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Dedication

For the moment between 
the last stick click 
and the first downbeat, 
when anything can happen . . .
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VINYL CUFFLINKS 
Where We Are
Music Infinite

15 Years After We Pledged Allegiance

—posted by ghostofEliWhite on August 28

 

As all true music fans know, this year is the fifteenth anniversary of one of rock’s greatest triumphs and tragedies: the release of Allegiance to North’s seminal second album, Into the Ever & After, which dropped one year after the death of lead singer and songwriter Eli White. There is no bigger what-could-have-been than this phenomenally talented group out of Mount Hope, CA. From the moment they burst onto the scene with their first EP, Forests in Cloudlight, through the worldwide smash success of their full-length, The Breaks, it seemed like Allegiance was sure to be the greatest band of the new millennium. But that was before White redefined the cautionary tale, ending a downward spiral into drugs by drowning in the dark Pacific at the age of 22.

 

And as we all remember, it was on this date fifteen years ago that Candy Shell Records leaked the now-infamous track list for Into the Ever & After, three months before the album’s release. Why infamous? Because the list included three songs that did not appear on the album, when it was finally released after Eli’s death. Those lost songs . . . did they ever get written? No recordings have ever been found. I’ll admit, it makes me sad every time I think of what they might have been. Here’s the list:

 

Allegiance to North: Into the Ever & After Official Track List

  1.  The Here & Now

  2.  Infinite Starling

  3.  The Sound of Your Smile

  4.  Deadfall

  5.  Last Chance

  6.  Roll the Credits

  7.  On Dreams That Seem Like Silent Movies

  8.  Exile*

  9.  Encore to an Empty Room*

10.  Finding Abbey Road*

 

 

* Unreleased





Chapter 1

Formerly Orchid @catherinefornevr 5m

Former phenom band manager dines on nachos alone, or close enough. Across town, other life proceeds without her. #pityparty #goingincircles

Just after dinner on the night before the start of senior year, Dad polishes off his guacamole garden burger, looks at me seriously, and asks, “So, now what, then?”

Tonight is also my eighteenth birthday, which means that I’ve known my dad for six thousand five hundred and seventy days, and so I probably should know that he means this question to sound supportive. Concerned, but supportive.

But my heart races, and all I can hear is I told you so.

“I don’t know, yet,” I reply, shoving the last chunk of burrito into my mouth.

“Honey, it’s senior year,” adds Mom, whom I’ve presumably known for about nine months longer, and who I know means to sound supportive, too. But Mom wears her worry on every word.

“I’ve heard,” I say around food.

Now what. . . . Senior year is supposed to be the culmination, the big finale of an epic journey, but given our surroundings, I wonder if I’m going in circles instead.

We sit in a red-vinyl booth, hunched over a linoleum table decorated with a cliché painting of the Mexican desert. Around us blink the jalapeno-shaped lights and other assorted kitsch of La Burrita Feminista. Freshman year, I brought my five closest friends here for a birthday party, complete with poppers and present bags and personal piñatas, but invitations for this year’s celebration went only to my parents and my aunt Jeanine. Maybe I’m not just going in circles. Maybe this is actually a downward spiral, like into a black hole.

My parents normally prefer something a little more sanitized than a radical feminist burrito bar, especially when it means driving all the way into Hollywood. And normally I’d prefer not to be spending my birthday with my parents. But I think they sensed that I had no other options, and found it in their hearts to make the effort, even if Dad defiantly ordered a garden burger at a Mexican joint.

Also, Aunt Jeanine loves this place. My parents think it’s because she’s secretly a lesbian. I’m more inclined to think it’s because: a) she knows a good burrito and a fun atmosphere, two things my parents couldn’t possibly comprehend, and because b) regardless of her orientation, she knows that men are vermin.

Dessert arrives before my parents’ line of questioning can continue. Feminista has this crazy cake that you’re supposed to split called the Orgasmo de Cacao. Any other night, I’d share one, but anticipation about tomorrow and a series of tweets I’ve been getting all evening have me wolfing down a whole one myself. Mom and Jeanine are sharing one, and Dad got, for dessert—I kid you not—a side salad.

