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INTRODUCTION TO THIS EDITION
 
Welcome back to 1990—well, actually, the very late ’80s, since that’s when the book was written. It was a time of Big Hair Bands, as well as the start of the personal computer revolution and the all-in-one Macintosh computer from Apple.
It was also the time when I was making the transition from being a full-time musician to a writer. I’d purchased my first computer back in 1984 (the second Macintosh computer that had been released, the so-called “Fat Mac,” which didn’t have a hard drive, but instead relied on two floppy drives for storage). By the time I was writing this novel, I’d graduated to the Macintosh SE/30, for which I even now have a great fondness, as that computer and I wrote many stories and novels together before it was finally consigned to the Great Dead Computer Landfill In The Sky sometime long after writing The Abraxas Marvel Circus.
I was aching to do a novel that would be a romp, an absurd and zany trip through a fantastic world: contemporary fantasy and magic realism all at once, with echoes of Tom Robbins’ humor (a writer whose zany and imaginative work I’ve always admired), and stealing some autobiographical-but-hyperbolic bits from my brief life as a rock star. That would be Abraxas—which is the ancient form of the incantation “abracadabra” used by stage magicians everywhere.
Our young daughter, who was around five or six at the time, had quite a vivid imagination, and she loved to tell us stories about a “Marvel Circus” that she had populated with all sorts of strange creatures, and which was run by a man called “Caleb Mundo.” So I borrowed a few names from her circus, and attached “Marvel Circus” to the title.
For the novel, too, I wanted to use the Mac’s graphic capabilities. One of the attributes that had attracted me to the Macintosh was its ability to do graphics as well as text. Why, you could draw and sketch with a Macintosh—though only in B&W in those days, and only with pixel-based graphics. But still, as someone whose undergraduate college degree had been in Fine Art, this was a revolution. I’d picked up a copy of a groundbreaking book called Zen & The Art of the Macintosh by Michael Green, which is still, frankly, a tour de force of desktop publishing and graphic design, an examination of the creative process and how computers affect it. Since a tarot deck figured prominently in the plot, I thought what I’d do would be to make a “tarot card” for each chapter, and have those used as the end-of-chapter graphics. In addition, I put together a design for each of the three sections of the novel, using the graphics for each of the chapters in that part.
John Silbersack, who bought the novel, really liked the idea of including the bit-mapped graphics, and so when I handed in the manuscript, I also gave him a floppy disk containing the files.
However, not long after he accepted the manuscript for Abraxas, John left NAL/Roc, leaving the book an orphan that was taken over by John’s replacement, who didn’t have much enthusiasm for the book and also had no interest in the extra trouble that putting my graphics into the novel would entail. As a result, Abraxas was published without them, and with a truly mediocre cover.
I still loved the book, but that edition was a vast disappointment.
Which takes us to now, when it’s possible to put out your backlist…and possible to put back into the book any “extra” material that was left out. So here’s Abraxas, with the original bit-map graphic tarot cards at the end of the chapters—all rather dated-looking these days, but hey…they are what they are.
I hope you enjoy!
 
*
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THE ABRAXAS MARVEL CIRCUS

 
1   DIRK GETS LUCKY
 
Wednesday had to be the most depressing night of the week in any nightclub.
None of the social energy was there. It was two nights too early for the weekend party crowd, and the regulars had other reasons for being in the place. The majority of those in the club didn’t care if there was live music. Most of them didn’t bother to listen to what the band was playing unless it was utterly obnoxious.
Even as he postured and strutted across the stage in front of the sparse crowd, even as misty wisps of dry ice vapor curled around his ankles and slid like a moldy shower curtain to the dance floor, even as 150 decibels of “Animal Love” slammed the back wall after nearly drawing blood from the idiots standing directly in front of the JBL drivers, Dirk Masterson felt like hell.
Part of it was because his real name was James McCarthy—Jimmy, not Dirk. The name change had come because Stan Fedderman, the band’s manager, thought “Jimmy McCarthy” inappropriate. Actually, Stan had been a bit more vehement than that, shaking his balding head as he leaned back in his padded leather recliner.
“Your name’s too ordinary, babe. Too damn Catholic for a band called ‘Savage.’ Chris’sakes, who’s going to be in awe of someone named Jimmy? You can’t even be a good president with a name like that. C’mon.”
