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LOS ANGELES

December 1983

With his back to the lights, he walked across the quiet parking lot. The evidence of the night had yet to be swept away; the beer bottles and cigarette butts and ticket stubs represented the tens of thousands of people that had filled the stadium. And each of them had had only one name on their lips: Mitchell Colby. The cheers were still ringing in his ears, and he knew his lyrics were still being sung in cars and homes across the city by fans reluctant to let the night end. It was a feeling almost better than performing, knowing he had created a memory for so many. That feeling, that only existed right after a successful performance was Mitchell’s favorite thing in the world. He was golden lightning, and nothing could touch him. Not critics. Not his anxiety over the next show. Nothing. And beside him for that perfect moment, as he was every time, was his bandmate Daryl Gardner. Daryl the keyboardist, Daryl the prankster, Daryl the first and last friend.

It struck Mitchell that this would be the last time they walked together like this. There were no more perfect moments waiting for them at the end of this walk.
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Chapter Two
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LOS ANGELES

January 2019

Going up the stairs, Lennox Cruz recognized the song playing in the greenroom before he even reached the door. The theme song for the hit family show Hockey Begins at Home, was an upbeat jazz tune that had tortured him through his teen years, as his little brother Shannon bounced on the couch singing along to the “doo doo doo’s” and “la la la’s.” Why Lennox’s lead singer Nora Byrne was blaring it right after a gig was beyond him.

The smell of sweat and weed greeted him as he entered the greenroom, which was one of three. As the main act for the night, Lennox’s band, Swank, was in the largest room. The only window in the room did not open to the outside but instead looked out over the stage and across to the balcony seating area. Lennox sometimes watched the opening acts from above, like he was a Roman emperor about to decide their fates. Just under the window was a lurid red couch that was being used to hold some of their gear and clothes. Lennox took off his overshirt and chucked it onto the pile.

Their cellist, Wendy Mendoza, was huddled on the other couch. She had a night mask covering her eyes and ice packs on her hands. Makeup removing cloths and her spider leg false eyelashes had been dropped on the cushion beside her, along with her travel hand sanitizer. Nora was sprawled on the floor like a velvet jumpsuit clad starfish, holding her phone above her face. He stepped around her and took a small towel from a stack in the corner.

Lennox wiped his face and then his neck under his hair. The fans went nuts for his hair when it was a little long, enough to move when he was jamming, and fall forward to cover his eyes when he sat at the piano for their slow songs, but it was a pain in the ass, and it got hot under the lights.

“Did not take you for a Hockey Begins at Home fan,” Lennox said.

“Did you see this?” Nora asked.

“About a million times when I was watching Shan.”

In high school, Lennox had been in charge of his younger half-brother, Shannon, after his dad left their mom and she took a job managing a blues club. It had cut down on Lennox’s social life, but that was when he took up guitar and spent hours with his notebooks writing songs, so ignoring the fact that he could quote word for word multiple seasons of a sentimental sitcom about a hockey coach and his family, it had all worked out.

“I’m not watching the show.” Nora sat up a little and waved her phone in his general direction. “It’s a video about the whiny kid brother on it.”

“Sammy Kane.” He supplied the character’s name without thought. “I think the actor is Jace Reilly.”

He grabbed a bottle of whiskey and some red licorice. Swank might not have been the biggest group in the world, but they had enough juice to demand in their hospo rider the finest candy and mid shelf hard liquor in the land.

“Yeah. Him,” Nora said. “There is some online petition to cast him for that movie about Glory Be Extinction.”

“Because of the Halloween episode?” Lennox asked, and then cringed.

Yes, he had once or seventy times seen the Halloween episode where shy, awkward Sammy went to a party dressed as Mitchell Colby the tragic, lead singer of Glory Be Extinction. Lennox could admit to that, but he would never admit that Sammy ditching his thick, square glasses and rocking eyeliner and tight leather pants had done something for a very closeted seventeen-year-old Lennox, but maybe it went without saying.

Nora snorted. “You really did watch the show; I can’t picture it.”

Lennox shrugged. “I would bribe Shan with it. We had a deal: if he did his homework and helped with dinner, he could binge a few episodes before bed.”

“That’s cute,” Wendy mumbled, still in her post performance meditation. “You’re such a softy.”

