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For my family




I was handsome, I was strong

I knew the words of every song

Did my singing please you?

No, the words you sang were wrong.

—LEONARD COHEN, “Teachers”




1.

Theo, Moving Forward

I.

Theo Brigham, while walking up Tenth Avenue on his way to meet a band, decides impulsively to visit an art gallery. It is the sort of decision he rarely makes and usually regrets. The gallery itself does not matter, he thinks; it is the idea of it, the surprise, the defiance of his own expectations of himself. He sends furtive glances north and south and then darts left into the first gallery he sees, maintaining his pace as he does so, fairly careening into an open doorway with a rusted-over frame—no, a frame that has been painted to look like rust. He pauses for a moment on the threshold of the place, peering inside, savoring a bit the odd sensation of shyness. He so rarely puts himself in situations like this one. Rarely makes entrances he has not planned on making.

From the doorway, he can see various installation pieces, two of which resemble giant greeting cards. One says, “Love! Love!” One says, “Trust? Ho ho!”

Then Theo catches the eye of an official-looking woman, who smiles coldly and says, “Welcome to ArtSpace.”

Theo walks out. He breathes deeply, congratulating himself on his brief adventure, feeling that he has once again fulfilled some unspoken promise. But now he must turn his mind to other things: he is going to his fourth industry showcase this week, and he has a terrible hangover. In his messenger bag is a planner. Today’s date has written on it, in Theo’s neat handwriting: Edgedwellers. 3 pm Sound-Off. 19 yr olds—good for next drive? Call Cynthia re: manager.

Theo is not thinking of the Edgedwellers when he walks into the lobby of Sound-Off Studios at three P.M., or of their incompetent manager, or of the secretary, Cynthia (though today is her thirty-second birthday, and he will buy her a bottle of champagne later). No, today Theo is thinking of being a very young man—sixteen—and hearing Springsteen’s album The Ghost of Tom Joad for the first time. He was sitting in a car with a girl.
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Here is Theo in Sound-Off’s lobby, which is lined with signed and framed posters of the Stones, Fleetwood Mac, Phish. Others too. All famous faces. Theo knows what he will find at the end of the hallway and through the heavy padded door: four terrified kids trying to look cool. He hopes these ones don’t have acne. One of the three acts he’s seen this week did. Acne throws him off.

Through the door Theo goes, enjoying as always the immediate hush that falls over the room when he enters it. He quickly takes in the Edgedwellers, who don’t have acne, but do have annoyingly short hair. Tony the sound man is lurking in a corner, fiddling with the sound board.

“Hey, guys,” says Theo. He walks up to the stage and shakes their limp nineteen-year-old hands in turn and prays none of them has masturbated recently. Each straightens a little when Theo greets him, and Theo is amused by their too obviously planned outfits: retro rock T-shirts and Converses all.

Theo can tell they are surprised by his appearance, and he likes this feeling; he is slim and tall and quite young-looking, even for his twenty-six years. The Edgedwellers might think that he is their age, and this gives him an advantage. He’s the one with the contracts sticking out of his messenger bag. He’s the one with the messenger bag, come to think of it: an ideal thrift store find. Exactly the right amount of wear. Theo sits on a couch twenty feet from the stage and waits for the band to play.

The lead singer is not a good-looking kid. He decides to be brave and he walks over to Theo, who is now reading a text message from his girlfriend—“bond st 2nite 10pm”—on the smallest cell phone the kid has ever seen. The kid notices this halfway through his walk and he isn’t sure whether it is a good idea to interrupt Theo, but he has already started walking and he can’t turn around now. It wouldn’t look smooth.

Theo knows the kid, whose name is Kyle, is standing in front of him, but he takes a few beats before he looks up.

Kyle says, “I just wanted to thank you because we’re, you know, we’re really grateful that Titan brought us out here to New York, and we want to say that we’re hard workers.” Immediately Kyle knows this wasn’t a good idea and he should have just played the fucking song. God, thinks Kyle, why am I so uncool?