As we dig in, I read tweets on my phone from all the people over at the Hatch, the best all-ages club in Silver Lake. They’re seeing a band called Postcards from Ariel. Tonight’s show is their North American tour kickoff. Thirty dates, coast to coast, celebrating the release of their new album, Dispatch. Postcards is from my high school. They graduated last year.

And they used to be mine.

I was planning to spend tonight at that show. Back when it was just the next show on the calendar. Back before Postcards got signed by Candy Shell Records, who subsequently rerecorded the album we’d been working on all spring, booked them a nationwide tour and, oh, fired their former management company, Orchid Productions, aka me.

One could argue, if one wasn’t busy eating a two-pound skillet of chocolate cake, that I was the reason Postcards got that record deal, the reason there was big interest in them even after only one EP last fall. Those awesome rocket-ship mailbox T-shirts? Yours truly.

One could also argue that their lead singer, Ethan Myers, and I had something special.

Oh, seventeen-year-old Summer, I tell myself yet again, over bite after bite of molten chocolate, you were a sucker. Which is maybe true, maybe not. True that I thought Ethan Myers was the real thing. I could have watched him strum that guitar and croon those sweet high melodies forever. It seemed so real. We met at the Spritz, a coffee shop back in Mount Hope, just after Postcards had played an acoustic set. I was a sophomore and so into music. He was a junior with a cool new band. I couldn’t believe he was actually into me.

I mean, I could believe it a little. I clean up nice, and when he asked me what I thought of the set, I said, “I like that fourth song you played. The one with the line about the tides inside us? That was a cool idea.”

Apparently, most people respond to Ethan Myers with phrases like, Oh. My. God. It was uh. Mazing! Or: You guys . . . [insert crying].

Apparently, it was completely novel for a girl to have a thought about a specific thing in a specific song, and to articulate that thought coherently.

“Oh, nice,” he replied, adding, “‘beneath the surface of the photograph.’” At the time I should have caught this finishing-his-own-lyric move as a sign that he was a self-gratifying nematode, except then he said, “Thanks for noticing,” and it sounded sincere, and also he smiled, and yowch, the way his eyes lit up was sort of amazing. Then he asked, “What about the other songs?”

Then, apparently my response, “Oh, they were fine, too,” came off as a little indifferent (even though at the time I was whirring inside)—and apparently, telling a musician their songs are “fine” is basically like telling them you think they suck.

And then finally, this level of indifference is apparently completely irresistible to men. Guys dig when women fall all over them, but what they really love is a chase.

We started dating. I sincerely loved the band. Their sound was one part folk, one part rock,  but with a melancholy thing that occasionally turned dark. I helped out: spreading the word about their shows and videos, designing their website and BandSpace page. And it worked, so Ethan thought I should become their official manager. There was some Yoko danger there, and the other members were skeptical, but then I was good at it.

One rainy Sunday in January, Ethan and I printed up my first business cards for Orchid Productions at Expresso Mail. We drank medicis, like mochas with orange, a drink that Ethan had discovered while visiting Seattle, and we took a self-portrait, me with a bit of foam on my nose, the attendant frowning in the background because we insisted on drinking them with the tops off so we could enjoy the froth even though there was a big sign that said NO BEVERAGES NEAR MACHINES. It was my profile picture for over a year.

What I’m good at is spreading buzz, fanning flames, setting up great gigs. But most important, it turned out that I have an eye for what really sets a band apart. What their greatness truly is. Bands have a hard time seeing that from the inside. Lots of times, they care too much about sixteenth notes and egos, and which girls in the audience are checking them out.

After two years of work, Postcards was really taking off, but then along came Candy Shell Records, with a studio and a tour and a marketing team, and one more thing: a contract with a clause stating that the band could not have any third-party management.