She had dyed the underside of her naturally black hair neon green so when she moved her head while playing, the bright color would show through in surprising bursts, but tonight she had put it all up in antennae ponytails on top of her head. He flicked them as he passed, and then settled onto the arm of the other side of the couch. If he sat on the leather cushions his sweaty back might stick like Velcro, and he would not be able to stand up again when the backstage passers came. There were some real VIPs in the crowd for once, and he didn’t want them witnessing Nora peeling him off the couch. He glanced down at his thin undershirt and considered putting on his leather jacket. He would have to put it on to go home anyway, because it was supposed to drop to nearly freezing, which he thought should be illegal in LA, but he decided he didn’t care if people could see his nipples, or at least not enough to get up and fetch his jacket.

He took a long drink. His throat felt like shit, and the alcohol was not going to help. Later, when he was home, after the adrenaline had worn off and his ears stopped ringing, Lennox would change into his joggers and drink herbal tea with lemon, and maybe have a lavender scented soak in his tiny bathtub, but for the moment, he was still Lennox the rockstar who just performed in one of LA’s most legendary clubs—even if it was on a Wednesday night—and he was going to get a little drunk and eat too much sugar.

“Well, the petition is going viral,” Nora said. “Thanks to some dude, okay, I have no idea how to say his name, but he does those reaction videos.” She mimed a shocked face and an exaggerated frown. “He’s got a huge following, and he’s doing a whole series on how Jace Reilly is the only choice for the role. He says if he gets enough people to sign the petition, he will give the guy the actual guitar Mitchell Colby died holding.”

“What?” Wendy asked at the same time as Lennox.

He could picture the exact guitar they were talking about; he had had a picture of the 1957 double gold Les Paul Custom on his wall during his more morbid teenage years. It was not a particularly rare guitar, but it was one of the most legendary instruments in rock history because Mitchell Colby had bought it right before he died. Later, his bandmate Daryl Gardner had played it at a benefit concert in his honor and then died in a car crash on the way home. It was all terrible and eerie, and as Lennox knew all too well, it was typical of what the industry did to people. Some people claimed the guitar was cursed, Lennox thought they were idiots.

Wendy shook the ice packs off her hands and slid the mask up to her forehead. “He can’t just give something like that away.”

“Yeah, that’s messed up.” Lennox’s knee started bouncing. He stood up and paced around and then sat back down. “Something like that shouldn’t be given away like a prize at an arcade. That guitar should be in a museum. Or my apartment.”

“Sure,” Nora said. “No better place for a piece of rock ‘n’ roll history than your tarantula infested apartment.”

“I found one, one time.”

“It’s all a pointless stunt anyway,” Wendy said. She flexed her fingers and then put the icepacks back on her hands. “There’s always fan-casting before biopics or book adaptations, and the studios never listen.”

Lennox didn’t know much about that; he was not in any fandoms or whatever—that was Shannon’s thing—but if they were going forward with a movie about Glory Be Extinction it would be huge or a disaster. He hoped they did it right, did right by the man that had died too young to even be in the 27 club but still managed to leave a mark on music.

“Does anyone know if Jace Reilly can even sing?” Lennox asked. There had been a few musical episodes of Hockey Begins at Home, mostly as an excuse to let the actress playing the mom show off her pipes, but the rest of the cast could have been dubbed. Whoever played Colby would have to nail one of the most memorable voices in music history. “I don’t blame the studio for ignoring some online petition from an idiot willing to give away a one-of-a-kind rock ‘n’ roll artifact to a sitcom has-been. Everyone and their dog are going to want that part, and that kid is probably in rehab or signing headshots at a fan convention in El Paso.”

“That seemed oddly specific,” Wendy said.

Nora rolled onto her side and then sat, tousling her waist length strawberry blonde hair. “Did you see him at a fan convention in El Paso? Did you pay to have your picture taken with him? Is it next to your bed?”

He half-heartedly flipped them both off.

The door opened wide and Swank’s manager Selena entered, her curly hair bouncing. “Are you ready to take pictures and be friendly?”

“Yup,” Nora said. “But none of that shit like last week. No hugging selfies. No arms around us. If any of them so much as lay a finger on me or Wendy, Lennox is gonna fight ‘em.”

Lennox stared at their manager while he took an aggressive bite of licorice.

Selena stared back for a beat and then asked, “Where’s Rowan?”

He swallowed, as his stomach did a bit of nifty yoga at the question. Their drummer, Rowan Duffy, often took a detour or two before joining them backstage. What he did, and who he did it with, had stopped being Lennox’s business a year ago when he had caught Rowan in their bed with another man during their New Years party.

“Um,” Nora said.

“Never mind. I’ll find him,” Selena said and left the room.

