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Peter Orullian

 

 

So much in life is about timing.

Dream Theater fans may remember that I worked with John Petrucci on the novelization of The Astonishing in 2016. After we released that book, I began receiving email from fans asking about a similar treatment for Metropolis Pt. 2: Scenes from a Memory. I loved the idea and put the bug in John’s ear about it. John loved it, too, but the band was on tour, and the guys had commitments beyond that, which made the timing a challenge.

Over the ensuing years, the idea came up repeatedly in my conversations with the band, but the timing was still never right.

Then, in the fall of 2023 it occurred to us that October 26, 2024, would be the 25th anniversary of Scenes from a Memory. Once we realized that, the idea to novelize the record solidified quickly. We still had to navigate the band’s 2024 recording schedule, but we were able to find time for some incredible brainstorming sessions and began expanding on the central story of the album.

One of the early decisions we made was to more fully explore the lives of Victoria, Julian, and Edward, which gave me the idea to write the book in two separate timelines. So, the book alternates between 1999 and 1928. This was a major source of the fun, since it created the opportunity to revisit two really cool periods of time and weave in the vibes and technologies that were emerging in those eras.

Then we talked at length about Metropolis itself. Metropolis is modeled after big American cities like New York and Chicago, much the way Gotham is in the DC Comics universe. Most of the book uses real-world references and actual historical events, like Prohibition, the mob, and Steamboat Willie, to name a few. But, because it’s not exactly our world, some elements are also subtly fantastical, such as the hypnotherapy regressions and embellished audio recovery techniques. I did a fair amount of research to ground these parts of the book in actual methods used in our world, but then extrapolated beyond them to evoke a sense of wonder.

Once all this initial story work was done, I built an extensive outline on which to base our creative sessions and finally began to write the book itself.

Along the way, I’d dash off texts to the guys, asking for opinions on details that cropped up during the writing process. Sometimes they had ready answers, like with the color of Victoria’s hair. Other times the exchanges became opportunities for further brainstorming, which led us even deeper into the story. We explored the ownership of the switchblade found at the murder scene, the nature of Nicholas’s vocation in audio restoration, and several times we carefully examined the lyrics of the songs, plumbing them for more meaning.

Once in a while, I’d get a random text when fiction intersected with real life. On one occasion, John sent me a road sign he saw that read, “Murphy’s Metals”—Murphy is the older man referenced in “Fatal Tragedy” who becomes a prominent character in the novel. Another time we had an exchange about the nature of the spirit carrying on after death. And we laughed when I sent a note that I’d invented a new subgenre of music called “scour metal”—all the rage in Metropolis in 1999.

I love concept albums. They bring together two of my favorite things—music and narrative. When done well, they’re a beautifully concise vehicle for conveying story, while taking the listener on an emotional journey in the way only music can. For all that, they’re a complete and powerful medium all on their own.

But some concept albums have a story big enough for further development—deepening character backstory, examining character relationships, fleshing out the world and environment, adding conflict, humor, suspense, and even romance. Scenes from a Memory is rich with the opportunity to explore all these things, and that’s precisely what we’ve tried to do with this book.

I’m fortunate to know the guys in the band. For that reason alone, I would have poured my heart into this project. But I’m also a huge Dream Theater fan and have been from the beginning. I know how much this album means to us as fans. I wanted this novel to be something the band could be proud of, the fans would enjoy, and something that people who’ve never heard the album could read and maybe even get turned on to the music. I hope I’ve succeeded. And while I did come at this both personally and professionally, I also had a hell of a lot of fun writing this book.

I’m grateful that the time was finally right.

 

—Peter Orullian, Seattle, Summer 2024
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CHAPTER 1
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June 30, 1999

 

 

NICHOLAS SANTORI pushed up the volume faders on his Sony DMX-R100, driving his studio monitors hard to keep himself awake. The crushing guitar rhythms hit him with a rush of adrenaline. It was 2:37 a.m. He’d been restoring the audio cassette of the first Gates of Absurdity demo for hours and begun drifting to sleep. The guys from Gates would take it personally if they saw him nodding off in the middle of their first track, “Do Not Go Gentle,” but Nick’s fight with sleep wasn’t just tonight—it was every night. The dreams were getting worse.

He inched the volume up even higher. The compression monitor on his Pro Tools software lit up red and the track began to distort. He eased back in his mixing chair. He was exhausted. His studio and the main house sat on a quarter acre in the heart of Farbridge Island. Lately, when he could sleep at all, the studio was where he did it. His wife, Jen, and son, Billy, were asleep in the house.

His detached studio was dead silent from the outside. The live room and isolation booths were dark. These days they usually were. He still recorded and produced the occasional record, but over the past eight years he’d begun specializing in audio restoration. The money was better and he enjoyed it.

Dimmed counter-set ceiling lights bathed the control room in golden hues. The walls were rough wood paneling stained a russet brown. To one side of his mixing console stood a rack of guitars—mostly for him to noodle on when he was waiting for software filters to run on old tracks he was restoring for clients. On the other side was a small TV and a Keith Monks cleaning turntable that he used to clean old records. Against the left wall sat a black leather couch for guys to take a load off during long recording sessions or for clients who didn’t trust him alone with their antique recordings. A snare drum and a couple of large-diaphragm condenser mics lay on the ottoman—tools Nick used to capture the acoustic signature of rooms for certain audio restoration jobs.

The back of the room, though, that’s where the treasure was.

