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			Dedication

			For Kris, my love and my inspiration.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Wonder What’s Next

			I stand outside a greasy hamburger stand, shaking my head of purposefully unkempt hair in both awe and amused disappointment of the greater City Beautiful that surrounds me. Yet, there is an enchanting magic in this warm Orlando summer night as the mix of tourists and locals, all dressed in a variety of T-shirts, cargo shorts, and flip-flops or sandals, wander about. I look past them toward the giant buildings with facades designed like a drunk developer binged on the Mouse and his movies too much the night before, finished the night off with Vegas Vacation, and then made his distorted, haunting dreams into one long, wonderfully tacky street known as West Irlo Bronson Memorial Drive. I stand, shaking my head because I know it is here I am meant to be. Here is where I will find my inspiration.

			I notice a man staring at me through a crowd of mismatched tourists. An ordinary enough looking man in his mid to late twenties. He’s a bit bewildered. I look at him and nod. He thinks he knows me. Recognizes me from somewhere but can’t place where. I’ve seen this look before... many times. It’s fun watching the wheels turn in their heads as they try figuring out if I’m a friend, foe, ex-lover, or something else. I don’t want to stare too long; you never do. It gets weird for them long before it gets weird for me. His face lights up. He tries to keep it subtle, but I see. He’s figured out why I look familiar. His first encounter with a star—fading or otherwise. He realizes I’m Finn Fairlane, producer and songwriter extraordinaire, muse to the stars. He nods, smiles, and says he loves my work. I am far enough away that I didn’t actually hear him say those words (not that it matters to him) but I’ve learned to read lips a bit over the years. If only a few phrases.

			He walks off as I wait for my food outside this borderline edible, walk-up hamburger joint, taking in all of Kissimmee/Orlando’s once glorious tourist trap Old Town, as the conversations of others continue to drone in the background like multiracial noise. The screams from teen girls as the Vomatron whips them around and around at seventy-five miles an hour dot the verbal cacophony like an overdriven crash cymbal in a Nine Inch Nails song. Ah!... Ah!... Ah!... But my attention slowly shifts, and the noise builds and swells like “Pinion,” overtaking my visual attention. Just when it all amplifies, layering sound upon sound upon sound, so much my ears cannot stand the noise anymore, it falls away like the end of “Hurt.”

			It all stops.

			For all I know, I could have gone deaf. The world around me could have caught fire. Hell, I could have been on fire. But none of that would have registered on my radar this second. Gleaming under the glow of the streetlamps and neon stars is beautiful, porcelain (just sweaty enough on this hot, summer night to be sexy) cleavage. I can’t notice anything else. I am stuck in this moment, my eyes are feasting, and mouth-watering fantasies start to form. I am a man, after all; of course my eyes are drawn to her (what I’m guessing is a full C) cleavage. Also, to the elaborate ink on her left arm peeking out from her rolled-up sleeve: the beautiful color palette of black, blues, reds, greens, gold, and more making what, at first glance, seems to be a collage of superheroes. A woman after every man’s heart.

			As I was saying, there’s something magical in these warm, summer, Orlando nights. A magic that makes the already large droves of people grow even more massive as the sun goes down. The gentle breeze that cools off the warmth of the day. The skyline of countless billboards, resort hotels, discount gift shops, restaurants, and churches to the gods of gaudiness and gluttony from the day that plunges into the vast, stark night. A deep purple night sky, polka-dotted with neon constellations of Vomatrons, Slingshots, sky coasters, and anything else advertisers can backlight to bleed tourists’ pockets dry. Despite all that, this is where I belong. This city quietly calls to my fast-approaching, middle-aged self, making similar, sweet promises whispered by Hollywood to young starlets. To inspire. To be my muse. I know it. I feel it in my bones—a fast, agitating force that overcomes my senses, my muscles, my body. A feeling of being inspired that only comes along once in a great while. I feel it here.

			What different musings I may find here compared to my time in New York or Chicago, I do not know. I left behind what life I had made for myself in the Big Apple: the chart-topping clients I produced in the music industry; my three-bedroom, three-bath brownstone; the few people I would call friends. I followed an internal calling, or an external beckoning if you will, to travel south. I’m not sure if it’s an idiosyncrasy solely reserved for artists, the small, nagging child called wanderlust nudging me along, or maybe my deep-seated need to uproot my life once I start to find a comfort zone. I heard it calling me over and over again. It had been calling to me for a while, and Finn Fairlane listens to the call. Yes, I do. I apparently also refer to myself in the third person sometimes. But moving on.

			The taxi top ads, radio, and television commercials all advertising Florida vacations. The dead-inside feeling that comes with working for big-name labels. Writing songs that had no passion left in them, only the ability to make dollar signs. I wanted something more. The internalized, unstoppable, ongoing struggle to better this thing I have come to call myself. Always moving, pushing forward. And it whispered over and over to me, “Orlando.” To this, I listened. I am here.

			It is my first night living in the endless summer that is Orlando, the city next door to that magical kingdom. That beautiful machine of childhood joy and adult misanthropy and cynicism. Dreamt up to make you forget the prejudice, arrogance, and misogyny with which it was built. Designed so each step farther inside makes you believe in your childhood more and more, washing away the jaded eyes of adulthood.

			But that is Orlando.

			Look past the epidemic of crystal meth, coke, and heroin so evident on these Florida streets in the leather-skinned, emaciated man with long, wispy hair as he twitches uncontrollably in his dirty, torn rags, or in the missing teeth of the haggard woman as she begs for change. Not just in Old Town, or Kissimmee, or even Orlando, but the whole of Florida. Look past it all because there you will find a place where the original concept 4,022 miles west could be so abominated by corporate culture to create something so wonderfully tacky, invitingly dominating, monstrously huge, and still pale in comparison to the egos of the people who run the place. Maybe, it’s just what I see.

			Welcome to Orlando.

			And the city welcomes me with her. This fair-skinned beauty. Inked in all the right places and a look in her eye of deviant desires. She notices me leering. Since I’m standing not too far from where she waits in line and leering is meant to be obvious, I shouldn’t be surprised she saw me, but I am. Not so much that she caught me, but that she didn’t look away. Is this how fans feel when they recognize me? The roles have reversed because I am a fan of hers. I try to hold my surprise inside. I try not to react, but something gives it away. Perhaps an involuntary upturn of the corner lip. Or an unknowing eyebrow raise. Something gave my surprise away because she smiles, just a little. Just enough to let me know she knows, and that she’s okay with it.

