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  For The Nerve, The Know, Guilt Trip, and other bands unnamed


  For Twelve Tribes, Easy Access, Disorderly Conduct


  and The Knight Service, too,


  For the Queen E II and Crestwood Prep Rock Bands,


  For the legions of karaoke crooners and screamers,


  For garage and basement and bar bands all,

  



  The Featherless Bipeds salute you.


  SOUND CHECK


  OVERDRIVE


  The tires of the van roar over the gravel road beneath us, churning up dust like the vapour trail of a heaven-bound rocket, and I get that rumble in the centre of my chest yet again: the thunder of love. I love rock ‘n’ roll. I’ve got to play it, sing it, write it. I’ve got no choice about it. Music is my heartbeat and breathing; it’s got to happen for me to stay alive.


  Tristan, the band’s documentary filmmaker, aims his video camera at me. The radio thumps a crunchy, guitar-driven anthem. I raise my fist in the air.


  “I love rock ‘n’ roll!” I cheer.


  “Me too!” Akim says to Tristan’s camera.


  Tristan aims the camera at his own face, and says, “Me three!”



  Before a gig, even at a place you’ve played a dozen times before, there’s this feeling unlike any other. It’s a mixture of anticipation and dread, nervousness and calm, butterflies and iron balls. You know you’ve got the goods, you know you’re capable of knocking ’em all on their asses, but will you? Will they let you knock ’em dead, or will they put up a fight? Will they want to hear country music? Will they want to hear thrash metal? Or will they want to hear something that you actually want to play? Will their ears and minds be tuned to the same frequency as yours? Will their eyes be on your hands as you coax the sounds out of your instruments, or will their eyes be on your amplifiers and guitars, which they will later try to steal? Will they want to clap and cheer, or boo and throw bottles?


  Playing a new place is wandering into an unknown. It’s either adventure, or just survival. Playing a place you’ve played before, though, can make you even more nervous. Will we be as good as we were the last time? Will we meet the expectations we’ve set up? Are we in at this place for the long haul, or are we just a one-hit wonder? The adrenaline churns inside us all. We’ve done this a hundred times before, but the feeling never goes away.


  Tristan is sitting sideways in the passenger seat, with one foot up on the van’s dashboard, his left hand surfing the rushing wind outside the open window. His video camera is stowed away now, and he’s giving a rapid-fire monologue about the strengths and weaknesses of different bass guitars (he prefers the feel of the wider neck on the Fender Precision Bass, but the Jazz Bass, with its twin pickups, has more sound versatility . . . ).


  Akim is in the driver’s seat, nodding along with Tristan’s commentary, saying little as usual. He can already feel the guitar strings bending under his thick, strong fingers, cooing and wailing and crying at his touch. Although his clamped-jaw composure conceals it, Akim’s insides churn with adrenaline, too.


  Before we hit the big time, before it all fell apart, when we were nineteen-year-olds playing small-town bars for the first time, we would wedge a couple of original tunes in between the familiar standards. And, once in a while someone would pay attention, which would eventually lead him to me. I’m Dak Sifter. I play the drums, I sing a little, and I write the lyrics for the songs.


  Now, I know it would sound a lot cooler, a lot more rock ‘n’ roll, if I said that the people who want to know more about my lyrics are all wild, beautiful young women who throw their panties onstage at the slightest provocation, but this is seldom the case. Mostly, the people who want to know about the lyrics are sincere, clear-eyed young guys who also want to be rock ‘n’ roll songwriters. They believe that playing in a rock band and writing rock songs will make them more attractive to the young women who they watch longingly from the sidelines, the girls who shake and bounce and gyrate on the dance floor. They think that writing rock songs will entice the girls to shake and bounce and gyrate for them.


  “So, Dak,” one of these young, wannabe-rock stars might say (they always seem to call me by my first name — the “brotherhood of musicians,” I suppose), “that last original tune you guys played kicked ass! Where did you get the ideas for the lyrics, man?”


  “I don’t like to talk about where I get the ideas for my songs,” is my standard-issue reply. “I want people to bring their own experiences to the song, so that it means something to them.”


  This, of course, is bullshit. The truth is, I’m not entirely sure where the words come from. They come from experience, they come from imagination. They come from outside, they come from inside. They come from everywhere, they come from nowhere. They just come.


  And the words are coming right now, so I’m hunched over my knees, scribbling frantically on the back cover of an outdated Ontario road map with a stub of pencil I found beneath the driver’s seat of the van. Not so long ago, I wrote what became one of our biggest radio hits — a song called “Little Spaces” — on the back of a Tim Horton’s bagel bag while bouncing along in our Econoline van to a gig in some hick town in the middle of nowhere. You have to grab hold of the words whenever they come.


  This is the way it usually happens. A bunch of seemingly disconnected things — images, words, questions, ideas, feelings of varying temperature — all these things are carried in by an outside current, they float around for a while on the surface of my tide-pool mind, then they suddenly sink. And, at the precise moment they disappear, for that tiny, split second, I see the connections. For only a moment, the words and images and feelings come together to form a fuzzy, out-of-focus meaning, and I’ve got to write the words down before it all sinks beneath the surface.


  Usually I’m too late — I wind up with nothing more than a crumpled piece of paper and a feeling of loss. But sometimes something sticks, and a new song is born. This is what I’ve got so far:



  A good beer (or two)


  a patio, a porch


  a cottage dock


  or anywhere else you can hear yourself breathing


  A clubhouse sandwich


  Heinz ketchup bottle


  A pastel and chrome cafe


  Free coffee refills


  On the bill the waitress writes


  “Have a great day! luv Jo”


  Guitar strings


  Drum sticks


  Fingers and limbs


  Laying the thunder down



  The sound of words like “thunder”


  and “crunch” and “buzz” and “scream”



  Streetlights, Moonlight


  Foggy mornings


  The roads between destination cities



  Eric


  Jimi


  Stevie Ray


  (and sometimes even me)


  The comfort of a scarred-over wound


  Or emerging from a tunnel


  before the train roars through


  Being saved sometimes from what we don’t see coming


  The rest of the time eventually healing



  Real Tube Overdrive


  Screamin’ Strat


  Hammered Thin Crash


  The in-your-chest rumble of Subwoofer Bass


  A new tribe of girls dance in front of the drumset


  In the groove, in the groove


  Playing deep in the groove



  Hmm. No chorus. No rhymes. Jimmy T would hate it, which makes me like it even more. Maybe this isn’t a rock song, anyway; maybe it’s more like a confession. But there it is. It exists. It breathes on its own.


