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  Abby


  

  I swear I’m trying. I’m willing to keep an open mind. I can almost make myself believe this is my scene. But just a minute ago a crowd surfer almost kicked me in the face—a shirtless, sweaty, hairy man holding a bottle of cheap beer. His scuffed up, stained shoe was close enough, I could smell it. Or maybe that was just the scent of pot smoke and body odor mixing in the closed space.


  So I’m still trying, but for now, I’m staking my claim on a bar stool in the back. There’s almost enough oxygen at this end of the bar to breathe in a full toxic breath. Cigarette smoke, liquor, and the musty smell of three hundred bodies smashed together in front of a stage assault my senses, along with the amps threatening to blow holes through my ear drums and the foggy haze that obstructs my view of the stage.


  Vitriol is playing their last show in the swampy hole-in-the-wall, Dazed. It’s more than evident they’ve outgrown the place. For the past few weeks, they’ve expanded to amphitheaters and concert halls, but they call this place home. It’s where they got their start, and they wanted a farewell show with their most loyal fans before tomorrow, when they hit the road on their first, large-scale cross-country tour.


  I’m not sure which the fans love more—the chaotic energy of angry rock music or the seductive nature of the lead singer, Kennedy Rose. Her platinum hair cascades to her thighs, longer than the skin-tight leather shorts she’s wearing over fishnets. Her skin is porcelain and decked out in tattoos and several layers of carefully applied makeup. We all can’t help but be drawn to her crimson-stained lips as she belts out the bridge of their song, “Tempted by Fate”. The crowd sings along.


  To her left, a bass player head bangs—his stick-straight mohawk moving along with him without a hair falling out of place. His fingers move faster than any bass player I’ve seen before and after he finishes a solo, he looks back to the audience and beams a mischievous grin. The women in the crowd scream.


  In the back, the drummer seems to be in his own world. Maybe he’s caught up in the moment. Maybe he’s on drugs. Who knows? But he never misses a beat. “Tempted by Fate” comes to an end, but he doesn’t stop playing, transitioning to the next song seamlessly. The energy of the bar intensifies, not a second to catch your breath in between one loud song and another. It’s exhausting, yet the crowd dances on.


  The guitarist sticks to the shadows for the most part—the outlier in this quartet since the rest of them seem to be fighting for the spotlight. His disheveled hair covers half his face, and the bar lights glint of a lip ring. His torn jeans reveal tattoos on his legs, and I’ll assume there’s just as much ink on the rest of his body, though the long sleeve shirt he’s wearing—Is he insane? It’s a thousand degrees in here—keep that a mystery. As the verse of “Clementine Concubine” transitions to the chorus, he steps forward to his own mic, offering backing vocals. He growls and croons as Kennedy covers a vocal range that even I can find impressive. The instruments get lower and lower as the two sing, their voices taking over everyone’s senses. Then a brief pause of silence before everything picks back up, louder and faster than before. The crowd seems mesmerized.


  It’s no wonder Vitriol is on the cusp of being signed by a major label. If they can grow a fan base as committed as these sweaty, thrashing twenty-somethings, then they can—


  “How—out—ere?” The voice suddenly at my left ear almost makes me jump out of my skin. The volume level has been raised to ‘impossible’ and I didn’t see this guy coming. A tall man with dreadlocks and jeans that have been ripped into shorts lingers over me.


  “What?” I yell.


  “I—you want—ere?”


  I have no idea what he’s saying. Is this one of those smile and nod situations, pretend like I understood him the second time? Isn’t there some sort of unspoken rule—only ask someone to repeat what they said once? After that, it’s far too awkward to ask again. You might as well act like you heard him just fine. But my eyes—squinting with confusion—give me away.


  “Beer!” he shouts even louder. “You want one?”


  Comprehension washes over me. At first, I could’ve sworn he was asking me to get out of here—with him—a total stranger. Creepy.


  “No thanks,” I shout. My voice will be gone tomorrow if this guy tries to strike up a conversation.


