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AUTHOR’S NOTE
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This story was born on a Thursday night in a little karaoke bar not unlike Grill’s Brandy Bread. The name is fictional, the building is real, and the feeling of the place—the neon, the smoke, the strange warmth you find in a room full of strangers singing to each other—is exactly as I remember it.

Everything else, of course, is fiction. But sometimes all it takes is one ordinary, slightly sad Thursday night in a dive bar to make you wonder what else might be sitting in the corner with you.
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DEDICATION
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To every dive bar, karaoke joint, and late-night spot where lonely people go to feel a little less alone — thank you for keeping the lights on and the music loud.

This one’s for you.
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EPIGRAPH

[image: ]


“I am the fire.” — Anonymous, scribbled on a bar napkin

“Writing is magic, as much the water of life as any other creative art.” — Stephen King

“If you gaze long into an abyss, the abyss also gazes into you.” — Friedrich Nietzsche
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CHAPTER ONE - THE THURSDAY DRIVE
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The drive from Riverside to Hemet took forty-one minutes if the traffic on the 215 behaved itself, and lately it never did. Nyden McNeil knew the route the way a man knows the inside of his own mouth with his tongue—without thinking, without looking, every dip and seam in the asphalt logged somewhere below the level of conscious thought. He could have driven it blind. Some nights, with the dark coming down over the valley and the dashboard glow the only light in the cab of his old Tacoma, he half believed he was.

He left at six-forty, the same as always. Six-forty gave him time to clear the worst of the commuter snarl where the 215 fed into the 60, and it put him at Grill’s Brandy Bread by half past seven, which was early enough that he could claim his booth before the karaoke crowd thickened and late enough that he didn’t look like a man who had nowhere else to be. That distinction mattered to him, though he couldn’t have said why. There was no one at the bar keeping score. There was no one anywhere keeping score of Hayden McNeil, and that, he supposed, was the whole point of his life now. To be a man no one was watching.

The thought, when it came, brought a small cold weight with it, the way certain thoughts always did. He turned up the radio to drown it.

The Inland Empire spooled past his windows in the long blue dusk—the dun-colored hills with their scrub and their power lines, the strip malls washed gray by years of sun, the taquerias and the smog-check stations and the vacant lots where weeds came up through the cracked concrete like something patient trying to get out. People who didn’t live here called it ugly, and they weren’t wrong, exactly, but there was an honesty to the ugliness that Nyden had come to need. Riverside, Moreno Valley, Perris, San Jacinto, Hemet—these were towns that had given up pretending. They sat out under the relentless sky and the heat shimmered up off their parking lots and nobody asked them to be anything but what they were. Nyden understood that. He aspired to it.

He was forty-five years old. He wrote books that a small and dwindling number of people bought, and freelance copy for companies that sold things he would never buy, and he lived alone in a rented house on the ragged edge of Riverside where the city frayed out into citrus groves and dirt. He had hazy blue eyes that his last girlfriend, a long time ago now, had called “faraway,” meaning it kindly, and he wore wire-rimmed glasses to bring the world into the focus it didn’t always seem to want. He was, by every external measure, an unremarkable man. He had worked hard at that. It had not been easy.

The thing was, Nyden McNeil had a secret, and the secret was this: he had once written a demon out of existence on the back of a bar napkin, and he had spent five years being very, very careful never to do anything like it again.

—  ❖  —

He saw the sign from a quarter mile off, the way he always did, and the way he always did, something in his chest tightened by a single notch, like a wrench giving a bolt one more quarter-turn.

GRILL’S BRANDY BREAD. The letters had been red once. Now they were the color of dried blood, the neon long dead in three of them, so that on certain nights from certain angles the sign read GRILL’S BR NDY B EAD, which Nyden privately thought was more honest. Below it a smaller sign, hand-painted on plywood and bolted to the stucco, promised KARAOKE THURS · COLD BEER · ATM INSIDE. The Thursday was underlined twice, as if the place’s whole reason for being depended on that one night, which—Nyden had come to understand over the years—it more or less did.

He pulled into the lot. Gravel and broken asphalt, a few oil stains gone black and permanent, a dumpster against the cinderblock wall with its lid propped open by a bursting bag. Four cars, five with his. He recognized three of them. He always recognized three of them.

He sat for a moment with the engine ticking as it cooled. This was a ritual too, though he didn’t think of it as one. He looked at the door—a steel door painted the same dead red as the sign, a single bare bulb burning above it in a wire cage—and he felt the pull.

