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      Being dead was like watching TV with a bad UHF connection and no cable. Most of the time it was only that black and white fuzzy snow stuff you got after the sign off signal played.  A bad warbling broadcast of the American flag, an artistic shot of a glorified flag waving against a perfectly blue sky. The film so old the color had faded, and the sky appeared more gray than anything else, but there were still hints of red in the stripes.

      Some of the shows that came through were interesting. Others were really fucking useless. And some were boring, sad lives that I felt like I was eavesdropping on, while some made me wish I was still alive. At least I could still hear music.
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      Mikey

      “Mom, why is Michael going through your closet? He doesn’t even live here,” Addy’s shrill voice cut through the small apartment. She only called him Michael when she was in high brat mode.

      “Would you shut up?” Mike wanted to ignore his sister, but it was really hard when she was being a harpy about the fact that he was going through their mom’s clothes.

      He picked up one blouse that tied at the neck and was pink. The style might work, but the color was all wrong.

      Mom showed up at the door to her bedroom. “Addy, leave him alone. I told him to go through my closet. Your brother has an audition.”

      “What is he auditioning for, middle-aged mom?”

      Mike swore. She was such a fucking brat.

      “Something like that would work, Mikey. But you want black or leopard spots. You can’t go wrong with leopard spots.”

      “Oh my God, Mom.”

      “You asked for my help. I lived through the era. Leopard spots. I’m not gonna have anything with enough ruffles on it.”

      Addy sat with her legs crossed in the middle of the bed, pouting. “What are you auditioning for?”

      “None of your business.”

      “Your brother is auditioning for an eighties cover band.”

      Addy rolled her eyes and climbed off the bed and left.

      “I should have said that earlier,” Mike started. “If I had only known it was going to work that well.”

      He continued to rummage through Mom’s closet

      “Do you even wear this stuff?”

      “Not hardly.”

      “Why do you keep it? Your closet is packed.”

      Mom shrugged. “I don’t know. Everything comes back in fashion eventually. Plus, I paid good money for those clothes. I don’t want to just go giving them away. I might actually get a job where I need them again.”

      His mom had been working for herself, running her own household cleaning business, for the past five years. She no longer needed corporate appropriate blouses and suits. She claimed to have left the rat race after her last divorce because she found more peace in cleaning than she did in her weekly therapy sessions. Taking her therapist’s advice, she took what made her happy and leveraged it into her own successful business.

      Having a mother who ran a business meant that Mike had a job whenever he needed one. Even though he was living on his own with roommates, he appreciated the safety net his mom cast out for him.

      Mike turned around with a concoction of leopard print and extra pieces. He held it up so she could see it.

      “Oh, that’s perfect.”

      “Yeah?” He picked up one of the strands of fabric that he wasn’t sure if it was a sleeve or a scarf. “How does this work?”

      Mom laughed and took the hanger from him. “This is great. You still have those red leather pants, right?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Wear those.”

      “I was gonna wear jeans.”

      She shook her head. “No. You’re going for glam band, right? Not jeans.”

      “The guy said they’re lipstick and hair rock.”

      “Right. Glam. So that means the red leather pants.”

      “They might be kind of tight. It’s been a few pounds since I last wore them.”

      Mom gave him one of those up and down looks. “You are rail thin, shut up. And tight is good. Tight is probably better. No baggy-assed jeans, not in glam rock. Do you have makeup?”

      “I’ve got some eyeliner,” Mike admitted with a sigh. He couldn’t believe he was getting makeup and fashion tips from his mother. Most of the time she wore old t-shirts, ratty jeans, and Crocks. Her idea of fashion was taupe anything over dark jeans and Uggs. Except that she had a closet full of blouses with fluffy bows and leopard spots.

      “Good. Heavy black eyeliner and lipstick.”

      “Mom!” He rolled his eyes.

      “You get online, and you look up all the hairbands from the early eighties and tell me if I’m wrong. You need hairspray, you need lipstick, and platform shoes.”

      She looked down at his long legs.

      “What?” He demanded.

      “You’re tall enough, you won’t need heels.”

      “Heels? Oh, come on.”

      Mike’s gut roiled at the thought of having to wear heels. He was already six two and nothing but long legs and long arms. He couldn’t imagine being taller, let alone being able to function in shoes like that, if he could even find them in his size.

      “Well, what do I wear then?”  He kept looking down at his feet as he followed Mom into the kitchen.

      “Not those.” She turned and pointed at his perfectly pristine white Jordans.

      “But these costs⁠—”

      “I don’t want to know how much money you wasted on those shoes,” she cut him off.