Suddenly, so long, Summer. But that wasn’t even the worst part. Because only then did I learn that Ethan Myers was also not what I’d thought. Those pretty melodies and guitar chords he spun . . . it turned out I wasn’t the only heart he’d ensnared in his web.

“Nothing bonds two people as deeply as music,” Ethan said to me once. (I know: in hindsight, SO LAME!). And I was the fool who assumed he was only referring to the two of us, when actually, Ethan had felt that deepest of bonds quite a few times during our relationship: like with a blogger named Alice he met in San Diego while on a tour I set up but couldn’t go on; with freakin’ Missy Prescott at Todd Forester’s house party a few hours after I’d left; even the night they got signed, with a Candy Shell intern named Royce.

And the poetic wordsmith’s excuse for all this? “I couldn’t help it. They were so into me. It was hard, you know?”

“I bet it was.”

I managed to fire that little zinger before the stupid tears and the storming out and everything else.

And then of course, after the breakup came the regret. I am still sorting out where on the scale of being played for a fool I fall. There’s the embarrassment, too. For two years, I’d hung out with Postcards all the time: at lunch, before and after school, sitting in the back row together at assemblies. They were my band of musician pirates. I felt like I’d finally found my tribe. I knew some people mistook me for a groupie, but I also believed they didn’t get it. Turns out they sorta got it.

My phone buzzes again. One of my blogger associates, FreakyLizzy, has checked in to tweet a “SQUEE!” in support of Postcards’s next song: “You’re My Forever.”

I remember when Ethan Myers first strummed that song idea for me last fall, after fish tacos on Venice Beach. I remember thinking, Damn.

“Have you had any more thoughts about colleges?” Dad asks. “Applications are due in a few months.”

“I don’t know,” I say. “Maybe I’ll major in pre-law.”

“Law?” It’s hilarious watching Dad try to suppress his excitement. He works for a major construction firm downtown, managing the books. Concrete numbers, pounds of cinder block, foot lengths of two-by-four. The kind of guy who wears a tie even to a rainbow-colored burrito joint on a Sunday night. He doesn’t say anything more, but I know exactly what he’s thinking: Finally.

Of course I can count on Mom to say it. “Well, that would be a relief.” Mom’s use of pearls (on a Sunday! Eating burritos!) is like Dad’s tie. They’re like a law firm of their own. Carlson Squared, Parental Attorneys.

“Yep,” I say, still behind a sarcasm shield. And yet . . . would law be so bad? It sounds like about the furthest thing from art and passion, but where have those gotten me? I could stop going by my middle name, Summer, and switch back to the ol’ parent-conceived identity: Catherine S. Carlson.

What’s the “S” stand for? a striving jock attorney might ask me over cocktails in a mahogany bar off-campus where all the cool pre-law kids go.

It stands for “Settle out of court,” I’d reply. And everyone would laugh expensively.

“You could do entertainment law,” Aunt Jeanine suggests, also missing my sarcasm, or maybe not. She’s the only adult at the table who seems to actually empathize with my current plight. Maybe the only one who’s actually noticed who I’m really trying to be. “You could work to protect artists’ rights.”

“Meh,” I say, “I was thinking corporate law. You know, taking down the riffraff, those troublemakers like Greenpeace and MoveOn. Fight for the rights of the poor shareholders.”

Normally I’d revel for a moment in my parents’ total lack of response to that comment, but that old satisfaction just isn’t there, not even with the glycemic bliss that the Orgasmo is providing.

My phone hums with more updates from Silver Lake. Postcards has started their encore with “Never Leaving You.” I had to admit, it’s the perfect choice. Ethan has that lyric in there:

 

I’ll stand with you, as long as you can stand it—

 

And suddenly I seize up. Dammit! My breath catches and my eyes spill.

“Cat?” says Mom, using her old pet name for me. No matter what I do, I’m still Catherine to my parents, always have been, always will be.

I hate nothing more than having my parents see me cry. I try to hide my tears. What I want to say is, Please, no sympathy, no hugs, if you want to care just shut up, because anything you say will just sound patronizing, like my pain validates your worry, and yet your worry makes it worse . . . and around we’ll go!