  I think I’ll maybe call this one, “Where She Is”. And, of course, it’s about rock ‘n’ roll. And, like so many other things I’ve written, it’s partly about Zoe. I hope she makes it to the show tonight. Everything depends on it.


  The van comes to a stop.


  “Here we are,” says Akim.


  Here we are, indeed. Harlock’s Rockpile, the rock bar where the Featherless Bipeds were born, and where, if the fates allow, we will be born again. Tristan raises the video camera to record the momentous occasion.


  I stuff the lyric-covered road map under the back seat, and step out of the van. With my snare drum under one arm, I walk towards the crumbling yellow-brick building, followed by Akim. Tristan stands back and films me as I reach for the handle of the door with the peeling paint that reads, “Stage Door — Performers Only”.


  As I take a step forward into the familiar old joint, my mind races backward through all the memories, retraces the steps that have brought us here again.


  SET ONE


  THE ROCK ‘N’ ROLL MOMENT


  It’s difficult to pinpoint the exact moment in time when a person becomes what he or she is, but maybe less so for rock ‘n’ roll musicians. Each of us has had one of those rock ‘n’ roll moments, when we are transformed from ordinary, everyday people into drummers, guitarists, bass players, singers, songwriters.


  Tristan’s rock ‘n’ roll moment came when, as a twelve-year-old, he discovered his dad’s knock-off ‘Beatle bass’ during one of his every-other-weekend visits to his father’s place. The small-bodied bass guitar was tucked behind some junk in the same closet where his father’s Hustler magazines were hidden. In front of the big vanity mirror at the foot of his father’s bed, Tristan stood with his feet wide apart and started plunking on those thick, corroded strings, feeling for the first time the potential to be something other than a introverted science geek with a video camera attached to one hand.


  Tristan was leaping, Pete Townsend-style, from the rails of the king-sized bed, the neck of the bass cutting through the air like an ancient sabre, when his father walked in. Tristan’s dad smacked him on the side of the head and told him to never again touch his stuff without permission.


  So, Tristan began delivering newspapers and taking odd jobs cutting grass and raking leaves. He saved his money and bought a well-used Rickenbacker-copy bass and a huge amplifier from the shadow-eyed widow of an unknown punk bassist who had been dismembered in a car accident while high on cocaine. Some of that punk-rock karma must have somehow radiated into the otherwise mild-mannered Tristan though the neck of that Gothic-looking axe, because every other weekend Tristan honed his bass-playing skills by shaking plaster from the walls of his dad’s small house with blasting, rumbling notes, until his father finally agreed to give his ex-wife sole custody of his son.


  Akim’s rock ‘n’ roll moment is also the stuff of legend. His mother, who had made it all the way to second chair violin in the orchestra in university, but never managed to get a job playing for any philharmonic, had forced Akim to take classical guitar since he was old enough to walk, hoping that some of her unfulfilled talent might come to fruition in her only son. Akim’s nimble-fingered renditions of Baroque classics were awarded top prizes by humourless white-haired judges in ill-fitting tuxedos, and won him the chance to audition for entry to the country’s top music school. Despite the glory his guitar playing had brought his mother, she refused his request for an electric guitar when he turned thirteen, informing him bluntly that no son of hers would be allowed to waste his talent on “banshee music”.


  At the audition that would have certainly gained Akim admission to that highfalutin music school, Akim declared, “This performance is dedicated to my mom”. Wearing the bug-eyed expression we’ve all seen when he’s about to lose his temper, Akim defiantly plunked out the power chords of “Smoke on the Water”, then smashed his classical guitar into kindling on the gleaming floor of the audition stage. Looking first at the dumbfounded principal of the music school, then at the drop-jawed face of his mother, Akim paraphrased John Lennon, saying, “Thank you all very much. I hope I passed the audition.”


  Now that’s rock ‘n roll.


  Comparatively, my own parents were pretty easygoing about my early musical aspirations. They promised to buy me a beginner’s drum set if I would just stop denting up the kitchen table by banging my fork and knife all over it at dinnertime, and if I would limit my practicing to right after school, when they weren’t home from work yet and wouldn’t have to endure the racket. My dad figured that since I didn’t play any sports, at least I would get a little exercise pounding the drums every day, so he bought me an inexpensive red three-piece kit for Christmas. Hitting the toms on this drum set reproduced the rich tonal qualities and powerful resonance of empty cardboard boxes, and the lone cymbal faithfully replicated the sound of kicking an empty pop can along the sidewalk, but I loved that drum set more than any other gift I’d ever received. For the first time in my life, it seemed like my Dad actually understood what I really wanted and, to this day, I still play red drums.


  All through high school, I pounded on my drums but didn’t yet play them, and I scribbled down lines that sort of rhymed, but I hadn’t yet written a song. Unlike Tristan and Akim, my own rock ‘n’ roll life began much later on, not with a burst of defiant anger, but with an eruption of passion. It began with Zoe Perry, the girl I’ve been in love with pretty much since Kindergarten. By the end of high school I had finally convinced her to be my girlfriend, but then I did something stupid on the night of our senior prom, and she broke up with me.


  Losing Zoe was the most painful thing ever, and seeing her again tonight at a pub at the university we both attend has only made it worse. After she leaves the place, I decide to catch up with her, to ask her to be mine again, to beg her if I have to. It happens like this:


  I am running, almost out of breath.


  Then, out of nowhere, there comes a storm.


  Before it hits, there is a lull, an eerie peace. Everything is just a bit too quiet, the silence too vacuous to be anything but temporary. I stand in front of Zoe’s apartment building, wondering what I should do next. I have run all the way, but once I arrive I just stand still, frozen in place.


  Then, there is a distant rumble.


  rrrrrrrrRRRRRRRRRRRRRRrrrrrrrrrrrrr The sky is a bruise, greyish-purple and soft. Fingers of cloud spread overhead like a wounded hand, then the whole palm cups the sky, obscuring the pinpoint lights of stars.


  tick


  A single raindrop strikes the glass of Zoe’s room on the second floor. Behind the sheer curtains, Zoe rises from her purring-cat position near the window, parts the drapes and looks out. A slight current of air ruffles her hair, which hangs loosely about her shoulders.


  I read her name, Z. Perry, on the panel of buzzer buttons beside the entrance door. tick


  tick tick tick


  Just as I am summoning the courage to push the button, Zoe appears at the door, steps outside, her feet bare and tentative upon the cool, stony concrete of the building’s single front step.


  We stand outside her apartment building, raindrops splattering on the windows. She looks at me and shakes her head slightly, a Mona Lisa smile on her lips.


