
[image: cover]


[image: Logo Missing]



Copyright

Published by HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd

1 London Bridge Street

London SE1 9GF

www.harpercollins.co.uk

First published in Great Britain by HarperCollins 2017

Copyright © Josh Malerman 2017

Cover design © HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd 2017

Josh Malerman asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this work.

A catalogue copy of this book is available from the British Library.

This novel is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters and incidents portrayed in it  are the work of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead,  events or localities is entirely coincidental.

All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. By payment of the required fees, you have been granted the non-exclusive, non-transferable right to access and read the text of this e-book on screen. No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, down-loaded, decompiled, reverse engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereinafter invented, without the express written permission of HarperCollins.

Source ISBN: 9780007530090

Ebook Edition © July 2017 ISBN: 9780007530083

Version: 2017-04-03


Dedication

IN MAY OF 2012 the High Strung had just played the record release show for our album ¿Posible ó Imposible?, I’d just set the microphone back upon the stand, and Derek (drums) and I were stumbling out of the bar. From the bar’s shadows, an imp came, a gorgeous pair of bright green eyes and legs so long she must have been standing in the cellar. She spoke, too. “Do you have any more of that face paint?” Before the show I’d used a Sharpie on myself. Easy designs. “Yes,” I told her, reaching into the pocket of my jacket. But the imp had hands and she took hold of my face and rubbed it against her own.

Voilà. A painted face. And the beginning of something, too.

This book is for Allison Laakko, who got Black Mad Wheel piecemeal, spark by spark, as every night I relived for her the day’s excited writing. For that, there will always be a path, tracks, made by a wheel, perhaps, leading from her to me, then to the book and back to us again.

I like that.

We’ll forever know which way the wheels rolled.

I love you, Allison.
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1

The patient is awake. A song he wrote is fading out, as if, as he slept, it played on a loop, the soundtrack of his unbelievable slumber.

He remembers every detail of the desert.

The first thing he sees is a person. That person is the doctor. Wearing khaki pants and a Hawaiian shirt, he doesn’t dress like a doctor, but the bright science in his eyes gives him away.

“You’ve been hurt very badly.” His voice is confidence. His voice is control. “It’s an unparalleled injury, Private Tonka. To live through something so …” He makes fists about chest high, as though catching a falling word. “… unfair.”

Philip recognizes more than medicine in the man who stands a foot from the end of his cot. The strong, lean physique. The unnaturally perfect hair, the skin as unwrinkled as a desert dune.

This doctor is military.

“Now,” the doctor says, “let me tell you why this is such an incredibly difficult thing to do.” Philip hasn’t fully processed the room he is in. The borders of his vision are blurred. How long has he been here? Where is here? But the doctor isn’t answering unasked questions like these. “Had you broken only your wrists and your elbows, we might surmise that you fell, hit the ground in just such a way. But you’ve broken your humeri, radii, and ulnae, too; your radial tuberosities; coracoid processes, trochleas, and each of the twenty-seven bones in your hands.” He smiles. His smile says Philip ought to share in the astonishment. “I don’t expect you to know the names of every bone in the human body, Philip, but what I’m telling you is that you didn’t just break your wrists and elbows. You broke almost everything.”

Sudden whispers from somewhere Philip can’t see. Maybe voices in a hall. Philip tries to turn his head to look.

He can’t. He can’t move his neck at all.

He opens his mouth to say something, to say he can’t move, but his throat is dry as summer sand.

He closes his eyes. He sees hoofprints in that sand.

“Now, had you broken only both hands and arms, I might dream up an accident you were involved in; the victim of a press, say, a vise of some sort; possibly both your arms were on a table when a heavy weight fell upon them. But, of course, it was not only your hands and arms that were broken. The femurs, tibiae, and fibulae on both legs were cracked, too, as were the patellae, medial epicondyles, every transverse axis (which ought to have been enough to cause a coma itself), as well as most of the twenty-six bones in each of your feet.” The doctor speaks with such freedom, moves with such health that Philip feels parodied by comparison. “I suppose one might reenact the scene, place you on a cliff’s edge, arms and legs hanging over that chasm, as something so cruelly shaped, just wrong enough to connect with each of the aforementioned bones, fell from the sky, delivering you the most violent community of fractures I’ve ever observed. But no. Your woes do not stop there.”