			Her hazel eyes, outlined in the blackest of black liner that extends just past her corners, stay connected with mine. Ready to devour. A fleck in her left eye, accented by an eyebrow ring, adds to the allure. What some would deem an imperfection only makes this stare sexier. There’s something about her stare. Hauntingly familiar, like a scene from my memory playing out in front of my eyes. We keep each other’s gaze. A slow waltz of our eyes in our minds. A waltz that gently takes her closer to me, dancing around the unspoken subject of the moment. Who speaks first? I’m dancing with this stranger. Neither of us whispers a word. Just dancing and waiting. Observing her as she watches me.

			This dance is pleasant. Like the joy of the earlier drive down I-4 to my new abode. Waltzing through clear traffic. I was taking in my new surroundings at 80 plus miles an hour. Screaming along in my 80-grit voice to post-Black Flag, Rollins Band’s song (though some could argue I was blaring Mother Superior) “I Want So Much More,” popping my speakers while passing palm tree after palm tree. Broken and abandoned cars scattered along the median and shoulders, momentary scabs on the city’s beauty. As my pepper hair that has become dashed with salt blows in the wind of the open windows, I looked at the intertwining highways that make up the circulatory system of this city; I couldn’t help wondering how my life would get intertwined into this city’s lifeblood. I have yet to find where I fit into this metropolis among the more than two million people that run around this semi-tropical paradise every day. I will discover my place, though.

			I do take note of the irony of the green dominating the floral pattern on her low-cut, button-down blouse. The green flora lines her bosom like the palms line the highway. Her shirt says to me, “Come, drive here.” Take that for what you will. For a split moment, though, I ask myself why I know it’s a low-cut, button-down blouse. Then I see the gentle bite she gives her bottom lip that gently pushes out her snake bite studs, and my manhood returns to me. That simple gesture says it all. Green she is anything but, and I want to know how far from green she is. I have to play it cool. React too strongly and come off as the upturned collar, golfer cap, polyester-wearing, wild and crazy guy. Play it too cool, and she’ll think we both play for the same team. So, I do the only thing my muscles will allow me to do, as my mind unhooks her bra to reveal breasts that could bring a nation to its knees. With every ounce of my being, I summon the primordial gods of love and lust to give me power. They look down and bestow upon me the almighty ability to smile and give a slight nod.

			I fucking smile and give a slight nod.

			I’ve flirted before, hundreds of times, thousands even. This evening is no different from any of my previous one-night stands, three-night stands, or the plethora of quasi-relationships I’ve had. They all begin the same way: a subtle look, a dog-eat-dog-sly smile, a wink. God forbid a word, like hello. Something small. Though tonight, all my wiles abandon me in my moment of need. So, I smile and nod. Play it cool though. Wait for her to come to me.

			Or am I wrong? Is this just a chick oiling her engine for a steamy night with her man? Damn. Am I the pregame mental porn she’s using to rev her freshly oiled engine? Some real-life, soft-core PornHamster clip playing out in her mind to fantasize about later? (Which is a fantasy in and of itself for me.) Am I being used in her mental game?

			Perchance this could be my first intertwining with the city. Perchance to sin. With her.

			Perchance.

			Then again, it was for this “perchance” that I left my life in New York behind me. Finished up album productions, cover concepts, and whatever other current affairs I had with clients and said, “Adios.” Bid my fond adieus to the giant, light-polluting, prostitute-ridden, yet ever endearing and always loved area known as Times Square. Said goodbye to my favorite bartender at Sunswick 35/35 in Astoria. Stood there for one last moment, my hazel eyes taking it all in. The cool, crisp air slightly stung my weather-worn face on a chilly night, adding to my growing crow’s feet as I squinted through the cold. Not sure when, or if, I’d ever breathe in New York air again. A part of me wanted to stay. A part of me wanted never to leave that moment because that moment was the accumulation of everything I’ve done in my life.

			It was hard to believe it could ever be better than it ever was. But it was calling me—the stranger in the night that was Orlando. I was unsure if Orlando would be what I expected, except that I had no expectations. A part of me knew that it would be okay. That it would be the right place to be. But I stood there, engraving that moment in my mind: the green and brown leaves on the trees, the cars that lined the street, brick building after brick building housing countless people I’d never know, the sounds of people laughing a block away, the sirens in the distance, and the wind blowing against me. The love I feel for that great city, all of it. I took a mental snapshot of that moment in time before I got into my car. I drove off into the sunset (well, sunset on my right since I was heading south). The poetry fits better, however, if I had driven into it.

			Not every client was happy to see me go, and that’s understandable. That’s a good thing for me. It means I’ve done my job, but I can’t help my clients if I have nothing that inspires me. I can’t muse my people, produce records, write songs, and do what I do if I have no muse myself to inspire those things, to make me want to create something bigger than myself. New York is a city that has endless inspiration for some. CBGB launched the careers of many musicians and inspired countless more. New York is the city of Gershwin. Cole Porter. The city of Philip Roth and Woody Allen. Every turn hides something new. From a mouse scavenging for food to the beauty in the blue-gray eyes of a homeless man that still clings to hope, to the stories you hear from the old woman sitting in the corner seat at your local bar. The late-night coke deals at gas stations with NYPD’s finest filling up a pump away, to the bartender betraying the location of all the security cams so you can smoke inside when it’s ten below and windy outside. Screaming Andrew W.K.’s “I Love New York City” at the top of your lungs when you’re three sheets to the wind. Every day something new. Something wonderful.

			But for me, I had somehow managed to overstay my welcome in a city of over eight million. When everywhere you turn you see memories of a better time, you don’t feel inspired. You don’t feel much like writing lyrics. Don’t feel much like turning up the snare or adjusting the EQ of the floor tom. You don’t feel much like doing anything. I found myself wallowing in my studio, quickly becoming the brooding musician the nineties were so rife with. Even my hair is in that in-between stage of long and short, either in dire need of a haircut or a better way to style it. I hated those brooding musicians and hated myself for becoming something I hated. So, I left. I left before I got stuck in a routine that spiraled downward, unable to ever get up. I needed to see what the next place held for me. And it was Orlando that called.

			The eye contact we held breaks, returning me from my thoughts about New York as the hamburger stand worker hands her an already melting vanilla cone she promptly lifts to her deep red lips. Red lipstick that deep in color makes a statement that she takes control. She gets what she wants. I hope she wants me. A drop of melted ice cream disappears into her radiant, porcelain cleavage. Somehow that falling bit of ice cream makes me notice her long, curly, jet-black hair, unnoticed before perhaps because her hair disappears into the now black of the night sky above. Illuminated only by the surrounding neon stars. Maybe because her cleavage and eyes consume me in an all-encompassing fire that can only be doused by her. But now I notice. Curly hair is sexy. Almost dangerous. Curly haired ladies are the kind that breaks hearts. The kind of girl you don’t bring home to your mother. Yes. Curly haired girls are super freaks.