The other Edgedwellers are still pretending to tune, but they are looking at Kyle, who has taken the hit for them, they know. Each of them is silently thankful that he is not Kyle right now. They wait for Theo’s response.

“Yeah,” Theo says.

Kyle makes a hasty retreat.

Theo knows already that he won’t sign the Edgedwellers, that he will send them back to California with broken hearts but a good story to tell their friends, who will ask them about it incessantly for the next year and then forget about it. The Edgedwellers will forget about it too, later in life, much later, when they are Officedwellers, when they are so far from the Edge that the Edge could buy them a Rolling Rock in a bar and they wouldn’t know. One will start a family but have a string of affairs. One will come out of the closet. One will kill himself.

But how could Theo know all this? He puts on an expression that flutters between bored and bemused, lights a cigarette, leans his head against the wall, and waits for them to play their shitty emo pop meets indie rock.

Theo is unhappy.

II.

There is an old rummager on Bond Street and he is sifting through garbage cans. He is whistling “Star Dust,” a song that strikes Theo as lovely and comforting as he jogs by, messenger bag jostling against his left side uncomfortably—for he is late again to meet his girlfriend, Luz. Lovely, comforting, yes, thinks Theo, checking himself; but unhip. Whistling has always struck him as terribly unhip. Farmers whistle. Old men whistle. Theo cannot imagine himself whistling, ever, even by himself, even though he likes the sound of it and it reminds him of his father.

The rummager eyes Theo’s back and remembers suddenly and painfully that “Star Dust” was always the last song they played at his high school dances. Once he had a girl named Esther who wore her hair in braids.

Now Theo stops, huffing, in front of the restaurant. Through the window he can see that Luz is there already, sitting with her friend Amelia. Luz is the kind of thin that makes people follow her around rooms with their eyes. She is tall and tan—“and young and lovely,” thinks Theo, imagining that if he were a different kind of person, more casual, less afraid, he might tell her she looked like the girl from Ipanema and then do something silly like give her a noogie or tickle her. He smiles, imagining it—Luz would like that. She dresses purposefully. She is in her last year at FIT, and her wardrobe is a small work of art. She has six rings, all plain bands made of different colored stones, that she wears no matter what. She takes them off each night and puts them in a little mother-of-pearl box by the side of the bed, dons them each morning and holds up her smooth dark hands to inspect them. She says she got them from her mother, but Theo suspects they are from a former lover, the way she caresses and cares for them, the way she fingers them absentmindedly when she speaks of the past. She has kept her hair long all her life, and she brushes it so it gleams.

Luz will eat out only at sushi restaurants, so she and Theo have tried nearly all of them in the city: Neo, with its wooden floors and bamboo poles; the various Harus, with their overpriced meals and overly sticky rice; the original Nobu, with its endless waits and posh crowds. Bond Street is their favorite.

Luz should be happy, thinks Theo. She’s twenty-two, she’s lovely, and she’s sipping water that she has turned into a sick kind of diet lemonade with a lemon wedge and Sweet’n Lo. But he can see that she’s upset and he knows it’s probably something he’s done. He shifts his focus to his own reflection and considers himself. He is decent-looking. He might pass for a good person. He thinks briefly about leaving. If he turned around now, if he went home to their apartment and packed up his things—for Theo has few items of his own besides clothes—if he got on a plane and flew somewhere (Costa Rica? He’s heard it’s temperate and relatively nonpolitical), what would she do?

But now her face is so lit by candles, so breakable and young that for a moment Theo imagines he has mistaken her for someone else entirely, a child, a schoolgirl. And now Amelia has seen him and waved to him, and he is caught.

III.

When Theo was sixteen, he had a girlfriend. Amy. He had a girlfriend named Amy and he had a band named Ruin. And he had baseball cards, and a baseball autographed by Roger Clemens, and a clock radio set to wake him up at six-thirty A.M. for school each day, and two parents, and a dog named Sam, and best of all he had an old, old Chevy that he pretended to know things about—mechanical things, practical things—but really just admired for its beauty and for what he supposed to be its romantic history. He loved thinking about the people who owned it before he did, and he made up tales about them for Amy while driving her around. Amy was blond and raggedy. Boys liked her because she was easy to talk to.