But I never say things like that to them. Instead, I dab my eyes with my napkin. “I think there was some cayenne in my Orgasmo,” I wheeze.

“Have some Coke.” Aunt Jeanine pushes my soda toward me. There’s a tissue between her fingers.

I snatch it and flash her what I hope is a thankful smile.

“I’ll Google colleges with the best pre-law programs,” says Dad, my tears only further motivating him. “We can plan some trips.”

“Dad . . .” but I can’t finish, have to beat back this feeling, the overwhelming sense that life is already over, that I’ve missed the one best chance I had for doing what I really love, and that, in a beat-up rock club across town, the life I want is moving on without me, leaving me here in the same burrito joint, on the cusp of the future—

So, now what, then?

—with no idea how to answer the question.



 


Mount Hope High School

POPARTS FALL KICKOFF CONCERT

 

Lineup

 

FRESHMAN

We Still Play with Joysticks

Bait

 

SOPHOMORE

Brain Food

We Salute You

The Progress Reports

 

JUNIOR

The New Past Lives

Supreme Commander

The Theo Alvin Four

 

SENIOR

BeatKillaz

Android Necktie

Fluffy Poodle and the #’s of Doom!







Chapter 2

Formerly Orchid @catherinefornevr 1hr

Senior Year existential sandwich. Me = the Tofurkey between slices of whole grain Optimism and Oblivion. Pass the Baconnaise! #Iworkedhardforthatmetaphor #stilllame

Seen from above, Mount Hope High looks so random: a spill of blocks, a bad joke of architectural trends, cost overruns, and budget shortfalls. Every five years it has to be added on to in order to support the town’s widening belt of sprawl and spawn. It looks like a slow flow of geometric lava. A five-year-old could do better with Legos.

Safety regulations have made it bulletproof, earthquake proof, heatproof, smog proof, nuclear fallout proof. It has a greenhouse that’s used for calculus classes, and the painting club has to meet in the chem lab. It has seven stairwells, twenty-two locker rooms, sixteen supply closets, and yet the only safe place to hook up during the school day is the vice principal’s office.

[pause for laughter]

The school has graduated 96 senior classes. Five hundred forty-eight kids per class, give or take an asterisk.1 That’s 52,608 human beings with hopes and dreams and wishes that have passed through its halls. I am some number between 52,609 and 53,156. And more will come after me, over and over, for as long as the antibiotics stay ahead of the bacteria and the sun doesn’t throw a supernova tantrum. Someday, long from now, when California is a desert island and humans are halfway back to dinosaurs, archaeologists will unearth this structure, read the inscriptions on the cockeyed bathroom doors and try to figure out who we were, and what we were thinking, and they’ll get it all wrong.

Of course by that time, myself and the rest of my senior class will have joined the entire current population of the earth in a fingernail-sized sheet of sediment.

Okay, maybe that’s a little extreme.

 

Formerly Orchid @catherinefornevr 3sec

There is no more avoiding this. #timetofacethemusic #orlackthereof

 

“Summer!”

I turn from where I’ve been rooted to the steps, watching the minnows file in through the barred-window doors of school. Contemplating the meaninglessness of my existence feels easier than going inside.

No one’s said hi to me. I’ve spotted a few people I could have greeted, but didn’t. Every now and then I get a glance that says, Oh yeah, her. She hung out with that band all the time. Too cool for the rest of us. Then she got dropped. Who knows what will become of her now?

Nice to see you, too.

I should’ve made a sign to wear around my neck: “It takes a lot of hard work to manage a band. I was also maybe in love. It happens. We’re all nice people. Can’t we just talk about this?”

Or maybe just: “Don’t look directly at it! It burrrns!”

“Hey!”