Behind the doctor, where the beige wall meets the powder-blue ceiling, Philip sees an African desert at midday.

He thinks of the Danes.

“Your pubis, ilium, sacrum … crushed. The pubic symphysis, anterior longitudinal … ruptured. Your ribs, Philip, each and every one … along with every intervertebral disc, the sternum, manubrium, clavicles, up through the neck, to the mandible, zygomatics, temporals, frontal, and … even some teeth.” The doctor smiles, showing his own. “Now, one might hypothesize such a result befalling a man who had been lying down upon a stone slab, unaware that a second stone slab would drop from a height, crushing him entirely, all at once. Such a theory might be of interest had each of the fractures been close to the same distance from the surface of your body. But, of course, this isn’t the case. The fracture in your anterior longitudinal is a full inch disparate from the one suffered by your mandible. In fact, there isn’t a single uniform break in your body; no pattern to divine an object, a cause, a picture of what hurt you. In other words, Philip … this wasn’t caused by a single solid object, and yet … it all occurred at the same time.”

The doctor steps aside, revealing what looks to Philip like black canvases glowing with shining white paint. Unfinished shapes. Cracked patterns.

X-rays.

More than one of them look like hoofprints in the sand.

“I dare say,” the doctor marvels, “it’s the most breathtaking injury I’ve ever encountered. Some would call it … uncanny. Observe for yourself, Philip.”

More whispers from somewhere Philip can’t see.

“Now,” the doctor says, turning from the X-rays to face Philip again. “You’ve just woken up … just come to, and I realize this must all be a considerable shock. You’ve been our charge, comatose, for six months.” The number is impossible. The number is cruel. The number adds distance between himself and the Danes. “That’s six months you couldn’t possibly be aware of, and so now must begin the process of healing. Both physically and emotionally.” He brings a forefinger and thumb to his chin. “But there are questions.”

“Where are the Danes?” Philip croaks. And his voice is creaking wooden stairs. His voice is an old piano bench tested.

A whispered gasp from out of Philip’s field of vision. A female voice.

He spoke! it said.

“The obvious initial question,” the doctor continues, ignoring Philip’s own, “is … how could a man survive such a thing?”

A breeze stirs his manicured brown hair.

Philip tries to raise an arm, can’t.

The doctor easily extends an open, flat palm, as though showing Philip the difference, now, between them.

“But then … here you are … you’ve survived. And so the second, more urgent question is … what happened out there, Private Tonka?” He plants his hands on his knees, bends at the waist, and brings his blue eyes level with Philip’s own. “What did you and the Danes find in the desert? Or, rather …” The doctor waves his hands in the air, playfully erasing this train of thought. The gesture is so out of place as to seem irreverent. “Let’s forget your fellow musicians, your band, the Danes.” The cold measure in his eyes suggests he already has. Again, Philip sees hoofprints, a trail of them extending.

He hears a sound, too, sickening and sentient, creating a trail of its own, curling up and over the horizon of his memory. He tries to fight it with his own song. His and the Danes’. The song that kept him company as he slept.

But the doctor’s voice quiets it once again.

“The question is not what you found … but what found you?”
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Philip is on the Path. That’s what he’s always called it. The Path. Not the Right Path or the Wrong Path. He’s careful not to specify. So when any of his friends or family ask him if he’s drinking too much, wonder aloud if he’s hanging out in the bars too often, he always answers the same way.

Hey, broom off. I’m on the Path.

Philip’s symbol for the Path is a single piano key, an F, worn on a necklace. The key itself was torn from the first piano Philip saw when he returned from the war, World War II: a trashed upright left on a curb not two hundred yards from the airport in Detroit, Michigan. Despite its missing leg, cracked wood, and flaked yellow paint, the piano was a portent to Philip; a welcoming committee couldn’t have given him a warmer reception. After hugging his parents hello, after stowing his bags in their new 1945 Chrysler, Philip asked them to wait, so he could bring a little of the piano home with him.

Into the future with him. Postwar.

Onto the Path.

Choosing the key was easy. F. Because F was the only note in both mnemonics for beginner piano players:

EGBDF (Every Good Boy Does Fine)

FACE

One mnemonic ends, another begins.

As ends war, so begins life … at home.

Life on the Path.

