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CHAPTER 1 
ONLY A PARTY 

	

—JONATHAN— 
If only I had seen it sooner. Kenny might be here. Scott and I might still be 

friends, and Jennifer … well, she wouldn’t have felt pushed to escape. As for us, 

Amy, there’d never been any real chance.  

 Yet I’ve come to understand that none of us is entirely to be blamed for 

what happened. How could we possibly have understood what each other needed 

when we couldn’t even see what we needed for ourselves? We’d had no guide to 

lead us through this thicket of ignorance. No one ever does. 

 Looking back, it all seems so obvious. That makes me angry. But it makes 

me sad more than anything. There was so much pointless pain. We were making 

the same mistakes over and over, never grasping that the stories we kept telling 

to ourselves were only what we wanted to be true—not what was true. For this 

I’m sorry—for all of us. 

 While each of our stories ends differently, they all begin on that first trip 

to Chicago, three years ago, the first Saturday of May 1988. 

 Scott and I came only to visit a couple of friends, Tanya and Randal. We 

were to go to a party at their place, crash on their couch, and then head back to 

Columbus the next day. It was to be one night—nothing life changing. Certainly 

nothing for anyone to die over. 

[…] 

Chapter 2 
Heading Back 

 
—Jonathan— 



	
The next morning, a couple too many cocktails last night have left me 

feeling rough. Scott’s driving us back to Columbus, which helps, but the sun’s 

still out to torture me. 

 “You know,” Scott says, “we can’t tell anyone about this. Not yet. Not 

anyone in the band. No family. Sure as hell not Amy.” 

 I let out a groan. Oh must you? Now? 

 “We’ve a lot of plans to make. Can’t afford any problems. Any drama.” 

 “Drama?” I ask, regretting it immediately. I need to play too sick to talk so 

I can think things through. 

 “Yeah, like being stood up for a gig by Sean and Marsha. Who are not 

coming with us. Like the melodramatic tantrums Amy’ll throw. Like parents 

getting all in our stuff. Every one of them trying to convince us to not go. To trip 

us up. Keep us down there. With them.” 

“Why …” Would you do that, Amy? Hold me back? 

 “No one wants to be left behind.” 

 I really need to think here, man.  

 “Columbus is a cow town,” Scott continues. “Chicago’s the next step we 

need to take. Must take. Or else we’ll end up getting old and dying here, playing 

in cover bands for a few bucks and free drinks. No. That’s for people who can’t. 

We’re people who can.” 

 “Sure. Right,” I say. “Yes. You’re right. You are.” I curl up as much as I can, 

trying to get him to shut up for now. “I’m not feeling well. Let me settle my 

stomach.” 

 “Gonna boot?” He points into my footwell. “There’s an empty bag there if 

you have to.” 

 “Right. Thanks.” 



 I twist my head away from the sunlight and close my eyes. I know Scott and 

I have to move. We’ve gotta get out of that place to get our shot—to grab 

everything we’ve been busting our asses years for. 

 But without Amy? 

 In the quiet, Scott flips on the radio and “The Theme from S Express” 

comes on. 

 “Could you,” I say, undulating my hand downward. “Just a little.” 

 He turns it down: a little.  

 This should be so simple: Move. Grab the ring. Be what you talk about being. In 

Chicago—a real town. A serious market.  

 My eyes pop open.  

 Hold on. That could be a promotion for her. A more prestigious market. So she 

can move. Sure she will; it’s a promotion. She can even live with us at first, till she 

finds her own place. 

 “So,” I say. “If she moves in with—” 

 “No!” Scott bellows, the sound of his voice ringing around the inside of my 

headache, making it more intense.  

 I grab the sides of my head.  

 “Amy? Not living with us. No chance in hell.” 

 “Yeah, okay, okay. Just thinking out loud. Forget about it.” 

 “This is for us.” 

 “Right. Got it,” I say. “Where’s a puke bag?” 

 “Down there.” 

 Reaching down, I start pushing the trash around the footwell. I knock over 

a crumpled burger bag and then see the Chicago Magazine we snagged for home. 