  The song ends and Vitriol leaves the stage. The crowd begins chanting, “Encore, encore!”


  “My treat,” this guy next to me says. “You look lonely.”


  “I’m not.” I turn back toward the stage waiting for the inevitable reappearance of the band and the final song.


  “You aren’t one of those straight-edge chicks, are you?”


  “And what if I am?” I’m not, but who’s he to judge?


  The guy laughs, throwing his head back like he’s never heard of anything more ridiculous. “Then you’re in the wrong place. There’s enough secondhand smoke to get you lung cancer and a contact high.”


  Quite the charmer, this one. “Good thing I’m about to leave then.”


  “You like the show?”


  You’d think I would’ve struck out with my other answers. “It was all right.” I’m not about to admit this was my first, and hopefully last time watching Vitriol and anything like Vitriol. Definitely not my taste in music.


  “There’s another show down the street later. This band, Kickoff. Wanna go with me?”


  “Are you asking me out?” Now it’s my turn to laugh. “You haven’t even asked me my name, but it doesn’t matter. It’s a ‘no’ anyway. No thanks.” Can’t forget my manners.


  “Man, you must be one of those tight ass chicks. Gotta loosen up. You can come to my car and smoke a joint with me.”


  He’s beginning to entertain me more than the concert did. “But aren’t I one of those straight-edge chicks?”


  “It’s good to try new things.” He reaches up and brushes a sweaty hand over my cheek. Too far, buddy.


  I pull away, trying to hide the disgust from my face. “I said no to your offers already. I’m not interested.”


  He mutters something—“Bitch”, I’m pretty sure. But the volume has been turned back up to ‘catastrophically deafening’ as the guitarist of Vitriol runs back on stage. The rest of the band remains unseen.


  “Last chance, babe,” Mr. Dreadlocks says. “You came here for fun. I’ll make sure you have some.”


  The guitarist begins to play. Miles. Miles Riot—that’s his name, I remember.


  “I didn’t come for fun,” I correct the relentless ass. “I came for work.”


  But Miles starts playing, and it’s, thankfully, too loud for any more conversation.


  “What?” the guy shouts.


  I look back at him one more time and yell as loud as I can. “I’m here for my job.”


  The same look of confusion I possessed earlier takes over his face. He still can’t hear me. I take my phone from my pocket and open a text application, typing in “NOT INTERESTED!”


  I flash the screen toward him and wave a goodbye, moving into the crowd to disappear. The song is surprisingly slower than all the others, so it’s easier to weave through all the bodies. When I’m certain I’m concealed enough to not have Dreads track me down again, I pocket my phone, and count down the minutes to the end of this show. Almost done.


  Miles is bathed in a single spotlight and the crowd sings along with every word—proving I’m probably the only one who doesn’t know this song.


  “And to you…I say…adieu…” they all sing as one big choir.


  My personal bubble is being smashed on all sides as people move closer and closer to the stage. Can’t they see just fine where they are?


  Then the spotlight goes off. The stage goes pitch black.


  The music stops.


  In the next seconds, too much happens too fast to comprehend. The crowd shifts forward. My back is shoved. The lights come on all at once. And the music kicks back on full gear—all four members on the stage again.


  Another shove, this time from my right side. I’m ready to get defensive when I’m pushed from the opposite side. The floor of bodies is moving in waves—side-to-side, backward-and-forward. A hole opens up around me, and I don’t know where to go. Kennedy sings. Miles strums. The song grows with more energy by the second. And I find myself in the middle of a mosh pit.


  Groups of people take turns pushing and shoving, ramming their bodies into surrounding people who slam back into them. I’m hit from the front by a girl in combat boots. I’m shoved in the back by someone smaller, yet much stronger than I am. I try to push through the circle to escape, but they take the wrong cue and excitedly push me back into the flailing moshers.


  “Get me out of this!” I scream at the top of my lungs to a buff guy in a white tank top.