Twelve years later, at thirty-one years old, Philip may not have the same army physique he had when he and the Danes performed for soldiers in England, but he has the same philosophy he had back then. Let his acquaintances in Detroit (and there are many of them; the Danes are bar owls) think the Path is religious, unreligious, unhealthy, delusional, or insane. It doesn’t matter. After a world war and a hit song, living free is the only path to walk.

Today the Path has led him to a good place. A recording studio in downtown Detroit, at Elizabeth and Woodward, in this, the year 1957. The Danes (“the Darlings of Detroit,” as the Free Press named them) own it. A four-way split. Larry, the fun-loving bassist of the Danes, the long-haired freak, found the place. An empty square made of cinder blocks, once used for plucking livestock, the acoustics were too perfect to let go.

This is it, Larry had said months ago, extending his hands out, palms up, like the goofy host of the game show Who Do You Trust? on television. This is Wonderland.

But not all the other Danes were convinced. A former chicken coop didn’t quite feel like the place to make hit records.

You love everything, Duane said, the first time you see it.

And you, Larry said, pointing at the other half of the Danes’ fabled rhythm section, are way too conservative to play rock ’n’ roll. Did you see the elevator?

Duane frowned.

You mean the wooden box full of chicken feathers?

I like it, Philip said, already seeing the partition that would separate the control room from the live room.

Well, shit, Duane said. Once you got Philip on board it’s a done deal. He looked around the cold space and saw Ross was smiling, too. Shit again. We’re doing this, aren’t we?

Larry put his arm around Duane’s shoulder.

Can you see it?

Nope. I can’t see it.

Right there … a sparkling set. Larry snapped his fingers, as if capable of manifesting Duane’s Slingerland drums.

I don’t see it, Larry.

Oh yes you do.

I see a cold place to record come December.

Larry laughed. His leather coat crinkled as he pulled Duane closer.

Come here.

Where?

To the window.

The window was just a small square cut unevenly into the white cinder-block wall. The four bandmates pressed close together and looked out at Detroit below.

Look at that girl. Ross whistled softly.

I know her, Philip said.

Know her? Ross asked. How is it that you know every girl in Detroit, Philip?

Philip shrugged.

Girls like the piano, Ross.

Well, shit, man. All my life I heard that it was girls and guitars, guitars and girls. I picked up the guitar for girls. And now you’re telling me—

Look. Larry pointed. There’s another one. Just as fine.

The Danes grew quiet. Their ears were almost touching.

You know her, too, Philip?

Philip paused for effect.

Naw. I don’t know her.

But I bet she walks by every day, Duane said, his voice distant.

Oh man, Larry said, turning to face the drummer. Oh MAN, Duane!

Now, hang on, I didn’t say—

We’re doing this, Duane!

Now hang on, Larry—

We’re buying our own fucking studio space!

Today, Wonderland is full. The Danes have been hired to produce an album, a rock and roll record, because they’re good at what they do and the space they got is legendary around the city for its “room sound.” Even jazz players have recorded with the Danes, despite the band’s reputation as being crazy. That room might be as professional as my uncle’s liquor cabinet, Clay Daniels once said, but fuck me if it doesn’t sound like gold. The Danes recorded a hit song and two follow-ups in Wonderland. “Make Noise” reached number seventeen on the regional charts and “Killer Crawl” spiked at number six. But it was “Be Here,” at number one, that propelled them. And still, the fact that they served in World War II is the bigger draw. It doesn’t matter that they weren’t on the front lines. To most Americans, being in the army band was just as good as being in the army. And the tag veteran is the reason locals who have no interest in music at all stop in to see what happens at Wonderland.

Some of these people have become drinking buddies. Others have walked away worried about Philip Tonka, the piano player who took more shots than he played notes.

Broom off. I’m on the Path.

What Path?

Look down. You don’t see it? You’re standing right on it, too.

Some think the Danes are damaged. They drink more than the veterans of World War I. They never miss a party. And they’re spontaneously writing the postwar soundtrack that’s equal parts angry, joyful, confused, and intentionally ignorant. As in, let’s move on. As in, that was yesterday. The name of their number-one hit song unintentionally sums up their collective worldview.

Be here.

Breathe it.

Be it.

“Put a blanket in it,” Larry says into the control room microphone. Today they have a job to do. But will they do it?

“Really?” the kid drummer of the Sparklers asks. Through the glass he looks like a lost child. “A blanket in a bass drum?”

Duane gets up from the control room couch and speaks into the microphone. His deep voice has always been the most authoritative of the Danes’.

