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CHAPTER 1

The Package
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The cassette arrived on a Tuesday, which felt intrusive.

Bad news should have the decency to arrive on a Friday afternoon, when a man can at least pretend the weekend will help. Tuesdays are for dental appointments, staff meetings, cholesterol results, and remembering the garbage didn’t go out because apparently adulthood is mostly a calendar full of small humiliations.

I found the package wedged halfway into our mailbox beneath a grocery flyer, a water bill, and a catalog addressed to my wife that seemed to believe we were one decorative throw pillow away from emotional healing.

The envelope was yellow, padded, and old-fashioned in a way that immediately made me suspicious. Nobody mailed anything anymore unless it was official, medical, or haunted. This one had my name written across the front in black marker.

MICHAEL ROURKE.

Not Mike.

Michael.

That was the first clue something was wrong.

The second clue was the return address.

Callahan.

I stood at the end of the driveway for a long second, holding the envelope while a landscaping crew two houses down blew leaves from one side of the street to the other with the spiritual confidence of men performing a public service. A gray Tesla rolled past without making a sound, which still bothered me. Cars should make noise. Not a lot. I’m not asking for a monster truck rally outside a pediatric dentist. But something. A cough. A rattle. A small mechanical confession.

Silence from a moving vehicle feels arrogant.

I turned the envelope over.

There was no note on the outside. No warning. No "brace yourself, middle-aged man, your past has located you and would like a word."

Just my name.

Callahan.

I hadn’t seen Robbie Callahan in twenty-three years.

I had thought about him more often than I admitted.

There’s a difference.

Inside the house, Karen was at the kitchen table with her laptop open, reading glasses halfway down her nose, staring at the screen with the expression of a woman trying to decide whether a spreadsheet had personally betrayed her.

"You got something," she said without looking up.

"I noticed."

"Is it a bill?"

"I don’t think bills come in padded envelopes unless we’ve really offended the electric company."

She looked up then. "Who’s it from?"

I held it up.

Her face changed. Not dramatically. Karen did not do dramatic unless someone loaded the dishwasher like a raccoon with a drinking problem. But I saw it. A small shift around the eyes.

"Robbie?"

"Looks like it."

"I thought..."

"Yeah."

We let that sit between us.

I had gotten the news about Robbie three weeks earlier from Paulie Jensen, who still called instead of texting because Paulie believed thumbs were for drumsticks, not emotional communication.

"Riff’s gone," he had said.

That was it. Two words.

Not Robbie.

Riff.

The name we gave him in 1986 because every suburban garage band needed at least one guy with a nickname that sounded like it came free with a leather jacket.

Robbie "Riff" Callahan.

Songwriter. Rhythm guitarist. Occasional philosopher. Permanent pain in the ass. The only member of Parking Lot Prophets who ever wrote lyrics that didn’t sound like they had been assembled from rejected Van Halen titles and whatever Danny DeLuca thought would impress girls from the Tri-Delta soriety.

Robbie was fifty-seven years old when he died, which was not old enough to be fair and just old enough to scare the hell out of everyone who had been telling themselves fifty-seven was still basically young with better insurance.

"What’s in it?" Karen asked.

"I haven’t opened it yet."

"That was implied by the envelope still being closed."

"I’m building tension."

"You’re avoiding it."

"I’m multitasking."

She closed the laptop.

Karen had known me for thirty-two years, which meant she had lost the ability to be impressed by my evasive maneuvers sometime during the Clinton administration.

"Open it," she said.

"I will."

"When?"

"Soon."

"Mike."

There it was. The wife voice. Not angry. Not impatient. Worse. Accurate.

I sat down across from her and placed the package on the table like it might leak.

The kitchen was quiet except for the low hum of the refrigerator and the distant suburban song of leaf blowers, delivery trucks, and one dog in the neighborhood who had apparently seen the face of God and disapproved.

I ran my thumb under the flap and tore it open.

Inside was a cassette tape.

An actual cassette tape.

Black plastic. Clear window. Two little white reels. A handwritten label peeling slightly at one corner.

PARKING LOT PROPHETS
BASEMENT SESSIONS - 1986
Under that, in smaller letters:

ROBBIE’S SONG

I didn’t move for a while.

