, had thought I'd have to fight just to catch a glimpse. And then he was beside me, our shoulders inches from touching—the radio prophet who had taught me almost everything I knew about life and love, politics and poetry, and was, in my opinion, the greatest singer/songwriter in the history of rock ‘n’ roll.

In person, Doug looked every bit his fifty-seven years. His face was like a mountain range: he had deep fissures in his cheeks chiseled from over three decades of life on the road; dark, sharp eyes that could have been cut from granite; a small chip in his top front tooth that he'd never bothered to fix; and his rumpled clothes looked like they'd been won from a vagabond during a street game of dice, which added a soft, modest charm to his otherwise unapproachable vibe.

I had a whole speech prepared, in case I got close enough to talk. I was going to tell Doug that in my twenty-six years on the planet, nothing had inspired me or moved me like his music. I was going to tell him that for the past decade he had been both father and mother to me, and that “The Day I Became a Ghost” wasn't just a song, it was a friend who took my hand and kept me company whenever I felt alone.

Nothing he hadn't heard a thousand times, no doubt.

Before I could get a word out, Doug pulled a deck of cards from his pocket and said, “Pick one.”

I turned and said, “Huh?”

It would go down in history as the worst opening line anyone had ever said to their god and hero. I wanted to take it back and say something profound. The man had given me the truth and all I could give back to him was a dimwitted interjection.

 “Pick a card,” Doug said again, holding the deck with both hands, the cards splayed out like a fan.

I was staring at him, wide-eyed, trying to will myself to speak. It should be noted here that I make my living talking to people. I'm a reporter. Evidently gods and heroes tongue-tie me.

“Go on,” Doug said.

I chose a card out of the middle of the deck, quickly checked Doug's eyes for some kind of explanation he clearly didn't think he needed to offer, and then looked at the card—the three of clubs.

 “This elevator takes forever,” Doug grumbled. “Four hundred bucks a night and it takes the elevator ten minutes to get to the lobby. Now, here's what I want you to do. Write your name on the face of the card. It's okay if I see it. You got a pen? Write your name on it and then put it back in the deck.”

I'm dreaming, I thought. It was the only explanation I could come up with to balance out the surreal experience of participating in a card trick with Doug Blackman.

 “Do–you–have–a–pen?” Doug said again, as if he were speaking to a foreigner.

The only pen in my purse had purple ink. Purple seemed frivolous and gay and not nearly rock ‘n’ roll enough; I cursed myself for not buying black.

I put down my bag and began printing my name on the card. Doug was looking over my shoulder and I wondered if he could see my hand shaking.

“Eliza Caelum,” he said. “You from around here, Eliza?”

I nodded.

“Put the card back in the deck.”

I did.

“You know who I am,” Doug said, not a question but a fact. He was shuffling the cards like a pro. “You were at the show?”

I nodded again. I was acting like an imbecile, and I knew I was never going to get anywhere if I didn't snap out of it.

“Okay, now pick the top card.”

The top card was the ten of hearts, which devastated me. I thought Doug had messed up and I didn't want to have to tell him. Luckily he said, “Not yours, I know. Just hold it in your palm. Face down.”

I held the card, and Doug made like he was sprinkling some kind of invisible dust over it. “My grandsons love this shit,” he said. His hands were weathered and rugged and powdery-white. They looked like they'd feel cold to touch. “Okay. Take a look.”

I flipped the card. It was the three of clubs with my name written in that gay purple ink. I could feel myself grinning, and for a second I forgot who the man beside me was. “Holy crap. How did you do that?”

Doug shrugged. “Magician, musician. Same thing. A little hocus-pocus and a whole lot of faith, right?”

My insides were swirling. I was spellbound.

As the elevator opened, Doug looked at me and said, “You wanna fuck? Is that what you're waiting for?”

He'd asked the question as if he were offering me a piece of gum or telling me to pick another card. And maybe it should have disappointed me a little. Okay, it did disappoint me a little. Doug is married, and barring the Greeks and Romans, gods and heroes aren't supposed to be philanderers. But I'm not that naïve. I've read Hammer of the Gods and No One Here Gets Out Alive. I know about life on the road. I also know that people like to pretend it's all about sex, when what it's really about is loneliness.

“Well?” Doug asked, stepping into the elevator.

I shook my head. I hadn't gone there for sex. What I wanted and needed was guidance. Besides, Doug was a father figure to me, and I couldn't have sex with any man who reminded me of my father.

I contemplated telling Doug I was a reporter, but I knew he didn't talk to reporters. And I guess you could say that what came out of my mouth next was the figurative, not literal explanation of why I had been waiting for him.

“My soul is withering,” I said.

Doug's eyebrows rose and he actually chuckled. “Your soul is withering?”

Then I don't know what came over me, but I burst into tears.

Doug kept his finger on the button to hold the elevator open, and I laid it all out for him in rambling, weepy discourse. I either had to flee the suburbs of Cleveland or suffer the death of my soul. Those were the choices as I saw them. My parents had died when I was fourteen; I'd feebly tried to slit my wrist at sixteen; my brother had moved to Manhattan with his wife a few years back; Adam, my boyfriend of six years, had run off to Portland with his drum set and Kelly from Starbucks; writing for the entertainment section of the Plain Dealer wasn't exactly a dream job for an aspiring music journalist; and, to top it all off, I only had four hundred dollars in my bank account.

I was alone. In ways people aren't supposed to be alone.

And sure, I could've stayed where I was, continued working my nowhere job, living in my nowhere apartment, eventually marry some nowhere man, have a few kids and anesthetize myself with provincial monotony like most of my peers had done, and before I knew it I'd be six feet under.

I wanted more.

And I had hope.

“I'm more afraid to die than I am to live,” I told Doug, thinking that if I made my case using his prodigious lyrics, he'd be more apt to identify with my predicament.

The warning bell in the elevator was ringing but Doug didn't seem to care. He contemplated me for a long moment and then said, “How the hell am I supposed to say no to those eyes, huh?”

I lowered my gaze and tried to smile.

“All right,” he sighed. “Get in, Eliza Caelum.”

I took a deep breath, stepped inside the elevator, and focused on the numbers above the doors while Doug pushed the button for the eleventh floor.

I remember thinking it was the second time in a decade that Doug Blackman would change my life.




The day I got the job with Sonica—three months after Doug had granted me an interview, and the day I was certain I would be moving to Manhattan—I decided I was going to fly, not drive, to New York. When my brother, Michael, heard the news, he booked me a one-way ticket going nonstop from Hopkins International Airport to JFK. He also sent me a collection of audio tapes he'd found at a sidewalk sale entitled Discover Your Wings: Overcoming the Fear of Flying, which advocated the use of breathing techniques while visualizing run-of-the-mill takeoffs, uneventful in-air experiences, and smooth landings.

The meditations were painless enough when I practiced them on the couch, but I couldn't foresee them being any help during a hijacking, a wind shear, or a catastrophic engine failure.

“If I can fly, you can fly,” Michael lectured me over the phone.

My sister-in-law, Vera, who was also on the phone, added: “It's the safest form of transportation in the world.”


The day of my departure I awoke feeling like an inmate being paroled. I hadn't set foot in an airport in twelve years and I was afraid to look around, afraid I'd see something that would remind me.

Walking through the terminal, focusing on the ground beneath my feet, I made it all the way to the gate, but then accidentally glanced out the window. As soon as I caught sight of the plane, my whole body began to shake, and the agony of memory bubbled and fizzed in my stomach like a box of antacid tablets in a glass of water—I was fourteen again, standing between Michael and our Aunt Karen, all of us waving goodbye to my parents, who were going to Daytona Beach for their seventeenth wedding anniversary.

I remember wanting to see their faces one more time, but not being able to find them in the tiny portals of the plane.

I remember being afraid I might never see them again.

The accident, we learned months later, was due to pilot error. A fan blade on the plane's number one engine had detached, causing the compressor to stall. According to the National Transportation Safety Board, shutting down that engine and descending immediately would have, in all probability, resulted in a safe landing. But the pilot had accidentally shut down the working number two engine instead of the failing number one. By the time he realized his mistake it was too late. The plane dove toward the ground and crashed into a field northeast of Akron.