			It won’t get to the point of heartbreaking. She will take control of nothing tonight, at least not with me. Or perhaps she already has and I just don’t know it yet. Our moment seems to be over now that her creamy treat on a cone is delivered. She walks away from the pick-up window and past me as I stand, still waiting on my food to be made. She smiles as she passes and whispers something.

			“Fate?”

			“Feint?”

			“Eighth?”

			Hell. Did she say, “freight?” Did she want me to ship something? Is she looking for weed? A little Mary Jane for tonight? I couldn’t hear clearly. The screaming man on the Slingshot and the laughter of his female companion drowns out the clarity of her word. She could have said, “Take me right here and now,” and I would have been none the wiser. My mind is frantically going over every word, every phrase she could have said, and each time my mind thinks of something new that is more obtuse than the thought before. This deluge of thoughts makes my mind think more and get caught in a pattern that only makes things worse. A game of telephone I play with myself, ever distorting the original phrase spoken. All this because she enthralls me, and I’m unable to say something cool in hopes of releasing tension later on. But at least I won’t be the only one not getting any tail tonight. I’m sure whatever man card the guy on the Slingshot held was stripped away the moment he started screaming like a preteen girl at a J. Bieb concert.

			Did I get her name? Was it a message? The name of a place, perhaps? Maybe the heartbreaking does start tonight. For that one fleeting moment, it hurts. A hurt I haven’t felt since I lost a $10,000 hand of blackjack at Circus Circus in Reno. I may have been up that $10,000 and playing with the house’s money, but for a few moments, my table was surrounded by people with all eyes on me and that moment was mine. Those ten-thousand dollars in one hand. Only a few seconds for the card to flip and the dealer to win. For those few moments, though. For those few moments, that money was mine.

			And for a few, she was mine. For a fleeting moment, we were cosmically entangled. A planet-sized meteorite on a crash course for earth, ready to make extinct all previous carnal knowledge I possessed. But no, Bruce Willis and his ragtag team of oil rig drillers had to blow her up. Had to destroy what could have awakened in me some previously undiscovered Chakra. It’s cool though, Bruce. You killed Hans Gruber.

			I whip my head around to see if she is still looking at me. I could have been more discreet, but after the leering and the ever-so-smooth smile and nod, I figure, “Fuck it.” So a whip of my head it is. But no. A man whose dated, gigantic, arm-wrapped tribal tattoos and overly sculpted muscles make him look as though he’s preparing for gladiatorial, hand-to-hand combat in a real-life version of a Bethesda© Softworks game has his arm around her shoulder. His shoulder blades bulge out of his bleached white tank top. The style of tank top that is often associated with either domestic violence or under-educated people of Mediterranean descent. His carefully frayed, bootcut jeans sag off legs that have been bullied out of every day in the gym by his over-sized torso. He leans down, his lips entwining with hers.

			How I wish those were my lips pressing against hers. They look so soft, like a moist red velvet cake. So ready to taste something new. My arm wrapped around her shoulder. Or waist.

			I watch them, casually. Or at least what I think looks casual. Nonchalant. I want to know how she feels about him. To understand why she flirted with me. I want to know why the hell I’m so entranced with her. No conversation. No physical contact. Just one muddled and misunderstood word she whispered.

			They continue walking after an all-too-short public display of dwindling affection. Dying love could mean good news for me. I think. If I’m right. If I ever see her again. She turns her head back to me and winks her flecked eye. Damn that eye, both eyes. Haunting. They disappear into his metallic blue ‘98 Camaro, flames painted on the hood and sides to give the illusion of going really fast. I always thought that’s what the pedal on the right was for. Hell, I’d bet ten to one he only drives with two pedals.

			So here I am, left standing, abandoned by my wiles and by fate. But I smile. Soaking in both my surroundings and the events of the evening: the modern-day, casino-free Reno, the not-so-redneck Pigeon Forge, the little Vegas strip. This street numbered 192. At this moment in my life, I know this is where I need to be, where the winds of fate and fortune want to steer me. So, I stand outside the neon lilac and turquoise gate of Old Town, staring across the street at a shop I shorten to “Chine Gun ‘Murica” with giant gift shops next to other giant gift shops. All of which brings “trying too hard” to whole new levels, with exterior murals painted top to bottom and oversized, eye-catching relief art. Not great art, mind you. Just eye-catching enough to put their vanilla overtones off.

			Then you see the ad. “Gifts here. Towels at $3.99.” But inside, they are all filled with the same gifts: generic clothes and countless items all stamped with that symbolic, mouse-eared “D” or ORLANDO sprawled across it. Items that end up collecting a half inch of dust on a shelf in a cabinet not long after purchase. But in these stores, they scream to be purchased. Puppies in a kennel crying out for a new home if you will. It’s all so you can buy stuff as your reminder of time spent here, which I am all for. But if you are going to surround yourself with stuff, just make sure it’s the right stuff.

			Damn. Damn it all. I can only laugh at the events of the night.

			What the hell did she say to me? And what did it mean? If I don’t know what she said, I guess the meaning is pretty much a cow’s opinion. Moo. Pointless. Yes, it’s moot, I know, but I heard that somewhere once, probably on some hotel room tv while watching some sitcom rerun about a bunch of friends or something, and it stuck. So, moo it is. On the other hand, if I can figure out what she said, then I can ponder the meaning more.

			Moo.

			I am here surrounded by people, drifting in the loneliness of the passing moment. I wonder what’s next. Tonight, the fates gave me a teaser of an intro to this city in the form of my mystery woman instead of a hands-on preview. Fine. I’m okay with that because as I’m standing here, inspiration swirls around me: from the clothes worn by the line of people waiting to eat a burger, to the cars that drive in and out of Old Town, past the Ferris wheel, to the distant early 2000’s pop rock playing that barely carries this far. I find inspiration in everything around me.

			In this moment, I take what I can—everything that it is this night. And a fantastic night it is. The sounds of young lust and fading innocence that gets so quickly pushed away. The never-been-kissed girl in braided pigtails flirting with the leather-clad rebel boy who is finally showing interest. He makes some joke I can’t hear, but she laughs and playfully hits him. She makes her move and kisses him. A moment of unsure shock and joy on his face, but then he grabs her and pulls her in. They make a connection. The collision of two souls, intersecting on this path we call life, coming together in a moment of glorious happenstance. If only for a moment. She will never be the same. I can see her quiver with anticipation. His hands slowly slide down her back, stopping at her hips. She puts her hands on his as if to stop him, interlacing her fingers with his.

