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            Setting the scene…

          

        

      

    

    
      The Summer of Love began in San Francisco, California, in 1967 and launched a social, cultural and political movement that is unrivaled to this day. Young people wearing bright patterned clothes, often with a joint or a hit of acid in their pockets, called themselves hippies, or flower children. Espousing peace, love and freedom, they gathered at Love-Ins, on grassy park hillsides, to celebrate freedom from convention, listen to the music of Jesse Colin Young or Joan Baez, and give themselves over to the dance, arms outstretched.

      Their movement spread south to Los Angeles, a city otherwise known as the City of Angels, although those who really knew the town called it the City of Fallen Angels. It was there, by the summer of 1968, that peace and love experimented in the Los Angeles air…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          July 1968

        

      

    

    
      Where the hell was Arlene?

      Kate Prescott scanned the crowd of sweaty strangers, searching for her co-worker, who had coaxed Kate into driving to the Griffith Park Love-In on a hot Saturday afternoon. As soon as they arrived, Arlene had moseyed off with a fellow wearing a crown of flowers in his long black hair. Kate feared she’d seen the last of Arlene for the day; it was impossible to pick her out in this ocean of bodies and noise and blinding colors.

      People jostled past, and the summer sun singed Kate’s skin. Had she ever felt more out of place?

      A grubby man approached, dirt-caked hand extended. He grinned, revealing two rows of yellowed teeth. “Here, sister.”

      Kate backed away, shaking her head as her silver earrings jingled. No way in hell was she going to take the brownie he offered; her stomach clenched, and she was sure there was more to that brownie than eggs, butter and baking chocolate.

      “Don’t get all uptight, Blondie.”

      “My name isn’t Blondie—it’s ... Alice. And you need to back off!”

      With his free hand, the man stroked his sparse beard; his disheveled auburn hair looked like it hadn’t been washed in a month. He squinted red-rimmed eyes at her. “Come on, then, Alice. This will help you get where you want to go.”

      Behind Brownie Man, the hills of Griffith Park had turned summer beige, rising to meet a fair blue sky, oak and Manzanita branches puncturing the shimmering canvas. More revelers oozed past, giving off odors of perfume, incense, and cigarette smoke. Pucci prints swirled against glistening bare skin.

      The scruffy guy took a step closer.

      “Alice,” said a voice behind her, “there you are! We’ve been looking all over for you.”

      Kate turned, baffled because she didn’t recognize the man who’d spoken, but he seemed to be talking to her. Who are you?

      In worn jeans and a blue shirt, he still looked cleaner than Brownie Man. Curly brown hair, a little on the long side. And eyes the color of dark chocolate.

      He held out his hand. “Come along, Alice. The Wonderland Express is leaving.”

      He winked at her, and time stopped. She was no longer alone in a sea of frolickers who all knew something she didn’t. Drums and voices faded as she took a step toward this man she didn’t know but somehow recognized, the two of them apart from the crowd.

      She took his hand: strong, with spatters of blue and green paint along the back.

      He nodded to Brownie Man. “It’s cool, we’re already trippin’.”

      “Thanks,” she murmured to the man who held her hand.

      He pointed toward the shade of a nearby eucalyptus. “My friend over there says he knows you, but he was too stoned to help you out.”

      When he released her hand, Kate wished he hadn’t. She squinted through the sunlight at a long-haired fellow leaning against the eucalyptus. Then she made the connection: Leonard Ryder, from Bright Street. They’d been neighbors until high school graduation. But he looked so different that afternoon.

      She remembered Leonard as acne-scarred and pudgy, but this guy was slender, and a beard camouflaged his pitted cheekbones.

      “Little Katie Prescott,” he said, “fancy meeting you here.”

      Speechless, Kate groped for a greeting. In their senior year, Leonard had discovered music, playing his guitar and singing folk songs in coffee houses, using only his last name.

      “Hello, Ryder,” she replied eventually. “Thanks for sending your friend to save me.”

      Ryder’s smirk and his indifferent posture triggered memories of summer afternoons on Bright Street, playing hide and seek with other kids on the block. Ryder always lost; he was too slow and too chubby to find good hiding places, but he always pretended not to care.

      “My friend,” Ryder said, “wanted to save you. But did you need saving?”

      “Probably,” Kate replied. She turned to Ryder’s companion. “I’m Kate Prescott.”

      “Jack Morrison.” He extended that wonderful, paint-spattered hand again. “And what brings you here, Kate Prescott?”

      Kate forbid herself to prolong the handshake. “Curiosity.”

      “Which killed the cat,” Jack Morrison pointed out with a slow grin.

      “But satisfaction brought it back.”

      Jack looked at Ryder. “You didn’t tell me she was smart.”

      Kate studied his profile for a moment; he was quite handsome.

      “I came with somebody from work,” she continued, “but she ditched me.”

      Ryder sat down, cross-legged, and motioned her to join him. “Work? I thought you were a college girl.”

      Kate sat, fanning her sundress around her knees. “You haven’t been home lately, have you?”

      Ryder flinched. “Shit, that’s right. Man, what a bummer about your dad. I really liked him.”

      Kate started to tell him more when a line of dancers snaked past in a wild swirl of bright colors. Tambourines and voices drowned out any chance of conversation, so she leaned back and breathed in the thick, minty fragrance of eucalyptus, mingled with incense and another, sharper smell.

      Jack Morrison eased down on the grass next to Kate and raised his voice above the racket. “You stick with us. Pretty girls shouldn’t run around here on their own. Too many stray wolves hunting.”

      Kate shivered. “Thanks for the cheerful thought.”

      He smiled, and the world turned brighter.

      Ryder reached into his shirt pocket and produced a thin cigarette. Weed, Kate realized, as Ryder lit it, inhaled and offered it to her. Kate shook her head.

      “Come on, Kate—join the party,” Ryder said as he exhaled.

      Reluctantly, Kate put the joint to her lips and took a careful puff, unable to suppress the urge to look over her shoulder.

      Jack’s laugh came out low and throaty. “Don’t act so nervous. Pretend it’s a cigarette. Breathe in. Good.”

      The smoke tasted strangely sweet. A cough rose in her throat, and she swallowed it away, then handed the joint to Jack.

      Their hands touched, and she felt a sizzle along her skin, as if she’d brushed a live electric wire. Did he feel it too? He gave no sign but inhaled deeply and held the smoke in his lungs for an impossibly long time as he passed the joint to Ryder.

      Through a stream of exhaled marijuana smoke, Jack asked, “So what were you doing before you got lost?”

      “I wasn’t lost,” she told him.

      “We’re all lost, but some of us don’t know it.”

      “Be careful of him, Katie Girl,” said Ryder. “He’s a mad artist.”

      He turned away to gaze at the people flowing past, tapping his thighs in time to the drums. Kate watched the collision of colors, reds and greens and golds and blues, merging and separating. She felt drab in comparison, a wren among flamingoes and peacocks.