  “Dak,” she says softly, “what are you doing here?”


  “I want you to come back to me, Zoe,” I say to her. “I don’t know if I can . . . ”


  She raises her index finger to my lips, and says, “Shhhhhh. Listen.”


  tick tick tick tick

  tick tick tick tick tick ticktickticktickhisssssssSSSSSSS


  The drum roll of thunder begins, building to a slow crescendo. Zoe’s warm slender hand finds its way into mine. I notice she is still wearing the silver ring I bought for her during the brief time we dated in high school.


  “Hey,” I say, lifting her hand in front of our faces, “you still wear the ring.”


  She looks away, but she doesn’t let go of my hand. “Don’t read too much into it, okay?”


  hrrhrrrrrrhrrrrRRRRRRRRROOOOOOOOOMMMmmmm


  Rain assaults the pavement now, hisses upon the lawn, forces the blades of grass to bow over, to submit. Rain roars like a hundred thousand cheering voices of a frenzied crowd at a concert, the -tick-of each raindrop rising to join the -tick-tick- of others, a chorus at first, then a ghostly choir, now a mob-like roar.


  rrrrrrrrrC-CRACKOOOOOOWWwwwwwwwww


  Chain lightning dances a fragmented streak across the sky; above it all, free, alive with energy, immortal. But only for a fraction of a second. Its pattern is burned red, purple, then blue into our eyes when we blink, an afterthought of the free, crazy energy.


  I try to stop myself from doing it, from going too far. I kiss her tentatively, just to the side of her mouth, tasting strawberries and smelling that bittersweet, wet hair scent; and I feel that sunshine warmth sweep through me, and the tidal wave of everything she is hits me again.


  She does not exactly kiss me back. But she doesn’t resist, either.


  The sky is still flashing, but gently, now, and the hiss of rain, the roar of thunder, the dancing lines of light recede from us, leaving only an infant sprinkling, a small reminder of what has been.


  The air is newly cool, reborn, almost sweet to the lungs. I still have Zoe’s hand, and she still has mine.


  “Do you forgive me?” I ask, my voice only slightly louder than the whispering breeze.


  “I forgive you,” she says, a raindrop clinging to her bottom lip.


  Am I brave enough to ask it?


  “Can we be together again, Zoe? I want you to be mine again. I need you to be mine.”


  And she smiles at me. A smile of mercy and kindness. The smile of a higher being.


  “How about we start by being friends again,” she says. “For now.”


  “Just friends?”


  “It’s a good place to start again, don’t you think?”


  I nod. It’s better than nothing.


  I walk home, my feet splashing through puddles, my insides a churning whirlpool of feelings, a bubbling swirl of disappointment and elation. She is still not mine. But she could be. She could be. When I get back to the dorm, I can’t sleep, so I sit cross-legged in the middle of the cot on my side of the room and write a song. And then another. And another after that.



  And that’s it. That is my rock ‘n’ roll moment. Every lyric I write, every rock song I construct, every thundering drum fill I play from now on will have a piece of this stormy night inside it.


  Passion. Longing. Thunder and lightning, rain blasting down from the sky. Hearts racing, fingers trembling, eyes half closed. That’s rock ‘n’ roll. That’s where it all comes from.


  SKIN


  At the moment of my death, I had expected my life to flash before my eyes. Everything I had ever heard or seen or read about dying had me anticipating this. I expected something like newsreel footage to play before my mind’s eye; a montage of my birth, my first steps, my first day at school, my first kiss, the day I bought my first car, the moment I lost my virginity, the first time I fell in love with Zoe, and the second, the third, the fourth time, too . . . but no.


  In the fragment of time between the back of my head hitting the concrete and the dark, cold silence, just three images flash through my brain. The first is a finger waving in my face, the words “racial bias” burning between my temples. The second is an image of the wide, frightened eyes of a teenage girl who reminds me of my sister.


  The last image is not really an image at all, but just a feeling on my skin, a tingling inside my ears. At the moment that everything stops, I feel Zoe’s warm, smooth fingers drawing away from my arm, and I hear her songlike voice saying, “Be good.” I feel her touch, I hear her voice. I long to see her, but the doors to my senses slam shut, and everything disappears.



  This Friday evening starts like most others, with one of us scouting out a party, then gathering the troops. Tonight the successful scout is Veronica, my roommate Tristan’s girlfriend, who has learned about a keg party being held by a girl she knows from her Women’s History course.


  “You’ll find Lola . . . how should I put it . . . intriguing,” Veronica explains. “She’s the President of both the Women’s Issues Commission and the Minority Rights Alliance on campus. She plays defense on a recreational hockey team, too, so you guys can talk hockey.”


  I look to Tristan for some verification, but, like always, he is too busy staring with glassy eyes at Veronica. The only two things that matter on Planet Tristan are Veronica and his bass guitar collection, so I turn to Zoe, who will at least pretend to care about hockey. Zoe is lying on her tummy on my bed, half-hidden by my red seven-piece Ludwig drum set and Tristan’s half-dozen basses, trying to read The Portable Macchiavelli for her Philosophy 101 course. Zoe has no internet connection at her apartment, so she’s come over to our place to work on her essay. As usual, the fact that Zoe and I are no longer a couple is turning me inside out.


  “Please come,” I beg her. I live in the perpetual hope that maybe if we spend enough time together, something might happen to upgrade our relationship from ‘just friends’.


  “Too much reading to do,” Zoe says, “but you should go anyway. Maybe you’ll meet a girl or something.”


  “I don’t want to meet any girls,” I say, “I want you to come.”


  “Sorry,” she says, “I’ve got a hot date with Macchiavelli.”


  “Maybe I’ll just stay here and keep you company.”


  “Come on, Dak,” Tristan says cheerily, “Lola knows a guy who’s a great guitar player, and Veronica says Lola’s a pretty good singer. Maybe we can get a band going. You and I are already a good rhythm section.”


  Well, okay. If there is potential rock ‘n’ roll to be made, maybe I can put aside my obsession with Zoe for one night.


  “Bye, then,” I say to Zoe. “Happy reading.”


  Zoe reaches out and touches my arm.


  “See you later, buddy. Be good.”


  “I’m always good,” I reply, as I join Tristan and Veronica at the door.



  When we arrive at the party, our hostess Lola hugs Veronica, kisses her on both cheeks, and cries out, “Hey, girlfriend!” She then gives skinny Tristan a handshake almost hearty enough to dislocate his shoulder.


  “Whoa, easy Lola,” Tristan says, “The strap for my bass goes on that arm.”