There were no survivors.


The aircraft carrying me to JFK was supposed to have been a 777—a plane that, as of June 2000, had yet to be involved in a fatal accident. But there was a last-minute, unexplained equipment change, and the 777's understudy turned out to be a 737 that looked so old it probably made its inaugural flight when Jim Morrison was alive.

FYI: Jim Morrison died on July 3, 1971.

The plane also had filthy windows and needed a new paint job, and if the airline couldn't manage to clean the windows or update the paint, I figured there was no way they kept the hydraulics in working order.

More than anything, I wanted to get on the plane—if for no other reason than to prove I had at least infinitesimal courage—but I convinced myself there was a thin, fragile line between courage and stupidity, and no one in their right mind would trust the aeronautical competency of complete strangers when the future they'd been waiting so long for was a mere four-hundred and sixty-seven miles away.

I ripped my boarding pass in half and ran, stopping only to throw up on the feet of a dapper skycap standing near the curb.

“Mother-of-Pearl,” Vera said when I called and broke the news. “You were so close.”

“I'm taking the bus,” I said. “I'll be there tomorrow night.”


The bus left the station at 7:02 a.m. and stopped in half a dozen towns between Cleveland and New York City. I kept my forehead pressed to the window and felt like I was watching a slide show, one in which the projector was broken and the same two or three photos kept clicking onto the screen. All the places looked the same: the same fast-food restaurants, the same strip malls, the same Wal-Marts at every turn.

I imagined the towns were filled with people like me— lonely people who wanted to fly away, who wanted more from life than a dreary existence of one-stop shopping, but either didn't know what that meant, or didn't have the guts to go out and find it.

Doug Blackman had blamed my malaise, in part, on the homogenization of America.

“It's destroying our culture, it's destroying our individuality, and it makes us feel dead inside,” he told me that night in Cleveland. “But we just keep letting it happen. And we don't think about it because thinking hurts too much.”

I asked Doug if we could talk about music and he got even more wound up.

“I am talking about music,” he said. “Popular music is a microcosm of the culture, Eliza. It reflects the mentality of the population. Tell me, when was the last time you heard a truly extraordinary new artist on the radio?”

Doug's impassioned sermon meant one of two things to me—either the mentality of the population was soulless, or its level of consciousness was on par with your average thirteen-year-old Wal-Mart rat.


I never did relax on the bus, and when it pulled in to Port Authority in Manhattan, an intimidating thought occurred to me: in a city of roughly eight million people, I really only knew two—Michael and Vera, who had moved to Manhattan two and a half years earlier, after Michael decided to give up his nascent career as a graphic artist to pursue his lifelong dream of becoming a rock star.

It had taken a lot of urging to get Michael to go. He'd been hesitant to leave me. But even Susan Cohen, the therapist I'd been seeing since my paltry suicide attempt at sixteen, thought it was a good idea for Michael to loosen the reigns. And I was okay when Michael left. I was okay until Adam ran off to Oregon with the girl who made us caramel macchiatos, and my head began to unravel like a ball of yarn tumbling down a staircase.

Despite struggling financially, Michael seemed happy in New York. He was playing guitar for a fledgling band called Bananafish and working part time as a waiter in a famous SoHo restaurant called Balthazar. He and Vera had been living on the Lower East Side, in a small two-bedroom apartment with a guy named Paul Hudson, Bananafish's lead singer and songwriter, but they had just relocated to a place of their own in a more affordable Brooklyn neighborhood, which allowed me to become the new tenant in their old room.


I exited the bus, lugging my overstuffed backpack across my shoulder, and the muggy July heat felt like a plastic bag wrapped around my head. I followed the signs to the subway, where everything was covered in a thin layer of grime and the pungent odor of pee and garbage permeated the air.

New York was not altogether foreign to me. Michael, Vera, and I had visited the city dozens of times as teenagers, when Michael would tell our Aunt Karen we were going on field trips with our school and we'd drive to Manhattan instead. At night we'd sleep in the car; during the day Michael would browse guitar shops and record stores while Vera—my friend before she became Michael's girlfriend— and I trudged around downtown looking for rock stars to stalk.

It was on those trips that I learned to respect and love the shortcomings of the city as one might respect and love a scar on the body of a loved one, especially the dingy East Village and Lower East Side neighborhoods where Vera and I used to loiter outside CBGB, well past the club's heyday, affecting British accents and claiming we were related to Joe Strummer so that all the punk rock boys would think we were cool.

“This is what I want to do with my life,” I had decided back then.

“What?” Vera asked. “Sit on a dirty sidewalk and make out with juvenile delinquents?”

“No. Be a part of this. This city. This life. This music.”

“Aim high,” Vera said.

I'd squandered countless hours of my youth daydreaming about how happy I'd be if only I lived in Manhattan, but the realization that the dream of someday had just become now felt like crossing a bridge and then watching the bridge burn behind me. I could never go back. This was change and change was supposed to be good. But in my past, change and heartbreak were analogous, and as I made my way to the train I wasn't sure which one I was feeling.

One thing I never got a grip on during any prior visit to New York was how to navigate the subway. Michael is two years older than me. This made him the self-proclaimed leader. And I have what he calls an “inadequate sense of direction,” which is why he'd given me explicit directions from the bus to the subway to the apartment on Ludlow, making me repeat them three times over the phone the day before.

“Michael, I'm twenty-six. Stop treating me like a child.”

I made it from Port Authority to the A train without complication, which took me downtown to the West Fourth station. I was then supposed to transfer to the F and get off at Second Avenue. Michael had to work until midnight, and Vera was going to try to meet me at West Fourth, but to support herself and her husband's musical aspirations, she worked for a nonprofit cancer research organization that was having a fund-raising event at the Waldorf-Astoria and wasn't sure she'd get out in time.

“If you don't see me in the subway,” she said, “I'll meet you at the apartment.”

In the West Fourth Street station, Vera was nowhere in sight, and I had an anxious, fizzy feeling in my stomach while I waited for the train. But I could feel the energy of the city in the vibrations coming off the tracks, and the diversity of the faces I saw around me made me feel so alive, so much a part of something kinetic, I swore I could taste it like metallic electricity on my tongue.

The two most interesting people I noticed were waiting on the opposite side of the platform—an old man with a shaker of salt and a tomato he was eating like an apple, and another guy I guessed to be in his late twenties, fidgeting near the steps.

I watched the guy's head bob up and down while his leg bounced along with it, keeping the beat to a song only he could hear. His dark, stringy hair hung limp in his face, he had a strong Roman nose, and he was overdressed in an ill-fitted secondhand suit the color of split-pea soup.

I instantly thought the guy was cute, in that gaunt, never-sees-the-light-of-day, New York street urchin kind of way. And he never stood still for a second. From across the tracks I read his expression as I have everything on my side except destiny, only his expression clearly hadn't informed his head or heart yet.

The guy looked over and caught me staring, and once his eyes met mine they never deviated. He took several cautious steps forward, stopping abruptly at the thick yellow line you weren't supposed to cross. His arms dangled like a puppet and he seemed to skim the ground when he walked, as if suspended over the edge of the world by a hundred invisible strings.

I heard the train approaching, and the air that blew through the passageway was a fleeting reprieve from the heat. The guy in the green suit looked down into the tunnel, and then back at me with his head tipped to the left.

He eyed my backpack suspiciously and, in a low shout, said, “What's your name?”

His voice caught me by surprise. It was a confident voice pretending to be shy.

“What's your name?” he said again.

I remained mute, figuring it was dangerous to give personal information to a stranger in the subway. But even if he was a mugger, he was too far away to attack me. And let's not forget, he was cute. This was a new life. A new me. The chance to at least pretend to be the person I wanted to be. And I was never going to get over Adam if I didn't start paying attention to cute strangers.

“Come on,” the guy said. “Hurry.”

“Eliza,” I finally replied.

