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        When we are born, we cry that we are come

      
        To this great stage of fools.

        WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE, KING LEAR
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      Ann Kinnear bounced in the back seat of the van as it trundled down the pothole-pocked alley. It slowed as it approached a building with a cracked stucco facade and a stepped roofline reminiscent of an old-fashioned gas station. A hand-painted sign over the battered, sticker-covered door read LOU’S OUT BACK.

      The driver maneuvered around a telephone pole placed injudiciously between the alley proper and the single parking space just outside the building’s entrance. Scuff marks and denting around the pole’s base indicated that not every driver had been as careful. A spiderweb of wires and cables ran from a snarl at the top of the pole to the surrounding buildings.

      Ann climbed out of the van’s back seat. The van’s other occupants got out as well. From the driver’s seat, a tall, thin man with close-cropped hair tinged with gray at the temples, wearing a purple leather jacket decorated with studs around the cuffs. From the passenger seat, a younger man with tousled brown hair, Trotsky glasses, an earful of piercings, and an eager expression. From the other back seat, a curvy red-head wearing a Tori Amos T-shirt and slashed jeans, whose riot of nearly waist-length curls might have merited its own place in the van. Ann considered her own attire. If she ever had a future engagement with a rock cover band, maybe she’d choose an outfit that didn’t look like it had been sourced exclusively from L.L. Bean.

      “It’s closed,” said the Tori fan, Dani, sweeping her hair back over her shoulder. “You have a way to get in, Alex?”

      “Yeah,” said the younger man, digging in the pocket of his jeans, which hung loosely from his narrow hips. “I told you, Ann and I were here last night. That’s when we talked with Lucian.”

      Dani crossed her arms and rolled her eyes as Alex produced from his pocket a wallet, a key ring, a roll of Life Savers, a crumpled wad of receipts, a Powerball ticket, a condom packet, and, finally, a single key, which he fit into the door’s lock.

      “Never been here when there wasn’t a crowd,” said the older man, Reg.

      “Just think of it as our final practice together,” said Alex, opening the door and propping it in place with a concrete block conveniently located just inside. “Hold on, let me get the lights.” He disappeared into the darkness.

      “Maybe we’ll have an invisible audience,” said Dani, shooting an arch look at Ann.

      “You never know,” said Ann neutrally. Her eye was still stinging from an ill-placed swing of Dani’s hair—or, she supposed, maybe a well-placed one.

      The inside lights went on and Alex reappeared in the doorway. “Come on in and bring the equipment.”

      “I’ll get the Les Paul,” said Reg.

      “Yeah, I figured,” said Alex cheerfully.

      As Alex, Reg, and Dani began pulling equipment out of the van, Ann headed inside.

      A short hallway separated the entrance from the main room. The space was long and narrow, its walls, ceiling, and floor painted black. In the front was a small raised stage with black drapes in back and a dance floor in front. A bar ran along the left wall of the room, a narrow shelf displaying bottles and cans of the beers on offer, with Beers on Tap listed on a chalkboard A-frame nearby. The furnishings were a mashup of tables, high tops, chairs, and stools that might have been collected ahead of the trash truck on bulk pick-up day. The right wall was decorated with a dozen classic concert posters. They were probably worth more than everything else in the room combined if they were original. They might be worth more if they were reproductions.

      Ann heard some shuffling and thumps behind her as the band members began lugging their equipment past her to the stage. She stepped away from the entrance. She didn’t offer to help, not only because she didn’t want to risk mishandling something, but also because it was clear from the conversation on their drive to LOU’S OUT BACK that Reg didn’t want anyone else touching his stuff and that Dani, not to mention Ann, would be happier to hold their interactions to a minimum.

      Dani lowered a keyboard case onto the floor and nodded toward a drum kit already set up on the stage. “You brought his kit?”

      “That’s what he told me to do,” said Alex.

      Dani shook her head, hoisted the keyboard case onto the stage, and twitched her hair back behind her shoulder. “I’m just going to powder my nose. I’ll be right back.”

      Since they had picked up Dani less than fifteen minutes earlier—and, one assumes, Dani could have “powdered” before she left home, Ann guessed that Dani would be “right back” as soon as the rest of the equipment was unloaded.

      Alex looked after Dani, expression anxious, then turned to Reg. “You don’t think I’m crazy, do you?”

      The older man shrugged. “As long as you’re the one footing the bill, I don’t mind the chance to use Lou’s for a practice session.”

      Alex and Reg hauled the rest of the equipment and instruments in from the van, Dani reappearing just as Alex was moving the concrete block away from the door.

      “Let’s leave it open,” Dani said. “Maybe we can air out some of the dive bar funk.”

      Ann was impressed at the speed with which they set up. Even though the band was a side hustle for all of them—Alex worked in the admissions office of his alma mater, Reg was a product manager at an online retailer, and Dani was a paralegal—they obviously played out enough that they had the set-up down to a science.

      As Dani fiddled with the keyboard and Alex crawled around attaching cables, Reg gently lowered his guitar case onto the edge of the stage and flipped open the latches. Ann wandered over as he lifted the guitar out of the case with a reverence a sommelier might display when handling a Chateau Lafite Rothschild or a jewelry appraiser the Hope Diamond.