  “Don’t want to injure the bass player for my new band,” she says, releasing Tristan’s hand from her grip. Then Lola turns to me. “Hey,” she says, shaking my hand so hard my head rattles.


  Lola has nose rings, and wiry, muscular arms adorned with tattoos of black roses. Her hair is cropped short and dyed a purplish red, one of those hairstyles painstakingly coifed to look as if she’s just crawled out of bed after a night of hard drinking. Her eyebrows are constantly cocked up at a slight angle to the bridge of her nose, as if daring you to dislike her appearance or demeanor, so she can have the pleasure of telling you off. Yet, behind the camouflage of ragged black clothing, she has attractive features that can’t be completely hidden. Not much of anything can camouflage her bright green eyes or her high cheekbones, and — call me a typical oversexed male for even noticing — the militant hunch of her shoulders does little to conceal her stunning breasts, which remind me of the breasts they put on the mascot girls painted onto the sides of bombers during World War Two. Of course I know better than to share this observation with Lola.


  “Hi,” I say. “So, Veronica tells me you’re a defenseman, eh?”


  “Well, I’m not a man” she snaps, “but, I do play defense.”


  Great. In the first stupid line out of my mouth to the president of the campus Women’s Issues Commission, I inadvertently call her a man. What a moron!


  “Well, I don’t actually play hockey,” I say, “but I do play the drums!”


  She tilts her forehead down, and looks at me as if she is peering over a pair of invisible librarian’s glasses.


  “Oh, so you’re the guy. You’d better be good if you want to be in a band with me.” She turns away to greet more of her guests.


  I glance over at Tristan and Veronica, who both just shrug. What have they signed me up for?


  Painted onto the black walls of Lola’s place is a huge rainbow, which starts at the door through which guests continue to enter, rounds a corner, and ends just above the table where a keg of beer rests in a tub full of ice. If there isn’t any gold at the end of the rainbow, beer is the next best thing.


  I work my way through the crowd, which is so sexually, ethnically and racially diverse it could be a Pepsi commercial. I guess sending out invitations to a keg party must be a huge political task when you’re the president of both the Women’s Issues Commission and the Minority Rights Alliance. Then again, maybe Lola has just been lucky enough to acquire a group of friends from a variety of backgrounds. Maybe it’s a little of both.


  I down a plastic cup of beer, get a refill from the tap, and nod to the guy who is leaning on one elbow against the keg, perusing the front page of the campus newspaper. He is one of the coolest-looking guys I’ve ever encountered, wearing a cape-length leather coat and with dreadlocks flowing down his back. Next to this guy, I feel like I’m wearing an iridescent green T-shirt with the word “GEEK” printed on it in foot-high letters.


  “Damned Skinheads!” the guy says.


  “What?” I ask, as if I’m not already oversensitive to the new, close-to-the-scalp haircut that Zoe talked me into.


  “Neo-Nazis, man,” the guy says. “They call themselves ‘The Church of The Fuhrer’. The bastards are having a recruitment rally at the old bandshell tonight. Free concert, free snacks and drinks, T-shirts, big light show, the works.”


  “Shit,” I say, “trying to snare some soft-headed high schoolers, are they?”


  “You got it, man. Lonely, pissed-off teens are easy targets for those pricks.”


  It occurs to me that the old band shell where this so-called ‘rally’ is being held is just a few blocks east of the dorm room Tristan and I share. This thought makes me shiver. I can’t help wondering why Lola isn’t personally leading everyone at the party down there to protest. Maybe tonight is her night off.


  I down my beer, refill my cup again, and the cool guy with the dreadlocks does the same.


  “Speak of the devil,” Veronica says as she, Tristan, and a young woman I don’t know approach the cool guy and me. “Dak, I see you’ve already met Akim, your new band’s lead guitarist.”


  “Hey, man,” Akim says, grabbing my hand several ways before giving it a quick shake.“I guess you’re this drummer Tristan’s been going on about. Says you and he are gonna make a kick-ass rhythm section.” He lays quick kiss on the girl with Tristan and Veronica. “This is my girlfriend Sung Li.”


  “Hey there,” Sung Li says, smiling this electric smile. She is as beautiful as Akim is cool looking. You can feel the chemistry between them. They should be on T.V.


  “We were just talking about how we got together as couples,” Sung Li says. “Veronica says you helped get her and Tristan together, Dak.”


  “I had ulterior motives,” I shrug. Tristan had been driving me crazy pining over Veronica, so I called up Zoe and asked her to help me help them get connected. I had hoped my selfless benevolence would impress Zoe, make her forget about the Prom Night Incident. Oh well. At least things worked out well for Tristan.


  Akim tells a funny story about the first time he met Sung Li’s parents. When he’s finished, I relate the tale of having to explain to Zoe’s father that I had accidentally backed his beloved Lincoln Continental into Sammy’s Souvlaki Hut on the night of our Senior Prom. To a chorus of laughter, I imitate her father’s subsequent tirade. The whole story is sort of funny, when you look at it from the right angle. It’s like therapy. I am finally able to tell the tale of losing Zoe without wanting to cry.


  Suddenly, out of nowhere, Lola materializes and pushes herself between the others and me. Her eyebrows, which arch upward at the corners even in normal conversation, are now furrowed into a deep ‘V’ between her eyes. Without unlocking her gaze from mine, she points her finger at a sign on the wall. The sign is like one of those ‘No Parking’ signs, but the word ‘INTOLERANCE’ is in the middle of a red circle with a slash through it.


  Lola points her finger in my face like the barrel of a pistol.


  “No. Intolerance. Allowed.” She says it loudly and evenly, glaring at me in a way that makes my heart race.


  “Huh?”


  “No. Intolerance. Allowed.”


  The people in the immediate vicinity stop talking and turn their heads in our direction.


  I emphasize my position again.


  “Wha?”


  “You were telling a joke using a fake and exaggerated Indian accent.”


  “But my girlfriend, er, my ex-girlfriend’s dad . . . ”


  “But nothing. You were telling a joke using a fake and exaggerated Indian accent.”


  “It was Pakistani, actually.”


  Zoe’s dad emigrated from Pakistan, and her mom is of Irish-Italian descent, which explains Zoe’s unique blend of physical charms.


  “You were using a racial stereotype,” Lola says crisply, and more loudly.


  “But I was just . . . ”


  “The fake accent you were using was racially biased. And probably so was the joke you were telling.”


  “I wasn’t telling a joke. I was telling a story about . . . ”


  “About a convenience store owner, I’ll bet.”


  “About a maternity doctor, actually, who happens to be . . . ”


  “It doesn’t matter who you were maligning. Racial stereotypes need to be challenged on all fronts. They discourage understanding of difference.”


