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Saturday, May 5

I squeezed my eyes shut and tried to become one with the concrete wall, sweaty hands clenched under my armpits. My guitar hung over my shoulders, and I had to take care not to knock it against the wall.

Calvin controlled his tension by tapping out rhythms on a table with his drumsticks. The others looked calmer than they probably felt, listening to the speeching through the double doors. Cameron wiped away a tear as the toast to the bride wrapped up.

“I love weddings,” he said.

“You okay, Griffin?” Calvin asked, spinning his sticks through his fingers.

“Just nervous.” A sudden undulation assailed my innards, and my mouth watered unpleasantly. I hastily handed Calvin my guitar and rushed down the blindingly white service corridor to the bathroom, nearly colliding with one of the servers on my way in. The stall door crashed against the wall, but I got there in time to throw up in the toilet and not all over the floor. I always think it’s important to celebrate these little accomplishments. I rinsed my mouth and splashed water on my face. Bugger the makeup. Priorities, you know. 

I ran my fingers through my short hair, begging it to respond anew to the mountains of hair product I had scrunched into it earlier, and patted down my skirt. Along with the sparkly T-shirt, I looked nice. Professional. At age twenty-seven, I wasn’t interested in looking like a teenager.

When I got back, it was Pep Talk Time. “We’ve gotta be good tonight, you guys.” Words failed me.

“We are good,” Calvin assured me. “We just have to do what we do, and the rest will happen.” I guess I looked doubtful because he stared at me with his brotherly brown eyes. “You’re a good musician, Griffin.” He touched my shoulder. I tried to feel confident.

“Where’s Jason?” Andy said.

I looked around, gripped with a sudden panic. They were beginning the final speech, and I hadn’t even noticed our lead guitarist hadn’t joined us in the back hall. Was he still in the warm-up room? What the heck was he—?

Jason sauntered up, knocking into a cart filled with empty juice jugs, three of which clattered to the floor. “Don’t fret your pretty little head, Andy-baby, I’m right here.”

“Shh!” Cameron told him. “They’re right through there.” He pointed to the flimsy doors.

“What. Ever.” Jason grabbed me around the waist. He swung me into the path of a busboy, who had to dodge with his armload of dirty plates. Jason didn’t even notice. “I’m all set to play some shitty wedding music with my hot girl. Can we rock it up a little, Griff? I’ve gone over the set list, and it’s totally fucked.”

I stopped the twirling and grabbed his roving hands. “Be quiet,” I insisted. “The set list is fine; it’s made up of songs our client wants to hear.”

“The client is fucked,” Jason replied with no attempt at sotto voce. “Where’s the Zep and Acka Dacka? I want to rock out with some hot solos.”

Calvin came closer. “There are lots of nice solos in the set list.”

“Shut the fuck up, Drummer Boy; just worry about keeping a steady tempo for a change.”

An awful thought occurred to me, and I pulled Jason into the well-lit kitchen area. “What have you been doing?” I stared at him, searching for clues.

“Getting in the mood to play some lame-ass shit wedding music with my hot girl.” He ground his hips into me and tried to kiss me with booze-smelling breath. I pushed him away.

“Don’t you ‘hot girl’ me. You’re not just hot, you’re fried!”

His dilated red eyes confirmed it. Not only was he drunk, he was baked on I don’t even know what. I thought I might throw up again.

“Come on, Jason, this is our big break! What are you doing?”

“Knock it off. You’re such a fucking control freak.”

“What? Just because I—”

Then it happened. The MC’s voice said, “And now, Griffin Trowbridge and Dreamline.”

Red haze billowed before my eyes. It was my big moment, and I didn’t think I could walk let alone remember how to play a G chord. Calvin held the door, and as I passed, I took back my guitar.

He put a steadying hand on my arm. “It’ll be fine, Griff.”

I actually believed him.

Teryn and Quinn, the bride and groom, stood just below us on the parquet dance floor. Arms around each other’s waists, they awaited the first glorious strains of You’re My Best Friend. Their eager smiles said they intended to love us. Many cell phones waited to record the moment.

I plugged in, turned on my amp, adjusted my guitar strap on my shoulder, and strummed to make sure I had sound. The others got themselves set too, and I made a final tweak to the position of my microphone. I was about to give the nod to begin when I realised Jason had planted himself directly in front of his amp. Puzzled, I backed up and was about to ask him if there was a problem when he cranked his amp up to eleven, creating a mind-blowing blast of feedback. 

Sound hurtled through the air, and I slapped my hands over my ears. Jason clamped his fingertips on the strings and struck the most dissonant chord I’d ever heard. He launched into an insanely obnoxious solo and thrashed at the strings as if they were a swarm of hornets. He stepped up to the microphone and screamed pseudo-melodic obscenities at the crowd.

“What the hell?” I gaped at Jason, who couldn’t hear me over the sound of his tirade. A bunch of people stampeded to the doors of the banquet hall, causing a nasty bottleneck as too many people tried to push through at once, and a modern symphony of shrieking added to the cacophony. Some folks stayed at their tables with hands slapped over their ears, and a couple of die-hards with cell phones braved the noise to post us on social media.

Andy nearly knocked over his keyboard as he tried to get around to Jason. Cameron reached to clamp down on Jason’s strings, but it was tricky while holding a bass, and Jason moved around too much. Calvin had leaped off the back of the stage.

“Shut it, Jason! What do you think you’re doing?” Andy yelled and, having reached him, tried to wrestle his guitar out of his hands. It was as if it were tied to him with duct tape.

“Easy now, easy, come on, hold on,” Cameron said in a lame effort to reason with him.

But there was no breaking through Jason’s new El Screamo style, and he kept on. I could hardly understand a word, but it sounded like, “Fucking shit crap rich people can suck my balls,” and any number of other charming phrases, mixed in with his grocery list.

I stormed across the stage and snatched the microphone away from him, just as Calvin unplugged Jason’s amplifier. The high-pitched guitar squeal was replaced by horrified silence.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” I screamed at him.