      “They’re an investment,” he countered.

      “They’re not an investment if you’ve already worn them.”

      “Says the woman who’s spent how much on shoes? I saw some pretty fancy looking footwear in the back of your closet.”

      She lifted a finger as if she was going to chastise him. She opened her mouth and then closed it and gave her son a glare. “Fine, you got me. Fair enough. You still want me to cut your hair?”

      Mike nodded.

      “Okay, now sit down. You really want to do this?”

      She rummaged through the kitchen junk drawer until she pulled out a pair of scissors. She checked the action with a snip, snip.

      Mike pulled one of the kitchen chairs into the middle of the room. He took off his shirt and brushed his hair out. He had been growing it out for the past several years because any guitarist worth their salt had long hair.

      His hair wasn’t hard to manage. It was all one length, just to his shoulders. But his mom was constantly complaining about his split ends and how dry and horrible it looked. Having her cut it seemed like it would kill two birds with one stone. It would make her happy to chop his hair, and it would show his commitment to wanting to join this band. And, as she had pointed out, fashion always cycles around.

      She began snipping away. The scissors sliced through his hair with a snicking sound. He bit his lip and cringed as she dropped snippets of his dark hair in front of his face.

      “You don’t have to show me what you’re cutting off.”

      “I just want you to see that I’m not taking a whole lot of your length away in the back.”

      “Mom. I know. I know. Just do it.”

      “When you were younger, you were always paranoid that I was going to cut entirely too much of your hair off, and you would be bald. And you’ve never been bald. I’ve never let you be bald now but no. Do you know how hard it is to get you to let me trim your hair?”

      “Mom.” He dragged the word out into multiple syllables.

      “Fine, I’ll stop showing you that I’m not cutting that much off.”

      Addy came into the kitchen and stopped with arms crossed, staring as if Mike was ruining her life. “What are you doing now? Oh my God. Are you getting a mullet?”

      She turned and stomped out of the kitchen.

      His mom laughed. “You’re gonna have a good mullet. Besides, they’re back and in fashion.”

      “Just like that blouse in the back of your closet.”

      “Hey, I was cool once, and then I had kids.”

      “I wouldn’t say that. I think you’re still pretty cool.”

      “You’re supposed to say that you’re my kid.”

      “No, Mom, as your kid, I really shouldn’t be saying that.”

      “When did you get to be so smart?”

      Mike wasn’t sure when he got smart, but he definitely knew his mom was.
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      Mike felt foolish before smearing bright red lipstick across his mouth and getting out of his car. The eyeliner he did at home, but he didn’t want to be seen in public in lipstick. The foolish feeling continued as he climbed out of the car with hair spiked and back-combed into a mass, and red leather pants so tight he questioned whether or not his voice would change. Mom’s leopard blouse opened down the front showing off his chest, with a couple of gold chains added for the aesthetic. He had swapped out his Jordans for a pair of Chucks, they seemed more stylistically appropriate.

      Approaching the dark garage with a full band setup, drum kit and mic stands, he told himself it was too late to turn and run away. There was even a tower of amplifiers with a hot chick perched on top. Her hair was rocker shaggy, her clothes were torn up and held together with safety pins. With spiky bleach blonde hair, her dark eyes were rimmed with heavy dark liner. She was more punk than glam rock. And she was cute. Really cute. There was something familiar about her.

      Behind the drum kit, some guy practiced twirling his drumsticks.

      “Hey,” Mike said. “Thor here?”

      “Yeah, I’m here.”

      Mike turned and saw what he expected from somebody named Thor, tall, buff, and blond. He didn’t fit the glam rock look. But that didn’t matter as long as Mike did.

      “Who’s asking?”

      “I’m Mike, Mikey,” he quickly corrected. He hated it when Mom called him Mikey, and he still fought her on it, even after all these years. Mikey was a baby name, not a man’s name. Mike’s inner voice sounded a lot like that asshole known as Dad when he thought about it. But when Mike watched those old videos of the glam rock and hairbands, he realized that Mike wasn’t a rocker name, Mikey was. “I’m here to audition.”

      “I gathered.” Thor gave him a once up and down look over.

      Mike gulped, hoping that his outfit passed the first part of the audition.

      “Well, you can dress the part, but can you play the part?”

      Mike put down the case he was carrying and popped it open and pulled out his pride and joy. This wasn’t his first guitar, but this was his baby. It was a bright red Fender Stratocaster. It wasn’t just red, there was a sparkle in the paint job. When the lights hit that baby, it took center stage. He pulled out the cable.