He thought he was profound and he thought everyone else was overeager. His love and hate of high school alternated with astonishing frequency and vigor. What is it, what is it, what is it that makes him remember this year—of all years!—with such fondness, though? Perhaps that his band Ruin won Boston’s annual Battle of the Bands, sponsored by WBCN. Perhaps it was Amy. Perhaps it was because he discovered The Ghost of Tom Joad. He often thinks, now, of ways to stuff these memories into a sort of supermemory: a memory of driving in his old, old Chevy, his beautiful car, with Amy in the front seat and his bandmates in the back, listening to The Ghost of Tom Joad on the way to the Battle of the Bands. Of course, this never happened, never all at once like that—of course, if Theo could remember better, he would realize that sixteen was painfully bad for him in most ways. But how he dwells on it now, walking about New York; how the longing to be sixteen again hits him sometimes between the eyes and coaxes ridiculous guttural sounds from him, especially when he is drunk; how it comes crashingly down about him when he sees himself in storefront windows, when his reflection catches him off guard!

IV.

That night. After dinner. At home. Luz and Theo make sad and tragic love and then lie on opposite sides of the bed. Theo thinks, This is ridiculous; this is a movie. All of Luz’s long fawnish limbs are gathered and twisted together and her spine is facing Theo. He traces it with a finger but makes sure not to touch her skin, thinking that at some point he should really tell Luz he thinks she is too thin.

Luz turns over urgently and Theo is pleased, thinking, Here we go; here’s where we talk. But Luz is just dreaming of something larger than she is, just fighting some sleep creation. Her dreams lately have been of elaborate murders, but she has not told anyone this.

Her skinny arm flops onto Theo’s chest, and he is crying suddenly. Theo has not cried in a few years, and he has forgotten the saltiness of it. Crying makes him think of hot, angry embarrassment: how liquids appear so suddenly, how the throat aches, how the tears themselves fall, terribly loud and hot, onto the pillow one after another, leaking over the bridge of the nose. Their trails cool quickly and soon he is snuffling, trying to suck in mucus noiselessly but failing. Luz wakes up.

“Darling.” She sits up, and her small-breasted torso looks heroic and Greek in the light from outside. She touches his forehead, and this small act of sympathy is just enough to turn the crying to panicky sobs. Theo is reduced.

“Darling, what’s the matter?” When Luz says “darling” it sounds like “darrrleen.” She’s from a family of wealthy Venezuelans.

Theo can think of nothing to say, and considers telling her just this but decides against it.

“You’re too thin,” says Theo. “You look sick.”

Luz retracts her arm from his forehead as if hot tea has been spilled on it and, with great dignity, settles back into pretend sleep, facing the wall again.

Again, the wall of her spine faces Theo.

V.

This is the story of why Theo is now working for Titan, Inc.

It begins with the first time Theo went to an industry party in New York, at the home of a Russian man he had met in his first production class at Tisch. Theo had intended to be a screenwriter, but all of his scripts kept being about music. The Russian had just started a small but fashionable record label that the majors were interested in distributing. The man was looking for new talent, and he invited Theo to a small gathering at his SoHo loft.

The gathering turned out to be about fifty people in the biggest apartment Theo had ever seen. He was nineteen and most impressed by two things: a white shag rug that occupied a third of the floor space of the area, and a large group of models who stood in a corner and took turns snorting up in the bathroom and eyeing the Russian as if he were a plate of french fries. Theo felt out of place in his Dockers and a polo shirt. It was 1997. The fashion was to look as if you had just gotten into a fight and had emerged stylishly abused.

At one point, the Russian turned off the music and made an announcement: “Guys, this is Theo! He’s going to do some production for us, if he wants to,” and at this point he winked at a rather drunk Theo, who raised his glass in the air in a jolly toasting gesture and immediately regretted it.