“Makes it less plastic, son. More of a thud. Trust Larry. Put a blanket in the bass drum.”

The Sparklers’ drummer, a suburban kid, clean curly blond hair, looks for a blanket.

“On the cots,” Philip says, pointing through the glass. He sips from a bottle of Ronrico rum. The Sparklers’ guitar player is helping his drummer look. He accidentally knocks the tuning pegs of his Fender Stratocaster against the wall. Because he’s already amped, the sound blasts through the control room speakers.

“You see those four cots in the back?” Duane tells them.

The Danes often sleep in the studio; wild nights, wee hours, right where they need to be come morning. The floor is littered with empty fifths.

The drummer picks up a sleeping bag.

“No,” Larry says into the mic. “Too thick. Something lighter.”

Now the drummer is blushing. Thinks he’s being put on. The band’s manager, Arthur, a rich kid from Birmingham, looks bothered. He’s standing by the leather couch in the control room.

“Fellas, we hired you to make a record, not decorate Fred’s drum kit!”

“You see that yellow-and-black blanket there, Art?” Larry asks him, pointing with a pencil through the glass to an unmade cot against the far wall.

“Yes. Of course I see it.”

“That’s the same one we used on ‘Be Here.’”

The manager crosses the control room quickly. He takes the microphone from Larry.

“Freddie,” he says. “How about the yellow-and-black blanket on the mattress by your knees?”

The drummer’s pants slide down his butt as he bends to get it.

Philip plants a hand on the manager’s shoulder.

“You know what your boys need?” he asks.

“What?” Art checks his watch. He keeps checking his watch. He’s worried about time. Time and money.

“Your boys need an afternoon out of the house.”

“No way,” Art says, holding out both palms toward Philip. Philip sees a flash of what Art will look like when he’s older, when managing bands is a novelty item on the shelf of his past. “We’ve been here for two hours and still haven’t done a lick of work.”

“What do you mean?” Duane asks. “We picked out the blanket, didn’t we?”

Philip takes the manager by the wrist.

“Take your watch off,” he says.

Art covers his watch with his other hand. As if he’s being mugged. By Philip. The Danes have that quality about them.

“What is it with you, Tonka?”

“I mean it. Take your watch off.”

Hesitantly, the manager does. He hands the watch to Philip.

“What are you going to do with it?”

“I’m gonna smash it.”

“Wait!”

Philip smiles.

“I’m gonna wear it is what.”

Philip puts it on his wrist, adjusts the clasp.

“Hey, Tonka! We agreed on a price, fair and square!”

“We did,” Philip says. “But that’s half the problem.”

“You want to renegotiate? Dammit, I knew I couldn’t trust you guys!”

“Who said anything about renegotiating? Relax. We agreed. Fair and square. The ‘square’ is the problem.”

“What do you mean?”

Philip leans over the control room microphone.

“Gentlemen,” he says. “Set your instruments down. We’re going out.”

Behind the glass the band looks scared.

“There’s a hole in your soul,” Duane tells the manager. “Big enough to swim through.”

“And you’re going to fill it?”

“Not all in one afternoon,” Larry says, already putting on his leather jacket. He runs his callused fingertips through his long hair. “But we’re gonna try.”

Art is shaking his head, pleading, whining, as Duane slips into his black leather coat and Philip checks his jean jacket for money. The Sparklers enter the control room, slumped, confused.

“Come on, guys,” Philip says.

“Where?” the guitarist asks.

“We’re going to get inspired.”

On the way out, as they’re leaving the studio, the phone rings. Philip pauses at the door and looks.

Some rings, Philip thinks, are more loaded than others. As if a man might be able to hear an important call … before answering.

He locks the studio up and follows the others outside.
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Philip can move more today than he could yesterday, but that little is frighteningly small. He remembers all of it: The Danes. Africa. The desert. The sound. But right now these memories must wait; the current state of his body is all that matters.

And the hospital. The motives behind this place. Philip has been around enough military to know that almost none of it is on the level. And the stuff that is is uneven at that.

He wants a drink. So badly he wants a drink.

He’s alone, looking to where the beige wallpaper meets the powder-blue ceiling, the colors of the Namib at noon. To his right, where he can’t see, a fan whirs. A radio plays, a quiet drama that does battle with the sound of classical music coming from another room farther down the hall.