The entire rear wall was covered with shelves displaying the history of recording devices: on the left a phonautograph still fitted with an operable bristle and soot-covered paper; next to it a phonograph, complete with a sheet of tinfoil wrapped around its cylindrical drum; next to that a wax cylinder version of the same; and next to that a gramophone with a blank disc ready for the stylus and vibrating diaphragm; at the far end was an old Ampex Model 200 reel-to-reel magnetic tape recorder. After that, it got less romantic: a modern tape recorder; an old external compact disc burner, though next to it he’d placed a CD copy of Billy Joel’s 52nd Street—the first CD to hit the market; and the original box from his copy of Sound Tools—a precursor to Pro Tools—next to a prototype iPod.

Nick had used them all at one time or another, testing to understand the differences between acoustic recording, electric-based recording, different mediums, all of it. He’d studied sound all his life. He heard nuances other people didn’t seem to hear. It wasn’t just pitch, though he could identify that easily enough, and it was certainly more than volume and dynamics. There was a language inside a song, or note, or any sound, really—something being communicated that he could feel even if he couldn’t give it words.

He wasn’t a great musician himself, but he’d known his calling from the time he’d held his first tape recorder. He wanted to capture that music and language and bring it to life. Sometimes that meant an old, brittle demo cassette like Gates of Absurdity, but just as often it was a jazz trio out of Harlem on an old reel-to-reel tape or a street rapper trying to restore his first beats from damaged session files. He loved the harder jobs, like late-nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century shellac records, coated with palmitic acid and often cracked and degraded. He even recorded ambient sounds in the city, in the country, and on the waterfront. They all spoke to him in one way or another. And his reputation as “the man with the ear” kept him busy. He’d just always felt like he was helping to capture or recapture a piece of the world so that others could enjoy it.

“Do Not Go Gentle” ended, throwing the control room into sudden silence.

He considered putting on some coffee—try and pull an all-nighter, avoid the dreams altogether, if he could.

But he could barely hold his head up.

He fished his bottle of pills out of his jeans pocket and gave it a shake. One left. He pulled off the bottle top and dumped it into his palm. Five milligrams of prazosin. It was the only thing that helped with the nightmares. He’d started with one milligram, and even five milligrams weren’t doing it anymore. He’d had the dreams since he was a kid, but back then they’d only come a few times a year. Ever since his daughter Emily had died, they’d become more frequent, and more real.

Jimmy at Mendel Plaza had wanted the Gates recovery last Monday. Nick needed to go into the city the next day to deliver it, but first he had to get some sleep. He popped the pill, shuffled over to the couch, pulled the tie out of his hair, letting it fall to his shoulders, and dropped himself onto the cushions. His shoulders and back sank into the old leather. A few hours’ rest, that’s all he needed. But as he laid his head back, he couldn’t close his eyes. The dream had come every night this week. He didn’t think he could take it, especially with no prazosin left.

His eyelids fluttered, his head slipped to the side . . .
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He’s standing on a dark street at the top of a hill, his breath clouding in front of his face. A cold, gentle breeze flaps the tails of his coat. On the sides of the road, frosted leaves glitter in the moonlight. Most of the houses are dark, other than the occasional candle shimmering behind shuttered windows.

He hears a sound so soft it might be branches groaning in the breeze. He turns toward the sound, which seems to come from behind two massive elm trees. He hears sobbing, begging, pleading. A child or a woman.

A deeper voice, sharp with anger, barks a command muted by the wind. Nick steps beneath the trees. He can make out a light shining dimly through the leaves above him. Then the leaves begin tearing from their branches, scraping his cheeks and brow.

The weeping rises into a wail. A woman is screaming. Deep thuds echo into the night like someone has fallen hard to the ground.

The screaming becomes more frantic, staccato stabs piercing the night between the woman’s every heaving breath. He hears her crying “No!” over and over again. “No! No!”
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“No!” Nick screamed, and sat up on his studio couch.

He gasped for breath. His face and neck were drenched with sweat. His head was pounding. He couldn’t focus on anything, wasn’t even sure where he was. He reached out to steady himself and knocked the snare drum off the ottoman. It buzzed as it hit the floor.

Nick shut his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose, pressing hard and focusing on the pain. Then he opened his eyes again. His first thought—Jen and Billy, were they screaming?

He shot to his feet, tore through the control room to the studio entrance, threw open the inner and outer doors, and raced across a moonlit driveway to the back porch of the house. He slipped on the dew-slick steps and fell hard, but he scrambled back to his feet and staggered into the kitchen.

Everything was quiet, just the ticking of the big cat-eyes clock above the pantry. He hurried down the hall and up the stairs to the second floor, picked up his son’s little-league bat from the floor of the hallway, and slammed into his boy’s bedroom, bat held high. Billy sat bolt upright, his eyes wide. “Dad! What are you doing?”

There was no intruder. No struggle. Billy was shaking, holding his covers to his chest.

“Sit still, Billy,” he told the boy. “I’ll be right back.”

He rushed down the hall to the master bedroom and threw open the door.

Jen screamed, rolled off the bed, and came up with her father’s service revolver. “Nick, stop! It was a dream! Just the dream again!”

He peered into the corners of their bedroom, the window—still shut and locked—and the bathroom. He couldn’t shake the feeling. Billy came to the doorway, sniffling. Jen crawled back on the bed, still breathing hard.

Nick lowered the bat as the dream faded and the real world set in. He sat on the bed beside Jen, who slipped the gun into the bedside table drawer and finger-combed her long blond hair off her face. Billy padded over and stood in front of them, staring with his wide brown eyes.

“I’m sorry, Jen,” Nick said. “I just, I hear the screams . . .”