The models glanced at him. The Russian was waving an empty wineglass and messing with the CD player. He continued: “Check this shit out. Theo’s first single. Fucking brilliance, my friends.”

Alcohol delayed his reaction, but in a few moments Theo’s heartbeat began to quicken. He opened his mouth to object. The noise of the party was overwhelming. Theo cringed in anticipation: his first single featured lousy song-writing by a music major who would drop out of NYU the following semester, lousy singing and playing by a local band, and, most significantly, lousy production on Theo’s part. He would be exposed as a fraud, he thought. Kicked out of the party. He watched the Russian place the CD in the machine and he stood rooted in place until the first few wavering, echoing notes resounded through the loft.

Theo blinked. The models were bopping their heads around. The execs flashed thumbs-up signs at Theo. Theo left for the bathroom and slapped himself around a bit. He looked at himself in the mirror. Three gin and tonics and a Sam Adams were pooled in his stomach, but he couldn’t make them come back up.

He emerged to find the Russian listening rapturously to the single while smoking a cigar with amazing ferocity.

The Russian said, “I want to work with you. You’ve got something, man. You’re it.”

Theo said, “Thank you.” Then he left.

Theo realized three things that night. First, that he would never be a producer. Second, that everyone in the business was faking it. Third, that he could fake it too.

It became simple for Theo to fit in. He got over marveling that no one ever tossed him out of these parties; he went to one a week in college, met Luz, made some good connections, and ended up working A&R for Titan upon graduation.

That’s why he is where he is.

VI.

“Why do you love me?” says Theo to Luz.

“Because you are only mine,” says Luz. She is looking out the window of their apartment. Theo has gotten ready for work and is putting on a tie—his once-a-year tie for Titan’s once-a-year pep talk, during which the head honchos meet with the A&R crew and give each a resounding pat on the head or the rump, depending.

“You are mine alone,” she says again, surprising Theo with this poetic turn of phrase. Luz is very good at speaking, even in languages that aren’t her own. Her answer makes Theo feel guilty: he is thinking of his various indiscretions over the past year. There was the cocktail waitress, and a few band members (never ones Theo was working with; he has his rules), and an old flame who was in town for Christmas. All of them were meaningless, he tells himself, and in fact he always thought of Luz while with these other women. Still, the weight of his actions creeps up on him now, and he crosses the room to be closer to Luz, sitting on the bed next to her and kissing her on the forehead. One day I will be faithful, he says to himself. When I’m married I will be faithful.

“You will be late again,” Luz says. “You’re always late!”

VII.

Theo meets with Jax Powers-Kline, the president of A&R at Titan Records. She spends the first five minutes of their meeting together bitching about how one of her two personal assistants, Cynthia, has been turned into the secretary/receptionist for the entire A&R division. “Cost cutting?” she says. “Try efficiency cutting! Cynthia can barely keep track of my schedule, let alone yours and Tom’s and Dick’s and Harry’s!” She predicts that this policy will change once Corporate realizes their mistake.

Theo, who walks by Cynthia every morning and has noticed a drastic change in her mood—for the better—since having been relieved from constant contact with Jax, just nods sympathetically.

“Anyway,” says Jax. “Enough of that. I want to talk to you about your performance.”

Theo sits still.

“It’s been a while since you’ve signed anyone, Theo. What was your last sign? The Stark Ravers? A year ago?”

“You know my philosophy, Jax,” says Theo. “I’m a perfectionist.”

“To be frank, Theo, it’s not like the Stark Ravers have done all that well.”

“I’ve got my eye on a few with real potential.”

“Who?”

“There’s this band called the Burn,” says Theo. “Real potential. Lead singer with attitude. Chick singer. Siobhan O’Hara. That’s what’s hot right now. Rock ’n’ roll.”

Theo has the tendency to speak in very short sentences when he’s trying to affect nonchalance and coolness.

“Yeah?”

“Yeah. They’re almost ready. I’ve been working with them for a while. Girl’s young still, so she’s got a lot of growing to do.”