It’s lying open to a photo that peers through a kitchen doorway at a party full of 

people drinking; the scene looks very much like the party where I met Amy four 

and a half years ago. It was a Friday, in early May like today, after work, during 



the only time in my life I almost had a real job, back when Scott and I were so 

broke it hurt. Nothing had gone like we’d planned. We’d gotten our degrees like 

the Ps wanted and then devoted all our time to playing. We’d figured that was 

what had been holding us back: full commitment. We had part-time waiting jobs 

to cover rent and electric. But after we gave it everything we could, all our band 

Arcade Land did was leave us more broke than we’d been in college. Scott had to 

give up his gym. We were down to eating ramen noodles, and whatever was on 

the discounted dented-can and bent-box bins next to the cash registers. The 

money got so meager. The next step was to move back home. 

 Since I could type fairly well and use a ten-key calculator, we decided I’d 

get a regular daytime job to keep nights free, and he’d keep working on the band 

for us.  

 I took the only job offered: a temp. 

 It was as if I had died.  

 Alarm clock at seven. Car at eight ten. Cubicle at nine. Every place was the 

same: “Do something with this piece of paper and then something with that 

one.” Lunch at noon. Back to the cubicle at one. Glance at the clock until it’s 

four, and then stare at it in order drag the small hand down with the sheer 

weight of my eyes, until it nearly touches the five, then push the big hand up 

from the six at four thirty, past the seven, the eight, the nine, the ten, and the 

eleven, until at last it touches the twelve, freeing us all. Five o’clock! Chairs go 

back, jackets get snatched, lights go out, and the parking lot drains of cars. On 

Fridays, five o’clock turns magical, filling the room with excitement. No one is 

nearly nodding off, everyone’s feet are tapping, fingers gently rapping desks 

until the hour has struck, granting freedom for days. 

 “Freedom to do what?” I’d asked so many people, yet everyone’s plans 

sounded nearly the same, all equally bleak: Dinner, then a date with the tube for 

Moonlighting, MacGyver, or Mr. Belvedere, and then bed. Or perhaps a movie like 



Twins, “Crocodile” Dundee II, or Die Hard. Maybe a video. Occasionally a singles 

bar, hoping for a chance in the money machine to grab as much cash spinning in 

the air of that clear box as possible in thirty seconds. Week after week I heard 

this. It was desolate, passionless, and devoid of dreams. I stopped asking and 

kept to myself.  

 The months went by. Our band Arcade Land stumbled badly; people kept 

quitting, and we had fewer and fewer gigs until there were none, but by then I’d 

stopped caring that much. The rut of nine to five had metastasized, spreading to 

every part of my life; I thought more and more about five o’clock and my escape 

from those cubicles.  

 Sometimes I could hear songs struggling to form in my mind—desolate 

melodies and quiet, desperate lyrics imploring an indifferent universe to reveal 

to them that there was something else: something more than merely surviving 

yet another day. Something that felt like being truly alive. That there had to be. 

One hideous afternoon, I realized that these were also the sounds of my own 

life—sounds so different from those I’d always heard before, that I’d caught on 

paper and then loosed on stage: the sounds of growing up, of always being 

hungry, of always wanting to be older, to be bigger, to be more real, of needing 

to matter to anyone—at all—and, most urgently, to know who or what I am. 

These new sounds repulsed me. They scared me even more, for they howled that 

there was no answer, no end to this yearning. Not ever.  

 By then Scott had changed too, acting more like a happy homemaker than a 

driven band manager or striving lead guitarist, as if this, our living together, and 

talking about putting Arcade Land back together again, someday, was good 

enough. 

 The Friday I met Amy, I’d arrived home from my cubicle, unsure if I’d tell 

Scott about this party I’d heard about. I hadn’t decided if I’d go yet and could 

bail easier if I didn’t say anything. I found Scott in the kitchen, chopping 



vegetables on the counter next to a large salad bowl. Bags of groceries were on 

the table. He looked up at me and smiled. 

 “So,” he said, “How was your day?” 

 Right then, an icy slush filled my gut. This was it; I’d failed. Making it as a 

musician was a chimera, and 5:00 p.m. would be all that I would look forward to, 

free to come home, have dinner, and watch TV. The idea of being onstage—

something that had buoyed me through all trials, every setback we’d then 

overcome, and had filled my days with purpose and told me who I was—finally 

collapsed and shriveled up. It’s all been a waste of time. The three clean white 

walls of my cubicle marked out the silhouette of who I’d become. 