She put her hand on his knee. “I know, honey. I miss her, too.”

Nick only wished he’d been dreaming about his dead daughter. He’d never corrected Jen’s assumption about it. But this dream was something else, and he didn’t know what.


 

 

 

CHAPTER 2
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July 8, 1928 

 

 

VICTORIA PAGE made her way down the narrow cobblestone alley, her paintbox in one hand, a bundle of wood in the other. The cobblestones smelled of urine and mold, and the summer heat—even at night—made it cling to her skin. She held her breath and strode to the backyard of her tenement building at 87 Orchard Street. Some of the kids were still out playing in the dirt, cracking wood for small fires, throwing stones at rats. She smiled and said hello, then started up the fire stairs to her apartment. She’d only taken in six bits all day, but she’d molded a partial bust of Julian she couldn’t wait to show him.

She stepped through the window into their fifth-floor room. The Flanagan kids were quietly playing a game of jacks somewhere in the corner. The rhythm of the bouncing ball, swiping of jacks, and children laughing never got old. The landlord had subdivided the already cramped three-bedroom apartments into three “living spaces.” She and Julian shared a sink with two other families, and the privy down the hall was communal for all twelve families on the floor. The bedsheet that served as a “wall” between their room and the others flickered with lamplight from the rooms beyond. Their mattress leaned upright against the opposite wall—they took it down at night to sleep. Ordinarily, the apartment smelled like men needing baths and clothes needing laundering, but tonight her nose tingled—Mrs. O’Connell was cooking something with cayenne pepper again. Thank heaven for small favors.

Julian was sleeping, head on the table next to their small stove, a bouquet of daisies cupped loosely in one hand. Victoria stowed Julian’s switchblade, which she always carried when she was on her own, behind their mattress. Then she slid in next to him, ran a hand through his thick black hair, and kissed the back of his head.

“Long day?” she asked.

“Mmmm.” He lifted his head and put an arm around her waist. “We brought in a train full of paintings from Bavarian artists into the city today. Glenn says some go for as much as a thousand. They’re showing at the Broadhurst Museum next month. How about we put on our Sunday best, head over to the railyard, and glom one for ourselves while they’re still up in storage? We could use that kind of cush.”

Victoria laughed. “I’m sure your father would just love that.”

Julian dropped his arm. “He didn’t do me any favors. In his mind, I’m an expendable screw, waiting on hatchet men to come after his express cars. He’s got us all packing .38s, you know. Made special for his expressmen.”

“Try not to shoot yourself.” She nudged him with the wood bundle. “It’s cold. Start the fire, and I’ll boil some potatoes.”

He handed her the daisies. “Picked ’em over at our spot near the railyard.”

It was where he’d declared his love for her and laid out the future he wanted them to build together—helping working folks to light the pipe, proving to his father that he was, in fact, worth a tinker’s dam, and earning enough scratch for her to flourish as an artist.

She hugged him and gave them a sniff. “Smell covers your need of a bath.”

He chuckled and went to fire up the little stove, while Victoria fetched a pan from an old orange crate they used to store their plates and such. She ran a pot of cold water, filled it with potatoes—soft and sprouting—and placed it on the burner. They may have lost their own apartment and now had to split this tenement with two other families, but Julian always made her feel like she was home.

“There’s something else,” he said. “Something the boys down at the railyard like well enough, but something that could put a mark on my back.”

“You want the men to join the Teamsters, don’t you?”

He nodded. “That’s the idea. Better wages. Better hours. No guns.”

She knew it was the right call, but it could put them firmly on his father’s “disenfranchise” list. Julian would have to show that it would increase production.

“You sign papers yet?” she asked.

“So far I’ve just been talking the idea around. See who’s game. But it could get us out of all this luxury.” He motioned to their ten square feet of living space.

She smiled and opened her paintbox—a second-hand item from down at the five-and-dime, but big enough for her to carry her clay, too. She had a fair hand with a brush, but sculpting, her father had told her, was “what God gave you special.” She pulled out the bust of Julian she’d started over at the tea room on Bowery Street.

He looked at it and snickered. “You think I’m that ugly?”

She reared back like she might throw it at him. “This is you on a good day.” Then she handed it to him. “Not many Fifth Avenue dames dipping the bill today. I fetched just six bits. So I made myself happy trying to immortalize your handsome face. We’ll put it in our foyer when your father sees your worth and promotes you to run your own line.”

“Is that so?”

“What’s wrong?”

He sighed. “My father came by the express office the other day.”

She waited.

“Says he’s disappointed with my lack of initiative. Says at my age he was already heavily invested in steam. Says any son of his would have been promoted to supervising officer by now, running expressmen for all his city lines.”

“You’re not your father, Julian.”

Mrs. O’Connell chimed in from beyond the bedsheet. “You can say that twice and I won’t mind.”

“Pipe down, Lizzy,” Victoria shouted back, “or I’ll come over there and rap your skull for you.”

Julian smiled. “I’d like to see that, actually.”

“Maybe after dinner.” She giggled. “Now, listen, you know your father loves you. He’s just terrible at showing it. His way is to test your mettle. Isn’t that why he started you in express work years ago, riding horses alongside coaches in the desert?”

“Probably where he got the idea that we carry guns, too.”

She straightened his collar. “He admires your integrity, your willingness to do a day’s labor the way he did when he was your age.”

“You’re half right, anyway.”

“Maybe we should go see him. I’ll bake him some rhubarb pie for his sour puss.”

Julian laughed and handed her back his bust. “I love you.”