Jason shot insults at me as if I were a human silhouette at a rifle range. Then he crashed off the stage without a backward glance and bolted out the back door. Clatter upon smash of metal trays on the concrete floor receded down the corridor with him and faded away.

The entire episode had taken no more than about twenty seconds, but it was enough. I rotated on my feet to survey the results. The groom clutched his bride close as if protecting her from flying shrapnel. Her mascara had run so she resembled Alice Cooper.

Her father, high-powered businessman Carl Snifter, who had been comforting his wife, strode toward me shaking his finger, his face red and puckered with rage. I must have been in shock, or else I’d probably have reacted differently. I ignored him. The rest of my band waited for me to do something. I did the only thing I could.

With hands a-tremble, I picked up my acoustic and plugged it in. I strummed a chord and adjusted the tuning, vaguely aware of Snifter barking at me. I played the opening bars of You’re My Best Friend. Calvin switched from sticks to brushes, Cameron plucked the root note on his bass, and Andy changed the setting from rock organ to acoustic piano. My voice was a bit tremulous, but we bluffed our way through an unrehearsed, unplugged version of the first dance.

Snifter’s wife called him to attend her at some point because he stalked off. The bride and groom held each other in the middle of the floor. He tried to get her to dance; spoilt brat that she was, she had apparently decided we were pure evil and stamped her feet.

I thought we did okay, but I guess the evening had already been ruined for most people. We kept playing in a futile effort to placate the guests. The only reason we got through three songs was that the host and hostess were mollifying the crowd with free drinks. Teryn turned on the waterworks whenever her dad walked near her, and when he had a break from apologising to the guests, she wept openly in his arms. I heard her wail, “Make them go away, Dad!”

Snifter signalled to the DJ, who pressed Play, thereby ending our set a quarter of the way in. My heart sank. The DJ was supposed to play music just during our breaks. Snifter patted Teryn’s back and turned to me again, exchanging his There There face for a You Are Going to Rue the Day face. He came right up on stage and towered over me. He smiled.

“If you do not have your gear packed up and removed from this stage in ten minutes, I will have my bodyguards remove it and you.” He opened his suit jacket, and for a brief moment, I thought he was drawing a gun. It was a rectangular piece of paper. A cheque. “See this?” He held it up so I could see it was made out in my name. In the amount of $2,000.00. He tore it into tidy, narrow strips. A shredder wouldn’t have done much more damage. “I am going to make damn sure that every person in my circle of acquaintance hears about this.” 

Despondent, I looked levelly at the buttons on his vest. “The only thing worse than being talked about is not being talked about.”

Apparently Carl Snifter did not think better of me for my ability to quote Oscar Wilde. His pressed lips and widened eyes, not to mention the trembling and twitching of his entire torso, indicated a desire to slap me upside the head. “Ten minutes.” He stormed off.

Even that might have been all right if it hadn’t been for Teryn. She came up to me while I coiled microphone cable.

“I hope you’re satisfied. You totally destroyed what was meant to be the happiest day of my life.”

Without looking up—or thinking—I heard words come out of my mouth. “Geez, if we could ruin your wedding day, you’d better rethink your choice of husband.”

She welled up. No shit. I would have too. Hiking up her skirts, she ran off.
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An hour later, I said good night on the loading dock to Andy and Cameron, in whose truck we had loaded all the sound equipment for them to return to the rental place. I was taking the bus home, so I took my amp, backpack, and two guitar cases up in the elevator to the hotel lobby and plunked down on a cushy sofa to mope before leaving.

“Could have been worse.” Calvin sat down beside me. It was quiet here, though I felt heartsick to know canned music was playing in the banquet hall upstairs.

“Could it?”

“There’ll be other gigs, Griff.”

“Not if Snifter has anything to say about it.” The man was an arrogant jerk, but he had power in the business community. “I can’t believe I told him off! Him and Teryn.” I buried my face in Calvin’s shoulder. “Why did I do that? Was that even me talking? What is wrong with me?” I pushed myself away from him and stared at the ceiling. “Not a single person asked for our business card. We’re in debt to the eyeballs for sound equipment and rehearsal space.” I held up my cell phone. “There are already a dozen terrifically unflattering shots of us online, with captions like, ‘Band from Hell’ and ‘Wedding Band Banned from Wedding.’ Not exactly what I was hoping for.”

Calvin was silent. He knew when I needed to vent.

“Besides which, Teryn dances with my sister. She’ll make Jillian’s life miserable, even though Jillian’s got nothing to do with this. Teryn’s just that kind of person. And her mom was a regular in my mom’s shop. I think she even bought her mother-of-the-bride dress there.” My mom, in an uncharacteristic display of support for me, had told her about my band, which is how we got the gig. “She’ll never go back to my mom’s shop. She’ll get all her little sheep friends to avoid it too. My mother’s not going to speak to me for weeks.”

Calvin threw his arm over my shoulder. “Give thanks for small mercies,” he said with a crooked smile. I laughed a little at his valiant effort to cheer me up. And after all, I wasn’t mad at him. I don’t think I could be mad at Calvin if I grasped at the tiniest of straws.

“At least the wedding cake is beautiful. My dad’s reputation should remain intact.”

“Well, actually . . .”

“Oh no. What?”

“Jason pulled one more stunt before he left. He, uh, switched the little bride and groom on the top with a pair from the wedding next door.”

“So?”

“It was a gay wedding.”

My head dropped back onto the couch headrest, Calvin’s arm in between. Could things possibly get worse?

“Hey, you’re still coming to my sister’s wedding in Victoria, right?”

“Of course.”

“Good. I was worried you’d be put off weddings forever.”

I couldn’t help but smile. “I’ll be there. I’ve had the May long weekend highlighted on my calendar for weeks.” My spirits lifted a touch just thinking about it. “And it’ll just be you and me playing. Two acoustics and two vocals, it’s gonna sound great. I hope Teresa loves it.”

“She will. No berserk guitar solos?”