She had not been their manager long enough to know all of their issues and Lennox wanted to keep it that way. Selena had been a big get for Swank—she managed the super popstar Della for Christ’s sake—and she thought they were a professional group on the verge of stardom. In reality, they were a mass of insecurities and grudges held together like a rubber band ball: securely intwined, but in a way that was hurting them all.

“Are you ready to play nice?” Nora asked, giving Lennox a cool look.

“You are the one volunteering me to punch people.”

“Just don’t glare at anyone until they’ve actually earned it.”

“I don’t glare.” Lennox pointed at his own face. “This is a sexy smolder—ask anyone.”

“It’s true,” Wendy said. “The club did a poll of the best smolders. Lennox took second place.”

He would not ask who took first, he would not ask. He glanced at her.

“Wilder took first.”

He sighed. “Figures.”

“You did beat him out in the Best Ass in Leather Pants poll.”

“Well, thank god for that.”

He had gone to high school with Wilder Martin of Wilder and Nasty. After Lennox won the talent show, Wilder took up guitar. When Wilder won prom king, he had serenaded the crowd with a song stolen from Lennox. And from that moment on, every time Lennox turned around, Wilder was trying to take something from him. Not that Lennox cared about some gym bro with a mid voice beating him in dumb thirst polls or giving head to his boyfriend, because he didn’t. Much.

The door opened again, and a security guard herded in a cluster of people in a mix of suits and Tallulah’s Taproom T-shirts with large passes around their necks. They were followed a second later, by a shirtless Rowan, his chilly blue eyes lit up with a post-concert and orgasm glow. Lennox used to love that look.

As Lennox plastered a pleasant expression on his face, he wondered why he didn’t just pack it all in and spend his days signing headshots at fan conventions. Oh, yeah, he couldn’t, he wasn’t that famous. Yet.
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Chapter Three
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THE PACKAGE CAME BY special currier. Jace signed for it with the same reverence he would the Ark of the Covenant. The box was large and awkward, and he didn’t want to haul it up the stairs, so he set it down in the formal entryway—which just meant the room he only used when strangers or his mother came by—and tried not to lose his espresso breakfast. He didn’t want to open the package. He reasoned that he didn’t have to open it; it could just sit there in his rarely used room forever, taped up and secure, and then Jace would never have to face whatever was inside. Maybe it was a prank. Yes, it was all a prank! If he left it alone, it could be a box of snakes set to pop out as soon as he lifted the lid, and not Mitchell mother-freaking Colby’s death guitar.

Jace backed out of the room and headed for the stairs. He needed a cigarette. He made it to the rooftop veranda of his four-story house before he remembered that he had given up smoking years prior.

His brief, but intense, love affair with smoking had ended following a lecture from the studio wherein he was reminded that he was a role model for his young fans, and that he was easily replaceable. It was in moments like that, when he had had fantasies about working on one of those sexy teen shows that won awards for Best Kiss and Biggest Bad Boy. Those actors probably didn’t have middle-aged guys in suits worried about whether they got papped at a club. And they probably would not be worried about aging out of their jobs, since they were all twenty-three-year-olds playing teenagers anyway. Now that he was twenty-three, Jace couldn’t get a job on one of those shows because he was still “Sweet Sammy” in everyone’s eyes. It wasn’t all bad though. Primetime network television had still meant a decent paycheck when he did Hockey Begins at Home, so he had had enough money at nineteen to buy a beachfront house in Santa Monica, and every quarter he received a residual check just large enough to pay his bills, making it possible for him to live without ever getting another acting job, which it turned out was a very lucky thing.

His phone buzzed with another notification. He had set up the alert on his name years prior and it had often been triggering. He ended up in a lot of Whatever Happened To? lists. And the answer was always: not much actually. But over the last week, the alerts had become more frequent, and more confusing. At first, he had been a little flattered by RadIan’s petition and the silly videos. People were stitching together every time he sang or leaned or laughed a certain way on his old show to prove he was the perfect Mitchell Colby. But in the last few days the alert had started to feel like a ticking clock on a bomb that he didn’t know how to diffuse. And now that the worst had happened what was he supposed to do?

Open the package. Obviously. But after that?

He paced across the terrace, eyed the edge and the tan, happy people frolicking on the beach down below. There was a volleyball game going. A fit, shirtless man went for the ball and got a face full of sand. Jace knew the feeling.