Karen leaned forward.

"Oh, wow," she said softly.

That was the correct response. Not funny. Not clever. Just wow.

Because a cassette tape is not just a cassette tape when you are fifty-seven years old and have spent the last three decades pretending your teenage dreams were just embarrassing weather. A cassette is a time machine with worse sound quality. You hold one and suddenly you remember the exact weight of a Walkman clipped to your belt. You remember rewinding with a Bic pen because batteries cost money and your father had opinions about wasting both. You remember making mixtapes for girls who absolutely did not deserve the amount of emotional engineering involved.

You remember your friends before life got its hands on them.

I picked up the tape.

"Do we even have anything to play this on?" Karen asked.

"Of course we do."

She waited.

"Somewhere," I added.

"Where?"

"In the house."

"That narrows it down to the structure we’re currently sitting in."

"I kept stuff."

"You kept cables. You kept instruction manuals for appliances we no longer own. You kept a box labeled ‘miscellaneous important’ that contained a dead calculator, two hotel key cards, and a coupon for Circuit City."

"That coupon may come back."

"Circuit City died in 2009."

"Exactly. At some point nostalgia becomes valuable."

Karen smiled, but her eyes were still on the tape.

"There’s something else in the envelope," she said.

She was right.

A folded sheet of paper sat at the bottom.

I knew Robbie’s handwriting before I unfolded it. Sharp, slanted, impatient. The handwriting of a guy who always seemed like he was late to a thought no one else had reached yet.

The note was short.

Mikey,

If you’re reading this, I finally figured out how to make the band practice without me being there to yell at you idiots.

This is the song we never finished.

You remember the one.

Or maybe you don’t. Maybe you spent the last forty years becoming responsible and successfully had the memory removed.

Either way, I want you guys to play it once.

Together.

Not for me. Don’t get sentimental. I’m dead, not tasteful.

Play it because we were almost honest when we wrote it, and that should count for something.

Call Danny. Call Paulie. Call Kevin, even though he probably owns pants that cost more than my first amp.

Finish the song.

Turn it up.

-Riff

P.S. If Danny tries to add a spoken-word intro, stop him.

I read it twice.

The first time for meaning.

The second time because my eyes had apparently decided to become unreliable.

Karen reached across the table and touched my hand.

I stared at the tape.

Parking Lot Prophets.

God, what a name.

It had been Robbie’s idea, of course. The rest of us had wanted something aggressive and stupid. Danny wanted Steel Mirage, which sounded like either a metal band or a deodorant marketed to divorced magicians. Kevin suggested Black Velocity, because Kevin had already begun his lifelong commitment to saying things that sounded expensive and meant nothing. Paulie wanted The Bad Examples, which was at least honest.

Robbie had been sitting on the basement stairs with a notebook on his knee, half-listening while the rest of us argued like the future of rock depended on four teenagers in Downers Grove reaching brand alignment.

Then he said, "Parking Lot Prophets."

We all stopped.

Danny frowned. "That sounds religious."

Robbie shrugged. "No. It sounds bored and important."

And that was it.

Parking Lot Prophets.

Five suburban Illinois kids with cheap amps, huge hair, no record deal, and absolutely no evidence-based reason to believe we were going to be the next Def Leppard.

Which, naturally, we did.

We believed it completely.

That’s the part people forget about being young. You don’t believe in reasonable outcomes. You believe in ridiculous ones because nobody has beaten you with enough tax forms yet.

In 1986, we didn’t want to be locally appreciated. We didn’t want to "build a following." We didn’t want to create content, optimize engagement, or grow an audience through consistent posting.

We wanted arena lights.

We wanted pyro.

We wanted girls crying in the front row, preferably girls who had previously ignored us in algebra.

We wanted tour buses, hotel rooms, leather pants, backstage passes, and a drum riser high enough to violate local ordinances.

We wanted full Def Leppard famous.

Which was ambitious, considering Paulie’s left cymbal stand was held together with duct tape and Kevin’s bass amp made a sound like a refrigerator trying to confess something.

Karen squeezed my hand.

"What are you going to do?" she asked.