  “I agree,” I stammer, “but . . . ”


  “But nothing. There are no excuses.”


  Wow. When Lola is on the attack, it’s as if she’s shouting into a megaphone. I can see why Tristan thinks she might make a good lead singer for our rock band — half the room is now listening to our exchange (if ‘exchange’ is really the word for it, since I have not been allowed to complete a sentence).


  “You are going to have to leave. Racially biased comments are not tolerated here.”


  “But wait! I was only . . . ”


  In a move possibly learned in a self-defense class, Lola spins me around, locks my arms painfully behind my back, and pushes me through the crowd toward the door. Since I have never even paid attention to a Kung Fu movie, nor have I ever taken a self-defense class, I am helpless to do anything to stop her.


  People look at me with wrinkled noses, as if I have just passed the Fart of the Century. A few call out things like, “Right on!” and “You go, girl!” probably not to me. I try to reason with Lola.


  “You don’t understand, I . . . ”


  “Shut up!”


  “I was only imitating . . . ”


  “Shut up!”


  Reason is not working, so I begin to lose my temper.


  “Maybe you should take this act down to the Skinhead rally tonight. I think you might be preaching to the converted here.”


  “Shut up, asshole!”


  She twists my arms harder. The pain is extreme. Just when it feels like the joints in my arms are going to dislocate from the torsion, she finally releases her grip. My back wrenches and my head whips back as she plants a foot on my ass and kicks me through the door.


  “Thanks for the beer!” I yell, as the door slams shut behind me.


  I sit on the staircase, rubbing my shoulders and forearms, thinking back through the past few minutes. Was my impression of Zoe’s Dad wrong? Was I sounding racist without even realizing it? I start trembling in the belly, and I feel like I might puke — and it’s not from the beer.


  When the door opens behind me, I jump, thinking that somebody is coming outside to beat me senseless. I scramble to my feet, ready to sprint down the stairs.


  “Hey,” Tristan says from over my shoulder, “what the hell was that all about?”


  “Not sure.”


  Tristan and I sit on a step halfway down the staircase.


  “Don’t take it too badly, Dak. Lola is pretty serious when it comes to defending minorities.”


  “Defending them from what? All I was doing was . . . ”


  “I know what you were doing, Dak,” he interrupts — even Tristan is interrupting me now, “but, if you step back and see it from Lola’s perspective, you can see how she might have taken your impression the wrong way.”


  “So you think this is my fault?”


  “Look, I can’t go into any details. Veronica made me promise I would never tell anyone . . . but well . . . there are reasons that Lola gets that way sometimes. If you knew, you’d understand.”


  “But what the hell did I do?”


  Tristan looks down at his feet.


  “It’s not you. She’s been hurt before, you know?”


  “No, actually, I don’t know. Has she been hurt more than my arms, ass, and back are hurting at the moment?”


  “I would have to say yes. In a way that usually only women get hurt.”


  Oh. Okay. Jesus.


  “Okay,” I mumble, “why don’t I just go in and apologize to everyone, and try to explain that I didn’t intend to offend anyone.”


  Tristan rolls his eyes.


  “Dak, if you were living in the 1950s, and somebody had just publicly accused you of being a Communist sympathizer, would you just strut right into the McCarthy hearings?”


  I consider this for a moment. When did Tristan become so insightful? Has he actually started reading his history textbooks, instead of just using them as coasters for beer bottles?


  “Not a great time to walk back into a room where someone has just accused you of racial bias,” Tristan adds, “especially when they’re all upset about that Skinhead recruitment concert downtown.”


  “But I hate those pricks as much as anyone does. “ “Well, then, you see my point.”


  I shrug. Yes, I get his point.


  Tristan heads back into the party.


  “Veronica and I will try to explain what was really going on. In the meantime, Dak, you had better just scram for now.”


  What else can I do? I scram.



  I head back home to our dorm, kicking at sidewalk debris as I walk. Zoe is no longer in my room. The only evidence of her recent presence is the slight impression in the middle of my single bed, and that the bed is made at all. I hope that she has just wandered down to the common room to get a drink or something, so she can wrap herself around me and make me feel better about what just happened. Hey, it could happen.


  Then I notice that her book bag and jacket are gone as well. I call her apartment, but I only get the answering machine. She must be halfway between my place and hers.


  When I get to Zoe’s building, I stand outside for some time, the index finger of my left hand on the buzzer, the fingers of my right hand drumming a solo on the brick wall. Maybe she’s gone out for a bite to eat. She’s probably gone to Jafo’s, the diner on the east end that serves hamburgers with patties the size of hockey pucks. I decide that I will find her there.


  Then, something occurs to me that causes a shiver to ripple through me: the old band shell is directly between Zoe’s place and Jafo’s. What if she’s caught in the middle of that skinhead rally?


  I start running.


  I skid around the corner of an abandoned building on the far end of the street where the old bandshell stands. A scattered group of teenagers surge towards me, screaming like warriors on the attack. As they get closer, I realize that their screams are not of rage, but of fear. A boy of maybe sixteen runs past me, blood streaming from his nostrils to his ears. Several other teens streak by, some bleeding, some hobbling, many yelling at me to turn around, they’re coming, run, run!


  And I do run. I will keep running straight ahead until I find Zoe.


  I can hear the distorted rumble of badly played heavy metal music, the howl of hateful lyrics. Zoe would be sick if she heard the lyrics, bastardized from one of her favourite old songs:


  “THESE BOOTS ARE MADE FOR STOMPIN’


  YEAH, Y’KNOW IT’S TRUE


  THESE BOOTS WERE MADE FOR STOMPIN’


  ON NIGGERS AND ON JEWS!”


  Another wave of cold flows though my body. From around the band shell, I can hear voices chanting along.


  Ahead of me, a dozen more teenagers jump over the wrought-iron fence around the band shell grounds, running in my direction, their boots thumping against the sidewalk. In the flickering streetlight, I can see that they all wear the same uniforms of hate: shaved heads, swastikas, black jackets, black jeans, black boots. I keep my head up and continue running.


  A hoarse voice crackles through a loudspeaker:


  “YES, BROTHERS AND SISTERS! STAND TOGETHER! FIGHT ALL THOSE WHO WOULD TAINT THE PURITY OF THE ONE TRUE RACE! UNITY! UNITY!”


  My eyes jump from face to face as the skinhead teens come charging towards me. I see no “unity” in the expressions on their faces. Some look enraged and vengeful. Some look excited, like kids at a football pep rally. A couple even look a little frightened by what they find themselves involved in.


