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                         Chapter 1



   She came in during the fourth and last set of the night. It must have been then, because I hadn't seen her earlier, and I know I would've -- Andrew's isn't that big a club. She took her position on Babe Row at the edge of the stage, looking out of place in the middle of what seemed like a platoon of cookie-cutter mousse-abusing Spandex queens. Her hair was black, not the stock dyed blonde, and it didn't have the high-stacked look of the other metal babes. She was dressed differently, too. She wore a black T-shirt and dark blue jeans. She was swaying, and I saw there was no bra, and that she didn't need one. Her hips looked just about wide enough for my hands to fit around them perfectly.

   Until she came in, it was another Andrew's Friday night. The Selekt was practically the house band at Andrew's, so I was pretty well guaranteed my 500 a week, which kept me in drumsticks, anyway, with all the groupies I could eat. It had been three years since we had formed the band, and we were still doing the covers -- but our price was higher. It didn't make it that much more interesting, but it beat the shit out of selling carpet at the local "Dalton Georgia Outlet," which I had been doing before the gigs got regular. Maybe that was the problem. Everything had gotten regular, and 25 is too young for that.

   Even the girls had grown regular and pathetic. I mean, I can maybe see wanting to fuck David Lee Roth or Axl, but we were just another bar band, doing Cincinnati metal for the sons and ah yes, the daughters of the drones at Procter and God and Eastgate Mall. The daughters didn't seem to mind, though, and they were usually good for groceries when things got tight and the bill for rehearsal space came due. They were good old-fashioned corn-fed Midwestern missionary fucks, and they'd be at the edge of the stage every Friday night.

   This girl was different. I knew somehow that if I didn't get to talk to her tonight, I'd never see her again, and I knew I wanted to see her again. I gave the sticks a twirl and stared right at her. Then I gave her the "MTV face," trying to look cool, bored, and threatening at the same time. Only the bored came easily. She didn't seem impressed, but she didn't leave, and she was looking back, anyway. I saw it as a plus, but I was a little worried. Charlie had spotted her, too, and guitarists outrank drummers on the pussy magnetism scale. "Smoke on the Water" was up, and Charlie dropped to his knees in front of the new girl, cranking that power chord holy trinity. Right about then, though, Charlie's flavor of the month showed up with the beer, so he was back out of the picture. Looked like my lucky night.

   She was still there when we finished the set twenty minutes later. I went to the bar to get another pitcher and a couple of plastic cups. I was still waiting when I got the tap on the shoulder. I turned around and she was there. "Hi," I said. "What'd you think?"

   "Pretty good," she said, "but you could do better. What's your name?"

   Normally, I just give them the stage name. That's all the mousseheads really want. Their friends might recognize Robbie Rock. But I didn't do that with her. "Kenny Rockford." I knew a guy once who was into all the black magic Satan bullshit -- he said that the only real power was in names. Seemed like the only name he really knew was Ozzy, though, so I never took him too seriously. "Who are you?"

   "Jean Cassidy." Her voice was direct, and a little deep, but not as deep as her eyes -- the blue of a drowning pool.

   She leaned back, elbows against the edge of the bar, angling her hips and thighs toward me. I admired the merchandise, definitely some potential for the Spam hammer. The bartender showed up with the pitcher and cups. I brushed against Jean as I reached for the stuff.

  I think it always helps if the first touch seems accidental. But it seemed like she was brushing against me while I was brushing against her, so maybe it wasn't necessary. She gave good brush.

   "Do you play, Jean?"

   "Music? A little guitar. 'Stairway to Heaven,' my own stuff."

   "Yeah?" I was a little disappointed. Another "Check this tune out" hustle. Oh well, I still might get laid. "Maybe we can jam sometime."

   "Maybe," she said. She didn't seem in any hurry, though.

   "You got a number? We could talk."

   "Why wait?" she said. She looked straight at me. "Follow me home. It's not far from here, and I'll take it slow." She smiled then, the first smile of hers I'd seen. It was as good as the rest of her. Away from the stage lights, I saw that her skin was pale, almost blue. No tracks on the arms, though, and she was solid-looking enough for me to know she wasn't into any heavy shit.

   I knew this game, though. "Okay, but be gentle."

   She shook her head. "Guess again. Let's go." And she left, and I followed her out to the lot. Going through the door, I checked my back pocket. The balloon was there. I might play drums, but I'm not stupid -- no glove, no love.

   She was driving a Mustang -- about an '84. She did live pretty close, across the Ohio River, in Kentucky. Jean's apartment was in a complex on U.S. 27, near Southgate Music. I pulled in alongside her. She was out of her car before I had gotten out of mine. I followed her up the stairs, down a beige hallway with brown carpeting, to number 43. She unlocked the door. I followed her in, closing the door behind me. She locked it, turned, and was on me.

   Her mouth was open, and she wrapped herself around me like fog. I couldn't have fit a playing card between us, but I wouldn't have wanted to. In seconds, I had a hard-on she could have done chinups on. She had the T-shirt off just as fast, and I saw her nipples were rock-hard. I ran my hand over her left breast. She shivered like a dog and said, "Now, Kenny," and was clawing at my jeans. I helped her with mine, and she helped me with hers, and we were standing there naked, my back pressed against the cold wood veneer of the door, her hand tightening around my cock. She led me to the bedroom. I didn't fight. I would have taken her there on the welcome mat if she had wanted it.

   I was on my back on a light blue sheet with flowers on it. Jean shook out her shoulder-length hair and tongued my nipple. She was on it as if she had known in advance that it was the panic button. Her kisses moved up my neck like she was devouring me, and her hand kept working my chest. She locked her thighs around mine, and I was enveloped in her.

   We were moving like pistons, and I felt like I was caught in a machine. There was sweat on my lip. She licked it off. We were touching each other like we had always known what the other wanted. With every move, she gasped and told me what we were doing, with that word the Catholic schoolgirls did but didn't use. She spoke in harsh whispers, and when we came, we locked up like a game of freeze tag at the Playboy Mansion.

   Even as we relaxed, Jean stayed on me, holding me inside her as long as possible. When I knew I could speak again, I took a deep breath, feeling my chest brush against those full breasts, and said, "Jesus, Jean. What planet are you from?"

    "Do you care?" she asked, and I realized I didn't. A few minutes later, I had to piss. Some guys fall asleep after sex; I have to piss. I threaded my way out from between her legs and walked stiff-legged to the bathroom. As I turned away from the toilet I saw the door to the bathroom, which I had closed behind me. A man's bathrobe was draped over the towel bar. Either that, or Jean was a cross-dresser in extra-large. This was not good; I had seen good before and it didn't look anything like this.

   When I returned to the bedroom, Jean had turned on the stereo. "Black Friday," by Megadeth. I didn't see any point in waiting. "Whose robe is that in there?"

   "Mark's," she said, "My husband."

   "Right," I said. "Well, Jean, it's been fun, but guys get shot for this kind of shit, so I guess I'd better get out of here." I started for the living room and my clothes, but she stopped me.

   "Hey, calm down. Mark's out of town. He fixes big machines in factories -- kind of a troubleshooter. He travels a lot. You're safe from him -- it's me you gotta worry about." She smiled again, but this time it looked kind of hungry, and I looked like the appetizer, main course and dessert. I returned to the bed. It was worth my while.

   I left Jean's apartment about five that morning. The sky grew lighter as I crossed the river on the I-471 bridge. By the time I reached my duplex in Reading, I had been forced to open a window, letting the cold morning air into the car so I would stay awake. As I undressed, I found the rubber, still in its plastic wrapper, still waiting in the back pocket of my jeans. I held it in my palm, and it seemed to accuse me. I was too tired to cop a plea. Finally, I collapsed onto the sofa bed, and the last thing I remembered, falling asleep, was the smell of Jean, like orchids on my skin.�

                         Chapter 2



   I woke up a little after noon. I clicked on the TV, more from force of habit than anything -- new cartoons are about as gratifying as falsies. It didn't really matter, though. Even the wrestling shows were over, and Saturday afternoon TV is a lot like watching paint dry. Still, I've killed my share of Saturday afternoons that way. I switched off the tube and turned the stereo on. I don't know why it is, but I hate quiet rooms, even when I sleep. I always have a TV or stereo on, whether I'm at home or in a motel. It's not like I actually listen to it, but it's always there. My CD player randomly selected Dream Theater as I walked to the bathroom.

   Since The Selekt was the closest thing to a glam band in town, and image is most of the battle, I had gotten into the habit of shaving daily. I didn't like it, too lazy, I guess. But at least I wasn't wearing makeup, so I saw shaving as a compromise.

   I did the usual inventory and zit patrol while I waited for the faucet to warm up. My hair is black, pretty long, about halfway down my back. I knew that when I got into the shower, it'd reek of cigarette smoke. Occupational hazard. I wondered if musicians got black lung. I guess I'm pretty average-looking, but I fall somewhere between Paul McCartney and Rondo Hatton. By two o'clock at Andrew's, the typical Spandexer is about as likely to pick Rondo, so I wasn't hurting.

   My eyes are green, and my nose looks like it may have been broken once, but it hasn't. When anyone asks, I tell them I got hit in the face once with a chain at a biker bar. It's a lie, but it helps the image -- makes me seem like "trouble is my business, sweetheart." I mean, I can take care of myself if I need to, but I figure that's what the bouncers are for, and if I hurt my hands, I don't make any money, so why take chances if I don't have to? I think my mouth is too small, but I can eat with it, so I guess it serves its purpose.

   I'm pretty tall, about six-three or four, and I weigh one-eighty or so. My mom says I look sickly, but it's all part of the Look -- compared to Keith Richards, I'm Schwarzenegger. It cracks me up when I hear about these bands hiring personal trainers. When a third of your diet comes in styrofoam cartons, food loses a lot of its charm. Anyway, staying thin isn't a real hassle, I don't smoke, and hauling equipment keeps me in pretty good shape.

   All told, I think I look like one of the kids you see playing video games at the mall; you know, the ones in denim jackets who raid Dad's liquor cabinet until he marks the booze level with a pencil. Only I'm older, and so I look like the guy you won't let your daughter see. Of course, she'll get pissed at you, and I'll nail her anyway, some Saturday night when she reeks of sloe gin. But I guess that's your problem, huh?

   Then I looked at my neck, and swore. It was covered with purple marks. Jean had been a busy little sucker -- pardon the expression -- last night. I guessed I'd be in makeup that night after all. It just doesn't do to come off stage and have some moussehead giggling about carpet burns. Besides, most of them probably have carpet burns on their knees anyway, so... 

   I lathered my face and chest and started shaving. I used to feel   like a fag when I started shaving my chest, but it's an MTV thing to do. Bands like The Selekt have a uniform as restricted as IBM, and you either play by those rules, or you call yourself an artist and hustle carpet to the bluehairs in Mallville. So I got used to shaving my chest.

   As I showered, I thought about Jean, and that hot tongue and those smooth hard thighs, and I found myself with a perfectly good boner and nowhere to use it. Rather then waste it, I took the law into my own hands, and a couple of minutes later, the makings of a doctor, lawyer, or architect were swirling down the drain. Oh, well, it was one more trip to Confession, if I ever turned Catholic.

   After getting out of the shower, and toweling off, I put on my blue jeans, got the morning paper off my front stoop, and stretched out on the sofa again with a set of obsolete news. Tensions were rising somewhere in Africa, but they always were, so I put the front page down and looked for the comics. They were in the sports section, which is much more efficient, I think -- sort of like a newspaper multiple orgasm. I saved "Calvin and Hobbes" for last; it's my favorite strip. Calvin is as cool as six gets. I'd like to have a kid that cool. I'm just saying that; he'd probably drive me fucking crazy.

   I adjusted the blinds to let more sun into the living room, and blinked a couple of times before I went back to the sofa. The sofa wasn't much to go back to; neither was the rest of the room. The stereo and TV I bought new, and they're okay, but the rest of the furniture either came with the place, or was crap I picked up along the way.

   The sleeper sofa came from a girl I used to know. She was slumming from law school over at UC, and met me at a show. We got together for a while, but she wound up with a guy at the prosecutor's office and I wound up with a sofa she didn't need when she was moving in with him. I felt kind of weird about it for a while, but there was always another girl in the clubs somewhere, and after enough of them, the sofa was just furniture. My coffee table was a footlocker I grabbed at an army surplus store, and it was covered with old newspapers and copies of Modern Drummer -- the folks in Florida got me a subscription each Christmas.

   I was looking at the baseball statistics when somebody knocked on the door. It wasn't just a couple of knocks, either. It was bang, bang, bang, bang, bang, like some Chinese Doorknocker torture. "Jesus H. Christ, I'm coming, enough already." I opened the door and Jean was standing there. Before I could say anything, she walked past me, into the living room.

   "What are you doing here?" I asked. "How do you know where I live?" It bugged me. I don't give my address out, and my phone is unlisted. I spend enough time dealing with people at gigs. My home is off-limits.

   "It was easy," Jean said, and smiled with that hungry smile. "I called the electric company, and said I was your wife, and we hadn't been getting our bill, and would they tell me what address they had for us? Then I thanked them for being so helpful and got my little Mustang on the road. Aren't you glad to see me?"

   "Well, I guess... I mean, yeah. I just was a little startled, that's all. Look, you want a coke or something?" She nodded, and I went to the kitchen, got out a couple of Bugs Bunny glasses I had bought at Shell for 59 cents each, iced them, and filled them out of a two-liter bottle of coke. Breakfast of champions.

   When I returned to the living room, she was sitting on the sofa, sort of wedged into the left rear corner, with her left leg pulled up under her and her right foot dangling a few inches above the floor. The stereo was playing Secret Treaties by Blue Oyster Cult. I gave her one of the glasses and sat in the ratty old Papa-San chair I had bought at a yard sale. I was torn between the discomfort of having her show up on my doorstep and the relief of seeing that she looked just as good in daylight. She was wearing a Metallica T-shirt from the Master of Puppets tour, and cut-off shorts that had been sweat pants in a previous life. She drank from her coke; I had a sip of mine.

   Neither of us said anything for a few minutes. I was waiting to see why she had come here, when she could have seen me that night at Andrew's. Of course, Mark could have been returning to town that evening, but I wanted to hear it from her. The air conditioner was running, vibrating a little in the window. "I hate pet stores, Kenny," she said. "Kittens spend their days in glass cages with wire tops until someone buys them. Then they spend the rest of their lives in houses. They aren't made for that, Kenny. Cats are supposed to do what they want to do and go where they want to go. No wonder they claw the furniture. They probably hate us. Or they should."

   I didn't know what to make of this -- I mean, it seemed like kook city, but I think it's in pretty bad taste to throw someone out of your house when you've been whacking off over them an hour earlier. So I said, "Well, it beats having them go to the pound and being put to sleep."

   "It's the same thing," she said. "They're still being put to sleep. It just isn't as obvious, and they spend a few years walking around first." She leaned forward, pulling the hem of her shirt over her right knee. She was looking at me like I was supposed to read something in her eyes. I didn't. They were just eyes, dark blue. She looked away, drank some more of her coke. Ice rattled in the glass, and there was a ring of water on the table where her glass had been. My glass was on the carpet, beside my feet.

   Blue Oyster Cult was singing about clocks striking twelve and hiding places. "Astronomy" -- it's one of my favorite songs. I don't know why, but it always seems to remind me of the girl I didn't meet, and that I wouldn't meet, not in Cincinnati, not at Andrew's. On the other hand, I probably wouldn't have recognized her if I had met her, so I took what I could have, and let B.O.C. worry about the girls who walk at night on beaches in Maine.

   "I," Jean said, "am exactly five feet, five and three-eighths inches tall. Do you know how I know that?" I shrugged; it seemed like a rhetorical question. I was right, it was. "My husband and I were walking to the car two weeks ago. On a Wednesday. He told me to stop. I did. He had a tape measure on a clip on his belt. He unhooked it and measured me. Then he had me measure him. He's five-ten and three sixteenths. He had me hook the end of the tape measure under the heel of his shoe."

   "Why did he do that, Jean?"

   "I don't know. It seemed to make him happy. He smiled when the tape measure would make that sliding snickety sound, rolling back up." She had finished her drink, and motioned toward me with the empty glass. I came and got it and took it to the kitchen and filled it from the two-liter bottle and brought it back to her. She nodded, taking the glass in her right hand; I sat back down.

   "Mark was an orphan," she said. "He grew up at a children's home out West somewhere. Montana, Wyoming -- someplace with mountains and cows. He worked in the metal shop. He told me he liked it there. Things fit. Having things fit is very important to him. He eats his meals one thing at a time. First the roast, then the mashed potatoes, then the corn. He says I'm the one wild card in his deck." Jean was looking above my head at nothing in particular. She seemed focused on a point just above my head and about four feet in front of me.

   Her right hand jerked closed; the glass shattered in her hand. Coke and ice and shards of glass fell to the carpet. It felt like a freeze-frame; her fingers weren't bleeding yet, but they would bleed in a second or two. I gave her a wide berth and ran to the bathroom to get a towel, some peroxide and some band-aids. I didn't know if the band-aids would be enough, but it was all I had. I hoped I wouldn't step on any broken glass in my bare feet as I made my way back to her. I didn't.

   When I got back, Jean was sucking on her right index finger and picking up glass and ice with her left hand. I sat down beside her and took her right hand. The index finger was cut pretty badly, but not very deep. There were other cuts but they were even more minor. "It shouldn't need stitches," I said, as I went into my Kenny Welby, M.D. mode.  "This won't hurt," I said, as I put some peroxide on the cuts. She flinched when I put the band-aid on her first finger, but she didn't jerk her hand away or anything. "How's that?" I asked.

   "That's fine," she said quietly. She looked pretty embarrassed. "Kenny, I'm sorry."

   "Don't sweat it," I said. "It was a cheap glass anyway." I reached over and patted her right shoulder. She took my hand in her left hand and moved it down to her breast. Then she leaned into me and kissed me. I tasted her blood as her tongue rushed over mine. She bore me down, although not all the way; there wasn't room on the sofa. She wrapped her legs around me and pulled herself closer, breaking the kiss and pushing my head toward her breasts. Then she pulled her shirt up with her good hand and arched her back. I kissed her nipple. She raked her fingers across my back. It stung, followed by the chill of scraped skin. I worked my way to a standing position with her thighs still squeezing my hips, and carried her to the bedroom.

   I was on top this time, and it was a good old Me-Tarzan-You-Jane at first. She locked her hands in my hair and pulled my face down to hers. Her hand started bleeding again. I felt it warm and sticky in my hair and caught the salty, metallic smell. She tightened her hips and my arms went weak and I collapsed against her. I gasped and shook and she rode my spasms home in turn. Her hips kept rocking. I couldn't speak; I couldn't force breath through my throat. I heard a clicking sound far away and realized in my mind's back rooms that it was the grinding of my teeth. My throat had relaxed enough for me to scream when she stopped, and I didn't have to. Instead, I let the air out in a slow sigh. She turned onto her right side, her legs still wrapped around me.

   A few minutes later, she spoke. "He wants to measure me, Kenny. He wants to measure me. And then he'll make me fit." I stroked her hair and murmured something, not knowing the words I spoke, or even if they were words at all. We sent out for pizza an hour later. She dunked the crusts in coke before she ate them. After we ate, I showered again. I got dressed for the night's show, wearing my armor of vertical-striped running shorts and a Union Jack T-shirt. Jean kissed me, got into her car and drove back to the river, and across the river to Kentucky. I went to the gig, played, and came home alone.�

                          Chapter 3



   Sunday I slept late. This was nothing new. After spending time on the club circuit, you get used to living out of phase with the rest of Cincinnati. I knew the White Castles on both sides of the river, and a couple in Louisville. We hadn't played Louisville in a while; I kind of missed it, but I guess our managers at Longrange had lost a couple of venues. They had told us that Louisville just wasn't up for metal the way Cincy was. I believed them, but I still got bored with the locals sometimes.

   I don't really know why this town likes us so much. I mean, in Hollywood, we'd be paying to play at the Cathouse on a Tuesday, but here we were King Shit. It's a metal town though, I gotta say.

   Cincinnati is a factory town. The interstates fill up with cars headed to the engine plant in Evendale, the detergent plants that P&G runs, the metal shop in Harrison. The heartbeat of Cincinnati sounds like a press brake. Kids grew up cruising Frisch's and cheering for the Reds and fucking in their folks' station wagons and marrying and having kids. Then they'd go to the factories and send the kids to Catholic school and the kids would grow up to cruise Frisch's and cheer the Reds. But they had their folks' minivans now, and they spent time at the mall before they'd head to Frisch's.

   The kids knew they were going to the factories and Friday night bingo sooner or later, but for right now they were just looking for something to make the folks wish the nuns with the rulers were handy. That's where I come in, thanks.

   I got my first drum set when I was twelve, after whining for a year or so. I'm an only child, so whining was pretty effective. I went through the usual bunch of garage bands, playing "Freebird" until I was glad their fucking plane went down. 

   Music was pretty much what kept me going through high school. The other kids tended to be rich assholes or stoners, and I didn't have much use for either the Reading High School branch of the Hitler Youth or the Woodstock Nation, so I stayed home a lot, practicing, getting better. While the other kids were out cruising in their T.A.'s or smoking dope in the parking lot at Beechmont Mall, I was home, listening to albums from Rush and the Who, copping licks.

   Saying I wasn't Mr. Popular in high school is like saying disco sucked -- a serious understatement. I couldn't buy a date because I was too extreme for the plastic girls and too straight for the hood girls. I think it's funny now -- after a show, I can pretty much cut through Babe Row like a scythe, and I do, as long as they're over 18. I guess somebody would say that I'm making up for what I wasn't getting in high school. Maybe I am. So sue me. But I do know it's a kick conning some girl out of grocery money when I know she wouldn't have spoken to me before I joined this band.

   Ah yes, joining this band. A couple of years ago, I was rehearsing with an original thrash band at Exodus rehearsal studios. Turned out the place was owned by a couple of guys who run Longrange Productions and they used it as a farm system, recruiting decent players into bands they would manage and put out on the Triangle circuit, between Indy, Louisville, and Cincinnati. I guess they heard me, because with the clang of a press brake, I was introduced to Charlie, Colin, and Glenn and we were called The Selekt, I guess because we had been. Longrange took care of our gigs, our photos, and our image, until we sold like tubes of Crest in the old Tristate area.

   We practice once or twice a week, still at Exodus. Charlie writes some decent original stuff, and we say we'll start working it into our sets soon, but we never do. There's always another cover to learn, and the denim and Spandex rebels never get enough versions of Zep tunes. It's funny -- I never have figured out who made those guys God. Bonham was okay, but Page is sloppy as shit and Robert Plant is the original chunky beef barley boy. All in all, though, a lot of people would suck cyanide Kool-aid if Led Zeppelin told them to. Not a bad idea -- we could call it John Paul Jonestown. Anyway, the stuff we write isn't what anybody comes to hear, so we do the human jukebox bit.

   We didn't have practice scheduled until Tuesday, and then we were supposed to hit some club in Indy Wednesday night, back Thursday and then another weekend at Andrew's. But today was Sunday, and so I had the day off. I saw that the Reds were on the coast, with a doubleheader against the Padres. I wished I was there, too, but I wasn't. I was still in Cincinnati, and the coast was somewhere I might go if The Selekt got out of the triangle. Right. I thought about calling the folks, see if retirement was as much fun as it had been last month, but I couldn't remember the area code and I was too lazy to look it up. I turned on the radio for Marty and Joe and turned up the a/c to beat the August outside.

   Four innings later, the sun came through the window and reflected off a sliver of glass in the carpet. I picked it up. It glittered between my fingers, and I put it on the coffee table. Jean was definitely ten pounds of weird in a five-pound sack.

   I mean, I always seem to get the birds with broken wings. The ones with fathers who are drunks, the ones who used to be fat and aren't anymore and have something to prove, the ones who want to change you into someone who wouldn't have attracted them in the first place, the ones who want to fuck you so they can piss off their folks during an argument about the weed under their mattress. They all come to me, and I drill them, and I see them again or I don't. Equal opportunity -- me and the Statue of Liberty.

   But they didn't come to my home. That was what the 28 Dollar Motel in Clifton was for, and they sure as shit didn't break glasses and bleed in my hair while fucking my brains out. Jean was scary as hell, and made me feel like a cobra at a mongoose farm. No sir, I didn't envy Mark Cassidy a single bit. I wondered how many times his wife had dragged guys to number 43 in Southgate and told them to forget about the bathrobe in the john.

   Browning was pitching solid ball, and the Reds were up five runs in the seventh, and I thought it might be a good time for a bike ride. I went out to the driveway by my half of the duplex, took the tarp off the bike, and put the cover in the trunk of the 74 Gran Torino I use to haul drums. I got my helmet out of the trunk and put it on, stuffing my hair up under it.

   Next to my drums, the bike is my pride and joy. I bought it off some asshole who needed cash to score some crank, and I hope he enjoyed the buzz, because he lost a kick-ass scooter. It's a chopper trike, in blue metal flake -- it looks like the Hot Wheels bikes you could get at Woolworth's back before everything turned into a gun or a robot or some mushroom-stomping Mario motherfucker. It fired right up. The Milwaukee thunder echoed down the street; two little kids who were playing catch four houses up stopped and looked at me. I made sure the faceguard on the helmet was on good and rumbled out of the drive. I knew that a radio somewhere was playing "Born to Be Wild," even if I couldn't hear it.

   I didn't really pay attention to where I was going. It was six o'clock, but there was still a good two to three hours of daylight left, which was plenty of time to watch the concrete whiz by, four inches below my ass. I let the road take me where it wanted to go, and I was surprised as hell to discover, when I had focused back in, that I was coming up on Northern Kentucky University on 27 South.

   I knew where this road led -- to Jean, and maybe to Mark, and I knew that I was gonna whip the bike back around and head back to Reading, maybe catch the tail end of game 2, see if the Reds were going to sweep. And that's exactly what I did. I knew that was exactly what I was doing as I followed the road to Jean's, where the Mustang sat alone in the lot. I knew that was exactly what I was doing as I walked up the stairs and down the hall to Apartment 43. I knew that was exactly what I was doing as I knocked on the door and Jean answered it and stood there with the door open and not saying anything until I walked in.

   She had her hair pulled back in a ponytail, and she was wearing a kimono-type thing. She sat in a wood-and-wicker chair that was probably thirty dollars at Pier One Imports. There was still a band-aid on her hand -- maybe the same one. I grabbed a chair from what I guessed was the dining table and turned it around backwards and sat there, leaning forward and resting my arms on top of the chair back. She didn't say anything, and I didn't say anything, and we sat there not saying anything until I wondered if we had both been replaced by wax dummies. That was pretty boring, so I broke the silence.

   "How's your hand?"

   "It's better. You did a nice job on it, Kenny. Thanks."

   "I was out riding and I thought I'd stop by, see how you were doing." It was true, except for the thinking part.

   "Mark won't be here until midnight." I hadn't asked, but I did feel a little relief. "He leaves again Tuesday morning, for Seattle."

   "Yeah," I said. "I'm -- the band is -- going to Indy Wednesday." She nodded.

   Jean studied her fingernails as if she was checking the polish on them, but they weren't polished. Then she said, "Before I met Mark, there were other guys." I wasn't too surprised at this, so if she wanted a reaction, she was probably disappointed. She continued. "I would leave them, or they would leave me, and I would hurt so badly that I had to let it out or I knew that my skin would burn and slough off in strips."