“When can we see them?”

“Soon. Meeting with them next week.”

“Okay,” says Jax. She waves a hand. “Just keep doing what you’re doing.”

Theo leaves her office and passes Titan’s biggest star, Tommy Mays, on his way out. He wonders if he’ll ever sign someone like Tommy Mays. He hates to say it, but he has his doubts. Sometimes the faking it catches up with him and he wonders if he’s been overconfident.

In her office, Jax makes eye contact with the life-size cardboard Elvis cutout she keeps in the corner. Cynthia buzzes her and tells her Tommy Mays is here to see her. “Tell him to come in,” she says. She thinks Theo might be a lost cause. But like he himself said about that girl, he’s young still. He’s got some growing to do. He was wearing a tie. That was cute.

VIII.

Luz and Amelia always have lunch on Friday because Luz has no Friday classes at FIT, and today they have decided on the newest of New York’s many sushi restaurants, a little place in Chelsea. Luz gets there first and sits outside. It is warm for October. Today she is wearing an outfit that makes her feel attractive and capable of anything: a short patterned Versace skirt that she bought for half off at Century 21; a thrift store T-shirt that says wow! on the front in orange letters, which she has mutilated and pinned back together; boots that she thinks might be described as “combat-influenced but ultrafeminine” in Vogue; and large hoop earrings.

Luz looks around for Amelia and makes eye contact with a man at a nearby table who is reading Proust and looks like a musician.

“What’s your name?” asks the musician. He has already romanticized Luz into a modern-day Guinevere and he will go home tonight and write a bad song about her.

“Luz,” she says.

Amelia arrives and the conversation stops before it can start, but Luz is delighted and she wiggles her toes inside her ultrafeminine combat boots and takes her long hair out of its ponytail to show it off to the musician, who keeps one eye on her and one on Proust for the rest of his lunch.

Luz is so happy that she eats two California rolls instead of her usual one.

IX.

Another showcase. Number five. Another band passed over. These were more difficult to turn down than the last—talented, but far too old—and Theo hopes no one else grabs them and makes them big. Theo wishes for their immediate failure.

Last night, Theo unearthed his copy of The Ghost of Tom Joad and left it on the kitchen table for himself so he’d remember to bring it to work. Now he’s fumbling around in his messenger bag for an old Discman he dug out of his closet this morning.

He looks up once the headphones are in place, once Springsteen is urging him forward. Suddenly—there, across the street, at a sidewalk café—he catches a glimpse of the most stunning woman he’s ever seen. She is sitting at a table, looking particularly lost. Is she a tourist? She has that overwhelmed look about her. She is rhythmically kicking one crossed leg at the ground like a child and clutching her water glass at its base. Theo closes his eyes and opens them and she’s still there.

Watch. In thirty seconds, Theo will realize that it’s Luz, but the realization will come too late; for now he has seen her as a stranger—a thought that Theo cannot unthink. He will not go to her.

Instead, Theo will stare as she turns to speak with a man next to her; as she waves to Amelia; as she eats her California rolls in a particularly joyful way. Theo will watch her, from a Chelsea bench, as she pays the bill and stands and yanks at her short skirt and walks on thin legs away from the restaurant and Theo.

Theo won’t go home tonight. Tonight, Theo will sleep at a friend’s apartment, feeling as if he has been halved; he will sleep in a half-empty bed, will sleep with Springsteen’s album going off in his ears and two hands that grope sleepily for their missing counterparts. He never kept much in the apartment anyway. It will be easy for him to pick up his things while Luz is at work the next day.

Theo will leave a note. A note. That’s all.

Next week, Theo will wake and go to work and hear another band that he will sign solely on the basis of the looks of the blond female lead singer, thinking of Jax and what she likes, and he will hate himself a little bit.

In two weeks, Theo will turn his ankle walking drunkenly down into the subway and will wear a cast for the next few months.