 Had it remained like this, I would have gone out at the end of a leather belt 

I tied around a chandelier, kicking at the smoke-filled air.  

 Though I didn’t know it, at that very moment, my deliverance was dressing 

herself for a party I’d decided I couldn’t bear to attend. 

 I shudder to think of that now; I’d almost stayed home and watched 

something on TV with Scott. I’d had every reason not to go. I would avoid having 

to face people who knew I didn’t have a band anymore, and avoid admitting that 

I was a cubicle automaton now, that I wasn’t who they thought they knew—that 

I wasn’t the person I thought I knew. 

 After dinner, I went out for cigarettes, but on the way back home, for 

reasons I still wonder at, I turned left on Neil Avenue and walked the three 

blocks to that party and straight into a different life.  

 The party was in a third-floor apartment, and once inside, the smells of 

cigarettes, kef, and incense; the sounds of the Eurythmics’ “Love is a Stranger”; 

and the sights of people like I used to hang with jarred me, as if I’d walked head 

on into a glass wall. It took me a few moments to get my bearings and find out 

that the drinks were in the kitchen. “Over there, down that hall,” somebody told 

me. 



 There, through the doorway, in the cramped, smoky kitchen, she stood next 

to a table, indifferently sipping from a half-filled plastic cup. She was nearly as 

tall as me—a couple of inches shy of six feet—and had very dark brown, almost 

black, wavy hair to her shoulders, with bright blue eyes; they looked like a cat’s 

eyes in the dark. Meticulous makeup highlighted those eyes, raised her 

eyebrows, accentuated her high cheeks, and plumped her lips. The whole effect 

betrayed that she was older than the touch of baby fat under her chin suggested, 

with a body that didn’t seem quite real. She looked like a cartoon bombshell—a 

taller, sleeker Betty Boop: full breasts, a wasplike waist that flowed into round 

hips, and long, lively legs. She was dressed to show herself off: the thick seams 

on the backs of her black stockings drew my eyes along her calves and then her 

thighs until the edge of a micromini abruptly ended the trip up her legs. A snug-

fitting gossamer top revealed a tattoo on her left breast—of what I couldn’t make 

out through the hunter-green fabric. All of her clothes were ten or twenty years 

out of date, worn rough in places and threadbare in spots. She, though, pulled 

off this type of secondhand-store shabbiness in a way few could: fiercely. 

 You have to be sleeping with someone here.  

Then I remembered I was a cubicle drone now, and that I was here only 

because it was after five on Friday—not a school night. What the hell does it 

matter if you’re free? What am I going to say? “Oh, today was a bitch. My batches 

wouldn’t add up. Three times in a row?” I’m ashamed of who I’ve become. I’m 

sleepwalking through the empty hours that make up another day.  

Still, I kept putting off leaving for another few minutes, time and again, 

lurking as I watched people laugh, talk, and simply enjoy being here. I wanted 

that too, but I felt embarrassed for myself and so out of place. It hurt being here 

like this. I decided to leave after one last cigarette.  

She was standing almost next to me when she bummed a cigarette from 

someone, and I had my Zippo in hand so lit it for her—a meaningless gesture 



that led to a smile, a first few words, and then more, and then to casual touches, 

purposeful caresses, and finally to a kiss. An hour later, we were in my 

apartment, sitting on the edge of my unmade bed, her arms draped around me. I 

slipped my hand between us and fondled the bottom button of her blouse. As our 

kisses grew deeper, I pushed the domed button through the slit that held it, and 

then I released the next and the next of those tiny black buttons until I came to 

the last.  

 As that last button of her blouse slipped from my finger, she pulled back 

and said, “You know you’re raping me.”  

 My fingers froze.  

 “I’m only seventeen. I’m not legal for six weeks.” She watched me. 

“Rapist.” 

 I stared at her, not understanding why she was saying this. Do I stop? Do 

I— 

 “You’re not going to torture me, are you,” she said, running a hand along 

the inside of my thigh. “Leave me guessing when you’re going to do it—going to 

have me.” 