The guy smiled, and his face lit up radiantly, as if someone had poured gasoline on a pilot light inside his mind. Then he looked me up and down in a way that made me feel naked.

The train was seconds away from untying the curious knot that joined the two of us. “Eliza,” the guy said, pointing at the approaching headlights, raising his voice. “Do not get on that train.”

Then the train pulled in and I couldn't see him anymore. The new me was begging my legs not to move, but apparently the old me was still in charge of my motor functions because I stepped through the doors of the subway car, and the electricity that had been on my tongue surged down into my chest like a shot of adrenaline to the heart as the train began to pull me away.

Crossing the car, I looked out the window, hoping to catch one last glimpse of the guy in the green suit. He was still looking at me, smiling, and shaking his head.




I ended up on the wrong train. Turns out I'd been standing on the wrong side of the station and had been on my way uptown until I deciphered the word Harlem coming through the train's distorted loudspeaker.

It was after eight when I finally found my way to Second Avenue, walked the last few blocks down Houston Street, and then spotted the landmark telling me I had almost arrived at my destination—the Wheel of Fortune-like letterbox sign of Katz's deli on the corner of Houston and Ludlow.

From Katz's, I could see Vera standing halfway down the block. Vera had a cell phone to her ear, her lips were moving like mad, there was a tote bag over her shoulder, and she was wearing a plaid, below-the-knee wool skirt with socks and sneakers. Vera was the voice of reason in my life, but she dressed like a crazy Russian librarian, even when it was ninety degrees outside.

“Yay. You're here,” she said when she saw me coming down the sidewalk.

Vera was a cute, brainy girl with dark hair and bright green eyes speckled with amethyst, though when she had her glasses on, which was almost always, it was hard to notice this feature.

She threw her arms around me. I hadn't seen her in months and her presence was a relief.

“Sorry I'm late,” I said. “Have you been waiting long?”

She pulled a set of keys from her tote and shook her head. “I just got out of work. I left a message for your new roommate to meet you in the West Fourth Street station, but he has a bizarre subway phobia and rarely ventures underground. He never called me back.”

Vera hugged me again and I could tell something was off. She'd squeezed too hard, and when she pulled back her chest looked inflated, as if she'd taken a deep breath and forgot to let it out.

“What's wrong?” I said.

“Long day.”

It was a typical Vera answer. She was a whiz whenever I was in trouble—she'd wasted a week of her vacation time to come home and stay with me after Adam left—but she didn't like to burden anyone with her own problems.

“I don't believe you.”

“You just got here, Eliza. Let's enjoy the moment.”

She nodded up at the building, which was narrow, made of dirty beige bricks, had a four-tiered fire escape running down its face, and housed a tattoo parlor called Daredevil on its ground floor. “What do you think?”

“It looks like a tenement,” I said.

Unlocking the door, Vera led me up an endless number of stairs. I could hear a television blaring in one of the second-floor apartments, and the whole place reeked of fried fish.

The hallways were dark and narrow, and all the doors were gray, except for the door of the corner apartment on the fourth floor, which was a deep scarlet color. “Paul painted ours,” Vera said. “He wanted it to stand out. He also lost our security deposit.”

It was an unusual paint job, as if someone had taken a bucket of color and, instead of brushing it on, had poured it and let it drip in thick lines from the top down. The door looked like it was bleeding.

Vera walked in first, turned on the light, and I followed. I was sure that if I spit from the entryway I could hit the back wall. The kitchen was the size of the trunk of a small car, and the bathroom had grimy tile that only went halfway up the wall and looked like it had been stolen from the subway.

“Nice, huh?” Vera said.

It was a dump. Possibly the worst apartment I'd ever seen. But it was all I could afford, and it was New York. I wasn't going to complain. Except to note that for two hundred dollars a month less, Adam and I had lived in a place with a dishwasher and a walk-in closet.

There was a cubicle to the left of the bathroom. I peeked my head in and Vera said, “That's Paul's disaster zone.” A mattress rested on the floor, along with piles of books, tapes, and CDs stacked neatly in rows. But clothes were strewn all over, covering every inch of ground like a thick carpet of cotton and denim. An acoustic and an electric guitar sat on stands in the corner next to two milk crates. One crate had a small four-track recorder on top of it; the other held a plant that had seen better days.

The room's solitary window was small, and the only view it afforded was a brick wall that prohibited daylight from ever dawning on the space. There was an electric fan, a prehistoric laptop computer, and a dirty ashtray next to the bed.

“Paul won't bother you,” Vera said. “He works during the day and he's at the rehearsal space most nights. Sometimes he sleeps there. You'll hardly ever see him.”

All I knew about Paul was what Vera had already told me: “He's talented as hell. But he can be pretty…um…erratic.”

“Is he cute?” I asked her.

“Cute? If you like the dysfunctional lunatic, male-slut vibe, sure.”

I'd missed Vera. She had a way of delivering lines with a perfect ratio of sarcasm, syllable-stressing, and pausing that made everything she said sound either important or funny. And under different circumstances I'm sure I would have found Vera's description of Paul Hudson intriguing. Instead I took it as a warning sign. I didn't need to have my heart ripped out of my chest, pulverized, and then stepped on twice in one year.

The last room on the right was mine. It contained an old wooden bed, a lamp, a small bookcase, the three large boxes I'd mailed there earlier in the week representing all I had in life, a roach motel in the corner that, to sustain my composure I chose not to question, and, in what appeared to be a strange interior decorating choice, a large crucifix hanging on the wall across from the bed, complete with a bloody crown of thorns and bas-relief nails protruding from Christ's palms.

“That was here when we moved in,” Vera said. “We thought it was weird and left it up. Feel free to toss it if you want.”

I took a closer look. Jesus had piercing blue eyes, dark hair that hung in a flawless mess, his body was emaciated and taut, his hands and feet dripped with blood, and nothing but a gauzy loincloth hid what looked like a nice package underneath.

“Sexy,” I said. “He looks like a rock star.”

“Mother-of-Pearl,” Vera sighed.

The room's saving grace was its window, and the tiny bench in front of the window, which was covered with an afghan I recognized as one of my Aunt Karen's creations.

After our parents died, Michael and I had moved in with our Aunt Karen—a history teacher with orange hair, skin that smelled like baby powder, and a penchant for knitting. She was a good-but-detached woman, more school marm than loved one. We stayed with her for two years—until Michael turned eighteen, and he and I relocated to an apartment with a dozen afghans in tow.

Aunt Karen stored her yarn in a cedar closet, and no matter how many times we cleaned the afghans they always smelled like mothballs. The smell of mothballs reminds me of death.

Outside the window I could see the iron bars of the fire escape. Across the street there was a crowded lounge, a small French restaurant, an organic market, and a thrift store called Las Venus.

“This room gets the best light,” Vera said. She was showing me how to open the window when we heard what sounded like hammering on the stairs.

“Here comes Paul,” she said. “You'll always know when he's on his way up because he never walks the steps, he leaps them.”

Paul came in yelling, “Anyone home?”

“In here,” Vera said.

My back was to the door when I heard a voice say, “I told you not to get on that goddamn train.”

I turned around. The guy in the green suit was standing in front of me.

“Have a nice trip to Harlem?” he said.

I had to summon all my determination to hold his gaze. At the station, I'd been too far away to get a good look at his eyes. They were two crescent moons, small and lucent, the color of soft, perfectly faded denim.

Vera said, “Eliza, this is Paul Hudson. Paul, Eliza.”

” We sort of met already,” Paul said. “After forcing myself underground, I tried to tell her she was going the wrong way —but she didn't listen.”

Paul Hudson was grinning at me. The same combustible grin he'd flashed in the station. He wasn't what I would call handsome, at least not conventionally. His face, when he wasn't smiling, had a pensive, ominous cast to it, but as soon as he grinned the severity melted into an airy radiance that made me want to touch his chest and feel his heartbeat.

“You guys eat yet?” he said. “I brought home one of those frozen pizza dough things.”