   "Yeah, it hurts when that happens," I said, trying to be agreeable. "How did you deal with it?"

   "I would walk around the neighborhood, and pick up green coke bottles and brown beer bottles and clear glass bottles that hold Orange Crush. I put them in bags -- brown garbage bags with the twist ties. Then I would go to the elementary school playground, late at night when no one was around.

   "I would walk along the concrete walkway to the blacktop outdoor basketball court. My bags of bottles would rattle, and if they were heavy, they would scrape against the pavement. I stood in front of the tallest basketball goal and would take out a bottle.

   "I would say, 'There is a tear in you, bottle.' Then I would try to throw the bottle through the hoop, throwing it as high as I could, away from me. I did this over and over, until my arms ached. When I had thrown all the bottles, or when I had thrown too many, and was too weak to throw another, I would leave the plastic bag and walk back home."

   "I hope you weren't wearing sandals," I said. She giggled, and seemed less formal, and I could see exactly how she would have looked when she was seven.

   "It was pretty goofy, huh?" Jean said. I smiled too. She settled back comfortably into her chair, and I caught a glimpse of smooth, blue-white inner thigh. "Would you take me for a ride, Kenny? It wouldn't be very far."

   "Have you got a helmet?" I asked. "You have to have one in Kentucky."

   "I used to have one," she said, "before I got married. It may still be here somewhere. Let me see." She got up and disappeared into the back where I heard the rustling of clothes and the sliding of closet doors. After about five minutes, she came back.

   She had put on a man's blue, short-sleeved work shirt that was too large for her. It hung on her crookedly; I could see the line of her left collarbone. She wore light blue gym shorts that had "B.C.H.S." on the left leg, and "Jean" stitched in cursive down the right hip. She held a helmet with a Confederate Flag design in her left hand. She had slipped on a pair of pink Chuck Taylor sneakers, and wasn't wearing socks. She looked like summer camps and street festivals. "Let's go," she said. We did. 

   She directed me back up 27, and then down another road. "We're in Fort Thomas, now," she shouted over the roar of the engine. Her arms were wrapped around my waist, with a thumb hooked into one of my belt loops. Her breasts rubbed softly against my back; I wondered if her nipples were hard. After a series of turns, I saw a tower on the right side of the road, beside a brick wall with an old cannon mounted on it.  "This is Tower Park, Kenny. Let's stop here." I pulled in, finding an empty parking lot between a softball diamond and a playground.

   She got off the bike and then she wandered toward a bandshell about 50 yards from where we had parked. I followed her. She climbed onto the stage and sat down, her legs hanging over the edge. The edge of the stage was about chest-high on me; I stood in front of her, looking up at her face. She opened her legs around me, pressed the insides of her feet into the small of my back, pulled me close to her.

   "We came here for picnics when I was in grade school," she said. "I would climb up here on the stage and pretend I was Ginger Rogers. I didn't know it was Ginger Rogers then; she was just some woman on old movies. But I'd get up here and dance and twirl until I was dizzy. I loved those picnics." The memory pleased her, thoughts of dances fifteen, eighteen years gone. Again she was looking past me, over my head, someplace I could not travel. She stroked my hair.

   It was beginning to get pretty dark, and I wasn't relishing the thought of the ride back to Reading. "Jean, I think we'd better get going."

   She sighed. "I guess you're right." She tensed to slide down, then stopped. "Kenny, would you dance with me? Just for a minute," the last added in a hurry. I shrugged. A minute wouldn't make that much difference.

   I climbed up on stage, hooked my left arm around her waist, held her arm out in a comic waltz pose. She led me spinning around the stage, following the beat of music I could not hear. Her time was steady, though; I was impressed. True to her word, we stopped a moment later, our faces a little flushed. When we had finished, I hopped down from the stage, flexing my knees as I hit the soft, grassy ground. I caught Jean in my arms, helping her down. It was easy -- Jean was too light to leave footprints on snow, I thought, holding her like a baby. She held me tightly throughout the ride home.

   When we had returned to Southgate, I stopped outside her apartment, but stayed on the chopper and left the engine running. She took off her helmet, which let her ponytail fall down her back. Then she solemnly leaned over and kissed me gently on the neck, pressing against my back. Seconds later, she had disappeared into the apartment building, and I was on my way home.

   Before I got onto the interstate, I stopped at a Frisch's near Jean's apartment. A pretty, brown-haired waitress gave me a nice smile and brought me my Big Boy, fries, and a chocolate shake. I was tapping rhythms on the tabletop when she arrived with the food, and she asked if I was a drummer. I said I was, and she said her husband was too, but he wasn't in a band just then. She seemed to like him anyway. Me, I think having the gig is a plus, but she probably made him happy. 

   When I got home, I turned on Headline Sports. The Padres had managed to salvage a split. I looked through the paper, went to my room, and fell asleep. I dreamed that Jean and I were dancing on broken glass. She was on it lightly, and didn't seem to notice. The pieces of glass slid into the soles of my feet painlessly, throughout the night.�

                         Chapter 4



   The next few days were average. Early Monday afternoon, I took the Ford to Andrew's, loaded drums, and hauled them over to Exodus. 

   Exodus Studios sits just outside of downtown, in what used to be an industrial area. It doesn't look like much. In fact, I guess it isn't much -- it's a four-story building that used to be some sort of industrial warehouse. It had been vacant for years, after the industrial base had moved to the suburbs like nearly everything else. Then somebody asked the magical question: What do you do with a building that is too expensive to tear down but unfit for any practical use? 

   That's an easy question. You rent it to musicians, who are so desperate for practice space that they'll pay ridiculous prices (about 240 bucks a month) for a big room with concrete walls, worn carpet, and lousy climate control in a shabby neighborhood. The security system is pretty good, though, and you have 24-hour access to your stuff. In fact, you just have 24-hour access in general -- I've known several musicians who have used the Exodus Hotel as crash space when things got tight. There's even a Frisch's across the street, for those moments when you just have to have something that's been deep-fried.

   It was pretty deserted there; most of the musicians who practice at Exodus have day jobs. I got to our room, past rows of doors that you can only tell apart by the band stickers and old concert fliers glued to the doors, unlocked the door, and punched my four-digit code into the alarm system, disarming it. Then I switched the lights on, as well as the two giant exhaust fans that let you feel like you're practicing on the back of a flatbed truck traveling down I-71. The noise is fucking insane, like a Ministry concert, and the place still feels like an oven during the summer, so I don't really know what good the fans are, but I turn them on anyway. Maybe it's psychological.

   The room looked just as it always did. Our gear, even though it was still in cases, was set up where we would be on stage. The sleeper sofa sat in a corner of the room, ready for the next practice break or for one of the guys to pull an overnighter at the Exodus Inn.

   The walls are carpeted and "tiled" with egg cartons we had recycled into sound baffles and glued into place ourselves. Exodus threatened to revoke our deposit, but we told them they could just charge the next tenants extra for a finished room, and they thought it might work and let us off the hook. Some shelves along the back wall were filled with old bottles of soda and beer, with girlie and music magazine posters at strategic intervals.

   The carpet was the exact color of concrete dust, and had about as much give, but it helped keep our noise from chasing us around the room. Bare fluorescent bulbs flickered into life, giving the dual advantage of an annoying 60-cycle hum that you can almost, but not quite, ignore, and the ability to make any food you bring in look raw. Home sweet home.

   Don't think I don't like the space. I do; we all do. I mean, it's a dump, but it's our dump, and it's a place we can play, hang, and listen to music without being hassled by anybody. Kind of like a secret clubhouse. But it was time to get to work.

   I took about 45 minutes to get the kit set up. The cymbals needed polishing; I made a mental note of it. Then I got the feather duster out of my gig bag and had a go at the shells.

   It's funny -- everybody thinks that only dirtbags play metal, that we're too busy smoking dope and sacrificing goats to even take a shower. I admit, we aren't all the brightest people in the world; I haven't seen Rob Halford on Jeopardy lately, but even when I was selling carpet, it seemed like the folks with hygiene problems were more likely to be wearing Bocephus shirts than G'n'R stuff. I just don't like dirt. Even when I was a little kid, I'd rather be watching TV than playing in the dirt. Besides, it doesn't hurt the chances with the babes. It's a game of appearances.

   After I got the set dusted off, I did a few long rolls to warm up, and got to work. My double bass playing needed a lot of work; you wouldn't have noticed it, but I did. It kills me. The next time you go to a show, look around. You won't hear people talking about how they could just jump up there and take over the bass player's part, but everybody's a drummer. They think it's easy. Like hell. I mean, in high school, most of the drummers might have seemed to be hyperactive vocational school dropouts, but the ones who stuck with it enough to work regularly had something on the ball.

   I spent about a half-hour on footwork, and then I settled into odd time playing. I did some grooves in five and seven, the kind of stuff I never got to do in The Selekt. I went at it hard, and I thanked God for the guy who invented batting gloves. Otherwise, it would've been blister city.

   After a couple of dropped beats, I got into the flow. I can play the stuff The Selekt does on autopilot, pretty much, but this was different, and it didn't happen often enough. The rhythms had my complete attention, and I wasn't thinking about them at all, and they were what I heard in my head. Eventually, sweat got into my eyes, and I stopped to grab my towel and I saw it was about six, so I locked up and went to grab some supper.

   As I was walking to my car, I saw a couple of cars pulling into the lot. A couple of guys with guitar cases got out, followed by their current sets of girlfriends. The girls looked to be high school, with that hard, artificial prettiness that comes from putting on makeup while ducking into a toilet stall with a cigarette. By the time they were in their mid-twenties, they'd be married to guys who worked at Litton Industries, and taking their kids to day care before they took their jobs behind the counter at Ameristop. They'd still wear too much makeup, but it wouldn't help anymore. Girls like that have a short shelf-life. I took the car home.  After I washed up, I got on my bike and rode to Dixie Chili, for a three-way and a glass of milk.

   I stopped by the record store, even though it wasn't anymore, it was a CD and video store now. Music for more money; the American way. I guess records just didn't cost enough. I picked up Michael Schenker's MSG album, with Cozy Powell on drums. He's a hero of mine; one of the main reasons I bought Yamaha drums was because he played them.

   It was about 8:30 when I got home. Mr. Jenkins, the old guy who lived in the other half of the duplex, was mowing the lawn in the last of the fading August day. He looked over at me like I was an empty cigarette pack somebody had dropped on his sidewalk. He didn't have much use for me, and he didn't have much use for rock and roll. He drove his old Plymouth to work Downtown somewhere each morning, and he brought it back each night again.

   He lived alone, and from what I could tell, he ate a lot of spaghetti. I'd smell the sauce cooking in the evening, while I heard his TV, which was always playing the channel 9 news. He had probably been watching it since Al Schottelkotte was the anchor. Al had retired years before, but Mr. Jenkins stayed tuned in. Tradition dies hard in Cincinnati. Whatever the news was, I didn't figure that Mr. Jenkins had a hand in it, but since I didn't either, I guess I didn't have much room to talk. As he came into view again, passing the corner of his house, I waved a big friendly Midwestern wave, just to piss him off. He didn't wave back, but I could tell he wanted to -- it's a reflex. Someone should write a paper about it; maybe they could get a government grant.

   The Reds had a travel day. They'd be playing Atlanta tomorrow night down at the Stadium. I read the newspaper accounts of the Padres split, and put my new CD on the stereo.

   I wondered what was going on with Jean and Mark. I didn't know anything about them. I didn't know how they had met. I didn't know why they married. I didn't know if they went bowling on Wednesday nights. No flaming clouds appeared with the answers to any of these questions, so I watched my copy of Night of the Living Dead and fell asleep on the sofa before it was over. I woke up at 2:30 with a crick in my neck and static on the TV screen. I took a couple of Tylenol and went to bed. I had slept through the end of the movie, but I figured that Ben had been plugged again. He always was.

   The band practiced Tuesday night. We worked up versions of "Last Caress" and "Green Hell." We did them Metallica's way, instead of the way the Misfits had done the tunes originally. We were doing covers of covers now. But Colin said it pretty well: "The assholes we play for think the Misfits are cool for T-shirts, but don't have the balls to actually listen to them. So we'll give them Metallica."

   We agreed to meet at noon the next day to make the trip to Indy.  The club had a P.A., but we still had enough gear to make us rent a truck.  Glenn had already made the arrangements, and would do the driving. Cool by me; it gave me another excuse to take the bike out, and Longrange would handle the expenses.

   Riding home, I was kind of down. Suddenly I felt like I wasn't that different from the assholes at GE or the malls after all. I was helping push a product I hadn't really helped make, and I was taking my checks each week, and I wasn't getting any farther from Andrew's than Indy. I didn't want to wind up playing the Ramada Inn circuit, but I might as well have been there already. The Selekt was just louder. On the other hand, I didn't have to get a haircut and the hours were cool. But something had to be different.

   I couldn't remember if Mark was still in town, or if he had left already, but I rode toward Southgate. I wanted to talk to Jean. I still thought she was spooky, but there wasn't really anybody else handy. The rest of the world might have been Mr. Jenkins, as far as I was concerned, and the people at Andrew's didn't even know my real name.

   I had it planned out as I crossed the river. I'd go to Jean's apartment. If Mark answered, I'd say I had the wrong place and come back home. If Jean answered, maybe things would be cool. It would be easy. When I got to the apartment, the Mustang wasn't around. I walked around the building, but couldn't see any lights in Apartment 43. Maybe Jean worked nights. I really didn't have a clue, and if Mark was still around, I didn't want to leave a note, so I went back to Reading.

   Before I went back north, though, I headed to Tower Park. The gate was locked, and I saw a sign that said "Park Closes At Dusk." I didn't let it bother me. Instead, I parked the Harley at a gas station about a block up the road. I walked back to the park. I was able to jump just high enough to grab the top of the wall, and I hoisted myself over. I was in.

   I walked to the bandshell where Jean and I had danced two days before. I stood there, on the stage, and shouted, with the knobs all turned to eleven. "I'm Kenny Rockford, my band sucks, and nobody gives a fuck!" It echoed a little, which didn't say too much for the acoustics. It did help a little, though, so I jogged back to the wall and back to the bike before somebody heard me and called the cops.

   When I got back to the gas station, I wasn't alone. A Camaro was idling in the parking lot, with its doors open, and a couple of chicks were in the car's back seat. Three guys were standing around my bike. They were auto shop types, I thought. One of them was a little wiry dude, wearing a blue and white jacket that said "Highlands Wrestling." "Nice bike," he said.

   "Thanks," I said, moving to get on, to go home. A beefier guy with a Massey-Ferguson baseball hat stepped in my way. I don't really know why he had the hat -- this neighborhood looked about as agricultural as Newark. Highlands Wrestling spoke again. "Why don't you let us ride it, man?"

   "I really gotta get home, man," I said. They weren't impressed.

   "We're askin' you to let us use your bike," the big guy said. I shook my head, and tried to step around him. He stayed in front of me, and I bumped into him. He was pretty solid. The third guy was a redhead. He wore a gray tank top, gym shorts, and a Reds hat. He turned slightly, and I saw he had a knife out.

   Highlands Wrestling said, "Why don't you give us the keys before Red cuts that girlie hair of yours." I guess this was when I was supposed to piss down my leg, but I was in a bad mood, and I didn't feel like being smart, or scared.  

   Instead, I kicked the big guy right in the cubes. As he was doubling over, I caught the redhead in the face with my crash helmet. I heard his nose break, and he let out a high, whiny scream that ended in a gurgle, Holding his face, he ran from the parking lot, down the street. I kicked the big one again, in the throat. He rolled away from me, but that was all he could do -- I knew he was out of action. The girls in the car were shrieking like they had front row seats at a Luke Perry orgy.

   Highlands Wrestling was circling toward the knife that Red had dropped. I cut him off, and he came at me with a rush. I raked my studded bracelet across his eyes, and he reeled backwards. Heavy Metal fashion -- beautiful and useful. While he clawed at his eyes, I grabbed him by the hair and slammed his head into the Camaro's windshield. He got his hands in the way, so I didn't get him solid on the windshield. Instead, I got his arm behind his back in a hammerlock, and pushed up and away on his elbow until he screamed and something went pop. His jacket felt satiny in my hands. I punched him once, hard in the kidney. Nothing like a few gigs in biker bars to teach a rock and roller the facts of life. We all have to learn the hard way, I guess, but I had take my turn before, and it was time to pass the lessons on to somebody else.

   "Not your night, sugar," I said, letting Highlands Wrestling go. He just stayed there, sprawled on the hood. The whole thing might have taken ten seconds, but I didn't think it had. I got on my bike and fired it up. The big one had made it to his hands and knees as I rode out of the gas station lot, The girls were out of the car now, one for each guy. I felt a lot better, myself. I may even have whistled on the way back to Reading, but I don't remember.

   When I got home, Jean's Mustang was in my drive. She was sitting on the hood, smoking a cigarette. "Where you been?" she asked.

   "Out. You been here long?"

   "An hour or so. Can I come in?"

   "Yeah." I walked to the door. She ground the cigarette out in the drive and followed me in.

   "How's Mark?" I asked.

   "The same. Exactly, totally the same. Amen." She watched me shuffle through some papers on the coffee table. "What are you looking for?"

   "Pizza coupon. I'm starving." Which I had just realized, along with the fact that I hadn't eaten in about nine hours.

   "You want me to fix you some bacon and eggs?"

   "I haven't got any," I said. Jean said that wasn't a problem, went out to the car and came back in with a Kroger bag. She went into the kitchen and made cooking sounds.

   A few minutes later, she came back into the living room with a plate of bacon, eggs, and toast. It looked good, but I shook my head.  "Look, Jean, this is really nice and all, but I can't go for playing house with a married lady."

   She smiled sweetly, said "Go fuck yourself," and threw the food in my lap. I ducked just in time to miss being creamed by the plate as it whizzed through the space my head had occupied. It shattered against the wall, some chunks bouncing back and off the top of the table. I jumped up, but she was already out the door. By the time I got to the door, I heard her engine start. She was gone before I could get there.

   I got my broom and swept up scrambled eggs and broken china. This was getting to be a habit. I did dust off the bacon and eat it with the toast, though. Hey, I was hungry. Then I wandered into the back and went to sleep.

   I had amazing sex dreams that night. Jean was there. I woke up in the dark with that mushroom-cellar smell, to find that I wasn't dreaming. Jean was there, between my legs, worshipping at the altar of the groin.  When I started to squawk, Jean looked up and said, "You really need to lock your doors, Kenny, when you're going to sleep." Then she dove again with new ferocity and I couldn't even move.

   After we had finished, she crawled up alongside me and nestled her orchid hair against my left shoulder. "Go to sleep now, Kenny. I locked the door behind me." I didn't have any better ideas at the moment, so I did, and that was Tuesday.�

                          Chapter 5



   I woke up when the sun speared my eyes through the Venetian blinds. I heard the shower running, and the bed was still warm beside me. I moved the clock so I could read the numbers in the sunlight. It was 9:30. I turned the radio onto Z-Rock. It was a good omen -- they were playing "Save Yourself," by McAuley-Schenker. I sang along... "One night with me is all it takes to save yourself." As a singer, I make a pretty good drummer, but I like to sing, and it's my house, so I do.

   I gathered up the clothes I needed for the trip to Indy, and threw them into my Reading High School gym bag. My actual stagewear was on a hanger in my closet -- Spandex pants and a muscle shirt that said "I own a Harley, not just the shirt." I packed it separately; it would travel with the rest of the gear on the truck. The gym bag and I would be on the bike.

   Jean emerged from the bathroom in a cloud of steam -- my mirror instantly fogged up. Her hair was wrapped in a towel, and she was wearing my bathrobe. She walked over and kissed me. I noticed she didn't have morning breath, and I hoped she had brought her own toothbrush. Then I remembered what we had done the night before, and I went from hoping to praying she had used her own toothbrush. "You sleep okay?" I asked her.

   "Fine," she said. "You?"

   "Yeah. Want me to go grab some doughnuts for breakfast?"

   "I'd like to, Kenny, but I have to get home and get ready for work this afternoon."

    "What do you do?"

    "I annoy people." She waited for a response, but I was packing, so she went on. "I work for a telephone survey company in Mt. Adams. I call people up and do product surveys. Sometimes we call other time zones, so the hours are kind of weird, but the pay isn't too bad." She dressed herself efficiently, with an economy of motion. "Maybe we can get together this weekend."

   "Yeah, maybe. Won't Mark be back?" It might not have been the best question to ask, but it seemed important.

   "I don't know," she said. "That's why it's a maybe." She was ready to go, so I walked her to the door. She kissed me goodbye, and it felt like she meant it. I felt the skin tingle on my shoulder blades. She stepped out onto my porch, handing me my paper. Her hair was still wet, but it was a warm enough morning that it would probably dry on the way back. She looked up at me, and her eyes were the blue of a late autumn sky. They clashed with the summer all around us.

   "Sometimes," Jean said, "I wish his fucking plane would crash." There didn't seem to be much I could say to that, but I tried anyway. Sometimes I talk too much; so sue me.

   "Might be kind of tough on the other passengers."

   "Yeah, but I don't know any of them." She ran her fingers across my cheek. "Be good," she said. She got into her car and drove away.

   I went back inside and got cleaned up -- my toothbrush was dry, a good sign -- and got ready to go. I was the first one at Exodus. It was 11:00. I broke my gear down in a half-hour and had it ready to load in another ten minutes. I just had time to grab a couple of sliders at the Chateau Blanc and get back to the studios. The truck was there when I arrived.

   I found Glenn in the rehearsal room, wheeling his bass amp toward the door. Of the guys in the band, Glenn was probably the one I'd want to hang with even if I wasn't in the band. He was about five-ten, with blonde hair and blue eyes. We called him the Caesarean Aryan, although I guess we'd have to ask his mom if we wanted to know for sure. He was a pretty bright guy, and was great at making fun of bad movies in hotel rooms, which is a kick-ass road survival tool. He was also a pretty good player, and since the drums and bass have got to be joined at the spleen, it made things easier for me. He was singing "Old Man River," which is his usual equipment-hauling tune. Sometimes he does spirituals.  He's not politically correct, but he is pretty funny.

   I helped him muscle his amp up the ramp of the rent-a-truck. The other guys arrived as we were loading my gear. Noon is a loose concept in the music business. With the four of us there, it only took a few minutes to get things loaded, and we were ready to go. Glenn and Colin had the directions to the club, so Charlie rode with Colin in Colin's Tercel, which was a basic econobox, but it had air and a tape deck, both of which were missing from the truck. I told the guys that I'd take the bike and would follow them. They knew that was bullshit -- I always got impatient on the Interstate and would take off, and I did, about a mile before the Indiana border.

   I ranged ahead of them; the traffic was light. Indiana isn't the sort of place people visit in August. They didn't even have major league baseball. Fucking savages. When I saw the sign that said I was twenty miles from Indy, I pulled over onto the side of the Interstate, ignoring the "Emergency Stop Only" signs. I wanted to stretch my legs.

   It had been a crazy few days. I was doing things I never thought I would do. It didn't feel too bad to be doing them, but I didn't think it was what Mrs. Rockford had in mind for her boy Kenny. It all seemed to revolve around Jean. She was still three steps past the Twilight Zone, but I felt like she knew everything about me. I felt as though she would see everything I did, hear everything I said. Even when we were fucking, she responded to me as if we had never had a first time. Maybe she had learned it through phone surveys.

   The weirdness might not even be too bad, really. Jean was like no other girl I had run across, that was for sure, and it was nice of her to have cooked for me. She was someplace I had never been before, not one of the factory-cut girls from Andrew's. Jean was different. Jean was exciting. Jean was great in the sack. Somewhere else, Jean was someone I could maybe get serious about. Love? Well, I didn't know about that. Love was a word for songs, and I hadn't written any songs lately. But somewhere down the line? I couldn't say.

   But Jean was married. It kept coming back to that. Jean was married, and Mark would always come back from Seattle. Life is too short to burn on married women, and that could make it shorter. I had other plans, and they didn't include other guys' wives, no matter how well they fit around me. There could always be another girl. Maybe in Indianapolis, maybe tonight. I looked behind me, up the road. I saw our truck; the other guys would be following it. I fired the Harley up and pulled out behind the Tercel.

   We booked a couple of rooms at a Motel 6, and headed over to the club, which was called Uncle Paddy's. It kills me, these bars that sound like they're run by cheerful Irish bartenders who might have served your grandpa, when they're actually run by a bunch of guys in suits. At least it wasn't one of the Brass Monkeys. The Brass Monkey is the McDonald's of the rock club world. They're all over the country, and they all have wet T-shirt nights on Wednesdays, and the people who go there have all the character of the portraits in your wallets when you open them for the first time. Maybe there's really only one Brass Monkey, and they move it all over the country, like the ghost ships the Weekly World News is always finding in the Bermuda Triangle. But this was Uncle Paddy's, and it was across the parking lot from Safeway, the Radio Shack, and the Steak House -- Family Dining with Salad Bar. We set up and soundchecked, and cracked jokes about the cheesy Disco Ball that nobody had bothered to take down when the 70's ended.

   After the soundcheck, we found a sub shop called the Sub Shop. No pretense in the heartland. I had a meatball sandwich with cheddar cheese and banana peppers, and a coke. Had to get my sugar and caffeine rush started before we went on. The jukebox had a pretty lame selection, but I put a quarter in it anyway, and played CCR's version of "Fortunate Son." Then I saw the KISS pinball machine in the back. It was even a five-ball game. Maybe Indiana wasn't a total loss after all. After I started playing it, Colin noticed it, and the other three guys joined me in a game. I won. "The Stop'n'Shop by my high school had one of these," I said. "I played this game at least four times a day my junior year." We went back to the Motel 6 and got dressed. Then we went to Uncle Paddy's for the gig.

   The show wasn't bad. The watered-down Misfits medley went over like thunder, and my solo at the end of "Rock and Roll" got a good response. We even whipped out a version of "Lovin' Touchin' Squeezin'" for these two Seventies rejects who wandered in during the third set. We were upstaged between the second and third sets, though, by the Best Chest in the Midwest contest that nobody had told us about.

   The contestants all looked like they were working at perfume counters while trying to save the money for beauticians school, and they all seemed to be wearing yellow bikinis, I guess to show off their tanning booth memberships, or the fact that they spent a lot of time in cornfields. The guys in the crowd were hollering, whistling, and stamping their feet, depending on the girl on stage. I didn't think it was that big a deal; I mean, unless you're sucking on one, a tit's a tit, right?

   After the third girl had left the stage, three or four guys at the bar started chanting, "Skin to win! Skin to win!" I thought it was pretty funny. I don't know how many beers the sixth girl had downed, or if she was on ludes or what. She just stood up there with her yellow two-piece and her moussed-out hair. Suddenly, she yelled "Skin to Win!" and ripped her top off. The place went apeshit. One guy started slamming his head against the top of the bar.

   A couple of bouncers started to rush the stage to get the chick off of there, but she beat them to it.  She passed out and pitched forward to the dance floor.  One of the bouncers grabbed her before she hit, and carried her to the office in the back. The next girl was mounting the stage as the Skin to Win girl was dragged away. I never did hear who won.