 I shook my head. I don’t know if I believed she was seventeen or not. I 

want to think that I didn’t, but it wasn’t until six weeks later, on her nineteenth 

birthday, that I actually found out she’d been eighteen, and then it became clear 

that her jailbait claim was a lie to push further, to see if I could keep up with her, 

to make touching each other mean something more than merely having sex. 

 That first night, she smiled and leaned back on my bed, her shirt falling 

open, revealing her tattoo: a butterfly, its wings teardrops of reds and blues 

within thick black lines, one wing grazing a nipple. I touched the edge of a wing 

and ran my fingers around it; then I ran my fingers around the other wing until I 

came to her lavishly pink nipple. I kissed it. 

 “Rapist,” she said, unbuttoning my jeans. 



 My bedroom swallowed us whole that weekend, and every night for the 

next week, and then the weeks after. The clean white sides of my cubicles no 

longer fixed who I was; they morphed to mere walls, keeping me from my lover, 

and five o’clock transformed into the key that let me free of them and back into 

my newly vibrant life. On Friday, five o’clock meant whole days with her and late 

morning hours spent in bed as we consumed every particle of each other’s bodies 

and imbibed the merest details of each other’s lives, the sheets knotted and 

twisted around us. I felt as if we had stepped off an infinitely high precipice and, 

as we fell together, that we were actually flying. Gravity ceased to be. I’d never 

lived this vividly.  

 While Amy and I spent every moment we could unearthing the pleasures 

of being with each other, Scott grew testy, sullen, and snippy, snapping that she 

left too little milk and grumbling that he found her things around our house. 

After three weeks, hints about my true commitment to reforming Arcade Land 

sprung up whenever we talked. 

 While Scott the grump grumbled, Amy expanded me. Opened me up to 

things I’d never known, such as Lawrence Durrell’s The Alexandria Quartet. 

“Passionate existentialism” is how she described it. 

 I scoffed.  

 “Shows we truly exist only through our passions.” She rolled up against 

me in bed. “One of my favorite quotes is ‘There are only three things to be done 

with a woman,’ said Clea once. ‘You can love her, suffer for her, or turn her into 

literature.’”  

 “Love, lose, or preserve?” 

 “You’re a writer.” 

 “A songwriter. Yes.” 

 “Then turn me into a song. Or three. Preserve me. Preserve us.”   

 These words would soon change everything. For all of us.  



	
Chapter 9 

This Is the End 

—Scott— 

 

 “Jonathan,” I say, standing on the bumper of the yellow Penske truck. 

“That’s it, right?” I’m holding a pebble-skin black travel case. It’s gouged and 

duct-taped. The logo of White Heat is peeling off and hard to recognize. “I’ve got 

the mics right here.” Lifting the case over the bass bins and the Marshall amp, I 

stuff it into a milk crate full of power cables. 

 Gigs hardly pay enough to cover a rental, so we always go with the 

cheapest cargo van possible. But tonight we rented a ten-foot moving truck to 

figure out how much stuff we can take to Chicago. Our gear takes up the three or 

so feet, with room above. Means we’re leaving our beat-to-shit couch and 

probably all of our furniture behind. It’s all crap anyway. No loss. All we really 

have to have is our mattresses, clothes, equipment, stereo, vinyl, and CDs. 

 New city, new stuff.  

 “Sean and Marsha are already on their way, right?” Jonathan asks.  

 “Sure as hell better be.” 

 Standing next to the truck, he’s already dressed up as a junkie rock star: 

long hair, forehead all sweaty, ripped jeans, a tight T-shirt showing off his 

skinny chest and flat belly, a thick black belt covered in studs, and Dr. Martens 

with yellow laces. He does like his costumes.  

 I jump off the bumper and slam the doors shut.  

 The Main-High’s a dump, but there and Crazy Mama’s are the two places 

we’ve played the most. We’re practically the house band at Mama’s.  



 I shove the nostalgia out of my head: Randal called earlier today. The loft 

is ready. Now we have to take possession by June first. We’ve five days to pack up 

and move. No time for bullshit.  