Philip’s room is big. He knows this because he’s speaking out loud, gauging its size by the length of the echo on his voice.

“Mom,” he says. “I’m alive.”

Philip has been scared before. Many times, in many ways. From the basement in the house on Wyoming Street, the cellar where he learned the piano, to the flight to England in ’44, when he and the Danes and the rest of the army band were set to entertain a thousand young men who knew they were too young to die.

“Dad. I’m alive. I’m okay.”

But he’s not okay. And saying it doesn’t make it so.

There’s a musical instrument in the room. Philip isn’t sure what kind yet, but the sympathetic vibration tells him it has strings.

A guitar, then? Maybe.

A flapping to his left. He thinks it’s drapes, moved by a breeze. A window, then. So the light upon the ceiling could be sunlight.

He listens for a ticking. A clock. He finds one. Far off. So quiet that it could be coming from outside.

He counts along with it, desperate for something to relax the nerves he can’t stabilize. Meditation.

The Danes followed hoofprints in the desert. Only two. As if the beast walked upright …

Philip has to focus on something else. He closes his eyes. Imagines himself at that piano in the cellar. His sneaker tapping an intro on the dirt by the pedals.

“One, two, three, four …”

But counting one two three four reminds him of Duane on the drums, of a Danes song just beginning, of the fact that Philip can’t move a finger, will probably never play piano again.

“Duane,” he says. “Larry. Ross. I’m alive.”

Then a voice, so close to his ear, Philip would jump if he could move.

“That’s a good thing.”

“Hey!” Philip yells.

Some gentle laughter. It’s a woman.

“I haven’t scared someone like that since Halloween 1949,” the voice says. And the voice is the same he heard whispering when he woke. “Hid under my daughter’s bed. Wore a rubber dish glove. Grabbed her ankle.”

“Who are you?! Show yourself!”

“Relax,” she says. “I’m Nurse Ellen. I’m the one who’s been taking care of you for six months.”

A creaking chair beside him. A face emerging from his right.

She looks young. Fresh-faced. Bright. Freckles across her nose. Granite-gray eyes. Black hair. White uniform.

“Are you hungry?” she asks.

Philip doesn’t respond. He stares. When she speaks, her head tilts to the side. Does she realize how easily she moves?

“Let me get you something to eat.”

She rises and vanishes somewhere to Philip’s right again. Her heels against the unit tiles give him a better sense of space than his own voice echoing did. At what could be the door, she speaks.

“I can’t tell you how glad I am you’re awake.”

Then she exits and Philip listens to her footfalls in the hall.

He imagines other people, silent in the unit with him. Other faces, other eyes. And the faces he sees are military. And the eyes in those faces want to know more than if he’s hungry.

“Hello?” he asks, trembling, unable to abate the anxiety that’s consumed him since waking. The Danes. The Danes. Where are the rest of the Danes? “Is anybody else in here with me?”

The nurse, Ellen, taught him something very important in the half minute they shared: not only can Philip barely move … but he can’t know who watches him try.

And the faces he imagines open their mouths. And questions pour forth like grains of bodily sand.

The questions will come. Philip knows this. Questions about Africa and the source of the sound. Questions about the rest of the platoon, the Danes, what Philip heard and what he recorded out there. Crazier questions, too. Like who took Ross? Who took the others? And where did he take them? And why do you look so scared, Private Tonka, when we ask these simple things?

The questions will come.

And when they do, how much will Philip tell them?

How much will he sing?


4

Hey, Philip,” Misty says. “Looks like you’ve already been drinking.”

It’s always looks like with Misty.

“I’m all right.” Philip smiles.

“Looks like you’re recording a band of stiffs.” Misty nods to the Sparklers, who stand awkwardly farther down the bar. “What do they call themselves? The Bland?”

“The Sparklers.”

“Jesus H.”

Larry winks at Misty from over Philip’s shoulder.

“It’s our job to loosen them up,” he says.

“You can’t make a record with no grooves,” Misty puns.

“They’ll groove,” Larry says. Then he shrugs. “I don’t know. Maybe they won’t.”

“Help us out,” Philip says.

“Sure. What do you want me to give them?”

“Something terrible. Something strong.”

Misty considers this. But not for long. It’s not the first time the Danes have brought a band into Doug’s Den on Beaubien Street. She arranges five shot glasses.

“And we’ll have the same,” Philip adds.