   After the third set, I met a chick named Brandi-with-an-I who seemed like a pretty likely candidate for some serious Spam hammering. She wasn't too bright -- she said she liked our originals when we hadn't done one all night -- but she had a nice smile and the appropriate lumps, and she wasn't trying to keep Mary Kay in business on her own, which is something I appreciate. She even had a friend, named Sandi or Candi or Mandi or something like that, and I figured I could set her up with Glenn, so I introduced them to him, and we all agreed to party at the Motel 6 after the show. I figured a little slap and tickle that wasn't Jean might be just what I needed.

   After the show, the girls followed us to the Motel. The andi twins had brought a couple of bottles of Jack, which I hate, but it was free, and we got pretty lubricated. Things happened the way they always do, and Brandi and I wound up in the sack.

   Whenever I fuck a club girl, I always think of a girl named Amy Raines I knew in middle school. We were at a party in eighth grade, and there was a game of Spin-the-bottle going on. She spun, and it pointed at me. I had never been kissed before, and it didn't change then. Amy jumped up, made gagging noises, and ran out of the room while everyone else laughed at me. There's not much you can do after someone makes an exit like that, so I went outside and threw rocks at passing cars until someone called the cops and broke up the party. 

   A few years later, who shows up at one of our shows but Amy Raines. She was all friendly and shit, and I was cool about it -- she had paid her money to be there, and I was taking it, after all. But after she left, Colin asked me why I hadn't gone after "that babe." I said I hadn't noticed, and I hadn't. To me she was always the little bitch who ran out of the strobe-lit room. There were plenty of girls now who were willing to kiss anything I had available, but I always thought of Amy, and here was an Amy called Brandi.

   A good friend of mine is in the Army, and he always talks about the S.O.P. -- Standard Operating Procedure -- which is the Army way of doing things. Well, Brandi was an S.O.P. fuck, sort of the sexual equivalent of the Burger King Drive-Thru. She knew the proper amount of thrashing, moaning, and religious words, and she may have been faking, but I wasn't and I was too tired to care if she was or not. I got up, flushed the rubber, pissed, and came back to bed. When I got back, Brandi was putting her black mini back on. "I have to go," she said.

   "How come?"

   "I have to work in the morning, Robbie. I'm saving money to move to California." Oh, Jesus. If I've heard this once, I've heard it at least twice. All these chicks think something is waiting for them out West. I have no idea what it may be, and they don't know either, but they're sure it's out there, and they're all saving money to get to it. Of course, I'm still in Cincinnati, so I probably shouldn't rag on them, but I figure California must be awfully full of Hoosier girls by now. It probably grinds them into Tofu, or Mexicans. "Great," I said. "When the band gets out there, maybe we can look each other up."

   "Okay," she said, leaving with her rhyming friend. Glenn lay amidst the rumpled covers of his bed, making fun of some movie starring Barbara Stanwyck and Fred MacMurray. "And two more Midwestern girls sink slowly in the West," he said. "So how was Brandi?" 

   "She didn't suck."

   "Too bad," Glenn said, laughing. He switched off the TV and lights, and was asleep in minutes. The digital clock on the TV said it was 3:30. I fell asleep. I dreamed I was answering questions Jean was asking me on the telephone. I woke up to our ten o'clock wake-up call.

   We were out by our noon check-out time, and we went back to the bar, loaded up our gear, and left. We had breakfast at the Sub Shop, and I beat everyone at pinball again. Then we got back on the road to Cincinnati. I opened the throttle, and got to Exodus a half-hour before the other guys. We put our stuff in the studio, and agreed to meet the next day at four to take the gear to Andrew's for the weekend. I went home. After reading the paper, I fell asleep on the sofa. When I woke up, it was dark out, but Jean was banging on my window. I let her in.

   I stretched back out on the sofa; she sat in the Papa-San. Her knees were drawn up in front of her chest, her arms circled her legs with her hands locked in front of her knees. "So how was Indy?"

   "Okay. Not a bad show, really." She came to the sofa and lay there beside me. I let her. She kissed me. I let her. After a few minutes of this, I got up and led her to the bedroom. She teased me into hardness, and I was ready. I slipped my hand between her legs, and felt that she was ready as well. I was moving toward her when she pulled away.

   "Do you want me more than you wanted her?" Jean asked me.

   "More than who?" But I knew.

   "More than the girl in Indiana." I hadn't said a word about Brandi.

   "What girl?"

   "Don't bullshit me in bed, Kenny. The girl you had last night." She ran her nails down my back. "Do you want me more?" Her breath was hot in my ear. She twisted her hips, and I was in her. "Could she do this?" Jean said, moving. "Or this? Or this?" Until I was on the edge. Then she stopped.

   "Do you want me more?" I reached for her, thrusting forward. Like she had before, she anticipated my move; the thrust was useless. "Do you want me more? Were you hers like you are mine?" The hungry smile crossed her face. "Do you want me more?"

   My balls ached; I thought I was going to explode. "Do you want me more?"

   "Yes." I thought I was screaming, but I could barely hear my voice. It was a hiss, a whisper, line noise. "Yes." She moved and I came. And she didn't stop and my breath caught in my throat and she didn't stop and I don't remember anymore.

   When I woke up, Jean was kissing my neck. "Remember that, Kenny," she said. "You want me more." Then we fell asleep, her legs around mine.�

                          Chapter 6



   I woke up at 4:30 that morning. Jean was asleep beside me.

   My eyes were fogged, but I could trace the line of her body under the pale blue cotton sheet. It was a smooth line, smooth as her left cheek as she lay there. A car drove past the house, its headlights coming through the blinds and casting angular shadows around the room. Jean stirred slightly; her mouth was open just a little. She snored very quietly. It was 4:32. I got out of bed and had a drink of water. When I returned to bed, Jean edged up next to me in her sleep. The last time I looked at the clock, it was 4:40.

   I woke up for real at ten. I was alone in the bed. "Jean?" I called. There was no answer. I got up, put on a pair of gym shorts, and wandered around the house. No Jean, no sign she had been there. Even her pillow was cool again. I must have slept hard. I went to the kitchen, fixed myself an OJ and went to the porch to get the paper.

   The paper was wedged between the screen door and the front door. It was wrapped around a rose, and a piece of notebook paper was folded lengthwise and slipped under the rubber band. I brought the entire business into the living room. After I stretched out on the sofa, I rolled the rubber band off. The note slid to the floor. I held the rose loosely, and set it beside me on the coffee table. I picked the note up and unfolded it.

   "Kenny," it read. "You looked so tired, I didn't want to bother you, but I had to get home. Mark is coming back today, and I have to meet him at the airport. I don't know how long he'll be here, so I don't know when I'll be able to see you again. But I will. You'll wait for me -- won't you?" A lower-case j was at the bottom of the page. The note was printed; her handwriting was cramped and mannish, with letters standing straight on the page.

   It pissed me off. A note and a rose just didn't cut it. I mean, just who was the groupie here anyway? I wadded the note up, pitched it across the room. It bounced off the grillecloth of my left speaker, rolled back towards me a couple of feet, stopped. I picked up the remote and switched on the CD. It was Blue Oyster Cult. "This ain't the garden of Eden, there ain't no angels above. Things ain't like they used to be, and this ain't the summer of love." I flipped through the paper. The Dodgers had lost, so there was some justice in the world. I saw the rose in my peripheral vision. If I looked at it, my eye would get lost in the folds of petals.

   After I drank the orange juice, I watched some MTV. As usual, it was lame. The same bunch of rappers, "alternative musicians," and veejays who knew they were far too hip for human consumption. So I switched to Concentration. I lost. Eventually, I switched off the tube and went to the kitchen. I found an old wine bottle and put some water in it. I stuck the rose in the neck of the bottle and replaced it on the coffee table. It made the room look like the waiting room in a bad Italian restaurant, but it was what I had handy.

   I didn't see Jean for over a week. Sunday I thought about ringing her up, but there weren't any listings for Cassidys at her address. I spent the afternoons and evenings listening to Marty and Joe, and on Wednesday I went to the stadium and watched the game.

   Wednesdays are good baseball nights. It's a church night, so the crowds aren't too bad, and it isn't a date night, so the crowd is mostly made up of real fans. Rijo was throwing BB's, and the Reds won 6-1.

   Most of my friends think it's pretty weird that I like baseball. It bores the fuck out of them, if you want to know the truth. Sometimes I even get a little bored with it. But when I see Reggie Sanders unload on a hanging curve, or watch Dibble uncork the hundred-mile-an-hour heater, it all falls together, and there's nothing I'd rather watch. I know that that's the way it should look, the way it's supposed to look, and I like it when things work the way they should. I guess that's the Cincinnati in me -- the machines have to operate smoothly.

   We were back at Andrew's for the weekend. Friday night I met this chick between sets. She was a redhead named Maureen. I had seen her there before, usually with a guy who looked to be about eleven-feet-six, so I hadn't talked to her. Tonight she talked to me. "You guys are hot tonight, Robbie." Babe Row opener 46A.

   We talked for a few minutes, and she accidentally-on-purpose mentioned that she and the Beast from 20,000 Fathoms had called it a day. It was looking like a trip to the 28 Dollar Motel, but she said she had to work in the morning. I figured she was probably saving money to move to L.A., but I didn't say anything about it. Instead I asked her if she was going to be there Saturday night. She said yeah, and that she was off Sunday. "Maybe we can get together after the show," I said.

   "Sounds good," she said, and she showed up after the second set. It was Two-fifty Pitcher Night, so Maureen got pretty lubricated. It didn't bug me, as long as she wasn't like completely stupid chunk-blowing shitfaced. It was a pretty close call, but she was able to make it out to the Ford, so it was off to the $28.00.

   The motel is in a section of town where a panhandler might work if he doesn't really want to make any money. I signed us in as Mr. and Mrs. Krupa. The weaselly little guy behind the counter didn't smile, but I didn't know if it was because he didn't get the joke or if it was just force of habit. I saw that Mr. and Mrs. Smith had checked in seven times that evening. Maybe it was a family reunion.

   I got the girl to the room. It looked like the sort of place it was. The sink was in the same room as the beds, and instead of a soap dish, it had one of those soft soap dispensers. It gave the place that Grand Rapids Greyhound Station look, and there were plastic sheets under the bed linens -- I heard them rustle as I sat on the bed. I checked the bedside table while Maureen was in the john. There wasn't a Gideon Bible. I guess they figured this place was beyond help. Could be.

   She emerged from the bathroom; I heard water dripping beyond the darkened doorway. She stretched out beside me on the bed, and we started kissing. She tasted like the cheap draft beer at Andrew's, and her hair was crunchy against my face. Too much mousse -- the two of us together probably looked like a cat had exploded in a padded chair. It was about time for some slippery friction when the knock came on the door.

   I wasn't too sure of what to do. I figured that anyone knocking on the door at this place was a good bet to be packing a MAC-10 and calling himself Raoul. Then I heard Jean's voice. "Let me in, Kenny. It's okay." Maureen looked pretty puzzled, but I figured a scene was the last thing I needed, and Jean was liable to do anything if I didn't let her in, so I did.

   "What the fuck are you doing here?" I asked pleasantly. "How did you know I was here?"

   "Followed your car from Andrew's," she said. She glanced over to the bed, to Maureen, who was sitting glassy-eyed and stupid. "So did I miss the party?" She sat next to Maureen, touching her on her bare shoulder. "What's your name, honey?"

   "Maureen."

   "Great, Maureen, I'm Jean, and I've got a surprise for you." Maureen looked somewhere between happy and scared, maybe both. I didn't say anything, but I had managed to close the door. Kenny Rockford -- never at a loss.

   "What's the surprise, Jean?" The s sounds were fluffed a little; the 2.50 pitchers had taken a toll. Jean put her hands on Maureen's cheeks. She looked into Maureen's eyes. Maureen didn't move, she didn't breathe. I don't remember breathing myself.

   Jean smiled like it was Christmas Eve and she was Santa. "I know what you want, Maureen.  Do you know why I know?" Maureen shook her head. "Because I'm a woman, and I know what we want. Men don't know, but we do." She traced a finger between Maureen's breasts. "I know how you want to be touched." Her eyes never left Maureen's. "I know how you want to be taken. I know what you want." Maureen was like a wax statue in a hot room. She softened back onto the bed with a faint rustle of plastic sheets. Jean kissed her neck; Maureen let out a sound that was half stutter, half sigh, and lay there as Jean undressed her.

   I watched while Jean traced her tongue along the contours of Maureen's body, flickering over a breast here, a thigh there. All there was was the sound of their breathing. I jumped when Jean spoke my name. "Here, Kenny."

   A couple of minutes later we were playing daisy chain, and my mouth was filled with Jean's acrid tang, while Maureen was taking care of me. Jean was stage managing the whole thing, pausing occasionally to shift one of us or another.

   Suddenly Maureen gasped. Somewhere I remember hoping that she didn't clench her teeth. She didn't; instead she lay very still. Jean swung around on the bed and mounted me. We came quickly -- her first, me maybe ten seconds later.

   I don't think Maureen really knew what had happened for about twenty minutes. She just lay there, saying nothing. Then she said, "I need to go." She picked up the phone and called a cab. After a half-hour or so, the taxi pulled up, and she repeated that she needed to go, and left.

   Jean sat there looking at me. "Did you enjoy that?"

   I wasn't going to lie. "Yeah." I wasn't ready when she slammed the knee into my crotch. There was that two seconds of nothing but the thought, "Shit, this is gonna hurt," and then it did and I could hardly hear anything, but I heard Jean's voice.

   "That's the last fucking time, Kenny. I don't fuck for fun, and you don't either." I was trying to uncurl, with tears running down my face. "Think about this, Kenny.

   "All I have to do is tell Mark what we've been doing, and you're a dead man. He'd beat me up, but I've been beaten up before. But he'd kill you, Kenny. He'd slice your balls off and then he'd blast your fucking brains all over that duplex. Dead man, Kenny. Why don't I just do that? It'd get him out of my way, and you'd never cheat on anybody again. Why don't I call him?" She reached for the phone.

   "Don't," I wheezed. "I won't... do that anymore."

   "Fucking-a right you won't, Kenny. Cause you'll be dead." She started dialing. I reached feebly for the phone; she slammed the receiver down on my fingers. That pain hardly mattered, compared to the ache in my crotch, but my hand jerked back.

   "Please, Jean, no." She stopped. She spoke very slowly, precisely, with the carnivore's smile.

   "Listen to me, Kenny. You get one chance to get this straight, or I solve all my problems. You don't fuck around anymore. I own you. I. Own. You. I've got your cock, I've got your balls, I've got your fucking soul. You come when I call you, go when I tell you to go, do what I want you to do. It's either that or Mark's in LaGrange and you're in Forest Lawn. Do you hear me?" She raked her fingers down my chest. One scratch bled a little. She screamed. "Do you hear me?" I nodded, scared to do anything else.

   Jean leaned over, touched her tongue to my bleeding chest, smiled and sighed. "You'll be a good boy, Kenny, now you know the rules. It'll be worth your while. I know what you want, and you want me more." She dressed quickly and walked to the door. "You'll meet me whenever I tell you to, wherever I choose. Don't forget." And she was gone.

   When the door was closed, I staggered to the toilet and threw up. Then I slid to the floor, my face slickened by tears against the cool tile wall. I wanted a Gideon Bible, but there wasn't one in the room.�

                          Chapter 7





   After achingly making my way home, I considered my options. It was quiet in the house; only the rattle of the air conditioner counterpointed my thoughts.

   When I was a kid, and my father was out of town, my mother would lock the house up at ten each night, and it stayed locked until morning. I remember being caught once without my keys; I got home at midnight and rang the bell. No answer. She wouldn't even come to the window and check. I wound up sleeping in the car. Mom kept the place locked tighter than Leavenworth. I used to tease her about it, but tonight I knew how she felt.

   I was scared. I was scared of a husband I had never met.  As I drove home, I knew the driver of each car I passed was Mark. As I limped up my sidewalk, I knew he would be waiting for me in the bushes. I had pulled the shower curtain back, because I knew he would be waiting for me in the tub. I was scared because he could be waiting for me anywhere, and I wouldn't even recognize him until it was too late.

   If I was scared of Mark, I was terrified of Jean. She had been spooky, but she had never hurt me before. There hadn't been any warning; I hadn't had a chance. And then she had threatened to call Mark.

   I had bought her silence there in the hotel room, but I didn't know for how long. And I thought of the price. Jean had said that she owned me now. Maybe she did. It was her move to make, and I didn't have a choice, and I was scared. I thought of the elsewhere look in her eyes, and the sudden quiet in her voice as she left me. She had smiled when she tasted my blood. I closed my eyes, remembering. Then I felt myself hardening, and my eyes snapped back open and that scared me most of all.

   I know I must have slept sometime that night, but I didn't remember when. I remember the living room in shadow, and then in light, and they felt two breaths apart.

   If I had been secretly hoping that the morning would burn the last night's nightmares away, I was disappointed. While my nuts didn't ache the way they had before, the knuckles of my right hand were bruised all the same. I flexed my fingers; nothing felt broken.

   I thought about calling the police, but I put the idea aside.  I couldn't prove anything, and I knew it would bring Mark onto the scene. If he wasn't waiting for me already.

   I thought about running, but I didn't know where I could  go. It would take money to hide in another town, and I didn't have any. There was no place to go. I was boxed. I spent the day in my living room, in silence, staring at the walls of my cage, even the ones I couldn't see. 

   It was about four o'clock when the phone rang. I didn't answer it. A telephone rings thirteen times in one minute. After the twenty-third ring, my suspicions that it was Jean had become certainties. I sat there and stared at the phone, which continued to ring.  Thirty times.  Thirty-five.

   For an instant, I saw the receiver rise from the cradle under its own power. It would slip across the carpet to me. My legs would be entwined in the cord, and then it would seek the bone. My soul would be drained by the rubberized beige plastic of the cord. I would move through the wires to Jean, who would hang up and leave me there forever.

   My hand shot out as if to defend me, but instead it lifted the receiver to my ear. I said nothing. I could hear Jean's smile over the phone. "Tower Park," the smile said. "One hour, at the bandshell. Don't make me wait, Kenny." I didn't.

   The park was fairly crowded when I got there. A group of high schoolers were playing volleyball, and one team was thrashing the other. The losing team had one decent athlete, but he tried too hard, and he managed to spoil more plays than he made. He watched his diving saves sail out of bounds, and would shake his head, muttering grimly. I wanted to replace him on the court, let his teammates lose without having to watch John Wayne, but I had my own games to lose. I parked the bike and walked to the bandshell.

   Jean was waiting for me. She was wearing an Alice Cooper T-shirt and running shorts with blue and white vertical stripes. She wore mirrored sunglasses, and was drinking a coke that I figured she had bought from the vending machine by the baseball fields. The can was wet with condensation. She smiled as if we were old friends meeting unexpectedly, rose and hugged me like she meant it. I stood there, arms at my sides. After a moment, I thought of how goofy all this would look to anyone watching us, so I hugged her back, briefly, and stepped away. "Let's go for a ride," she said. I saw her helmet resting next to where she had been sitting. She ran and got it.

   We rode through Fort Thomas, past rows of old houses that my parents would have loved, except that the houses were in Fort Thomas, and my folks had been gone for a while. Eventually, we got back across the river. We rode East on 52, through New Richmond. Jean directed us, along roads I didn't really know. Eventually, I saw a sign that welcomed us to Felicity, Ohio, and we headed down West Light Street. I didn't know where East Light Street was, and Jean had us pull over in the parking lot of a grocery store before I could find it. We went in.

   Jean grabbed my hand and we walked toward the soft drinks. She asked me if I wanted a coke. I shrugged, and she bought me one. After she paid the cashier, she opened one and handed me the other one. We made our way back to the parking lot, and I started for the bike, but Jean stopped me. She said she wanted to go for a walk. It seemed safe enough -- I mean, there were people in the yards and everything. So we walked back the way we had come, along West Light Street.

   We passed a white house with a swing on the porch. A guy with a beard was washing a maroon Toyota in the front yard, and I could hear the Reds game on his radio, but we were past him before I could hear the score.

   Felicity was the sort of town I would have expected to find in the Ray Bradbury stories I had read in high school. The street was lined with wooden houses that had trees in the front yards. I could smell hamburgers cooking somewhere close by. A sign tacked to a telephone pole advertised the upcoming gourd festival; I smiled.  "What's funny?" Jean asked, still holding my hand.

   "This place," I said. "It's like Mayberry or something, and we're only an hour or so from the projects in Covington and Over-the-Rhine." She didn't seem to get the joke, but I knew it was funny. I might have thought we were funny too. The guy with the Toyota and the Reds game probably thought that we were John and Jane Lovingcouple or something. With each step I took, the soreness reminded me that it wasn't the case. I guess it could've been funny, but it wasn't to me.

   Jean nodded toward a guy mowing his lawn. "He works at the bank," she said, "and he's married, with a smiling blonde wife, and a son and a daughter. The kids do well in school, Mom and Dad are in the P.T.A., and he maybe used to coach Knothole baseball." It was a nice scene. Jean continued.

   "He hates all of it. The bank, his wife, his son. Sometimes at night, he thinks of his daughter and it gives him a hard-on. He knows she'll give it up some prom night between the dance and the group breakfast, and it tears him up inside. His daughter thinks he's overprotective -- maybe he is, but it isn't because he wants to save her from that. He just wants her for himself."

   Jean kicked at a pebble. "He may even fuck her one day. It'll lose him the whole thing: work, family, all that. They'll put him in jail, but he won't care." She looked at me, or I think she did; it was hard to tell with the shades. She was daring me to ask why not. So I did.

   Jean nodded, like I had just won a gold star or something. "He was in jail all along, Kenny. But at least this'll be a different one." She turned around. "Let's go home, Kenny. To your place." So we walked back to the grocery. The guy with the beard was waxing the car as we passed him again. Joe Nuxhall was talking to Barry Larkin on the Star of the Game show, so I guessed that we had won. The guy waved at us. I nodded. Jean waved back, but didn't tell me about his life.

   When we got back to the grocery, a few kids were standing around the bike. "Can I ride your bike, mister?" one kid said. He looked to be eight or nine years old.

   "Sorry, man," I said. "I don't think your mom and dad would go for it." He shrugged, but he seemed to accept it. Mom and Dad don't go for much when you're eight. Jean gave him a dollar, and told him to buy himself some baseball cards. He took it and ran into the store. I fired the bike up and we rolled away, back to Reading.

   The place was still standing when we got there. I parked the Harley, put the tarp on it, unlocked the door, let us in. Jean sat on the sofa, and motioned me over beside her. I sat next to her. Warily. She sat there, staring downward. Then she took her sunglasses off, and I saw that she was crying. I sat there and let her cry. I didn't figure I owed her any favors.

   Jean was quiet as she cried. Her teeth were clenched, and I heard them grind once or twice. After a couple of minutes, she went slack. Her mouth hung open slightly. She sniffled once and looked at me.

   "Kenny, I'm sorry I hurt you last night."

   "Me too."

   "I'm so scared." She looked like it. She was even paler than she usually was, and she seemed fixed on a point about halfway between the two of us. "It scares me when I think of you with somebody else," she said.

   "Why?"

   "Because you're not Mark, and if you're with someone else, all that leaves is Mark. Mark's a prison, but you're not Mark." 

   "Why don't you just leave the guy, Jean?"

   She sat there and took a deep breath. "My father worked at a bank. He had a smiling blonde wife and a son and a daughter." I didn't say anything. "After they put him away, Mom didn't want either of us kids around anymore, and neither did her family. So she left us at a church one day and drove away.

   "Bobby -- that's my brother -- and I didn't want to be split up, but we were anyway. He was pretty and blonde like Mom, and he was three years old. Somebody wanted him. I got moved around a lot.  When I was seventeen, I ran away. I was alone too long.

   "Then I met Mark, and I wasn't alone anymore. We got married pretty soon after we met. I thought I had finally caught a break, you know? We were gonna be a family.

   "Then I lost the baby. There was blood on the sheets, and I hurt, and there wasn't a baby anymore. That's when Mark started working out of town all the time. It didn't fit. Mark likes things when they fit." Jean began to cry again, quietly at first, and then louder and louder. Finally she leaned into me hard, her face in my chest. It muffled the sound. I didn't say anything; I didn't know anything I could say.

   "If I left Mark, I'd be alone again. I've been alone forever, Kenny. You don't know what that means. Have you ever eaten a green potato chip, down at the bottom of the bag?" I nodded. "It doesn't taste any good, but if you're hungry and you only have a green potato chip, you eat it." She shivered on the sofa.

   I started to get up, to get her a kleenex or something, but she grabbed my arm, tightly.  "Please don't go," she whispered. "I need you, Kenny." So I sat down, and she pressed against me, and I heard the blood roaring in my head, and she bore me down on the sofa, and I knew I was lost again.�

                          Chapter 8



   It was morning when I woke up. Jean lay next to me on the bed, her hair spilling around her face like thunderclouds. I turned the radio on with my right hand, trying not to disturb Jean. Z-Rock was playing Manitoba's Wild Kingdom. I leaned back on my pillow, turned my head to the left, and looked at Jean.

   Jesus, what a horror story. I knew that some people never caught breaks, but this was something else again. Her face was smooth as she lay there asleep. It may have been the only peace she had.

   But Jean had said that I gave her something, too. I was something Mark wasn't, and I was something she needed. I wasn't used to being needed by anyone, really. I had been wanted before, usually after some babe's fifth Margarita, but Jean had said she needed me, and it was different. If there had never been a Saturday night at the 28 Dollar Motel, it might even have been pretty nice.

   I didn't even feel as bad about poaching from Mark. Anyone who would bail out on his wife like that didn't deserve too much sympathy. Who was I kidding? My idea of commitment was a carry-out Chinese dinner. All the same, I didn't feel as guilty about another man's wife anymore; Mark was now an inconvenience, but one I might be able to avoid.

   Jean shifted in her sleep and the sheet slid down her body, revealing her breasts. I traced my index finger between them, down her chest. She wriggled closer to me. Her breath caught, and then slipped out in a sigh. I looped a few strands of her hair around my fingers.

   Suddenly, Jean went rigid. She locked up in the bed, looking scared and hurt, eyes still closed. I jerked my hand away as if she were a stove burner. Her eyes snapped open, and she screamed. "No!" Her head jerked from side to side.

   "Easy, baby," I said. "It's just me and you. I got you." She didn't seem to hear me at first. She sat up and started rocking back and forth. I reached for her, pulled her to me. She kept rocking; I moved with her. Then she slumped against my chest. It had ended as suddenly as it began. "I got you," I said. "I got you."

   We sat there together for a time. She raised her head and kissed me on the cheek. I squeezed her once, gently, and she moved away. I let her go. "Are you okay?" I asked.

   "Yeah." She smiled, kind of embarrassed, like a little kid caught faking it at naptime. "I hope I didn't scare you."

   "Well, not much, anyway." She smiled and kissed me. "Must've been some kind of bad dream, huh?"

   She nodded, looking very solemn. "I think the old nightmares are the worst," she said. "After you've been through them enough times, they come, and you know that the bad things will happen, and when they will happen, and how. All you can do is wait to wake up, if you can remember to wake up."

   "And if you can't?"

   "Then you just stay with the bad things." She scooted over against me. "Do you have nightmares, Kenny?"