He took off his jacket and added it to his bedroom floor. He had the most amazing tattoo I'd ever seen on the inside of his left forearm. It was a butterfly colored the deepest shades of autumn leaves, as if it were on fire. The insect's legs were disproportionately long, and holding fast to one of them was the figure of a scantily clothed creature that bore a striking, if not somewhat cherubic resemblance to Paul himself.

“I have to go,” Vera said as Paul wandered into the kitchen. Then she turned to me. “Are you going to be all right?”

I nodded, but I felt dizzy when I thought about being alone with the strange stranger whistling “Kashmir” in the other room.

“What about you?” I asked Vera. “Everything okay?”

She gave me a scarcely discernible nod. “I'm really glad you're here.”

Before Vera left the apartment, I heard her stop in front of Paul and say, “Remember what Michael said: Keep your hands to yourself.”




I was arranging my clothes in garment-specific piles on the bookshelves when, through the corner of my eye, I saw Paul peek his head into my room and watch me for a good thirty seconds before he asked me if I was hungry.

“No. Thanks, though.”

It was a lie. All I'd eaten on the bus was a bag of trail mix and an apple, but the lewd twinkle in Paul's eye made me nervous and I blurted it out.

He remained standing in the doorway. Another thirty seconds went by before he said, “Well, will you at least come and keep me company then?”

I had a notion he would have waited there all night had I not yielded to his request. I walked to the sofa, sat down, and felt one of its springs like a gun in my back.

“Weren't you supposed to be here yesterday?” Paul asked, puttering around the kitchen.

“I missed my flight,” I said, picking at a small burn in the sofa's fabric. When I looked up, Paul was nodding slowly, like he knew the score, and he knew I knew, but he let it go.

He was smiling again. He had, I decided, a cocky-bastard smile.

“So,” I said. “You're the singer, right?”

It was a stupid question. I knew he was the singer.

Preposterous, I told myself, that I could spend three hours in a hotel room with Doug Blackman and eventually manage to stop crying and act normal, yet here was this little rocker wanna-be making my palms sweat.

“Yeah,” Paul smirked. “I'm the singer.”

He sprinkled a handful of black beans on the dough and then set about opening a can of tuna while I tried to sneak another look at his tattoo. He caught me and said, “You can even come over and touch it if you want.”

“Don't be gay,” I mumbled, blushing.

“Don't be gay?” He howled. “Uh, I'm assuming you mean that in the seventh grade, don't-be-an-idiot kind of way, as opposed to calling me a homosexual, right?”

“Yes.”

“All right. I won't be gay if you promise not to be a lesbo.”

Laughing, I turned to look out the window and felt Paul's eyes trained on me like flashlights. I could have sworn he was looking at the scar on my wrist, and this made me feel self-conscious. It also made me want to kick him.

“Do you mind?” I finally huffed.

He slid the pizza into the oven and said, “Hey, don't take this the wrong way, but suffice it to say that if I'd seen you in the subway station and not been there looking for you, I would've wished I was.”

I blushed again and wondered what the wrong way to take that could possibly be. I couldn't tell if Paul was flirting, or he simply had no tact, but either way I was flattered, namely because I'd been on the bus all day and was certain I looked like a mess.

“Oh,” he said next, squirting dishwashing liquid over a pile of dirty dishes in the sink like he was practicing soap calligraphy. “I read your Doug Blackman piece, the one in Sonica. It was incredible.”

“You like Doug Blackman?”

“Like him? He's my hero. I wouldn't be a musician if it hadn't been for that man. He's the greatest songwriter ever. I mean, it's Dylan, Lennon, and Blackman, right?”

I immediately wondered why neither Michael nor Vera bothered to inform me that I had a hero in common with my new roommate.

“How the hell did you get him to talk to you like that?” Paul said. “Supposedly Doug Blackman never talks to reporters.”

I tucked my legs underneath my body, sat back down, and said, “It was his big farewell tour. He's officially retired from the road now. I guess he was feeling nostalgic. And, well, I think he felt sorry for me.”

“I loved his theory that the state of music is a metaphor for America. My favorite line was: Tell me what you listen to and I'll tell you who you are.”

Paul was nodding as if he'd never heard anything more brilliant. In my mind, this elevated Paul to the status of friend, although I was first to admit I didn't have a lot of friends who made me dizzy and whose chests I longed to touch.

Adam, as irony would have it, hadn't been a Doug Blackman fan. When he'd wanted to piss me off he would call Doug pompous or overrated. Once he had even accused me of liking Doug more than I liked him, which was ridiculous. I had adored Adam. Everything he owned was blue: his car, his clothes, his drum set, his couch. At one point, even his hair. It sounds weird now, but at the time I found it endearing.

“So you sent the article to Sonica,” Paul went on, “and they not only printed it, they hired you?”

I nodded.

Paul hopped over the back of the couch, sat down, and, with a gossipy zeal, said, “Just between you and me, did you fuck him?”

Paul said “fuck” the same way as Doug—as if it were equivalent to offering someone a piece of gum or asking them to pick a card. Maybe that was the key to getting rid of the loneliness, I thought. Treating love as entertainment, not as salvation.

“No.”

“No? Come on, he must've at least tried to fuck you.”

The way I saw it, Doug had made no real effort. He'd simply, matter-of-factly offered up the idea. My response hadn't seemed to matter to him either way.

“Actually, Doug talked a lot about his family. He's been married for thirty years, you know. And he has two sons. The youngest one's in film school. The older one, Loring, he's about your age. He just released his second record. His first one did pretty well but Doug thinks this one's going to be huge.”

“I know Loring.” Paul was fiddling with an unlit cigarette. “Well, sort of. I used to play at this place on Avenue A called Emperor's Lounge. They had an open-mike night where anyone could show up with their guitar, and the ones who showed up first got the gigs. Loring and I were always there by noon to make sure we got on. We'd wait around the bar watching talk shows until it was time to play. Back then he went by the name Sam Langhorne and no one knew who he was—even I didn't know until he signed with a major label and I saw his goddamn picture in the paper.”

“He's talented, huh?”

“In a radio-friendly way,” Paul said, which didn't sound like a compliment. “He's a decent songwriter. Honest, at least.”

Paul got quiet as he tinkered around the kitchen, but I wanted to keep talking music with him. “Ever heard of a band called 66?”

He crinkled his nose and stuck out his tongue like he'd just swallowed cough medicine. “My manager works with them. Why?”

“I get to review their show at Irving Plaza tomorrow night,” I said, thrilled about my first real assignment. But Paul burst my bubble.

“I can write that review for you right now,” he said. “They're a saccharin band. Sweet but artificial. Vocalist's name is Amanda Strunk. She's a media-hungry bitch and she can't carry a tune to save her life, but she bought herself a nice pair of tits and now she's famous. Actually, I went out with her a couple times, and I think she still has the hots for me, but even I have standards.”

“Tell me how you really feel.”

Paul shook his head. “We have this weekly gig over at Rings of Saturn—it's a small place, only holds about two hundred people, but it's the best thing that's happened for us yet. Not that it matters because who gets the record deals and the big marketing campaigns? Shitty bands like 66.”

“So why do it, if you feel that way?”

Paul smiled faintly, but all of a sudden he looked sad. “If I could do something else besides make music, believe me, I would. I've been here for over eight years, playing in different bands, trying to put together the right bunch of guys, trying to make a living doing the only thing I care about. But I'm almost thirty and my day job is folding shirts at the Gap. Have you seen my room? I'm not messy. I'm rebelling against folding.”

“Vera says you're talented.”

“I am,” he replied without modesty. “But sometimes talent isn't worth shit. There are tons of talentless people out there making zillions of dollars. And unfortunately, an equal number of brilliant artists whose names and voices you'll never hear.”

The verity of Paul's statement, the idea that the world— that I—might miss out on the life-altering genius of an artist simply because the powers that be couldn't see the light caused my heart to feel stiff and heavy.

Paul pulled a lighter from his pocket and put the cigarette he'd been fingering into his mouth. “I'm trying to quit,” he said. “Just so you know.”