“I promise.”

Calvin gave my shoulder a squeeze. “You okay getting home?”

I nodded. “I think I need to just breathe for a few more minutes.”

“Well, good night, Griff.” He drew his black bomber jacket around him. “Don’t hang around here too late now.” I watched him walk away from me, cymbal case in one hand and drumsticks jutting out of his back pocket. He was whistling Some Enchanted Evening and I chuckled. I had never known Calvin to ever let anything get him down. His good cheer faded into the subdued hubbub of the hotel front desk and disappeared as the elevator door closed.

I stared at the carpet in front of me and pushed back tears. I swear if I ever see Jason again, I’ll skewer him. When a pair of black boots at the end of black legs appeared in my vision and blocked the abstract pattern I’d been staring at, I didn’t notice at first.

“Rough night, was it?” The accent was unidentifiably foreign.

I looked up and squinted at the figure silhouetted by the pot light behind him. I wasn’t exactly startled—I was too drained for that—but curious. “Not stellar.”

The figure stepped into my private pool of despair. Tallish, sharply dressed in black trousers and one of those long, full-skirted coats like men used to wear in Dickens’ day. He even wore a top hat. I didn’t recall seeing him among the wedding guests; he stood out too much to have missed him. He had the kind of face romance novels describe as “finely chiselled features,” and might have been of mixed ethnic background, one Indian parent and one, say, Japanese. The guy was breathtakingly beautiful.

“My wedding was dreary beyond belief.”

“You the groom?” I asked, eyeing his getup.

“No, a friend. I felt a need to leave, so I came to observe your ‘stellar’ event.”

I got the sense he was laughing at me, so I declined to say anything.

He smiled apologetically. “Your wedding had thought-provoking entertainment.” 

“How much did you see?”

“I at least witnessed the beginning, the middle, and the end of your part in it.” He peeled off his black leather gloves. “What will you do about a lead guitarist?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know, advertise maybe.”

He pocketed his gloves and sat next to me. He sat straight, on the edge of the couch with his feet just so and his hands on his knees.

“Guitarists, I am told, are a dime a dozen.” 

Was he trying to reassure me? “The average ones are.” I knew I sounded defeatist. But why should a total stranger be so interested? “The good ones are harder to find.”

“How about the brilliant ones?”

I laughed. “Rarer than diamonds.”

He made an, “Ah,” kind of sound.

“I suppose I don’t even need a new guitarist,” I went on. “Mr. Snifter’ll make sure I never play in this city again.”

“There are other cities.”

He rose and a business card was in my fingers so smoothly, I still can’t recall how it got there. “Come to the address on the back tomorrow night at nine. I’ll have an opportunity waiting for you. I’m rather fond of diamonds.”

He was gone so suddenly, I would have sworn he’d vanished like a soap bubble. I looked down at his card.

 

Rickenbacker Topiary

Salamander House of Music and Pudding

Finder of People and Things


2

Sunday, May 6

The first thing I did in the morning was log into CAPPA—the Conflict-Avoiding People-Pleasers Association—my online support group.

 

Hey gang. Bad night last night. Guitarist boyfriend had a freak-out and left the gig. I told off the bride and her dad . . . I am never going to get to play in this city again! I’m a mess. 

Weird man approached me afterward saying he knows a lead guitarist. I just have to go to his place tomorrow night. Should I do this?

Big time stressing!

~WingedLion

 

There. Somebody would get back to me, and I would feel better.

I drifted into the music store around ten, in time to learn that my 10:30 student, Hon Jun, had cancelled. 

“His bird has to go in for wing surgery,” Brian, the store owner, explained as he rearranged small percussion instruments in the front display case, clavés, shakers, and so forth.

Just as well. I didn’t feel like I’d be any good to him.

“Wait. What?” I said. That was the most bizarre excuse I’d ever heard.

“I said, ‘He got called into work,’” Brian said.

I stopped mid-jacket removal. “Hunh? That’s not what you said.” I wasn’t angry, I was just confused.

“Certainly it was. Are you feeling okay?”

“Ye-es.” I drew the word out because all of a sudden Brian was arranging toy furniture in the display case. I backed away and hung up my jacket on my office door.

“How was the gig?” Brian called.

I stuck my head back around the corner. To my relief, he had a cabasa in one hand and a tambourine in the other.

“I guess you haven’t checked Twitter yet this morning.” I looked around to make sure there were no customers in the store before I said anything rude. I could hear someone’s trumpet lesson going on in a practice room, but that was all.

“Uh-oh. Didn’t make a good impression on Ol’ Snifty?”

“We made a very deep impression on him. Especially Jason with his drug-and-alcohol-induced thrasher solo.”

“Uh-oh,” Brian said again.

I gave him the rundown of events. “Is it too late to return the Telecaster? I don’t suppose I’ll ever need a guitar again.”

“Aw, come on, Griffin, cheer up; there’ll be other gigs.”

Everyone seemed pretty sure of that. Easy for them to say. “Yeah well, I need a new lead guitarist before I can even think about other gigs.”

“That shouldn’t be too hard. Put up an ad on the store bulletin board,” he suggested. “Seriously, Griffin, Jason isn’t so good he’s irreplaceable.”

Fair enough.

Brian cocked his head. “Do I take it Jason is also no longer your significant other?”

I rolled my eyes. “Definitely an ‘other.’ No longer remotely significant. Not that I’ve told him yet.”

“Aw, I’m sorry, really.”

I shrugged. “I’m not. I should have done it a long time ago.” I turned and stared at the office door, steeling myself. It was one thing to talk about it, and another thing altogether to do it. “Here goes.”

I went into the office and tried not to think as I picked up the phone, palms sweating, and speed-dialled Jason’s cell before I could talk myself out of it. 

Phew! He didn’t pick up—he almost never did. It went to his voice mail.

Not talkin’ right now. Prob’ly hung over. Talk to me.

How could I ever have found that amusing?