In a year, Luz will get pregnant by a man she meets at a party in Williamsburg and will have an abortion. She will notice the coldness of the waiting room seats and will buy an ice cream cone the next day—her first in years. Later in life, she will discover photography. She will have three girls after marrying a man named Fabian. She will die at 102, having outlived her husband and all but one of her children.

And Theo: he will spend most of his life in New York City, rising through the ranks at Titan and becoming a senior vice president, at which point he will retire to the North Shore of Massachusetts, to spend his days boating with his wife, Marie, a former editor, and hosting dinner parties. He will whistle. He will not have children but he will acquire an extensive collection of records, which he will listen to, and watch the sea from his window and look back upon these things: sitting in a car with a girl; moving forward on a Chelsea street in autumn; watching a lover without being seen; being close to any sort of edge but this desperate edge, this edge between earth and water.
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But that’s all some other day.

Now Theo is here, oblivious, standing on Tenth Avenue with his green messenger bag, falling in love with a woman he never really knew anyway. He will not know the pain of that until it is a memory, distant and hallowed, until it is a dream.




2.

Siobhan in Love

I.

The day the second-most-famous gun in the history of rock ’n’ roll sent its lethal shot through the red parts, the gray parts, the lively parts of Kurt Cobain’s mouth and brain, Siobhan had gotten her first period. She had been sitting in an English class with Sister Mary Perpetua. At the class’s end, she rose to find a spot on her chair and knew immediately that its twin was probably blooming across her plaid-covered ass. She sat back down abruptly. She didn’t know what to do. Jamie Kerr had seen, she knew, and might tell his friends later, but he said nothing to her—he just looked shocked and left.

The class filed out and Siobhan was stranded, hands folded, mouth distorted into a panicky smile, face-to-face with a puzzled nun. She wondered if she could run from there to her house without anyone seeing her stained uniform. But it was too late: Sister Mary’s expression had changed and she was going to talk.

“Is anything wrong, Siobhan?” asked Sister Mary Perpetua.

Siobhan had started crying. She was in eighth grade. “I’m leaking,” she had said. She couldn’t make herself say it to a nun: “period.” It was like “panties” or “vagina.”

Sister Mary Perpetua paused and looked scared. “Siobhan, do you mean that your friend is here?”

Siobhan didn’t know what the hell the sister was talking about. She kept crying and covered her face with her hair.
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Later she would reflect—inaccurately—upon the idea that she and Kurt Cobain might have started bleeding simultaneously. Really he had done it the day before it was announced on the news, but Siobhan liked to be romantic about certain things. Her dad always watched channel seven after dinner.

The news anchor, female: “It’s a tragic day for fans of the Seattle-based band Nirvana. Lead singer Kurt Cobain is dead at the age of only twenty-seven in an incident that police are calling an apparent suicide. Cobain was known to have been addicted on and off to narcotics.”

She had said it like “Cobain.”

“Cobain,” said Siobhan, and she thought of the toilet paper in her underwear and how astonishingly white it had been when she had layered it there earlier. No question: it was ruined now. She still hadn’t told her dad she needed pads.

“You like them? Nirvana?” asked her dad, pointing at the anchorwoman with his beer.

Siobhan nodded.

Her dad shook his head in disgust. Kurt Cobain’s sad eyelined gaze considered their dark living room from the TV screen. “Feckin’ eejit. Killin’ yourself is throwin’ away God’s greatest gift.” He took a thoughtful gulp and glanced at Siobhan. “Remember I said that.”

“Dad,” said Siobhan. “My friend is here.”

Her dad had looked around the room. “What the feck are you on about?”
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That night, in her small room, in her small house in Yonkers, Siobhan had lit candles she had taken from the ground by the statue of the Blessed Virgin in front of St. Jeremiah’s. She fumbled under her bed for a copy of Rolling Stone that she had borrowed from her friend Kathleen Hanrahan. She was crying again because she had found a box of tampons among her mum’s old bathroom things, still stuffed into the hall closet as if she might need them again. Siobhan had tried to put one in, but it was the kind with the cotton sticking out of the top and it hurt like hell. She couldn’t imagine ever being able to use one—she wondered if she had read the instructions right. She had thrown it out and changed the toilet paper in her underwear.