      The chain of dancers circled back. Bangle bracelets jingled as they beckoned. Ryder pinched out the roach, swallowed it, and rose in one graceful movement, as if defying gravity, brushing leaf fragments from his jeans.

      “C’mon, folks, let’s groove.” He swayed and clapped in time to the tambourines’ tempo.

      Kate shook her head. “I’m a terrible dancer—don’t you remember?”

      “Nobody cares. C’mon.”

      “Let her be,” Jack said. “She can keep me company.”

      Ryder cocked his head and started to say something, but a woman whose breasts were falling out of her orange tank top grabbed his arm and pulled him into the crowd.

      Jack took out his Marlboros and offered her one. Kate studied the pack, and he laughed—a soft, teasing sound.

      “They’re plain old cigarettes,” he told her, so she accepted and cupped her hands around his as he struck a match flame and touched it to the tip of her cigarette. Kate’s flesh tingled again.

      “Thanks,” she said, breathing smoke into the pristine summer air.

      Jack blew two small, perfect smoke rings and poked his finger through one as it drifted skyward. Kate giggled.

      “So, did you like that weed?” he asked.

      Kate considered her answer. “I guess. Don’t feel it all that much.”

      “Give it time,” Jack said.

      She reclined on her elbows and waited.

      “You have good skin,” he said.

      “Me?” Kate tried not to look surprised.

      “I’ve started noticing the models’ skin in drawing class,” he said, as if that explained the off-the-wall compliment. “You don’t go out much in the sun, do you?”

      She shook her head. “I burn.” She looked down at her bare arms. “I’ll be sorry I wore this dress today.”

      He motioned her closer, into the deeper shade of the eucalyptus, and she scooted toward him.

      “You’ll be a beautiful old woman when the rest of them are wrinkled crones,” he said.

      Kate felt the blush on her nineteen-year-old cheeks. “I have a long wait.”

      Silence descended. Say something! Kate admonished herself. Here she was with a good-looking man who paid her compliments, and she was totally tongue-tied. She’d never had this kind of trouble talking to men before; had she lost the ability to flirt? Her vocal cords were tight, her muscles as taut as her mother’s back-yard clothesline, her brain slow and useless.

      Finally, a few feeble words came to her. “How do you know Ryder?”

      Jack rubbed the tip of his smoldering Marlboro into the grass to extinguish it. “Roommates,” he replied.

      “At college?”

      His smile held a touch of something she didn’t understand. “Yeah. Off campus.”

      “Which college?”

      “You’ve heard of Chouinard?”

      She had. “The art school? Ryder’s in art school?”

      Jack smirked. “Not anymore—but don’t tell his folks, okay? They’re under the illusion he’ll make more money as an artist than as a folk singer. Which I suppose he could, if he got a teaching credential.”

      “Is that what you’re working toward?” Kate asked.

      In answer, Jack pulled a folded paper and a pencil from his jeans pocket and began to draw. A few minutes later, he held up a remarkably flattering sketch of Kate herself. She took the drawing and studied it, unable to keep from grinning. He’d made her look prettier than she was, her hair smoother and longer, her nose straighter.

      “Very nice; I wish I looked like that.”

      “You do. Very Alice in Wonderland, except for your green eyes.”

      He’d noticed her eyes. She’d have to be careful with this guy.

      When she offered to return the drawing, he said, “No—keep it. A souvenir.”

      Kate folded the sketch carefully and tucked it in her pocket. “Thanks.” After a pause while she searched for clever words and failed to find them, she asked, “Are drawings your specialty, then?”

      He clicked his tongue. “Mostly paintings, but they’re harder to carry around. Someday maybe I’ll show you, though.”

      Kate fought more embarrassing shyness. “I’d like that.”

      “So you know Chouinard.”

      Kate nodded. “My dad went there.”

      “Your dad’s an artist?”

      “To me he was. He was an animator at Disney.”

      “Was?”

      Pain, the non-physical kind, stabbed through her. “He died last year. Drunk driver ran into him.”

      He put his hand on her bare calf. “I’m sorry.”

      She should have expected the tears, but they took her by surprise and she swiped at them, mad at herself for acting maudlin. Time to grow up, get used to it. Get over it.

      He didn’t question her tears, and she was grateful for that. Kate couldn’t explain why, but she cared what Jack Morrison thought of her.

      “And you,” he continued. “You’ve had more education than most, haven’t you?”

      Kate mimicked his way of putting out a cigarette but found herself empty-handed; she waved toward the mountains surrounding the park. “I almost did.”

      “Almost?”

      “A year at UC Santa Barbara—liberal arts stuff. Nothing you can earn a living with.”

      “Is that why you quit?”

      “Sort of. When my dad died, the money ran out.”

      “Ouch.”

      She shrugged. “Life’s a bitch sometimes.”

      He smiled, and again there was that touch of something the exact opposite of mirth. “Right.”

      Then he lay back on the grass, staring up at the eucalyptus canopy. His eyes drifted shut, and Kate thought he might have fallen asleep, but she didn’t mind. Somehow being next to him made her feel safe.

      A woman in a vivid emerald gown glided up to them, a matching green scarf around her shiny black hair. Her skin was the color of dark chocolate. She held out her hand, fingers long and tapered. In the middle of her palm was a small white pill.

      “One to grow on,” the woman said, then threw back her head and laughed. She had immense white teeth.

      Kate shook her head and echoed the polite refusal she’d heard Jack use. “Thanks, but we’re already trippin’.”

      The woman laughed again and frolicked off.

      Jack sat up. “You learn fast,” he said.

      Kate watched the woman move away. “What was that?”

      He pursed his lips. “Acid, probably. LSD. You know LSD?”

      “Of course. I didn’t just fall off a turnip truck.”

      What a stupid thing to say. But he seemed to accept it. Kate began to feel like Jack Morrison would accept almost anything she said, or did. He had her father’s attitude of competence and comfort in his skin.

      “And you know better than to take candy from strangers,” Jack said, and Kate felt a glow of pleasure.

      That one hit of pot had begun to muddy her thoughts and perceptions, and the voices around her became an incoherent buzz. The air reeked of burning marijuana and incense; her pulse throbbed in sync with the bongos.

      Then she heard other sounds: a whistle’s shriek and an amplified voice. “THIS IS THE LOS ANGELES POLICE DEPARTMENT!”

      Panic seized her. She'd seen news reports of uniformed officers, faces hidden by reflective shields, wading into crowds of unarmed hippies, cracking clubs against skulls and hauling scores of people off to jail—all for the bad luck of being in the wrong place at the wrong time.

      The crowd began to disperse like stampeding cattle. Kate scrambled to her feet, and so did Jack.

      “We have to get out of here,” he shouted above the commotion.

      “I know a back way,” Kate yelled. “What about Ryder?”

      Jack shook his head. “No time. Besides, Ryder always lands on his feet.”

      She felt a momentary flash of protectiveness for her old neighbor, always the butt of childish jokes, always the one left behind. She wanted to try and find him, and her co-worker Arlene, but the pandemonium made it impossible. She took Jack’s hand and pulled him toward a parking lot above the carousel, away from the field where people churned in noisy confusion.