But there is one person who seems to be holding nothing against me: Maya Barnes, a sophomore and someone who is as serious about music as I am. She zips up the steps, dressed in a professional black skirt and tights, white shirt, thick platform shoes, and a lime-green scarf, even though it’s going to be in the eighties today. She has thin oval glasses over giant almond eyes, her streaked-blonde hair pulled back in a big clip. Her look is so hardworking and optimistic compared to my lazy ponytail, slouchy jeans, slate-gray hoodie, and faded denim jacket. The only flair I’m sporting is all the shiny band pins on my jacket pockets.

Oh, to be young.

“Happy new year!” she says, breathless with perk. “Your senior year. Are you excited?”

Maya is a fan of mine. My only fan, I think. She manages a band called Supreme Commander. She can be a little clingy, and I can be sullen. Still, most of the time it’s nice to have an ally.

“Excited . . . ,” I say. “On a molecular level, I suppose. I was just standing here thinking about how by geologic time-scales, nothing we do here will amount to anything more than a sliver of sedimentary rock.”

“Jeez, and I still had my will to live . . .” Maya makes a cartoonishly glum face.

It makes me smile. A smile! Feels like the first time all week. “I am a little excited,” I admit. “Not for econ, or Mr. Salt’s World Cultures class, but maybe . . .”

“To find a new band, right?” says Maya. She starts walking and I fall into step beside her. Cool to be entering senior year with a sophomore? Who even cares?

We pass through the doors and it hits me: the smell of First Day optimism. Well, that and the overwhelming odors of body spray and perfume, and also that strangely sour fear BO that wafts off the skittering freshmen. Oblivion be damned, everyone here still thinks they can make that enduring mark, a game-winning catch, the ultimate yearbook candid, the perfect song. A memory that will cheat time, viral and immortal. Senior year. Five hundred forty-eight dreams, one hundred and eighty days of possibility. Maybe I can’t resist it.

And so even though I feel like Maya’s question deserves an answer in a grizzled, smoked-too-many-packs, seen-too-many-things voice, the veteran taking the shine off the newbie, I allow myself to be upbeat instead. “Yes, to find a new band.”

“Just don’t steal mine!” she says with a nervous laugh. We reach a main branch in the halls. “So, I’ll see you at the kickoff concert today?”

“Definitely.”

“I’ll save you a seat!” She’s a touch too loud, a touch too eager. It’s going to get old, but it hasn’t yet.

“Cool. Thanks.”

I slog my way through the morning: Economics (suck), Survey of World Cultures (information not-suck, teacher mega-suck), Twentieth-Century English Literature (infini-suck). My brain is barely able to perform that dual trick that is the key to high-school success: moving fast enough to keep up with everything being said, and yet also being fine with how severely dull it all is. I don’t know how some kids do it.

Actually, I do. Academically, I’m ranked seventh in our class, a fact I tell no one. The part I don’t understand is how some kids thrive on it. My performance has everything to do with maintaining a cover story so my secret identity can flourish. My parents, while they know I’m into music and “that managing bands” thing, still have no idea how real it is for me. Things like the grades keep them happy. They’d probably like some athletics, a student senate seat, too, but all shall fall subservient to the great letters A and B (well, B as long as it comes with a +).

I get a second wind as I head to lunch. Today, we’re allowed to eat out in the east courtyard, where the kickoff is happening.

At Mount Hope High, most things—econ classes, cafeterias, athletic fields—look like the ones at any other budget-strapped public school. It’s when you enter the east courtyard that things start to look different. You walk out of doors off the cafeteria and find yourself in an actual stone amphitheater: curved seating that steps down to a half-moon stage. It looks like something out of ancient Greece, but aside from the yes-these-are-actually-stone seats, the stage and lights and sound system are all state of the art.

Welcome to the Don Henley performance stage. Yes, that Don Henley. His kid went here a while back. But that kind of thing is normal at Mount Hope High.

Fifteen years ago, Mount Hope was a normal high school, but then a band from here called Allegiance to North happened. There was all this press, including a big article in Spin. In that article, the members of the band, Eli White, Kellen McHugh, Parker Francis, and Miles Ellison, happened to mention a curious fact: their assistant principal, Mr. Abrams, had allowed them to practice after school in a classroom, and even gave them credits for a class he invented called Applied Popular Art, to make up for their less-than-model academic performance in virtually every other area.