Misty smiles something maternal. Philip likes Misty. With her short dark hair and strong eyes she looks like she could be his sister. And she’s always been good to the Danes.

“You planning on getting any recording done today?” she asks, already pouring the shots.

“We haven’t made it past the drum kit yet.”

Thurston Harris’s “Little Bitty Pretty One” comes on the jukebox.

Duane, dancing as he moves, takes half the shots from Misty. Philip grabs the others. They carry them to the Sparklers, now congregated on the dance floor. But still not dancing.

“You guys like this song?” Philip asks.

“Yeah,” the Sparklers’ bassist says. Philip catches himself reflected in the kid’s glasses. He looks drunk. “It’s fun.”

“Good,” Duane says. “So let’s have fun.”

As he and Philip distribute the shots, the door to Doug’s Den swings open and Ross enters. His hands are stuffed into the pockets of his coat and he’s hunched, as he always is, even when playing the guitar.

The young Sparklers stare at Ross with reverence. After all, it’s his guitar line on “Be Here” that gave the Danes their instrumental hit.

“Sorry I’m late,” he tells Philip. “Long night.”

Philip understands. This isn’t the first time a Dane has pleaded hungover.

“Ross, meet the Sparklers.”

Ross checks them out. He knows Philip well enough to know why he’s brought them to Doug’s.

“You’re Ross Robinson,” the Sparklers’ guitarist says, eyeing Ross’s uncombed curly hair. “I curled my hair so it looks like yours.”

“You look like a clown,” Ross says. Then he takes one of the shot glasses, downs the whiskey within.

“Better?” Larry asks.

Ross wipes his mouth with the sleeve of his corduroy coat.

“Might be worse.”

Philip raises his glass, inspiring the Sparklers to timidly do the same.

Art, the band’s manager, rushes to stop this. His hair is wet with sweat. His tie is loose.

“Now hang on a minute! We’ve got a session to finish! My boys can’t be whooping it up like this!”

The music gets louder. Philip looks over his shoulder. Misty is smiling behind the bar.

“This is all part of the session,” Philip says. “This is tracking.”

Philip downs his shot, grabs the lead singer of the Sparklers, and dances with him. He places the kid’s hand on his back, asking him to lead.

The Path has taken Philip to amazing places, but sometimes, like when he looks into the naïve eyes of a younger musician, he wonders how far it can go.

These kids, Philip knows, haven’t left home yet.

Ross squeezes himself between Philip and the singer with another round of shots.

“No more of this,” Art says, stepping in. “I mean it. No more!”

“Little Bitty Pretty One” ends and Sonny James’s “Young Love” begins. It’s not yet noon and the regulars are watching the Danes. These men, veterans of the First World War, have been here since eight.

Larry starts dancing with the manager of the Sparklers. Art looks like a child in his arms. The drummer of the Sparklers unbuttons his shirt.

“There he goes,” Ross says to Philip. “He’ll be a drunk in no time.”

The Sparklers are getting loose. Strange dance moves. The guitarist is kissing a poster featuring an actress from a new monster movie, From Hell It Came.

The front door opens and daylight cuts a fresh silhouette of a man in the door.

Philip doesn’t see him.

“Think we’re ready to record?” the Sparkler asks Larry.

Larry smiles but shakes his head no.

“In about another twenty years.”

He twirls the kid.

Philip feels a tap on his shoulder. He turns.

The face he sees, the pale blue eyes, the set jaw, the manicured hair, is more familiar than it is friendly.

Military, Philip thinks. He hasn’t seen a face like this one in a long time. Veterans are one thing, and they change through the years. But the men who give orders do not.

The Path, it seems, is unsteady now. Different footing.

“Philip Tonka?” the man asks.

“Yeah?”

A serious expression grips the lower half of the man’s face, but his eyes still sparkle. Nothing shines, Philip thinks, exactly like military.

Could it be? Here?

“You a fan of the Danes?” Philip asks, hopeful, yet staring at a ghost, an era he thought was over.

The man nods.

“Yes. I am.”

Philip notices the man’s pressed suit. The lint-free overcoat.

“You looking to record a song?” Philip asks. But he’s only stalling.

“My name is Jonathan Mull. Join me for a drink?”

“We’re in the middle of a session.”

Mull surveys the bar. Takes it in.

“This will only take a moment.”

But Philip knows it’s going to be longer than that.