      Kate knew the way by heart; she and her dad had hiked every trail in Griffith Park at one time or another. The parking lot ended in a rough strip of asphalt, ringed by a low stone wall topped with a chain link fence. And there, right where she remembered, was the slash in the fence some impatient hiker had cut years ago. Kate squeezed through, Jack followed, and she led him up a bridle path, around the parking lot, above the melee playing out in the park.

      Sirens wailed in the distance, and she heard screams and shouts and whistles.

      Jack patted her back. “Nice going, Girl Scout. But now what? We can’t camp out here all night.”

      “We don’t have to,” Kate told him. She pointed to her left. “That takes us down to the road. My car’s half a mile from here.”

      He rubbed his chin. “Well, I’ll be damned. Looks like I picked the right person to rescue.”

      I sure hope so.

      “Can you give me a lift home?” Jack added. “I came with Ryder.”

      Well, well. Maybe the universe is finally giving me a break.
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      “That’s it on the right,” Jack said, pointing to a two-story chunk of brick and concrete, next to a vacant lot. The neighborhood—an industrial section east of downtown Los Angeles—looked dismal and deteriorating, with litter-strewn sidewalks and painted-over storefront windows.

      “Pretty ugly, huh?”

      Kate shook her head. “It’s perfect for an artist.”

      “If you say so. Park here.”

      She guided her Chevy into an open space at the curb and turned off the engine. They sat without speaking. Now what?

      Through the silence came a muffled cackle from the vacant lot, followed by the crack of shattering glass.

      Would he shake her hand now, offer thanks for the ride, say good-bye and walk away without looking back?

      Jack turned toward her, his face shadowed. “Thanks to you, we escaped the long arm of the law. Feel like Jesse James?”

      Kate’s grip on the steering wheel relaxed. “Yeah—except for the guns and money.”

      “So—want to come in and see my paintings?”

      Kate laughed to cover her nerves. “That’s an offer I don’t get very often.”

      I shouldn’t, I don’t know him...but he’s Ryder’s roommate. I’ve known Ryder forever.

      He waited a few seconds. “I’ll even feed you dinner. I make great sandwiches.”

      She hesitated a few more heartbeats.

      Jack reached for the door handle. “Come on, you’re probably safer with me than with Ryder.”

      Kate got out of the car and followed him to a door near the car. He unlocked a deadbolt and motioned to a steep flight of stairs, then relocked the door behind them.

      “I hope Ryder’s okay,” she said as they climbed.

      “He is. Ryder has big survival mojo.”

      Jack hit a switch at the top of the stairs, and five fluorescent tubes flickered to life.

      Kate stood still, catching her breath from the climb.

      The loft opened out from the stairwell into what looked like infinity. Dust motes danced in the light beams, and unfamiliar shapes loomed in shadowy corners of the cavernous building.

      “Pardon the mess,” Jack said. “The housekeeper hasn’t shown up lately.”

      Kate looked around. “Maybe she got lost in here. This place is huge.”

      He laughed. “It takes a little getting used to. Come on, I’ll give you the tour.”

      The floorboards had been painted utilitarian gray, and part of the space was partitioned off as a kitchen: sink, hot plate, refrigerator, table, and a tall cabinet, door ajar to reveal plain white dishes and a cluster of cereal boxes.

      “The bathroom’s in there,” Jack said, gesturing to a louvered half-door past the sink. “Not fancy, but safe—I promise.”

      Then he pointed to the front of the loft, dusky with afternoon shadows, where she saw large canvases on a white freestanding wall, another space swathed in plastic sheeting, and a curtained-off area to the right.

      “My workshop and sleeping quarters,” he said.

      Kate pulled her hair back off her face. “You’ve got all the essentials.”

      He nodded. “And nobody cares if Ryder makes racket all night—well nobody but me, and I can tune it out. I don’t get yelled at if I spill paint on the floor, and Ryder doesn’t complain about the smell of turpentine.” He paused and looked troubled. “It’s a little messy—”

      “No,” Kate said quickly. “It’s great. Really. Now show me your paintings.”

      His expression brightened and then flickered to uncertainty. “They’re a little odd, I warn you.”

      “I like odd,” Kate replied.

      “What I mean is, they don’t exactly follow the current trend.”

      “Which I wouldn’t know if it bit me on the toe,” Kate said.

      The canvases were larger than she’d first thought, at least five feet wide and almost as tall. A few depicted trees and animals rendered in perfect, realistic detail, but as she moved along the wall, Kate noticed the subjects’ edges began to blur, turning impressionistic. Kate liked impressionist art, and Jack’s work had a Renoir vibe.

      The last group of canvases were bold swathes of blues and greens and golds, blending and separating in dazzling sequences, forming unrecognizable shapes. They hypnotized her and drew her in.

      “Wow,” she said, annoyed at her inarticulate response.

      He didn’t say anything, while Kate struggled to come up with a more intelligent remark.

      What came out of her mouth was, “They’re so big.”

      Jack didn’t seem offended.

      “So if size were the main criteria, I should be famous?”

      “I didn’t mean to say that! They take my breath away. Honest. And, evidently, they short-circuit my brain, too.”

      He didn’t react, so she stumbled ahead. “I can’t give you some bullshit opinion of how they echo neo-classic themes merged with traditional impressionism, but—”

      “You didn’t sleep through art history, then,” he said. Now that she was all flustered, he seemed amused. And maybe a little relieved.

      Kate pointed to the area inside the plastic sheeting, where an easel held a half-finished canvas. “Work in progress?”

      Jack led her past the sheeting. The floor was covered with colorful splatters, and despite an open window the smell of oil paint hung thick in the air. Stretcher bars and a roll of canvas rested against one wall. The painting on the easel was, apparently, going to be one of those enchanting abstracts. A broad line of brilliant turquoise swept across the primed canvas, intersecting a dark brown triangle, edges smudged into the primer.

      Kate cleared her throat. “Do they have names?”

      He shrugged. “Untitled Number 9281.”

      “Don’t you take them more seriously than that?”

      “I take them plenty seriously,” he replied, “But I think titles limit them.” He pointed at the unfinished work. “What would you call this, if you were bestowing titles?”

      She hesitated before answering. Come on! Think of something brilliant! “Conjunction,” she said, dismayed at hearing the word out loud. Did it sound as stupid to him as it did to her?

      His dark brown eyes locked onto hers, and Kate saw something in them, something vast and comprehending.

      “Maybe that’s what I’ll call it then,” he said.

      Kate could not have turned away from him to save her life, but she was relieved when he broke the gaze and rubbed his hands together.

      “Now,” he said, “who’s hungry?”
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        * * *

      

      Jack’s tiny refrigerator held sliced roast beef and cheese, lettuce and tomatoes.

      “My mom sends care packages,” he said. “Her crusade to keep me out of fast food joints.”

      He put the sandwiches on plates, popped open two Pepsis and pointed to the table. “Have a seat—dinner is served.”