 Tonight’s gig is about not burning bridges. White Heat will never play 

another note after tonight, but we need their demo tape to get restarted, as well 

as their good references. No matter what we change our band’s name to, we’ll 

still be Scott Marshall and Jonathan Starks, with our reputations. We can’t 

escape that. Not yet.  

 “Amy’s not going to be there, right?” I ask.  

 “Said she had to work on some big project,” he says. 

 One less thing to worry about.  

 He climbs in through the passenger door. I pull myself up into the cab and 

fall into the driver’s seat.  

 “Last time,” he says, matter-of-factly.  

 “That it is,” I say, jamming the key into the ignition. The chunky plastic 

fob whacks the dash. The engine turns over, and the truck shudders. 

 “Let’s roll.”  

 The way’s familiar. I start us down Neil Avenue, turn right on King 

Avenue to High Street, and then right again, past the very end of the south 

campus bars. Crazy Mama’s appears on the left. We’ll go there one last time for 

shits and giggles. Now we’re driving through the Short North and all the 

galleries. We hit downtown, go past the Lincoln LaVeque tower, and then hit a 

rougher part of town: the South Side.  

 Jonathan’s been watching the closed stores and offices pass by. He has a 

wistful look on his face.  

 Right then I’ve the urge to punch that look off his face. There’s no room 

for doubt. Or regret. Not anymore.  

 “When should I announce it’s our last show?” he asks.  



 “Why do it at all?” 

 “Seems appropriate, don’t you think? A sort of eulogy show.” 

 “No. I don’t. We’ll know. That’s enough. If we announce it, do you think 

that Sean and Marsha’d play?” 

 “No idea.” 

 “They won’t. That I can tell you,” I say. “They’ll get pissed and refuse. 

And then we won’t play. One of our most important references goes bye-bye.” 

 “Guess so.” 

 “Come on. We need good recommendations to get started in Chicago. And 

not playing because we broke up right before a show is not a recommendation 

that will help.” 

 “Yeah. After the show then?” 

 “Not right after, but after we pack up and get home. Then we’ll tell ’em.” 

 “Yeah.” 

 “The loft is ours. We are leaving. Hard enough getting that done. Why 

make it harder?” 

 “Right. Got it,” he says. “We’ll know. They won’t. And they’ll leave like 

always, and we’ll leave and never come back. And yes, yes, I know—it’s for a 

reason. For our … ascension. Butterflies bursting from cocoons.” He taps his foot 

on the floor of the truck. “I got it. You’re right.”  
 I can feel his eyes on my face. I meet his gaze.  

 “Rock ’n’ roll, man,” he says.  

 “It’ll be a good show,” I say. “A great show. White Heat’s last.”  

 I pull the truck up to the back door in the alley behind the Main-High and 

park. The back door’s open, and Sean’s leaning up against the wall. He flicks 

away a butt.  

 “Marsha said she’d be a few minutes late,” Sean says. “Got stuck at work.” 

 “Yeah,” I say. “Course.” 



 I unlock the back of the truck, and we start unloading. It’s great to be 

playing first tonight. Don’t have to deal with someone unloading as we’re 

loading and busting ass to make start time.  

 First come the big W-bins: two heavy black wooden boxes, each with a 

fifty-pound bass speaker nailed inside, facing backward. If the top of one were 

off, it would look like a W inside. They weigh an easy 150 pounds each. We’ve 

had these for years, and they are beat to hell, all gouged and scratched and 

covered with blotches from duct tape and stickers. I take one handle of the top 

W-bin, and Sean the other. We slide it off.  

 Jonathan climbs into the truck while Sean and I lug the first W-bin to the 

door. We carry the next W-bin through the doorway and to a curtain in the back 

of the Main-High. Sean pulls it back, revealing the dinky stage. It’s a twenty-

foot-wide by ten-foot-deep riser shoved into the back of the room. There’s a six-

inch step onto the stage. We shuffle across the painted plywood with the W-bin. 

Light from two white floods pours onto the stage. Against it I can’t see into the 

bar. The jukebox is playing “Sheena is a Punk Rocker.” I can hear some shouts. 

Some laughing. Something hitting a table. I’m guessing the place is decently full.  
 Sean and I leave the W-bin on the far side, near where he’ll be playing 

bass.  