      Thor ducked his head at the amplifiers and Mike jacked in. He wanted to run through his finger warm-ups. He paused before his fingers hit the fret. By default, he would run through his finger warm-ups. But that wasn’t an audition. An audition required him to be able to hit the notes right away.

      Mike had been practicing this piece for weeks. The first time he played it, he had been twelve, and he played it until his fingers bled.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Gizzy

      I'm not sure exactly when I discovered the guys. I began hanging out with this garage band as I flipped through the channels of my death. They were entertaining. They were living in a Star Trek future. Sure, they couldn’t transport magically from here to there, but they carried small handheld computers. And their computers were all voice activated.

      I didn’t understand why all the computers were named the same thing. Everybody said, ‘Hey, Siri,’ and the little computer in their hand would talk to them. It was the coolest thing ever. It was great.

      And there was their music. Their music didn’t suck. And that’s why I hung around. They played what they called oldies. But I remembered that music as an emerging sound. Where the rock world was headed. I know I never made it there. But the sound did, and I heard it on the static channels of my afterlife.

      I let this half-serious band entertain me, and then that guy walked in, and he looked right at me and smiled. He was the first person in forty years to have seen me. I couldn’t take my eyes off him. He was nervous, it came through his fake bravado like a faint smell. Fake it til you make it. An attitude I was familiar with. I wasn’t going to bust the kid’s chops over it. Auditions were hard. Thor didn’t make it easy.

      Thor, I never could tell if that was his real name or not. It fit him. He was physically big. A body builder with long blond hair. He didn’t quite match the image of the glam rock scene from the eighties. Not only did he not care, he put up a threat display against anyone who said anything. Skinny guitarists with more talent than Thor had muscles never stood a chance against him. And that was why the garage of Jungle Rocks was open for auditions, again.

      After a pause that had me worrying this new guy was going to bolt like a scared rabbit, he began playing. He didn’t do what most of the previous guitarists had done, jumped straight into the familiar D A G A F A rotation that kicked off a popular song by Guns’N’Roses. Yes, I knew the names of the bands that came after me. I followed the music. It was as if the music wouldn’t let me go onto whatever I was supposed to do next.

      This guy, Mikey, he went older and harder.

      “Hey!” I jumped off the stack of amps. I don't know if he would be able to see me if he opened his eyes at that point. But he was playing my song. Literally, I had written the piece. And we had made it big. Platinum record, sold out tour  big.

      I swayed with him, my fingers curling over a ghostly fretboard, playing along. It had been a while since I had heard this played well. It was a hard piece. It was meant  to stand out. People listening would realize that rock music wasn’t all simple chords. I was a fucking composer and I wanted that to be heard.

      Only, Mikey was struggling a little bit. He knew, he knew it. I could see it in his face. With every cringe, disappointment washed over his expression. I was impressed. He knew this by heart, but his mistakes were taking their toll.

      “Don’t stop playing,” I whispered. All of my focus was on his successful completion of We Were Outsiders. The song was a cross-over hit. We made it into the top one hundred songs of the year. My writing got compared to Queen and Pink Floyd. We Were Outsiders, positioned Elysium on the leading edge of glam rock. We were going to be huge. It was my fault we weren’t.

      Mikey’s playing took me back to so many stages, so many summer concerts. The memories of playing in front of thousands were good, they cleaned away the rest of the crap that my life had spiraled into.

      He hit a note, on the edge of being sour. I doubted that Thor or Ian heard it. They were more concerned with looks and fashion. If music and not girls and reputation were Thor’s focus, Mikey wouldn’t be standing here auditioning now. Thor and his ego weeded out guitarists like a sieve draining hot water away from noodles. His biggest problem was he did that before the fucking noodles were ready.

      I stepped in close to Mikey. I should have been able to feel his breath. His hand plucking at the individual strings should have brushed up against my tummy. I didn’t feel his warmth or his tickling touch. I wrapped my hand over his on the fret board, curling his fingers imperceptibly more, pushing his wrist down. Pushing his arm closer to his body.

      He moved under my guidance, and I felt the energy off his body surge. His fingers flew. No more struggle. His eyes flew open. At that moment, I could see the click go off in his brain. It wasn't just about the notes. And it wasn’t just about the speed. And it wasn’t just about the rock. Without the form, none of it worked.

      My form was different from almost anyone else’s. I wasn't as big as they were. But I still played a big instrument. I wasn't gonna play a little downsized kid-sized guitar. Not in rock, not in my line of business and not when I had to convince everyone, I was the best guitarist in the world.

      So my instruments were always a little too big. I had to hold my wrist a little bit differently to get my hand where I needed it, and it really changed the sound.