      He held the instrument up for her inspection. “Gibson Les Paul Standard ’50s in Heritage Cherry Sunburst. Build quality is better than custom—sounds great with overdrive or distortion, but it’s the clean sound that’s a thing of beauty.”

      “How’s the sustain?” asked Ann.

      His expression brightened. “You a musician?”

      “No, but my brother’s a huge fan of Spinal Tap.”

      He pulled himself up to his full height. “Funny.”

      As they finished getting set up, Ann sat down on a stool next to a mixing board that looked like a prop from a 1950s sci-fi movie. The sound guy evidently handled the lights as well, since another panel contained switches labeled House, Stage, Spot 1, Spot 2, Spot 3, Spot 4, and Ball.

      Dani was noodling on the keyboard, swinging her hair back periodically to keep it out from between her fingers and the keys. Ann was surprised that she didn’t put it back in a ponytail, but she supposed that the hair swinging was part of the stagecraft.

      Alex was glancing anxiously around the space. “Any sign of Lucian?” he called over to Ann, a thread of panic creeping into his voice.

      “Not yet. I promise I’ll let you know when he’s here.” When Ann had spoken with Lucian yesterday—spoken with but not seen, which was unusual—he had said that he would put in an appearance once the band was set up. She got the impression that Alex might have cleaned out his savings account to pay the fee that her brother, Mike, had quoted for the job, and she hoped the young man wouldn’t be disappointed by a no-show.

      “He was always running late,” said Dani with a smirk.

      “Maybe he’s backstage,” said Alex, looking hopefully toward Ann.

      With a sigh, Ann climbed up on and crossed the crowded stage, trying not to come into contact with a piece of equipment, an instrument, or a musician, or to trip on the cables that snaked across the floor. She peered behind the black drapes. The backstage of Lou’s hardly merited the name—a space a few feet wide between the drapes and a cinderblock wall that was cluttered with broken mic stands, forgotten coats, and frayed cables.

      “Lucian?” she called, feeling somewhat foolish. If Lucian wanted to be found, she wouldn’t have to go looking for him. If he didn’t want to be found, looking for him wouldn’t help.

      As she had expected, there was no answer.

      She let the drape fall back into place. “No luck.”

      Alex was chewing a fingernail, Reg was absorbed in ultrafine tuning of the Les Paul, and Dani, arms crossed, was looking disapprovingly at Alex.

      “Alex, if this is a joke, it’s really not funny,” she said.

      “It’s no joke!” he protested. “We talked to him yesterday—didn’t we, Ann?”

      “Yup.”

      Ann stepped down from the stage and resumed her seat next to the mixing board.

      “Did Lucian specify what song he wanted us to play?” asked Reg, deadpan, strumming the Les Paul.

      “He didn’t say,” said Alex, despondent.

      “Well, let’s not waste our time,” said Reg. “Let’s run through the first set⁠—”

      The stage lights snapped on.

      “Don’t mess with that stuff,” said Reg, not bothering to look up at Ann.

      Ann held up her hands. “Wasn’t me.”

      A mirrored disco ball over the dance floor spun to life, casting sparkles of light across the black walls.

      “No kidding, don’t mess with it,” scolded Dani.

      “My hands are in the air,” said Ann. “In what way do you think I’m messing with it?”

      Reg turned to Alex. “Are you—?” he began.

      A spotlight illuminated the drummer-less drum kit, and a sharp riff filled the room.

      “Shit!” gasped Dani.

      Reg stood staring at the drums, mouth agape.

      Alex jumped up and down. “It’s Lucian!” he squealed.

      Ann puffed out a breath of relief—at least Alex was going to get his money’s worth.

      The snares jumped, the bass drum vibrated, the cymbals rocked and clashed. Ann could almost but not quite place the rhythm. Then the spotlight on the drums winked out and came up on Reg at center stage. He flinched as if he were an escaping convict scuttling across the prison yard.

      The drums stopped and the spotlight winked out.

      Alex was beside himself with excitement. “It’s Middle of the Road! He wants to play Middle of the Road!”

      “How the fuck are you doing that?” asked Reg, still staring at the drums.

      Alex laughed maniacally. “I’m not doing it—it’s Lucian.”

      “God … damn,” murmured Dani, eyes wide.

      The disco ball began to turn again, the spotlight illuminated the drums once more, and Ann could now easily recognize the opening bars of the Pretenders song.

      Alex jumped in on the bass line and, in a kind of Pavlovian response, Reg strummed the lead guitar part, but his heart wasn’t in it. Only Alex jumped in on the introductory vocals, and no one jumped in on the lyrics.

      The drumming stopped and the spotlight and disco ball winked out.

      “Middle of the Road,” pleaded Alex. “He wants Middle of the Road.”

      There was silence for a moment, then Reg said, “Uh … okay.” He looked toward Dani.

      Eyes still wide, she nodded.

      Alex whooped. “Get us started again, Lucian!”

      The disco ball turned, the spotlight flicked on, and the drums banged back to life.

      This time both Alex and Reg came in on the vocals, with Dani channeling Chrissie Hynde on the lyrics. Reg and Dani started out tentative, but as Alex and the drums continued to drive the rhythm, performance mode
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