“Well of course you do. I’m in the plume of my youth. Speaking of which, the Marx Brothers are doing a new show called Animal Crackers on Broadstreet. It sounds delightful. Will you take me for my twentieth?”

He laughed again. “I’ve no idea why you find those guys funny.”

She couldn’t understand why he didn’t. “They make fun of the high-society crowd. You should appreciate that. Anyway, you’ll love it. I hear there’s a painting that goes missing.”

“I thought you wanted a gramophone so you could listen to all those bands and composers you’re always talking about.”

“You should thank me that I’m letting you off easy with a couple of show tickets.”

He caressed her delicate jawline. “Why’d you throw in with me, Victoria? You could have had any man—”

“My mother said she liked the cut of your jib, which I took to mean the Baynes family inheritance.” She stepped close to him and gave him a kiss. She could taste the rum on his breath. “Oh, Julian. How much?”

He reached into his trousers, pulled out twenty-three dollars and some change, and handed it to her.

“You’ve been holding this back, haven’t you?” she said. “You drank almost half last week’s take.”

“You don’t know what it’s like—”

“You realize we can’t make rent now?” She pushed him back and squeezed the bust of him in her other hand. “You know it doesn’t hurt your father, or your brother for that matter, when you drink half a week’s pay at the Nite Cap. Were you buying rounds for the other Bowery bums?”

Julian frowned. “Don’t you throw me in with that lot.”

“I didn’t do that,” she said. “You did. And you’re dragging me with you. You know what happens if we wind up on the street? How we earn our scratch then?”

Julian shook his head. “I won’t let it come to that. I promise. I’ll figure a way. I just . . . I can’t do it like my father did, or even Edward. I just haven’t found my angle yet.”

She held up the bust—she’d smooshed Julian’s face—and started to laugh. “I can give you angles, handsome. How many would you like?”

He chuckled, and pulled her in close again, gave her a forceful kiss that felt awfully damned good. As the pot of potatoes started to boil, someone knocked on the door. The Flanagans, who had the room nearest the hall, answered. Mr. Flanagan called over the bedsheets, “It’s for you, Julian.”

They ducked around the sheets to the door. The O’Connells and Flanagans moseyed in close enough to listen. It was the building supervisor.

“Mr. Crozier,” Julian said. “I thought we had until next Saturday.”

“No, sir,” Crozier said, “you know full well it was due last Monday. I gotta have it now, or I’ll have to fill the room with folks who can pay.”

Victoria handed Crozier the twenty-three and change, then rushed to her paintbox and brought her six bits. “It’s twenty-five all told,” she said. “We’re good for the rest—”

Crozier stamped his foot. “It ain’t on my account, Miss Page, it’s the landlord. I just collect the rent.” He looked her top to bottom and licked his lips. “A’course, there’s other ways to pay the difference. Maybe we can come to an arrangement.”

Julian grabbed Crozier’s vest in his fist. “And maybe if I knock your teeth out, we’ll find enough silver to pay out the rest of the year.”

Victoria wanted to laugh, but they were on the edge of homelessness. “We can take up a collection.” She turned to Mrs. O’Connell. “Lizzy? Could you spare—”

“So a moment ago you’re all threats, and now you’re looking for a handout.” Mrs. O’Connell sniffed and waved her ladle. “Don’t let the door hit you on the way out.”

“Mr. Flanagan?”

“I’m sorry, lass. Day work’s been slow. We’re skin-of-our-teeth this month ourselves.”

Crozier spat on the floor. “I could bring the coppers up to take you out of here by the elbow. But for Miss Page’s sake, I’ll allow you to move out on your own steam. You got one hour. Then I’m bringing in other guests to take your room.”

Victoria stared at him. “Guests. Is that what you call us?”

Crozier hunched his shoulders and handed the money back to her. “One hour!” He slammed the door on his way out.


 

 

 

CHAPTER 3
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July 1, 1999

 

 

NICK JUMPED out of a cab on E Fifteenth Street in lower Metropolis and stared up at the Mendel Plaza marquis—the Alan Parsons Project was playing. Any other time, he’d have bought a ticket to catch the show. Instead, he headed up Fifteenth to the theater load-in door and nodded to the bouncer. He didn’t know the guy’s name, but Nick was at this door every month, so the need to do a radio check on him had long since ended. Besides, the drugs he came here for were legal—if you had a prescription.

As soon as he opened the door, the muffled sound of Parsons singing “The Games People Play” washed over him from the theater above the hallways. Nicholas proceeded down a long, narrow hall and cut right past the elevator. Crew and tour managers were loitering in the halls, smoking and talking. Damn he missed this side of the music biz. Audio restoration was lucrative, but it was also more solitary.

The cramped production office was wedged between the men’s and ladies’ rooms. Nicholas lingered at the door where the familiar scents of swamp coolers, instrument flight cases, and pizza crusts mixed with urine and wet tile.

Nick straightened his collar and pushed into the production office. Jimmy DuChamps was sitting at the far end of the room behind a narrow desk wearing a Cream T-shirt. The walls were plastered with concert announcements that went back a hundred years—the Italian Crooner, the Hesbeck Quartet, the flapper Dance ’til You Drop competition, and countless more. They vibrated every time the kick drum hit. The fraying carpet smelled like a thousand cigarette butts and cheap Chinese takeout.