      Halfway through the meal, Jack paused and sat back in his chair, spreading his long legs out under the table. One of his calves touched hers. “So—you know a lot of interesting stuff, like secret ways out of the park, and you have educated opinions about art. What else is in that pretty head of yours?”

      Kate tried to ignore the rub of denim on her leg. She sipped cola and hoped she sounded worldly and casual when she answered. “Junk, mostly. I’m kinda boring.”

      “I doubt that. What were you studying in college? What did you want to be?”

      “That’s the stupid part,” Kate said. “I hadn’t decided. I thought I had plenty of time to figure it out.”

      She didn’t mean to go back to the story of her father, but Jack seemed to want to hear it, so she told him how, after a drunk in a pickup truck blew through a red light and broadsided her father’s little sedan, killing him on the spot, she and her mother discovered Dad had under-insured both his car and his life. The pickup driver had no insurance at all, and no assets except his ruined truck. All of which led to Kate dropping out of college to move home, get a job and help support her mother and her kid sister, who was in her junior year of high school.

      “Man,” said Jack when she finished. “You must be really pissed off about all that.” He shifted in his chair, and she felt a twinge of regret when his leg moved away from hers.

      Kate filled her mouth with cola, stalling as she sought a way to describe her feelings. She didn’t know which emotion came through strongest, grief or rage; they seemed to be holding a contest inside her.

      Jack reached out and stroked her arm. At another time, the gesture would have seemed incredibly sensual.

      She hated self-pity and fought it away. Lighten up.

      “Can’t change what happened,” she replied.

      “No,” Jack said softly, “that never works.”

      He sounded like he did understand.

      “So I racked up a year of totally useless stuff at the university, sampling what’s out there, to see if anything clicked. I wanted—want—to do something important with my life. Something that matters.”

      “Be an artist like your dad?”

      Kate traced a circle in the condensation on her Pepsi can. “No talent for that—but I enjoy looking at art. My dad loved taking me to galleries and museums and explaining the paintings. He could’ve been a great artist if he hadn’t had a family to support.”

      She was going on like Daddy’s Girl. Stop it!

      “Anyway,” she continued, “I put off declaring a major; I was gonna do it in my sophomore year. And…”

      “And then it was too late,” he finished for her.

      “And then it was too late,” Kate echoed. “Only it isn’t—not theoretically. There’s night school.”

      “Oh, that’d be fun. Work all day and study all night.”

      “You do what you have to.”

      He studied her face for a minute. “For a kid, you’re pretty smart.”

      Kid? He couldn’t have more than two years on her.
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        * * *

      

      After they ate, Jack lit a Marlboro and passed it to her, then fired up a second one for himself. They smoked in silence, and it was the easiest thing in the world to be sitting there, not having to make conversation.

      After Jack ground out his cigarette in an abalone shell ashtray full of butts, he asked, “Want to get stoned again?”

      Kate had only smoked pot a couple of times; she didn’t like feeling out of control.

      She extinguished her Marlboro. “You bet.”

      He led her toward the front of the building, past a curtain and into a space where a double bed, covered with a paisley quilt, rested against one brick wall. Windows opened out to the street below, and Kate heard the hiss of tires. Darkness was settling in, she noticed with a jolt of surprise. The curtain fell back into place with a whisper.

      Kate’s adventurous spirit wavered. Where was this headed? A cool breeze drifted in through the open window. Until that moment she hadn’t noticed the summer heat in the room.

      Jack pointed to a wing chair, upholstered in worn pink velour. He snatched up a tangle of rumpled clothes and swept the chair seat with his hand.

      Kate sat, trying to camouflage her nervousness. Jack tossed the clothes onto a pine chest, opened its top drawer, and pulled out a joint. He held it up and looked at her, eyebrows raised.

      “I don’t share the good shit with just anybody,” he said.

      Kate’s muscles unclenched. “I’m flattered.”

      He lit the doobie, sucked in a massive breath, then passed it to Kate. This smoke tasted different, more astringent, and stronger. Her mind went soft, and as she exhaled, Kate felt like she was releasing her troubles.

      Jack sat across from her, on the bed, and she gave the joint back to him. He took another hit, held it in and let it go. The air grew thick with marijuana smoke.

      “So,” she said, “what’s your story? Have you always wanted to be an artist?”

      He handed her the doobie. “Pretty much. Although I was on my way to reform school by seventh grade—dumb stuff like shoplifting cigarettes.”

      “In seventh grade?”

      Kate took a deep, long hit. She felt like a pretty accomplished pot smoker at this point. Her thoughts came together and scattered like dandelion fluff, which amused more than bothered her.

      “I got an early start,” Jack replied. “My dad was a career Marine before he retired, so we traveled a lot. You know the drill—the new kid in school always has to prove something.”

      He took back the joint and inhaled.

      “Stealing cigarettes to fit in?”

      A stream of smoke came from his mouth as he answered. “Yep. Then I started drawing. Cartoons of people at school—stuff like the science teacher mooning the class. It made the other kids laugh, and I liked that.”

      “And you got caught.”

      “Damn straight. Nearly got expelled.”

      “But your drawings were so good they forgave you, right?” Kate asked.

      Jack lifted his eyebrows. “Sort of. The principal suggested art lessons.” He paused and raised his hand dramatically. “And the rest is history.”

      Kate took another toke, then started to cough. Jack stood and patted her back. “Let’s get you some water. I forgot you’re a rookie at smoking dope.”

      “Not a rookie,” Kate protested between coughs. “But this shit is strong.”

      He cupped her elbow in his hand and helped her stand. He kept his arm around her and guided her to the kitchen and into a chair.

      As Kate watched him fill a glass with water, his shape undulated. She rubbed her face, then stared at her hand: was it transparent? She blinked as a cool sensation ran through her fingers; Jack was putting the water glass in her hand.

      It took all her concentration to hang on to the glass. She sipped until the raw tickle in her throat eased up, and then she gulped. The plain Los Angeles tap water tasted exquisite.

      “Easy,” Jack said, and he seemed to be fighting back laughter. “Don’t drown.”

      Kate drained the glass. Her vision steadied, her flesh no longer flickered.

      “More?” he asked.

      Yes, she did want more: more water, more dope, more Jack. She wanted more of everything.
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      Kate heard a door slam, then heavy footsteps on the stairs.

      “Ryder,” Jack murmured.

      Kate swallowed. She’d forgotten that her old neighbor from Bright Street shared Jack’s loft. Jack refilled her water glass while Kate tried to tame a flutter in her chest.

      Ryder came into the kitchen area, pulled a beer from the fridge, gulped it, and belched.

      “Hey, man,” Jack said. “Glad you got away. I thought maybe I’d have to bail you out.” He handed Kate the water and sat next to her.

      Ryder chugged more beer and wiped his mouth. “I went into the wind, man. How’d you get away?”

      Jack tilted his head toward Kate. “I tried to play hero, but she had better tactics.”