“Jason, it’s me,” my voice trembled in my ears. “I want you to . . . get over to my apartment and get your shit out.” The words rushed out like a waterfall. “Don’t let the door hit you on the ass as you leave. Drop your key through the mail slot when you’re through. Oh, and you’ll need to find someone else to feed your fish when you go to your brother’s next weekend.” I hung up. Then I stood there and trembled for several minutes, tears welling. Golly, I really needed to talk to my support group. How could I abandon Jason’s fish?

“Mrs. Osley left a message to see if she can change Dominic’s lesson to four on Tuesday,” Brian told me when I joined him back at the counter. He pretended not to notice me wiping my eyes on my sleeves. “He has a tournament game at six.”

I thought it was a bit odd for a hockey tournament to carry over onto a Tuesday, but at least he hadn’t cancelled his lesson altogether. I was grateful for Mrs. Osley’s emphasis on the importance of Dominic’s having music and sports in his life.

“And Jennifer won’t be here today because she has a hair appointment.”

A hair appointment? Well, it wasn’t the lamest excuse the teen had given for missing a lesson. She never practised and she skipped at least every third week. Oh well, store policy was for people to pay in advance, so it was no skin off my nose. 

But then Brian went on. “Yeah, she’s totes getting extensions and blonde streaks? I tried to talk her into getting it bleached? And then getting, like, purple stripes, but just, like, underneath, y’know, so you can only see it when it’s up?”

I stared at him. He was filing his nails as he chatted.

“But she was like, ‘No, that’s too much, and I don’t like the way the bleach is, like, hard on your hair n’stuff,’ and I was like, ‘Okay, it’ll look adorbs, anyways?’”

I needed coffee. Stat. I went to get my mug from my desk and came back.

“Are you sure you’re okay, Griffin? You just walked away from me when I was giving you instructions.”

He wasn’t holding a nail file. He was holding a stack of sheet music. I shook my head.

“Geez, I’m sorry. I don’t know what’s up today.” I gave a fake sort of chuckle. “Cobwebs in my brain.”

Brian handed me a stack of sheet music to file then went off to the storeroom to work on instrument repairs. I set down the stack and grabbed coffee from the break room. Anything to help clear this crazy head. 

I examined the stack of papers. He’d already sorted the sheets according to instrument and alphabetized them (thanks, Brian), so I carried the stack over to the sheet music bins. Solo flute arrangements were on the top of the pile, so I leafed through until I had them all and carried the smaller bundle to the flute music section. I flipped through composers in the bin, looking for Bach, and discovered a bunch of trombone and alto sax parts. I kept flipping. Virtually everything had been misfiled. “Who screwed this all up?” Irritated as hell I started yarding out pieces of sheet music and trying to sort it all out again. The bell on the door jingled.

A young red-haired woman came into the store and headed straight for the books of pop songs arranged for piano and guitar. “Let me know if I can help you find anything,” I called across the store in my usual friendly customer service voice. She thanked me and I went back to my project. I sorted and replaced, all the while aware of the young woman singing quietly to herself. As I filed, her volume rose until I could make out words. 

The wedding was a bust. Jason wasn’t very funny.
And now you’re in the hole. Gotta make some more money.

I stared at her, but she seemed not to notice me. I crept closer, sort of hiding between the shelves of music. 

You’re not feeling satisfied, and I can understand.
You’re looking for a chance to play with a great band.

“Griffin, what are you doing?” Brian stood over my filing mess with his arms wide. His quizzical expression featured eyebrows shaped like ski jumps, as he stared at me cowering behind the shelf. The woman left the store. I slunk sheepishly back to the shambles of music on the floor.

“Sorry, I was sorting all this, but that woman was singing something really weird.”

“Umm, it sounded like Sarah McLachlan’s Fallen to me.”

“No, it was something else. The words were about—”

“And what the heck’s all this?” Brian went on, gesturing at the floor. “You’ve pulled out every piece of flute music in the store.” He was smiling as if he thought I were a bit goofy, but he also wanted an answer.

I looked over all the music. It was, indeed, all flute music. “But this is— I swear this was all misfiled trombone and alto sax stuff.”

“Are you okay, Griffin? I dug some stuff out of here yesterday and it was all just fine. Please put it back in order?”

I nodded and knelt on the carpet, feeling stupid. I hadn’t even been out as late last night as I expected, and yet my brain was just not functioning properly. I got all the music put away by the time my 1:30 lesson arrived.

Trevor and I sealed ourselves in a practice room, and I settled down to teaching him how to play a B7 chord. His hand was kind of small, so he had some trouble getting his first finger to hold down the entire second fret, but he’d get it. I gave him an E minor arpeggio progression to work on for a few minutes and went to the washroom. When I came back, I nearly dropped dead.

Trevor was finger-picking Bach’s Bourrée in E Minor as if he were Lenny Breau. I stood in the doorway of the practice room staring, horror struck, at my ten-year-old student. When he finished, he looked up at me.

“What?”

I gulped air, swallowed, and said, “What . . . was that?”

He looked about ready to cry. “E minor, A minor, and B7. Isn’t that what you wanted me to play?”

I counted to ten, took deep breaths, and wondered what had gone wrong with my brain today. I smiled at him. “It was great. Why don’t you play it one more time for me?” I shut the door and sat down.

No more Bach. Just arpeggios. I finished up the rest of his half-hour lesson then told Brian I was done for the day. It was only fair.

Jason still hadn’t come by my place while I was at work. I put the chain on the door so he couldn’t burst in on me when I was home. I sat on the couch with my laptop and logged in to CAPPA, hopeful the sage advice of my group would help. To my relief there were some replies. 

 

Iamworthy: Guitarist boyfriend freakout not your fault, WingedLion. You’ll get through it.

PowerofNo: Sounds exciting, WingedLion. Avoiding this opportunity would not promote growth.

NerdBird27: You’re not responsible for their feelings, WingedLion. Take a risk. Your self-worth is within.

 

I nodded, and took a deep breath. They were right. 