Now she was sitting on her bed with candles on the windowsill (presumably holy—they had been blessed by the Virgin, in any case) and a Rolling Stone open to Kurt and a little pocketknife she had gotten from her little brother, Hugh. And she was crying. Kathleen had called her and told her how he died: a gun in the mouth. Siobhan tried to imagine that. Getting the gun. Writing the note. Sitting down. Picking up the gun. Putting it in your mouth.

Pulling the trigger.

Siobhan, looking for an appropriate tribute to the life and death of Kurt Cobain, was working away at her inner ankle with the pocketknife. She was carving “K.C.” just below where her sock would end. It hurt, but not the way the tampon had hurt her and not the way the shot would hurt. She closed her eyes and dug the knife in far enough to really hurt but not bleed too much. She multiplied by a thousand: Would that be death? Would that be a bullet in the mouth?

Kurt was watching her from the magazine. He was beautiful, really beautiful, angelic and blond. Painful to look at.

II.

Siobhan lives in Williamsburg now. She’s on the bus, on her way to an important rehearsal in Manhattan. She and her band have been getting good press recently, and an A&R guy is going to be there, one who’s been prowling around the band for the last few months without offering them anything. Waiting to see if he has competition, Siobhan figures. She thinks it’s funny—she imagines sending the band flowers with notes like “Thanks for last night—you were great. Yours, Geffen Records.” Or planting boxes of chocolate from Universal around the rehearsal space.

Her cell phone rings. It’s Hugh.

“Hi, pal,” she says into the phone. She says it quietly because she’s embarrassed of cell phones—they remind her of businessmen and go-getters.

“Hello?” says Hugh. “Siobhan?”

“Yo,” she says a little louder.

“Hello?”

“Hi, Hugh!” Siobhan says. “Hi!” The old man next to her rattles his newspaper.

“What up. So, aaaah. You know the thing I was telling you about tonight?”

“Nope.” Siobhan is still annoyed at having to shout into her cell phone on a bus.

“Yeah, so anyway, there’s gonna be this ill party at my friend Stats’s apartment, and I was kinda like, to my friend Stats I was like, Yeah, I think I can get them to play. Remember what I was asking you?”

“I’m on my way to rehearsal and I’m not the only one in the band, Hugh.”

“Yeah, but you’re the lead singer.”

“Mike R. has to work after rehearsal.”

“So you’re not gonna do it?” There is a whiny edge to his voice.

“I didn’t say I could definitely, pal.”

“Fine, you’re totally fucking me over, but that’s fine. I’ll just tell Stats my sister’s too cool for his party. No, that’s fine. We just won’t have music.”

Her cell phone beeps at her and she sees her friend Lenore is calling her.

“Hugh, Huey,” she says. “Lenore’s on the other line. I’m sorry.”

Hugh hangs up on her. He will pout for the next hour and then beat a friend in basketball, which will cheer him up.

Siobhan feels bad. There’s some girl that Hugh’s been trying to impress. But she’s late for rehearsal and the bus is stopped in traffic and Hugh’s always been a baby.

The old man with the newspaper takes a page and rips it into evenly sized shreds, one of which he wads into a ball and pops into his mouth.

He turns to Siobhan and winks. “Can’t be too careful!” he says cheerily through a mouthful of recycled paper and black ink.
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Siobhan runs up two long flights of stairs to the loft they use for practice. Everyone is sitting around when she gets there. Katia and Pete and the A&R guy are smoking up in a corner. Mike G. is tuning up. Mike R. is glaring at the door and he doesn’t alter his expression when Siobhan walks through the frame. Siobhan has been late to every rehearsal this week, and Mike R. is pissed off. He set up this meeting with the A&R guy personally.

Siobhan smiles apologetically at Mike R., gestures with her chin toward the A&R guy—who looks perfectly content and is taking an enormous hit from Pete’s three-foot bong—and shrugs.