For another, Dirk had forgotten just what town Savage was in and it didn’t much seem to matter. He was tired of small college clubs throughout the Midwest. At thirty-three, he was beginning to look noticeably older than the audience. He was beginning to reconsider the whole idea of being a rock star.
This was “making it”? This was where six years and Stan’s promised record contract got you? This was why he’d left Baywood College in the second year of his teaching contract? This was what he was doing with his Masters degree in History and the minor in Mathematics, with the years of study and a doctorate thesis-in-progress? It was almost enough to make him long again for the plagiarized term papers, the bored students vegetating in Introduction To Western Civilization, and the brown-nosed types who made admiring comments in class and then ignored him in the quad.
Also, he and the lead guitar player were fighting again. Lars wanted to sing the lead vocals on the title cut for their unrecorded second album: Animal Love (You’re A Bitch). He wanted it to be a goddamn contest. “Look, Dirk, all I’m saying is that we should use the best voice for the song. You sing it, then I’ll sing it—let the guys decide which is better.” The afternoon’s practice session had left Dirk’s stomach sour even though he’d ‘won’ the competition.
(Lars’s given name was Fred. Stan had turned away from Jimmy and lit his cigar. A fragrant smoke wreath curled about his head. “And ‘Fred’! God, what a dork monicker. All a Fred can be is a fat redneck or some geek nerd. Did your parents hate you or what?”)
Dirk was only going through the motions tonight because of all of it. Depression swaddled him like baggy boxer shorts: he kept pulling at the nagging thoughts. He slid up the G string of his Rickenbacker bass to an E as the band segued into “Animal Love”’s last bridge, arching his back in feigned musical orgasm as the note throbbed. He grinned at Lars as if they shared some communion of the backbeat. Lars grinned back. Neither one meant it.
Facing each other, they swayed together as Lars laid down a screaming, gliding lead.
Dirk wished he could just ram the Rick’s tuning heads into Lars’s satin-covered crotch.
The final component of his depression was the fact that Dirk had told Alf, the drummer, about a blond groupie who had supposedly propositioned Dirk the night before. “She’s fuckin’ crazy, man. I mean, no inhibitions whatsoever. I gave her my extra key and told her to come by after the gig. I tell you, she’s gonna make Fish look like nothing.”
In fact, the blond groupie had been a fantasy Dirk had indulged in the night before. He’d had to do something. In the next room, he could hear the screams and grunts and moans as Alf and the groupie he called Fish (“Because her mouth goes like this, man”) tried to push each other through the mattress of the waterbed. The only blond—or anything else—Dirk had had the entire six-month tour of America’s backroads had been his own palm. As Alf and Fish thrashed the waterbed into tidal wave frenzy, Dirk found his own release with the mental blond whose tits defied gravity: a type of voyeuristic mutual orgasm. The only trouble was that afterward it was no fun cuddling with his hand.
Dirk’s celibacy wasn’t due to The Woman Back Home or even from lack of offers. Dirk wasn’t much of a talker offstage, whether the stage was a nightclub or a lecturer’s podium. Actually, he was rather painfully shy and tended toward one-syllable replies when someone tried to strike up a conversation. Dirk generally needed to be hit over the head with a baseball bat before he realized that he was being flirted with.
And even when, miraculously, things got to that point where he might ask someone to go back to the hotel room with him, he’d start to wonder about how she’d look when the lights came on or whether she’d leave him with some unpleasant and probably permanent reminder of the night, or if he’d be accosted a few months later by a paternity suit.
Dirk’s flirtations were haunted by the specters of AIDS, syphilis, herpes, and pregnancy. He half-believed every horror story he’d read in the newspapers. If Time ran an article—new venereal disease signals end to permissive society—he was certain that all the women he met were already infected. He was surprised that the other guys in the group hadn’t died yet.
The one time he’d actually gotten someone in bed with him—an art student named Patti who’d come to see them in The Tiki Club in Terre Haute, Indiana—he’d been so worried that she Had Something that he’d been struck as limp as well-boiled vermicelli. After several vain attempts to impale herself, Patti had given up and gone back to the dorm. Loudly. Everyone in the hotel had no doubt heard her scathing review of Dirk’s performance. He’d distinctly heard Lars’s giggle down the hall. For the rest of the band’s stay in the Tiki Club, Dirk was convinced the coeds in the audience were pointing at him and laughing. He was also convinced that he’d caught Something for Nothing.