The adult answer was obvious.

I was going to put the tape back in the envelope. Maybe call Paulie. Maybe say something like, "Can you believe this?" Then we would talk for fifteen minutes, avoid everything that mattered, make a few jokes about Danny’s hair, and return to our regularly scheduled lives.

That was the responsible move.

I had become very good at responsible.

Responsible had paid the mortgage.

Responsible had raised two kids.

Responsible had kept insurance active, cars maintained, gutters cleaned, retirement accounts fed, and holiday decorations returned to the basement in bins labeled by season because Karen had standards and I had learned fear.

Responsible was useful.

But the cassette sat there anyway.

Small.

Black.

Ridiculous.

Alive.

"I guess I should call the guys," I said.

Karen sat back.

"You guess?"

"I should call the guys."

"That’s better."

I looked at her.

"You think this is a good idea?"

"No."

"That was fast."

"I think it’s probably a terrible idea."

"Great. Good talk."

She smiled.

"But I also think you’ve looked more awake in the last five minutes than you have in months."

That one landed.

Not loudly.

Not cruelly.

Just landed.

I looked down at Robbie’s note again.

Finish the song.

Turn it up.

I hadn’t played guitar seriously in years. I had one in the basement, a sunburst Les Paul copy I bought in college because I couldn’t afford a real one and because, at twenty-one, I believed tone was mostly a matter of wanting it badly enough. Every few months I’d take it out, tune it, play half of something I almost remembered, then put it back before the sadness got organized.

I told myself I didn’t have time.

That wasn’t entirely true.

What I didn’t have was nerve.

Wanting something after a certain age feels dangerous. At twenty, wanting is oxygen. At fifty-seven, wanting feels like evidence that you failed to fully kill the younger idiot inside you.

And there it was.

The younger idiot.

On tape.

In my kitchen.

Dead friend included.

Karen stood and started clearing the table, because marriage is mostly one person having an existential crisis while the other notices the coffee mugs.

"You’ll need a cassette player," she said.

"I know."

"Where are you going to find one?"

I picked up my phone.

"Probably eBay."

She laughed.

"What?"

"Nothing," she said. "It’s just funny."

"What is?"

"You guys wanted to be the next AC/DC, and now your comeback depends on shipping from a guy named VintageAudioDad72."

I looked at the cassette.

Then at the note.

Then back at my phone.

"Rock and roll has always required sacrifice," I said.

Karen kissed the top of my head as she passed.

"Call Paulie."

I nodded.

Outside, the leaf blowers finally stopped.

For one rare suburban second, the world went quiet.

And from somewhere under the quiet, buried beneath forty years of jobs, kids, bills, funerals, oil changes, LinkedIn requests, bad knees, better cholesterol medication, and every sensible choice I had ever made, I could almost hear it.

Four chords.

Badly played.

Too loud.

Still waiting.
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CHAPTER 2

The Basement Saints ‘86
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In 1986, every decent band in America started in one of three places: a garage, a basement, or a bedroom where somebody’s mother kept yelling that if the amp went above three, the whole thing was over.

We started in Paulie Jensen’s basement in Downers Grove, Illinois, which was technically underground but emotionally somewhere between a fallout shelter, a Pizza Hut salad bar, and a detention room for boys who owned too much denim.

It had everything a teenage rock band needed.

Wood paneling.

Orange-brown carpet.

A couch that had survived three children, two dogs, one mysterious burn mark, and enough spilled RC Cola to qualify as a wetland.

A laundry room that smelled like dryer sheets and mild despair.

A framed poster of Walter Payton on one wall.

A dartboard nobody used correctly.

And in the corner, under a dangling fluorescent light that buzzed like it had union complaints, sat Paulie’s drum kit.

It was not a great drum kit.

It was barely a drum kit.

It was more like several percussion-related objects had gathered after an accident and decided to form a support group.

The snare had a crack in the rim. The floor tom leaned slightly left, like it had opinions about government. One cymbal was greenish around the edge, which Paulie insisted gave it "character," although I’m pretty sure it had either rust or a communicable disease. The hi-hat stand squeaked every time he opened it, which meant every song we played sounded like it had a nervous hamster trapped somewhere in the rhythm section.