   "I don't know." Jean looked at me. "I never remember my dreams." Then I thought of a broken glass dance floor, and Jean in three-quarter time. "Well, almost never. I guess I have them, though.  They say that everyone does."

   "Tell me a dream," she said.

   The only one I could remember was the dance, and I didn't think it would go too well. So I made one up.

   "Well, I walk through hallways at -- I don't know. It's a government building, I think. I come to an elevator. It opens, and you're standing there."

   She smiled. "Me?"

   "Well, your hair isn't cut the same way -- it's shorter. And it might not even look like you, but I know it is you, right? Anyway, the doors slide open, and you're standing there, and you smile, and shake your head. 'Never,' you say. 'Always.' And then the elevator is gone and it's the door to some office or lab or something. And that's it."

   "What do you think it means, Kenny?"

   Best to try and laugh it off, I thought. "Maybe I should stay out of post offices?"

   Her blue eyes flashed; they scared me. "Don't laugh. This is important. What did it mean?"

   "I don't know, Jean. Maybe I don't really believe I'll have you. You disappear. I can't get to you." It was weird. I was interpreting a dream I never really had, and it made some kind of sense. Then I felt her mouth on my nipple, and I flinched. "What are you doing?"

   She looked up with the hungry smile. "Getting to you," she said. And she did.

   Later, we looked at the morning paper. "Any plane crashes?" she asked. I shook my head. "Then give me the Tempo section." I did. I flipped through the sports. The Bengals still hadn't signed their top draft pick; I wasn't shocked.

   "Why do you play in The Selekt?" she asked.

   "It's the best gig I can get."

   "Does it make you happy?" She focused on me; the rest of the world moved quietly into a corner of the room.

   "Yeah." It was quiet. "Maybe."

   "Don't you ever get tired of it? Isn't it a job?"

   I shrugged. "Beats pimping carpet."

   "Or making phone calls," she said. "Sometimes I think that none of the people I call are real. I never see any of them, and they all might as well be the same person, or maybe nobody at all." She shook her head. "I don't see much of Mark anymore. Maybe he isn't as real anymore, or maybe he's nobody. Like the baby. If the baby never was real, it doesn't hurt as bad, you know?" I didn't know what to say, so I didn't say anything.

   "I get up," she said, "in the morning, in the afternoon, at night, and I go to work and talk to people who aren't there, and I come home to a husband who isn't there, and I want to take care of the kid that isn't there."

   "I get up, and play songs I don't really care about for people who aren't listening, and nobody even knows my name. Not much better, huh? Maybe I'm not real either."

   "Don't say that," Jean snapped. "I know you're real. I know your name, and I touch you and I'm not alone. Never say you're not real." She said it like she meant it.

   She stood up, grabbed my hand. "Dance with me, Kenny." She pulled me to her. We moved around the floor of my living room, and I was surprised -- we didn't hit any of the furniture. Jean hummed a tune that would've sounded right coming from a music box. I didn't recognize it, and when I asked her, she said she didn't know it either. "My mom used to sing it to Bobby and me at night. All I remember is one little bit. 'You're all dressed up to go dreaming, now don't tell me I'm wrong.' I was all dressed up to go dreaming when I found you, Kenny.

   "When I'm with you, sometimes I can put the rest of it aside," Jean said. "But when I leave you, I have to wait to wake up again. I don't want to lose you, Kenny -- I might not ever wake up again if you're gone."

   We stopped dancing. "Let's go somewhere," she said. "Take me to the Serpentine Wall." I said that was okay, and we showered and rode down to the River. Jean and I sat on the concrete and looked across the river to the shotgun houses of Covington, Newport, and the rest.

    About 50 yards upriver from us, some skate punks were practicing spins in a parking lot, until a patrol car showed up and the cop rousted them. They went on their way, but they'd be back in a half-hour or so. They always came back, and so did the cops. It beat doing something dangerous, like trying to buy a copy of Hustler downtown.

   Clouds began to roll across the river from the Kentucky side. A cool wind came before them, breaking the Midwestern August heat. As the first few drops began to fall, Jean asked me to take her home. So we got on the bike and rode to Southgate. I took it slow; it's hard to lay a trike down, but it can be done. I've seen it happen, and I didn't want to make the evening news by doing it myself.

   Jean invited me in when we got to her apartment. I thought it might be a good way to wait out the rain, so I followed her in. The apartment was messy. Dirty clothes lay in the hallway floor, and an open Domino's box was on her coffee table. "I just never get around to cleaning it," Jean said. "I figure, what's the point? I'm the only one sees it most of the time."

   "Whatever," I said as I looked at the steady rain. "Any port in a storm, right?" She laughed and went to the back of the place. While she was back there, I walked around the living room. Her record collection was in a corner, near the stereo. It looked like we listened to a lot of the same tunes. I wondered what Mark thought of Anthrax.

   I nearly tripped over something as I walked back to my chair. I squatted down and looked it over. It was like a gray marble four-by-four, about twelve inches long. The top of it was carved. "MOMMIE," it read. A fucking grave marker. I suddenly felt cold, and it wasn't the rain or the central air.

   About that time, Jean returned from the back. She was wearing a green cotton bathrobe and was walking barefoot. "Is this what I think it is?" I asked.

   "Yeah. After I ran away, I met this guy called Big Tony. He was a bouncer at one of the clubs in Clifton. I was too young to get in, but he let me in anyway, you know? Then later we'd go over to Spring Grove Cemetery and get high and maybe mess around a little if we felt like it. I mean, it was kind of creepy at first, but a turn on at the same time. Anyway, we always hung out at this one special spot -- where that stone was.

   "Well, one night I didn't go down to the club. The next time I was there, I found out that some crackhead had tried to rob Big Tony. Something went wrong, and Tony got shot. He died on the way to the hospital. They never caught the motherfucker who did it. And I was alone again.

   "I didn't even know where he was buried," Jean said. "I just had to get something, sort of to let him know that I was thinking of him somewhere. So I went out to Spring Grove, and got that thing. Some people have prom pictures." She sat down on the sofa, and her eyes went somewhere else. She didn't say anything after that.

   After thirty silent minutes, the rain had stopped. "I guess I'd better go," I said. No answer. I kissed her goodbye, on the top of her head. I might as well have kissed the pizza box. She didn't move as I left the apartment and pulled the door shut behind me. I got on the Harley, and slowly rode the wet highways back to Reading.�

                          Chapter 9



   My phone rang early the next morning, about 8:30. I knew who it was, but I answered anyway. It seemed like less trouble. "Yeah, Jean."

   "Kenny," she said. "Come to my place. Now. I need you."

   "What's the deal? What's wrong?"

   "Just come over here, Kenny. Please." She hung up.

   I didn't know what would make Jean Cassidy say please. I wasn't sure I wanted to know. So I decided not to go. If she wanted me enough, she could come here. Then I thought of what that could mean, and I decided it might be better for me to go there after all. Somewhere in the back of my head, I heard laughter. Whoever was laughing knew I would be leaving all along. The joke was that I kept acting like there was a choice.

   The past day's storms were long gone as I rode down the Interstate to Kentucky. It was already warm, with a few high clouds scudding across the sky. They seemed to be in a hurry; maybe they had business elsewhere. I wished I had, but I wasn't that lucky -- I didn't seem to have any business anywhere, only appointments I didn't want to keep.

   Crossing the bridge, I tried to ask myself why. Why was I coming to her. Because she had called me. But why did I listen?

   It wasn't just the sex. Yeah, that was great, but I always figured sex was no big deal. I mean, yeah, I like it and all, but I didn't have that hard a time getting laid.

   Was I scared? Maybe a little. Hell, maybe a lot. All the same, that wasn't enough by itself. Maybe it was the sex and the fear, and something I couldn't name. All I knew was that it was something, and that something had pulled me down the highway to where 275 met 471 and I was in Southgate.

   When I knocked on the door, it was a long time before anybody answered. Then I heard light footsteps, Jean's. They were slow, uneven. "Who is it?" she asked. I said it was me. A chain rattled, the deadbolt clicked, the door opened, and I was in.

   Jean stood there, wearing the same robe she had worn when I left her the day before. Her arms were crossed in front of her, below her breasts, as if she were trying to hold herself together. She half-stepped, half-fell toward me. I caught her. When my arms closed, she let out a sigh mixed with a high, thin whimper. "Help me to the couch," she said. "Easy." As I drunk-walked her to the sofa, her robe fell open, and I saw.

   Somebody was upset with Jean, and they weren't too shy about it. There were brand-new welts between her hips and breasts. They were red and angry, too fresh to have really turned purple yet. A few of the welts were crested with dried blood. There were fist-sized bruises on her sides. If no ribs were broken, Jean was lucky.

   I turned her over, slowly. It was more of the same. A great deal of attention had been paid to her ass. When I was a kid, one of the grown-ups next door had opened up on their kid with a switch, and Jean looked like she had gotten the same business, only with more enthusiasm. I thought of the shrubs outside, and wondered which one was missing a branch, and shuddered. I saw a few cigarette burns on the back of her thighs. A lot of effort had gone into this.

   "Jesus, girl. We gotta get you to a hospital." She shook her head.

   "No. No doctors. They'd ask questions." Speaking was an effort. "He said he'd kill me if I told anybody."

   "Kiddo, you could die from this sort of shit anyway."

   "No, he knew what he was doing. See? He didn't mark my face." She was right. "He didn't want anyone else knowing about it." She started crying. I held her then, lightly, as if she were made of cigarette ash that would crumble and smear at the least pressure. Maybe she would.

   "How the fuck did this happen?" I didn't need to ask who had done it. I just wanted to know how, why.

   Mark had come home early, and the place was a mess. He had gotten pissed, and Jean had told him to fuck off. Bad call. That was when things had started. She didn't say how long he had worked on her; she wasn't exactly watching the clock. Eventually she passed out.

   When she woke up, the phone was ringing. Mark had answered and said he had to go to Columbus, he had work to do. He'd be back in a few days and the place had better be clean by then. "Then he left. I called you later," she said.

   I let the story play through my head. I could see the son of a bitch getting washed up and dressed for work, while Jean lay in the floor. Business before pleasure -- the Cincinnati way of life. I asked Jean if there was anything I could do.

   "There's some first aid stuff in the medicine cabinet. Bring it to me." I went to the bathroom, where I found some ST37, cotton balls, peroxide, ointment, that sort of thing. I came back to the living room. She held still and was quiet while I worked on her. Doc Rockford strikes again.

   "So what do you do now, Jean?"

   "Clean the apartment, I guess." She laughed, but neither of us were rolling in the aisles. "I don't know, Kenny." I didn't know either. Since neither of us knew what to do, I put some music on the stereo and we sat there on the sofa, listening to Ronnie James Dio singing about dying young.  Me, I wasn't too keen on dying at all, but Ronnie almost made it sound like a pretty good idea. I stroked her hair; it seemed like a place I could touch her that wouldn't hurt.

   I rode to Wendy's and picked us up some lunch or breakfast or whatever a first meal of the day consisting of burgers and fries is. Jean picked at her food; I didn't have much of an appetite myself. I changed albums -- this time it was The Velvet Underground. Nico was dead now. Musically speaking, it was no great loss, from what I could tell, but someone probably missed her. Hell, some people even liked The Selekt. Lou Reed was hawking Honda scooters these days, and I was a hell of a lot closer to the wild side than him. This wasn't any sort of triumph or anything, but it was kind of funny. I wondered if Lou had ever been to Southgate.

   We didn't say much. We just sat there on the sofa, my hand in Jean's hair. She slept some. I think I dozed off myself. I looked at my watch. It was five o'clock. Somewhere in Cincinnati, in Avondale, in the Florence Industrial Park, one shift was leaving the factory while the next one showed up. In Columbus, Mark was probably checking into a Days Inn, looking to soak his stiff, sore hands. In Southgate, his wife was sleeping, moaning occasionally as she'd shift positions on the couch.

   I remembered I had a 7:30 practice, and I swore, not loudly, but with some feeling. Jean woke up, and asked me what was wrong. I told her, adding "I can cancel if you need me."

   She shook her head. "That's alright, Kenny. I'll be okay tonight. Go practice. Thanks for coming by. I knew you'd help."

   "I'll come check on you tomorrow," I said. She nodded, and told me that she would be cleaning. Tough girl. I left, and went to practice, and was behind the beat all night, and Glenn said, "You better eat your Wheaties, homes. What's the matter, the chicks wearing your young ass out?"

   "Something like that," I said, and counted off the next song. It was too slow. After practice, I rode home and slept badly, waking every couple of hours, with nightmares I never remembered clearly.

   I dragged myself out of bed about ten, and after getting civilized, I went to see Jean. She met me at the door and told me that she had called in sick at work. We worked together; she cleaned the bathroom and kitchen while I took the living room and bedroom.

   In the bedroom, I found an electrical cord. It had been cut or yanked off a floor lamp that stood in the corner of the room. I saw stains on the cord, and I realized that Mark hadn't needed to cut himself a switch after all. I threw the cord into a closet filled with Jean's clothes, and went back to cleaning. We finished in a couple of hours.

   Jean said she wanted to stay at my place that night. She followed me back to Reading in her Mustang. After I cooked some spaghetti and we had eaten, she went to the bathroom and I heard the water running. After a couple of minutes, she called for me, and I came in and helped her wash her back. I took a shower myself a little later. She stepped into the tub with me. I started to ask what she was doing, but she silenced me with a kiss. Then she went to her knees and I knew what she was doing.

   Jean watched MTV while I kept loose with a practice pad and a pair of sticks. Nelson were on the screen, looking like the girls who had turned me down for prom my senior year. A little androgyny is okay, I guess -- I mean, Bowie has made a career out of it, but this was a bit much.

   Jean said, "I want to thank you for all the help you've given me over the last couple of days." I shrugged. She laughed. "Come on, Kenny. It's not like you do this all the time."

   "Well, that's true," I said. "It was just the right thing, I guess." She nodded. A few minutes later, we went to bed. Jean wore lightweight green pajamas that were a bit too big for her. She looked like she was trying on one of her big sister's outfits. I wore gym shorts. They fit me fine.

   I was almost asleep when Jean said something. I didn't hear it clearly. "What?" I asked.

   "I said, you're going to save me, aren't you, Kenny?" 

   "Shit, Jean. I can't even save myself."

   "No, you'll save me. I know. You'll find a way." She fell asleep then, or at least she didn't say anything else. I stayed awake longer, wondering how I was supposed to save anybody. Then I thought of Jean's closet. It would be easy.�

                          Chapter 10



   I waited in the closet, with Jean's coat brushing against my left arm.  The cord from the floor lamp was looped between my hands, the plug end slipped between my right middle and ring fingers. Jean had left the door cracked, and I could see the bed from my position. I could hear the stereo in their living room. Phil Mogg was singing about the grass growing under his feet, and UFO was putting the lights out behind him. Jean and Mark may have been talking, but if they were, I couldn't hear them. I knew she would have him in the bedroom soon enough. It had been quickly enough for me.  When they were here, I would see them and it would be easy.

   I heard footsteps over the music, and they came into the room. Jean was already out of her T-shirt and bra. Mark was right behind her, of course. I would have been, had been. I saw marks on his neck, bites probably. She fell onto the bed and pulled him down on top of her. The sheets were a mess -- Jean really was a lousy housekeeper. She had other redeeming qualities.

   A couple of minutes later, they were naked.  Her smooth, pale legs were locked around his longer, hairy ones, her heels pressed against his calves. Mark's back was arched, his shoulders and ass moving up and down, forward and back, like the parts of the machines at his factory. Jean was already breathing hard -- short, sharp gasps. Her hands moved on his back, fingers hooked like talons; she clawed at his back, and I revised my opinion of the marks on his neck. The little slut was enjoying it, and I could've killed Mark then. Instead, I waited in the closet. The cord was taut.

   I saw that Mark was hairy. His back, his ass, the back of his neck. He looked like a fucking bear. It was amazing. I almost missed the signal. Jean cried out, "Now! Now, you bastard!" It would be easy.

   I came out of the closet like a shot from behind him. He was barely starting to turn his head when I had the cord around his neck. I slammed my knee into the center of his back and hauled back on the ends of the cord. Jean was still on the bottom. Hairball sandwich. The stupid bastard hadn't even been able to pull out, or Jean's legs still had him locked in. Mark was clawing at his neck now, thrashing his head from side to side.

   I caught glimpses of his face as if they were spotlit with a swinging ceiling bulb. Bright red. His face, his neck where his fingers had dug in for the lamp cord, even his eyes, bulging now from his face. All bright red. Jean's eyes were closed.

   I felt like it took forever, but eventually the red went to purple and Mark shuddered, went slack. His head tilted forward, with his chin hitting his chest. I figure he was dead then, but I pulled on the cord a while longer, just to be sure. His face was black. No more blood on his neck now, no heart pumping it. Jean's eyes were open now. I couldn't read her expression. It was someplace far away, maybe as far as Mark, but I didn't think so.

   When it was over, my arms and shoulders ached, and I rolled off them, exhausted. The air stank of sex, fear, and shit from when Mark's bowels had let go. It was on the sheet. I avoided it as best I could as I rolled his body off the bed. I slumped to the side, leaning against Jean. She ran her hand in my hair. "So good, Kenny," she said. "So good."

   With her other hand, she undid the button of my blue jeans. "So how do you want to celebrate?" she said. I couldn't believe it. But then her hand was on my shaft, and I felt myself hard and aching for her. She tore my clothes off and climbed atop me. She was hot and wet and her nipples were rough to my tongue. We came explosively, together. We relaxed and she rolled off me. She curled up against me, her head on my left shoulder, the curve of that firm ass against my left hip. "So good, Kenny." Then she fell asleep.

   Mark lay in the floor like a broken doll. He wore the lamp cord, and nothing else. I felt my shoulders shrug upward, stay there. The easy part was over.

   Maybe I slept some; I don't really know. I looked at the clock and it was 11:15. I looked at the clock a minute later and it was 1:30. An hour after that it was 1:37. My arms and wrists were sore, I guess from pulling on the cord, killing Mark.

   Killing Mark. Jesus motherfucking Christ, Mark was jamming with Jimi Hendrix, and I had just nailed his old lady. I had taken sloppy seconds off of a dead guy. Not the kind of thing they talked much about in health class at Reading High. The stereo in the living room was playing side 1 of the second Zeppelin album. Jean was sleeping, rolled over on her side, facing away from me. Robert Plant mumbled about what is and what should never be. A fucking lot he knew about it.

   I wanted to laugh, but if I started, I knew that was it. I heard a cop talking once at a chili parlor about this guy who had blown away a Stop and Go clerk during a robbery. He said the guy just stood there by the clerk, hysterical, and didn't even put up a fight when they took him to the cruiser. No fucking way I was gonna be like that.

   So I didn't laugh, and I woke up Jean. She woke up bang, blue eyes wide open, just fine, thanks. "We gotta do something with the body, Jean. We have to get rid of him."

   "Now?"

   No, I thought, we might want to carry him out at Thanksgiving, with the giblets in a separate bag. "Yeah, now. Or tonight, anyway."

   "Tonight would be better," she said. "Nobody'll be up." Especially not Mark, I thought. "You hungry?" Jean asked.

   "No, not really." She said she was, and reached for the phone. "What are you doing?"

   "Calling Domino's." That was just too much.

   "Are you out of your fucking mind?" Then I thought about the fact that she had been fucking her husband while I was killing him, and decided that might not have been the best question I had ever asked. She gave me a look that made me want to check the closet myself, but she put the receiver back down. She got out of bed and headed toward the kitchen, I guess -- I heard the refrigerator door opening and closing. Then to the stereo. It was Manowar's Fighting the World album.

   I looked off the edge of the bed, down at Mark. He was on his back, staring at the ceiling with his red eyeballs, tongue sticking out of his mouth. "Sorry, pal," I said. "I guess you were just in the wrong place at the wrong time."

   Jean walked into the room, eating a sandwich. She stepped over Mark as if he were an empty pizza box and sat on the bed beside me. "It's just us now," she said. "We don't have to worry anymore."

   "Well, there is this business of a dead guy in your bedroom, Jean. Won't they miss him at work?"

   "No big deal. If anyone asks, I say that he said there was another woman. We fought, he split, I may hire a detective to hunt the bastard down for a divorce -- like that, you know?" She shrugged and finished her sandwich.

    "You've been planning this for a while, haven't you?"

    "More or less. I mean, not exactly like this," she waved at Mark by the bed, "but yeah. It was more fun this way though. You should have seen his expression." She smiled, seeing it somewhere past me. I remembered a red face seen in freeze frames and didn't say anything. "Anyway," Jean said, dismissing her memories, "We need to get rid of him."

   Dressing Mark was difficult. He hadn't stiffened up or anything. I just wasn't used to dressing guys, even if they were dead. His crotch was still damp from his last go round with Jean, so I told her to put the underwear and pants on him.

   "Someone should have choked him every time we fucked," Jean said. "He was never that good any other time." She buttoned his pants. "You were pretty good yourself, Kenny. Want to do it again?"

    "One murder a night's enough, I think." I wasn't smiling as I pulled the T-shirt on over his head and arms. Jean took care of the shoes and socks. Then she grabbed his feet and I hooked under his arms and we carried him into the living room, to the door.

   Jean said it was clear in the hallway, so she and I drunk-walked Mark to the parking lot. He weighed a ton.

   We finally got him to his car. It was a pale blue Honda Civic, with a hatchback. I put Mark in the passenger's seat. Jean gave me the keys, and told me to follow her as she got into the Mustang. I did, being very careful to obey all the traffic laws I could think of, and a few I probably only imagined. The last thing I wanted was to get pulled over by one of Kentucky's finest with the Incredible Choking Hairball riding shotgun.

   I fiddled with the radio as we drove along, finally settling on WLW. The Reds had lost an extra-inning game to Atlanta, down there, and Kevin Mitchell was injured again. It wasn't a good night for physical fitness. I cursed. Mark didn't say anything.

   Jean led me along some of the State roads.  They rose in number from two to three to four digits, and I saw we had crossed into Boone County.  After we passed through a town called Warsaw, I saw a sign that said there was a narrow bridge ahead.  Jean pulled over, and signaled me to pull over ahead of her.

   The two of us put Mark in the driver's seat, and cut the wheels to go off the road, past the bridge, into the river. We rolled the windows down, and Jean popped the hatchback without raising it all the way. Then we wiped the car down, slipped it into drive, and watched Mark Cassidy head for a dream date with Mary Jo Kopechne. The car's movement was slow at first, almost imperceptible, but it picked up speed until it moved at nearly a walking pace. 

   Then it rolled into the water and stalled. "Shit," Jean said, which I thought summed things up pretty nicely. "I think we'd better push it." Well, yeah, I thought, I guess we'd better, and we might want to be pretty fucking quick about it, just in case anyone else drives by in the next little while. 

   So I leaned through the window, across Mark, to throw the car into neutral. I did it, and as I wiggled backwards out of the window, I bumped Mark and he fell against me, his face brushing against mine before he slipped sideways and fell across the gearshift towards the passenger seat. His skin was cool, the same as the night. I knew I would feel it on my cheek for days.

   Now it was time to push the car.  Jean pushed from behind, and I pushed from the driver's side window, saying very softly, "Please, God, don't let this thing be stuck in the mud, don't let anybody drive by, don't --" and then I remembered what I was doing, and I figured I might not be too high on God's list of Folks to do Favors For, so I shut up and pushed.

   And then I thought, "What if I get hung in the door?", but I didn't have time to think about that, because the car started rolling, not too bad now, moving downhill into the deeper water, and I stepped away to get clear of the car.

   And slipped. I fell flat smack on my ass there in the cold river water, my legs under the car, which was still rolling. I wondered if I had time to get away before it rolled over my legs and crushed them, or pinned me there to drown as if I was in an episode of Tales from the Crypt. A picture flashed across my mind of divers pulling me from under the car, my face the color of Mark's, the water moving through my hair. I bucked and rolled and waited for the pain in my legs, but there wasn't any, and my legs were clear, and I scrambled out of the water looking back over my shoulder at the car.

   I saw the headlights for a second, and they disappeared, and a huge air bubble came up, and burst, and that was all.

   "They'll find him there," I said.

   Jean shook her head. "Not unless they're looking. It's deep here. Forget him, he's gone." We got into her Mustang and drove back to Southgate, and from there to Reading. I shivered in the car as we drove north, partly from where I was wet, partly from everything else.

   The sky was turning pink in the east as we got into my bed. "Jesus Christ," I said, "Partners in crime."

   "Yeah, we make a pretty good team. We fit together. It's like being married or something." She laughed.

   "Yeah," I said. "Til death us do part."�

                          Chapter 11



   It was 11:35 when I woke up with what would have been a hangover if I had been drinking the night before. Mark had been dead for several hours, and had been in the river for a couple less than that. It would be silent where he was, and dark. 

   I could have been there with him, in the dark, I almost was, and wouldn't that have made things easy for Jean? She'd be free, and I'd be bait. I made a mental note -- no more river catfish. From here on out, I was strictly ranch-raised.

   Jean was still asleep. I slipped out of bed and got the morning paper. It said that we would be coming out of the recession soon. Of course, it had been saying that for months, but that was the Republican party line, so I would always find it in the Enquirer. Oh, and Kevin Mitchell was out, and would play on a day-to-day basis. This was as surprising as the news about the recession.

   It was a few minutes past noon when I went out to sit on the porch. Cars would pass, and then no cars would pass, and then cars would pass again. Most of the people were families, well-dressed, probably coming home from Mass for an afternoon of televised sports or yard work. They wouldn't be as formal as Mass had been, but there would be a higher level of passion. Then a station wagon passed with about a million kids in it. I guess some people still took the Pope straight.

   Family. I wondered what kind of family Jean and Mark had dreamed of, a long time ago. Jean sure as hell wasn't the station wagon and plaid skirt type, but she had carried a child for a time. That was when things had changed, she had said. If the child had lived, where would the three of them be?

   Who was the man that I had killed? Had Mark dreamed of trying again?  Had he thought that some night, things would fit? Had he thought that last night? Not for long.

   Why had she chosen me, anyway? I didn't know. I mean, okay, she would have had to pay a professional, but -- and then I wondered. Had it been my idea? I guess it was, at least in part; I had remembered the electrical cord, after all. Had she seen that during the fourth set at Andrew's? But I didn't want to know if she had.

   My shoulders still ached, and my "hangover" wasn't any better.  All in all, though, I figured I had been on the right side of the electrical cord. I went inside for a couple of Tylenol, did an inventory of aches and pains, and upped it to three extra-strength. A bass player I had known in high school had joined the Army -- Infantry.  He had told me that they called extra-strength Tylenol "candy" because they ate it damn near by the handful in the field.  Anyway, I figured it wouldn't do me any permanent damage.

   I heard footsteps from the bedroom, and Jean came into the living room. "What's for breakfast?" she asked. 

   "Nothing for me," I said, "But there're some doughnuts in the kitchen." She disappeared without a ripple. I found an old album and put it on the stereo. Jean returned, munching on a maple doughnut. She listened to the music for a moment, cocking her head like Nipper on the RCA label. "What's this hippie bullshit, Kenny?"

   "They're called It's a Beautiful Day. It was their first album. I thought it might be nice to hear something a little bit mellow today."