 All the monitors here are decent, so we don’t have to worry about setting 

up based on which monitors suck the most or don’t work at all. Jonathan will 

have his keyboard in front of the monitor at center stage. Marsha and Sean each 

get their own. I can listen to myself in Jonathan’s. It’s small consolation for the 

fifty dollars, plus a buck a person with our flyer before ten, and the round of 

drinks we’ll get for playing tonight. Plus “the exposure” we’re always reminded 

of.  

 The worthless exposure.  



 Front stage, Jonathan puts down a crate of cables and an armful of mic 

stands. After Sean and I haul in the second bin, I head back for my Marshall amp. 

Jonathan sets up the three front mic stands and plugs the mics into the snake. 

Here a galvanized steel box full of connection slots with a thick cable that leads 

to the house soundboard. I’m taping cables down.  

 “Where the hell is Marsha?” I ask. “She still has a drum kit to set up.” 

 Sean shrugs. “Said she’d be here.” 

 “Here,” Jonathan says. “Let’s start setting her up.” 

 “Let me get my guitar handled. Be right over.” 

 I kneel next to my amp, unlatch the guitar case, and open it.  

 Picking my Stratocaster up, I take the strap and pull a ring at either end of 

it around a peg on the body. I hang the guitar on my shoulder. It feels good 

there. I run one hand up the neck and drag my fingers across the strings with my 

other, and a memory surges into me of the first time I played this guitar, my first 

brand-new one, in front of an audience right here. On this stage. That show 

kicked ass. Too bad you weren’t here to see it, Sammy.  

 I plug my tuning box into the bottom of the guitar and strum each string, 

tightening or loosening the pegs as the meter tells me. Then I plug it into my 

amp and set it in its stand.  

 Still no Marsha. She gonna no-show?  
 I grab the setlists and tape one on the floor in front of Sean’s mic, one in 

front of where I’ll stand, one next to the bass drum for Marsha, and one to the 

right of Jonathan’s stool, sideways, so he can read it sitting down.  

 “We’re done,” Jonathan says. “Well, as much as we can be without her. 

She’ll have to do the rest. Wow.” He shakes his head. “I’m glad Amy’s not 

coming to our—” 

 “Jonathan,” I say sternly. “Let’s get her stool set up. It’s right there.” 

 “Oh,” he says, alarmed. “Yes. Right.”  



 “Not coming where?” Sean asks. 

 “Last show,” Jonathan says. “Before we, you know. Try out… new… 

material. A new sound.” He turns to get the stool.  

 Sean frowns. He turns to me and shrugs. 

 “Have to ask him after the show. I’ll check out the crowd.” 

 I walk offstage and into the bar, hoping she hasn’t decided to make this 

the show she misses. We need this reference. Once I can see in the dark again, I 

look around the room. Most of the tables are full. Even the ones near the stage. 

Not bad for a Thursday, even though most of these people aren’t here for us. 

They’re here to get drunk. Or lucky. We’re the accidental soundtrack. But 

someday they’ll all say, “I was there that night.” The last time we played here.  

 Finally Marsha shows up. Even though she’s late, she took the time to get 

dressed up. She’s wearing black half boots, torn fishnets, a short black skirt, and 

a Bundeswehr T-shirt. Like Siouxsie Sioux, her eyes are kohled and her hair is 

dyed black and tossed around as if she rolled out of bed to get here. Fake JBF 

look. That’s her problem. She’s not Siouxsie Sioux. She didn’t just get laid. She 

was serving other people their dinners. 
 “Hey,” Marsha says. “Sorry I’m late. But it’s no trouble, right?” 

 “Nope,” I say. Not after tonight. “We’ll have to skip the sound check. What 

can you do?” 

 After helping Marsha with the last of her drum kit, the high-hat cymbals 

and tom-toms, I lock up the truck. 

 The bartender gives me a wave, and I hold up the set list. He picks up the 

phone to call the soundman. This place only has a basic soundboard—four 

channels—so it’s useless for anything but blasting out sound straight ahead and 

controlling feedback.  

 Walking up to the bar with a copy of the set list, I smell the stale beer and 

cigarettes.  



 Smells like ex-bands tonight.  