 
“Mama always said you can’t get something for nothing.
But baby, I got something for nothing from you.”
 
Dirk thought he’d put that verse in the next song he wrote.
“Animal Love” snarled to an end with a barrage of electronic snare and toms, and a cascade of brass chords from Kyle on the Yamaha DX7 synthesizer. As Alf clicked off the next song (“Hot Dog Buns”) and a few dancers filed out on the floor, Dirk saw her.
She wasn’t the blond of his fantasy. Dark curls swayed around her shoulders. Her face was round instead of angular, her body full rather than fashionably anemic. She wasn’t what Dirk would have thought of as beautiful at all, but something about her made him stare as Kyle did a sliding glissando into the intro and Alf battered his ride cymbal into submission.
She had Presence.
Her dancing partner had the build of a steroid-puffed lineman. The handsome bunch of muscles was a lumbering dancing bear alongside her.
She moved like a sleek, luxurious cat, as if dancing were some wild celebration of life. She flung herself into the music with a reckless abandon and an unconscious grace, seeming to dance in a trance. As she swayed, she tossed her head back and laughed, her eyes closed. The stale air of the club seemed to visibly spark around her, as if her body was a dynamo throwing off charged ions. Her dance had an intensity and an expressiveness that made everyone else’s movements seem contrived. She flowed with the music, became a part of the pulsing beat so that each movement seemed somehow right, as if her interpretation was simply an extension of the song. Her dance was dark and primitive, like some ritual glimpsed through shade; deeply physical, sensual, frankly sexual. Sweat beaded on her neck and darkened the hair at her forehead; her mouth was open, the head thrown back as she whirled with arms wide.
Dirk was not the only one who noticed. Half the dancers had already stopped to watch, alerted by some sixth sense. She was magic, a perfect blend of primal motion. Her dance was a spell; it snared them all. Her skin was glossy with its heat.
Her spinning, ecstatic joy brought her close to the stage as Dirk started to sing the second verse. He stared down at her through the glare of the Fresnels. Heavy breasts joggled under her red T-shirt, her jeans were enticingly tight. Dirk’s gaze followed the creases of blue cloth to where they triangulated the pubic mound, then slid along the line of the central seam to that place he suddenly and desperately wanted to be.
She must have felt the pressure of his gaze, for she glanced up at him. The unexpected eye contact nearly staggered Dirk. Her eyes were a deep, surprising green that contrasted sharply with the Mediterranean complexion and black hair. Dirk knew that she’d seen his fascination with the hidden, forested landscape between her legs.
Dirk thought she’d respond with a frown, maybe even say something to Mr. Pectorals. That would be about my luck, he thought. Great, a wonderful confrontation after the set for everyone to watch. Lars’ll love it.
But instead, she gave him a laughing grin full of white teeth. Her stare challenged him, and he was caught. Nothing existed for a moment but those eyes, framed in sweat-plastered ringlets. Dirk forgot the fantasy blond. He also forgot the words to the second verse and stumbled through two lines before he found them again. Kyle shook his head, Alf guffawed good-naturedly, Lars glared.
She’d noticed too, for she laughed and moved away from the stage as Mr. Pecs frowned up at Dirk with narrowed eyes. Dirk lost her in the stage lights as she stopped dancing and made her way back to the tables. The dance floor remained empty through the rest of the song, as though the others were embarrassed to dance in the afterglow of her energy. Though Dirk watched, he didn’t see her again the rest of the set.
“Thought she was blond, man,” Alf said as the stage lights dimmed and he slid his way from behind the barricade of drums. “Looks like you’ll have to fight off the Hulk first. Not that I blame him. Christ, if she moves like that in bed…” Alf shook his head and flexed his own drumming-swelled biceps. “Want me to come with you for protection?”
Alf had kept his own name. (“Drummers can have stupid names,” Stan had said. “It’s expected.”)
“I don’t need help,” Dirk told Alf sourly.
Alf snorted. “It must be wonderful to be so self-sufficient,” he answered.
Dirk gave Alf an automatic finger, leaned the Rickenbacker against his amp, and walked around to the stage door. He nodded to the bouncer stationed there and went out into the club as the house sound system began blaring an old Beatles album.