   "I don't," she said, and walked over to the stereo. She lifted the needle sloppily; I heard it ripping across the grooves. "I want to hear something with balls." 

   And I just couldn't sit there anymore. I don't know why I decided to freak out just then, but I did.

   I got in her face. "I don't really give a shit what you want to hear, Jean. This is my home, if I want to listen to Slim motherfucking Whitman I'll do it, and you keep your fucking doughnut-sticky hands off of my stereo, do you understand me?" 

   It was pretty impressive. I had started at about mf, and had worked my way up to fff by the end. At the same time, the part of my brain that I should listen to more often was sounding warning buzzers. I was screaming full-tilt boogie at someone who had set her husband up for a snuff flick dress rehearsal, and who was chowing down on maple doughnuts while my stomach was still doing twelve-point rolls.

   But I guess I was listening a little bit after all, because I was surprised when Jean backed down. Her drowning pool eyes were wide -- I saw white around the too blue irises. She stepped back.

   "I'm sorry, Kenny. I was out of line. I guess we're both a little stressed."

   "Can't imagine why." She smiled. I put the music back on, and sat back on the sofa. She sat beside me.

   We didn't speak for a few minutes. Then Jean said, "L me anyway?"

   "Huh?"

   "L me anyway. Anything that starts with L. Could be love." She shifted, facing me. "Or like." She pulled herself against me. "Or maybe," she said smiling, "it just means lust." She locked her legs around my waist, with those firm tits at eye level. "Right now, it doesn't matter."

   Shit. She was right.

   Long enough later, she asked again. "L me anyway?" I just nodded. We shifted our weight on the sofa. I felt the changing pressures of Jean's body against mine. She continued to move. I felt the rhythm of a waltz. It slowed, and she fell asleep. I noticed with some distant surprise that I was about to join her.

   It was an EC comic, art by Graham Ingels, story by Gaines or Feldstein. It was a George Romero clip, two million dollars looking like it was developed at Fotomat. It was Stephen King with sound effects by Arch Oboler.

   Mark's muddy footprints were on the carpet. The door hung by a single hinge. He was more than twelve hours gone, maybe twelve weeks. Flesh sloughed from his body as he labored towards us, towards the sofa. His tongue protruded, black, gnawed, swollen obscenely.

   As his arm fell across my throat, I could smell the black dog I had found three days too late one August. And then I couldn't smell anything, there wasn't air, and I saw Jean's mouth open to scream, and knew that the tongue was for her.

   I woke up with Jean's hair in my face, and her shoulder pressed under my jaw, into my throat. I was thrashing, and we both tumbled from the couch to the floor. Jean didn't take the wakeup call too well. Actually, she was scared shitless, and so was I, so we weren't much use to each other for a moment.

   Finally, I had shaken enough cobwebs out to say "Sorry. Bad dream." My head hurt as if my brain were swelling, itching, ready to burst from behind my eyes. After we were disentangled, I staggered naked to the bathroom. Three more Tylenol. 

   When I got back to the living room, Jean was dressing. "We need to get out of here, do something, okay, Kenny?"

   "Like what?"

   She picked up the paper's Arts and Entertainment section. "There's a play on tonight at Devou Park, in Covington. Romeo and Juliet."

   "Okay. Wanna go see it?" She nodded, we got ready, and we got into Jean's Mustang, since I didn't really know the way there.

   I'm not really too sure that she was too clear on the directions, either, because we wound up driving down Liberty Street in Over-the-Rhine.

   Over-the-Rhine is Cincinnati's septic tank. It's home for crackheads and the hilljacks who left the mountains but couldn't even make it to the factories in Norwood. Winos, whores and third generation welfare cases shuffled along the sidewalk like shades without the cash to tip Charon. I never feel whiter than when I'm in Over-the-Rhine.

   Jean stopped the car in the middle of the street, and stuck her head out the window. At a volume that should have been registered as a deadly weapon, she yelled, "ROLL CALL! Niggerniggerniggerniggernigger!" and stomped the gas. The locals didn't take too kindly to that. I flinched in my seat as a half-brick bounced off the hood, just short of spiderwebbing the windshield. I was morally certain that the nearest b-boy would teach us a lesson in etiquette with his MAC-10 in a matter of seconds. And then with a squeal of tires, we were long gone.

   Jean was laughing like a maniac. "Goddamn it Jean," I said, "Were you trying to get us whacked or what?"

   The laugh faded into a smile as she looked at me. She said, "I bet you weren't thinking about last night just then." I couldn't think of much to say to that, so I just gave it my all-purpose shrug as we neared the bridges across the Ohio.

   Devou Park is one of the high points of Covington, which may seem impossible, but is at least true geographically. We found the amphitheater and a spot to sit and watch the play.

   The play seemed like a pretty good case against dicking around with Shakespeare. Somebody, the director I guess, decided that the play should be set in Kentucky in the 1700's. While Kentucky does have a Florence and a Verona, it's just not the same.

   The cast wasn't much help. Like I said, the play was reset in Kentucky. All the same, the actors and actresses persisted in bogus English accents. The result was what I've heard called a Mid-Atlantic accent, and that's probably where the entire business belonged. The crowd seemed to enjoy it, or at least accepted the annual cultural vaccination.

   Jean asked me what I thought of the show. "I hope they didn't change the end," I said. "They deserve to die." She laughed at that, and we watched the rest of the play.

   When the show was over, Jean and I headed for the overlook, a terrace of the hill that was the park. The downtown lights were on across the river.  It looked clean at a distance. Even the river looked okay, and if I didn't think about the cancer rate, a glass of water might have been good.

   Jean and I might have looked okay, too. After all, Mark was nearly a day distanced from us, from everything.

   "You were right, Kenny, what you said earlier."

   "What did I say?"

   "Romeo and Juliet deserved to die." I didn't say anything, so she went on. "I mean, here they are, fourteen, fifteen years old. They're in love, they say. Big fucking deal. Kids that age fall in and out of love every week. Nothing special.

   "If they had been able to get together, with no hassles, nobody would give a shit. Romeo would get zits, Juliet would dump him for some guy with a bitching carriage, no story.

   "But that's not how it happens," Jean said. "They die, and people cry, and that's it. Nobody gets pregnant, nobody gets fat. They just lie there beautiful and dead. Maybe that's why she's beautiful, because she's dead. And people say 'Romeo and Juliet, so beautiful.' That's why." She paused. "They deserve to die."

   Jean moved closer to the edge of the overlook; I followed. I wasn't worried about her taking a dry dive or anything. It really wasn't much of an edge -- grass stains were the worst possibility. We looked at the city that was clean from a distance, and I felt her hand seeking mine; I took it. We may have looked clean then, but I knew we weren't. We never had been, and we never could be now. I couldn't smell the decay now as I had in my dream, but I knew it was there.

   I didn't know if Jean had brought the rot to me, or if it had waited within me all along, but I knew it was all mine, now and forever. As we walked to her car, I wondered, would dying make me beautiful?

   I thought of Mark. There had been no beauty there. And that night, after we lay in my waterbed and she had had me again and I had had her, there was no beauty in Jean's body. I only tasted the sweetness of an overripening fruit, before the rot burst through.�

                          Chapter 12



   Monday morning, Jean went to work, kissing me goodbye while I was still in bed. She wore jeans, and a blue cotton work shirt she discovered in my closet. I heard the front door open, and I heard the sound of the newspaper thudding on the living room floor as Jean made her way out.

   After a couple of minutes, I put on my robe and shuffled into the living room. I looked through the paper, but there was no mention of Mark, which was fine by me. I showered, shaved, and found some gym shorts and a T-shirt, and I got on my bike for a morning of doughnuts and drumming.

   As usual, the studios were pretty much deserted. The sugar from the three chocolate doughnuts and orange juice started to kick in while I changed the head on my snare drum and did a little tuning, and I hadn't played for a couple of days, so when I finally sat down behind the kit, I started playing as if I had one minute to live.

   I broke a sweat quickly, but things just weren't falling together. My double bass work was ragged again, and I dropped a stick every couple of minutes. After twenty minutes or so, I gave up and just sat there behind the kit. I wondered how Jean's work was going.  Better than mine, I imagined.

   Finally, I just got on my bike and cruised to Clifton and the record stores. When in doubt, buy music. I stopped by the Dungeon first. Leo was down there, working his day job as a cashier. Leo could probably play drums for any band in town, but he always seems to wind up in bands that don't quite make it. This month, he was with some surfabilly outfit that seemed to work every other night at the combination laundromat and bar across Vine Street. "How ya doin', Leo?"

   Leo was fine. We talked shop for a couple of minutes. I mentioned that my footwork was off. "It's probably your concentration, man. When you play, you need to just play. Get your mind out of the way." On the other hand, Leo hadn't strangled anyone lately that I knew of. I bought the first Ambrosia album on CD, tucked it under my shirt, and rode home.

   I listened to Ambrosia quoting Vonnegut while I looked through the day's mail. Electric bill, pizza coupons, Ed MacMahon. Nice, nice, very nice. I fixed myself a PBJ, ate it, stretched out on the sofa. Jean was knocking on the door when I opened my eyes. I let her in -- there really wasn't any reason not to. "So how was work?" I asked.

   She shrugged. "Okay, I guess." She walked into the kitchen; I heard the cabinet open and close, and then refrigerator sounds. She walked back in, pouring herself a coke. She sat in the papa-san and I was back on the couch. She had been calling Tulsa, Oklahoma all day asking about Ben-Gay.

   "Some of those people will talk your ear off if you let them," Jean said. "This one old bitch just wouldn't shut up -- she must have gone for twenty minutes, but you have to put up with it to make your quota, you know?" I grunted.

   "Anyway," Jean went on, "This lady tells me that I got a nice voice, and she wants to give me her grandson's number in fucking Enid, Oklahoma, where he probably cleans dust out of tractor parts."

   "So what'd you say?"

   "I told her that my husband had just died, and I just wasn't ready to date again." She laughed hard then, from the eyes down. "I told her he choked to death," she said, still laughing. Her eyes were somewhere else. "My supervisor was pissed, but I told her later, 'Hey, it worked, didn't it?' It did, too."

   "I can't fucking believe you did that, Jean. I mean, do you want to get us busted?"

   She looked at me and said, "It's not like anybody was believing it except for Granny Fartzdust in Tulsa." Then her face went slack, and her eyes were almost as dead as Mark's.

   "But I'll tell you something, Kenny. I don't care if we get busted or not. We do, and we're out in seven, or you are anyway." Her smile started to come back. "Hell, I tell the judge he beat me, and I could maybe walk. You, you don't have the excuse.

   "Matter of fact, maybe I should just turn myself in. I get a decent lawyer, I could get off easy. Of course, I guess I'd have to mention you, flip for the State and all that good shit..." She let it trail off.

   She was having a good time. Nice, nice, very nice. "But I wouldn't do that to you, baby," she said, walking to the couch, to me. She was out of the shirt by the time she was by me, and I knew she wanted me -- I could smell it. And I wanted her just as badly.

   It didn't make sense, me wanting her like that. But she fit me, and she knew it, and she knew there was nothing I could do but want her to fit me again. I couldn't help it, and that just made me want her more.

   We were on our way to the bedroom, but we didn't make it. I pressed her back to the wall and felt her leg lock around mine and her arms wrapped around my shoulders as she pulled herself up and she was hot and wet and oh Jesus I was in her again and she was light enough to hold me there, pressed between me and the hallway wall. Then she tightened and I forgot to breathe and my head snapped back.

   Her heels pressed into the back of my knees and I slumped to the carpet. She slid down the wall, landing on the balls of her feet. She stood there straddle-style, her feet outside my knees, as she grabbed my hair and pulled my face into her bush. I tasted sour nectarines and salt.

   I don't know when she let go and I don't know when I got up. I remember a hot shower, my legs weak, the tiles cold against my back.

   When I made it to the bedroom, Jean was wearing the shirt again, and that was all.  I started to get dressed. "Where do you think you're going?" she said. I told her I had to go to practice. "So don't go," she said.

   "I've got to," I said. "It's my job." I slipped into a T-shirt.

   Jean hopped off the bed, and started yanking at my T-shirt. I spun away. I had a pair of shorts on the floor by the bed. I pulled them on, watching her while I did, ready to duck if she threw something. She didn't, and she didn't say anything as I finished dressing.

   She followed me into the living room, and kissed me goodbye. I had brushed my teeth, but I thought the taste was still there, and I wondered if she could taste it as well. I saw her silhouette in the living room window as I pulled the bike out of the driveway, and I saw her drowning pool eyes as I put some gas into the Harley at SuperAmerica.

   I made it to Exodus on time, a little early actually, and I did warmups for about five minutes. Since I had played some earlier, I got the kinks out pretty quickly.

   I went out into the hallway, and wandered around, listening to some of the other bands. A lot of people do that, and I do it too. Far be it from me to pass up a trend. Also, I kind of like seeing how the other bands react when I show up.

   Understand, musicians are a pretty hypocritical bunch. You spend enough time trying to sell other people's songs and ideas like you really believe them, and you get that way. Anyway, one of the things musicians do is slag other musicians. Guys in original bands think that guys in cover bands are whores, and the guys in cover bands think that the guys in original bands are pretty fucking stupid, since nobody hires original bands. And we talk about it -- unless we're face to face. Then we're real supportive. Like I said, it's hypocritical. Or maybe it's just getting along.

   As I passed one room, I heard some guys thrashing. It was pretty nasty. The guitars were out of tune, and the lead singer sounded like your garbage disposal does when you didn't pull the spoon out in time. The drummer was probably the best thing they had going. That happens a lot in thrash bands. By the time a drummer starts playing the stuff, he's got at least two things down: speed and stamina. Basically, all thrash drumming is, is polka with an attitude, but I probably just feel that way because I don't play it anymore.

   After things got so fucked up that even these guys noticed, and they had stopped, I stuck my head in the doorway. "That one of yours?" I asked. They nodded. "Sounds pretty good."

   "Thanks," the lead guitarist said. "We're hoping to get into the studio pretty soon, make a demo, maybe go to Florida, work the circuit down there." Florida is where thrash bands go to die. I don't know why that is, but it is. Eventually, I think they'll take over Disneyworld, dressing Mickey in torn jeans and T-shirts with flayed skulls drawn by Pushead on the front. I hope so, but I don't think I'd want to visit Epcot when they were through. "What are you guys called?"

   "Ominous Threat," the singer told me. Very clever -- I figured one of the guys must have owned a thesaurus.I wished them luck and left.

   I knew that they were probably making fun of me, once I was gone -- The Selekt was king of the local club scene, so other musicians had to dump on us, call us pretty boys, all that sort of shit. But I also knew that they'd tell their girls that The Selekt's drummer thought they were pretty good. I hoped it got them laid, and I made my way back to the room.

   The other guys were there by then, and after everybody got tuned, we jammed on "Detroit Rock City" by Kiss. Whenever you play a Kiss song, you feel like you're in junior high again, and that's pretty cool. Those speed metalers I had talked to earlier weren't too far from junior high themselves. I wondered if they felt about Slayer the way I felt about Kiss. Then I wondered why I was wondering about them. I had my own problems. Then I got to the end of the song, and I quit wondering about anything, and gave it the big hard rock Ending That Will Not Die.

   It was an okay practice -- we ran through some old stuff we hadn't played in a while, and worked up a slow tune from the latest Guns and Roses album. I called them Guns and Cookie, after Cookie Rojas, but nobody got the joke. It's tough being the only baseball fan sometimes. We were back at Andrew's that weekend, and we agreed to take our stuff over Thursday afternoon. Soundcheck would be at six.

   After practice broke up, and the other guys went home, I wandered around the building some more. I heard a couple of guys working out a deal on what Frank Zappa called "Trendy Chemical Amusement Aids." They looked like a pair of Mall Rats, probably wood shop dropouts. Everyone was getting younger but me. And Mark.

   "It's easy," the first one said. "You just go to this guy, tell him you can't sleep, or your back hurts, or whatever, and you pay him twenty-five bucks, and he writes you a prescription." Wonderful. These kids had discovered the Tame Doctor of Clifton. The man was an institution. Although I had never been to see him, probably half the musicians I knew had, and I'm sure that between the gang at Exodus and the housewives dreaming of Valium, the Tame Doctor was doing very well indeed. Those twenty-five dollar payments added up. I saw his picture occasionally in the paper -- he did a lot of charity work. Always nice to see someone who can do well and do good too. I left the kids to their buzz, went to my bike, and headed home.

   Jean was gone when I got home, and I was relieved that she was gone, but worried that she might have called the cops, and I checked my closets for guests, and went to sleep and dreams of broken glass. Perhaps they were ominous warnings, but I doubted it. The music was better.�

                          Chapter 13



   The next few days were almost normal. I'd get up, read the paper (although I wasn't paying quite as much attention to the sports section now), go practice, or just sit around the house playing Nintendo or watching the tube. I hadn't heard from Jean in a while either, and while that might not be a good thing, I didn't think that seeing her was necessarily such a hot idea either. Hell, I was even starting to get my appetite back.

   I started to wonder: had we gotten away with it? It didn't seem impossible -- I mean, there's a pretty high casualty rate for overnight guys at the Seven-Eleven, and the cops sure as hell aren't catching everybody. It was still early, but I thought we might have a shot.

   That was weird too, this business of thinking of a we. Sure, I had expected to wind up with someone eventually, but I didn't think it would quite work out this way. I wondered what had happened to Jean as three days passed by.

   Thursday afternoon I packed my gear and drove over to Andrew's. I went ahead and set up while I was there, since it takes me longer than the other guys. Andy the owner helped me get everything miked, and we ran it through a few channels of the house P.A. "It's good to get it done early," Andy said. "There aren't as many surprises that way." I agreed. I'd had enough surprises lately to last me a while. I burned a few quarters on video games while I waited for the rest of the guys.

   A local rock tabloid had asked me once what I saw as "The Secret of The Selekt's Success." I wanted to ask him what definition of success included playing the various pay toilets of Cincinnati, but instead, I just said "Showing up on time." It was probably as good an answer as any -- I'm amazed sometimes at how many bands show up late and do a half-assed job because they didn't give themselves time to get it together. A friend of mine in Lexington told me that he had never seen a band down there that started on time. I told him I had never seen a Lexington band play more than once in Cincinnati. In a factory town, you gotta punch the clock. Dicking around puts you back in the carpet store.

   The other guys showed up pretty quickly, which was good, because I had reached a new level on one of the games and was starting to hemorrhage quarters. I had a coke while they got set up, and then we went through our soundcheck. We did "Stone Cold Crazy," and it was fun. We don't do it during the show that often, because some clown always bitches about it not sounding like the Metallica version. Tough shit; we like the original Queen version better. Of course, since Freddie died, whenever you mention Queen, the typical Andrew's asshole thinks fag, so it's not really worth the trouble. It did remind me of a joke, though.

   "Hey, Andy," I called into the mike. "Didja know that you can catch AIDS from a toilet seat?"

   I heard him answer me through my monitor. "No, Robbie. How?"

   "Well, you have to sit down before the other guy gets up."

   "Okay, Robbo. Y'know what AIDS stands for?"

   "Anally Injected Death Sentence?"

   "Nope. Adios, Infected Dick Sucker." We stopped then, which was probably just as well, and the band ran through "Home Sweet Home" by the Crue. I hate that fucking song. It's boring as shit to play, and you'd have to think Andrew Dice Clay was funny to think that those lyrics were worth a fuck.

   A couple of years after I graduated at Reading, one of the guys I graduated with got hammered one Friday night and went into a bridge abutment somewhere on the Kentucky side of the river. I went to the funeral, although I hadn't really liked the guy -- it was sort of a class reunion with ham and potato salad. Anyway, during the service, the minister said, "We will now play Tommy's favorite song." It was "Home Sweet Home." It was all I could do not to giggle. I mean, it's bad enough that the guy's dead, but then to make everyone listen to four wastoids who can't play? When I die, I want to be remembered for something other than a cheesy metal power ballad. I halfway expected Tom to come out of the box with a flaming Bic, yelling "Rock'n'fuckin'roll! Crue rules!" He didn't, though. Tom stayed dead, and I stayed in The Selekt, and it was another weekend at Andrew's.

   Andrew's is a stock hard rock bar, I guess, only it's bigger than most of them in town. I mean, nobody's going to confuse it with Hammerjack's in Baltimore, which has got 913 stages and waitresses with sparklers coming out their butts, but for Cincinnati cover bands, this is about it. That made it a bit easier for us, along with the fact that our managers at Longrange practically had a stranglehold on booking the place.

   There are a couple of display cases as you walk in, filled with glossies of whoever's going to be playing there. Usually it's us, along with a few other heavily varnished Longrange bands. Occasionally, Z-Rock will bring in some band from the second division -- either newly signed and looking for exposure or over the hill -- and if they can't be sure of a decent crowd at Bogart's, they book them for Andrew's. That explains why I saw Foghat there once. Actually, they weren't too bad, for a bunch of old guys. A fireplace is near the display case; I guess if any of the geezer bands have members die on stage, they can just cremate them on site.

   The club is L-shaped, and there's a bar in each wing. Behind the bars are a bunch of Andrew's T-shirts, all of which have been autographed by the assorted Foghats that have played there. You can buy your own Andrew's shirt, at what I suspect is about a 3000 percent markup, and let the world know that you've been to see a cheese-mongering cover band like us. People buy them anyway, and Andy rakes it in hand over fist. I've never seen anyone actually wearing one, though -- I think they dissolve once they're exposed to an atmosphere that isn't body odor, beer vapor, and cigarette smoke.

   The bar at the entrance faces a row of video games that are played by guys that are too shy or too geeky to hit on anybody. They pump quarter after quarter into machines with names like Warhawks, and somewhere at the back of their minds, they hope that some girl will see them and be dazzled. More likely, the girl will just ask them for a quarter for the phone, but the video gamers keep dreaming. Besides, most of the girls are in the other wing, between the bar and the stage.

   Ah yes, the stage, which might as well be my office. It has two tiers; I set up on the top one, since I'm sitting down visibility is all -- otherwise, Andy could have a jukebox and nobody would care. The stage is filled with the usual stage stuff, monitors, scraps of duct tape, that kind of thing, and about five feet over my head is a bank of lights. Andrew's has lights out the wazoo. They're hotter than hell, and they make me sweat like a pig, but we've got to have them because of the jukebox thing I said earlier.

   From where I sit, I can see maybe five feet past the edge of the stage. I know that there's a dance floor past that, and tables between the dance floor and the other bar. If you're out there, I don't know about you, but you're the one who paid the cover, so I guess I don't really need to. Besides, I can see what's important from where I am.

   Babe Row is there at the edge of the stage, where the daughters of the Tristate and Al Schottlekotte's news broadcasts line up in their underwired best. They talk, but I normally can't hear them. It doesn't matter -- the purpose of a band whore is to get her mouth full ASAP anyway, so who cares if they can talk?

   Exodus practice room joke: What's the difference between an Andrew's girl and a toilet? The toilet doesn't follow you around after you've used it.

   But every weekend night it's the same scene at Andrew's. The place fills up, the floor gets sticky with beer, and my eyes get red from cigarette smoke. The girls point at us and whisper to themselves, mating dances take place and sometimes we'll go home with them. Overdressed guys pump their fists in bogus solidarity with the band and line up behind Babe Row to eat our leftovers. I don't know if any marriages have begun at Andrew's, but I'll bet quite a few pregnancies have.

    The torn jeans and T-shirt crowd jostles each other and will pair off for fights in the parking lot, where the Cincinnati police will cart them off before they get too rough. That makes sense to me; if I were a cop, I'd rather be at Andrew's than cruising Over-the-Rhine. After the place closes, the cops will stop a few of the Spandex queens for DUI, and give them lingering patdown searches that somehow never make the Post or Enquirer.

   We played a place once in Richmond, Kentucky, a college town about 30 miles east of Lexington, and while I was on break, I saw the cops in the parking lot, marking the tires of cars with chalk. I asked the bartender about it, and he said that the cops do that so they can spot which cars are being driven by kids they can hassle more easily. That probably isn't legal, but its their town, and I was only there once. Cincinnati is my town, and I haven't seen cops chalking tires at Andrew's yet, I wouldn't be too surprised if they started.

   This is really a shitty area to be young in, if you ask me. I mean, whenever the teenagers or whoever find a place to hang, the locals go into this panic like something out of a fifties rock musical, and call the cops to roust them. I mean, I haven't seen hordes of marauding metalheads rampaging through any of the places we play. Of course, Andrew's is about as close to the middle of nowhere as you can get in Cincinnati's city limits, right down by the river but near the county line, so there's no place to rampage to, if you know what I mean, but I think the old folks are still paranoid.

   So we played the weekend, and I watched the other guys make their selections from this week's crop on the Row. The usual heavy-thighed girls watched me through each set, and one of them looked okay enough, but as she started to talk to me on my break, I saw Jean from the corner of my eye, so I didn't try anything. Funny, though -- when I really looked, Jean wasn't there at all.

   After the Friday night show, I went to White Castle with Colin and his contestant for the evening. After the girl had split for the bathroom, he asked me why I wasn't taking anyone home. I shrugged, and he went into a soap opera voice. "Could it be that True Love has found Robbie Rock?"

   Something had found me, but it wasn't True Love, or if it was, everyone had lied. "Nope," I said. "I guess I'm just a little tired."

   "What happened with that one girl from a few weeks back -- the one with the tits and the weird eyes?"

   "Oh, I've got her at home, packing our things. We're leaving town Sunday for a five-state killing spree." Now I was doing it.

   "Well, when they catch you, will you autograph the newspaper articles for me?"

   "Come on, Colin. You know that after a five-state killing spree, you have to die in a hail of police bullets. Don't you ever read True Detective magazine?"

   "Yeah, you're right. Well then, can I have your stuff?" And then Colin's girl came back, and we went back to talking about music. A while later, I went home.

   Saturday night, I didn't see Jean. The girl I had ducked on Friday night was back, with her tits pushed up alongside her nostrils, barely encased in leopard-skin lycra. Lifted and separated, she talked to me between sets. I was sitting at the bar, and she did plenty of leaning over during our conversation. Finally, I told her that I had the stomach flu, just to get rid of her. As she left, I told myself that I was afraid of what Jean might do to her, but I knew what I was afraid of, so I couldn't make myself believe what I had said.

   After the last set, I told Andy I'd come by during the afternoon to pick up my gear. He said that was fine, so I went home. It was almost three when I got back to Reading. I went to my bedroom, and there was a note on my pillow. It read: "You're learning quickly. See you soon. L you, Jean." I locked all my windows and doors, and slept hard until 10:00 Sunday morning.

   I went outside and got the paper. I looked at the front page, and knew that sleep was too far away now. Mark's picture looked out at me, with the empty look of pictures of the people you know are dead.

   It was Mark's picture, I knew that. But the name under the picture was Travis Meyer, and the story said that he sold shirts at Van Leunen's. No factories were mentioned. His address was not Jean's. It was listed as some apartment in Elsmere. The paper said he had been missing for a week, and gave a number for people with information to call.

   We had killed the wrong man.�

                          Chapter 14



   Travis Meyer was dead, and he was the wrong man, and his face looked at me blankly across the gap between my eyes and the page. I read the article, closely this time. It said he had been missing for a week. He had gone out for the evening and hadn't come back, and nobody knew where he was. Well, that last wasn't true. I knew where he was, and Jean knew where he was, but the newspaper didn't.