Next thing you knew, Mr. Abrams was the principal, and parents from all over LA, especially former rockers, started moving to Mount Hope so their kids could go here. Now, PTA meetings are like a leather fashion show. And the money pours in for Mr. Abrams’s brainchild: Popular Arts Academy.

As a result, if you play football at Mount Hope, you can be part of one of the lamest programs in Southern California, but if you play guitar, you can take a class called the Physics of Volume, which is held in the Amp Lab, an acoustically perfect room that houses a wall of classic and modern amplifiers worth so much money it requires a twenty-four-hour guard. And there’s just as much for bass, drums, vocals, keyboards, songwriting, recording, video shoots, and management. This school literally rocks.

One of the annual traditions is the kickoff concert, held during the lunch periods in the amphitheater. The bands have been playing for probably an hour already when I arrive, working up from freshmen to senior. As I head in, there’s a decent group with a girl singer on piano called the Progress Reports.

“Summer!” It’s Maya again, up in the back row, waving two notches more enthusiastically than she needs to. We’re both in the industry track of PopArts, which has classes and its own student-run record label called Lion’s Den. (Our school mascot is a lion, and the label’s logo is a lion in a cave kicking back, paws behind his head with big headphones on. Corny? Yes. Kinda cool? I think so.)

You can also get internships at real labels. I was all set to have one last summer at Candy Shell, but after things happened, I backed out. Maya took my place, and she was cute and asked my permission, which I obviously gave. I even managed to do so without offering her any dark jaded comments like Watch your back.

As I make my way to her, I pass within orbit of a group of five girls. There is a lull in their conversation, but not one long enough for exchanging hellos. I suppose I could have forced it, but Callie, Alex, Beatrice, Melanie, and Jenna resume talking before any of us has a chance. Once upon a time, three years ago, they all shared a birthday booth with me at La Burrita Feminista. Now they sit in a pentagon across two steps, all long legs and perfect hair.

We were thick as thieves back in middle school, and even into the breakwater of high school, but out in the deep, I lost them. By the end of sophomore year, we barely spoke. There were serious riptides pulling us in different directions: athletics, boys, and student senate for them, and music and then managing Postcards for me.

But something bigger happened, too. If we check the records, we’ll see that technically, I stopped calling first. Partly it was an accident of being really busy with Postcards. But maybe it was also a little bit because I sensed this slow-motion way that all of them were morphing into their parents: the looks, the gestures, the beliefs. I started to feel like I could see the future versions of them, someday pulling up to Mount Hope in a woefully fuel-inefficient crossover SUV, dropping off their kids while dressed for morning yoga. It’s the version of me that I refuse to let happen.

Of course lately I’ve wondered: What exactly will I be doing? If you’d asked me last spring I would have said sitting in a cool loft office in New York City, managing my small but visionary roster of bands. Now? I might avoid your question.

I’m just past them when there’s a unison peal of laughter, and I think, Don’t look! because I don’t want to know what they’re saying except dammit I look back anyway but none of them are looking at me. They’re laughing too hard at their own thing. It makes me wonder if maybe I was the curse, the hex of the hexagon. Look out! Geometry joke! They wouldn’t have laughed at that. Ethan would have. He was secret smart, too. Bastard.

“So, which band are you excited about?” Maya asks me as I sit.

“I’m not sure,” I say, looking over the program I was handed on the way in. “Definitely not Supreme Commander.”

She smiles, but also nods seriously. “Good.”

“So, hey, how was the internship?” I think to ask.

Maya sighs. “Oh, you know, it was okay.”

“Maya.” I try for my most professional smile. “You can be honest.”

Maya’s face collapses into a big grin. “Okay, it was so excellent! Candy Shell is such an amazing place! Well, you know, not all of it, but I was in publicity, not with the sharks who stole Postcards from you—”

“It’s fine. I get it. I’m glad it was good.”