That was the only word he had for it. The pull. It had been there for five years, and it had never once relented, and he had never once been able to explain it to himself in a way that didn’t make him sound insane. He came back to this bar, this specific terrible bar in this specific forgotten town, not because he liked it, though he had grown a kind of fondness for it the way you grow fond of a scar. He came back because some animal part of him was afraid of what might happen if he stopped. As if his presence here were a finger held against a wound. As if Grill’s Brandy Bread were a thing that had to be checked on, the way you check the lock on a door you’re not entirely sure you remembered to lock.

He came, in other words, to make sure it was still standing.

Five years, and it was still standing. Five years, and the thing he’d done that night had held.

He got out of the truck. The June air hit him warm and dry and faintly chemical, the smell of the Inland Empire in early summer—dust and exhaust and the sweetish rot of the dumpster. From inside the bar came the muffled thump of a bass line and, riding over it, a woman’s voice mauling a Shania Twain song with tremendous conviction. Nyden almost smiled. He patted his shirt pocket, felt the small hard rectangle of his notebook there, and let his hand fall away.

Just in case, he thought, the way he always did. Then he went in.

—  ❖  —

The inside of Grill’s Brandy Bread assaulted you by degrees. First the dark, which after the lit lot was total, so that for a few seconds you stood blind in the doorway like a man who’d walked into a closet. Then the smell—beer gone flat in the carpet, decades of cigarette smoke ground into every soft surface despite fifteen years of it being illegal, a base note of bleach and bathroom and fryer grease. Then, as your eyes adjusted, the place itself resolved out of the gloom: the long scarred bar down the right side, the bottles ranked on glass shelves with a Christmas string of lights behind them burning year-round, the dozen tables and booths, the little plywood stage in the back corner with its karaoke rig and its two speakers the size of refrigerators.

The walls were a museum of decline. Faded band posters, most of them for groups that had played here in the eighties and nineties and then vanished off the face of the earth. A Confederate flag somebody had finally taken down a few years back, leaving a rectangle of less-faded paneling like the ghost of a bad idea. A taxidermied jackalope. A neon Coors sign with a buzzing dead E. A corkboard furred with business cards and a few flyers for AA meetings and lost cats. The drop ceiling was the color of old teeth, stained in brown maps where the roof had leaked, and the vents up there breathed a steady tired exhale of air conditioning that never quite caught up with the valley heat.

Nyden loved it, in a way he was careful never to examine too closely. It asked nothing of him.

“Hey, stranger.” Ara behind the bar, sliding a Bud Light down to a trucker without looking, her eyes already on Nyden. She’d tended this bar for twelve years and ran it for most of them in everything but title, and it showed in the way she held the room—the way her green eyes ticked across it once a minute and missed nothing, the trucker’s near-empty glass and the construction kids’ rising volume and the new pale shake in Nyden’s face, all of it logged and weighed and filed. Her red hair was pulled back in its working ponytail, a few strands escaped and stuck to her neck in the heat, and she was built sturdy and strong from a lifetime of lifting kegs and walking men twice her size to the door. She liked Nyden in the wary, half-amused way she liked her quiet ones—from a small remove, ready to be disappointed but not expecting to be, watching out for him in a manner she’d have denied if you’d named it. “Thought maybe you finally found somewhere better.”

“There’s nowhere better, Ara. That’s the tragedy of my life.” He took his stool—not the booth yet, the booth came later—and she was already reaching for the Maker’s.

“One?”

“Start me there.”

She poured it neat into a rocks glass that had seen better decades and set it on a napkin in front of him. The napkin was thin and white and cheap, a flimsy square stamped in one corner with the bar’s logo, a cartoon loaf of bread wearing a chef’s hat and holding a snifter of brandy, an image so baffling that Nyden had given up trying to understand it years ago. He looked at the napkin. He always looked at the napkin. Then he picked up the glass so he didn’t have to look at it anymore.

“Karaoke’s hopping tonight,” he said.