The place looked and sounded like any of the other dozen or more college nightclubs they’d been in lately. This one was multi-leveled, making it easier for the drunk or stoned students to stumble and cascade plastic cups of beer over the tables—that happened at least once a night in every club Savage had played. Sometimes the fights that ensued received more attention than the band. The lighting was dim and predominantly red. The patrons—almost all students—stood around in clusters shouting into each other’s ears over the general din.
Dirk glanced out to where the soundman had set up the board: Jay was already leaning toward some techie-type with too many pens in his shirt pocket, pointing to the racks of amplifiers and talking watts and linear frequency responses. Dirk elbowed his way past the students and the attempts at screaming conversation (“Hey man, you gonna do any U2 next set?”) to the bar.
He looked around for a glimpse of the red T-shirt, but didn’t see her.
“Coke,” he said to one of the bartenders, a kid who looked too young to be serving drinks.
“Ooh, the hard stuff for the band,” the kid retorted. He sniffed significantly and winked. “Need a straw?”
“No. And make it diet,” Dirk said wearily. He heard that one at least three or four times a night. Bartender humor. It hadn’t been funny the first time.
“Same for me,” a voice said behind him—a scratchy, odd alto. Dirk turned. She looked better close up, and the neon beer advertisements behind the bar gave him a good view. She let him stare at her with that tolerant wide smile, her head tilted a little to the right.
“Angela,” she said.
Dirk blinked. “Hmmm?”
She brushed her hair back from her eyes; crystal droplets showered the floor. “I saw you watching me. You should at least ask my name now that you’re on such intimate terms with my body.”
Dirk opened his mouth to speak. Nothing came out. He shut it again. The air between them seemed charged; he could almost hear it buzzing in his ears.
“It would be polite to tell me your name now,” she said with that strange, dusky hoarseness. One eyebrow arched quizzically.
“Ji—uh, Dirk.”
“Your band’s got potential, Dirk,” she commented, leaning a little closer to him as the Beatles faded into Genesis. Dirk caught a wisp of fragrant perfume and perspiration, a hint of sexual musk. “The songs are decent if a little too simple. You made me want to get up and dance. Did you know that it shows that the band’s not getting along offstage? If all of you were tighter personally, you’d be tighter musically, too. The keyboard man and the drummer are excellent; the guitar’s adequate. Why are you using a Rickenbacker? A Fender’s got a fuller bottom end.”
Dirk didn’t know where to start with that. He picked up the two Cokes the bartender had set in front of him and handed one to her. He decided to start with something he knew something about. “The Rick’s better overall—for sound and fingering.”
She seemed to be waiting for him to say something else, then she shrugged. “A matter of taste, I guess.” She glanced at him, her lower lip stuck out in a pout. Then that brilliant grin split her face once more. “You’re not very good at this, are you?” she asked.
Startled again, Dirk could only manage a weak “Huh? The band’s—”
“I’m not talking music,” she interrupted. “I’m talking flirting.”
“Oh,” Dirk said. Somewhere, a faint light was dawning. He could hear the whimpering of his libido. “Look, uh…” He stopped.
“Angela,” she prompted. “Please try to remember.” She softened the blow with another smile.
“Yeah. Angela. I thought you were with—”
“Edgar? He’s been trying to get into my pants for three months now. He has just about enough intelligence to remember his phone number. He’s good camouflage, that’s all—even if he can’t dance. Don’t worry about him, Dirk. He’s actually very nice, like a pet Doberman.”
The image made Dirk roll his eyes. “Please keep him on his leash, then.”
Angela’s laugh rang like a crystal wind chime. “There, I knew you could talk like a normal person. So, why were you watching me on the dance floor?”
Dirk blinked, shrugged. “Everyone was watching. There was something…I mean, it wasn’t your face or body…Just—” Under her smiling stare, Dirk flushed and ground to a embarrassed halt. Asshole, he berated himself. It’s magic fingers time again tonight.
“You mean that I’m not particularly good-looking and ordinarily you wouldn’t have given me a second glance?”
“No…” Dirk began. He felt bewildered.