			The girl hesitates, squeezing his hands for a moment. She lets that linger, enjoying the moment as their lips explore each other. She untangles her fingers and moves her hands, running her unsure fingers through his hair. He pulls her in closer, trying to have both bodies occupy the same space at the same time. Defy the laws of physics, good sir! If there’s ever a time to defy them, it’s now. It is this moment that begins the loss of her, or both of their, innocence. She’ll spend as much time trying to lose it as she will regretting who she lost it to. But tonight, beneath the neon stars of the night sky, none of that matters. Just this moment is all that’s important. The right here and right now. A fleeting moment we all try to hold on to as long as we can. Each time it happens, every time it happens.

			Damn her eyes. I return to my forest green Grand Am. Two Door. Nice stock rims. Nothing that screams “I have a tiny penis!” but not understated. I blink as I open the door and her eyes haunt me. I can’t remember the last time I saw eyes that were both so serene yet so filled with raw energy. Such potential energy waiting to explode in a nails-deep-in-my-flesh, sweat-dripping, soul-connecting, tangled-tongues-and-lips sex session that can only lead to both of us in the midnight hour crying, “More! More! More! More!” All I do is blink.

			While this first night is not quite the start to my time here like I hoped, it sticks with me. Not just because it is my first night, but because of the events of the evening. The haunting familiarity of her gaze sticks in my mind, an icy reminder of what should have, or more properly stated, could have transpired tonight. It haunts me over the next eight weeks as I unenthusiastically gather clients to try and inspire, produce, and make great. I say unenthusiastically not because I’m not happy to be getting new clients, but because I know as of right now, I can’t properly do what I do.

			Damn those eyes.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			She’s Gone

			I settle into my soundproof studio, reading the news on my phone of the approaching tropical storm and its growing momentum. The schoolyard bully that is my computer’s screensaver teases me as it scrolls across the monitor. It yells, calling me on my procrastination, “Get Back To Work.” As if I don’t know that behind the black wall of words is a program waiting to record my lyrical genius. Waiting for me to create, to bring to life a new Finn Fairlane musical masterpiece for the world to embrace as its new anthem. The spontaneous birthing of new and exciting ideas is why I came here. To be inspired. To write. To create.

			My deep purple, sometimes black depending on the way the light hits it, six-string Washburn sits strapped around my shoulder. Condenser microphone hides behind the pop screen in its stand, tempting me to say something. Anything. Some simple phrase sung into its steel mesh that brings it bursting to life. Pen and notebook on a silver music stand next to me. Lyrics lying in wait to scribble themselves onto paper, but I sit empty-headed on my stool. Nothing. My mind feels constipated. Too much mental cheese stops up the tubes. When I try to play, it gives forth no sound. Its wires do not vibrate nor give music. I sit a music-less musician. Geddy Lee would be so disappointed in me right now.

			I’ve had writer’s block before: times when nothing good comes to mind, when the words I write are more representative of a junior high girl scribbling love notes about the cute boy across the room than lyrics written by an Emmy-winning professional, when the words read more like “Without You” than “Kickstart My Heart.” Blocked times when music I write sounds more reminiscent of a bad video game soundtrack from the days of first-gen Game Boy and not so much the rock ‘n roll it’s supposed to be, stuff I should have tried selling to I Fight Dragons. Those gents could have made the riffs worthy, but I can’t recall a time when nothing comes to mind, a time when all my creativity abandoned me—the unwanted dog left on the side of a central California county road.

			Don’t get me wrong; I’ve never done such an inhumane thing as leaving a dog. One afternoon, however, I was driving through (what some would call) a town east of Merced, California. The brown landscape of dead and dying plant life, underfed cows, sheep, and livestock surrounded me as far as the eye could see. The only savior to this was the occasional tree that had managed to somehow thrive in this Easy-Bake Oven the cartographers call the Central Valley. That and the rolling hills and mountains on the distant horizon to break the monotony. But there I was, driving through the isolation when a rundown, rust-coated, white-and-brown suburban a little way ahead of me coasted to a stop. The kind of stop that somehow seemed more like a skeezy leisure suit skulking his way to an unsuspecting female than a van coming to a stop.

			As they did stop, they let out a dog. The suburban sped away. Nothing too fast, just accelerated as if the situation was typical. I kept driving, thinking nothing of it. Until later that night when I returned down the same road and the dog was still there, unmoved from where it first sat down all those hours ago. The good soldier he was, seated at attention, awaiting orders from his sergeant, little did he know his commanding officer was never to return. So, I called out to him. He remained unmoved.

			I took some caution in my approach, knowing the worst that this thirsty mutt would try is a meager attempt at a defensive bite. But he sat resolutely. No collar. No name. Just a sad, short-haired mutt: white, brown, and covered in fleas. I’m sure the state of the dog reflected the conditions inside the vehicle. I petted him—soft and gentle. Tried to turn my 80-grit voice into something a little less rough. More 800-grit but the best I think I was able to muster was 120. He started to perk up. Tail wagging, tongue hanging out from dryness. I coaxed him my way and into my car. It didn’t take me long to name him: Lieutenant Dan. It somehow seemed to suit.

			Much like Lieutenant Dan when I found him, I sit abandoned. I refuse to be the one that’s deserted. I leave my guitar and microphone. I am the white-and-brown truck, not the dog. For the moment, I leave them behind. Guitar and mic stand at attention—waiting for me, the obedient dogs they are. I’ll be back. Just not right now.

			I need to get my writing mojo back. I haven’t had any since before moving down here, and it’s not coming back. To paraphrase the immortal words of Maynard James Keenan, I need it, even though I don’t want it. To breathe, feel, and know I am very much living. Without it, I feel useless, lifeless. A shell of a man attempting to live in a world in which he has already died. The ability to tap into an emotion that isn’t readily there and write from it is what makes me Finn. To put myself in another’s shoes and feel what they feel is something that comes to me—usually at the ready—but doesn’t come at all for others. There is this innate ability to become someone else for a few moments: enough to write, to make music, to have an authentic feel as if I’ve lived those moments over and over again. I can’t do any of those because my mojo is gone. New York pulled it all out of me. The few clients I’ve taken on in the two months I’ve been down here are more than grateful, but in all honesty, they are getting the short end of the Finn Fairlane stick. I don’t give the short end in any situation. I give a huge, long, rock-hard stick. And it all comes from mojo. I’m still a stranger in a strange land. So, I do what anyone in need to see something inspiring would do: grab my car keys off the ledge by the door and drive.