      Ryder looked at Kate as if he didn’t recognize her. She felt disconnected, like watching a movie scene, as she sipped the water and licked her lips.

      “Hey, Ryder,” she said, “how’s it goin’? You still singing?”

      He kept staring at her. Did he not remember who she was? Who was she, anyway? How did she get here?

      Jack’s foot hooked a chair and pulled it away from the table. “Sit down, dude. Tell Kate what you’ve been doing. Besides smoking dope, getting drunk, and getting laid.”

      Ryder sat and took another swig of beer.  “Singing. Yeah, I’ve been doing that. Singing my ass off.”

      “At the Quartermoon,” Jack said.

      “The Quartermoon?” Kate was impressed. She’d heard of the hip club on Melrose. Arlene from work had raved about it. “They still have folk music there?”

      Ryder peered into his beer can. “Folk is dead, haven’t you heard? Even Dylan went electric. Rock ‘n’ roll is where it’s at.”

      “And your old pal is right in the center,” Jack said. “Driving the little girls mad.”

      “Nah, that’s your scene, man. I do my music and if they come and listen, fine.”

      Kate chewed on her lower lip. “What do you sing now? Still play guitar?”

      “I keep the ol’ Gibson around, but its days are numbered.” He beat his palms on the tabletop. “The times they are a-changin’,” he sang, and then added, “Hell, they done changed.”

      Ryder turned to Jack. “Where’s that killer weed of yours?”

      Jack shrugged, all innocence. “I think you smoked the last of it.”

      “Don’t give me that shit. You two are stoned out of your gourds.”

      Suddenly self-conscious, Kate became aware of her dry, dry mouth; her tongue felt like cotton. She lifted the water glass, which seemed heavier than it should, and took a drink, swallowing carefully so as not to dribble, then set the glass down with fierce concentration. She tried to prop her elbow on the table and missed.

      “It’s in my stash drawer,” Jack told him. “Help yourself.”

      Ryder clomped into Jack’s bedroom and brought back a joint. He fired it up and held it toward Kate.

      She shook her head. “I’m already six feet off the ground.”

      Ryder gave her a “lightweight” look and handed the joint to Jack, who inhaled appreciatively before returning it to Ryder.

      Kate tried again. “You get paid to sing now? Great.”

      Ryder exhaled smoke. “Not so great—and not so much. Doesn’t nearly pay the bills. Morrison covers me when I come up short. Or his mom does, only she don’t know.” He smirked. “Wonder what she’d say if she knew how much of your allowance you spend on weed?”

      Jack glared at Ryder. “She doesn’t care where it goes.”

      Ryder wiggled his eyebrows. “You show Kate your etchings, man?”

      Kate straightened her back. “Paintings, Ryder. You should know the difference. And yes, he did—they’re wonderful. He paints like you sing.”

      Jack tapped the back of her hand with his index finger. “Be careful. You haven’t heard him sing lately.” He reached for the joint, took a hit and returned it to Ryder.

      “I remember how great you sounded at the talent show,” Kate said to Ryder, and although she sensed him retract a little, she continued, to Jack. “High school—senior year. He comes out on the stage and starts singing ‘Long Black Veil’ and... and it was so beautiful.”

      Her thoughts were tangling, and Ryder didn’t react to the compliment. Did he not like her anymore? Why not? “I knew he had a good voice,” she added, “but that day—that day he sang like an angel.”

      Ryder snorted. “Some angel. Everyone acted so fuckin’ surprised.”

      “Everyone was surprised. It was phenomenal.”

      “Phenomenal,” Jack repeated, softly. “I imagine it was.”

      This was going all wrong. Jack would think she was hung up on Ryder—the last thing in the world. She had to turn the conversation around.

      “Anyway,” she said, fumbling in her purse for a cigarette, “I think you should both be famous; it’s not fair that so much junk is out there when the really good stuff gets ignored.”

      Jack lit her cigarette and smiled, but there was sadness in his smile. “That’s the way the world works.”

      Ryder drained his beer and got another, then sat back down and scooted his chair closer to Kate’s. “See, Katie Girl, that’s the thing you never got, about life.” He exhaled another pungent smoke stream. “It’s fucking unfair from the get-go.”

      Kate tried not to lean away from him, but she couldn’t help herself; his red eyes and messy hair made him look faintly menacing.

      “Ryder,” Jack said, “let’s not get into the heavy stuff, man. Chill.”

      “I’m talking to her, man.” He put his booted foot on his knee and rubbed his calf. “Think about it. Morrison here gets an allowance from his folks—money Pops made fighting wars. You have to give up college and bust your butt to earn a living because your dad got mowed down by a drunk. See?”

      She noticed Jack’s worried expression; he seemed to be fighting to keep his mouth shut.

      “And what about your life, Ryder?” Kate asked. “Where’s the unfairness there?”

      Ryder fastened the roach to a clip and took another toke, then passed it to Jack. “Besides the detour I had to take when my folks insisted I become a cartoonist like your dad?”

      “Animator,” Kate protested. Jack offered her the roach, and she accepted. The tip singed her nose when she inhaled, but she suddenly needed that hit. She held the smoke in her lungs as long as she could, proud when she didn’t cough.

      Ryder reached for the roach, casually pinched it out, and rubbed the remains into the end of a cigarette. “Aren’t you the little word fanatic. Animator then, whatever. Hell, even your sister called him a cartoonist.”

      “That sounds like Debbie, the little snot.” Then it hit her. “You talk to my sister?”

      Ryder lit the loaded cigarette and didn’t offer to share. “Didn’t know this was an interrogation. Christ—she lives two houses away from my folks, she hangs around sometimes, comes to hear me sing. What’s it to you?”

      Kate started to touch his arm, but this new Ryder was too bristly. She sent Jack a “save me” look.

      He got it. “Your sister’s a groupie? Does she know how perverted this one is?”

      Ryder rolled his eyes.

      Jack grinned. “Oh, excuse me. Was I talking to you?”

      Ryder stood and stretched. “I’m beat. Later.” He shambled off to the back of the loft.

      “Was he always this moody?” Jack asked.

      Kate lowered her voice. “He got that way in high school. Until then he was kinda sweet. But people change, I guess.”

      “And they’re never exactly who you think they are.” Jack winked at her. “That keeps the game interesting.”

      “You like things to be interesting, don’t you?”

      “I do,” he replied. “And I find you, Miss Kate, very interesting.”

      Pleasure rippled through her. She’d never worked at being interesting, but if Jack Morrison thought she was, then she had to be.
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      Ryder left silence in his wake.

      “I should get going,” Kate said, but she didn’t want to leave.

      “No way,” Jack said. “You’re too stoned. Your eyes are red as Rudolph’s nose. But I know a better place to talk while you come down.”

      He stood. “We need provisions.” He grabbed two Pepsis from the fridge, then reached into the cupboard and pulled out a bag of M&Ms. “Follow me.”

      For a second Kate thought he’d lead her back to his bedroom and was more curious than disappointed when he led her around the kitchen partition to a wooden ladder rising into darkness.