  Again, he takes the wrong cue as he lifts me up effortlessly. Other arms reach up to support my body over their heads. Now I’m above the crowd, staring at the ceiling as countless hands trade off carrying me. I can only think back to the crowd surfer that almost kicked me in the face. Now, I’m focused solely on my own feet, grateful I skipped the heels tonight. Please don’t let me hurt anyone.


  Oh wait, please don’t let me get hurt!


  The stage is getting closer and closer, and if I’m not already terrified, horror rushes through me. I do not want to be dumped off on the stage for all to see.


  “Turn, turn, turn,” I plead, as if anyone can hear me. But the stage draws nearer. Oh no.


  I catch the edge of the crowd and realize I have no idea how to get down. I’m just going to plummet to the ground and scurry away. I started this night trying to immerse myself. Trying to be okay with what may be eating up the next week of my life. But seven feet off the ground, floating horizontally, trusting the hands of drunk concertgoers…I’m done trying.


  Suddenly another face emerges beyond the backs of a bunch of sweaty heads. Two huge arms reach for me, waiting.


  A bouncer is coming to my rescue.


  As quickly—albeit awkwardly—as he gets me to the ground, I hurry out of the bar. I’ve seen enough. I’ve experienced enough. I’m done. And not just with this evening.


  The cool night breeze hits me as I push through the doors, and I suck in a deep breath of clean air and close my eyes for a second. No way in hell can I do this again.


  I reach for my phone as I start walking away. The last song ends, and I round the corner of the building just as the front doors swing open—ecstatic fans pouring into the empty street. It’s quieter back here as I dial my boss’s number. After a couple rings, I hear Jonathan pick up.


  “Abby. You have any idea what time it is?”


  “Trust me, I do.” No need to be rude. I inhale trying to calm my nerves. Adrenaline is rushing through me—my hands and legs are still shaky from my near-death experience. Okay, that’s dramatic, but still. That was some scary stuff. How can people enjoy it? “Sorry,” I tell Jonathan. “I just needed to call and tell you I can’t do the assignment. I’m sure there are plenty of others who’d jump at the chance, so can we just switch some things around and—”


  “You woke me up to tell me you’re quitting?”


  “No-no-no. I just can’t do the assignment. I’ll take any other, just not this one. I’ll even do that one story—you know, the one about the pageant girl who’s now doing that mix of yodeling and harmonica?”


  “Yeah, sounds to me like you don’t want your job anymore.” Jonathan’s tone is light, but I know what he’s trying to do.


  “I definitely do want my job. I love working for Lydian Magazine. But—”


  “Great. I’m glad you’re taking the assignment then. Enjoy the scenery!”


  He hangs up before I can argue any further. Believe it or not, Jon and I are friends. But the boss side of him takes no nonsense, and that clearly includes music journalists trying to turn down music journalism assignments. He also has this thing with pushing me out of my comfort zone—as if that’s not obvious here.


  So it’s all or nothing. Apparently, I’m going on tour with Vitriol.


  A nearby back door opens and roadies carry out amps and instrument cases. Another one walks out with a rolled up rug over his shoulder and a set list in his hand. They head to a smaller trailer attached to a pickup truck parked behind a bus. Right after they disappear back inside, the band members begin their exit.


  First, the bassist. I think his name is Nate. He carries his own guitar case, and his free arm is draped around the half-naked hips of a tall brunette. She’s smoking and holds her hand up to let Nate take a puff. I catch enough scent to know it’s definitely not a cigarette.


  Next, a female voice from inside threatens, “You better fucking not.” As she emerges, I see Kennedy with a phone to her ear. “No. We agreed on tonight… Yeah. I’m still coming.” She lowers her voice to a seductive tone. “And so will you.”


  Nate and the woman clinging to him go inside the bus. Kennedy stops short and calls to him. “Nate, you know the rules. If you’re gonna screw her, make it quick. We need to get out of here.”


  I feel my own cheeks flush at the candidness as the girl with Nate giggles
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