But to us, it was magnificent.

Because we were sixteen and seventeen years old, and at that age, broken equipment does not mean you are poor.

It means you are authentic.

Paulie sat behind the kit like a man preparing for war. He had sandy hair, a round face, and the permanent expression of someone who had just heard a joke but wanted to make sure it wasn’t at his expense before laughing. He wore a black AC/DC shirt with the sleeves cut off, even though his arms had not yet submitted any evidence that they deserved separate billing.

"Before we start," he said, "nobody touches the kit."

"We weren’t going to," Danny said.

"You touched it last time."

"I adjusted it."

"You hit my crash cymbal with a screwdriver."

"It was making a weird sound."

"It’s a cymbal, Danny. That’s its job."

Danny DeLuca stood in front of the washer and dryer like he was headlining Madison Square Garden but had been forced to do it near a basket of tube socks. He was our lead singer because he had the most confidence, the least shame, and hair that appeared to be attempting escape from three different directions at once.

Danny went to Downers Grove South High School, which he liked to mention because Danny could make a public high school sound like a private stage if he said it with enough confidence. He had a black leather jacket, a silver cross necklace, and the kind of smile that made adults check their wallets and girls briefly reconsider their standards.

He couldn’t always sing.

But he could perform.

There’s a difference, and in 1986, the difference was mostly hairspray.

Kevin Walsh leaned against the wall near the amp, holding his bass like it was an expensive disease he had inherited. Kevin went to Downers Grove South High School too, which meant we had the unsettling privilege of watching someone from the same halls act like he had been educated by a trust fund with a guidance counselor. His father was an attorney. His mother served on committees. Kevin had been taking music lessons since he was nine and somehow still looked personally offended whenever music required effort.

He was our bass player because he owned a bass.

That was the entire audition process.

In fairness, he could play. Better than he wanted us to know. Kevin had this annoying habit of pretending not to care while secretly being good at things, which is a very effective way to make your friends both depend on you and want to throw you into traffic.

"Can we maybe tune first?" Kevin said.

Paulie spun one stick between his fingers and dropped it immediately.

"We are tuned."

"No, we are near tuned. There’s a difference."

Danny rolled his eyes. "Here we go. The human piano speaks."

"I’m just saying," Kevin said, "if we’re going to play in public eventually, being in the same key might help."

"In public?" I said. "We can barely play in private."

"That’s attitude talking," Danny said.

"That’s accuracy talking."

I was sitting on a stool near the water heater with my guitar across my lap. It was a red Kramer copy I had bought used from a guy in Niles who said it had "killer action," which turned out to mean the strings were high enough above the fretboard to require a zoning permit. Still, I loved that guitar with the irrational devotion only a teenage boy can give to an object that makes him feel slightly less invisible.

My name was Mike Rourke, although back then everyone called me Mikey because teenagers are cruel and adults are lazy. I went to Oak Forest High School. I was not the best guitarist in the world, the state, the county, the school, or probably the basement. But I knew enough chords to be dangerous and enough riffs to make myself believe danger was the point.

I had spent the previous six months learning parts of songs by Van Halen, Def Leppard, AC/DC, Cheap Trick, and whatever else I could lift off the radio, records, or the older guy at Guitar Center who smelled like cigarettes and disappointment. I couldn’t play "Eruption," but I could play the part before I had to stop and pretend I was tuning.

That counted.

At least in Downers Grove.

Robbie Callahan sat on the basement stairs with a notebook on his knee, one foot on the step below, pencil moving while the rest of us argued. Robbie went to Downers Grove South High School too, but he carried himself like he had been emotionally commuting to some place the rest of us could not find. He seemed more worldly to us, as if he had access to jazz, political complexity, and girls who wore black before it was fully approved by the suburbs.

Robbie was different.

Not in a loud way.

Danny was loud. Paulie was loud. I wanted to be loud. Kevin’s family had probably paid someone to make sure he was never loud in a way that lowered resale value.

Robbie was quiet until he wasn’t.