The A&R guy looks up in a stoned way and notices Siobhan. He gets up and walks over: “Hey there.”

“Hi, Theo,” says Siobhan. She turns away to get her Fender out and tune up with Mike G.

Theo is annoyed that Siobhan never pays much attention to him. He’s more used to bands who crave his attention, who make fools of themselves for it. He backs off and leans against a wall coolly. He considers saying something like, “Oh, man! You know what, I’ve got a meeting now.” But the Burn is musically tight, they’ve got catchy rock songs (real rock, thinks Theo), they have an obsessive and dedicated, if modest, fan base, and they’ve got something important: a female lead singer. Theo knows chick singers are going to be the next big thing. He wants in on it. He’s going to get fired if he doesn’t sign someone good soon.

He’s really high.

The band starts playing and Siobhan gets into it, does the little bent-kneed thing, bobs up and down with her legs pressed together. She swings her head back and forth when she’s playing guitar and raises her eyebrows when she sings.

Sometimes she wonders if she’s imitating someone else—the way she moves, the way she sings—but mostly she’s too busy drowning in notes, keeping up with her own breath, to think.

It is only when playing music that she feels truly at ease in the world. Her whole life, she feels she has been working hard to know who she is; when she is playing before an audience, she is able to say to herself, “Well, this is who I am,” and believe it.

III.

Siobhan’s parents met in Dublin in the late 1970s. Her mother, Patricia, was a student at UCD. Her dad was a barman. Patricia was majoring in Irish literature. She liked Ulysses because of the sound of it and because she loved Joyce’s fascination with her own history.

Patricia and her friends used to sit in pubs for hours and get drunk and talk about boys—men? it was such an awkward age—and Yeats and U2. They were all young and foolish and horribly torn between Catholicism and the impressive club of academia. At school, they laughed at wrinkled old incense-smelling religion, along with Joyce and Freud and the others. At home, they said their rosaries with guilty fervor and went to Mass with their mums and das like all Catholic girls did.

One night Patricia got to the Burren before her friends did, and she went up to the bar and ordered a pint.

Siobhan’s dad—the barman—said, “Okay, but it’ll cost you.” He was trying to be funny, but that was what came out.

Patricia looked at him like he was weird and said, “Has the price changed, or what?”

Frank—that was Siobhan’s dad—said, “No, I was just trying to think of something to say to you. You and your friends always coming in here and me never saying anything to you.”

After that, he asked her to dinner.

[image: ]

Siobhan liked to hear that story when she was younger. Patricia was best at telling it—she related Frank’s verbal incompetence in a hilariously exaggerated way—and Frank always pretended to be mad but laughed at the end. “Okay, but it’ll cost you!” Patricia would say, low-voiced, hysterical.

Siobhan was twelve when her mum died. It was unexpected, and that was the worst part, Siobhan always thought. Her mum had gotten ill and waited to get better. Two weeks later she was gone; they said it was an infection that could have been easily cured had Patricia seen a doctor right away.

Siobhan never understood why anyone would say that. Rubbing it in like that. Making her mother look foolish, like the victim of something, when she was the smartest person Siobhan knew. Smarter than her dad, certainly. Smarter than her teachers.

Her dad had let Siobhan and Hugh stay home from school for a week, and then he sent them off. Partly, Siobhan thought, it was so he could have the house to himself to look at photo albums and cry. When she went back to school it was as if nothing had changed; her friends kind of tiptoed around her a little bit, but that was it. She knew that the sisters had told her classmates about her mother while Siobhan was at home.

A lot of them came to the memorial service, dragged there by their own Irish parents. The mums swooped down on Siobhan and Hugh and Frank and gave teary hugs and words of encouragement and trifles. The dads frowned a little stiffly and shook Frank’s hand and said, “If there’s anything …”

Siobhan’s classmates hung back shyly until they discovered one another and then chatted, even laughing sometimes. Siobhan could see the only way they could make themselves feel sad was by picturing their own mums dying. Then their eyes would get teary
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