Jimmy and Nick had grown up together across the West River in Baleville, just ten minutes from Metropolis by way of the Dartmouth Tunnel. After high school, though, Nick had gotten pulled into the music scene, while Jimmy had joined the United Forces and fought in a couple of wars in the Middle East. It had taken Jimmy a few years to reacclimate to civilian life. He did it by putting himself at the epicenter of one of Metropolis’s best live music venues, working out three times a day, and helping his fellow vets with the pills they needed to numb their PTSD—not narcotics, though. Jimmy didn’t mind bending the rules for friends, but he wouldn’t contribute to anything self-destructive.

Jimmy was on the phone, but he motioned Nick to come in and shut the door. “I don’t care, man. Tell them they’re off at 11:00 p.m. or I’m docking their pay. City Lights goes on at 11:15.” He slammed the phone back in its cradle and looked up. “You’re late.”

Nick sauntered up, dropped into the plastic chair opposite Jimmy, and tossed the Gates of Absurdity recovery disc onto his desk. “Yeah, I’m late. Sue me.”

Jimmy’s eyes lit up as he picked up the disc. He also had a soft spot for the original metal bands and was always chasing down early demos. “You get it fully clean?”

“Like they tracked it yesterday in my own studio. I ought to charge you double. Museums pay me five figures for a job like that.”

Jimmy sniggered. “They can’t pay you what I pay you, though, can they?”

“Well, I hope you got more work for me, because I’m out of pills.”

Jimmy put the Gates disc aside and sat forward. “Not anymore, Nick.” “What? Okay, fine, I’ll just pay cash.”

Jimmy sighed. “That’s not what I mean. I mean I ain’t giving you no more prazosin, and I don’t think you ought to find someone else to do it, neither. Not even your doctor.”

The screams from his nightmare echoed in his mind. He pinched the bridge of his nose and squeezed his eyes shut. “Jimmy, please. The dreams are getting worse. Even five milligrams ain’t cutting it no more.”

“Look at me,” Jimmy said.

Nick dropped his hand and opened his eyes. “Here it comes.”

“Yeah, here it comes. Listen, man, I been helping you cope for the better part of a year now because we’re friends—”

“And because you love old metal demos.”

“Fair enough. But I’d have done it anyway, knowing what you been through. But you said it yourself, things ain’t getting better. And you’re getting addicted, man. I’ve seen it a hundred times. I can’t watch it again. And I certainly can’t be a part of it. You gotta deal with your shit. Same way I did.”

“That why you sit down here in a cave numbing your skull with loud music and shoveling out pills to pay the rent?”

Jimmy chuckled. “See, that’s the lamest put down you’ve ever come at me with. You ain’t normal, Nick. You gotta talk to someone. Get at the underlying issue, which we both know is Emily.”

Nick glared at him. “Don’t do that.”

“It’s a damn shame what happened, Nick. But she’d want—”

Nick threw his hand up to stop him. “Enough, Jimmy. I didn’t come here for mental health advice. I just need to shut the dreams off for a while. That’s all. So I’m asking. Please. Just give me another month’s worth. I’ll figure it out from there. Just one more month.”

Jimmy looked him in the eye. “No, Nick. The way you’re asking tells me your head’s not in the right place no more. You can hate me for it, but I’m no friend if I ignore your desperation. I do have something for you, though.” He dug into his desk, pulled out a flyer, and handed it to him. It was for group therapy sessions run by some guy down at Remington Hall.

“What’s this shit? You serious with this?”

“Lot of Forces guys come off deployment in a bad way, Nick. They ain’t seeing straight no more, because they seen bad things in combat. Most of them have trouble sleeping, same as you—insomnia, nightmares, depression, anxiety. They’re like zombies.”

“You son of a—I’m not like that. I don’t need a shrink.”

“As your friend, I can’t watch you go down this road no more. I know how it ends.”

“It ain’t like that for me, Jimmy.”

“It’s all loss, brother. Friends lost at war, children get—”

Nick put the flyer down. “It’s not Emily. In the dreams. It ain’t her.”

The heavy rhythms of Alan Parsons thrummed in the office as the two men stared each other down. Jimmy pulled out a bottle of Black Velvet whisky from his desk drawer and poured two glasses. He handed one to Nick, and held up his glass. “To Emily.”

“To Emily,” Nick said.

They clinked glasses and drank. Then, Jimmy leaned forward, picked up the flyer, and put it back in Nick’s hands. “You’re sleeping in your studio, man, ’cause your nightmares are scaring your family. That’s no way to live.”

Nick couldn’t argue with that.

“Look, no matter what it is, Nick, you gotta fix it, right? Just give it a try. If you need a reason, maybe remember how I saved your ass when Lenny Strazowski came at you in the locker room senior year. You’d have been drinking meals through a straw if I hadn’t come in to take a leak.”

Nick laughed. “That how you remember it? Seems to me you were running side bets with the offensive line while I fought Lenny for your amusement.”

“Potato potahto.” They both laughed.

“Anyway,” Jimmy said, “it’s not just a PTSD support group, and it’s not just ex-Forces guys. I’ve sent musicians who struggle with sleep cycles from too much touring, and it helps them, Nick. It really helps. If the guy can stop your nightmares, it’ll be worth every penny.”

“And just how many pennies is it going to cost me?”

“Guy who runs it does it for free. Maybe Metropolis is funding him as a public service, who knows? But one visit to check it out ain’t gonna kill ya.”

“You do this to your Forces pals?”

“Some. I won’t lie, though. I know guys who will go to their graves on prazosin. I just don’t think that’s you, man.”

Nick sighed and read the entire flyer more closely. “No more pills, huh?”

“You know what else,” Jimmy added. “Guitar player for Anger State said he did private sessions with the guy, and the dude uses some kind of audio therapy or something. Right up your alley, I’d say. Like it was meant to be, right?”