			It would seem the gods of rock ‘n roll are not on my side today. Two miles onto I-4 and the traffic slows to a crawl. Who knows why it slowed down—stalled car, horrific wreck with blood all over the road, a slow-moving truck that’s trying to change lanes, out-of-state driver. Could be anything. Though it gets me thinking about this machine that is Orlando. Built West Coast by one man. One wildly misogynistic man and a dream. And he did it. He built it all. His corporate team of money-hungry, bloodsucking, anything-for-a-dollar white collars continue to build on his dream. Perhaps bigger than he could have imagined. Maybe this larger-than-life monstrosity is how he precisely imagined it. Maybe that’s the problem. I don’t dream big enough anymore. Instead of just building a park, he built a park and a town. Bought land and built more. And more. And more. And more. And people came. I came. I’ve written songs. Sold songs to the best of them. But the well ran dry. It’s why I’m here. No offense, Fred, but if Limp Bizkit can arise from this, I sure as shit can rise again.

			I turn on the radio to rambling tropical storm updates. Tropical storm Castle Heat, Cataratan, or whatever it’s named, has been officially upgraded to a category one hurricane, which sounds extremely dangerous, but this far inland, it’s more wind and rain than actual destruction, if it ends up even making landfall. And with that long-winded yet otherwise seemingly mundane announcement, a ton of bricks from the late nineties blares out of the speakers, hitting me straight across the face. As a ton of bricks racking your face should do, it reminds you of something. Mostly something you forgot. This song so eloquently refreshes my memory that it was all done for the nookie. If ever more juvenile, yet truer words were spoken. Only in Limp Bizkit’s hometown of Orlando—well, Jacksonville, but to the geographically challenged and purposes of my locale, all Florida is just Orlando—can you still hear this song twenty years past its relevance without it being a call-in request. Ah, the good ole’ days of pay for play. But true the words were. I don’t know any prepubescent teens who pick up a guitar thinking, It’s all about the art, man. No. They pick it up thinking sex, drugs, and rock ‘n roll. It’s what it’s about.

			Rock ‘n roll is the embodiment of it all. Hot females dripping with baby oil, ready for action. Guys ready to give and receive. It’s the musician’s setting that encourages such great, uninhibited hedonism. Coke-fueled orgies that end in chain-smoking cigarettes and Mary Jane for an hour or two. And somehow this piece of shit song is reminding me of exactly what I need.

			Nookie.

			Damn you, Durst.

			But damn him as I may, he was right. So, I do what every red-blooded American does while idling in bumper-to-bumper traffic. I swipe right on my blood red-and-black cased cellphone and make a call. The statistics show that driving on your cellphone is the same as driving drunk, but I, much like every other driver on the road, don’t think that statistic applies to me, them. You know. Self-entitlement is the backbone of today’s society. Especially in an area that outcries for the death of every alligator because of the unfortunate death of one small child. Unfortunate it was, but to place the life of one child above countless alligators in the lake to calm the masses is what makes Dismal Land the pretty-hate machine that it is. Quelling innumerable lives behind the scenes, keeping it out of the public eye, just to keep the look of their park clean and the grand illusion maintained. It’s moments like this I hope, deep in my soul, karma has something big in store for the damned rodent.

			At least my client answers his phone.

			“D.B. What’s up, my man?!” I say, knowing damn well he’s sitting in his studio either surfing Imgur Gone Wild for boob shots of exes or dickin’ around on his eight-string guitar. The eight-string guitar. I have such mixed feelings about that thing. If you want to play an instrument that gives off such low tones, play bass. On the other hand, the damned thing does give them a sound that a six-string could not. So, I keep my opinions to myself. Mostly.

			“Working on some new stuff. Down for a few?” he replies, already knowing my answer.

			D.B., short for Danny Boyle, is a good guy. In my short months here, he and his bandmates are one of the few clients I like beyond the work and enjoy doing anything with. Possibly the only. D.B. has bright, fire-engine red hair that hasn’t changed since his infancy. The only reason I know that is his mother stopped by the studio my first session with them to drop off some homemade beef-and-cabbage soup. What an underrated dish that is. The smell of it might be enough to put some people flat on their asses, but the smell aside, it’s one of my top five favorite dishes after that day.

			Eileen Boyle can cook. Also, one good-looking lady too. Long red hair. Waves that almost turn it curly. Pale-blue eyes. Light freckles dotting her thin frame, concentrations around her high cheekbones. Eyes inset just deep enough to give her an almost perpetually sorrowful look. But her smile lights up the room.

			After the first time I met her, there were these fantasies that started to creep into my mind. I didn’t want them to creep in; they just would. Like a yearning for a cigarette each time you try to quit. I just thought of her in that flowing, blue & cream bohemian-chic dress she wore the day of the soup. They were choice fantasies too. Her hand slides up the inside of my shorts to tease me a bit. My hand works its way up her shirt to gently pull on her nipple. Some start in full session. Her legs wrap around me as I fill her up inside, embracing in hours-long passionate kisses. They were fantasies like that. Half-chubbed before getting anywhere juicy with them. I wouldn’t let myself get anywhere juicy with them. I had to cut my mental movies short because every time I wanted to run with them, I knew two things. One, each time I started fantasizing about her, all I could think of is that scene from The Goonies where they find that large rock and Martha Plimpton says, “Brand, God put that rock there for a reason...” He moves it anyway, and bats fly out. Which brings me to two: Some things are best left unexplored.

			It all started because I noticed her in a certain light. Literally. The light hit her in a way that made her look more aged, and she still looked beautiful. Perhaps, in a way, more than she is. She’s always going to look graceful. She noticed me too. Not in the same way, of course. Maybe in the same way. Hell, I don’t know. Even though our ages are closer than that of mine and D.B.’s, I refuse to find out in which way she sees me. It’s a respect of boundaries, I think. At least that’s what I’ll go with.

			She still looks at D.B., or as she calls him always by his full name Danny Boyle with her fading brogue, forever as a small boy playing in the fields behind a home back in Ireland where he never lived. Her courtesy toward the rest of the band surpasses motherhood into a friendliness of sorts. She well knows that the image they project is just that, an image. And after our introduction, she knew I was there to help them with that. The appearance. The words. The sound. The publicity. It’s what I do, and more if needed.