      “I’ll go first,” Jack said. “It jiggles a little, but it’s safe.”

      The ladder did more than jiggle; it wobbled and groaned. A dizzying fear stopped her. What the hell was she doing?

      But with Jack ahead of her, she couldn’t turn back. Kate clutched the ladder’s splintery edges and pushed herself up into the shadows.

      “You okay?” Jack called out.

      “Sure,” Kate replied. Her mouth had gone dry again.

      “Almost there, hang on.”

      She heard hinges creaking. A rectangle of sky, lighter than the shadows around her, opened up above.

      Jack climbed out and reached for her hand, pulling her up onto the roof.

      Kate’s legs were trembling, but an instant later the neon splendor around her erased anxiety. Office buildings glittered against the night sky. Company logos in blue and orange, green and gold glowed atop the towers. Lighted windows revealed empty chairs at empty desks. The sight felt magical and secret.

      “A real Wonderland,” she said.

      Jack laughed. “Thought you’d like it.”

      Kate pointed out the squat shape of Permian Oil’s headquarters, barely visible to the west except for a mammoth yellow “P” inside a white circle shining from the façade. “That’s where I work.”

      “Isn’t that convenient,” Jack murmured.

      A breeze brushed her face, bringing city scents: cooling pavement, exhaust fumes, grilling meat. And something floral and sweet, faint as the touch of a fairy’s wing. She squinted at the shimmering lights, blurring them into multicolored starbursts. A horn blared in the distance, and tires squealed on asphalt.

      Jack popped open the colas and handed one to Kate. The cold sugary fizz tickled her nose.

      She tilted her head back and studied the sky. A few stars hovered in the darkness, muted by the city’s glare.

      “The stars are hard to find, but they’re there,” Jack said, his mouth so close that she felt his breath on her cheek. He pointed to a faintly glowing cluster in the southern sky. “Centaurus. Don’t look at it. Look beside it and you can see it better.”

      She leaned her head against his shoulder to look where he was pointing. “How cool.” Great vocabulary, Kate. She took a step back. “Where’d you learn that?”

      He took a drink, keeping his eyes on the distant constellation. “My dad. Soldiers learn survival stuff, like how to navigate by the stars. If we ever get lost in the desert, I can get us out. In theory.”

      No brilliant reply came to her, so Kate said, “I bet he taught you some good stuff.”

      Jack pulled out his Marlboros and offered her one. She took it and savored the contact while she shielded the match flame. Did he feel that electric current when their hands touched?

      “Not so much.” Jack blew a cloud of smoke into the darkness. “He was gone a lot, and when he came home it’d be weird at first. And when I’d get used to it, he’d leave again. Or we’d move to some new base with him.”

      “So you lived in a lot of different places. It must’ve been hard—starting over, making new friends.”

      He leaned against the waist-high wall surrounding the roof. “Sometimes, yeah.”

      Kate stretched her back. “I’ve lived in Burbank all my life—except for that time in Santa Barbara.”

      Silence cloaked them for a few heartbeats.

      “Once I got into art,” Jack said, “that helped me make sense of everything, in some weird way. I didn’t feel so alone—I felt like it all meant something.”

      He seemed to be talking more to himself than to her.

      “You’re lucky to have figured that out,” she said.

      He faced her, all focus. “Maybe. But it takes you over. It—God, this sounds so damn pretentious, but… ah shit, it’s hard to explain.”

      “It defines who you are?” Kate offered.

      His white teeth flashed in the darkness. “Yeah. You understand.”

      “I think so. I’m still trying to find something that means as much to me as painting does to you.”

      “You’ll get there. Don’t ever quit looking.”

      “You sound like my dad.” Kate deepened her voice, “Don’t ever settle. Find your passion and follow it.”

      How many times had Dad told her that? And had he truly found his passion?

      “Your dad was right. You should never settle for the easy answer. You look and look, go down blind alleys, bang your head against the wall trying to get it right. You rub your fingers raw reaching for it. And then all of a sudden one day—bam! There it is.”

      He seemed to be talking from experience, and Kate envied him.

      “Is that how it is with you? The search?”

      “Lots of times, yeah. But that feeling when you nail it down? Like you said before—doing something that matters. That’s the best high there is. It’s like you’re writing your name on the sky.”

      “That’s what I want,” Kate told him. “That’s it exactly. But I don’t know how to get there.”

      “You’ll do it,” he whispered. “I’ll show you how.”

      Kate couldn’t interpret anything in Jack’s dark brown eyes. He held out his hand, and she took it.

      “Stick with me,” he said, “and I’ll help write your name on the sky.”

      She’d never confided her yearning to anyone except her dad, that craving to be important, to do something big. Yet by some wild coincidence, she’d met someone who understood how she felt.

      “Maybe we can help each other,” she murmured.

      “Maybe so.” Jack ground out his cigarette on the roof’s dark asphalt, and Kate did the same. Then he cupped his hand under her chin and lifted her face toward his. He kissed her first on the cheek, then on her lips, tiny butterfly kisses that warmed her skin and drowned out everything except a wild exhilaration.

      He tasted of cola and cigarettes; his tongue flicked against her lips, and she let him in, and the feel of his mouth on hers, his tongue, his hands, his body leaning into her—it set fire to her senses. She didn’t want the moment to end, didn’t want him to let go of her. Not then. Not ever.

      Jack stepped back, smiled, and brushed a strand of hair off her face. “You’re so pretty.”

      She turned away before he could read the longing on her face.

      “Bet I know what you want,” he whispered. She felt a hot rush of shame as cellophane rustled behind her.

      “Hold out your hand,” he told her, and she did.

      At first she didn’t understand what he’d given her. Then recognition struck: the M&Ms he’d picked up earlier. Kate smiled and popped the candies into her mouth.

      “Oh my God,” she said, “this is the best thing I’ve ever tasted.”

      He didn’t reply but turned her toward the lavishly lit buildings of downtown. His fingers went to work on the tight places in her shoulders, gently kneading away tension, and she pushed against him. His breath warmed the back of her neck.

      “When I went to the Love-In,” Kate told him, “I sure didn’t expect the day to turn out like this.”

      “What did you expect?”

      “A little fun, a break from the grind.”

      “Sometimes life sends you what you need, even if it’s not what you think you want.”

      “I never thought of it that way.”

      Jack laughed. “We’re all at the mercy of the universe, kid.”

      “I worry about that,” Kate replied.

      “You worry a lot, don’t you?” Jack said. “I saw it in your eyes when I met you. You take life seriously.”

      “I don’t know how not to.”

      “Share the worry,” Jack said.

      Kate leaned against him and surrendered to the comfort of being held, without needing to speak or explain anything to Jack Morrison.

      A few minutes later, the eastern sky lightened, a gentle pink tinge that deepened to rose and then turned fiery gold as the sun breached the horizon, sharpening silhouettes, dimming lights to pale flickers, then extinguishing all but the brightest.