“They’re actually keeping me on this fall, a couple afternoons a week.”

“Oh, nice.” I keep my smile up for as long as I can, and turn back to the band. I am maybe a little jealous. Would I want to be at Candy Shell? No way. Well . . . no, but would I like to have done so well at an internship at a record label over the summer that they asked me to stay on? Yes.

The Progress Reports finish and there is a quick gear switch. Black-clad members of the Tech Squad scurry around, moving instruments, running new cables, and wielding gaffer’s tape with ninja-like speed, their Chucks scuffing and their oversized key rings jangling.

The next band up is greeted by a barrage of screams from the gaggle of freshmeat girls crowded on the grass up front. They’re all legs and shoulders and smiles, like sacrifices waiting to be gobbled up by the music gods. I think, You’ll learn, girls, but also make a mental note because having enthusiastic fans is a key to getting your band off the ground.

“Hey, everybody,” says the singer, an awkward underclassman, slouching at the mic with an oversized guitar and too-tight flannel shirt. “We’re the New Past Lives.”

Okay, candidate number one. For the first time in too long, things feel like business. I pull out my graph-paper notebook and flip to a new page. I prefer the grid to normal old straight lines. It might seem rigid, but I actually find it freeing. Any direction is in play. Up, down, left, right, or a diagonal against the perfect squares. That’s how you have to think in this business. Lined paper has only one direction, the acceptable one. Lined paper is so Carlson Squared.

Four stick clicks and the New Past Lives are in. It’s edgy guitar, busy drums, and within moments I know the verdict: decent, but not polished enough. The singer is too unsure of himself. Sometime in the future, his third or fourth band will probably be pretty excellent, but by the time the New Past Lives finish their fifteen-minute set, I can barely remember anything I just heard.

Next up, Maya’s band: Supreme Commander. I liked this band last year. Dreamy, sci-fi pop. They’ve gotten better. I’m ever-so-slightly jealous of this, too.

“Good job,” I say to Maya.

She beams. “Why thank you.”

After them is a band called the Theo Alvin Four. I think I read online that this is the new version of Square Pets, one of last year’s decent bands. Maybe they’ll be the one? But then the lead singer begins with, “Hey, we’ve had a mind-blowing summer, and our sound this year is going to be a little . . . different. This first song is dedicated to one of the masters: John Scofield.”

I should have known by the new interest in facial hair and the hipster hats they’re all wearing: Square Pets have been bitten by the jazz. And it’s not the good melodic kind, like they made a half century ago. Ethan and I used to study to Kind of Blue, the Miles Davis record. The good kind of jazz seems to be all about vibe, mood, and feel. This is the bad kind of jazz, where the music feels like a math problem. After a minute, I’ve totally lost track of the song, and when I look around, most everyone is talking among themselves except for two uber-fans down front, both wearing suit vests, one in a fedora, bobbing their heads wildly and waving their fingers like the music is a cloud of moths they need to swat out of their eyes.

I spend their set working on my econ homework. The band I’m really waiting to see is the one that comes on next. A senior band: Android Necktie. What I remember from last year: edgy, indie, with really cool melodies. In fact, they’d been widely considered the heir apparent to Postcards from Ariel. As I remember it, they have a pretty great lead singer. They were terrible at promotion though. Which could be where I come in?

But I can tell immediately that there’s something different about them as they take the stage. Where’s that singer boy I remember them having?

“Hi,” the bassist says softly. “We’re Android Necktie. Well, most of it.”

Most people probably miss it, but I catch the glare he gets from the keyboard girl. Bassist has just violated a sacred rule onstage: Never show your dirty laundry.

They start, and the song is pretty catchy: cool bass-and-keyboard unison riff. But when the keyboardist starts to sing, her voice is shrill and grating.

“Didn’t they have a boy singer?” I ask Maya.

She nods. “Caleb. He quit over the summer, kinda out of the blue. It was quite the scandal. The band name was the bass player’s idea, though, so they’re trying to press on. I saw fliers up for new singer auditions.”