He leads the man to a booth. On the way, Duane watches. Philip meets his drummer’s eyes and they share a silent worry.

Military? Here?

“You’re an army man?”

Mull slides into one side of the booth, Philip the other.

“Good eye. Military intelligence. Most of my colleagues know me as Secretary Mull. This is about an opportunity for you and the rest of the Danes.”

“A gig?”

“Of sorts.”

“Where?”

“Well, that’s what I’d like to talk to you about.”

“Let’s talk, then.”

“Africa.”

Philip has a hard time believing this. Maybe it’s the shots. Maybe it’s the military.

“That’s gonna cost a lot of money.”

“We’re certainly going to pay you. A considerable amount. A lot. But this gig is a little different from what you’re used to.”

“How different is different?” Hope in Philip’s voice. What already feels like a memory, the last vestige of levity.

Mull tents his fingers on the tabletop.

“You won’t be playing any music with this gig. You won’t be making any noise at all. In fact, you’ll be listening for a particular sound instead.”

Philip looks to his bandmates. He feels a sudden longing, as if painfully watching the way the world used to be.

The Path.

Has he stepped off?

“What kind of sound?” Philip asks, turning back to face the military, to face the change.

“A sound you’ve never heard,” the man says.

And Philip doesn’t doubt it. Doesn’t have any reason to believe that anything is familiar where this man wants to send them.

“Can I hear it?”

“Not here.”

“Why not?”

Mull pauses.

“As you know, Private Tonka, the army’s primary function is to protect the country’s citizenry.”

Philip smiles, but not because what the man has said is funny.

“What kind of sound could put people in danger?”

Mull places his elbows on the table and for a beat Philip sees the top of a reel jutting from the breast pocket of his suit coat. Mull’s eyes travel to Philip’s lips, as if asking him to remove the smile.

It isn’t applicable here, he says without words.

“A malevolent one, Private Tonka.”

Philip is still thinking about that reel.

“You make it sound like it’s alive.”

Mull leans back in the booth again.

“Let’s go somewhere quieter to talk.”

As if cued, the ruckus behind them rises. Larry is lifting one of the Sparklers by the waist.

“Wonderland,” Mull suggests.

“To talk,” Philip repeats.

He could stop this now. Whatever this is. He could say no. I like it here. I don’t wanna go anywhere else. You can’t make us.

“To listen,” Mull says.

A malevolent sound, Private Tonka.

“Give me a minute,” Philip says. “I’ll gather the Danes.”

But even as he slides from the booth, as he crosses the bar to retrieve his friends, Philip is telling himself no, no amount of money, no amount of curiosity is enough to leave all this behind.

And yet, the image of that tape in the military man’s pocket …

Maybe it’s because you can’t see where it’ll lead, Philip thinks, as he plants a hand on the shoulder of Ross’s corduroy jacket. Maybe it’s because people can’t see the end that they agree to begin.

“What’s up?” Ross asks. But Ross saw the man, too.

“This fella wants us to go up to the studio. He’s got a reel he wants us to hear.”

Ross hesitates.

“He’s army.”

“Yeah.”

“Is there any money in it?”

“He said it’s ‘considerable.’”

“Is that for them to consider or for us?”

“He said it’s a lot.”

Ross looks to Larry, dancing down the bar.

“Then we’ll come right back down?” he asks Philip.

“Yep,” Philip says.

But the two friends stare into each other’s eyes for a beat, and in that brief rhythm is the truth that they both know they won’t be right back down.

“What is it?”

“A sound.”

Ross smiles. But it’s not a nice one.

“Well, shit, Philip,” he says, sweating now. “How much trouble can one sound be?”
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I wouldn’t do that if I were you …

Fissures, cracks, clefts, canyons.

And it’s not just in his bones.

Philip is trying to make connections.

It’s midday and sunlight penetrates the unit’s one window. A blond nurse, Delores, administers a shot and even this contact, needle to skin, is something.

Philip feels frighteningly alone.

There was Secretary Mull walking into the bar, Doug’s Den. There was the sound. There was …

But in a way, there was nothing after the sound. As if, once Philip got out of the booth and gathered the Danes, reality eroded, the daily ticks and tacks, the hum of existence, the unheard sound of the planet spinning, all of it was replaced … with the sound.

“Radio?”

Delores is asking him if he wants to listen to an afternoon drama. The concept is so far from what Philip is thinking about that it almost feels like she doesn’t mean what she asks.