He’d felt the same frustration the one time he’d tried to play a rated chess player. Dirk considered himself a decent amateur at the game, and he’d been the terror of the teacher’s lounge chess set. Still, that time he’d challenged someone truly good he’d been thoroughly outclassed. Whenever Dirk thought he’d made a good move, he’d found that it had been anticipated. After the opening gambit, not even that far into the middle game, he was utterly hemmed in, all his strategy blown to hell. There hadn’t been a good square open and he’d pushed over his king. Talking with Angela was the same—there was a rook sitting on every conversational file.
Check. “You don’t understand,” he said.
“I think I do.”
The lights on the stage brightened, then dimmed: Jay’s signal that the break was over. “Listen, I have to get back.”
“If I dance, will you watch me again?” As Angela spoke, a student pushing through the crowd to the bar jostled against Dirk. Off balance, he stumbled up against Angela. Before Dirk could move away, he felt her forefinger trace the bundled pouch under his leather pants. It might have been accidental, but he felt himself jerk in response. His cock howled like a wolf at the full moon. Angela smiled innocently up at him. “Well, will you?”
“Yeah,” he breathed. “I will.”
“Then you’d better get up there,” she said.
Check and mate.
Dirk decided that anything else he might say would only be anticlimactic. He fled back to his bass.
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*
 
 
2   TAKEN FOR A RIDE
 
“Light cannot exist without darkness. There can be no heaven without hell. Opposites define themselves.”
Father Mayer tossed that pablum back at Jimmy McCarthy in the warm, shabby classrooms of Holy Trinity High. This was after Jimmy spewed out the litany of hatred during Ethics and Morals—also known as Religion Class. How can God be both omnipotent and benevolent? Jimmy had raged. Hey, if He’s omnipotent, then He has the power to make all things good. If He chooses not to do so, then He’s the absolute opposite of benevolent. If He’s benevolent, then He can’t be omnipotent or He couldn’t stomach what we humans do to each other.
Father Mayer had blinked owlish eyes behind his horn-rimmed glasses, sighed deeply, and uttered platitudes.
Even at seventeen, Jimmy McCarthy (who had no idea at the time that he would one day be a failed rock star and former historian named Dirk) was aware that life was a wallow in the universal midden. He knew this for certain.
After all, Debbie Imhoff had started shrieking when he’d tried to put himself inside her.
Getting that far had been a long, slow process over a period of months—simple kissing, then the touch of fluttering tongues. For two successive nights on her back porch he’d slipped his hand inside her blouse until the lace edging of her bra crackled under his fingertips and he could just feel the hidden softness underneath. It had taken another two weeks before she let him unsnap the awkward hooks and release her budding globes from tricot bondage. A month after that he’d finally gained the plush nest of his obsession and slipped his finger into the moist warmth hidden there. He’d caught the scent of oily arousal.
Two months later on a September evening, he was certain that The Moment had come. They would give each other their virginity in a glorious rapture. The night would be transformed. Skyrockets would pierce the heavens and explode in unsubtle metaphor.
But when the time came, she’d screamed as if the touch of his probing erection on her thigh had burned her. “Jesus, Debbie!” he’d shouted at her shrill alarm. “Jesus!”
It wouldn’t have been so bad if they’d not been in the back seat of his mother’s VW Rabbit, if they hadn’t been parked in the back lot of Holy Trinity during a school dance, if it hadn’t been so warm an Indian summer that the Rabbit’s windows were down. Debbie’s piercing distress carried like the wail of a civil defense siren.
Lights went on in the houses behind the school. Brother Lawrence, vice-principal and chief chaperone at the dance, hurtled from the school building like a burly Archangel Michael, homing in on the Rabbit as Debbie threw the startled Dirk from atop her and fled the car. Dirk had just managed to extract himself from between the seats when Brother Lawrence huffed up, followed by most of the students at the dance.
Brother Lawrence stopped short of the Rabbit and gaped.
Debbie Imhoff sobbed in distress alongside the car, her hands up to her mascara-smeared face, her blouse wide open and her thin breasts swaying under the unhooked bra. The girl’s skirt had mercifully fallen down over her thighs, but her pantyhose trailed guiltily from one ankle. Dirk staggered out of the Rabbit, still thinking that he could calm her down and salvage the wreckage of the evening. “It’s okay, Debbie. Just be qui—oh, shit.”