  I hold my head up as they rush towards me, and wince as they stomp past, their boots echoing off the pavement behind me. Saved by my white skin, I guess. This does not comfort me.


  My running abruptly slows, as if the air has thickened to the consistency of syrup, and both my feet anchor on the sidewalk as if they are made of iron and the concrete has become magnetic. With my breath stuck inside me, I hang there in the humid air, suspended like a mosquito trapped in amber, my eyes frozen on the space between two crumbling brick buildings. There, three figures in skinhead uniforms are standing around a green plastic garbage can. Two are standing back, clapping and laughing, while the third appears to be kicking at a garbage bag hidden behind the can.


  “Hey, garbage!” he yelps, “betcha like gettin’ fucked by niggers, don’tcha!”


  He lands a kick on the garbage bag. It squeaks.


  “Betcha like suckin’ off Jews, don’tcha!”


  Another thump as his boot connects with the bag.


  “Should be sharin’ yer body with yer own kind, bitch!” he hollers, kicking again.


  I can just barely hear the words “go to hell” trickle out from behind the garbage can.


  Oh God. I thought it was a garbage bag, but he’s kicking a girl!


  The forces holding me in place dissolve. I run across the street at what must be the speed of sound, because I don’t even hear the lion roar blasting free from my own lungs until my hands are gripping the collar of the punk doing the kicking. I throw the skinny little prick against the wall so hard that some of the crumbling bricks come loose.


  His compatriots immediately run away.


  I slam him against the wall again, probably breaking my knuckles in the process. I glare into his eyes, which are filling with tears.


  “Don’t hurt me,” he says.


  I hold him against the wall. He does not struggle. He is at least a foot shorter than me, and he can’t be more than a hundred pounds. His fresh-off-the-shelf black boots and chain-festooned jacket weigh more than all his vital organs combined. He is no more than fourteen. As much as I long to kick the shit out of a skinhead, beating up this one will make me no better that the jerks who are reeling him in with free music and food.


  “Not so tough without your cement-head buddies, are you, kid?”


  When I turn to look at the girl behind the garbage can, he wriggles free and runs away.


  She is a mess, curled up in a ball, breathing rapidly, her head sandwiched between her elbows. There are dirty footprints all over the back of her jacket. Bruises are already forming on her legs. They have dumped garbage all over her. There are coffee grounds and bits of kleenex and egg yolk in her red hair. The wooden handle of a protest sign is wedged between her knees. The hand-painted slogan on the placard says “Love for ALL humanity”.


  “Do you think you can walk?” I ask her as she slowly unfolds her legs and rolls over.


  She nods yes, but she stumbles when she tries. I catch her and hold her under the arms. If you change her green eyes to blue and her red hair to brown, she resembles my younger sister Charlotte. She’s about the same age, too.


  I should have killed that little punk when I had the chance.


  “I think my ankle’s sprained,” she says, her lower lip quivering. “Or broken.”


  “I’ll help you get an ambulance.”


  “At least they didn’t get a chance to rape me,” she says, and she crumbles against me, sobbing. Her resemblance to my sister makes my insides twitch.


  Of course, no telephone company would put a pay phone in such a burned-out, boarded-up area as this, so I will have to walk her at least as far as the nearest restaurant or convenience store before I can resume my search for Zoe.


  As we limp along, the street now strangely quiet, she tells me her name is Bernie — short for Bernice. She is in grade eleven at one of the high schools in the suburbs. She and her friends have just finished learning about Martin Luther King, Jr. in history class, and they decided to take seriously his mantra, “If you’re not part of the solution, you’re part of the problem”.


  “You’re a brave girl, Bernie,” I tell her.


  Several police cars come roaring up the street, sirens wailing. I jump out and start waving my arms. A cruiser screeches to a halt in front of me.


  “Are you trying to get yourself killed?” the officer barks at me as we move around to the open driver’s-side window.


  “I found this girl — she was beaten up by some skinheads. Can you get her to a hospital?”


  “We’re on our way to break up a riot they started at the waterfront. Sorry. You’ll have to wait until our backup shows up.”


  With that, the cruiser races away.


  “Maybe you could take me to the McDonald’s a couple of blocks from here,” Bernice says between bloody coughs. “My friends said we should meet there if we got separated.”


  Since there doesn’t seem to be anywhere closer that might have a phone, I take her to the McDonald’s. Thankfully, her friends are waiting there for her, uninjured.


  “Let’s get in the car and hunt down the bastards who did this!” one of the boys shouts, after the hugs and tears and explanations are finished.


  “Yeah, let’s make ’em pay!” adds one of the girls, “There’s seven of us, and only three of them!”


  “How about instead you get Bernice to a hospital,” I suggest.


  They agree to do this. One of the boys shakes my hand. “Thanks, man, thanks for bringing Bernie back to us.”


  “All in a day’s work,” I say.


  Then I walk out of the McDonald’s and empty the contents of my stomach behind a shrub.



  The entire walk to Jafo’s is eerily quiet. The streets are deserted. I guess all the chaos has moved to the waterfront.


  I pray to God, I actually pray, that Zoe will be safe.


  Then my head jerks back violently, my feet are kicked out from under me, and I feel my arms being twisted behind my back for the second time tonight. It is the same guys who had cornered Bernice in the alley. The pair that ran away first take hold of one of my arms back as the skinny one circles around in front of me.


  “So, did she have a red pussy, buddy?” the one holding my right arm says, “We were just about to find out when you came runnin’ up!”


  “Wasn’t nice to steal Hank’s girlfriend like that,” the one on my left giggles.


  “Nice giggle, tough guy,” I say.


  The giggler belts me across the back of the head with something large and solid. When I am able to re-focus my eyes, the little weasel I should have erased earlier reaches into the pocket of his black jacket and snaps open a switchblade.


  “Guess you must be a fuckin’ kike if that bitch liked ya,” he says. “You know what we do to kikes?”


  My mind is racing as fast as my heart. I’m pretty sure I’m stronger than any one of them individually, but the three of them together could make a mess out of me in a fight, especially since they’ve all got weapons. In my running shoes and loose pants, though, I could easily outrun them in their tight black jeans and clunky boots.


  “How about we settle this one-on-one, like real men, Hank,” I say, hoping an appeal to his misdirected testosterone might result in me getting free from his two pals.


  “Nope,” he says, “we of the pure race have got to stick together.”


  “That’s right, brother!” says the stooge on my left, slamming me on the back of the head again.


  My vision blurs and my chin drops to my chest, only to snap back up again a second later.