Feeling only marginally better about the wedding gig, but a lot better about meeting with this Rickenbacker fellow, I went for a nap. I hoped I would wake up with a clearer head that would not daydream odd things.

At 8:00 pm I caught the train to go downtown. The address was handwritten on the back of the card, so I wasn’t sure if I was looking for a House of Music and Pudding or someplace else entirely. What on earth was a House of Pudding, anyway?

The street was more like an alley, narrow, dark. It being the beginning of May, it wasn’t completely black at 8:52 pm, but there were swathes of shadow between the patches of light from the streetlamps. Dust and oil smells seeped out of the cracked concrete, and the hum of traffic a few blocks away faded into the distance as if someone had slowly closed a door on it.

“Why are you here, you moron?” I muttered. Even homeless people avoided this place. I spun around at a clatter of cardboard  and plastic. A raccoon ambled out, apparently embarrassed, but at seeing me, he composed himself and blamed the garbage can with a disgusted look. Fixing his disdainful, beady eyes on me, he shrugged and sauntered across the street, his dignity intact.

I pulled out my cell to check the time: 8:54. Then the display light went out. That’s funny. I pressed the button. Blank. I had just charged it at home. Damn. Seized with a clench of alarm, I felt like my lifeline had left me. I overcame my instinct to flee and went on down the street, realizing I must look peculiar, standing still like that, to someone watching from one of the black windows above. I checked the address again, compared it to the one across the street, and followed the raccoon. 1160 . . . 1156 . . . 1152.

The three-story brick building had no accoutrements. The list of tenants at the door indicated it was mostly an office building, with some apartments. With the businesses closed for the night, any residents would have it mighty peaceful.

The button next to #301 was simply labelled OCCUPIED. I crossed my fingers that I had the right place. Wiping my hands on my jacket, I wished I had told Calvin or Jillian or somebody that I was coming here. Heart hammering, I counted to three—no, make it five . . . how about ten?—and pressed the button. If it buzzed somewhere within, I couldn’t hear it. 

A tinny, fuzzy-edged voice popped out of the speaker. “Yes?”

“Uh, it’s me—” I pushed the pitch of my voice back down to normal range. “—Griffin. I’m here to see, uh, Mr. Topiary?”

A pause.

“You sure?”

“What?”

“You sure you want to?”

A pause. Longer. “Umm, yeah. Why? Is there some reason I shouldn’t?”

“I don’t know. Come in, then. Elevator’s round to the left.”

“Thanks.” The buzzer on the door echoed along the street like a train whistle in a tunnel. Nerves jangling, I went in.

It turned out to be a freight elevator, one of those square, girdered affairs with a nice view of the interior framing of the building. It creaked and groaned and scraped when I pressed the button, and I shielded my head from the monster descending upon me. The doors clanged and clattered open, and I tentatively stepped in, fearful that it would shudder and give up and plummet to the unknown depths of the building. By the time I was halfway up, I finally clued in that I could have taken the stairs. I might as well have brought a brass band with me; it would have been quieter. The lift jounced and shook and moaned like a banshee, and though, to be fair, it did deposit me on the third floor, it left me rattled and shaken. As it powered down, the silence that replaced it billowed like thick fog.

I leaned a hand on the nicotine-stained velvet-and-gold-foil wallpaper and wondered why I hadn’t insisted this Finder of People and Things present his opportunity to me on neutral territory. Or I could at least have gone to his place of business; this sure didn’t look like a House of Pudding. How was I supposed to be professionally aloof in my current state? I breathed and moved forward. My feet made plocking sounds as I stepped along the plastic carpet runner that preserved the flea-bitten red plush beneath. I peered around the corner, and there was room 301. You couldn’t miss it.

The numbers were each a foot tall and arranged vertically next to the door in bright orange numerals. I stopped outside the door and checked the time. Oh yeah, right. Not working.

The door opened before I could knock. A tall, slim Mr. Darcy–esque figure greeted me, his 19th-century trousers and jacket not incongruous with the coat he was wearing when I met him. “Won’t you come in?” Rickenbacker Topiary said.

“Should I take my shoes off?”

He regarded me with one puzzled eyebrow lifted. “That won’t be necessary.”

I followed him down the angled corridor and blinked at the bright colours. It was like the place was stuck back in the seventies, with sploshes of fiery red, orange, and yellow in angular rainbows up and down the walls. The hallway widened into a living-room space, where a white faux-fur rug obscured much of the red shag carpet. A mirrored desk sat just off centre, and an expansive leather couch with a plaid throw across the back and lots of cushions rested in one corner, a glass-topped coffee table in front of it. Funky.

“Love the fur,” I said.

“You could remove your shoes if you wanted; the rug is very soft.”

“So, do you live here alone, or with roommates?”

“Oh, we don’t live here,” he said. “We meet here. Please sit down. Would you care for a glass of wine?”

“Oh.” I was still processing the ‘we meet here’ line. “Sure. Thanks.”

He disappeared around the corner and left me alone with the faux fur. I sat gingerly on the couch, feeling just a little silly for having assumed he lived here. Duh. But who has their office hours at 9:00 at night? Out of habit, I checked my phone again and was surprised to see it read 9:03. Weird.

Part of me knew I ought to feel wary. I was, after all, a lone female in the presence of a man who was a complete stranger and in an unusual location. I kicked myself again for not having told at least my sister where I was going. But having said all that, I didn’t feel uncomfortable. It was perhaps counterintuitive, especially given that my cell was acting up, but I felt safe. In control.

My host, or whatever you call him when you aren’t at his home, returned with a tray bearing a wine glass and a stoneware decanter. He set it down on the coffee table and poured for me. The wine was purple. It gurgled and foamed as he poured. 

“Wow, that’s unusual.”

“What is?” He set the decanter down and handed me the glass.

“Umm, the wine. I’ve never seen foaming wine before.”

“Oh? It is by appointment to the king. Where do you come from?”

“Well, here.”

“Do you want to meet him?”

Puzzled as hell, I said, “Who? The king?”