Dirk saw Brother Lawrence smoldering under the parking lot lights and his classmates trying to suppress their glee. “Brother—” he began desperately.
“Mr. McCarthy.” Brother Lawrence’s voice was the low thunder of an approaching storm. “I’d suggest you zip yourself up.”
Dirk looked down. His corduroys were around his ankles with his boxer shorts pooled inside. A condom hung like a new foreskin from his drooping manhood. Dirk could feel a flush beginning somewhere down around his knees and spreading rapidly. His face was red enough to give off light. Debbie Imhoff’s pink cotton panties were clutched unawares in one hand. Debbie noticed them about the same time and snatched them back with a howl.
That was too much for his classmates. As Dirk turned around and bent over to pull up his pants, the first waves of laughter broke over him. For the rest of his stay in high school, Dirk would be known as Limp Meat.
Rubberman.
Jimmy McCondom.
After that, Dirk decided that there wasn’t a God, or if there was one, He wasn’t anyone Dirk wanted to worship.
A benevolent God would not have humiliated him that way.
An omnipotent one would have at least kept Debbie quiet until it was over.
 
*
 
Dirk felt some of that old frustration again as Savage thrashed their way through the next, final set. Angela had danced again, with that same intriguing energy and magnetism—the applause afterward was more for her than the band. Her spirit was more brilliant than the stage lights; some overflow of that brilliance trickled over and set the band on fire as well.
Dirk played mostly to her, with an intensity he hadn’t felt in weeks. The new-found enthusiasm sparked the others. Savage played the first half of the set like maniacs. Angela left the floor during the third song. Dirk had lost her in the crowd, but he could feel her watching. The residue of her energy remained. He bounded across the stage with Alf’s insistent beat.
When he’d caught a glimpse of her again, it was to see her going out the entrance with the doberman Edgar on her arm. Dirk’s ego came crashing down around him. He was certain that the noise was audible. Lars, of course, had noticed. He heard the guitar player giggle behind him.
Dirk played the rest of the set on automatic. The fire that had ignited Savage fizzled on his dampened ego.
By the end of the set only the usual mix was left. The staff was still there, looking utterly bored and ready to hustle out the last patrons the moment the house lights came on. There was a table near the sound board, all male and staring too intently at the stage to be anything but local musicians in to scout out the competition. There were a few eternally hopeful students of assorted and indeterminate sex flailing around the dance floor, and demonstrating why, at nearly 2:00 a.m., they were still there to be picked up. At a table to one side of the stage the groupies had gathered, dutifully applauding at the end of every song and making the silence in the rest of the club even more appalling by contrast.
Dirk announced the last song with relief. When it ended, he slammed the Rick into its case and snapped it shut as the aftermath of the band’s volume rang in his ears. He stalked from the stage with what he hoped was a dignified pace. Out at his table, Jay was covering the soundboard. Kyle had gone to the bar for a last drink, Lars had been surrounded by the local musicians, and Alf was sitting with the groupies, Fish already draped around his shoulders like a decorative shawl. Alf looked at Dirk. Dirk shrugged back, glad that Alf, at least, seemed to understand. Friends don’t have to talk. Friends know when the other’s hurt and won’t say anything to make it worse.
Alf winked at Dirk and settled Fish on his lap. “Stood up, eh Dirk?” Alf crowed. “Guess you’ll have to settle for the blond.” The groupies laughed dutifully.
Dirk scowled, hefted the bass’s case in his hand, and headed for the mixing board. Jay wouldn’t have noticed Angela, Dirk was certain. Savage’s soundman and head roadie was a social maladroit who read Sound Engineering, Science, and Byte the way Dirk read Penthouse. Jay didn’t make any distinction between genders at all. There were only People Who Knew Tech and People Who Didn’t. On the job, Jay didn’t notice anything but VU meters and LEDs.
“She run out on you?” Jay asked as Dirk approached. He squinted myopically behind his out-of-date wire-rims and gave a lopsided smile of sympathy.
“You saw her too?”
“You were kind of obvious, after all. I’m not that blind.” Jay wiped his hands on his usual white Oxford shirt. He finished putting the cover over the console for the night and patted it with parental affection, as if tucking in his child for the night. “Besides, the band sounded good there for awhile.”
“Thought we paid you to make us sound that way,” Dirk said grumpily.