“It’s Serenity’s birthday.” Ara tipped her head toward the woman currently destroying Shania Twain—a slight, dark-haired woman in a neat blouse who held the mic in both hands like it was the last warm thing on earth, her eyes closed, her whole delicate frame leaning into a song far too big for her quiet voice. “Again,” Ara added, dry as the valley. “Third time since March.” And Nyden understood, because he’d been here for some of the others. It was never actually Serenity’s birthday. It hadn’t been, by any honest reckoning, for most of the dozen birthdays she’d thrown herself in this bar over the last year. Once a month, give or take, Serenity came in alone and let it be known, gently, that today was her day, and the staff bought the candles and the regulars sang and nobody ever once said the thing they all knew, which was that a person does not have twelve birthdays in a year unless there is no one left in her life to mark the real one. “Don’t,” Ara said, catching whatever had crossed his face. “We just sing. It costs a buck for candles and it makes her happy. Let her have it.”

Nyden raised his glass an inch in Serenity’s direction, a private toast, and drank.

The whiskey went down with its familiar small violence. He felt it bloom in his chest and behind his eyes, and the day’s accumulated static—the deadline he was blowing, the chapter that wouldn’t come, the silence of the house on the edge of the groves—loosened by a degree. This was why people came to places like this. Not for the company, though the company helped. For the loosening. For the hour when the wrench backed off the bolt instead of tightening it.

He nursed the Maker’s and watched the room in the bar mirror, which was his preferred way of watching anything. The trucker two stools down. A pair of younger guys—construction, by the boots and the dust—splitting a pitcher and laughing too loud at something on a phone. A man alone in a booth, fortyish, with the particular stillness of someone drinking with intent rather than for pleasure; Nyden clocked him and looked away. In the back, near the stage, a cluster of regulars Nyden knew by face if not by name had assembled around Serenity’s birthday, a little island of balloons and a grocery-store cake going soft in the heat.

It was, in every respect, an ordinary Thursday. Nyden had been telling himself for five years that he came here because the ordinary Thursdays proved something. That every uneventful night was a brick in the wall between him and what had happened. Five years of bricks. The wall should have been a fortress by now.

So he could not have told you why, on this particular ordinary Thursday, sitting on his usual stool with his usual drink in his hand, watching the usual room in the usual mirror, he felt the first thin thread of wrongness slip into him like a draft under a door.

It was nothing. It was less than nothing. It was the lights.

—  ❖  —

The lights at Grill’s Brandy Bread had always been bad. The wiring in the building was older than Nyden, a snarl of conduit and knob-and-tube and amateur additions that Ara complained about whenever an inspector came around and otherwise ignored. The fluorescents over the bar hummed and the string lights flickered and the stage lights ran hot enough that Ara kept a fire extinguisher zip-tied to the speaker stand, a detail Nyden had noticed years ago and then made himself stop noticing.

So when the lights dimmed—not all of them, just the bank over the back booths, a slow brownout swelling-down like something drawing breath—it meant nothing. It meant a brownout, a draw on the grid, somebody running the AC too hard next door. It meant Hemet in June.

But Nyden’s eyes went to it anyway. In the mirror he watched the back of the room sink into a deeper dark, watched the faces around Serenity’s cake go briefly orange and indistinct as the dying light pooled into them, and for half a second—less than half a second, the duration of a blink—the dimming bank of lights threw a shadow up the back wall that did not match anything casting it.

It was tall. That was all he registered before it was gone. Tall and thin and somehow ragged at the edges, like a man made of torn paper, and it stood against the back wall in the brown light with its head—if it was a head—angled forward, toward the bar.

Toward him.

The lights came up. The shadow was a coat on a hook. Of course it was a coat on a hook; there was a row of them by the bathroom hallway, and one of them, a long canvas duster gone shapeless with age, hung at exactly the height and exactly the angle to throw, in the wrong light, the suggestion of a tall thin figure. Nyden had seen it a hundred times. He had never once seen it move.

He realized his glass was empty. He didn’t remember finishing it. His mouth had gone dry in a way the whiskey couldn’t explain, and there was a faint metallic taste at the back of his throat, copper and salt, that he knew—that some buried part of him knew with absolute certainty—from a long time ago.

“Ara.” His voice came out level. He was proud of that. “Another.”

She glanced at him as she poured, something flickering in her face—and held the look a beat longer than the moment called for, her green eyes doing that quick weighing thing they did. “You okay, hon? You went a little white.” A small line came and went between her brows. She didn’t say the rest of it, and Nyden, who had spent five years learning to read the unsaid, watched her not say it: that she’d seen this face on him before. Years ago. One night she could not have placed if you’d paid her, when the quiet writer in the corner had stood up looking like a man who’d watched himself die, and pulled on his coat with
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