He doesn’t respond.

Instead, he’s sensing a change.

Was it the shot? It must be. The sensation of being stuck, paralyzed, unable to bend a finger, is lessening. Pieces are being put back together, the picture the puzzle makes …

There was Mull. There was agreeing to go listen to the sound … there was Africa …

Yes, Philip almost feels able to turn his head, to lift his hands, to speak easily. But when he tries, he discovers he still can’t.

And yet, things are changing.

Connections.

I wouldn’t do that if I were you …

That’s a big one. The “who” in “who said that?” Philip remembers the words, even remembers the voice, but can’t place where he heard the warning.

Was it in the desert? Was it in Detroit?

And “wouldn’t do” what?

“I’ll put it on,” Delores says, out of Philip’s field of view. “And you tell me if it’s too loud.”

Philip isn’t listening to her. He’s making connections. His bones, his body, his brain …

For the first time in his life, Philip’s identity is at stake. Maybe he’d acted too cool for his own good, before the Namib Desert, before the hoofprints in the sand. Maybe all the things that he thought meant something don’t mean anything after all. Maybe Detroit was a fantasy land, Wonderland, where he was a hero, where he was a star, where he walked the streets and nodded to some people and ignored others, too cool, the man in the band, the man in the army, the soldier musician who flirted without words, who awed the younger piano players, the young men weighing the options of war.

How many locals joined the army because of the Danes?

The radio is playing, two voices, back and forth. A husband and a wife? A husband and a mistress? Even this, the roles of the voices he hears, even these are suffering from some sort of identity breakdown, an erosion, who is who, who did what, who took the Danes and where did they take them?

Who said what?

I wouldn’t do that if I were you …

He must have groaned, must have made a sound, because Delores is suddenly beside him, placing a hand on his forehead.

“Are you okay?”

But what kind of question is this?

The unnecessary answer is no.

He thinks of the nurse from the night before. Ellen. Was that her name? She seemed to emerge from the shadows of the unit, the shadows of his injury, his thoughts, the space between his connections.

What else might rise from those regions?

Has he ever been this scared before?

Identity.

And yet, the shot, the medicine is doing something profound. Philip knows enough about drugs to know that this isn’t like getting high. This isn’t a pill to relax you or a joint to set your thoughts aflame. This is the gradual easing of bones, muscle, and skin into preformed foam, a return …

To what?

To normal.

Or a better normal. Yes, Philip thinks, seeing a window, a sliver of hope for a calmer day, a reality in which he might move again.

Might make connections.

“Is it always this cold in the summer?”

Philip said that. And his voice was splintered wood.

Because she hesitates to respond, Philip knows Delores is surprised to hear him speak.

“Would you like me to close the window?”

“No,” Philip says, still staring to where the wall meets the ceiling. “Just … strange weather.”

“Well,” Delores says. And before she says what she’s about to say, Philip knows he’s fooled her. “Nobody said Iowa was reasonable.”

Iowa.

“Iowa,” he repeats.

And he can see her now, her features in his field of vision. She’s brought a hand to her lips, as if questioning herself, debating quickly whether or not she was supposed to tell him where he was.

“I’ll close the window partway.”

She crosses by the foot of the cot. As Philip hears the window sliding half shut, he’s making connections. Bodily. And in mind.

Iowa.

It isn’t just that he’s fooled Delores into telling him their location; he’s gotten her to show him that whether or not Iowa was a secret, there are secrets in here.

Things kept from him. The look on her face tells him so.

As his body mends, stitching itself together, temporarily or not, Philip wonders at his new identity, his new scared self, how the hospital has secrets, and how he must keep secrets of his own. And he thinks of his former self, too, an aloof drunk in Detroit, a musician soldier who once believed that a man was defined by how much awe he struck in others.

But exactly when did that mind-set change? Was it when Secretary Mull opened the door to the bar? Was it when Sergeant Lovejoy pointed to the prints in the desert and said “this way”?

Was it when someone warned him, in a voice he still can’t place, the only detail he can’t remember from the desert?

I wouldn’t do that if I were you …

As Delores passes by the foot of the cot again, Philip is almost able to shake his head no.

No. Not those times. Not those places.

It happened when he was with his best friends. In a place he felt more comfortable than any other in the city. At a time when he felt on top of the world.

Philip changed forever, got unconnected, the first time he listened to the sound.
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