 Looking back at the stage, I see the band that soon won’t be: a Siouxsie 

Sioux waitress on drums, a hipster waiter patting his bass. And then there is the 

real talent, with long blond hair hanging around his face, walking his fingers 

down his keyboard. The one who’s escaping with me. Got that, Amy? With me. 
 The soundman taps my shoulder from behind. He’s an ex-biker and looks 

like it with his long hair, beard, barrel chest, and belly to match.  

 “Let’s have it,” he says.  

 I hand him the set list. “Same as the last few times. Same order. Nothing 

fancy.”  

 “Yeah,” he says, glancing at the sheet. “I remember this. We’ll have to 

wing it without a sound check. Setting up late. Don’t come to me if you get 

wicked feedback.” His grin’s full of yellowing and crooked teeth.  

 “We’ve done it before,” I say.  

 “’Course, man,” he says before climbing up a ladder of wood boards nailed 

to the wall that leads to the sound booth over the bar. 

 Looking back at the stage, I watch the three of them running through 

their last preparations: tuning, feeling distances between drums and cymbals, 

and caressing keys. I imagine the opening of Apocalypse Now: the slow-moving 

helicopter is flying in front of the stage, and following it, huge plumes of fire are 

bursting up. Not at the edge of a jungle, but across the stage. I hear Jim Morrison 

singing “this is the end/my only friend, the end.” The napalm consumes 

everything from bass bin to bass bin: the drums, the bass, the guitar, everyone. 

Afterward, though, I won’t be in some hotel room in Saigon, drunk, waiting for a 

mission like Willard. I’ve given myself my mission. Chicago. With Jonathan. And a 

band. To get a contract. 
 I head to the stage and my Stratocaster. I put it on. It does feel good 

hanging from my shoulder and leaning on my hip. I switch it and then the amp 



on. I lightly touch a string. It hums, signaling Marsha to sit behind her drum kit, 

Sean to pick up his bass, and Jonathan to switch on his keyboard.  

 The Buzzcocks’ “Orgasm Addict” plays on the jukebox as Sean thumps 

each of his four bass strings. 

 The weight of the guitar’s neck in my hand, and my fingers pinning the 

strings to the frets, makes it feel like time to play. I give the final look at 

everyone. Our drummer nods. Our bassist nods. Jonathan takes a deep breath 

and unfolds his hands above his keyboard. 

 The lights dim. The jukebox cuts off.  

 In the sudden quiet, I pick out the opening notes of “Amy’s Face” on my 

guitar. My fingers gather speed across the strings. Simple drumbeats join. Then 

the bass line fills in the sound.  
 Strings jump, leap, and shimmer under my fingers. Our music fills the 

darkness beyond the lights. Right then, Jonathan’s fingers fall onto the keys and 

the song soars away. His voice, sonorous and urgent, erupts, joining the music: 

 Singing how her face is as familiar as his greatest fear, as his favorite 

fantasy, of bodies writhing in the dark, asking her go dance this one last song 

with him, like a madness that can’t ever end. Asking her to dance. 

 And they do dance. I can hear them hitting chairs, knocking into tables.  

 The rest of the set unfolds until, eventually, the music stops. I hear 

applause. Whistles. Shouts.  

 For an encore, we play the song everyone comes to hear—“The Ritual.” 

The keyboard starts with a throbbing, whirling opening. I hear a few “Oh yeahs!” 

and whistles. Then I start my precise, relentless line. The bass joins, and then 

the drums. Tonight there’s a charge in the room—an urge to move, dance, and 

thrash. And they do, until our instruments fall silent. The only sound is their 

dancing, and then whistles and applause. I switch off my guitar.  



 There’s a crowd of dancers in front of the stage. I see a lot of them 

pumping their fists. With the lights in his face, Jonathan’s still got that 

otherworldly look: not completely here, not exactly someplace else.  

 In a moment, he comes back to the here and now.  

 “Thank you, thank you so much,” he says, his hands resting on his 

keyboard. “Especially since this is such a special night.” 

 “Don’t,” I blurt. “No! No!”  

 “Special because what you’ve just seen is the very last performance of 

White Heat. Scott and I start anew in Chicago next week. We’ll be in a new band 

with a new name. Then, when we come back, you can say, ‘I was there that 

night.’” 