   It looked like the cops were playing it close to the vest. No, they didn't know where he was. No, they didn't have any reason to suspect foul play. An anonymous police spokesman said, "Anytime someone goes missing for a length of time, you must consider a number of possibilities. We welcome any information from the community." That was followed by the phone number of the Erlanger-Elsmere police.

   I read the story once again, and nothing changed. I shook my head. What the fuck was going on?

   I didn't have a clue, but I knew I had to find Jean. That was easy enough. As I was stepping out my door, her Mustang pulled into the drive, and she got out.

   I stood there on the porch as she got out of the car, held the door open for her as she walked into the living room, very cool. I closed the door behind us, and she sat down on the sofa, very cool. "How's it going?" she asked me.

   "You seen today's paper?" She shrugged. I took it as a no, and tossed the article over to her. Her eyes flickered over it, and she shrugged again.

   "So?" she said.

   "So his name isn't Mark, and he doesn't work at a factory, and he's not your husband."

   Jean looked at me as if I were picking up radio signals on my fillings. "Of course it's Mark, but they haven't found him yet."

   "I didn't get this fucking paper at a joke shop, Jean. It. Isn't. Mark. Look. His name's Travis Meyer, and -"

   And I stopped, because Jean went stiff and began to rock back and forth, like the last bowling pin. Her eyes were open, staring. And she was talking fast, one long sentence.

   "Oh yes it is Mark because it has to be Mark and it's a lie and I know it and it has to be Mark and he's dead and he's not coming back not coming back and I knew it was Mark when I brought him home and he said he was Travis and I knew he was lying and you're lying and I know he's dead he has to be dead goddammit it was Mark it was Mark it was MARK!" From a whisper to a scream as the back and forth grew faster and faster to a hit the wall stop. She stared straight ahead, eyes wide open, filled with nothing. Then they closed and she pitched forward limp off the sofa and onto the carpet, her head bouncing off the edge of the coffee table with a rimshot sound.

   I came around the end of the table and rolled her over. She was breathing, but that was about all I knew. So I went to the bathroom and soaked a washrag with cold water. When I came back, I squeezed the rag and drops of the cold water fell on her face. I wondered if it would wake her up -- it seemed to work in the movies. After a minute or so, her eyes opened up. Hooray for Hollywood.

   Jean told me her head hurt, so I got her some aspirin. She spoke as if she had just walked through the door, as if ten minutes before had never happened. Maybe they hadn't, as far as she was concerned.

   After a few minutes, Jean got to her feet, a little unsteadily, and went to the bathroom. The newspaper remained on the floor, where she had dropped it. I picked it up. It still said "Travis Meyer" in the article. I put the paper on the coffee table, with his picture facing down.

   Jean came out of the bathroom. "I'm starved," she said. "Let's go get some chili."

   What the hell. When in doubt, eat something. So we went out, got into the Mustang, and rode to a chili parlor. 

   The chili parlor was decorated in early formica, with stools along the counter and booths lining the wood-paneled walls. A jukebox in the corner had a mix of country hits and the top 40, and the cash register faced the door. We sat in a booth in the back corner. I faced the door and Jean sat across from me. I had ordered a 3-way, two cheese coneys, and a coke when the shitkickers came in.

   They were wearing some sort of redneck rock farmer uniform: Hank Jr. T-shirts, jeans, work boots like Pete Townshend used to wear, chain-drive wallets, four-day beard. One of them had long black hair, but not as long as mine, out over his collar.  The other one's hair was short, light brown. They sat a couple of booths up from me, brutal and stupid and surly as the rhinos at the zoo, and they had come in just in time for me to catch the tail end of the Friday night recap.

   Longhair spoke first. "So I thought, I kill this asshole, it's maybe seven years. Maybe."

   The other guy nodded. "Yeah, I could do seven years standing on my head. You could do seven easy."

   "Shit yeah, I could do seven. I mean, it'd be worth seven years to kill some people."

   "I know it. Just for the look on their face when they know it's the real thing. I can think of a few I wouldn't mind killing." He sounded wistful. I re-read the menu.

   "Yeah," Longhair said. He picked the story back up. "Anyway, I'm like, 'Fuck this shit, and fuck you, motherfucker.' And he looks like he's gonna move? And I go, 'You do something, you better fuckin' kill me, cause you don't, I'll find your ass, and you gotta sleep sometime.'" Shorthair nodded approvingly. He had probably played the scene before; he knew the script.

   "What's the guy do?"

   "He just gives me this look, and I'm like, 'Come on, motherfucker.' Then the bouncer shows up, and throws the guy out. Guy kept looking back at me all the way out, but didn't say shit."

   "Pussy."

   "Yeah. Anyway, he's gone, and good for him, cause I wanted to fuck him up. So I get another beer."

   The conversation changed to the drunk report, and then Shorthair flashed back. "Seven years, huh?"

   "Yeah."

   The waitress showed up with the food, and I started on my 3-way, which was the best one I'd had since the last one. Jean munched a burger and fries and neither of us said anything. Eventually the waitress showed up with the check. I left the tip, and we got up to pay the cashier. 

   As we walked by the rock farmers, Longhair looked at Jean and said, "Hey girl, you ever do it doggie-style before?" I slowed down; Jean stopped, which meant that I stopped too. 

   Jean turned toward him and smiled sweetly. "Not lately, and if I tried it with you, I wouldn't notice, you needle-dicked mosquito fucker." Shorthair lost it, laughing until Pepsi came out of his nose.

   Longhair didn't take it so well. "I oughta knock your fucking teeth down your throat, you bitch." He was coming out of the booth when Jean got him in the left eye with the car keys she was holding in her right hand. She gave her wrist a twist, but didn't draw blood. All the same, Longhair's priorities had changed pretty dramatically. His hands went to his face and Jean shoved him back into the booth while he was off-balance.

   Jean looked at Shorthair, who wasn't laughing anymore. "Tell your friend that the next time I see him, I'll run over his balls with a garden weasel." Then she looked at me. "What are you waiting for? Let's go." So we did. 

   We drove to Southgate, back to Jean's apartment. I didn't think the hall looked as if we had carried a dead body out of it last week, but I could have been wrong. Maybe bodies were dragged through here every day. Maybe it was a scheduled community activity, like a monthly barbecue at the pool. "BYOB" took on a whole new meaning; I snickered -- Jean looked at me, and I told her it was nothing. We walked into the apartment.

   The apartment looked the same as it always had. The stereo, TV, the kitchen off to the left, the hallway back to the bedroom. Pizza coupons and empty water glasses sat between the couch and the hallway, and the latest TV guide sat by the remote control. We sat on the couch.

   "You didn't have to do that to that guy at the restaurant, Jean," I said. "You could've just walked away."

   "Yeah, I probably could've," she said. "But you want to know something? I didn't want to just walk away. I've taken shit and taken shit and taken shit all my life, from my dear old pervert daddy to the children's home to Mark, and I took it for all those years. 

   "But it's different now. I have no clue where my father is, and I don't want to find out. I left the home a lot of years ago, and Mark is dead. And now," she paused, "Now I'm free, and I don't have to take it anymore. People can fuck with me, and I'll fuck them right back."

   "Well, that's just fine," I said, "but right now we don't need to call any extra attention to ourselves. What if somebody had called the cops?"

   "Oh, yeah, like that guy was gonna tell the cops that this little girl kicked his ass. Nobody was gonna call the cops. But there's something else. I just don't care anymore. Nobody can do me any worse than I've already been done. I'm 23 years old, and whatever happens from now on is a gimme. I just don't give a shit about anything else. I'm free. Free from my dad, free from the counselors, free from Mark." 

   Her eyes locked on a point in space between us. "I'm free now, Kenny, and it's because of you. Let me thank you," she said. And I did.

   Later, in her bedroom, Jean was falling asleep. "It's so nice, Kenny," she said, "to know that Mark won't be coming home tonight. Or ever again." And after she went to sleep, I lay awake, wondering if Mark had ever come home at all.�

                          Chapter 15



   I didn't know how long it had taken me to fall asleep or how long I slept but when I woke up, Jean was out of bed. Her pillow was cool. I reached up over my head, grabbed the headboard, stretched. I rolled out of bed and stepped between the piles of dirty clothes, making my way to the bathroom. 

   The robe still hung there, as it had on the first night I had come to Southgate. I took it off the hook on the door, looked it over. No monogram, no nametag, no letter from Ed McMahon in the pocket. It didn't tell me anything; it was just a robe. I hung it back on the hook, took a leak, and left the bathroom.

   Wandering through the apartment, I found a note from Jean in the kitchen. It told me that she was working, that I could find pop-tarts in the cabinet over the sink, and that she'd be back around two that afternoon, which was about three hours from now, according to the clock on the microwave. I opened the cabinet and found a box of generic chocolate toaster pastries. There was milk in the fridge, in a paper carton with a picture of some kid I didn't know. Breakfast tasted like chocolate-flavored baseball cards, but there was enough milk to wash it down. 

   So I had a couple of hours to waste at Jean's place. I turned on the TV and flipped around until I found ESPN, but it was a bunch of exercise shows, so I switched it off again.

   I dusted off Jean's album crate, picked out some old Pink Floyd, and put it on her turntable. I didn't really want to listen to anything, just some sort of background noise, and Dark Side of the Moon makes pretty good Muzak. The band sleepwalked its way through side 1 as I returned to the bedroom.

   Making the bed, I saw that the closet door was ajar. Since the past weekend, open closets made me nervous, so I went to close it, but first I wanted to look inside it. Not that I expected anyone to be there, but neither had Travis Meyer. So I opened the door wider, looked inside, and glanced up at the closet shelf. I saw the usual assortment of folded sweaters, a long plastic flashlight, and what looked like a scrapbook. I reached up and pulled the book down from the shelf, careful not to bring the whole mess down on my head. 

   The book was a dark brown leatherette photo album with a thick supply of plastic pages. Three gold lines framed the front cover, and the letters JMC were stamped in gold in the lower right corner. Opening the book, I saw a name card on the first page, the sort of thing you get when you graduate from high school. The name on the card was Jean Margaret Cassidy. I turned the page.

   The early pages had class pictures, a smiling Jean (minus a front tooth) in the front row where the photographers stuck the short kids. I never had to worry about that -- if you ever find my grade school pictures, I'll be back row, middle. The next page had pictures of old people. I peeled the plastic coating away from the stiff cardboard backing of the pages, lifted the snapshots away. The backs of the pictures identified them as grandparents, with dates of birth and death. None of them were still alive. I replaced the pictures and continued to leaf through the album.

   I saw a crayon picture of a house drawn on white notebook paper, with birds that looked like m's and a yellow arc of sun in the upper left corner of the page. Jeannie C.  appeared at the bottom in black magic marker, neatly printed as if by a kindergarten teacher.

   The next page held a clipping from the Enquirer, dated 1978. Jean would have been about seven, eight years old. It said that Harold Cassidy had been killed in a one-car accident near Bethel, Ohio. Apparently falling asleep at the wheel, Cassidy ran his new Ford Fairmont off the road and into a telephone pole. He was DOA at University Hospital -- massive head and chest injuries, no seat belt. The article reported that Cassidy was survived by his wife Amy and two children, John and Jean.

   More photos on the following pages, class pictures, snapshots, some with Jean not smiling anymore, some of other people with Jean out of the picture -- I figured she had shot those herself. One picture showed Jean in the middle of a group of five or six other kids, in front of the Eiffel Tower at Kings Island amusement park. The other kids grinned at the cameras as Jean stared at nothing, even then. I looked at that one for several minutes, until the album side ended.

   After I flipped the record in the living room, I returned to the bedroom and the scrapbook. Another page turn revealed a picture of Jean, a blonde woman in what looked to be her late thirties, and a small boy. Only the blonde was smiling as Jean and the little boy held hands.

   Another picture on the same page had been ripped along the left edge. Jean and the boy and woman were in the same location, but looming from the rip, a man's arm rested around the blonde's shoulders; her right arm disappeared into the torn edge of the photograph. Jean's face was frozen into a mask I remembered from a motel in Clifton. Something rose in my throat and I closed the book.

   After a minute or two, I glanced at the clock. Jean wasn't due home for another hour, but I hadn't showered yet. I decided to put the scrapbook away, but I dropped it as I reached up to put it on the closet shelf. Picking it off the floor, I saw the date of a newspaper clipping just as I heard a key in the door. I stashed the book back under the sweaters and pushed the closet door shut. I had turned back toward the partially made bed when Jean walked into the room.

   She walked up to me and kissed me on the cheek. "Split shift, so I got off early," she said. "How long have you been up?"

   "Not too long," I said. "Pop tarts were okay, though." We talked about nothing in particular for a few minutes, and we made our way to the Mustang, and I looked out the window as she drove me back to Reading.

   Jean had to go back to work, so she dropped me off at my duplex and drove away. I stood there as she drove away, and then I checked my mail, put my phone bill in the "Things to pay" envelope, and went out to my bike. I started it up and headed back to Kentucky.

   I followed the signs to Northern Kentucky University, asked directions to the library, and found the periodicals department. I asked the little brunette behind the desk for a copy of the Kentucky Post for May 14, 1986. She headed into the back and emerged with a spool of film. She asked me if I knew how to operate the viewer. I told her I did, and after three or four tries, I managed to get the film spooled. Maybe I didn't know how to operate it that well, but she didn't have to know that. Rock rule #24: Look competent, even if you aren't. (Rock rule #24A: If you make a mistake, make it loud.)

   I cranked it through about a week-and-a-half's worth of news, breezing along so nicely that I overshot the paper by a couple of sections and wound up looking at an article about Eric Davis' tremendous potential. Hitting the rewind button for a moment, I made my way back to the front page and started looking for an article that might have interested Jean enough to save it.

   It didn't take long; it was right there on the front page of the Kentucky section, above where the fold would have been, if I had been looking at a real paper. 



            Police Hold Ft. Wright Teen in Murder

Covington police announced that they had arrested a fifteen-year-old Ft. Wright girl in the shooting death of Mark Holcomb. Holcomb's body was found two days ago at his home in Ft. Mitchell by Amy Cassidy, his girlfriend.



Details had been sketchy at press time and the cops had played it close to the vest, but the story indicated that Holcomb had been a wealthy building contractor and that the neighbors had heard "what sounded like an argument between Holcomb and a girl" on Sunday night. So I skipped ahead to the next day's Post. Jean had made Page One again, under the headline "Girlfriend's Daughter Shooting Suspect." Surprise.

   The weekend's papers didn't tell me anything new, so I rewound the spool and traded it for the next two weeks' worth of film. Monday the 19th's Post announced, "Holcomb Abused Her, Suspect Claims." The story said that the fifteen-year old Ft. Wright girl, whom neighbors had identified as Jean Cassidy, told police that Mark Holcomb had been sexually molesting her for a period of weeks before she shot him. The rest of the story recapped the discovery of Holcomb's body by Amy Cassidy, and mentioned that Holcomb had been shot in the face with the .38 Special he kept in his bedroom. The readers were left to imagine how Jean had found the gun. I smiled; you can count on the Post for some things, and titillation is one.

   The next story appeared on Friday, May 23rd. It reported that the juvenile charged in the shooting of Mark Holcomb had been recommended for psychiatric evaluation.

   A week later, the charges were dropped, with a police spokesman stating that it looked like a case of self-defense. As a result of the investigation, however, the State had assigned Jean Cassidy to temporary care, which sounded a lot like the foster home trail to me. I rewound the tape, gave it back to the little brunette, and rode home.

   The paper had arrived when I got home, but there was no mention of Travis Meyer. I baked a frozen pizza and ate it as I listened to the Reds game. 

   Lying on my sofa with Joe and Marty providing a comfortable white noise, I thought about what I had learned that day. I didn't know what had happened to Jean in the seven years between Mark Holcomb and now, but I knew that whatever she had been when she drew the kindergarten house was farther away than I could ever reach, and that the spaces behind her eyes were places I didn't want to visit.

   Too bad I was already caught there.

   Somewhere between innings I fell asleep, but I woke up as I heard a car pull into my driveway. I rolled off the sofa and looked through the window to see Jean. I let her in.

   Her head was down, shoulders hunched, hands in pockets. I closed the door behind her, just in time to catch her against me. She stood there in my arms, shaking, pulling deep breaths. Maybe we stood there for thirty seconds, maybe a couple of minutes, I'm not really sure. Finally she relaxed, not breaking the circle of my arms. I led her to the sofa and sat next to her as she huddled against me.  She said something, so quietly I had to ask her to repeat it.

   "Sometimes it all just seems to close in on me, Kenny."

   "What does?"

   "The buildings, the job, everything. I feel trapped, y'know?" I knew, but I didn't say anything. "I want to leave here," she said, "Go someplace open. I want you to come with me." She looked at me, her dark blue eyes black in the darkness of the living room.

   "I can't do that, Jean. You can go where you want," I said, wishing she would, "but I can't. There's the band, and my lease, and . . ."

   "And what?" she asked. "Do you really want to play in some cover band under a fake name for the rest of your life? You can do that anywhere. Leases can be broken. We can go anywhere."

   "Look, I owe it to the other guys to stick with them. I can't just bail out on them. And it's not like we can just step into a new town and make a living. I'd have to build a reputation, go through auditions, all that shit. I can't afford it. Do what you want, Jean, but I've got to stay here."

   She sat there, quiet for a minute, coming to a decision. Finally, she nodded. "Then I'll stay too. I can wait. I waited 23 years to meet you, and I've waited before.

   "I told you how, after Mom split, I got moved around a lot?" I told her I remembered, but I didn't tell her that I knew where she had been and why. She continued. "One of those places was like a group home. They said it was for troubled kids," she said, hitting the word with contempt. "Maybe we wouldn't have been so fucking troubled if we hadn't had to be there. Half of us were on heavy medicine, and the rest of us were trying to score points with the staff -- if you were a girl, it was pretty easy -- or just get by. Yeah, we were troubled, all right. Anyway. While I was there, a couple of the girls killed themselves, one with her pills, the other one slammed her head against the wall and busted herself up and died. At least we were told they did it to themselves.

   "But when you live somewhere, you hear things, y'know? Well, I heard about a group there at the home. They said it was 'Blood in, blood out.' You know what that is?" I shook my head. "It means you have to take somebody out to get in, and the only way you go out is in a box." She seemed to relish telling this, like a little kid telling spooky stories around a campfire. "That's what we are, Kenny. Blood in, blood out. Mark made us this tight, right? We're together. For keeps. I'll stay." She smiled. I didn't know what else to do, so I smiled back at her. Weren't we just a happy pair?

   Jean said she was tired -- wanted to go to bed. I said that seemed fair enough, so we went back to the bedroom and undressed. We lay there quietly, the radio playing "I'd Love to Change the World," by Ten Years After. I felt myself falling backwards into sleep. 

   I woke up as she had me in her mouth, her hands along my sides. I came quickly, clutching the sheets with hands like talons and arching my hips, and as I did, she raked her fingers along my sides. I cried out, I don't know if it was from pleasure or pain. She had left red marks from my ribs to my hips. One of the scratches bled slightly. Jean kissed the bleeding scrape, tasting the cut with the tip of her tongue. She looked up and smiled again. 

   "Blood in, blood out," she said dreamily, getting out of bed and walking to the bathroom. The outside lights filtered through the Venetian blinds, a pattern of black and white curves and shadows against her pale, bare skin. She returned with a hot washcloth and cleaned me, lingering at the groin. She returned the cloth to the bathroom and came back to bed, falling asleep almost as soon as she was under the covers. I stayed awake longer, thinking about as forever as I could know.

   Blood in, blood out.�

                          Chapter 16



   Thunder woke me about three that morning. Jean was still next to me, asleep, mouth slightly open. I slid out of bed, walked to the kitchen, got a glass of milk. After I finished it, I wandered into the living room, looked out my front window, and watched the rain.

   When I was a kid, most of my friends thought I was weird because I liked the rain. I knew it meant we had to stay in, even though I'd sneak out sometimes if the weather was warm, but I liked it. Rain made the burbs clean. It made everything clean, and I realized that was what I wanted to be. I returned to the bedroom, pulled a pair of jeans on, and went out to my porch.

   I stood there, the rain soaking my hair and running down my chest, my shoulders, my face. It was cool, not cold, and felt good against the hot air of late-summer Cincinnati. I thought of a paper cup being washed down the street to a storm drain, oil stains turning into thin rainbows in parking lots, finally disappearing like footprints in the snow. I thought of a city being cleaned.

   But I wasn't. Maybe I would've liked Travis Meyer. He may have seen the band play before -- he may have gone to some of the same ballgames that I saw. He had just been a guy selling shirts, driving a little hatchback, and one night he took the wrong girl home.

   He had broken his fingernails clawing at the electrical cord. I had driven his body to the river near Warsaw. His dead face had brushed against my cheek. My stomach rolled; I slumped back against the front door for a few seconds. The rain kept falling, not noticing me at all. The concrete was cold under my feet. The sky towards the river flashed pale, the thunder coming seconds after.

   I knew that this rain would stop, that rain always stops, and that the city would grow dirty to be rinsed again. The old dirt and paper cups and factory chemicals and Christ alone knew what else would be carried into the river by the rain, and from the river to our faucets. I knew that Cincinnati was one of the cancer capitals of the U.S. -- nothing ever really got clean, the poisons only became better hidden. The rain had soaked my hair and face and it surprised me when I realized that I was crying.

   Travis Meyer was dead forever, and I was never going to be clean again. And what had it bought me? She was asleep, not even knowing who we had killed, not admitting that Mark Holcomb had been dead for years. She told me I had freed her, but I wondered how long it would be before Mark had to die again. She was free, but I was bound to her, with Travis Meyer the witness to what we had joined. Blood in, blood out. I shuddered in the cool rain.

   I went back inside, feeling the bite of the window air conditioner on my wet skin and clothes. I looked down at my side, at the scratches angry against my skin. The clock on my VCR said it was 4:15. I heard the rain begin to slack off as I walked to the bathroom, undressed, and toweled off. I had just hung up the towel when I heard Jean scream.

   I ran back to the bedroom as Jean kept screaming, no words, just a sound as devoid of meaning as 3 a.m. television snow. She looked at me, but she wasn't seeing anything, and I wondered if Jenkins would wake up next door and I had to shut her up and I thought about standing in the rain moments before and the look on her face as we had killed Meyer and I slapped her, hard, her head whipping to the right. Again, and she was quiet, her face slack, then animating as the channel changed.

   "I woke up," she said, "and you were gone. You know how sometimes when you wake up, you don't really know where you are? Well, you weren't there, and I was someplace I didn't really remember. And I thought, what if this isn't real? I mean, you, and this place, and what if I was back with Mark? And I couldn't . . . I just went away."

   "Jesus, Jean, I got up for a drink and I was watching the rain. You don't have to freak out just because I'm not in the room."

   "I'm sorry," she said, very quiet, then, "Kenny, will you hold me for a few minutes?"

   I knew what would happen if I did, where it would lead, but I did, and it did. As I looked down at her, her heels pressing into the backs of my calves, I flashed back to slapping her, and I knew that I had wanted to slap her again and again, to beat her down, as far down as I had traveled, as far down as Travis Meyer had traveled. Then she tightened around me and I didn't think of anything for a while, and finally I rolled off of her and into exhaustion, falling asleep as if I had been clubbed.

   I dreamed of dancing with Jean, both of us humming as if our bones were struck crystal. It was nighttime in the desert as we danced, the moonlight shining through her hair and her eyes. We touched hands lightly, knowing we would shatter at hard contact, but we danced wildly, taking crazy chances, in the desert. When the sun rose, I couldn't look at her -- I was afraid of being blinded. But the light focused through her and burned me down as I whirled.

   I awoke as a shaft of sunlight came through the blinds and poked me in the eyes. Jean pressed against me, her arm around my waist, as if I might keep her from drowning, but I knew we were both sinking. I turned my face from the light, toward the clock, which told me it was 10:30. I slipped out from under Jean's arm; her eyes opened, locked in on me. "Just thought I'd get the paper," I said.

   She glanced up at the clock, and her eyes snapped open all the way. "Ohmigod," she said, "I have to be at work in an hour and a half. I've got to go home and change." She threw her clothes on and broke for the door, stopping long enough to tell me she wouldn't be back that evening, one of the girls at work was getting married and Jean had to go to the bachelorette party. Business as usual. She said she'd call tomorrow, ran to her car and pulled out of the drive to go south. I reached out and got the paper. 

   I looked at the front page of the Metro section, leafed through it. No news of Travis Meyer's whereabouts -- his disappearance was disappearing itself, getting lost in the pile of tax hikes and car crashes. Maybe we'd get away with it.

   But I knew I'd never get away from it. I wrote checks for the bills, put them in envelopes and put them in the mailbox. After I shaved and showered, I put on some shorts and a tank top, grabbed my helmet, and pointed the Harley towards Exodus.

   It was steamy, as the rain of the night before began to boil off in the Cincinnati heat. I felt like I was breathing through damp, heavy cloth. I wasn't wearing much, but I was sweating by the time I reached the rehearsal space.

   I did the dust and tune routine and saw that I'd need to pick up some new heads pretty soon. After my warmups, I fell into a pretty nice groove, not feeling as tight as I had before. Maybe if I could play well enough, I wouldn't have to think.

   People died every day, and people killed every day, and the world kept going. Harold Cassidy had died. Mark Holcomb had died. Travis Meyer had died, and the world was still there. Was the world really going to miss any of them? For that matter, would the world really miss Kenny Rockford? They didn't even know who he was. The tip of the left stick broke off on a crash cymbal, bounced back over my shoulder, off the wall, to the floor. I put the surviving stick in my stick bag, threw the broken one in the trash, locked the practice room, and rode to Mt. Adams.

   Mt. Adams is one of Cincinnati's seven major hills, and during the '70s and '80s it turned into yuppie heaven. The old houses are either restored or being restored, you can't swing a dead cat without smacking a gallery or boutique, and a one-bedroom apartment rents for what I make in a month. I looked as appropriate as a Moonie at a Baptist picnic, but I rode through the land of the power tie and tightened sphincter to Eden Park. I parked the bike near the art museum, and walked through the park, trying to enjoy the view of downtown, but the haze got in the way.

   Near a Honda Accord with Grateful Dead window stickers, I saw some hippie types sitting on a blanket spread on the grass, college-age kids rebelling against their folks by doing what their folks did 25 years earlier, although I heard that the dope was better now. I hoped the '60s would end during my lifetime as I walked past them. At least they didn't have Aoxomoxoa playing on the stereo. If they had, then I would have had to try to recreate the spirit of Kent State. Or at least wave some styrofoam at them. I found my way back to my bike and rode home. After I ate some ravioli, I lounged around and read old issues of Modern Drummer until it was time to go to practice.

   Practice went okay as we gave the The Selekt treatment to a couple of old ZZ Top songs. I hadn't played "Tush" since high school, but we knew it would go over big, so we worked it up. Like Colin said, at least it wasn't Bob Seger.

   When I got home, I picked up my copy of the Post from the front stoop. On my way to "Calvin and Hobbes," I saw a headline: "Divers Find Car, Body in River." The dateline was Warsaw. Some boaters fishing near a bridge reported seeing what looked like a car in the river. A Scuba team from the Boone County Water Rescue Squad was called to investigate; they found a hatchback wedged into a pile of silt, with a body in the driver's seat. Police declined to identify the body, pending positive identification and notification of the next of kin.