He was being led down a path to his ultimate humiliation. No one was crazy enough to cast him as Mitchell Colby, the fact that his agent, who he hadn’t heard from in months, didn’t even jump at the news was evidence of that. But from now until the Internet died in a fiery death at the hands of venture capitalism, Jace would always be the pathetic joke that couldn’t get the role. A role he never asked for or wanted. He didn’t ask for any of it. But it came anyway, special delivery. A physical manifestation of the future second line of his obituary. Right after: Jace Reilly best known for playing the adorkable younger brother Sammy Kane on Hockey Begins at Home. It would now say: Reilly had a brief brush with the spotlight once more when a popular online personality tried to pressure the studio into casting him in the much-lauded Mitchell Colby biopic, the role ultimately went to blah blah blah.

Jace looked at his phone. There was a new video. Oh hell. He stabbed the little icon with his thumb.

The video opened with RadIan’s signature biohazard signs and screeching sirens and then his freckled face filled the screen. “Danger! Danger! Hey, hey, it’s ya’ boy RadIan! I am coming to you live, because I just got confirmation that Mitchell Colby’s guitar has been successfully delivered! You signed the petition, you lit up the comments, and now I have fulfilled my promise. Moments ago, the one and only, the guitar the legendary Mitchell Colby was holding at the moment of his death—that you all watched me buy at auction and was sitting in this very room until today—was signed for, was accepted by ‘Sweet Sammy’ Jace Reilly himself! Things are happening fast around here! Wooh! You have made your opinions clear, and the studio had better be listening. If you aren’t up to speed on our efforts to cast Jace Reilly in the role of the century—the one he was born to play—then head on over and check out all of my videos from last week and the petition. Let me know what you think; the good and the bad and the radioactively bad! And Jace Reilly, if you are watching, we are dying to hear from you!”

Jace stopped the video. His arm sagged.

The man on the beach had gotten back up and was laughing with his friends.

As a kid, Jace had done theater and choir, but he had also done dance competitions. And there was one group of boys that would corner him backstage and challenge him to dance offs. It was ridiculous to look back on that, a menacing group of seven- and eight-year-olds taunting him with their superior pop and locks, but at the time it had felt like the Battle of Thermopylae. And in those moments, he had never backed down. No matter how scared or unworthy he felt. He always accepted the challenge and danced his little heart out.

Jace let out a long breath. “Screw it.”

He went to the mirror in his bedroom. Daily long runs on the beach had bleached his hair to almost the right shade of blond for Mitchell Colby, but the style was all wrong, unless he was going for a Glory Be Extinction in the early years look. No. He didn’t want to look like he was gunning for the job. Not yet. He put on a battered baseball cap.

To cover up that his hazel eyes did not compare to Mitchell Colby’s stunning green, he put on sunglasses. Then he took them off. Seem casual and cool, Jace. Sheesh.

He checked his teeth. He put on some lip balm.

When he felt as confident as he was ever going to, he jogged down the three sets of stairs and faced off with the package.

Taking a deep breath, he let a smile take over his face, and set his phone to record. “Hey everyone!”
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THE BAND WAS SPREAD out in Lennox’s living room, arguing over the setlist for a private gig and teasing Rowan about his freshly dyed maroon hair, when the doorbell rang. Shannon bolted for the door.

“Please tell me that is food,” Lennox called after him.

Shannon came back with two bags of Chinese food. “Of course.”

“Thank god.” Lennox made room on the coffee table, and they spread out the takeout containers. They had been together long enough that there was a routine to how they ordered and who shared what, and they got to work distributing food without a word.

“I used your credit card, by the way.” Shannon sat on the floor, tucking his long legs awkwardly under the table. “I assumed you wouldn’t mind, now that you are making the big bucks.” He found the eggrolls and did a little wiggle of joy. “I heard Della made seven figures doing a wedding.”

Lennox had a reliable source that it was closer to eight figures. “This is a bar mitzvah, not that it matters, it could be the Queen’s Jubilee and Swank still wouldn’t pull in what Della gets.”

“How much money are you making?”

“Enough to feed you for another day.”

The day after he graduated high school, Shannon had started slowly migrating all of his things to Lennox’s apartment, as if Lennox wouldn’t notice his couch always being used by a six foot eighteen-year-old. It had been over six months, and their mother had yet to say anything about it, and it did seem possible that she had yet to notice her youngest son’s absence. Lennox thought about getting a larger apartment, something with room for Shannon and maybe even a place to store his guitars and keyboard. Maybe if they kept playing Tallulah’s Taproom a few nights a month and getting private gigs, he could swing it.

Shannon stuffed half an eggroll in his mouth. “You could try being nice to me.”