			I think the other reason nothing could ever happen is D.B. Respect for my client aside, the guy is enormous. Not fat, not orca fat, or that. I mean meat and potatoes, benches 425, bar room brawl champion big. The guy that never needed an ID to get into a bar. Here is a guy that got arrested one time, no stereotypes, for public drunkenness, and it took six cops and two tasers to take him down. While there may have been added strength because of the liquid courage, it wasn’t much. I’m not afraid to fight, start a conflict if I need to. It’s part of my job. Sometimes. Spurs creativity. But pick your battles. D.B. is a guy you want on your side, not a guy you go toe to toe with. Even if he was a guy to go toe to toe with, I’m more of a lover—less fighter, given a choice.

			But bright, fire red hair since infancy—Eileen showed pictures like a proud mom. She carries a few in her purse like a small photo album. Sentimental reasons I assume. For D.B., the picture show was almost embarrassing, but it gave me a moment to be close to such beauty. And being close to raw beauty is where creativity is born.

			I think Eileen is the sort of woman I could picture myself with, had life turned out differently. If I chose other roads, other options. Made different decisions. I would have loved to grow old with someone like her. But looking back on wouldas, couldas, shouldas doesn’t help anyone, especially not the person doing the pondering. So, I appreciate her and her beauty at face value.

			Back to our conversation though, yeah, I was down for a few. Maybe more. It’s why I called D.B. He’s not only a good client but one hell of a wingman. If nookie is what I need, this guy will help me land it with minimal effort. Not that I can’t bring it in on my own. I can. I don’t know many people who can’t. But when the mojo is gone, it’s gone, and getting all the help I can is much appreciated.

			Grabbing drinks with D.B. is always an event. Sure, I get recognized sometimes. I have my moments when a lady, man, or person walks up to me and pays their respects. But I’ve faded from the spotlight. My time in it is over. I’m okay with that. I’ve had my fun with it. I’ve enjoyed the daily conversations with strangers about myself. The kisses from random women who wanted to be close to a star. I also grew to loathe it, getting to a point where going out was dreadful because I wanted to be left alone. Not that hordes of people were rushing me like screaming Usher fans, but there is always that one person who has to say something to you. It’s never the guy who can just say, “I’m a big fan,” and walk away. It’s the guy who needs to dominate your time for a half hour while you are holding ice cream you just pulled from the freezer case while grocery shopping. Nowadays, I don’t mind it so much. Most of the time when I get recognized, it’s a silent nod of recognition, a quick autograph, or a handshake. So goes the life of a producer. Leave the spotlight to those wanting the lime hue overtones, for those wishing to be seen. Leaving the spotlight is good like that.

			In the public’s eye, out of sight, out of mind—unless I’m with D.B. Three albums, all gold, still looking for their platinum. Three. I want to help them get their platinum. So anywhere he goes, he plays the rock star. He still craves the attention, the uncertain and exciting feeling of an ever-changing entourage, the ladies he meets, especially the ladies, oohing and ahhing over every little thing he says, like musical scripture and infallible idioms are spewing forth from his mouth. In short, drinking with this guy is always an event.

			It’s dark by the time I finish my ten-mile drive into Kissimmee to get there, which means the daily thunderstorm has already passed. If you’ve never lived in Florida, it’s strange to experience the first time. You’ll be driving, walking, whatever. You’ll see gray clouds overhead, but that’s it. Then, out of nowhere, it starts. Light rain. You think to yourself, This isn’t so bad. But no sooner do you finish that thought than the light rain turns into a torrential downpour that reduces vision to a few feet. Your thoughts turn to panic mode as you slow down your driving or find shelter from the rain if you were unlucky enough to be walking when it started. You think to yourself, Did I miss the news? Is this how hurricanes start? But as you finally grasp hold of the situation, it stops. A light, barely noticeable drizzle.

			The first time it happens, you can’t help but wonder what just transpired. As if some Cthulhuian portal just opened up and the gargantuan mass of glowing orbs and eyes known as Yog-Sothoth is making its way through to devour us all. But no, that’s just a standard three o’clock shower in Florida. It gives the humidity time to settle by nightfall. Now there are enough people here for the pre-hurricane-party party. Yes, the hurricane parties have begun. And yes, in Florida hurricane parties are a thing.

			As befitting a rock star, D.B. has commandeered the patio section of our usual day-of-the-week-fried-food-two-hundred-grams-of-fat-per-entree-overpriced-restaurant we meet up at. The late nineties music flows softly from the sad excuse of a sound system, whispering below the mixed noise of conversations. Two of D.B.’s bandmates, Vincent and Neil, brown acoustic guitars in hands, strum a modern-day rendition of Simon & Garfunkel’s “A Most Peculiar Man” while the females swoon around them as if this is the first time they have ever witnessed such musicianship. I’m not saying Simon and Garfunkel aren’t musical geniuses; they are. But these chicks are either feigning newfound awe and amazement to get close to the band, or they need to listen to better music. D.B., complete with his signature, frayed, dark gray golfer’s cap, leather wristbands, torn jeans, and Spear Fist T-shirt, is in the center of a circle with everyone’s attention on him—for he is the star of the show.

			Sitting atop the back of an outdoor, woven plastic, black couch with red cushions, he makes a grand he-ho gesture and lets out a laugh, beer in hand, spilling a few drops as he does. The crowd follows suit, making me wonder how many understood the humor and how many laughed to avoid falling out of his good graces; as if he gave a crap about people who only care about him because of his money from music laughing at every joke. Half of these clowns could never see him again and he’d be no worse off. He has feelings of his own, but I doubt if anyone here cares much about those. He is human, after all, and (as The Smiths alluded to so many years ago) he needs to be loved, just like everyone else.

			I enter the patio through the welded metal, waist-high swinging door. D.B.’s attention, and thus the attention of everyone surrounding him, turns to me. He sets down his beer as he stands and strides over. As much as he is into his nu-metal, rock ‘n roll, bad-boy image, he’ll always do the handshake into the one-armed hug with certain people. I’m glad in the short duration of our relationship I’ve made that list. It’s always nice to see a friendly face in a strange town.

			I’ve met some people in the few months I’ve been down here, people outside of clients, but they are all still strangers to me. People I’ve met through clients. Single-serving friends who want to hear every word I have to say but offer little to nothing in exchange. People sure are strange when you’re a stranger. It’s just a relief to see a friendly face.

			“Finn!” His excitement turns to a quieter tone I know is meant only for my ears. “Thank the gods you’re here, man. These people tonight! I tell ya.”

			I smile. Having been in his shoes before, I feel his pain of false friendships and passing acquaintances. “Nice to see you too, D.B. What’s on the menu?”

			As if in some Soviet-Era spy vs. spy game of espionage, his finger gestures to the crowd of Lt. Dans that moments ago were gathered around him and still eagerly await his, or the suburban’s, return.