He lit the cigarette and inhaled so long and so deep it sounded like air being let out of a tire. Then he walked to the window and blew the smoke toward the sky. He was half turned toward me and his eyes, at that angle, took on a fluorescent-white hue.

“It's not that I don't want to be successful,” he said. “I do. But music's not a popularity contest to me. You either mean it or you don't. Fuck the ones who don't. I have no use for them. And I'd rather write some really good songs and sing them into my four-track, songs that no one will ever hear, than be some record executive's tool.” He paused to take another thick hit, and then he put the cigarette out on the window sill, collected the residual ashes into a receptacle he made using the bottom of his shirt, and shook the debris into the night air. “Having said that, I can't deny that sometimes I wish I were smart enough to bite the Big One.”

“Bite the Big One?”

“Sell out,” he said. “Do you know how much I live on after I pay rent and the rest of my bills? Hell, when I splurge on a good cup of coffee I'm in the red for the week. I guess I need to find a happy medium, someplace between giving them what they want and ending up face-down in a pool of my own goddamn integrity.”

I found myself suffering a considerable amount of admiration for what Paul made himself out to be—a spirited maverick who probably had a long, lonely road ahead of him.

“Then again, I shouldn't complain, considering what your brother's going through,” he rambled. “Not that I have any intention of letting him quit the band, I'll tell you that. He's too good. And too organized. We'd fall apart without him.”

Paul's words slapped me out of my quixotic musings. “Huh?”

“If I'm talking too much, just tell me to shut up,” he said, clearly misinterpreting the look on my face. “I spent the day playing guitar in the rehearsal space. Haven't had a real conversation since breakfast.”

“No, it's not that. What did you mean about Michael quitting?”

Paul's head tilted. “You don't know? I thought you and Vera were like, best friends or something.”

“Vera thinks confiding in her friends is a burden.”

“She never told you about the three-year plan?”

I did know about the three-year plan. Michael and Vera had made a pact before leaving Ohio. Michael got three years to get his music career off the ground, and then it was Vera's turn. For as long as I'd known her, Vera had wanted to go to law school, but in order to live in New York either she or Michael had to work full time. They couldn't afford to chase their respective dreams simultaneously.

“I didn't realize it had been three years already.”

“It will be in November,” Paul said.

“And Michael's okay with this?”

“No. Hence the problem.” Paul put his hand up in the air like a traffic cop. “Can we not discuss this right now? It's throwing me off-rhythm.”

He went to check on the pizza. Standing in front of the oven, he braced himself on the counter and began to moan like he'd just been stabbed.

“See?” He pointed to his right side. “As if being poor and desperate isn't enough,” he said with his hand below his right hip, “I'm pretty sure I have some sort of growth on my pancreas. I'm probably going to die of cancer before I ever cut a record.”

“FYI: Your pancreas is behind your stomach.”

He moved his hand to his lower abdomen.

“Higher,” I said.

He inched up a little more.

“Higher,” I said again.

He waved the hand through the air. “Whatever. The pain is migrant.”

“Maybe it's an ulcer.”

“I don't think so. Both of my parents died of cancer.”

“Pancreatic cancer?”

“No. Breast and brain, but it's obviously in my genes. Hey, there's something else we have in common. We're both orphans.”

As Paul walked by me, his pain inexplicably gone, the phone started ringing and he froze in place, wide-eyed and anxious.

“If it's for me,” he said, nodding at the phone. “I'm not here.”

I was hoping it would be Michael. I picked up the phone and said hello. Without saying hello back, the girl on the other end announced herself as Avril. She pronounced it with a French accent. Then, in what sounded like Long Island twang, she said, “Who are you and why are you answering Paul's phone?”

I wasn't the least bit surprised that Paul Hudson had intrusive girls with names like Avril calling him. I was, however, bothered by it. In my mind, Avril looked like Kelly: big-boned, thick-lipped, with one of those perpetually baffled expressions that bored men find so attractive.

“I'm Michael's sister,” I told her.

“Michael who? Burke, Caelum, or Angelo?”

“What?”

At her wit's end, Avril said, “Bass player, guitarist, or drummer?”

“Guitarist.” I covered the mouthpiece with my hand, turned to Paul and said, “Everyone in your band is named Michael?”

He nodded. “Weird, huh?”

“Put Paul on,” Avril said.

Without thinking, I held the phone toward Paul, impelling him to throw his hands up in a silent, berserk protest as he took the call.

While Paul spoke to Avril, I took a shower. I couldn't get my mind off of Michael. I wanted to help him, but I had less money than he did. Still, I knew how much the band meant to him, and I didn't think I could watch him walk away from that. He'd spent years taking care of me. The least I could do, for once, was to take care of him.

I came out of the bathroom and the pizza, which smelled like dog food, was out of the oven. Paul was trying to slice it with a metal spatula. He told Avril to hold on and whispered, “You're not going to bed, are you?”

“I start work tomorrow. I have to get up early.”

I closed my bedroom door but could still hear Paul talking. He was defensive with Avril, answering questions like a man being interrogated for a crime he had actually committed. After he hung up he went into his room and started talking again. Unless he'd snuck someone in through his window, which would have been impossible, he was talking to himself.

His solo conversation went on for about five minutes. Then there was a buzzing noise I guessed was someone trying to get into the building. I heard Paul walk to the door, followed soon thereafter by a flirtatious female voice in the living room.

I sat on the bench in front of my window while Paul and the girl whom I assumed was Avril retreated to his room.

Ludlow Street, as much as I could see of it, looked like it was lit from the inside out.

Across the hall, Paul was either fucking the girl or murdering her, I couldn't tell which.

I smelled mothballs.

The afghan was going to have to go.





Michael was seated, all six feet plus four lanky inches of him. His long, taffy legs were hanging over the arm of the couch, and he had a piece of pizza on a plate in his lap.

It was the morning after my arrival in New York. I was expected at work by ten, it wasn't even eight yet, and I'd just returned from a scorching run to Battery Park and back, trying not to get lost and hoping Avril would be gone when I got home.

Running was a hobby I'd picked up after Adam left. I'd read that it was a proven mood enhancer, and I had been trying to get it to enhance my mood ever since.

When I came in, Michael was picking beans off of his pizza, making a little pile of what looked like rabbit poop on the side of his plate. He had an impassive, stoic air about him, and as he put the plate down, stood up, and walked toward me, he moved with languid momentum that, coupled with his height, was more reminiscent of an old history professor than a prospective guitar god. He'd also been cursed with a head of hair that looked like a merkin sitting on top of his skull.

“Welcome to New York,” he said.

Michael's embrace lifted me a foot off the ground. I pretended this was annoying every time he did it, but it secretly made me feel loved. His shirt smelled like parsley and garlic and I was sure he'd worn it to work the day before.

“Sorry I didn't stop by last night,” he said. “It was late when I left work.”

I didn't bother beating around the bush. “You're not really quitting the band, are you?”

Michael went back to picking at his pizza. “Not your problem,” he said, his tone bordering on condescension.

He and Vera were made for each other, I swear. They both thought the person who cared about them the most was the one they should inconvenience the least. They had everything backwards.

“It's not fair for you to have to give up your dream,” I said.

“It's not fair for Vera to have to give up hers either.”

Michael was right. But he looked like our dad, and the resemblance alone gave his dream priority. For nearly twenty years, from the time he was eighteen until the day he died, our dad had worked on the assembly line at GM. His only hobby was playing an old Washburn guitar, and in the summertime, when Michael and I were still kids, he used to spend his Saturdays sitting on a plastic lawn chair in the yard, nursing a beer and singing “Born to Run.”

Michael and I liked to scream the line “tramps like us” at the top of our lungs. At the end of the song we would applaud and beg him to do it again.

“See?” our mom would say to him, no doubt thinking she was making him feel good. “You could've been Bruce Springsteen.”

“Right,” he always replied. “And if my aunt had balls she'd be my uncle.”

To this day I can't listen to “Born to Run” without feeling like I've been shot.

“You can't quit the band,” I said again.