“What happened to Caleb? Does he have a new band?”

“Nah. He’s been basically exiled at this point.”

Well, we’d make a pair. I feel a stir at this, but then remind myself that what I need is an actual, functioning band. And about the last thing I need is to take my already shredded reputation and pair it with another that’s equally tattered. But still . . .

“Wasn’t he good?” I ask.

“He was hot,” Maya replies.

“Hot and good?”

“Hot and hot. And yes, good, too. I saw him down in the Green Room before I came up here.”

“What’s he up to?”

“How would I know? I could never talk to Caleb . . .” Maya blushes at the thought. “But I did Twitter-stalk him and I remember him saying something about how everything had changed, and that he needed to start fresh. That was right around when he left the band. Actually then I think he disappeared offline, too.”

“Hmmm . . .” As Necktie drones on, I search Twitter. Caleb Daniels. Easy enough to find. Interesting. He has only seven followers, and four tweets, starting in August. Classic signs of a fallout and reboot.

The first three tweets are from the same night.

 

Caleb Daniels @livingwithghosts 14 Aug

Out with the old, in with the bold . . . or maybe just out. / What we had was great but I’m different now.

 

Caleb Daniels @livingwithghosts 14 Aug

Now I wear you on my sleeve / waking from a silly dream / Where I find you, alive and well / And your smile erases all the hell. . . .

 

Caleb Daniels @livingwithghosts 14 Aug

. . . I’ve been through without you

 

The fourth is from last night.

 

Caleb Daniels @livingwithghosts 16h

Tomorrow the charade begins anew. Can somebody please tell me the point?

 

Whoa. This is all some major drama. It feels like there’s more going on with him than just a band breakup. What’s between these dark and lyrical lines, Caleb?

Stop it. Caleb is damaged goods! Of course, but . . . so am I. And I know things need to happen, fast, but if he’s talented . . .

And besides . . . I look down at my notebook. My pen is tapping, not writing. Because it’s not happening here. In fact, I’ve totally forgotten Android Necktie is playing. I focus in on them again—

“It would be so good, to get back at you good,” Trevor warbles weakly—

This is not the band. I just know it. And the only band left to play today is Fluffy Poodle and the #’s of Doom! and I’ve seen them, with or without the foam hashtags they wear around their necks and the pink poodle tails, and while they are certainly something, they’re not what I’m looking for.

I close my notebook. “You said he’s down in the Green Room?” I ask, gathering my things.

“He was,” says Maya. “Why?”

“Gonna go try to find him.”

“You are?” Maya sounds awed. “I can’t come, can I?”

“You have your band,” I say. “Besides, it probably won’t lead to anything.”

“If it does, I will be so completely jealous.”

I half smile. “I will do my best.”

I make my way across the top row of the amphitheater. For a second, I catch the eyes of my former friends. But they keep doing their thing, and I’m off to do mine.





Chapter 3

Formerly Orchid @catherinefornevr 6m

This gumshoe is off to chase a lead.

The Green Room is kinda excellent. It’s a long rectangle with yes, green walls, except for one, which is a soundproof window looking out on the main auditorium stage. There’s an actual espresso bar in the corner, surrounded by little tables and chairs, and, in the other corner, a long table covered in art supplies beside a copy machine for making old-school flyers and zines. Everywhere in between there are musical instruments on stands, in cases, stacked, hanging from the walls. The room smells like coffee beans and rubber cement.

I love being in here, with all the creative energy of the place. Sometimes it bums me out a little, though, because for as much as I love music, I’m not a musician. There were piano lessons briefly when I was a kid, but when I didn’t seem to “excel at classical instruction,” preferring instead just to bang out chords and sing, Carlson Squared deemed them not vital to my education. They thought my after-school time was better suited to science clubs and math labs.

I’ve always had the voice of a crow, at best, but there were years when I could have gotten somewhere with piano, or tried drums or guitar or something, when my parents could have noticed the Summer waiting to bloom in their Catherine, but those years have passed. People always say you have all the time in
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