Nothing flustered Jay. He gave a wide, goofy grin; Jay had a mouth that could swallow a softball. “I do what I can with what I have to work with.”
“Yeah, that’s the way it’s been going with me, too,” Dirk muttered. He was thinking of going over to the bar to give Kyle his chance to insult him when Angela walked back into the club, peering through the haze of stale cigarette smoke. She’d changed into a peasant blouse that left her shoulders bare. She looked around, waved to Dirk.
Dirk waved back with what he hoped was apparent calmness. He felt the muscles of his face pulling into an idiotic, too-wide smile. Angela nodded and came down the steps toward him. The grimace Lars gave her as she passed pleased Dirk.
“I was talking to her earlier,” Jay said behind Dirk. “Programming, mostly; she likes Pascal. She knows sound, too—even noticed that the horn crossover was set a little too high for the room. We tweaked it down a little and the PA sounded better. She’s intelligent. You’d better be careful,” Jay said.
Dirk had begun to think that maybe his life wasn’t destined to be one McCondom catastrophe after another. Now he glanced back at Jay suspiciously. “What’s that mean?”
“It means she isn’t Fish, that’s all. She’s special. Different.”
Angela’s arrival didn’t give Dirk a chance to pursue that any further. She gave Jay a hug, leaving Dirk feeling somehow left out. She didn’t make any motion to greet him the same way. “How’d the last part of the set go?” she asked Jay.
“Okay,” Jay said. “They’ve been better. The JBLs sounded good, though. Thanks.”
“Sorry I didn’t get back quicker,” Angela said, swinging around to Dirk. “I had Edgar take me back to my apartment so I could get my car. Miss me?”
“He played like shit,” Jay supplied.
“Thanks,” Dirk said to Jay. “I can handle my own answers from here on out.”
“Only telling the truth. I can give you all his bad points if you want,” he said to Angela. He began ticking them off on his fingers. “For one, he can’t dance, and you obviously can. He talks to the crowd all night up on stage, but get him one-on-one with a stranger and he doesn’t know what to say.”
“Jay—”
Jay ignored Dirk. “He’s not as serious about music as he should be if he wants to make a career of it. He’s afraid to stretch out and really try something serious. He’s really better suited for the academic life.”
“Jay—”
“He thinks he’d be better off teaching history again. It’s safe. With history, nothing ever changes. He likes to think he’s strange and different, but he’d be frightened of anything really different.”
“Jay,” Dirk repeated warningly.
“Is that last part true, Dirk?” Angela interjected.
“No,” Dirk said stubbornly, glaring at Jay.
“Good. I’d hate for you to be frightened of me.” For just a moment there was an odd harshness in the set of her mouth, in her jade eyes. The seriousness, the hint of sarcasm in her tone, puzzled Dirk. He thought that somehow he’d inadvertently insulted her. Then she shook her head, setting black waves of hair in motion, and the sharp edge was gone from her. She touched his arm, and he found himself holding his breath.
“Let’s go,” she said, and the tone of her voice was almost resigned, almost sad. The suggestion panicked Dirk. He suddenly felt lost, knowing that he hadn’t been able to recall what city they were in; knowing that he didn’t know where the club was or what the hotel’s address might be. The usual panic threatened to take him—visions of Terre Haute Patti ran through his head.
“Let’s go where?” He knew he shouldn’t have said it. It sounded dumb, it sounded stupid. He felt as awkward as old Jimmy.
Jay saved him. “I’ll take the bass back to the hotel,” he said, holding his hand out for the case.
“If you’re sure you want to go,” Angela added. “I might not be as safe as a dry, dusty history book.”
“He likes math, too,” Jay added, ignoring the stare Dirk gave him.
Dirk wasn’t about to make the same mistake twice. “Okay, let’s go.” He handed the bass to Jay. He started to put a possessive arm around Angela’s shoulder as he might have with, say, Fish. He caught a glimpse of her face as he did so and saw a challenge there, a tilt of the head that was a warning. In that moment, she seemed older and somehow dangerous, as if the vitality that had fueled her dance could suddenly be turned against him. The feeling was only there for an instant, but it was enough.
Dirk’s hand came back and brushed his hair instead. It wasn’t exactly a smooth recovery, but Angela was the only one who noticed. She regarded Dirk appraisingly, then looked around the room. Kyle and Lars watched from the bar; the attention of Alf and the groupies was directed toward them as well. Angela gave what was almost a sigh.