  “Do it, Hank!” the guy on my right cries, “Do this mother-fucker!”


  The scrawny boy dances around uneasily for a moment, waving the blade in front of me.


  “Do him!” both my captors holler.


  “White Power!” the skinny one shrieks as he sticks the knife in my belly.


  Then my head bounces off the concrete, and everything disappears.



  I guess I’m in Heaven now, or on my way there. Maybe they’re prepping me for the afterlife. It’s like watching a film about how nice the rest of my life would have been if I hadn’t got myself killed. Something isn’t working quite right, though, because I can’t see anything. I can only hear the soundtrack, and it’s muffled, like I’m listening through a pillow.


  I can hear Zoe’s voice, but I’m not sure what she’s saying. Tristan and Veronica are here, and I think I can hear my parents’ voices, too.


  I’m starting to receive the picture, now, but it’s only a blurry whiteness. Maybe this is a scene of what our wedding would have been like. Weddings are white. Me marrying Zoe. I would have liked that.


  But now I think I can hear Lola’s voice, too. What is she doing at our wedding? When I tell the story about the ordeal of confessing to Zoe’s dad about backing his Lincoln into Sammy’s Souvlaki Hut, will Lola throw wedding rice in my eyes, kick me in the groin, and throw me out of my own wedding reception?


  “Vital signs have stabilized,” I hear a voice say.


  Mom?


  “The cops got ’em,” says another. “He can I.D. ’em when he comes to.”


  Dad?


  Strange things to say on my wedding day!


  The visual portion of the show is getting clearer now, the edges of the room coming into focus. White walls. Acoustic tile ceiling. The dark shadows circling around me are smoothing out into definite shapes: sky-blue curtains, people in pastel clothing rushing back and forth, a television-like thing beside me, my own feet poking out from beneath a blanket. Two doctors — one male, one female — who I thought a moment ago were my Mom and Dad, are walking away from my bed. Heaven is beginning to look a lot like a hospital Emergency Room.


  “He’s awake!” Zoe cries, and her face appears above mine, smiling. Her long, black hair brushes my cheek and neck as she leans forward to kiss my dry lips. She stretches out her coffee-with-cream coloured fingers, and brushes my hair off my forehead. Her skin is the softest thing I’ve ever felt.


  Tristan and Veronica appear at the foot of my bed, looking both worried and relieved. Akim and Sung Li, the couple I had just met when Lola tossed me from her party, are here as well


  “Hi, Dak,” Veronica says. She kisses me, too. Sung Li does the same. I never would have guessed that getting stabbed would come with such benefits.


  “Does it hurt?” Tristan says.


  I do a quick scan of my body. My belly throbs with certain, searing pain. The back of my head, which absorbed blows from the big, heavy weapon, as well as hitting the sidewalk, pulses and burns. I guess they took a few kicks at me, too, because the dull pain of rising welts dot my body like leopard spots.


  “It’s not so bad,” I answer, and I discover that it hurts to smile.


  Lola tiptoes in between Veronica and Sung Li.


  “Jesus, Dak,” she says, “You didn’t have to go this far to prove me wrong.”


  “I was just looking for Zoe.”


  Lola looks at Zoe. “I get it now.”


  “It’s okay,” I say. “I probably shouldn’t have been mocking Zoe’s dad like that, since he might be my father-in-law some day.”


  Zoe rolls her eyes.


  I reach around Zoe and pat her behind with my bandaged hand, a move that is worth the pain it causes. I know she’s not my girlfriend anymore, I know that we are officially “just friends”, but I suspect in this particular circumstance she will let me get away with it.


  A nurse steps through the door, looks at the multi-coloured crew gathered around the bed. “Visitors are supposed to be family only,” she says. “I don’t think you are all related to this patient.”


  “We’re all adopted,” I say.


  The nurse does not laugh. Everyone but Zoe move towards the door.


  “You get better soon, eh, Dak?” Akim says. “You need to get back behind those drums, so we can get this band going.”


  “Damn right,” Lola says.


  Everyone says goodbye. Tristan winks at me as he pulls the privacy curtain closed.


  Zoe rests her head on my shoulder, touches two fingers to my lips, the only two places on my body that aren’t pulsing with pain. I slide my hand onto her slender back.


  “I’m glad you’re going to be okay,” she sighs.


  “Glad enough to make you want to be my girlfriend again?”


  “Getting there,” she says.


  Maybe it’s the painkillers, but I feel strangely warm and happy inside. I am going to be in a rock band. I am going to get my girlfriend back. No pain can keep me from smiling now.


  Life is good.


  Paint


  Lyrics — D. Sifter, Music — A. Ganges, T. Low, D. Sifter

  (From the album Socrates Kicks Ass!, recorded by The Featherless Bipeds)


  This kind of paint


  has thirty-two colours


  and a thousand times more


  when you mix ’em together


  and maybe a million zillion when


  you add black or white (or grey shades)


  to the mix



  as they age, their tones begin to change


  no two are ever exactly the same


  some are innocent


  some cover guilt


  some are contained and can never be spilt


  some are green, like gardens and trees


  some are red, like bloodshot eyes and skinned knees


  some of the colours can’t be seen at all


  black moonless nights and white blinding snow



  Brotherly, Sisterly, Fatherly, Motherly


  Pure and Forgiving, Dirty and Ugly


  Platonic colours, like backrubs from friends


  More are like passions, explode on the sand



  This place is ours


  It belongs to we two


  It hasn’t been painted


  I’m waiting for you


  DEAF MAN’S GARAGE


  After the stabbing, Mom and Dad move in with me. Tristan gives up his half of our dorm room for them and stays at Veronica’s place — crafty Tristan! Mom cooks me delicious hot meals and cleans our apartment beyond recognition, while Dad repeatedly reminds me of how lucky I am to be alive and what a complete idiot I am to have put myself into such a dangerous situation. When the sting of Dad’s criticism begins to outweigh the benefits of Mom’s cooking and cleaning, I tell them I’m feeling good enough to take care of myself now, and they go back home to Faireville.


  Zoe stops by frequently to check on me and bring me her homemade curry soup and hamburgers from Jafo’s. Each time she comes over I try to get her to kiss me like we used to kiss in high school, but she just grins that Mona Lisa grin of hers and says, “You might injure yourself if I let you get too excited.”


  Tristan, Akim, Veronica, and Sung Li all take turns dropping in between their classes. Even Lola comes over, acting uncharacteristically shy at first, but I manage to convince her that I hold no hard feelings toward her, that it was all just a big misunderstanding, and that she should keep up the good work fighting racists and misogynists and homophobes and so on. She stops by later with some of the best home-baked chocolate chip cookies I’ve ever tasted. Who would have guessed that Lola has a little Betty Crocker hiding beneath her Tank Girl exterior?