      Kate sighed. She wanted to stay there forever in the protection of Jack’s arms, but she had to pick up the threads of her life. She could tell that Jack didn’t go for the clingy type anyway. He wanted interesting.

      He kissed her again, outside by the car, and promised to call her. Kate pretty much believed that he would.
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      “Where the hell have you been?” Helen Prescott demanded from a shadowy corner of the living room as Kate came in.

      “Mom, you scared me to death! What are you doing?”

      Helen stood and followed Kate to the kitchen. “What do you think? Waiting for you to come home, or the police to call.”

      Ah, shit, here we go. Kate tossed her car keys on the counter; they skittered across the tile and fell to the floor.

      She bent to retrieve them. “I’m sorry, Mom.”

      A door opened down the hallway, and her younger sister Debbie poked her head out. “What’s going on?”

      Helen ignored the question, snatched a pack of Old Golds off the kitchen table and lit one with a flick of her chrome lighter. Kate almost didn’t recognize her mother’s face, taut with rage; she’d gotten used to sad, dazed Helen.

      “Why didn’t you call? Did you see the news? The police came!” Helen said. “They broke up that thing in the park, and for all I knew, you’d been arrested. Or worse.”

      “I went home with a friend,” Kate said. “I’m sorry. I should have called.”

      “You’re damn right you should have! Don’t you ever think of anyone but yourself?”

      Kate’s mouth opened, a sharp reply on her tongue, but Debbie eased herself into the kitchen and spoke first.

      “Yeah, Kate. Don’t you?”

      “Come on, Mom. It’s over. I’m home, and I’m sorry. Didn’t mean to get anyone all uptight.” Kate frowned at her sister. “Make yourself useful for once. Help me fix breakfast.”

      “Oh, sure, pretend nothing happened, pretend it’s another ordinary Sunday.” Helen blew out a thick stream of smoke and shook her head. “I try to look out for my girls, I try to make this a nice home.” She turned on Kate again. “You think it’s easy, taking care of the two of you on my own?”

      The thing was, Kate understood the fear behind her mother’s anger. Her father had set out on an innocent errand and had never come back. And from the moment Kate found out about his death, the world never again seemed safe. That shared fear should’ve drawn her closer to her mother, but it didn’t. Somehow Helen had twisted things around. Whenever she got upset, she blamed Kate, regardless of the real cause, and that act was getting old.

      Hostility surged up, and Kate couldn’t stop it. “Okay, Mom. I get it. But it’s not my fault Dad died.”

      Sharp and shrill, her voice filled the tired old kitchen with its scuffed maple cabinets and the dripping faucet they couldn’t afford to get fixed.

      Helen’s face turned white, and for a moment Kate thought her mother might slap her. Debbie covered her mouth with both hands and looked ready to cry.

      Fine, Mom, let ’er rip. Get it out. Quit whining.

      Instead, Helen lit another cigarette from the one still burning at the tip of her fingers. She ground out the other in short, harsh jabs, shoving around the chipped green glass ashtray that overflowed onto the scarred Formica table top. “All I ask is a little consideration. If you want to run wild and stay out all night, fine. But have the courtesy to call, so I’ll know where you are.”

      Kate’s energy evaporated as if her mother had sucked the life force right out of her. Her arms and legs felt like they had ten-pound weights attached, and it was hard to even form words. She wanted to crawl into bed, pull a pillow over her head, and sleep.

      “I will. Now can we please drop it?”

      “Did you ever think what Debbie and I would do if anything happened to you?” Helen put her hands on her hips, the cigarette dangerously close to the sleeve of her fluffy pink bathrobe. “We count on you.”

      “Nothing’s going to happen to me, Mom.”

      “And if it did, wouldn’t I just be the last person to find out!”

      From the doorway, Debbie watched with an eager expression on her face, but for once she had the good sense to keep quiet. She was wearing one of Kate’s oversized t-shirts, without permission of course.

      Kate scowled at her mother. “That’s ridiculous!” Despite her exhaustion, Kate heard herself shouting. “And I’m sorry if for one afternoon I actually thought about something besides what you and Debbie need. It won’t happen again. What more do you want?”

      I have to move out of here, Kate thought. I have to get my own place.

      Helen leaned against the counter, taking deep puffs on her cigarette and glaring at her older daughter. Kate looked away first. There was no winning this one. She walked out of the kitchen and down the narrow hallway with its grimy yellow paint. Somehow, she kept herself from slamming her bedroom door behind her.

      Debbie came in without knocking, face flushed, hazel eyes wide with wonder. “Wow, is she mad at you or what?”

      “Yeah, and thanks for egging her on.”

      Sarcasm was wasted on Debbie, who flopped on the bed and watched Kate peel off her sundress and get into her nightgown. “So how was the Love-In?”

      “It was fun. Your friend Ryder was there.”

      “I thought he would be. He’s so cool.”

      “Does Mom know you hang out with him? He’s a little old for you.”

      “I don’t hang out with him. I just like to talk to him when he comes to see his folks. He’s so cool! He’s practically famous, and they asked him to sing at the—”

      “At the Quartermoon, yeah, I heard. I still don’t think he’s the kind of person you—”

      Debbie’s expression slid from cheery interest to resentment. “What do you know?”

      As Kate shook out her sundress to put in the laundry basket, paper rustled in the dress pocket. Jack’s sketch. She retrieved and unfolded it.

      “What’s that?” Debbie asked.

      “None of your business,” Kate murmured, gently touching the drawing.

      Debbie rose from the bed and came over, all curiosity now. Damn it, she always snooped in Kate’s room, and she’d find it anyway.

      Kate held out the sketch. “A guy I met at the Love-In did it.”

      Debbie’s eyebrows rose, and she seized the sketch. “The one you were with all night?”

      “Never mind. Give it back.”

      Debbie held the drawing behind her back, and Kate fought down an urge to grab Debbie’s curly brown hair and pull on it until she screamed.

      Instead, she held out her hand and repeated, “Give it back. And quit taking things that aren’t yours.”

      Debbie gave her the sketch. “How come it’s okay for you to spend the night with some guy you just met, but I’m not supposed to be friends with Ryder?”

      “Because I’m older than you.”

      “Like you’re so smart, Kate.” Debbie tugged at the sleeve of the t-shirt. “Why are you so mean? Dad didn’t die just for you. Stop using it as an excuse to be a big bitch.”

      She stomped out of the room, and she did slam the door.

      Great. The only family I have left is pissed off at me.

      Kate put Jack’s sketch away in her top dresser drawer and tried to regain the mellow feelings she’d had with him. Then she combed the tangles from her hair and wondered if sleep was out of the question.
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      “So this is the famous Quartermoon,” Kate said, as she passed under a neon crescent. Posters lined the walls of the entrance, and Ryder’s face stared out from one of them with an impudent smirk, defiant eyes, and a messy halo of dark blond hair.

      “Are you impressed?” asked Jack.

      She was. But not by the Quartermoon itself, or even seeing her friend’s photo on display. What affected her most was the reality of Jack Morrison, his arm encircling her waist as he guided her to a table near the stage. This isn’t a dream. I really am here. Their first date, one week to the day after they met.