The double-bass drum shook the walls. That was such a great sound. Nick and Jimmy stopped to listen to the insane speed and evenness of the pattern. Nick folded the flyer into his pocket and stood.

“Well, by my estimation,” he said, “you now owe me one.” He pointed at the Gates of Absurdity disc.

“How you figure?” Jimmy asked.

Nick had really wanted those pills. “Gates took me twice as long as usual because the tape was brittle as hell. And in exchange, I got a lousy flyer.”

“Oh, that reminds me.” Jimmy dug into his desk one more time and pulled out a busted tape reel. “Found this little slice of heaven at an estate sale on Beacon Street last week. Owner was from London. Said it’s the first demo recording of Cream.” He scrunched up his face and faked a stodgy British accent. “Be a good lad, and have a go at it, will you? See if he was full of shit and I got taken.”

“That’s two you owe me, then.” Nick took the reel and left.
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Back in his studio, Nick ducked into the vocal isolation booth and dug into a bag of microphones where he kept a bottle of Charles Vickers whiskey. Jimmy’s bottle of Black Velvet had reminded Nick that the Vickers was still there. When he used to do more recording sessions, he’d found a lot of singers needed a shot to relax into the session and sometimes to find a particular coarseness for sections of the songs—he called the sound a “whiskey smoke.” He’d also used Vickers to celebrate with a band when they’d completed a record together. He took it back to the control room and drank eight straight shots. Thirty minutes later, he stumbled across the room and flopped onto the couch.
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He is standing in the moonlight on the street at the top of the hill. Shadows of trees sway on the sidewalk. The wind brushes his face and arms, chill but refreshing. The dark silhouette of a house lurks behind two great elm trees. Someone inside is crying.

He stumbles through an open gate in a fence, leaves and branches whipping his face. He climbs up a couple of steps onto a walk. The house looms large ahead of him. The air grows thick, but he leans into it, pushing forward.

Past the trees, the house, limned in moonlight, becomes clearer—a Victorian home with a broad wraparound porch, a steep gabled roof, a high tower, and a faint light behind three round-topped windows on the second story.

A thrashing noise rattles the dimly lit windowpanes.

The cries turn to screams.
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Nick’s eyes opened and he sat up. Everything seemed to be tilting wildly one way, then the other. His head felt stuffed with cotton. His ears rang with echoes of screams. He tried to stand, but fell back onto the bottle of whiskey.

Damn Jimmy. The dreams were already getting worse.


 

 

 

CHAPTER 4
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July 10, 1928 

 

 

EDWARD BAYNES stepped out of his Falcon-Knight Roadster on Forty-Second Street and double-checked his suit coat pocket for his Colt .25. He told his driver, Sal, to keep the engine running, then slipped through the heavy sidewalk traffic into Goldman and Marchetti’s—the finest tailor shop in the Garment District.

The punishing Metropolis heat gave way to chilled air courtesy of the new Weathermaker air conditioner. The shop smelled of fresh cotton, wool, and linen. Suits hung from brass bars in cutaway sections of darkwood walls lit by warm spotlights. Three-angle mirrors were set in the far corners, where men stood on platforms while tailors measured inseams and waists and arm lengths. The rear wall was a warren of fedoras in individual compartments. And the dulcet tones of orchestral swing music fell softly from speakers somewhere in the back room.

A thick-chested tough with an obvious bulge beneath his too-tight suit coat emerged from behind a rack of overcoats and tipped his hat. “Senator Baynes. Bugsy’s waitin’ fer ya.”

Edward nodded and wove through the clothing racks toward the rear. Another goon intercepted him at the open far door. He didn’t speak, just snarled at Edward like most people did at politicians these days, then waved him in with a tommy gun he didn’t bother to conceal.

Down a short hall with dressing rooms on either side was a small warehouse. Just inside, seated at a card table, four body men were playing poker. Behind them, standing arms-out in front of an elaborate three-angle mirror, Benjamin “Bugsy” Siegel was being measured for a suit.

Along the warehouse walls, bolts of fabric hung from wood rods behind headless dummies and a master cutting table meticulously laden with fabric scissors, chalk, tape measures, needles, and all the rest. Edward loved being surrounded by the material and tools of the garment trade. He also loved the way the walls of fabric deadened the noise.

“Eddie, come in,” Bugsy called. “Gino here is putting me in Egyptian cotton. It’s the new thing. He says I won’t sweat so much. You want a new suit? It’s on my dime.”

“No, thanks,” Edward said. He waited patiently for Bugsy to finish.

When the measurements were complete, Bugsy stripped down to his skivvies and Gino fetched his original suit from a hanger behind the mirror. Bugsy pulled on his trousers and sauntered over to the poker table. “You guys pack it in. The senator and I have some business to tend to.”

“Sure, Mr. Siegel,” they said almost in unison. They picked up their cards and adjourned to the tailor’s table.

“Have a seat, Eddie,” Bugsy told him. “Care for a drink? Gino keeps a Saint-Émilion Bordeaux in stock for me that’ll knock your socks off.”

Edward shook his head. “You wanted to talk about a potential health matter?”

Bugsy called Gino to bring him a glass of Bordeaux. “You look fretful, Senator. You better have a seat.”

Edward looked back at the four body men. They seemed to be keeping their eyes on him while they played. Then he pulled out a chair and sat.

Gino placed an overfilled glass of Bordeaux in front of Bugsy.

“You bring the permits like I asked?”