He had dark hair that fell into his eyes, a thrift-store flannel tied around his waist, and a way of looking at things like he was already remembering them. He wrote words in that notebook all the time. Lyrics, jokes, fragments, dumb observations, lines we didn’t understand but pretended we did because nobody wants to be the guy in a band asking, "Could you please clarify the emotional metaphor?"

He was the only one of us who seemed less interested in becoming famous than in saying something true.

Which, at the time, we viewed as a serious defect.

"Can we talk about the name again?" Danny said.

Paulie groaned. "No."

"Yes."

"No."

"We can’t go on stage without a name."

"We don’t have a stage," I said.

"We will."

"We have your basement."

"Every legend starts somewhere."

"Most legends can get through a verse."

Danny ignored me, which was one of his strongest skills.

"I still think Steel Mirage is strong," he said.

Kevin nodded slowly, which meant he was about to ruin the room with vocabulary.

"It has a certain visual identity."

Paulie pointed a drumstick at him. "Don’t talk like your dad’s brochures."

"I’m just saying, it sounds professional."

"It sounds like deodorant," Robbie said from the stairs.

Everyone turned.

Robbie didn’t look up from his notebook.

Danny frowned. "It does not sound like deodorant."

Robbie kept writing. "Steel Mirage. For the man who wants to smell like a robot in the desert."

I laughed.

Paulie hit the snare once.

Kevin looked annoyed, mostly because he knew Robbie was right.

"What do you suggest?" Danny asked.

Robbie shrugged.

"I don’t know yet."

Danny threw his arms out. "Then why are you killing mine?"

"Because mercy is important."

Paulie laughed hard enough that one of the cymbals rattled sympathetically.

Danny paced between the dryer and the amp, which gave the entire scene the raw energy of a man preparing to make history next to a bottle of Tide.

"What about Black Velocity?" Kevin said.

Paulie stared at him.

"No."

"You didn’t even think about it."

"I didn’t have to."

"It’s better than Steel Mirage."

"That’s like saying food poisoning is better than being hit by a bus."

"It has movement," Kevin said.

"It has a lawsuit," I said.

Danny snapped his fingers. "What about Vicious Circle?"

"That’s taken," Robbie said.

"By who?"

"Probably every band with a guy named Snake."

"Fine. Thunder Vice."

"No," Paulie said.

"Why not?"

"Because I refuse to tell people I’m in something called Thunder Vice."

Danny looked wounded. "You don’t understand branding."

"You don’t understand shame."

I leaned back on the stool and played an A chord, letting it ring through the basement. It sounded bigger than it was. That was the magic of a basement. Everything echoed just enough to lie.

"Maybe we don’t need a name yet," I said.

Danny spun toward me. "That is exactly the kind of thinking that keeps bands from becoming Def Leppard."

"Def Leppard had songs."

"We have songs."

"We have parts of songs."

"That’s how songs start."

"We have one verse about a girl named Tina who moved to Buffalo."

Danny pointed at me. "That was emotional."

"Tina worked at Orange Julius and never spoke to you."

"Distance creates mythology."

Robbie finally looked up.

"That’s actually not bad."

Danny brightened. "Thank you."

"I meant as a warning label."

This was how most rehearsals went.

Technically, we had formed the band three weeks earlier in the parking lot outside Golf Mill Mall, after seeing a guy in a sleeveless denim jacket with a Union Jack patch on the back get into a Camaro with two girls who looked like they had stepped out of an MTV video and accidentally landed near Marshall Field’s.

Danny watched the Camaro pull away and said, "We need a band."

None of us asked why.

The why was obvious.

Girls.

Freedom.

Noise.

Escape.

Maybe fame, although fame felt less like a plan and more like a weather system we expected to drift over us if we stood in the right parking lot long enough.

By that point, MTV had already rewired our brains. We didn’t just listen to music anymore. We saw it. We saw leather, lights, smoke, scarves tied to microphone stands, guitars shaped like weapons, singers pointing at invisible stadiums, drummers surrounded by more equipment than NASA used to land things on the moon.

We saw Def Leppard look like they had been manufactured in a laboratory for the purpose of making suburban boys feel under-accessorized.

We saw AC/DC prove you didn’t need complexity if you had volume, commitment, and a schoolboy outfit nobody at Oak Forest High School could have survived wearing past third period.