      “I can’t believe Ryder’s singing here,” Kate said as Jack pulled out a chair for her.

      Jack handed her a drink menu. “Sometimes I can’t, either.”

      Kate thought she could probably get away with ordering a real drink but decided to stick with Pepsi. No stranger to alcohol after her year at the university, she was still amateur enough to be careful. The last thing she wanted was to get plastered and end up passing out on Jack’s shoulder—or puking on his shoes. Jack, who she learned was already twenty-one, went with scotch and soda. Kate made a mental note of his choice.

      When the drinks came, they clinked glasses. “To Ryder,” they said at the exact same time.

      The noise level nearly deafened her as the room filled, and the air thickened with cigarette smoke—and another kind of smoke, from the acrid whiff she caught now and then. She tried not to gawk at the audience, a wild assortment of people who would’ve drawn open-mouthed stares on the tidy street where she lived: men with hair to their shoulders, strutting in their bell-bottom jeans; women in bright peasant blouses, cut low to display acres of bare skin, feather boas draped around their necks. Perfumes mingled and clashed: patchouli and roses, sandalwood and cinnamon.

      Jack’s hand covered hers. “You look nice.”

      Kate felt a warm flush on her cheeks. “Thanks.”

      She’d agonized over her appearance, first sweeping her hair into a chignon, then letting it fall soft and natural to her shoulders. She tried on half a dozen outfits before settling on a short navy skirt with dark tights and a pale blue silk blouse, but now she wished she’d gone for something more radical.

      “Blue is a good color on you,” Jack said.

      “Thanks,” she said again, wincing at her lack of originality and tucking a stray lock of hair behind her ear. “You look pretty groovy yourself.”

      He did. Jack had a tall, lean body that held clothes gracefully, and his jeans and gray shirt fit in seamlessly with the Quartermoon crowd. He leaned back in his chair, looking supremely comfortable in this strange world, drumming his fingers on the tabletop.

      She’d brought a soft pack of cigarettes that took up most of the space in her tiny purse. As she pulled out the Marlboros, Jack flicked his lighter and held it toward her. Kate cupped her hands around his, guiding them toward the cigarette tip. She smiled as she exhaled and offered the smokes to Jack.

      He grinned. “My brand.”

      Then the lights dimmed except for a spotlit circle on the stage, and an amplified voice announced “Welcome—Christian Florin.” A guy with curly red hair and the biggest nose she’d ever seen stepped into the light and began to strum his shiny electric guitar. His first song, heavy with blues, drew an occasional “oh yeah” from the audience. His smoky voice didn’t belong with his pale appearance; it caressed and seduced.

      Florin did a couple more songs, equally drenched in blues, bowed, and left the stage with applause echoing in the sudden emptiness.

      Ryder came next, and Kate felt a surge of excitement when she saw him move into the spotlight with that six-string Gibson hanging from his neck. He ripped the audience out of their trance the instant he touched the guitar strings.

      He seemed unaware of the people in the room, sitting at wobbly tables on a sticky floor, and when he started to sing, Kate shivered. The music penetrated her soul. Ryder’s voice was every bit as rich and resonant as she remembered, but a cynical edge had taken over.

      “One thing right, that’s all I’m askin’, just do me one thing right,” he sang. The song had a beat that set Kate’s feet tapping, even when she caught the lyrics. He was singing about a woman who’d broken his heart, sending an “I love you so much I hate you” message, strong enough to make Kate glad it wasn’t directed at her. His voice soared; people swayed to the rhythm, and Kate realized she wasn’t the only one transported by Ryder’s music. The melody, if it could be called that, hypnotized.

      She saw a line of sweat on Ryder’s forehead, but he looked otherwise indifferent to his audience. He didn’t acknowledge the applause at the end but went right into his next number, fast-paced and dissonant, with a chorus about “The dangerous season, people actin’ without reason,” and although once again Kate didn’t understand all the lyrics, she got the protest behind them.

      As taken as she was by Ryder’s performance, Kate’s awareness still centered on Jack Morrison, his arm draped around her shoulders, watching Ryder with a knowing half-smile, a proprietary expression. Kate thought Jack was the best-looking guy in the room and again felt a floaty sense of unreality at being there with him.

      Applause crackled when Ryder finished. He didn’t stop to enjoy it. His next song, which went from seductive to defiant, was about loss and redemption. Pretty sophisticated stuff for a rock ‘n’ roll tune, Kate thought as she heard Ryder sing, “The Devil is a personal friend of mine.”

      She turned to Jack. “I really like this one,” she said, and at the same moment Jack told her, “I helped him with the lyrics on this one.”

      The disclosure left her breathless; she groped for a clever reply and came up empty. Jack had so many talents, but she didn’t want to come across like some worshipful adolescent.

      “It’s the best,” she said. Her words sounded lame.

      When Ryder finished, to another deafening round of applause, he turned and stalked off the stage, his expression bordering on contempt.

      “Is that an act?” Kate asked Jack as the lights went up. “He looks like he hates the audience.”

      “He doesn’t want to let on how much he craves that applause.”

      A few minutes later, Ryder came out, pulled over an empty chair and slumped down at their table. Up close, he was even sweatier than he’d appeared on stage, and his eyes had a glassy sheen. He held a half-gone beer in one hand and a cigarette in the other.

      “That was so cool,” Kate told him.

      Ryder accepted her praise with a shrug and took a hefty pull on his beer. “Long way from Bright Street, huh?”

      Kate held back further compliments. She didn’t want to gush, especially in front of Jack, and Ryder would probably mock her anyway.

      A thin girl in a filmy yellow dress approached and touched Ryder’s arm.

      “When you sing,” the girl said, “I forget everything else. You’re so far out.”

      Ryder raised his beer to her in a toast, then turned away and ground out his cigarette. He didn’t thank her or try to get her phone number; she might as well have been invisible.

      What was it with him? Kate wondered. She thought of Jack’s comment that Ryder didn’t want to reveal how much the approval meant to him. But he took it over the line: as if the more people praised him, the more scorn he felt for them. Kate didn’t know this adult Ryder.

      He looked over at Jack and wiggled his eyebrows. “Come backstage in a minute. I’ve got something you might enjoy. In private.”

      Without another word, Ryder stood and sauntered off.

      “We don’t have to,” Jack said, close by her ear. “He’s inviting us to get stoned with him.”

      “That’s cool,” she said.

      “You sure? We can stay out here if you want.”

      “Nah, we mostly came for Ryder, right? Besides, my eardrums hurt.”

      He laughed at that. “I get what you mean.”

      He took her hand as they went backstage. Several people looked up as they passed, maybe envying them.

      The performers shared a makeshift dressing room, a partitioned-off cavern with a mirror, a table, some music stands, a little refrigerator and some rickety-looking wooden chairs. Ryder was leaning over the table, his nose almost touching its surface, and Kate realized that he was snorting cocaine. The girl
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