   I was ahead of the papers; I knew who it was.

   I drove to Southgate -- there was no sign of Jean. The Mustang was gone, and nobody answered the door at number 43. I waited in the car until 2:30, half an hour after the bars closed, before I gave up and drove home.

   Jean had said the water where we had dumped the car and the body was deep enough. I should have known better; we couldn't have hidden him deeply enough, not in the river, not in my soul. 

   I may have nodded off around four. I had been sitting on my sofa holding the newspaper. The next thing I knew, the paper was on the floor and I heard a car pulling into the driveway. It was the Mustang, shining in early morning sunshine. Jean came to the door, I let her in, sat in the Papa-San while she sat on the sofa.

   "They found the car," I said. "And the body." She sat there, not speaking. "Did you hear me?" She nodded. Still didn't say anything. I couldn't take it; I shouted, "Don't you have anything to say?"

   Then she gave me that hungry smile, and said, "I'm pregnant."�
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   It was my turn not to talk then, but I may have shaken my head, because she went on, telling me that she had missed her period two weeks after I met her, had bought a home test, and it was positive.

   "And I am too," she said. "Last time, I just knew. And I feel just like I did then." She leaned against the back of the sofa, eyes closed, smiling, looking as happy as I had seen her. Looking at her, I knew she was telling the truth. There was a life inside her, and part of it was mine, and I didn't want it. I just sat there, looking at her, until she said, eyes still closed, "Cat got your tongue, Daddy?"

   I flinched. "Don't call me that," I said.

   She got up then, walking across the room towards me, sitting in my lap. I let her. "But you know it's your baby, Kenny -- yours and mine. You know you're the father. Mark was out of town (as if he had ever been there, I thought), and there hasn't been anyone else but you.

   "It's our baby, Kenny."

   "Well, it won't be for long," I said. "I've got some money saved up. We can get it taken care of."

   Her left hand turned into a claw. I caught it before she was able to rake my eyes and twisted her around so her back was to me as I held her arms behind her back. I stood up and pushed her away from me, readying myself for a charge. But she didn't rush me when she turned around; she just spoke quietly.

   "I won't get an abortion. I won't kill our baby. And if you ever say that again, I'll tell the police what we did. They'll put us both away, but they'll put you away longer, and when I get out, I'll get my baby back."

   "Don't think so, Jeannie. I think Murder One tends to put folks in the unfit parent category. So I wouldn't do that if I were you. Try again."

   "You can't make me kill our baby," she said. "I lost a baby once, and you can't make me kill this one."

   Her knees wobbled and she spun around and ran toward the bathroom. I heard a door slam and heard Jean getting sick. I wanted to throw up myself, but settled for sitting heavily back into my chair. At the base of my skull I felt the tension that I knew would grow into a full-bore mindkilling headache. I lowered my head and rubbed my temples lightly with my fingertips, tracing slow waltzing circles, three-quarter time.

   I heard the faucet turn on, run for a minute or two, then turn off. The door swung open, hinges squeaking slightly. I looked up to see Jean walk quietly into the living room and take her seat on the sofa. She looked at me, her eyes indigo and large in a china-pale face. "I don't want to kill our baby, Kenny." Her voice was soft. "Please don't make me kill our baby. Babykillers go to hell."

   And murderers of adults don't? But I was too stressed to argue, and it wasn't like anything had to be done immediately, anyway. So I shrugged, and told her it was okay, we didn't have to worry about it right now, and tried not to worry about the police pulling Travis Meyer out of the river at Warsaw.

   It wouldn't take long to prove that he'd been murdered, but what would connect him to us? It was his car, and I had wiped it clean. The river should have done the rest. 

   Somewhere in the back of my head, toward the bottom, a voice reminded me that I'd told myself all along I wouldn't get caught. But someone had missed Travis Meyer, and someone had found his body, and maybe someone saw him leave with Jean. 

   I knew Jean would break if they grilled her -- she had broken easily enough when I had first seen Meyer's name in the paper. Anyone can break, they say. I knew I could, one night at the 28 Dollar Motel. I could say she surprised me, but I wasn't fooling myself, any more than I could fool myself that Jean wouldn't turn me in after she had broken. 

   But if Jean were gone, she couldn't break, and they wouldn't find me, and I could play every weekend at Andrew's and not have to look over my shoulder all the time. And maybe after a time, Jean Cassidy and Travis Meyer would be something that happened to someone else, a long time ago, and I could work it out with God or whoever was in charge when I needed to.

   If Jean were gone. Blood in, blood out.

   I tried to shake the words out of my head, thinking of Billy Crystal in Throw Momma from the Train: "Jeez, one lousy murder and I'm Jack the Ripper." I wasn't Jack yet, didn't want to be. There was enough blood on my hands. The voice in the back of my head faded out. I hoped it wouldn't come back.

   But I expected it to. And I wondered what it was saying to Jean.

   The clock said it was 9:30. The sleep I had missed weighed on my bones like six layers of blankets. I could see sleeping until two, maybe three. I told Jean I was going back to bed. She nodded and followed me, undressed as I did and fell asleep before I could. The last thing I heard was the counterpoint between her breathing and the rhythm of the air conditioner.

   It was 1:18 when I woke up. Jean lay on her side, facing away from me, curled around a pillow. I didn't wake her until I came out of the shower. She stayed in bed as I got dressed, not getting up until I told her I had to go practice. It took her about five minutes to get dressed, and I followed her out the door.

   As she walked to the Mustang and I headed for the Torino, I saw how much the grass had grown from the rain of a few days before. It was almost time to give one of the neighborhood kids five bucks again. Jean pulled out of the driveway, heading back to Kentucky, and I drove to one of my favorite drum shops for some new heads.

   Sometimes I wonder how many kids get put off music by the assholes who run most music stores. They know that the fourteen-year-olds who come in to look at the Stratocasters or the 12-piece Ludwig kit can't afford to buy them, and so, too much of the time, they treat the kids like shit. I guess they don't think of the fact that sooner or later, these kids will make a little cash that they might want to spend on a guitar and an amp -- if they hadn't been chased into doing something else by the sales staff. 

   I mean, there are some cool music stores, but it seems like they're outnumbered by the mall stores where you're not allowed to mess with the gear. All the same, when I find a good store, I'll go there most of the time. They don't give me any grief even if I'm just buying sticks or heads, so when it's time to buy a new kit, I'll go back.

   The Torino was a sweatbox by the time I got to Exodus, and the air conditioning took time, so I spent about 20 minutes just cooling off before I put Blue Oyster Cult on the CD player and got to work. It took me 35 minutes to get the heads changed, and another 15 for the fine-tuning.

   When I started playing, the flow came back to me for the first time since Travis Meyer, and I welcomed it back like an old friend. Maybe things could be normal again, I thought, and then I stopped thinking and just played.

   Around five, my stomach reminded me that I hadn't eaten, so I put my sticks away and went across the street to the Big Boy for the usual burger, fries, and a chocolate shake. I left a two-dollar tip and went back to the practice space; Colin was setting his gear up for the evening's rehearsal. He reminded me that we had a weekend in Lexington coming up, which would be a nice change of pace, even if it was at a Brass Monkey.

   "We staying through or commuting?" I asked. It's no big deal, only about an hour and a half drive, and since the bars in Lexington close at one instead of Cincinnati's 2:00, you get home about the same time. But what you really want to know is if you're getting paid enough to warrant a hotel room.

   "Staying through, over at the Holiday Inn down Richmond Road from the show."

   "The one with the titty bar?"

   "Yeah." We had stayed there once before, one of our first times on the road. Glenn had talked us into going into the bar -- said an ad in the paper mentioned a 98-cent buffet, which sounded like a pretty cheap way to have dinner in G-string country. He hadn't counted on the three-dollar cokes or the ten-dollar pitchers. Plus tips. Plus tips. We went there for every meal that weekend -- maybe it was the atmosphere -- and our 98-cent meals wound up costing us everything we made on the trip. We barely had enough for gas money home. I had to talk that month's girlfriend into loaning me rent money. Maybe I'll pay her back one day.

   Colin and I agreed to get our meals at McDonald's or the coffee shop this trip, and then he started playing "Highway Star," so I had to join in, and that was what we were doing as the rest of the guys showed up.

   We gave everything the once-over lightly, and it all sounded like the Selekt. We can take a cheesy song and make it sound pretty good. We can take a pretty good song and make it sound pretty good, and we can take a great song and make it sound pretty good. But that was all the kids in the club wanted, some pretty good noise to drink by, so nobody had to say a whole lot to anyone else. Lexington, Indy, Cincinnati -- keep it generic, wear the uniform, and you'll make a living.

   Hell, some of us even make a killing.

   We agreed to take Thursday off, and to meet Friday at noon for the load and drive down. The sky went from pink to purple to dark purple by the time I got home. Mr. Jenkins' half of the lawn was cut, which meant mine looked even shittier as I picked up the paper. I locked myself into the house, made a grilled cheese sandwich, had a Bugs Bunny souvenir glass of milk, and tried to hear my arteries clogging. Maybe if I died of Velveeta poisoning I wouldn't have to worry about Jean or the child she said was mine. I opened the paper, as much to distract my eyes and hands as anything.

   The phone rang as I leafed through the Post. Jean's voice answered mine, asking did I mind if she didn't come over, she didn't feel good. I told her I didn't mind, it was fine with me. And she said, "Well?"

   "Well, what?"

   "Aren't you going to come over and look after us?" I almost asked who the us was, but I remembered before I could get the question out. Instead, I humored her, and told her I'd be there soon. She told me not to bother, she didn't need me to come over. She had just wanted me to show some concern, and since I had, it was okay now, but she was just going to sleep, and would talk to me tomorrow or Friday.

   "I'll be gone Friday," I said. "We're playing in Lexington this weekend."

   "Be careful, Kenny," she said, which was fine, until she said, "I'll know if you aren't," and hung up.

   I believed her.

   I put my dishes away and went to bed, turning the radio on as I lay there. The pillow Jean had curled around that morning was beside me. It smelled like her. I tossed it off the bed, onto the floor.

   I heard rain start against my bedroom window. I thought of getting up again and going for a walk, but when I remembered the other night, it really didn't seem worth it. The rain couldn't clean me, or free me from the stain of Jean Cassidy.

   But the stain wasn't Jean's, the voice in my head told me. The stain was in me as well. Maybe you couldn't see it -- I could. And nothing could wash it away.

   As I started to fall asleep, I heard Bob Seger singing "Turn the Page." I hate that song -- I don't want to hear how tough it is to be a fucking rock star. Try selling carpet. I changed the station to some jazz program and fell asleep.

   At about 3 a.m. I dreamed I heard Jean's voice and I awoke, sitting up and sweating in my bed. I got up and went to my medicine cabinet, wondering if I could find something that would let me sleep again. Maybe there was.�
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   The Tame Doctor's office sits off Vine Street, near the hospitals, not too far from the clubs and shops the phony hippies and pale chicks in black haunt while they spend their parents' money at college. The office fills the second floor of a red brick building. It looks pretty much like any other doctor's office, with vinyl-covered chairs, an aquarium, plastic plants, and a magazine rack, filled with copies of People, Time, and Sports Illustrated in those heavy plastic binders that make the pages stick together with static electricity.

   The only thing you might have noticed was a high percentage of young guys with big hair. When I walked in on Thursday morning, a couple of them glanced my way and then returned to paging through the magazines. I had the same uniform; they knew what I wanted. We all knew what we wanted.

   I walked to the receptionist. She was a redhead, brown eyes, freckles. She was leaning forward slightly, filling out a form of some sort. I peered down her blouse. Yep. Freckles there, too. She looked up at me. "May I help you?"

   I told her I needed to see the doctor. No, I didn't have an appointment. She didn't look surprised. No, I didn't mind waiting. She looked even less surprised. She asked for my name. I told her I was Rick Starkey. She nodded and wrote it down, then asked for my address. I gave the address for Andrew's. She nodded and wrote it down, then asked for the nature of my complaint. I said diphtheria. She nodded and started to write it down when I said, "Just kidding. It's lower back pain." She gave me a dirty look, gave a big sigh (which moved her freckles), and noted the complaint on my form. I got the impression she would have preferred it if I really had diphtheria. 

   She asked if my insurance would cover this visit. I said I would pay cash. She checked off a box on the form and exiled me to the magazine rack to await my audience with the Tame Doctor. I picked up a copy of SI and read about the Braves' bullpen while longhairs shuffled in and out of the back rooms. The occasional civilian was there as well; their visits took longer -- real illnesses often do.

   After an hour and a half and three issues of SI, the receptionist called for Mr. Starkey. I got up and followed her to the back. "The doctor will be with you shortly," she said. I watched her go -- she had a nice ass. She shut the door behind her, and I hopped onto the examination table. I tapped the padded vinyl surface of the table with my left hand. It made a nice bass drum sound. The white paper across the top rattled pleasantly under the fingers of my right hand. I played a couple of syncopated licks while I waited. A couple of minutes later, the Tame Doctor came in.

   He was short, about five-seven, and looked like somebody's grandfather -- balding, round-shouldered, with glasses that reflected the light from the room so I couldn't see the color of his eyes. "Lower back pain, right?" he asked. His voice was pleasant and instantly forgettable. I nodded.

   "Seems to be an epidemic of that these days," he said, permitting himself a smile. I guess he could afford to. He reached into his white coat and pulled out a prescription pad. He scribbled something on it, tore a sheet off, handed it to me. "This is for Flexeril. It's a muscle relaxant. Take a couple a day. They should last you for a month. There's a drugstore here in Clifton that'll fill it for you. It's on Daniels. That'll be 25 dollars, plus 30 for the office visit. Pay the receptionist." I didn't ask for a lollipop. We walked from the room together. We had been in there for about a minute. So I paid the receptionist and walked over to the drugstore. 

   It took about half an hour to get the prescription filled. The pharmacist gave me the bottle -- another 70 bucks. I took them back to Reading. When I got home, I shook a couple out of the bottle. They were yellow and looked like little home plates. A label on the bottle said not to take them with alcohol or while operating machinery. I put the pills back in the bottle and stashed the bottle between a couple of albums in my record cabinet. Then I drove to the liquor store and bought a bottle of Grand Marnier. Hey, you only go around once.

   After lunch, I rode to the practice space to break my gear down and clean it for the trip to Lexington. I listened to some live UFO while I worked, which was fine until "Lights Out" came on, just as it had when Travis Meyer and Jean had come into the bedroom while I stood in her closet. I felt my forearms tighten as I turned the CD off, and I wondered when I'd be able to listen to that song again. But after a minute, the feeling passed, and I could return to my work. I put some old Rush on, though, just to be on the safe side.

   I got everything broken down and put away quickly enough, but when I had finished, I stretched out on the carpet, lying on my back, fingers locked behind my head, which was about where my bass drum usually sits. I lay there, staring at the ceiling tiles, connecting the perforations like a dot-to-dot picture ("Find the pirate's treasure chest! Hey, kids! Try for these prizes!") with my eyes until the CD ended and it was quiet except for the sound of the air conditioner and the buzz of the fluorescent lamps.

   As I lay there, I leafed through a copy of Spin magazine. It tried to be even hipper than Rolling Stone, and I had never heard of about 90 percent of the bands it mentioned, all of whom combined had probably sold about half as many records as Phil Collins sold in a month. Not that I like Phil Collins, although he used to play cool stuff before he made big bucks, but I think you ought to have done something before you get heavy press. Otherwise, you might as well be -- well, you might as well be me. Of course I had done something, but Spin wasn't the right magazine for it. But I read through it anyway, concentrating on the stories so I didn't have to concentrate on anything else.

   It was strange -- I felt as calm as I could remember being since any of this had started, here in our grubby practice room in what used to be a warehouse. It wasn't much of a sanctuary -- dirty carpets, girlie posters on the walls, sawdust from my old sticks everywhere -- but then, I wasn't much of a saint. 

   I probably lay there for about 30 minutes, and then I felt like looking through some record stores, so I locked the room up and rode over to Clifton. After I parked the bike, I made my way through the panhandlers and the "alternative" clubs to Wizards.

   As I picked through the metal CD's and used albums, I thought of how the whole scene had fragmented. In the sixties, it seemed like there had pretty much just been two styles -- British and American. Then there was acid rock, which turned into metal, and things started fragmenting.

   Now metal has so many different subcategories. There's glam or pop metal, which is what we do, pretty much. We're carefully moussed, dress for effect, and play fairly safe stuff. Then there's thrash, grunge, and death metal, where the main ingredient seems to be a medical dictionary. I mean, how many times can you write songs with titles like "Mastication of Gangrenous Mesentery?" I wonder if these guys ever really know what they're saying, or whether they just think that using big words and grossout topics makes them seem smarter than they really are. I guess it scares the hell out of their folks, though, and that's the point, after all. As I looked at the latest album from Cannibal Corpse, though, I wanted to introduce them to Jean Cassidy. Then they'd know what fear was about. 

   After a few minutes, I realized that I didn't have the cash to buy any tunes anyway -- I had spent it that morning -- so I went back home. It wasn't often I went to Clifton twice in one day. When I got home, I looked through the paper -- no word on Travis -- fixed some hot dogs and microwave fries, and watched baseball on ESPN until I fell asleep on the couch. I woke up in time for Sportscenter, but turned the tube off and went to my room to rest before the weekend's gigs in Lexington.

   When I woke up Friday morning, I knew I had been dreaming, but I didn't know what I had dreamed of. I took my shower, got packed, grabbed a couple of doughnuts at the quickie-mart and drove over to meet the guys at noon.

   It was my turn to drive the truck, and after we got it loaded, Glenn rode with me as I pointed the truck toward Kentucky. There wasn't a tape player in the truck, so we listened to WEBN until we got halfway to Lexington, and switched to WKQQ from there on out.

   We bypassed the downtown area, which added a few miles but got us to the strip mall that held the Brass Monkey by 2:30. We had loaded in and set up by 4:30. We drove down Richmond Road to the Holiday Inn, and Glenn and I got a room away from the titty bar -- what we couldn't pick up at the Brass Monkey would be on the pay cable, and no tips either way.

   Of course, sometimes you wind up paying for things you didn't even know had a price.

   We grabbed dinner at McDonalds, put on our strategically ripped stage outfits, and got to the club at 8:00, an hour before the show. I played Tetris to loosen up as the latest dance tunes throbbed away in the background. Most of the clubs we play have that kind of split personality. We play our metal, but before and between sets, it's tub-thumping dance music. It may not seem to fit, but it's a logical combination. We bring people in, especially the girls, and that brings the guys. When we're not playing, the crowd dances, which means they get thirsty, which means we're doing our job of increasing young America's beer consumption.

   When the time came, I took my place behind the kit, bumping my head slightly against the lighting truss as I moved into position. The crowd could have been the same crowd I see at Andrew's or any of the other bars we play. The dyed blondes, the Spandex, the guys in Metallica shirts, jeans and engineer boots. There was almost as much hairspray as cigarette smoke -- would lung cancer or ozone holes kill me first?

   As I played, I felt as if the whole scene -- the club, the audience, us, the music -- had come out of a carton at some warehouse, and that at the end of the night, God or the night watchman or whoever was in charge would close the box back up and turn out the lights. We wouldn't notice, though, any more than your television notices when it isn't turned on. But we were on now, and so we played our songs about cars and girls and alcohol for the Chevron workers and the underage girls with fake IDs and the guys who had grown up smoking dope in parking lots.

   We played our songs, and told the crowd to tip the bartenders, and sang "Happy Birthday" to someone named Donna, and led toasts, and thanked the guys who said we were great during our breaks. And then it was 1:00 and closing time and we played Zeppelin's "Rock and Roll" and everyone else went home. 

   Charlie and Colin found a couple of girls they could nail back at the hotel, so they took Charlie's car, and Glenn and I drove Colin's. I got first dibs on the shower so I wouldn't smell like the Brass Monkey when I woke up the next morning. Glenn got his shower after I got mine, and I hung the Do Not Disturb sign on the knob and got ready to crash while he watched some talk show.

   Talk shows run every day, ten or twelve of them at least -- I mean, there's Phil and Oprah and Sally and Geraldo and Jane Whitney and Jenny Jones and a bunch of others, five days a week. And I don't know anybody who's ever been on one, but I think we all will be on one eventually, and we'll take turns watching each other. I guess my episode would be the one on musicians who kill, and I could appear with Snoop Doggy Dogg and Jim Gordon. Jean could ask questions from the audience, and our kid could tell bored women across America what it was like to have me for a dad.

   The talk show was followed by the national anthem as the station called it a night, and I did too, but it didn't matter. We were in Lexington, but it could have been Cincinnati, or it could have been Indy, or Louisville, or anywhere, as long as it wasn't anyplace important. It didn't matter. Travis Meyer was going to stay dead, and a child I didn't want would continue to grow in Jean's belly, and I was going to move between hotel rooms and my duplex in Reading. It didn't matter, so I slept and woke up Saturday, and everything was just the same that night. 

   Sunday we checked out of the Holiday Inn, went by the club to load up our gear, and we drove back north to Exodus. After we loaded out and dropped the truck off, I went home. J. Edgar Hoover wasn't waiting for me at the door, which was probably just as well, seeing as he'd been dead even longer than Travis Meyer. My mail was still in the box -- coupons, sweepstakes, an ad from a video dating service. I called Jean, but she wasn't home, so I sent out for pizza and found a baseball game on cable. Brewers and White Sox. I don't usually pay attention to American League games -- I live in a National League city, after all -- but it was baseball.

   The pizza showed up, and it was the best I'd had since the last one. Someone told me once that sex was like pizza; even when it was bad, it was really pretty good. Well, it was a pretty good pizza.

   Not that it mattered.�
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   Monday morning I looked through the weekend papers, figuring I'd see that the body they'd fished out of the river was Travis Meyer. Instead I saw that the body had been tentatively identified, but that the announcement was on hold until the family was contacted. That was in Saturday night's paper -- The Saturday evening Post, my folks called it.

   I listened to Blue Oyster Cult on the stereo: "I am the one you warned me of," they sang, as I sang along with them. And I guessed I was. Hadn't the TV and papers predicted a generation of monsters for years? Killers without conscience, they said we would be. They were at least half right. I was the reason for the warnings, but nobody knew.

   Not quite true. She knew, and I knew, and others might know too soon.

   And where the hell was Jean, anyway? I dialed her up. No answer. So I got on the chopper and headed south. There was no sign of the Mustang at the apartments, so I pulled back out onto the highway and rode a couple of blocks north to the drum shop at Southgate Music.

   The guy behind the counter recognized me, and we did the usual who's-playing-where conversation as I tried out a few pairs of sticks on a practice pad. I told him about the past weekend's shows in Lexington, and made up a few stories about one of the dancers at the titty bar. Maintain the image.

   I bought a couple of pairs (Pro-Mark 5B Nylon tips, if it matters) and looked around at the new and used sets on the display floor. None of them were as good as mine -- I'm biased, of course -- but a nine-piece Ludwig kit wasn't too shabby. I tapped on it a bit, which made a little racket, but the counter guy didn't say anything. That's one of the things I like about Southgate Music -- they let you check the drums, where most stores won't. The left bass pedal squeaked a little, which a lot of Ludwigs do, but I told the guy at the counter, and he was getting out the WD-40 as I walked toward the exit.

   On my way out, I stopped and looked at the bulletin board, where people put up index cards looking for other people to play with. There were more drummers looking for bands than the other way around, and all the drummers seemed to be Slayer fans with "extreme dedication," which means they don't have day jobs or lives and don't expect anyone they work with to have them either.

   The average age of the guys on the cards looked to be about 18, and there was an average of at least one misspelled word per index card. Oh well, they might be hooked on lots of shit, but I guess phonics didn't enter the picture. I mean, I'm not Einstein, but I'm not stupid, either. On the other hand, as far as I knew, none of these guys had strangled anyone lately, which might make them smarter than me after all. I walked downstairs and out of the store.

   I walked across the parking lot to the convenience market next door and bought some iced tea. It's weird the way things come into fashion -- for years, the only commercial iced tea was the canned Lipton stuff with lemon, and it always made the back of my throat feel kind of scratchy. Now there were 47,000 flavors of the shit, and it takes ten minutes to find one that seems safe to drink -- really, would you want to try "Pineapple-Passion Tea with mango extract?" Me neither. After a few minutes of standing in front of all these teas, trying to make a decision, I finally grabbed a can of the Lipton, figuring that a scratchy throat was better than a bizarre aftertaste, and at least I knew what I was getting into. No experiments today, thanks.

   Everything was so complicated, and I didn't want it. Too many flavors of tea, too many songs other people would write, too many questions, too many ways to die. The only thing simple was being dead. Travis Meyer had it simple. Was that what I really wanted? Maybe it was.

   I put the sticks in my back pocket, and they poked me in the ribs a little as I sat on the Harley, but with no trunk, hey, what are you going to do? I rode around the neighborhood for a while, filling up the tank at the gas station where I had parked the night at Tower Park. Nobody tried to take it away from me this time, and although I thought I saw Highlands Wrestling walking down the block, I didn't feel like asking him about his shoulder. It might not even have been him, and then what would I have said?

   So after I had gassed up I rode down to the park and watched the moms letting their kids play on the swings, slide, and merry-go-round. As I watched the kids (and the moms, or at least some of them), I wondered which of the boys would be Kenny Rockfords, which of the girls would be Jean Cassidys. And who were the Travis Meyers?

   I parked the bike and walked along the side of the road. Two couples and a little kid sat on the stage of the bandshell where Jean and I had danced once. "We're having a picnic!" the kid shouted, I guess so I could alert the media. It was good to know that it was a picnic for somebody. I just smiled and waved, watching as the kid waved back before I kept walking.

   After a while, I found a pathway that led down into a small ravine or a large gully, depending on how you look at these things. I followed the path along the ravine, and found the usual array of beer cans, the blackened remains of old campfires, and a couple of used condoms, some people having fewer inhibitions than others, I guess.

   I wondered if Jean had come here, on her searches for bottles of tears. I found a beer bottle smashed against a rock; it wouldn't have been useful to her. She had to shatter it herself. I wondered where she was. I wondered if I wanted to find her. I wondered lots of things and finally decided to stop wondering and start looking again, so I walked up some old stone steps out of the ravine back to a parking lot near the playground. I got on my bike. Heads turned when I started it -- little kids love the Harley nearly as much as I do. 

   I followed the road back to Jean's apartment and surprise, her car was there. I walked to Apartment 43, knocked on the door, waited. After 30 seconds or so, I knocked again. I heard shuffling sounds from the other side of the door, and Jean's voice saying "Who is it?" Her voice sounded small and older than it really was.

   "Me." No answer, but no sound of retreating footsteps. I waited, and called, "Jean?"

   The deadbolt turned. "What the fuck," I heard her say. "You may as well come in." So I did.

   I've said that Jean was pale before, but now I thought that if I looked hard enough, I might be able to see through her, to the wall behind her. I touched her just above her left elbow, barely, with the tips of the fingers of my right hand, as if she might burst like a soap bubble. She looked as if she had lost weight in the four days since I had seen her; she looked as tired as I had ever felt.