We saw Bon Jovi make New Jersey look like a valid emotional condition.

And we believed.

Not casually.

Completely.

We were not trying to make music.

We were trying to become the kind of people music happened to.

That’s an important distinction when you’re seventeen and still think cologne is a personality.

Paulie counted us in.

"One, two, three-"

"No," Kevin said.

Paulie stopped, sticks frozen midair.

"What?"

"We’re not tuned."

Paulie stared at him.

"Kevin, if you say that one more time, I’m going to tune you."

Robbie closed the notebook and stood.

"Everybody shut up."

We did.

That was another thing about Robbie. He rarely took control, but when he did, the room somehow handed it over. Not because he was loud. Because he wasn’t. Loud was cheap. Quiet made people lean in.

He walked down the steps, grabbed Danny’s lyric sheet off the dryer, looked at it for three seconds, and handed it back.

"No."

Danny blinked. "No what?"

"No to all of this."

"You didn’t even read it."

"I read enough."

"It’s about betrayal."

"It rhymes fire with desire."

"That’s a classic structure."

"It’s a cry for help."

Danny snatched the paper back. "You got something better?"

Robbie didn’t answer right away.

He looked around the basement.

At Paulie’s busted drum kit.

At Kevin’s too-clean bass.

At my cheap guitar.

At Danny’s hair, which had clearly received more rehearsal than any of us.

At the wood paneling, the laundry baskets, the old couch, the furnace, the Walter Payton poster, the world above us where our parents worried about mortgages and groceries and whether their sons were going to turn into productive citizens or just louder disappointments.

Then he looked down at his notebook.

"Maybe," he said.

"What’s it called?" I asked.

Robbie hesitated.

"Still Here."

Danny frowned. "That sounds depressing."

"It’s not."

"Is it fast?"

"No."

"Does it have a big chorus?"

"Maybe."

"Can I point during it?"

"You point during everything."

"I have stage instincts."

"You have untreated confidence."

Kevin adjusted the strap on his bass. "What’s it about?"

Robbie looked at him for a long second.

"Us," he said.

Nobody said anything.

That was the first time the basement got quiet in a way that wasn’t about someone’s dad yelling from upstairs.

Us.

We didn’t know what to do with that.

At seventeen, "us" was not something you examined. You lived inside it. You drove around inside it. You bought fries inside it. You played too loud inside it. You made fun of each other inside it. You borrowed five dollars and never paid it back inside it. You did not stand outside it and name it.

Naming things made them vulnerable.

Danny recovered first, because Danny treated sincerity like a gas leak.

"Does it have a part where I can scream?"

Robbie looked at him.

"No."

"Can we add one?"

"No."

"Small scream?"

"No."

"Emotional yell?"

"Danny."

"Fine."

Robbie handed me the notebook.

"Start with G," he said. "Then D. Then Em. Then C."

I looked at the page.

"That’s it?"

"For now."

"Four chords?"

He nodded.

"Everybody starts somewhere."

I put my fingers on the fretboard and played the progression slowly.

G.

D.

Em.

C.

Nothing fancy. Nothing difficult. The kind of chords every kid learns and then spends the rest of his life pretending he has moved beyond. But something happened when they came out of that cheap amp in Paulie’s basement. Not magic. Not yet. Just a little shift in the air. A small door opening.

Kevin found the root notes.

Paulie tapped the hi-hat softly.

Danny, for once in his life, stayed quiet.

Robbie listened.

I played it again.

G.

D.

Em.

C.

The second time, Paulie came in with a slow kick and snare, simple and steady. Kevin added a line that actually worked, which annoyed me because Kevin being useful always felt like a tax. Danny leaned toward the mic but didn’t sing yet.

Robbie watched us like he was hearing something we hadn’t earned.

Then he said the first line.

Not sang it.

Said it.

Softly.

Like he didn’t want to scare it away.

We were young enough to think the night was ours.

The room changed.

I don’t know how else to say it.

One second we were four idiots and Robbie in a basement surrounded by laundry, bad carpet, and teenage delusion.

The next second, we were still idiots, obviously, but there was something else there too.