“Appearances,” she breathed, and any sense of peril about her was gone. She circled Dirk’s waist with an arm and pulled him to her. Dirk laid his arm gingerly around her back, giving Jay a puzzled, questioning glance. Jay looked back as if he’d seen nothing: he smiled. “I’ll take good care of the bass,” he said.
“Come on,” Angela said. “The car’s outside.”
The car didn’t seem to match her, somehow. In the glow of the club’s neon sign (“REFLECTIONS,” in electric blue), the Chevette sat like a dull gray lump. It was at least a decade old, and didn’t look as if it had been washed or waxed in that time. Dirk slid into the passenger seat, his feet crushing an empty Wendy’s bag. The vinyl dashboard was heat-cracked, the rugs were torn, the back seat was littered with paper, wrappers, and books.
“You’re a student, right?” Dirk said as Angela slid into the driver’s seat and tugged at the twisted shoulder harness. She fastened the belt and slid the keys into the ignition. The Chevette grumbled and turned over; Dirk could smell exhaust.
“How old do you think I am?” Angela asked him.
“You’re…” Dirk began. Warning bells went off in his mind. Angela still looked at him expectantly. “I don’t think I should answer that one,” he said. “I have the feeling that I lose no matter what I say.”
She put the car in drive and released the parking brake. “I’m not a student,” she told him as she pulled away from the curb. The transmission whined like a sick animal. “So your guess is too low.”
“Are you insulted or pleased?”
“Neither.” Her grin flashed in the darkness. “I expected it of you.”
She turned left at the first light. Dirk caught a glimpse of the street sign—Calhoun—but that didn’t tell him anything. Further up the street, he saw a larger sign by a drive: University of Cincinnati, Lot 2. Somehow, being able to give the city a name made Dirk feel slightly more at ease. Maybe he’d be able to remember a few street names…Now that they were actually going, he could even ask: “Where’s your apartment?”
“We’re not going there.”
“Ah,” Dirk said. He nodded. “Umm, where are we going?”
“To another place I know,” she answered. She stopped for a traffic light with a squeal of worn brake linings, turned on the blinker to turn right, and looked over at him. Her face was neutral and unreadable in the shadowy light of the street lamps. “I’ll tell you where if you want, but you don’t know this area at all. If you’re worried, I’ll take you back to your hotel.” The tone of her voice told Dirk that the hotel would not include room service. “Up to you,” she said.
As her serious gaze searched his face, she put her hand on Dirk’s thigh. It seemed to burn near his tightening crotch, perfectly placed—too close to be casual, too far away to be an invitation.
“Surprise me,” he said. He tried to laugh. It sounded more like a cackle.
“Oh, I’ll do that,” she answered. “I can practically guarantee it.”
The light turned green. She took her hand away and turned. The Chevette grated into gear as the heat on Dirk’s thigh turned damp and cold.
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3   JOAN THE FLOWER MAN
 
Angela drove westward. The single working headlamp of the Chevette made a dim yellowed splash on the expressway, through which lane markers fled like startled hares. Dirk sat uncomfortably in the passenger seat, staring at the strange night scenery and wondering if this night with Angela would leave him forever changed.
It would, of course (which Dirk would have known if he’d been at all familiar with Angela), but not in the way he was thinking.
It will take them some time to get to Angela’s destination. So we’ll leave them for a bit, with Dirk growing steadily more uneasy as the city lights fade to suburban sprawl and then disappear entirely. There are other people to meet, for they’ll inevitably be ensnared in this moment. Angela’s all too well aware of that. She knows that there are other people caught in the web of her life, even if she doesn’t yet know their names.
As Angela might have said to Dirk on the way: “Life’s that way. It’s being shoved blindly out of an airplane along with all your fellows, without instructions and certainly without a parachute. The wind tugs and pulls at you, your fellow skydivers do the same. Maybe you can learn to spin and twist in the wind. Maybe you can slow your descent and seem to drift upwards past the tumbling rest of them. Maybe you can even enjoy the ride and the sense that you’re almost flying. But in the end, no matter how lucky you’ve been, there’s always The Ground. It might be different if we didn’t believe
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