“I believe I promised you an opportunity?”

I sort of laughed, embarrassed and definitely confused. “Oh. Yeah.”

“Come this way.”

I took a hesitant sip of the wine as I got up. It was a little on the sweet side but not abominable. The weird thing was that the foam on top tasted like whipped cream.

I followed him through the doorway next to the couch and down a corridor. Several closed doors lined the hallway, and I half expected people to start coming out of them and criss-crossing the hall to enter other rooms. The red shag was no more. Here the walls were lime green and sky blue stripes, with pale orange carpet. 

“What sort of business do you do here?”

“This,” he paused before a heavy door at the end of the hall, “is where everything begins.”
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Rickenbacker pushed the door, and the sounds bursting through it were nothing short of awe inspiring. Purple wine with whipped cream and seventies shag? Fine by me. I passed Rickenbacker into the theatre—at least, that’s what it felt like: a big, open studio with a high ceiling and subdued lighting. Band equipment waited—keyboard, deep red Ayotte drum kit, amplifiers. But at that moment, just one musician was present. The most gorgeous man I’d ever laid eyes on stood in a waterfall of light against an azure blue cyclorama. And he played.

I couldn’t take my eyes off him as I sank into a cushy surface. He filled his jeans and T-shirt, leaving no surplus fabric, but although his body was attractive, it was not what seized my attention. Fingers flying effortlessly along the frets and tapping out harmonics, he played like he was channelling Steve Howe, Alex Lifeson, Jimi Hendrix, and Mark Knopfler combined. 

I love watching a good musician lose himself in his playing. Nothing else exists in the world but that glorious ocean of sound. His eyes were one moment open, closed the next, looking at the instrument or at some image in his mind or the air in front of him. His shoulder-length hair swayed, and his mouth, eyes, and brows contorted in a kind of ecstasy. I recognised moment after moment from some of my favourite guitar solos, interspersed with passages I’d never heard before. There went the Sultans of Swing, right on its heels was Starship Trooper, segueing seamlessly into Black Magic Woman. Fast, slow, frenetic, sensual. I sat in awe.

His fingers tangled out one final riff, and his arm lifted into the air. The overtones floated to the ceiling and suspended there. I hardly noticed he’d stopped playing. I was in love. I could tell he didn’t want to break the spell either, as he remained motionless, eyes closed. And when he finally opened them, lowered his hand, and searched for a reaction in the dim light, he grinned shyly and didn’t even toss his hair around like someone else I knew. Here was a guy who deserved to be conceited as hell, yet I could tell he wasn’t. He knew he was good—oh yes, he was no idiot—but he had the air of believing it was a gift he didn’t have a right to. He was too good to be true, yet here he stood before me.

Ducking underneath the strap of his royal blue Variax 700, he set it on the stand.

At long last I found my voice. “Wow, that was . . .” I searched for adequate words. “Really amazing,” I finished before I’d found any.

“Thanks,” he replied, both hands on the arms of the chair as he plopped into it. “I hear you’re no slouch yourself.”

I was stunned. “What?” God, I never knew I was capable of sounding so stupid.

He nodded in the direction of Mr. Topiary. “He tells me you played an entire set, unexpectedly without a lead. And you did it unplugged.”

“Umm.” I didn’t know what to say. Would my brain ever join me again? “It was really only three and a half songs.”

He stretched out his hand. “My name is Matteo.”

“Griffin.” Holy shit! I swear when I took his hand, there was an electrical shock. And no, I don’t mean he’d rubbed his feet on the carpet. It was a . . . an energy surge, sort of a wave. Like when you’re on an elevator that rapidly goes down. Or like that time we’d been hit with such wicked feedback during a gig, I’d nearly fallen over. Only this was more localized, flying up my arm rather than a full-body thing.

“Do you want to meet the guys?” the guitar god said. “The rest of the band?”

“I . . . uh . . . well . . . umm . . . if . . . where? This . . . hm . . . five.” I’m sure that’s what I said.

“Come on.” He took a step, and he hadn’t let go of my hand, so I was rising and following him over to the band’s setup. “Grab a guitar; let’s play something.”

Next thing I knew, I had a twelve-string slung over my shoulders and I was surrounded by several other musicians who took position at their instruments, and Matteo was listing off names but I didn’t hear a word he said, and he played a familiar lead guitar riff, and I strummed at exactly the right moment, nailing that tricky intro, which was instantly followed by Matteo’s full, rich voice singing the lyrics, and the drum beat kicked in, and after a time, though I hardly knew what I was about, I came in with the harmony line and I was playing with this band as if it were the most natural thing in all the world. 

Maybe it was just the foaming wine, but we rocked.

When we’d improvised an awesome ending to Go Your Own Way, a bunch of male voices congratulated me and made me feel better about playing music than I had in longer than I care to say. And then Matteo was pumping my hand and looking eagerly into my eyes with such clear blue ones that I felt I could dive in.

“Griffin, I—that was . . . Well, it was terrific.”

How was it this beautiful man, this paragon of musicians, could be tongue-tied in talking to me? “Thanks.” I think I may have even said it out loud.

“So, did Rick tell you—I mean, would you be into joining The Spurious Correlations?”

“The what?”

“The Spurious Correlations. That’s the name of the band. Will you join us?”

My jaw went slack like I’d been given novocaine. He interpreted this as rejection. 

“If not, that’s okay; you’re probably really busy.” He looked disappointed.

No! Don’t let him think you’re not interested! But how to tell him? What to say? Say something!

“But why me?” Not that, idiot. “I mean, it sounds . . . I’m definitely interested.” An improvement. “I just figure you could find someone way better.”

I really needed to learn to kick myself before saying something stupid.

“Well,” Matteo said, looking around at the other guys, “the recommendation of Rickenbacker Topiary counts for a lot around here. And I don’t think I’m the only one in this room who noticed that you rather rocked, just now.” Agreement murmured through the space. “You’d be a great fit.”