Edward reached into his inner pocket, pulled out two envelopes, and slid them across the low table. “This one gives you license to raze the shantytowns on Park Row and build residential or commercial, whatever suits your fancy. This one here is a Metropolis freight license. Your shell, Flamingo, can now officially bring goods into city ports by ship or rail. Stamp them ‘City of Metropolis,’ and customs will leave them be.”

Bugsy smiled. “Well done, Senator. You’re a credit to our state legislature.”

“It wasn’t the state senate that got you those,” he said. “My father thinks I’m taking an interest in his enterprises, which will go sour for me if he finds out it’s not on the square. More than that, I’ve made promises to the mayor’s office in exchange for those. I’m leveraged up to my eyeballs.”

“Sounds uncomfortable,” Bugsy said, and took a sip of wine.

Bugsy was holding something back, and Edward wanted to know what. “Look, Bugsy, what’s this all about, huh? You didn’t ask me here, talking about ‘health matters,’ just for a couple of permits. What shakes?”

“All business. I like that. It’s why I put you in the capitol to begin with—”

“And why you’re still backing me for mayor, right?”

Bugsy rubbed his chin. “Well, that’s the thing, see. There’s been a complication.”

Edward put his hand in his pocket and gripped the Colt .25. He checked the goon squad behind him. They’d stopped their poker game and stood watching him and Bugs.

“I’ve been good to the family, Bugsy. Not just you. And when I’m mayor—”

“Family is precisely the problem, Eddie, but it ain’t mine. It’s that idiot brother of yours. You hear what he’s been up to over at the railyard?”

Edward relaxed his grip on his Colt. “We don’t talk much.”

“Yeah, well. We been trying to bring the Teamsters in over there now since the war. Your father has proven a formidable opponent. It’s getting to the point where maybe I need to pay him a visit.”

“He won’t go for a deal, Bugsy, we’ve talked about this. I can’t—”

“Your brother is stirring the pot. He’s talking up to the supervisors about unionizing. Wants to put together his own chapter. Which cuts us out, see?”

Edward chuckled. “Sounds like Julian. All idealism and ethics, but not a shred of smarts.”

Bugsy frowned and sipped his wine. “I’m afraid I don’t find it quite as funny as you seem to. I about decided to put a button man on him and be done with it. But he’s your brother, and I thought it civil to give you a chance to do right by your own family. Still, you need to understand the situation. If you do the math on all the rail labor that could be paying Teamster dues, we’re talking about real dough. Your father’s iron fist has beat the unions to keep his costs down. I respect that. But if Julian manages to organize the railyard after all, and we get squeezed out, well, he’s going swimming, and you’re going to have to find another backer for your run at mayor. Capiche?”

“My father may adore his younger son more than he does me, but he won’t ever let a union take hold. He’d sooner hire scabs.”

“Be that as it may, we don’t take risks. And truth be told, it wouldn’t be a problem if Julian could be made to play ball, but he’s not—shall we say—cut from the same cloth as you.” Bugs finished off his wine and stared at the empty glass. “Word on the street is he’ll do about anything to take the edge off, too—booze, dope, what have you. And he don’t know his limits.”

“I’m not my brother’s keeper,” Edward said.

“Maybe not. And frankly, I’ve no interest in sibling rivalries. What I do have an interest in is your election as mayor. I want that for you almost as bad as you want it for yourself. We can do good things together for Metropolis. But if I’m honest, even if your starry-eyed brother fails with his Teamster dreams, he’s going to drag your campaign down. And if you aren’t viable politically, what are we doing here?”

“So you’re saying I am my brother’s keeper.”

“I’m saying you don’t have a union problem as much as you have a Julian problem. Your brother’s either got to get respectable or he’s got to get invisible. You follow?”

Edward heaved a sigh of relief. At least it wasn’t his own health matter. “I understand.”

Down the short hall came the sound of voices entering the front of Goldman and Marchetti’s. A couple of the goons went to check it out.

“Now,” Bugsy moved on, “what ticket we puttin’ you on. ’Cause the way I see it, the two parties we got now are both filled with crooks. Hell, they make the family look like saints, you know?”

Edward did. “Yes. And I have a thought. Metropolis had another party thirty or forty years back. Got things done for the good of the people, even if they couldn’t see it for themselves.”

“You might be onto something there, Senator. Good, let’s—”

Gunfire erupted from the front of the store. Bugsy reached beneath the table and came up with a sawed-off double-barrel shotgun and a 1911 Colt .45—Edward’s father had schooled him about guns since he was big enough to hold one. The two guys at the tailor table rushed to the left wall, fished back behind a bolt of silk, and pulled out tommy guns.

Someone cried out from the front, and more gunfire echoed down the hallway.

“Marco,” Bugsy shouted, “get into the blind.” He pointed his shotgun to the front corner of the little warehouse, where Marco wouldn’t be seen. “Danny, get out the back and pull the car into the alley. Go!”

Edward pulled his Colt .25 from his pocket and shared a look with Bugs.

“You come to put one in my skull, Senator?” Bugsy said with a laugh.

“Brought it for my health.”

A shrill cry echoed down the hall, followed by a wet thump.

Bugsy handed Edward the shotgun. “Long as you’re gonna break the law, you might as well do it with something louder than a peashooter. Plus, no need to aim. Just point and pull the trigger.”

Bugsy flipped the table over, and he and Edward ducked in behind it. More shooting and screaming. More wet thumps on the floor.

Then hurried footsteps pattered down the hall. Marco nearly shot the guy, but it was one of Bugs’s men. The guy stumbled into the little warehouse, bleeding from the neck, fell to his knees, flopped onto his stomach, twitched, and lay still.