“Close your mouth, Jesus, no one wants to see you chew.”

Shannon closed his mouth with a snap and narrowed his eyes. It was not an impressive glare. His eyes were just as dark as Lennox’s, but they had a cheerful shape, or maybe it was just Shannon’s sweet personality always showing through.

Rowan cleared his throat and grabbed a pair of chopsticks. “While I was taking a shit this morning, I had a thought.”

Wendy rubbed her face with both hands. Nora stirred her sweet and sour pork, ignoring whatever genius idea had come to her bandmate while on the toilet.

“Well, don’t keep us in suspense,” Lennox said.

Rowan drummed his chopsticks on the table. “I think we should add ‘Foxy Stranger’ to our set.”

“The Glory Be Extinction song?” Lennox asked, even though he didn’t need to. It was the song that had redefined pop music. Despite being thirty years old, the song was still blasted at baseball games and used to sell soda and cars and everything else. It had been the song that pushed Mitchell Colby to pursue a solo career.

“You know it, don’t you?” Rowan asked.

“Of course, he does,” Shannon said.

Lennox gave him a little head tilt as confirmation.

“Good.” Rowan glanced at Nora. “Then Lennox can take lead.”

Lennox’s mouth dropped open like a fish.

He had sung lead back in the band’s early days, when it had been him and Rowan and Wendy, and an accordion player called Spunk. But Nora had a voice like a vengeful angel, and once she had joined Lennox had been more than happy to move to singing backup and concentrate on writing the songs, over time Nora had started staking out her territory in the spotlight like an eager puppy that couldn’t stop herself from peeing on every bush in the yard.

Out of the corner of his eye, he tried to gauge her reaction to Rowan’s suggestion, but it was Wendy who spoke, “Mitchell Colby was a tenor maybe even a countertenor.”

“Yeah,” Lennox jumped in, thankful for the rescue. “I can’t get that high.”

“I can hook you up, I know a guy,” Shannon said. Lennox wacked his arm. “Fine. Not funny.”

“We don’t have to do it like Mitchell Colby did,” Rowan said, not letting his genius toilet idea go.

“True,” Nora said, seemingly unbothered by the whole thing. “We could take it down, remix it a little, and I could come in and harmonize on the chorus.”

“It would be fire, Lennox,” Shannon said. “Can I come watch?”

“No, we don’t have any passes. And I haven’t agreed to do it,” Lennox huffed, but his mind was already working on the arrangement. One of the most recognizable parts of the song was the incessant synthesizer organ, if they swapped that for piano and had Wendy wailing on the cello, it could sound just different enough to slip over the ruts in people’s memories, so they actually heard the notes again.

He moved his fingers like he was playing the piano, as he hummed the hook of “Foxy Stranger” and Rowan joined in tapping away with his chopsticks using his fried rice container like a hi hat. For a moment, it was like the last few years had never happened, and they were back in Lennox’s mom’s garage practicing shitty covers to perform in diners and on college campuses. Rowan might have been thinking the same thing, because he flashed Lennox a shy grin. Lennox didn’t feel the same rush of desire at that look anymore. That part of their relationship had been decimated by the sight of Rowan and Wilder rolling around on the cashmere sheets Lennox had bought at an after Christmas clearance sale. But Lennox and Rowan had always been more than lovers, they had been friends first, awkward confidants and terrible collaborators. Since their breakup, Lennox had been keeping all of Rowan behind a wall, but he felt a bit of it crumble.
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THE VENUE WAS GORGEOUS, full of blue lights and gold centerpieces. White balloons were strung across the ceiling and a gaggle of well-dressed teens and preteens gathered in little clusters away from the stage, drinking mock cocktails with the air of people already jaded by life. Lennox felt a kinship with them, he too had been a world-weary child.

They had decided to open with “Foxy Stranger.” They had never played it in front of an audience and if it fell flat that would set a terrible tone for the rest of their set, but Rowan had been insistent. Nora introduced them as he took his place at the piano. They had played around with the arrangement for hours, finding the perfect blend of leaning into the recognizable elements of the song and little detours to surprise and hopefully delight even the most hardcore Glory Be Extinction fan.

He opened with a few soft notes, then Wendy came in staccato and jarring for a bar. And then Rowan’s hi hat gave that all too familiar dance beat. At that point, the parents in the crowd recognized the song and started shifting towards the stage. By the eighth bar, when Lennox started to sing, the kids were lined up in front, with their hands up ready to sing along with a song that had basically been wallpaper to them. By the
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