A feeling.

A real one.

Not the fake danger we were trying to borrow from bands that had actual management and hotel damage budgets.

Something quieter.

Something about being young and already afraid of losing things we didn’t even know we had.

Danny looked down at the lyric sheet.

Then at Robbie.

"That’s good," he said.

No joke.

No swagger.

Just that.

Robbie nodded once, like he accepted the compliment but did not fully trust it.

"Try it," he said.

Danny cleared his throat.

Then he sang the line.

Not perfectly.

Not even close.

But honestly enough that nobody made fun of him.

That was rare.

We played through the progression again. And again. The song was barely a song. More like a promise with a chord structure. No bridge. No ending. The chorus wasn’t there yet. Half the words were missing. But for maybe three minutes in that basement, all of us stopped trying to become something and accidentally became ourselves.

That sounds sentimental.

I know.

At the time, I would have punched anyone who said it out loud.

But it was true.

Then Paulie’s mother opened the basement door.

"Paul!"

The spell broke immediately.

Paulie stopped playing. "What?"

"Are you boys eating?"

Danny leaned into the mic. "Rock stars don’t eat before a set, Mrs. Jensen."

There was a pause from upstairs.

"Daniel, I’ve seen you eat six hot dogs at a graduation party."

Danny stepped back from the mic.

"She has a strong memory."

Mrs. Jensen came halfway down the stairs carrying a plate of sandwiches covered in plastic wrap. She was a short woman with kind eyes, sharp hearing, and the posture of someone who had spent years pretending teenage boys were not slowly destroying her home.

She looked at the amps. The cables. The drums. The lyric sheets. The laundry basket Danny had been using as a dramatic leaning post.

Then she looked at Robbie.

"That one sounded nicer," she said.

Robbie looked embarrassed.

"Thanks, Mrs. J."

She nodded toward the sandwiches.

"Eat before you pass out from all this stardom."

Then she went back upstairs.

We stared at the plate.

Paulie grabbed first.

"Band meeting," he said through white bread and ham.

"About what?" Kevin asked.

"The name."

Danny pointed at him. "Finally."

Paulie looked at Robbie.

"What was that thing you said last week?"

"What thing?"

"The parking lot thing."

Robbie wiped his pencil against his jeans.

"Parking Lot Prophets."

The room went still again, but this time in a different way.

Danny repeated it.

"Parking Lot Prophets."

Kevin tilted his head.

"It’s not terrible."

"High praise from the treasurer," I said.

Paulie nodded slowly.

"That’s us."

Danny looked around the basement, testing it against whatever imaginary marquee existed in his head.

"Ladies and gentlemen," he said into the mic, voice dropping into his stage tone, "please welcome... Parking Lot Prophets."

It sounded ridiculous.

It sounded perfect.

Robbie smiled just a little.

We didn’t know then what the name would carry.

We didn’t know there would be a tape.

We didn’t know there would be a last show, a last summer, a last fight, a last time all five of us would stand in the same room without knowing we should be paying attention.

We didn’t know Robbie would keep everything.

We didn’t know I would leave first.

We didn’t know Kevin would become rich enough to look lonely in better clothes.

We didn’t know Danny would spend the next forty years acting like the show was still about to start.

We didn’t know Paulie would stay behind and remember us better than we deserved.

We didn’t know the song would wait.

At seventeen, you don’t know anything.

That’s the whole advantage.

You believe the future is something you’re going to kick open with a guitar case in one hand and a Pepsi in the other. You think friendship is permanent because nobody has moved away yet. You think your parents are old because they go to bed before Letterman. You think a basement can become a kingdom if you turn the amp loud enough.

And maybe, for a little while, it can.

Paulie counted us in again.

This time nobody stopped him.

G.

D.

Em.

C.

Four chords.

A bad drum kit.

A borrowed bass line.

A singer with too much hair.

A dead man’s first lyric, though we didn’t know that part yet.

And me, sixteen years old, standing in Paulie Jensen’s basement in Downers Grove, Illinois, believing with every dumb, unscarred part of myself that we were going somewhere.

Not eventually.

Not metaphorically.

Soon.

We were Parking Lot
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