			“A redhead I think you’ll dig. Dyn-o-mite in the sack. Great head…” D.B. hesitates on something.

			So, I chime in, “What’s the but?”

			He tries to hold in his words, “Strange amount of … long nipple hair.”

			I think the twisted face I make (that, in my mind, is a frightening version of the famous Reese Witherspoon face from the car ride scene in Cruel Intentions) says it all for him. He laughs a quiet laugh of understanding and continues. He eyes a gal sitting two to her left. She is turned away from me at this moment. All I see is long, black curly hair. It brings me back to my first night outside that greasy spoon of a hamburger-and-fry stand. I can’t see her arm, tattooed in all its superhero glory. I can’t even see her face as she talks to some Harley Quinn wannabe who stands, staring at me. She is cute, but at this moment, those eyes pierce into my mind again. Haunting me of a distant memory from better times never had.

			“The one staring at you is an actual fan of yours. When I told her you were coming tonight, she stuck around just to meet you. No tricks there. She just wants to say her graces.”

			D.B. says these words and I hear them, but they are distant. Faded into the background of the moment while I try to send mental messages to this raven-haired woman to turn around toward me so I can see if she is the same woman who has been haunting my dreams of late.

			“But the girl sitting with her back to us,” D.B. says this and the volume of his voice shoots to the foreground of my senses, as if nothing else around is of consequence.

			“Yeah!!” I respond, reverting to a sixth-grade schoolboy version of myself about to see his first set of real-life boobs. My heart races so fast and beats so hard, I feel a Death Star-size explosion coming on.

			“She’s the catch of the day if you can reel her in. She’s been chatting up that girl she’s talking to all night.”

			“What’s her name?” I ask, nodding at what could be either lady. The Harley-esque one I meant to nod at notices me and smiles. It worked.

			“Her? Vivian.” He corrects himself, “Viv.”

			“The other? The black curly hair?”

			“Jeanine.”

			He says it softly, but she turns around to glance at us as though she heard him whisper her name. My racing heart comes to a dead stop. Not in the butterflies-in-the-stomach way you felt when you first fondled a pair of breasts back in grade school. No. This moment is a heart-stopping, loss-of-a-beloved-pet way. The way I felt when Lt. Dan was too old to move, too decrepit to enjoy any aspect of life, and had to put him to his final rest. That pain, or something close to it, is what I am feeling right now, at this moment. Her eyes have no fleck. They aren’t hazel. They are brown. Her nose is not the same characteristic, Romanesque nose. The nose on her is small and cute, which is nice but lacks character. Freckles, yes. Not nearly as many or as nicely laid out. More crowded, larger freckles that make you think she had a rough childhood in school before the boys figured out the meaning of life. The sadness at this moment is harsh. I stare at a loss, even though there was never a win that could have occurred.

			D.B. sees me staring past the night’s options into the void of disappointment. He nudges me. “You okay?”

			“Yeah. Just thought I knew her.”

			I look around and my attention is anything but focused. I again see the guitar players making sweet love to the dark wood Ibanez acoustics and their harem. The numerous other small conversations that go on around me. A fire lit in a fire pit, always a necessity at 75 degrees. I shake my head clear and turn back to my momentary savior.

			“I need a drink.”

			“No worries, my friend. I already have one waiting. Shanghai Tea. As you always.”

			He knows me so well. I smile a half-cocked smile and nod an appreciative nod. We walk back to his circle and, like a trophy awaiting its champion, my beautiful, translucent green drink sits. As I pick it up, I watch the alcohols swirling about, mingling with the green liquor and rocks. A party in a glass. I take a sip and the party is now in my mouth. A sweet, pleasant, refreshing sip of alcoholic goodness that is a Shanghai Tea.

			A quick note in case you’ve never heard of one: one part each gin, vodka, rum, and Triple Sec. Fill with sour mix, sweet & sour mix, whatever. Then top with a splash or two of Midori. It gives it the beautiful green color and a flavor like no other. That said, I am drinking my libation. The sip hits my tongue, and I am savoring the taste. I have to enjoy any small win I can to get my head in the game. Knowing that a woman named Viv wants to meet me helps with that.

			After enjoying a moment to myself with my drink, I look at Viv. She is already trying to make eye contact. Not like a desperate barfly looking for love in all the wrong places, just casual. Her head is tilted down a tad. A slight, forced smile on her thin lips. Her long, blonde hair lends a view to the deep red-and-blue peekaboos underneath. She wears these black rim glasses that give her a look somewhere between a sexy librarian and a goth chick, both ready to tear your clothes off and rock your world while simultaneously having a most intellectually stimulating conversation with you. I figure tonight I’d be down for either, or both. Her blue-gray eyes stare into mine, waiting for me to make a move, to say something. But at this moment, I notice the Van Halen T-shirt she wears under an open plaid button-down. I smile at seeing her because her shirt makes me know that tonight, at least, she “Ain’t Talkin’ ‘Bout Love.” I nudge D.B. on the arm, a signal amongst men that a move is about to be made. And it is. I make a casual move closer to her, nothing that will be mistaken for the up-turned collar, wild and crazy guy or anything else.

			“D.B. says your name is Viv.” I find my spot standing next to the patio couch they are squatting on.

			In my impeccable timing, I say this as she takes a sip of some blue-red cocktail that matches her hiding hair. She hurries her sip, a little spilling out of her straw as she does. She wipes her lips; it is an adorable gesture that makes me chuckle.

			“It is. Oh, God.” Viv stands up as if some big bomb will need to be dodged. “What else did he say about me?” Her face scrunches, unsure if she should already be embarrassed.

			“Just that you were a rabid fan who has been stalking me for a while. Pictures, shrine, incense: the whole nine yards.”

			She laughs. Her ability to discern dry sarcasm from true sincerity is a welcome sign. The sigh of relief in her laugh relaxes her as she takes another sip. This time without spilling.

			“It’s all true. Many, many posters and pictures.” She laughs and smiles a real smile.

			“I assume your face has been cut out of other pictures and taped next to mine,” I retort.

			“Yes, all of my pictures have us together,” she adds.

			Then, before things can get awkward, she downshifts the tone with the smoothness of a pro racecar driver. “But seriously, I do own all your work. My absolute favorite stuff.”

			How else can I respond to such a gracious comment but “Thank you. It means a lot.”

			From the couch, Jeanine looks up at me. She cocks her head just a sliver to the side, as if a thought has entered her mind and she’s not sure if it should be there or not.

			“I know you,” Jeanine interrupts us. A quizzical look is painted on her face at me, “Knew you.”

			“I’ve been on the radio once or twice.” I’m not exactly sure how to respond.