“You coming out, Bugsy?” a deep voice called down the hall. “Or we coming in to get you?”

“That you, Lonergan?” Bugsy shouted. “Should have suspected the Fist Gang was behind this. Only cowards come at a man when he’s being fitted for a suit.”

Bullets whistled down the hallway and through the warehouse, pinging against the rear wall. “You’re a dandy, Bugs. At least your crappy Italian friends have the discretion to do business in meat lockers.”

Bugsy fired a couple of rounds from his .45 aimlessly down the hall. “Maybe so, but you’ll be getting a bill for every suit you put a hole in today. And I’ll come collect in person, since I know you’re one to welch.”

“I don’t give a damn about your glad rags, Bugs. You’re going to hell no matter what you’re wearing.”

The hallway lit up with more gunfire. Bugsy returned several rounds, and Edward followed suit, blasting one barrel down the hallway. The air filled with acrid smoke. He coughed, but kept his eyes on the hallway.

Four men raced into the warehouse, guns raised. Marco opened fire with his tommy gun, dropping two immediately. Bugsy emptied his .45, finishing off one more. The last man crouched with his tommy gun and sprayed bullets wildly in every direction. Bolts of cloth muffled the sound of gunfire but flailed as bullets tore through them. After a moment, the firing stopped.

Gun smoke filled the warehouse. Men lay dead and bleeding on the floor. Tiny bits of fabric floated down around them. An eerie silence lingered.

“Nail him!” Bugsy cried at Edward, then wheeled on Lonergan. “Say goodbye, you ugly whoreson!”

Edward had Lonergan dead to rights. He just had to pull the trigger. He raised the shotgun, his finger trembling. The leader of the Fist Gang braced for it, but didn’t try to run. Edward stared a moment longer, then lowered the gun.

“Well, I’ll be damned, you miserable fucking coward,” Bugsy spat. He ripped the shotgun from Edward’s hands and blasted Lonergan full of shot from the other barrel. Lonergan crumpled over his dead friends.

Marco came running up to Bugsy. “We gotta go, boss. Now, before the coppers get here.”

The rear warehouse door swung open, and Danny hollered, “Let’s go already!”

Bugsy ambled up to Edward. “Lonergan had balls, but he didn’t have smarts. No way he knew our place. Which means either I got a rat, or someone’s wise to us and knew you was coming here. Maybe followed you.”

Edward couldn’t tear his eyes away from the bodies.

“You listening to me, Senator? We gonna have a problem?”

He finally looked back at Bugs. “I wasn’t followed. And you won’t have to pull the trigger for me next time.”

“Glad to hear it. I’ll be in touch.”

Bugs and Marco jogged to the rear door and disappeared into the alley. A car engine roared, tires screeched, and Edward found himself alone in the back of Goldman and Marchetti’s tailor shop with a lot of dead mobsters.

He hurried back down the hallway, stepping over the bodies on his way to the front of the store. The windows had been shot out. Police sirens blared down Forty-Second Street. He pulled his suit coat up over his head, left the store, crunched over shattered glass on the sidewalk, and ducked into the back seat of his roadster. “Sal, get us the hell out of here.”

They sped off into Garment District traffic.


 

 

 

CHAPTER 5
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July 2, 1999 

 

 

NICK QUIETLY opened the door to his daughter’s bedroom. She’d been dead for eight years.

Morning sun fell in a whirl of dust motes across Emily’s bed. Her bed table lamp, clock, and journal sat where they had the day she died. An old vanity he’d found at a garage sale out in Eastneck stood against the north wall, its chair pushed in, the combs and brushes arranged in tidy rows. Photos of her and her friends were still tucked in around the edges of the mirror. The walls were filled with pictures, as well, but always the silly ones—goofy faces, embarrassing moments, blurred photos she loved to laugh at. Plenty of them had her friends. But she’d been one teenager who wasn’t embarrassed to tack up pictures of her family, too.

He went in and sat on her bed.

Her room still smelled of her sage-and-lavender body lotion. She used to tell people it was the perfect blend of hard and soft. Just like her. Then she’d laugh.

A dozen or more vinyl albums hung from nails everywhere there wasn’t a photo. For better or worse, she’d inherited his love of records—the hiss and crackle, the spin, the sound of the stylus finding the groove. Against his best advice, she’d wanted to be a singer someday. Make records of her own songs. It was the hazard of being an audio guy. People you loved tended to get the bug. But she’d had the gift to play, and play she had, beautifully.

In the quiet, he heard a hundred old conversations, like they’d somehow gotten into the beige carpet and sheer drapes. He could hear the laughter in the photographs, and the delicate finger-picking she practiced late into the night when she should have been sleeping. He could hear her reading at night—usually biographies of the old jazz hounds and the early rock pioneers—because she liked to read aloud, said hearing the words made the stories more real. He got that.

God, he missed her.

He dug his phone out of his pocket and found his voicemail box. He scrolled and scrolled until he found the right message, then he hit Play and listened.

Like she was here again.

Hey Dad, I just wanted to call and say thanks. I know it wasn’t easy letting me come to this party. But I love that you trusted me. And I if I haven’t said it enough . . .

Static filled the line. The hiss of a lost signal.

. . . but when I get home . . .

More static. Longer this time.

. . . it’s pretty far, so . . .

Static.

. . . don’t listen to that new Guaraldi Trio album without . . .

Her voice never came back, and the message dropped thirty seconds later.

He sat staring at his phone. Above the message were three missed calls. She’d tried to get a hold of him, but he’d been in
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