“Then you better start playing the lottery. Or better yet, get us a record deal.”

Michael had been eyeing the door to Paul's room. As if his gaze had willed it to life, it creaked open and Paul emerged looking like a hung-over somnambulist.

“This is disgusting,” Michael told him, referring to the bean and tuna pie.

Paul lifted his head to see past the hair in his eyes. He squinted first at Michael and then at me, as if he didn't know who we were or what we were doing in his apartment.

“Mr. Winkle,” Michael said. “Why aren't you ready?”

Paul shrugged and made no effort to get moving. He poured himself a glass of orange juice and paced the kitchen in a tiny circle.

“Who's Mr. Winkle?” I asked, trying to peek into Paul's room for evidence of Avril. All I could see was the foot of his bed and an empty liquor bottle on the floor.

Paul's flashlight eyes met mine and made a trail down to my toes and then back up again. “You're sweating,” he said.

“I was running.” I wiped my forehead and helped myself to a glass of juice. “Who were you talking to last night?”

“Huh?”

“After you got off the phone. It sounded like you were talking.”

“Oh, nobody. I mean, I was talking to myself.” Paul went into his room and came back with a microcassette recorder. “I decided to start chronicling my life. I've always wanted to keep a diary but I'm too lazy to write shit down so I bought this.” He fiddled with the knobs. “Oh, but if you're referring to Beth, she's gone.”

“Beth?” I practically shouted.

He put the machine in my face, flicked the RECORD button, and said, “Say hi.”

I thought I'd be over the dizziness by morning, but there was no way around it: being near Paul Hudson made me feel like I'd just stepped off a fast-moving merry-go-round. It was either a good sign or a very bad one.

“Paul,” Michael sighed, “we don't have time to socialize. Go get dressed.”

Paul finished his juice and wandered into the bathroom while Michael carried his half-eaten piece of pizza to the garbage.

“Who's Mr. Winkle?” I asked him.

“Paul calls all record executives Mr. Winkle.”

“Why?”

“I have no idea.”

Then, trying to sound nonchalant, I said, “Who's Avril?”

Michael rolled his eyes. “Paul's girlfriend. But her name's not Avril, it's April. She's trying to break into modeling and decided she needed a classier name.”

“How long have they been going out?”

He shrugged. “A month, maybe.”

“Then who's Beth?”

Michael shrugged again. “Eliza, a piece of advice: don't try to make sense of Paul's love life.”

Paul exited the bathroom shirtless, zipping up a pair of jeans. His chest was gaunt and hairless, his arms were sinewy like the Jesus on the cross above my bed, and he had another tattoo, a Chinese symbol, on his right shoulder. The tattoo occupied my attention for entirely too long.

“It's pronounced wu,” Paul said, fingering the black ink.

“What does it mean?”

” To awaken to righteousness.” He paused. I'm not sure what he saw in my eyes, but he said, “Yeah, I know. It's an ongoing process for me.”

I glanced down into my glass and pretended to pick a piece of pulp from my juice. When Paul spun around, I watched him reach to the floor of his room, grab a random shirt, smell it, and then slip it over his head as smoothly as if carried by the wind.

It occurred to me then that I hadn't had sex in six months. The last time was the day I found out Adam was sleeping with Kelly, when I'd come across a text message on his phone and realized he'd been with her less than an hour after he'd had his head between my legs.

Ballistic, I went straight to Starbucks, ordered my usual, and asked Kelly if she liked the way my pussy tasted. She threw the caramel macchiato at my head and called me a psycho.

“Why do you call record executives Mr. Winkle?” I asked Paul.

“Because that's what they do,” he said. “They wink at you. Then they wipe their asses with their hands and shake yours, and they think you can't smell the shit.”

Paul started pacing near the door. He wasn't wearing a watch but he glanced at his wrist, glanced at Michael, and said, “Let's go. We're late.”
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“This is a bad goddamn sign.”

That's what I said to Michael when we arrived at the meeting spot designated by Mr. Winkle—a crowded, upscale micro-brewery in Midtown, filled with the grown-up versions of the guys I went to high school with—the shitheads who scored touchdowns, got all the girls, and called me a fag.

The other two Michaels were already at a table. When Caelum and I sat down, Burke said, “Winkle's not here yet.”

This is where I should probably describe the band. For— what do you call it when you want your kids and their kids to know? Posterity?

I'll start with Burke, our bass player. Burke's a tall, gangly guy with more rhythm than John Entwistle and John Paul Jones combined. He just turned twenty-five; he and his girlfriend Queenie live in a studio apartment below street level, and they have this big laundry sink in their kitchen where they make ice cream in their spare time. Burke is obsessed with ice cream. His dream is to own and operate a homemade ice cream shop someday—he's constantly talking about what kinds of “epicurean” flavors he'll serve, and how the secrets to a custardy consistency are the use of fresh ingredients and a perfect ratio of cream to butter fat.

People always ask if Burke and Caelum are brothers because they're both so tall, and neither Michael seems bothered by the question, but it drives me out of my mind because besides the height they look nothing alike. Burke's got blond hair and freckles. Caelum has a mass of dark pubic hair growing out of his head. Plus, how the hell could they be brothers when they have the same first name? That only works if your last one is Foreman.

Caelum—what can I say about Mikey C? He's the best friend I've ever had. A subtle but really innovative guitarist who lives and dies by this band. His dedication is inspiring, really. He makes fliers for all the shows, he designed us a website, and he's polite and friendly to Winkles, which is more than I can say for myself. I respect Caelum. He's a good guy and I hope we don't lose him.

Incidentally, Michael's sister just moved in with me. Eliza. More on Eliza later.

Angelo, our drummer, is the stereotypical rock star of the band. He drinks like a sailor on leave, has a penchant for well-endowed co-eds, and bears a strong resemblance to a serial killer named Richard Ramirez—you know, that goddamn Night Stalker guy. Believe it or not, this makes him a real hit with the ladies.

The Michaels and I, along with my manager, Tony Feldman, had met with the tardy Winkle twice before. The first time, he came to a show and made us a bunch of promises that got our hopes up. Second time he took us to a big industry party and got us drunk. But Winkle's eyebrows look like caterpillars trapped in cocoons, and I'm pretty sure someone catching bugs over their eyes can't be trusted.

Needless to say, the guy gives off a bad vibe. Being around him inflames my pancreas like nothing else. But the multimedia company that employs him happens to be the same company my favorite band, the Drones, signed to. The Drones are Winkle's big claim to fame. He discovered them in a garage in Fresno and a year later their first record went platinum. So did their next two. And they're no walk in the park. They're fuzzy guitars, feedback, and electronic experimentation, not the breezy pop music that's been saturating the airwaves, so their success is no small coup, believe me. Very little of the good shit ever makes its way into the mainstream.

When Winkle finally walked in, he craned around the restaurant like an ostrich until he found me. As he approached the table, I detected a look of surprise on his face. Standing above us, he eyed the Michaels like they were part of a police lineup and said he didn't realize we were all going to be there.

The waiter came over to take our order. I wanted chicken fingers but he said they were on the kids' menu and apparently you have to be twelve or under to eat strips of fried chicken. The guy even had the balls to ask me how old I was. Winkle slipped him two twenties and a ten and said: “He's fifty. Bring him his chicken.”

After that, Winkle stood up and said—and this is his exact voice, like he has a dozen rocks in his throat—“Gentlemen, would you excuse me and Mr. Hudson for a few minutes?” He looked at me, and the little imprisoned caterpillars straightened into one long chrysalis. “Let's you and I go have a drink.”

I gave the Michaels an iffy look and followed Winkle to the farthest corner of the bar.

“You've got an incredible voice,” he said. “And some great songs. Really powerful stuff.”

I thanked him and tried to convince myself the bad feeling I had was just nerves.

“I'm ready to offer you a deal,” he said. “Right here, right now.”