   With the slightest bit of pressure, I steered her toward her couch. After she sat down, I relocked her door, crossed the room, and sat down next to her. "Where were you?" I asked. My voice sounded strangely loud in the living room. Jean stared blankly at the dirty carpet, or perhaps a few inches above the floor. I don't know.

   "In the hospital," she said. "I've been sick." Then she looked up at me. "I'm not pregnant anymore. I got sick and went to the hospital and I'm not pregnant anymore. The doctor said it was an infection and I'm taking medicine. That's where I've been."

   "You lost the baby," I said.

   "God took it away from me again," she said. "I could have had two, but I got sick and God. Took. My baby. The baby. Away." And then she was crying and I held her. She smelled like orchids.

   And I felt like Jean looked, like the shadow of a ghost. Understand: I didn't want a child, and I sure as hell didn't want Jean's child, but whatever had been there had been mine, wanted or not. I had a part in it, and now it was gone. Now it was dead, and it had been a part of me.

   I didn't realize that Jean was speaking again at first, but the words came from somewhere and I heard them from someplace else. "It happened Friday afternoon, after you had gone. I was at work and I got sick to my stomach, so I went to the bathroom and I threw up. I told the boss I wasn't feeling well, and then the chills hit me. I was barely able to make it to the emergency room, and I felt myself bleeding again. Like the other time.

   "I was in the hospital all weekend, but I came home today -- I don't have insurance, and I couldn't afford to stay. The doctor thought I should, but I just don't care anymore, because there isn't anything anymore. Is there, Kenny?"

   Maybe I could have given her some happy horseshit about how things could be better, maybe later. Maybe I could've done that, but all I saw was an image of home plate. I didn't want to go there, not yet, but I saw it all the same. And I said, "I don't know if there is, Jean." Because I didn't.

   And so we sat there, listening to the sounds of our hearts beating, I guess, and I don't remember saying anything else, or hearing anything else, because there might not be anything else, just the silence of the life we had made and we had ended. Somewhere along the line, I took her hand, or she took mine. I don't know, and I don't guess it made a difference.

   Jean fell asleep sitting there by me, and I may have slept for instants too. I think I did. But when I was awake and she was still sleeping, I picked her up and carried her to her bed. I undressed her with the delicacy of an undertaker's handshake and pulled the covers over her. I stood there, swaying slightly at the edge of the bed.

   Her eyes opened smoothly, like flowers blooming in time-lapse photography. "Sleep beside me," she said, and I thought about it for a moment, and thought of the pills and the brandy waiting at home. Not yet, I thought, I could still dance on the broken glass. But soon, maybe, I could let myself stop. If I could give myself a soon, then it didn't have to be tonight, and I could just sleep, and see if there would be anything tomorrow.

   And maybe I would wake up to find myself in Reading in summer, and maybe I could go to another kind of place, playing another kind of music, away from the dirty river, the factories, and Andrew's. Then I heard the local news on the radio, and they said that the body discovered in Warsaw was that of a missing Elsmere man, who had died of strangulation. The investigation would continue; there were no suspects at present. I knew the other details, but the announcer didn't.

   So I pulled the sticks out of my back pocket, dropped them on the floor, lay there beside her. And sleep came eventually, as it always does, and I dreamed of a soap bubble child, who would not be a Kenny, a Jean, or a Travis Meyer. He just would not be, like a soap bubble isn't, once it bursts.�

                          Chapter 20



   Waking up felt like the moment in the swimming pool when you know you don't have enough air to reach the surface and you know you'll gulp water and drown, but never quite do. You break the surface gasping, wondering if you could've taken a deeper breath before you went under, and wondering if you'll make it next time, as you cling to the side fearing the deep water.

   I looked for the clock radio, saw it on the nightstand beside Jean's sleeping body. It was 3:15. She woke up as I put my feet on the floor. "Where are you going?" she asked.

   I stood up and picked up my sticks. "Home," I said. "Or the practice room. I don't know." 

   "Why?"

   "Because I want to. Need to." I had to get away -- did it matter where? It didn't to me; anyplace would do, as long as it was away. The radio was playing Elvis Costello, "What's so funny about peace, love, and understanding?" I didn't know what was funny about it, but maybe if I saw some, I might.

   I glanced in a mirror as I walked to the bedroom door. I barely recognized myself. My clothes looked like they had been slept in, which made sense, because they had. I felt hollow, and looked like the first victim in a vampire movie, the one that dies while everyone tries to figure out the problem. Well, there are vampires and vampires, I guess.

   Jean followed me into the living room, pulling her too-large bathrobe that she had once said was Mark's around her. "Where are you going?" she asked again.

   "Who cares?" I said, ducking out the door and closing it quickly behind me. My hand was still on the doorknob when something smashed and shattered against the door. I didn't reopen the door to see what it was; instead, I hurried through the building to the parking lot and the bike. The rumble of the engine felt smothered by the predawn humidity, and it was already hot enough for me to break a sweat at four in the morning. It was going to be a lovely day, all right. 

   Moving from interstate to interstate, I found myself in places miles away from where I last remembered being. I'd blink, and five miles would pass. The trip seemed like an illusion.

   I was beginning to feel like everything was an illusion. Mark was long dead before I had killed him. I looked free, but I knew I wasn't. I had seen the marks on her body, but who had beaten Jean? I guess there were lots of ways to get beaten up if you wanted to be, but I didn't guess it mattered anymore. I had done what she wanted, after all. And if Jean had never married Mark, had she really been pregnant with his child? Had she ever carried my child? Maybe yes, maybe no, and I couldn't think of a way to find out.

   I think if I got appointed God, I'd see to it that everybody got a number -- not too many, ten at the most -- of cards good for one straight answer. And through your life, you could play a card, and get your straight answer. But we don't get those, and I guess some questions never do get answered. I wasn't Magnum fucking P.I., and this wasn't a detective movie, so I knew no answers were coming my way.

   Jean had said that she and I were all that was real, but I had my doubts. The only thing that was real was the body they pulled out of the river. I blinked and saw my exit and kept riding past it. I cursed, got off at the next exit, and headed back toward home.

   It was just short of the exit when I heard the siren. I glanced over my shoulder and saw the blue lights. I hit the exit -- so did he. I pulled over, and didn't start shaking until the cruiser went past. I got home as the sky was turning silver-blue in the east.

   I sat in my living room with the shades drawn. The sun wasn't high enough to filter through my window. I stretched out on my back, staring through the dark at where the ceiling should be. And with no warning at all, I thought of Kevin Ziegler.

   Kevin and I went to high school together. We weren't friends or enemies, we each just knew that the other existed. He knocked up his girlfriend, a factory-issue Cincinnati Catholic girl, got married right out of high school, and he and his wife went off to college. I guess the college bit was a little out of the ordinary, but I lost track of him after that.

   Until about three weeks before I met Jean. I was at a Kroger store, buying canned dinners and looking for the latest Sports Illustrated on the newsstand. He was pushing a cart, same as I was, but his had stuff that you actually have to cook, what I used to call grown-up food when I was a kid. 

   We recognized each other at the same time, and he came wheeling over to me. We talked to each other in the way that people who are connected by something utterly unimportant will. Along the way, I found out he was an accountant with P & G and that he and the Mrs. had squeezed out 3 puppies since we graduated. I told him what I was doing, and I could see that he wished he was me, at least a little bit. 

   I wondered if he'd be willing to swap now. A haircut and tie didn't seem so bad. A lot of other lives didn't seem so bad. Hell, I could've sold carpet. At least Kevin didn't always have to listen for the sirens.

   My phone rang around 5:45, waking me up before I even knew I was asleep. I didn't answer -- I didn't need to. When I was growing up, phone calls at that hour always meant bad news. Nothing had changed. The phone was still ringing as I walked out the door.

   I took the bike to the practice space. Jean didn't know where it was, at least I didn't think she did, and so she wouldn't find me there. The practice room was shit-hot until I got the exhaust fans going. Those cooled it down to sweltering, and eventually the a/c kicked in, and it got tolerable.

   I turned the radio on, tired of quiet rooms. One of Cincinnati's 647 "classic rock" stations was actually playing a real classic: "Ah! Leah!" by Donnie Iris and the Cruisers. It made me smile. I knew a girl named Leah Flaherty once, and several times, biblically -- this had been her favorite song. She was kind of heavy. No, drop the "kind of." She was a fat chick, but managed to be sexy anyway. I don't really know why -- I think it was as much that she didn't seem embarrassed about her size as anything; I mean, she dressed just like any other rock and roll girl. Fat people who think they're camouflaged should think again. They just look like fat people in denial. But anyway, Leah wasn't like that, and had been a lot of fun, and had loved this song. I wondered what had happened to her, and to all the other girls that weren't Jean.

   I slept again, hard, until I woke up having to go to the john down the hall. As I walked down there, I thought that Exodus needed a shower, because I knew I needed one. I settled for washing my face and hands in the sink, since no one seemed to have puked in it lately.

   I spent the whole day at Exodus, as a matter of fact, except for a run I took across the street to Frisch's for lunch. But basically, I just sat around a lot, played a little, and listened to the radio a little. I thought I could be okay here, away from Travis Meyer and Jean, in my own little room, my own walls and floor and ceiling.

   My cell.

   Suddenly I had to get out, blind panic crowding out my thoughts. I bent a fingernail backwards as I tied my shoes, and didn't even stop to swear. I walked quickly through the halls of Exodus, head down, not really looking where I was going until I got into the parking lot where I could see the sky. The chopper carried me away. 

   I had left my helmet in the room, but Ohio doesn't require brain buckets, and I don't think I could've stood wearing it. Besides, even if I did wind up smearing the sidewalk, it might be the best I could hope for, a goodbye to Travis and Jean and Mark and a child that might have been. I could get on one of the bridges and take a hard right, falling into the river at a speed that would increase according to that formula everybody gets taught in high school. It might be for the best, and it would be easy enough to do.

   But there would always be time for that. And anyway, with my luck, I'd probably just get hung in the rail and fuck myself up bad enough to have to spend the next 50 years being fed through a tube and getting my ass wiped by the kind of guys who picked their nose and ate it in elementary. So I rode on.

   I don't really remember everywhere I went. I remember Fountain Square and the street preachers, and I remember sitting by the Serpentine Wall, and there were other places too, if it makes any difference. And then it was dark, and I almost wanted to go home.

   But what if Jean was there? "I can always ride past," I said to no one in particular, which seemed to bother a couple of middle-aged business types who probably thought I was a junkie as they walked past. So I found the bike in its downtown lot and went home.

   When I got there, there was no Mustang in the driveway. I circled the block, just to make sure. Twice. I thought about a third pass, but I decided against it by my fourth one, and pulled into my drive. Jean wasn't there, but a note was taped to my screen door, with my name on the envelope in her handwriting. I unlocked the door, walked in with the note in my hand, unread.

   And the phone started ringing. I answered it more out of reflex than anything, I guess. If it was Jean, what would I do? I thought of that as the phone was on the way to my ear, but I didn't have an answer, and it didn't matter because I said "Hello?" and it wasn't Jean, it was Colin.

   "Where the fuck were you?" he asked.

   I didn't know what he meant, and then it dawned on me. Practice. We had scheduled practice for tonight. I looked at the clock. 10:30. I made up a lie about having gotten sick and sleeping at home with the ringer off, and he seemed to buy it. He did say, "You could've at least called, dickhead," but I had earned that, and it wasn't like I had done this before, so it would blow over if it didn't happen again, and I didn't think it would. I apologized again, and we hung up, and I remembered the note in my hand.

   I opened the envelope to find a piece of lavender stationery. I unfolded it and read Jean's spiky handwriting there in the living room. "I know about hiding," it read. "I've wanted to so many times, but it doesn't work. But I know what to do, and I can tell you. I know what to do." And so did I.

   "We have to get clean, Kenny," the note continued. "We're dirty, and we have to get clean. I lost the baby because we didn't deserve one. But if we get clean, maybe I'll be well enough to have one. Call me, and we can start, but please don't hide. It hurts us both." It closed, "L," and at the bottom, the lower-case j.

   I stood there in the living room, the letter in my hand. I read it several times, and finally dropped it on my coffee table, wondering what could ever make us clean again.

   But maybe we both knew.�

                          Chapter 21



   I didn't want to sleep, because I was afraid of what my dreams would be. If they were bad, they would be bad, and if they were good, I'd just have to wake up from them and then they'd be gone. Not that there'd been many good dreams lately, but it was always a possibility. 

   Instead, I watched MTV. When I was a kid, in junior high, anyway, my family was one of the last to get cable, but I would always go over to somebody else's house and watch MTV. It seemed like the videos were cooler then, but maybe I was just dumber. But you could count on seeing something from Maiden or Judas Priest or Twisted Sister, and there was no Riki Rachtman, which raised the average IQ by at least 75 points. 

   What was on was something called The Real World, which was about this group of seven attractive, talented strangers, with glamorous careers, who are thrown together by the whims of fate and programming execs into a house in San Francisco that rents for about 47,000 dollars a month so they can bitch and argue about their lives and how cruel they are to one another. Yep. That's reality. On the other hand, I wouldn't turn it down either. But who really watches this shit? If I had been Elvis, maybe I would've shot the TV. But I couldn't afford a new one, so I channel-surfed, hoping to find an Emmanuelle movie.

   Was there anyone I could talk to? The guys in the band? We worked okay together, but this was different, and I couldn't trust them on this anymore than I could have trusted somebody back at the carpet store. The Selekt had been assembled like a machine by the mechanics at Longrange, and when a part of a machine cracks, the other parts aren't going to do any good. I wanted to go home, but home wasn't there anymore. All the same, I started to call the folks, dialing the phone. It rang once, twice, again.

   But then I could see it: "Mom, Dad? Kenny. Uh, yeah, I met this girl at a show, and we kind of killed her husband? But it wasn't really her husband, and well, they've found the body, and the girl has freaked out completely, and I'm right in line, and I was wondering if you might have some advice?" Yeah, that'd be some swell telecon -- I hid for three days when one of Mom's clocks got busted at a party I threw once while they were out of town. The phone clicked, and my dad said "Hello?" in a sleepy voice. I didn't say anything, and very quietly set the phone back down in the cradle.

   Midnight was coming on fast, and I suddenly realized just how long it had been since I had slept, and I could barely sit up. I tried to read the paper, but it fell out of my hands in the middle of sentences, and the words didn't even seem to mean anything no matter how long I looked at them. Finally I gave up and let sleep overtake me -- it's funny how easy giving up becomes when you can't find any other answers.

   I remembered hoping there wouldn't be any bad dreams, and then I woke up, still tired, but not sleepy anymore. The clock said it was 9:48 a.m., so I got a shower, pulled a pair of boxer shorts on, and read through the paper from the night before. On an inside page, the Post's Metro section, was a story about Travis Meyer. The police said that when he was last seen alive, Meyer had told friends he was going to go see a band in Clifton. That wasn't quite accurate -- when he was last seen alive, he had been getting laid, but I guessed I probably shouldn't call and correct them. But I knew where Jean had found him, more or less.

   What if it had been the other way around? Jean had picked me up in a bar, too. What if I had been the one in the bed and it had been Meyer in the closet? And what if someone were in the closet the next time Jean and I met? I thought about it, and realized I was just too fucking tired to care. I wanted to rest, but I wanted to be ready for something -- I wasn't quite sure what. Or maybe I did.

   And then it felt like a switch flipped in my head. I knew what to do, and I knew how to do it. It would be clean and easy, and then I could rest.

   I felt like a robot as I walked to the record crate and got the Flexerils out. I divided them in two piles, neatly, 30 each. I took one pile and put them into an extra-strength Ziploc bag on my kitchen counter. After I pressed the air out and zipped the bag closed, I got a rolling pin I had swiped from some girl's kitchen -- I can't remember why I took it, but I think it was funny at the time -- and crushed the pills into dust. I took my time while I did it; I mean, I was fucking conscientious. By the time I finished, it looked like yellow baby powder. I put the other pile of pills into their bottle, and put the bottle back in the record crate. The Ziploc bag I rolled neatly and placed in the back of the freezer, between an empty ice tray and some frozen pizzas I knew I was never going to eat, but I was too lazy to throw away.

   Like I said, I felt like a robot when I did all this, but I felt relieved at the same time. I knew what this was for, and I knew what would happen. I didn't have the timing down yet, the when of it, but I knew it would happen.

   It's funny how easy giving up becomes when you can't find any other answers. I could even smile as I heard a car pull into my driveway, knowing it was Jean.

   I watched her get out of the car and walk toward the door. She was wearing a light blue T-shirt and a pair of shorts that was supposed to look like old cut-offs but had lacy material around the bottom of the legs. Her hair was ponytailed -- looking at her, I could almost remember a time I could have loved her. If there had ever been such a time. I let her in, and we looked delighted to see each other.

   We acted like it too, standing just inside the doorway, holding each other, her ear against my chest, my face buried in the flower smell of her hair. I traced my fingers along the curve of her back, and she pressed against me a bit more tightly.

   I slipped my hands down to the tops of the backs of her thighs, locked my fingers together, and lifted her. She slipped her legs around my hips, and I carried her back to my room.

   As I undressed her, I felt like something was missing, and then I knew what it was. For the first time since my first time with Jean, I wasn't afraid. I knew what was going to happen to us both -- maybe she didn't, but I did. I knew I could rest soon enough.

   I slipped inside her and it happened slowly, what with anyone else might even be tender. With us, it was slow, maybe not tender -- there could never be tender for us -- but at least there was nothing to fear anymore. Jean came first, then I did, but it was almost together. She touched the hinges of my elbows, and I relaxed and lowered my chest onto her. She was slack under me, and I half-slid, half-rolled onto the bed beside her.

   We lay there, the radio playing behind us, "On and On" by Michael Schenker, a favorite song of mine. Everything seemed to fall into place -- nice, nice, very nice. I leaned on my left elbow and looked at her. She wasn't looking back; her eyes were closed, but there was a very small smile, and I could see the girl who drew a house and a crayon-yellow sun years ago.

   Without looking, she reached up and ran her fingertips against my cheek. I could feel the stubble on my face flex beneath her hand. It felt good. I lay there for a couple of minutes, and then I felt the old familiar bladder pressure and went to the bathroom. Just like old times.

   When I got back, Jean was still in bed; she hadn't moved. I stretched out on the bed next to her again, and her eyes opened. "Are you ready to get clean, Kenny?" she asked. I told her I was, and you know what? I meant it. "Me too," she said. She smiled at me, and I smiled back. The sun was out, there was good music on the radio, and I had had a really super lay. We were both as happy as could be.

   All things considered, it seemed to be as good a day as any to die.�

                          Chapter 22



   "You know," Jean said, after we had moved to my living room, "why I lost our baby." Actually, I didn't know whether there had really been a baby at all, but I had learned that sometimes it was best just to let her talk, so I just shrugged and let her talk, lying there warm against me.

   "I lost our baby," she said, "because God didn't want us to have it. We didn't deserve to have a baby. We weren't clean." It seemed to me that if God was going to limit babies to the pure, things were going to get awfully roomy pretty soon. But it wasn't my speech to make.

   Jean looked at me. "Don't you understand, Kenny? We have to make things right, or things will never be right for us."

   "How are we supposed to do that?" I said. "We can't bring back the dead, Jean. Nobody can do that."

   "Then we have to be punished. We have to tell what we did and be punished, and then we can start over.

   "It'll be seven years or so," she said, "and I'll wait through it for a new start."

   "But Jean, how do you know it would just be seven years? They've got the death penalty in Kentucky."

   "Yeah, but I was abused. Mark -- he hurt me. We had to do it." But it wasn't Mark. I knew it, and maybe somewhere, Jean did too, but I didn't think I could count on it. It was time, I thought.

   "You may have a good idea, Jean." I said, slowly. "But I think we should think about it, talk about it for a while first."

   Jean said, "But I know I'm right about this." And then she stopped. "But you're not sure, are you, Kenny?" I shrugged. "Let me explain it to you some more, and then you'll understand," she said.

   I said that would be okay, if we could talk some more. Then I said, "Would you like something to drink? I bought some brandy a long time back, in case I had anything to celebrate. I think that if we're going to get a fresh start, like you're talking about, that needs celebrating. What do you think?"

   Jean shook her head, smiling at me sadly. "I don't really need it, but if you want to, I'll share it with you." Close enough, I thought, and I told her I'd go into the kitchen and get things ready. She said okay, and so I left her there in the living room.

   I got out a pair of the large glass tumblers that gas stations always seem to give away, and got the brandy out from under the sink. I opened the freezer and dug out the Ziploc bag. Opening the brandy was an effort -- I still felt tired, and the bottle was sealed. But I did get it open, and poured most of the bottle into the two glasses.

   Then I opened the Ziploc bag and poured the yellow powder into one of the glasses. I stirred it with a butter knife from my kitchen drawer -- the powder didn't quite dissolve, but it hung suspended in the amber liquid.

   I walked into the living room, glasses in hand. I gave Jean hers, and took my drink back to my chair. "Here's to a new life," I said, and we drank. 

   Jean made a face. "I don't think I like brandy," she said. I told her it was an acquired taste, and took another sip myself. She swallowed some more, and said, "I called the police while you were in the kitchen."

   Shit. I tried to play cool, but I could hear my voice shake as I said," But I thought we were going to talk about it."

   She shrugged, "I know, but when you left, I knew that you didn't really want to change yet, so I did it, for both of us. They'll be here pretty soon, I guess." My hands started to shake, and a few drops of my drink spilled out of my glass. "I did it for your own good, Kenny, and mine, too. We have to take our medicine."

   She was right. We did, or she had, and I needed to. Just get it done.

   "I guess we'd better get ready then," I said. "I better get some of my things." I carried my glass back to the kitchen, stopping briefly at my record crate. Jean stayed on the sofa behind me.

   I shook the pills into my hand. They were so small; all thirty of them fit nicely in my right palm, little pale yellow home plates waiting for me to try for the big score. I nearly gagged, washing them down, and it took me the rest of my glass and the rest of the bottle to do it. 

   I got back to the living room as Jean was finishing her drink, the slightest traces of yellow powder in the dregs of the glass. It had been maybe fifteen minutes since we had come into the living room. We hadn't eaten, and I figured it would hit us pretty quickly -- her, first, since she had taken hers first and was smaller and hers had already been broken down; then me -- maybe within the next fifteen or so. But how quickly would the cops get there? Had they taken her seriously? Could they afford not to?

   I switched the stereo on. The radio played the intro to "L.A. Woman," by the Doors -- a band that knew about death. The subject matter wasn't quite right, as far as music to die by went; I would have wanted "The End," or even "Don't Fear the Reaper," but you get what you get. At least it wasn't Motley fucking Crue.

   Jean looked a little glassy-eyed when I turned back her way, and she stumbled when she came off the sofa. She looked a little scared, and she asked me, "Are you mad at me, Kenny? For telling?"

   I almost felt like I could see the words, carved in styrofoam, touring the room before they reached me. Things must be moving along. So I thought about it, and I said, "No Jean, I guess I'm not. You did what you needed to." I wanted to shrug, tried for cool, but I probably just looked stupid.

   She stepped toward me as the Doors faded away and Led Zeppelin came on, playing "You Shook Me," from the first album, slow, slow 12/8 blues. The triplet feel flowed like a new bottle of ketchup and Jean stumbled into me. It knocked a little off balance -- not enough to fall down, but enough to give me a rush, like leaning backwards in a chair when someone grabs you and you think you're going over backwards but you don't. We laughed, and it sounded like it was coming from somewhere else in the room.

   Jean stood in my arms, swaying to the beat. "Dance with me, Kenny," she said, and I didn't have anything better to do, so I danced with her for a time. We swayed in place, not moving our feet, like ninth graders under the mirrored ball during "Stairway to Heaven," one last waltz as the glass broke.

   I thought of something, not that it made much difference. "Shouldn't the police be here by now?" No answer. "Jean?" I shook her. I felt her move, and asked again. "When are the police supposed to come?"

   She smiled, all little girl again, and shook her head. "No police," she said. "Didn't really call them. Just wanted to be sure you wouldn't." Breath. "Get mad." Breath. "At me," she exhaled.

   Jean felt impossibly heavy in my arms. I had to put her down on the floor, and I did and I was kneeling beside her. I watched her sleep, and then I watched her breathe, and then I watched her stop. And that was it, and she was gone.

   So the police weren't coming. Somewhere in my head I thought about trying to throw the pills up, but I was just so tired, it didn't seem worth the effort. And if I had, then what would I do next? Jean and I were together, we had to leave that way. Blood in. Blood out.

   I was so tired, it was hard to stand up again, but I did. The floor was pitching under me, like walking across a bank of playground seesaws -- maybe the ones at Tower Park. I kept walking, sort of, knowing I could lie down soon and rest.

   I saw the front door in front of me. I could see the sunlight outside, and knew it would be hot out there. That sounded pretty good -- my feet and hands were cold. I fumbled at the doorknob; the door swung open. My lucky day, I guess.

   I think I blinked in the sunlight on the porch, and then my knees didn't work anymore and the sidewalk got close. I could see the bike in the driveway, and then I didn't care about looking at it. At anything.

   I only wanted to sleep in the sun.�

                          Epilogue



   They can't hear me, and they don't think I hear them.

   They're wrong.

   I guess the Channel 9 news wasn't on the other day, because Mr. Jenkins found me on the sidewalk, close to the bike. He called 911, and they got there pretty quickly. They loaded me up and carted me into the ambulance. Someone went into the house, probably to look for any ID or insurance papers I might have. They found Jean there, but there wasn't anything they could do for her by then. It was probably just as well for her. I think it may have been sort of a mercy killing. Me? I thought it might be about the same. I was wrong on that too.

   There wasn't much they could do for me, as far as it goes. They didn't let me kick there on the sidewalk, or when I tried to in the ambulance, or either time in the emergency room.

   So here I am, although it's not much of a here. It's a hospital room, I think, but I can't really open my eyes to make sure. I can hear my folks though, when they talk, which isn't much. Mostly, I think they just sit there and listen to the machines, and to the doctors when they come in. 

   Ah yes, the doctors. They've told my folks that I'm in what they call a "permanent vegetative state," which is a nice way of saying I'm a head of cabbage with feet. The key there is permanent. "There was a lot of damage during the seizures," the doctors say. Basically they've told my folks that Kenny's not going to be coming home from school today.

   At least not once they switch off the machines.

   So what it is, is that I'm dying, and they think I'm a bit too crispy to hear what's going on or to know anything, but like I said, they're wrong. Of course, I can't prove it.

   I wonder who'll get the bike?

   The guys in the band have stopped by a couple of times. They've told my folks that I had been acting funny lately, but nobody thought something like this was going to happen. I'm a "this" now. It's interesting.

   I wish someone would pull these fucking tubes out of my nose. Soon enough, I guess.

   I don't think it's going to be too long, now. I keep hearing the rattling of shards of glass. I'm dying, and it's scary. I wonder if it was like this for Travis Meyer. Jean didn't seem scared at all, though.

   You see, that's what bothers me. She wasn't scared -- I think she knew what was coming. I didn't, even though I thought I had. I only thought I could rest. I had been wrong about everything else, or I wouldn't have done any of it, and I had been wrong about this, too. 

   Sorry Mom, Dad, guys, I have to go. I can't stick around anymore. I really wish I could, but I can't.

   Jean Cassidy is waiting for me.
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