“Let me interject a moment here.” Rickenbacker stepped into the pool of light. “There is a slight catch, and it is unfair of Mr. MacCallum to leave it out of the discussion.”

My heart caught in my throat. Just a bit. Matteo MacCallum? That was the dreamiest name I’d ever heard. Way more attractive than Jason Knowles. But Topiary had mentioned a catch. Uh-oh.

“Salamander is a restaurant, not merely a music hall.”

“Oh yeah. Music and . . . pudding, was it?” I asked.

“Correct. All our staff, musicians included, also spend some time working the restaurant side of things. We need an individual who can not only play music but also be of use in the kitchen or as a server.”

“Well, I do know a thing or two about catering. See, my dad’s a caterer and a pastry chef, and I’ve worked for him on occasion. But I have to tell you”—it was insane, but I wished I didn’t have to tell him—”I do have a job already.”

Matteo and the rest of the band exchanged glances. 

“I work in a music store. I teach and everything.” Why did I feel a need to justify my job?

Topiary pursed his lips. “I’m afraid this position is full time.”

“You mean, I’d have to quit my job?”

“Teaching music versus playing music.”

“But also working in a kitchen. I haven’t done that since I was seventeen. I’ve been proud to not be a musician whose day job requires her to say, ‘Do you want fries with that?’ I love my job.”

“Your full-time commitment is a requirement.” The figure in dress-up clothes had the nerve to apologise to the band. “I thought I had found just the person to fit your—and my—needs.”

“Wait,” I said. I knew there were all sorts of questions I should be asking, but I couldn’t think of them. There was something wrong with this entire arrangement, but in my desperation to not miss a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity, I couldn’t think what it was. I couldn’t think of anything beyond how much I wanted to play with this band. With Matteo.

Matteo smiled kind of shyly. “I guess you need to think about it a bit, eh?”

“Yeah.” I felt terrible, sick, like I’d let someone down. “I do.” The answer should have been so easy to give. “And I have a friend’s wedding to go to on the 19th. Well, it’s not his wedding; it’s his sister’s, in Victoria. But he and I are going to be playing guitar and singing. During the ceremony. That’s really important to me.”

Rickenbacker bowed. “Of course. The 19th of May will not be problematic.”

“All right, then.” I looked at Matteo. “Can I get back to you? When do you need to know?”

He glanced at Rickenbacker, who said, “They’re playing on Thursday night. Could you let me know by Wednesday?”

I gawked. “But—you mean you want me to play with you guys on Thursday? This Thursday?” How could I learn all their tunes in only four days? How could I decide so quickly and give Brian such short notice? “What if I don’t; are you going to find someone else?”

“I don’t want to pressure you, Griffin.” Matteo put a hand on my shoulder, which sent another wave of energy shooting into me. “But we do want a good rhythm player who can sing. I’m so sure you’re the one.” Is this what it felt like to be a dish of ice cream left out in the sun? A sheet of paper was produced from someone’s folder. “Here’s a copy of our song list. This way if you decide you want to, you can get started on the tunes.” I folded it up without looking at it. I wanted to keep a clear head to think about this. 

What did I mean keep a clear head? That would imply I had one to begin with. “How do I get in touch with you?” I had a faint hope he would give me his phone number.

“Why don’t I call you?”

Okay, that was a decent alternative. I gave him my number. He smiled down at me as he squeezed my hand. I breathed his tangy scent and wished I didn’t have to go home.

I took my leave without finishing my wine that wasn’t. This time I took the stairs. As I reached the ground floor, I wondered how to tell my band I had found a new one.
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Out on the street, I checked the time on my phone as I hustled along. It was blank. I stopped walking. Okay, that’s really weird. Working inside the building and not out? Maybe there was some equipment around here interfering with the signal. I’d check it again when I got to the train.

I hastened up the hill to Granville Street and headed north to the station. After about a block on the quiet street, I stopped and looked around. Something was off, but I couldn’t put my finger on it right away. I stared around the way I’d come. Quiet. Wait a second.

Granville is not a quiet street. 

It’s lined with restaurants, coffee shops, trendy clothing stores, nightclubs, a bowling alley, a multiplex movie theatre, a huge mall, the Orpheum theatre where the orchestra plays. Not to mention that virtually every single city bus at some point comes down Granville Street. Even on a Sunday night, the place should be buzzing. But it was eerily dead. I counted only three other people, and they were all wearing long cloaks and hoods. What the devil?

When I turned north again, it was like someone had flipped a switch. People walked the streets, coming in and out of bars and the movie theatre. The doors of several coffee shops stood open and welcoming. An electric trolley bus whirred by, and a furry guy in a big ratty coat sitting in the doorway of a closed shop asked if I could spare any change. I couldn’t. All my pockets contained was a paperclip, my decidamps, a guitar pick, an old Kleenex, and my transit fare card. Kind of spooked, I took several steps back the way I’d come, just to see if it all changed again. It was all as I would have expected. I pressed my lips together and frowned. Then I shrugged and went to the train, glancing over my shoulder every now and again. 

On the underground platform, the LED readout hanging from the ceiling read 11:30pm. I heard the hollow, windy sound of the train approaching, and the glow of its headlamps intensified on the concrete tunnel walls. The readout above read, Expo Line to . . . It flashed. Griffin’s house. I did a double-take and looked again. Expo Line to . . . King George.

Okay. Good.

Cursing myself for stepping into insanity for a moment, I walked into the train car when it opened before me and sat in a front-facing seat at the back of the car. I’d have to change trains at Broadway, so I had a couple of stations to relax and consider my options. Obviously the strain was getting to me. Griffin’s house, indeed. I didn’t even live in a house.

There was no hockey game in town that night (and if there had been, the crowds would mostly have cleared away by this time). No big concert at the arena or stadium. So the train wasn’t crowded. I didn’t pay particular attention to the fact that all four of the occupants sharing my car sat ramrod straight, reading newspapers. The train left the tunnels of the downtown core and now rode along elevated tracks. I scrunched up in the seat, closed my eyes, and listened to the replay in my brain of Matteo’s magical guitar playing.