My heart pounded like a bongo drum, the kind of beat you can feel from your head to your toes, and strangely enough, the first thoughts that ran through my mind involved my new roommate. I imagined sprinting up the stairs, bursting into the apartment to tell her the band had just signed a record contract. Her cheeks would be flushed like they'd been this morning from running. Her skin would be warm and salty. She would throw her arms around me and kiss me and then she would drag me to the ground and we would do it like dogs on the kitchen floor.

“However,” Winkle said, knocking me out of my little insta-fantasy as I began anticipating some sort of ludicrous stipulation I desperately hoped I could live with.

Then he goes: “We only want you.”

My stare stayed totally fixed on that asshole's eyebrows. I told him I wasn't sure I understood what he meant, even though I had a pretty good idea.

He told me to can the band. He said, “You're better than they are.”

According to Winkle, signing four guys to one contract is asking for trouble. And anyway, as far as he's concerned, Paul Hudson is Bananafish.

I didn't speak or move until Winkle looked like he was about to resume his discourse-o-shit, then I raised my hand to keep the silence in tact, and to halt the world as it spun around me.

“We're talking about the opportunity of a lifetime, Paul. Not to mention a lot of money.”

Three hundred and fifty thousand dollars—that's the number he threw at me. Let me repeat: Three hundred and fifty thousand goddamn Gs.

I dropped my forehead to the bar, then I looked up at the table of Michaels across the room. I pointed their way and said, “Those guys are my friends.”

Winkle said he'd make sure I had more friends than I knew what to do with, then he went on to outline the main points of the contract. I listened to all of it, feeling like the acid from the orange juice I'd had an hour earlier was eating away at my insides. Maybe it's killing the cancer, I thought hopefully.

With more desperation than I care to admit, I asked Winkle if we could work something out, if we could at least start with the band and see how it goes.

He said he sees me as a solo artist, plain and simple. But even a solo artist needs a band, right? The next twenty seconds went something like this:

“Paul, we've got the best studio musicians in the country lined up and waiting.”

“I don't want a bunch of goddamn studio musicians. I want the Michaels.”

“It's not open to negotiation.”

I said I needed a minute to think. I hit the bathroom in a daze, locked myself in a stall, put the lid down on the toilet seat, and sat with my head in my hands, staring at the piss stains on the concrete, pondering the proposition that had just been laid before me, and also wondering why the idiots who used that stall couldn't aim their dicks into a bowl wider in circumference than my head and Winkle's ass put together.

A thick lump had formed in my throat, I wanted a cigarette, my pancreas hurt like hell, and for one pathetic instant I thought I was going to say yes.

I'm not sure if I spent five seconds or five hours like that, and I have no recollection of returning to the bar, but when I was back in front of Winkle I heard myself mumble, “I can't do it.” I didn't even turn around when Winkle called my name because I was afraid he'd be able to change my mind.

My chicken fingers were waiting for me, with two little bowls next to the plate. One had ketchup in it; the other had some kind of creamy salad dressing shit. Normally I'd never in a zillion years put salad dressing on chicken, but I picked up a finger and dipped.

Burke asked me what happened and I said, “I'll tell you outside. Let's just go.”

Angelo, who'd ordered a rib eye and the most expensive wine on the menu, said, “Can't we eat first?”

I dragged them outside. In the cab ride back downtown, I told the disappointed Michaels that Winkle didn't understand the direction of the band. They asked a zillion questions and I repeated the same answer: “I don't want to talk about it.”

The suckiest part was I felt almost as bad about lying as I did about the truth.

To be continued. I'm late for work.

Over.




The Sonica offices occupied the fifteenth floor of a tall, unremarkable building below Columbus Circle. Terry North, the editor in chief of the magazine, was on the phone when I walked in. He invited me into his cluttered office using a fly-swatting hand gesture and nodded for me to sit.

After finishing up his call, the first thing he said was that I looked just like his kid sister, Maggie, who had been killed by a drunk driver at the age of twenty.

I didn't know what to say to that. “Mr. North, I really want to thank—”

“Call me Terry. And don't thank me. I didn't hire you because Doug said you know your stuff, I hired you because your piece was smashing. I've known that guy since 1970 and I've never been able to get him to talk like that.”

Terry was as an amiable but blunt man, mid-fifties, tall, with a head of bristly dark and tan hair like an Airedale.

From behind me, I heard a woman's voice, replete with sharp, hypercritical insinuation. “So, you're Doug Blackman's little friend.”

Terry introduced me to Lucy Enfield. “If you want the good assignments you'll have to be nice to her,” he said, “even if she isn't always nice to you.”

Lucy Enfield was the creative director of the magazine. She had a reputation for being tough, and her obvious hauteur, combined with her sharp, uptown style, told me she thought she was better than all the music geeks who worked beneath her.

Lucy had long legs, tiny slits for eyes, and an ambushing smile. She made it a point to tell me she was the authority on the New York music scene and said, “If I don't know who they are, they're not worth listening to.”

“Have you heard of Bananafish?” I asked, hoping my job would present me with an opportunity to help Michael.

“No,” Lucy said. “But that's the dumbest name I've ever heard for a band. Who do they sound like?”

I found it revealing that Lucy said who instead of what. Furthermore, Bananafish was not a dumb name for a band. And even if it was, the greatest bands in the world have the dumbest names.

One glitch: I had no idea what Bananafish sounded like. I hadn't heard them yet.

“Radiohead,” I told Lucy. To my knowledge, Bananafish sounded nothing like Radiohead, but this seemed to be the thing to say if you wanted to impress a critic.

Lucy looked momentarily intrigued. “Where do they play?”

“A place called Rings of Saturn, mostly.”

As fast as I'd grabbed her, I lost her. “Eliza, Rings of Saturn is where bands go to die.”

Terry told me to come back and see him at the end of the day, and from there I followed Lucy on a tour of the office, which could have been the headquarters of any generic business and wasn't nearly as hip as I had imagined.

Further dampening my mood, Lucy repeated her earlier dig, presenting me to one of the senior editors as “Doug Blackman's friend.”

No matter that I'd only known the woman for fifteen minutes, I hated Lucy Enfield.

“I hope you weren't expecting a corner office with a view of the park,” she said, coming to a stop at a partitioned cubicle to the left of a large room.

My cubicle was identical to the ten or so other associate editors' cubicles surrounding it. It contained a desk and chair, a computer, and one encouraging sign—a coffee mug with a photo of U2 circa The Joshua Tree that the last occupant must've left behind—only there was a cautionary chip in the mug, right in the middle of the Edge's hat, like someone had pulled a William Tell on him.

Lucy pointed to a large stack of papers and two FOR PROMOTIONAL USE ONLY CDs on the desk. “Letters to the editor,” she said. “Weed through them, see if there's anything worth printing. And the CDs need to be reviewed for the next issue.”

I waited until Lucy walked away and then I sat down. It occurred to me that I might be in over my head, but I had to bury that, otherwise I would've started to cry. Or worse, run to Port Authority and hopped a bus back to deathland.

With nothing to put away, I opened and closed all the drawers in the desk, booted up the computer, and spent the rest of the day listening to one of the CDs I'd been given to review. The disc was called Chocolate Starfish and the Hot Dog-Flavored Water. In my humble opinion, it was crap, but I had to figure out how to say that using five hundred well-thought-out words.

At six o'clock I went back to see Terry.

“How's it going, Mags?” He tilted his neck from side to side and I heard his vertebrae release two loud cracks. “Mind if I call you Mags?”

“No,” I said, even though it seemed creepy.

“Everything all right? You look a little gray.”

I took a step forward and kept my voice down. “This might be out of line, but is Lucy always so curt, or did I do something to annoy her?”

“Both.” Terry told me there was a hierarchy at Sonica. Lucy had started as an intern, putting in sixty-hour weeks to get to her high-ranking position; thus she had an aversion to any person who didn't start in the mailroom, especially if the person's employment could be construed as “carnal nepotism.”

“But I swear, I never so much as—”

“Not my business.” Terry waved me off. “Just expect the shitty assignments for a while. Hence the 66 gig.”

Lucy came in shortly thereafter, handed me press credentials for the 66 show that night, then gave me a blue-lined copy of the September issue and explained that as an associate editor, I was required to read and copyedit the magazine before it went to print.