			“No. Like, actually knew you. You knew my mom.” A statement that made a subtle, borderline standard moment shift past awkward to just short of uncomfortable.

			“I’ve known a lot of moms. Dads too. Sisters, brothers…” I respond, not exactly sure where she’s going with this.

			“Holy shit! Tricky Finn?!” She says this and the world around me closes in. I can feel the physical shift of my pupils contract. From all angles of my peripheral vision, a black wave closes in and shuts out everything except for her. All noise around seems to cease. It’s still there, I know it is, but my ears have stopped functioning. All I can hear is the sound of the blood rushing through dilated vessels of my inner ear and the pounding of my heart beating in my chest. And a high-pitched buzz that sometimes lingers like a bad hangover.

			I want to collapse. I want to crash to the ground and let the world fade away. For the first time in my 38 years of existence, my body is incapable of functioning. All systems are at a loss on how to operate. Ceased. Breathing has stopped. I mentally have to force myself to breathe. Much more difficult than you could imagine. Speech is turned off. All systems are no-go. The moment paralyzes me. Those haunting eyes enter my mind and stab me right through my cerebral cortex (or whatever part of the brain controls function), making me unable to move. Those haunting, beautiful eyes with a brilliant fleck, the Roman nose. The freckles. All thrown off because of black number 1 hair dye, a curling iron, makeup, and a tattoo sleeve.

			I think I feel a tear rolling down my right eye. I’m not sure. I try to move my hand, but it won’t budge. Stuck. Stuck in this moment and unable to move as my mind scrambles to comprehend what is going on at this moment in my life.

			This woman that sits in front of me, a woman I thought I didn’t know. A woman I don’t know, at least not anymore, knows me. Well, knew me. And it’s because this woman in front of me knows me, I now understand why those eyes have been haunting me. Now my ears hear what she said as the emasculated man on the Vomatron was screaming like a little girl: “Faith,” as in “You gotta have faith.”

			Why didn’t it register that night? Damn that screaming, girly man.

			It was her name. It was also a message; a message that dated back two decades or so to my first year of college. The flood doors have opened and all these memories come flooding in, a torrent of memories out of chronology hitting my optic nerve. They all flash: so random, so fast, so overwhelming. I need to sit. But I still can’t move.

			Faith.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Sidedish Friend

			She was the only one to call me Tricky Finn; it was a reference to a singular event. Almost meaningless. Except that the name stuck. For Faith. This woman in front of me was not Faith. Faith was the love with whom I spent four years. She was the love that drove me insane like no other, that pushed me to try harder than no other, that inspired me to write more than any other, that inspired me to create better than any other. Everything I did, I did better because of her. She was my muse—my reason for leaving Chicago behind after college and moving to New York.

			The first thing I remember from our introductory night together was the candlelight, the stereo softly playing Dave Matthews’ “Say Goodbye.” Soft sheets. So extraordinarily comfortable that I almost made mention of it, almost. The way she looked as she raised her arms, and I took off her top. The look in her eyes as she took off mine. I held the back of her head with my left hand as we deeply kissed. Tongues tangled around one another. Lips silently speaking to each other. My other hand reached for her bra clasp. She hesitated for a moment. I stopped. The night was for her, not me. We continued to kiss, and she nodded her head. Yes! My middle and index finger snapped against my thumb, clasp between them. It sprung open. Her breasts joined us as willing participants in that night’s rendition of The Drunken Match Game.

			Now her breasts were there, opened and on display. I did what all men do. I stopped and took a moment to admire. They were beautiful. Not ordinary. Marvelous. Magnificent. Greek wars scribed by Homer would have been fought over these breasts. Arabian Nights legends could have been written about just the beauty of the areola and nipple. That night, she chose to share them with me. She decided to share herself with me. I don’t think a hot, fat child in hell getting a gigantic bowl of cold ice-cream could have been happier. And she knew it. The shit-eating grin on my face said it all.

			Now, if you want your life to change, do something different. Not extreme. No skydiving, bungee-jumping, or anything like that. I’m sure it’s fun and all. But I’m talking subtly different from your everyday. The events that led to the candlelit Dave Matthews incident only took place because of a poetry class. Class registration began at some ungodly early hour, and I knew if I went to bed, I’d never wake up on time, so I stayed up all night. I had help staying up thanks to Anastasia in 304, but I stayed up. Registration was during the start of finals week at the end of the first trimester. All this seems pretty mundane but staying up without sleep let some bug I was harboring run rampant, making me god-awful ill. I lost forty pounds. I didn’t mind that since I gained the freshman fifteen, so I was looking pretty good after my flu. Nothing big. Just a bad flu bug. But that’s why I remember signing up for this class.

			It was some poetry class about war’s refugees. As a musician, I thought the topic was, as I put it back then, dope. I needed an elective, and I figured this class might give me some insight, some inspiration, some way of looking at things I’d previously missed or overlooked. I didn’t know it then, but I was using the biggest hammer around to hit the nail smack on the head. I just thought I might get a couple of sweet lyrical sets out of it. Instead, I found her. The nail the hammer was hitting had nothing to do with the class, of course.

			To know where the following is coming from, the time is important. The era. The feeling of the decade. Saddam was still at the height of his power. Corporations were frantically starting to prepare for what could be the downfall of society, Y2K. We all know what a joke that ended up being. It was the last of the feel-good times of the eighties that trickled into and lasted throughout—though being horribly twisted by—the ’90s. The end of the millennium. Political turmoil was brewing, as it always does on some level. Social values were shifting, which of course the older crowd was pushing back against. But we were going to be heard, as every generation will be heard, even if we had no clue what we were saying!

			The class itself was okay. The instructor was some renegade, a gray-haired priest who had multiple warrants out for his arrest from decades-old swords to plowshares protests (which he was all high and mighty about). All the students were soaking in every word he was saying like it was scripture. All I could think about was the pay he was getting at this Chicago, Catholic university. Where was his vow of poverty? Or did the renegade part allow him the luxury of money? Either way, something seemed off to me about him, but the rest of the students soaked up the rays of sunshine he seemed to illuminate. The skeptic in me couldn’t help wondering if he had soaked up altar boys back in his day like these students are soaking him up now. Maybe it was the cynic in me.

			For the first couple sessions, I was the Judd Nelson in the leather jacket. Daydreaming out the window, writing poetry while the teacher taught:

			I sit watching the leaves fall from the trees

			Listening to the crackling sound as they hit the building

			While in the background is the ambient talking of the teacher.

			I realize as we sit, 42 individuals, all being taught the same thing

			Becoming unconsciously institutionalized, that Will was right
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