      I stepped back and finally glanced over my shoulder at Thor. Ian had come out from behind his drums at some point. Their jaws hung down, leaving their mouths open to catch flies. At least they could recognize talent when they heard it. Thor tried to be a badass all the time.

      Mikey hit the last chord and shook out the guitar, creating a warble effect.

      He blinked and refocused on the guys.

      Thor, like the asshole he was, crossed his arms. “Okay, so you can play old shit. Can you do, Sweet Child?”

      Mikey didn’t blink, just stared at Thor and began the repetitive scales that opened the song without a glance at the instrument or his fingers. Good boy.

      I jumped up and down, punching the air like a fucking cheerleader. Mikey owned the moment.

      The stupid channel started to go fuzzy, there was more snow than signal.

      “No!” I wanted to see what happened next. I wanted to hear the whole band with Mikey playing something, anything. They could have played Louis Louis and I would have been content.

      I didn’t want to go, not now. It was like someone else changed the channel on me, or worse, the sign-off signal shutting down the broadcast came on just as the movie was getting good.
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      Something told Mikey to shift his grip. He was strangling the fucking guitar, he needed to relax, stop working so hard, pull the instrument in closer. As soon as he did that, everything settled more comfortably into place.

      On request, he started the opening bars of Sweet Child. He knew the entire catalog of Guns’N’Roses, hits and not hits. Same with anything by Motley Crüe, and any other number of bands. He had done his homework.

      And even though Elysium wasn’t quite the right time frame, he thought opening with the Gizzy Knob masterpiece We Were Outsiders really showed off his range.

      Thor signaled for Mikey to keep going with the opening bars. The drummer slid behind his kit and picked up the beat. Thor started crooning the opening lines of the song.

      Mikey had hoped to have a bass player to riff off of, but he kept playing. Thor strapped on a keytar, and suddenly they had a baseline. Mikey faked the bridges, following the notes he heard from the keytar until he recognized what song Thor played next.

      They continued to play for at least an hour. Time flew by as Mikey musically merged into the group with song after song. The keytar was odd, it looked small compared to Thor’s massive size, and it wasn’t an instrument Mikey would have considered fit in with a classic cover band. Then again, he didn’t see why it wouldn’t. It was able to do the work of multiple instruments. It handled their bass needs, and took care of the few times they really needed a piano, especially on those ballads. Those eighties rock ballads always seemed to have included pianos.

      At some point a cute chick, different from the blonde who had been there when he first arrived, came in and sat on the couch.

      She smiled at Mikey and twinkled her fingers at him. Wow, he had only been playing with the band for an hour, and he already had a groupie. She was gone before they finished, and the sun started to set.

      There was no one to applaud when they finished. They didn’t end the last song with a big crescendo, but the drummer announced he was done by slamming his drumsticks on the floor and kicking a cymbal stand over as he staggered back into the house. Mikey let his guitar warble for a moment and then clapped his hand over the strings, stopping all sound.

      “That didn’t suck,” Thor said.

      Mikey smiled. It hadn’t sucked. It had been pretty fucking good.

      “So, you made up your mind?” He asked.

      Thor shook his head. “I’ve got guitarists coming climbing through my phone wanting to audition.”

      Mikey cast his gaze side to side. No one else had shown up all afternoon. The ad had been listed as an open call. As far as he could tell, he was the only person to have shown up.

      “I’ve got some other guys I need to listen to. Don’t hold your breath.”

      Mikey shrugged. If the guy wanted to play it that way, whatever. It had been a good audition and a better jam session. As he unplugged the guitar and put it back in its case, he picked up his phone. They had been at it for four hours. Thor hadn’t smiled once. Mikey wasn’t sure if he even could smile.

      “Who was that chick?” He got up the courage to ask. She had vanished on him before he could ask her name.

      “Who? Sophie, she lives next door. In and out all the time.”

      Mikey nodded. Sophie. Okay. She was cute. He would remember her for the next time.

      “What about the other girl?”

      “What other girl?” Thor looked at him like he was an alien or something. “I told you that was Sophie. Oh, oh, you dumbass, same girl. She probably showed in her work uniform before changing and coming back. She looks different with her hair slicked back.”

      Mikey stood. “Whatever. You know I'm the best guitarist you're gonna find. Save yourself time and headache, tell the other guys to get lost.”

      “Yeah, are you serious?”

      Mike remembered what his mom said. He had to have the biggest ego. The guitarist had the ego.

      “You know I’m serious. Don’t wait too long.” Mikey strode out of the garage like he had tossed an incendiary behind him. He took
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