“You have until noon tomorrow,” Lucy said.

It was going to be a long night.






“Only in America. This could only happen in America. Because America is in a tailspin from grace. What we invented—what our contribution to the world has been, the sonic representation of the freedom we as a country pride ourselves on—is rock ‘n’ roll music. But rock ‘n’ roll music is a dying man. No, not just a dying man. It's a man being crucified, Eliza. It's Jesus Christ. Our Savior. It's The Way, The Truth, and The Light bleeding down on us from the cross, and you know what? We're all just standing around watching the poor guy die.”

That's the analogy that Doug Blackman had offered me over cheeseburgers and French fries in his hotel room in Cleveland.

Doug said radio was inundated with what he called “musical heathens and soulless pop pagans.” For the most part, they don't write their own songs—and the ones who do can't seem to write good ones—but they dress in hip clothes, they dance and lip-sync like nothing else, they're skilled in the art of self-promotion, and, most notably, they play by the rules.

Doug picked up my tape recorder and spoke directly into the mike. “Nobody, and I mean nobody, ever started a revolution playing by the rules.”

The man was cynical, to say the least. But he had come of age in the sixties—that mythical generation of turbulence and change, where new things were new and people had hope. Rock ‘n’ roll, civil rights, men walking on the moon. He'd protested wars and preached about a woman's right to choose. He'd earned his opinion.

Doug said the America he knew then was now the home of the lost, the confused, and the greedy. He said we live in a country that values commerce over art, a country that allows mediocre talents to thrive and breed and poison the airwaves, movie screens, television, and printed word like toxic chemicals in the water supply.

“Once in a while something pure slips through the cracks, but these days it's rare.”

“Why do you think it's so rare?” I asked him.

By then he'd had half a bottle of wine. He was worked up. “I'll tell you one of the reasons why it's rare in music— because record companies have become little divisions of billion-dollar corporations, that's why. In some cases, record company CEOs are nothing more than middle-management kiss-asses. They don't know shit about music and don't care. Their job is to sell records. They don't need a good ear, they need good marketing skills. And that's only half of it. There's politics involved. Politics.”

“How does that explain your success?”

Doug scratched his temple, which he had a habit of doing whenever he paused to think. “It was different when I started. We're talking 1966. What we were doing then was relatively novel. You had Dylan doing the folk-rock thing, you had the Beatles taking over the world, and I came from the blues camp—I was a white guy trying to make gospel music with a raspy voice and a guitar. But if I were twenty-four today and released the same record I put out then, how many copies do you think it would sell?”

“Blasphemy,” I said. I couldn't imagine my world without the sound of Doug Blackman in it. “Your music changed my life.”

I told Doug about my first concert experience: His 1990 The Life You Save Could Be Your Own tour at the Cleveland Coliseum. I was sixteen, and it was just a few weeks after my episode in the bathroom with the kitchen knife, so needless to say I was a little down on myself. Michael, Vera, and I sat in the fourth row—seats nine, ten, and eleven. And when Doug ambled onto the stage, red Gibson in hand, and belted out “The Day I Became a Ghost” with what looked like tears in his eyes, it was as if he were speaking directly to me.

“That song gave me courage,” I said. “It reminded me of something I'd learned so many years before. That I could feel things. Even if it was pain.”

“That's the magic,” Doug said. “That's why you have to save the dying man. Because you want him around to keep saving you.”

“Save the savior,” I said.

“You dig, Eliza Caelum?”

“I dig, Mr. Blackman.”

During the 66 show, Doug's words were all I could think about. 66 was one of the worst bands I had ever seen or heard. It was as if, instead of amps, the guitars were plugged into helium tanks. And all the girls in the audience were dressed exactly like Amanda Strunk, a peroxide blond with a trampy, been-around-the-block attractiveness, whose only real talent was the ability to say fuck and lift up her skirt at the same time.

The crowd screamed and applauded like they were watching the Beatles.

Following the show, I walked to Tompkins Square Park, where I sat on a bench, stared at the word HOPE carved into stone above the water-fountain gazebo, and jotted down notes about the concert as Doug's words echoed in my ears: Tell me what you listen to and I'll tell you who you are.

Musical heathens? Soulless pop pagans?

I recalled Paul saying he'd gone out with Amanda Strunk. I wrote bitch in parenthesis next to Amanda's name, questioned why I'd done it, and quickly scribbled it out until it became nothing but a rectangular window to the next page.

Most of the bars and cafes in the East Village were still bustling. There were cool people with cool hair and cool clothes everywhere. I saw a guy in a cobalt-colored shirt whose posture, from the back, reminded me of the way Adam used to stand, sort of off balance and tilted to the side. Adam was a blue, human Leaning Tower of Pisa.

I wondered how different New York would have felt if Adam had been there. Not that I wanted him there. I didn't miss him anymore. But I missed the idea of him. I missed having a hand to hold. I missed the illusion of safety.

Heading down Avenue A, I wondered how it was possible to be surrounded by so many people and still feel utterly alone. At Houston Street I came upon Rings of Saturn. The marquee said:


BANANAFISH UPSTRS EVRY THUR

I called Vera to see if she wanted to meet me at Rings of Saturn but she was already in bed. Then I tried Michael. He was still at practice, and I asked him if I could head down to the rehearsal space and hear the band.

“Not a good night for that,” he said. “Some other time, though.”

Inside Rings of Saturn, the main room was small, the ceiling was low enough that I could almost touch it, and everything—the walls, chairs, floor, tables, even the bar—was black. There was a staircase in the right-hand corner—also black—leading up to what I presumed was the stage.

The place was empty except for a young couple at a table in the back, and a burly bartender; I sat down and told the bartender that my brother was a member of Bananafish.

“Which one?” he said.

“Michael.”

“Which one?”

“Oh, right.” I laughed. “Caelum. The guitarist.”

The bartender nodded as if he approved. He only had one working eyeball. The other was clearly made of glass and seemed ill-fitted, bulging so far out of its socket I was afraid it might pop into my lap if he got too excited.

He asked me what I wanted and I ordered the only thing I ever drank. “Water, please. But may I have it in a martini glass with an olive?”

As the bartender fixed my drink, he educated me on the proper way to hot-wire a car. He mentioned a red wire, and warned that if I didn't do it right there was a small chance I'd be electrocuted. He told me his name was John the Baptist, and when I expressed skepticism he admitted his real name was John Barnaby. The moniker had evolved from his chosen profession.

“Dispensing the blessed liquid,” he said. “Why haven't I seen you at the shows?”

“I just moved here.”

I asked him for a refill and he said, “Want me to throw in a little vodka?”

“No, just the water, please. And another olive, unless I have to pay for it.”

“You a friend of Bill's?”

I didn't know what that meant. John explained it was a slang term for a member of Alcoholics Anonymous. He and Bill had been friends for twenty years.

“No,” I said. “I just don't drink.”

“Why not?”

I didn't feel like getting into the meat of it. That is, how the majority of my high school and college classmates got drunk every weekend, and how watching them throw up and pass out depressed me so I refrained from participating, even though this turned me into more of an outcast than I already was.

“It just seems like a bad idea,” I said, “swallowing a liquid that can be set on fire.”

Smiling, John refilled my glass. “Since you're new here, I'm going to give you some advice.” John picked up a red plastic toothpick that had been designed to look like a teeny-tiny sword. He stabbed three green, pimento-stuffed olives with it, and slid the whole thing into my drink. “On the house,” he said. “Now pay attention. If you're ever walking down the street and some psycho with a gun decides to open fire, here's what to do—don't make eye contact with him and keep walking. Do you hear me? Just pick up the pace and go in the opposite direction of the guy. Unless he's a trained assassin, in which case you're screwed. But if he's not, if he's just some postal worker or something, it's doubtful he'll be able to hit a moving target.”

I wasn't sure if John the Baptist was an eccentric or a sociopath, but I liked him either way, and I left him the last two dollars in my wallet.
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