 There are shouts, and a few calls for “one more.” 

 “Dumbass,” I say, yanking the cord out of my guitar.  

 Then she emerges from the crowd of dancers right in front of the stage—

tall, with wavy dark brown hair to her shoulders, and blue eyes full of pissed-

off—Amy.  

 

CHAPTER 16 

ANOTHER STUPID TANYA THING 
 

—JENNIFER— 
	

“Jennifer,” our receptionist says on the speaker, “Mr. Beardsley again. Line 

two.” 

 I pick up the phone. “Tell him I’ll call him back in fifteen, okay? Thanks.” 

I hang up.  



 “Okay,” I say to Kenny. He’s sitting at my desk at Les Femmes. We’re 

looking over his headshots and comps, and deciding what he needs to get his 

compcard ready. A lot.  

 “How old is this?” I ask, holding up a glossy eight-by-ten. 

 “Couple of years.” 

 “Looks older,” I say, leaning over to him, getting serious. “You’re pretty. 

Everyone says that. You know it. So, yes, pretty boy needs to be here. But you’ve 

got this androgynous look, which is really hot right now. This shot looks like it’s 

for a shopping-mall boy band. It’s outdated, and it’s not your strongest suit—at 

all.” 

 He rumples his face. At least he’s not fragile. A lot of kids tear up when I 

get after them like this. I’ve stopped trying to set them straight about how this 

works, telling them that, unlike in a movie, when I say good-bye, there won’t be 

that last-second call to replace the star who got sick. That’s the hope I always 

see glistening in the tears. I can’t stand that. 

 “The whole idea behind a compcard is to show your range. You are going 

to need more looks. Here.” I reach over to pick up a compcard and hand it to 

him. “See this? It’s for Lynda Travers. She’s not just going Irish or cute redhead. 

Here, intense eyes. Here, a three-quarter shot. More looks, more bookings.” I 

nod to see if he gets it.  

 He nods back.  

 “We need more to work with. Has anyone else done recent shots for you?” 

 “No. I thought Ron was.” 

 “That’s kinda what tonight’s about. But you can, and need to, arrange 

stuff on your own. But have the photographer talk me first. I’ll screen out the 

freeloaders and idiots.” 

 “What tonight’s about?”  



 “I told you when you got here,” I say. “Wendy’s expecting you to show up 

at a party with her. Ron’s supposed to be there.”  

 “Where at?”  

 “Some loft in Wicker Park.” 

 “You know who’s going to be there?” 

 “Not really.”  

 He gives a petulant grimace. “Why do I have to go?” 

 “Wendy said so. Look, I don’t want to go either. I hate these parties.” 

 “What parties?” 

 “Favors for Tanya,” I say, sighing. “Look, it’s nothing life changing—

unless you don’t go. Tanya asked for you, specifically, to show up. We’re 

supposed to check out Ron’s new studio, which is in this loft where these friends 

of Tanya live. They’re in a band or something like that.” 

 “A band?” he asks, perking up.  

 I shrug. “Friends of Tanya.” 

 “Oh. Right. Friends of Tanya,” he says, shoulders slumping.  

 “I know. But it won’t kill you to show up.” 

 “What’s with her and Wendy?” 

 “Tanya got Wendy into the business—helped her start Les Femmes. In 

other words, if Tanya says ‘come,’ Wendy goes. And if Wendy says ‘go,’ we go.” 

 “Bunch of airhead seventeen-year-old models, and trolls trying to pick 

them up.” 

 “You’ve actually met the guys who live there.” 

 “Who?” 

 “Back in May. Big party at Tanya’s place. That guy with long hair. Got 

introduced in a big way. From Columbus. He and Tanya go way back I hear.” 

 “Oh. He’s cute,” Kenny says. “He was with that really big dude.” 

 “Think so.” 



 “They together together?” he interlaces the fingers of his hands. 

 “Don’t know. Don’t care.” 

 “And they’re in a band?” 

 “That’s why they’re here, and why Ron has a studio now, and why we’re 

going.” 

 “So maybe it’s not just another stupid Tanya thing.” 

 I shush him. “Watch it.” 

 He looks around to see if anyone heard him. 
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