Oh! To have exactly what I needed within my grasp. It struck me then what the problem was with what had happened this evening: Rickenbacker had promised I’d meet a lead guitarist, and he’d been true to his word. But I wasn’t looking for a whole new band. I needed a lead guitarist in my band. Rickenbacker’s proposition meant excluding the group of guys I’d been working with for two years. Including my best friend. And to have to quit the job I loved? It felt like an unforgivable betrayal to even think of it. But how could I not? Brian knew I wanted to play more, that I didn’t want to teach and file music until my retirement. He’d understand, I was sure. But what about Calvin and the others? 

Lots of people play in more than one band, right? 

When the three-tone signal chimed and the voice announced our pending arrival at Broadway, I pulled out of my ponderings long enough to exit the train. I was aware of other passengers also walking the corridor and down the stairs to the other eastbound train. The train came along after a short time. I boarded and settled in to continue my deliberations. It wouldn’t be my stop for ages, so I didn’t even look up. But two stations later, the sense of presences crept in around me. Wondering at the number of passengers at this late hour, I drew myself out of my self-piteous wallowing to look around. I nearly fell off my seat. Why I didn’t shriek, I’ll never know—something about an instinct to not draw attention to myself in public, I guess. But I did sit bolt upright with unease.

The car was by no means full, yet every passenger in it, about a dozen, was seated at my end of the car. Two people directly in front of me, two more in front of them. Two across the aisle, two in front of them, one in each of the side-facing seats by the exit. One in the window seat at the very back of the car and one standing in the aisle as if it were rush hour instead of nigh on midnight. The rest of the car was empty.

In case their mere presence wasn’t weird enough, they all wore hats of some kind, some ball caps, a cowboy hat, some toques, a 1920s cloche, and lots of other styles. And another subtle thing, which took me a few moments to pick up on, was that each and every one of my fellow passengers was reading a book. At first glance, it wasn’t all that strange, but the more I thought about it, nobody was simply looking out the window, nobody played a game or read on a cell phone or even read a newspaper. They were reading actual books—some hardcover, some paperback, but books. How often do you see that nowadays?

“Jesus, is this some kind of midnight book club meeting?” I blurted. 

The heads tilted, turned, twisted round to look at me. Even the guy in the cubby behind me peered round the corner. They all, male and female alike, had short, dark hair and dark eyes set in round faces.

“The name isn’t Jesus,” they said in unison, and they scattered, as though someone had picked up the train car and shaken it like a snow globe. The dark-capped, book-reading flakes settled all over the car, and most left the train at the next stop.

I think I am allowed to admit, at this time, that I was more than a little freaked out. Weird changes downtown, train instruction readouts with my name on them, and now the synchronized literary team. It was all just a bit surreal. CAPPA’s gonna have a heyday with this, I thought as I stared out the window. We whirred through the swathe of city lights, but I didn’t play my usual game of identifying neighbourhoods in the dark. I was too on edge. 

The rest of the trip was normal. Then I got home.

I kicked off my shoes and hung my jacket in the closet. I’m pretty tidy. Just this once, I skipped a few of my bedtime rituals and flopped, fully clothed, onto the bed.

There was a familiar throaty moan, and an arm flung itself across me. I shrieked as I disentangled myself and leapt across the room to switch on the overhead light; it was the brightest and most obnoxious.

“What are you on that you could possibly imagine you are welcome here?” I yelled, adrenaline surging up and down my limbs. I flattened myself against the closet.

“Baby,” Jason crooned, shielding his eyes from the glare. “Turn that off and come snuggle. I just wanna be close to you. I’ve missed your soft kisses.”

“No!” I clutched my hair. “Damn it . . . just . . . no!” I paced along the wall, and banged my elbow on the closet door knob.

“Sweetheart, come here.” He pushed himself toward the near edge of the bed. He was shirtless, exposing his muscular torso. He reached for my hand. “You’re not still mad, are you? I know you’re upset. I just wanna hold you. Make it all better. I missed you all day.”

I paced like mad. Damn him! He knew just how to talk, how to make me feel like I mattered to him, to convince me he was hurting and I was the only one who could soothe him.

“No,” I said, unsure of myself. “I—” I didn’t know what I wanted to say. Was I still mad? What was I mad about, again?

“Come on, beautiful, you know how I feel about you.”

Oh, God. He was a total asshole who could be so sweet. Which is how he finagled his way into my bed in the first place. I looked at his tousled hair and remembered his red eyes; heard him saying, “You’re such a control freak!”

Not this time. “Get—get over yourself.” I said it firmly, convincing myself as much as him. “You’re out.”

“Oh, lover,” he said in the husky voice that always melted me. “I know you’re mad. Come play with me and let me apologise.”

He rose and moved toward me, his cotton pyjama trousers showing what he wanted. “Sweet thing,” he murmured.

I stared at him, my resolve wavering.

“Baby,” he whispered, sliding his hands up my back to my shoulders. He leaned down and kissed my neck. “Feel me,” he breathed, “just feel how much I want you to forgive me.”

My chest heaved. I fought against it, but he made me feel so wanted. He reached over and flipped off the light.

As he turned me around and tipped up my chin, I heard music in the background. Guitar music. It was like, by turning off the light, Jason had pushed Play on a recording of the entire evening at Rickenbacker Topiary’s. It was Matteo’s guitar playing. The same riffs and melodies, and it was just as magical. Stronger, more powerful magic than Jason’s sexual wiles. I pulled away from my very ex-boyfriend.

“Baby, what is it?” Jason said in his boyish, pleading tone, but then the recording switched to a playback of a certain temper tantrum, the yelling and swearing, the shame and embarrassment, and the reaction of a crowd of influential businesspeople. I came to my senses.

“What is it? You really want to know?” I slapped his hands away. Somehow the darkness gave me courage. “You’re finished, that’s what. You burned me, you burned the band, and you think a little sexy talk
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