  The university has given me permission to re-enroll as a first year student next year, with no academic penalty. The health insurance policy I got with my university tuition, which I don’t even remember signing up for, pays for my rent and my physiotherapy sessions. I’ve also been doing some exercises of my own. I have re-assembled my drums so they’re taller, so I can sit up straighter to play, instead of hunching over the kit and aggravating the wound in my belly. Since I haven’t been taking classes, I’ve had a lot of time on my hands. I play my drums each day until it hurts too much to continue.


  Tristan has been jamming with Akim, with Lola joining them on vocals. One day Tristan arrives home from his last class of the day and I’m still pounding away on my drums. Tristan immediately calls Akim, telling him, “Dak is ready to rock.”


  Tristan is right. I am ready.



  Now it’s Saturday, and Tristan and I show up at Akim’s place at noon, Tristan lugging his huge Trace Elliot amp in one hand while towing a wheeled road case containing six different bass guitars with the other, and me hefting my drums into the empty garage behind the house where Akim and Sung Lee rent a basement together. Their elderly landlord is mostly blind, so he doesn’t have a car, and he’s agreed to let us use the empty garage as a rehearsal space. He’s also mostly deaf, which means we can play as loud as we want to. Akim has confided that having a deaf landlord has not been bad for his and Sung Li’s sex life, either.


  Tristan surveys his bass collection and selects his Fender Jazz Bass. He only has two hands, but for some reason he needs six basses. He’s got another six sitting idle at home. Maybe he is subconsciously still sticking it to his dad for not letting him play that old Beatle bass. He also removes a small video camera, which he props up on a shelf with a bird’s-eye view of the garage.


  “For posterity,” he says.


  Sung Li helps me carry the big bass drum inside when she notices me wincing slightly. I’m trying not to be a wimp about it, but the scar across my stomach is still pretty tender. When I enter the garage, Tristan and Akim then break into a funky instrumental rendition of that old crooner standard, “Mack the Knife”, singing, “It’s Dak the Knife!” as a chorus.


  “We learned that one just for you,” Tristan says.


  “They’ve been practicing for days,” Sung Li affirms.


  “Tristan wanted to do ‘Cuts Like a Knife’, ” Akim says, “but I hate Bryan Adams!”


  “Can I see the scar?” Sung Li asks.


  I lift my shirt.


  “Oooooh,” she says, “does it hurt?”


  “Oh, excruciatingly so,” I say, “but I’m very tough.”


  “Goof!” Tristan says, putting away the Jazz Bass and pulling out his Washburn five-string with the purple metalflake finish.


  “Hey, chicks dig guys with scars,” I tell him. It’s sort of true, too. Zoe sometimes runs her finger gently over the dark pink line, but maybe more the way a nurse would than a girlfriend. Patience, Dak, patience.


  Relatively speaking, there is hardly any pain at all now, just a dull, throbbing residual ache where the knife entered me, and a sort of hot, searing feeling there when I over-exert myself. I still flinch sometimes when I pass by groups of scruffy teens on the street late at night. But, for the most part, I’m okay. I’m ready to rock.


  I look around the garage. It’s Mecca! A musician’s wet dream! Akim has covered both the floor and walls with thick, orange shag carpet, giving the place the free-love ambiance of the interior of a mid-seventies van . . . but, of course, that isn’t the point. The carpeting provides good sound insulation to counterbalance the thump of the best garage-band PA system I’ve ever seen: a thousand-watt Peavey amplifier, a sixteen-channel Mackie mixing board, an equalizer/effects rack (of unknown factory origin — all the labeling is in Korean), two eighteen-inch Electrovoice subwoofers, four Peavey PA speakers with eight ten-inch midrange speakers and a high-frequency horn apiece.


  And Akim’s guitar gear! Not only does he possess a Fender Twin (the Cadillac of Fender guitar amps), but he also has a large TubeWorks MosValve amp (“Just as good as a Marshall, only cheaper,” according to Akim). Neatly arranged on a tall, lopsided bookshelf is a rainbow-coloured assortment of guitar effect pedals: digital delays, chorus pedals, a wah pedal, flanges, stage equalizers, compressors, at least a half-dozen different distortion pedals, and something called a “Sitar Swami”. If a guitarist really behaves himself, when he dies he’ll get to jam in Heaven’s garage, which must look pretty much like Akim’s.


  “Wow.” I say, “How did you ever afford all this stuff?”


  “I eat a lot of Kraft Dinner.”


  Sung Li rolls her eyes. “And Sung Li has a bursary,” she says. “Have a good jam, boys. I’ll be over at Veronica’s place.”


  Sung Li gets it. She understands that playing guitar, to Akim, is like breathing. It’s something that he just has to do. She understands that Akim needs to have all of this gear, that Tristan needs to own at least a dozen bass guitars, and that I need to have a drum set with nine drums, seven cymbals, a cowbell tree, and a set of wood blocks.


  Sung Li gets it. Akim had better marry her.


  I’ve got all the pieces of my kit positioned exactly the way I like them, and all the skins are tuned nicely. Akim has finally settled on a guitar set-up that doesn’t displease his ear too much. Tristan’s bass sound is deep, tight, and flawless as usual.


  “Now all we need is a singer,” I say, as I diddle lazily along the edges of the snare drum.


  Akim looks at his watch.


  “Twelve-thirty. I said we’d get together at twelve, right?”


  I nod.


  “Well, that means Lola should be here any minute. She’s always exactly a half hour late for everything. I think NASA calibrates their countdown timers by the accuracy of her lateness.”


  The words have just left Akim’s mouth when the door to the garage swings open, but it isn’t Lola. It’s some guy I’ve never seen before. He’s dressed like a mannequin in the Casual Wear Department of Harry Rosen’s, wearing about a thousand dollars worth of designer clothes. He’s got perfectly coiffed hair, like the plastic hairdo on a Malibu Ken doll. A tiny Traynor practice amplifier swings from his right hand, a guitar case in his left. He drops the guitar and amp on the floor, casually kicks off his gleaming leather shoes, but does not remove his sunglasses, or the unlit cigarette that hangs loosely from his lip. He glances conspicuously at his Rolex.


  “Right on time, as always,” he says to himself, then he turns to Tristan and rasps, “Tristan, my man! The bass-playin’ machine!”


  Then he turns towards me. “Hey, drummer dude! Wicked kit, man!”


  He extends his hand towards Akim, “And you must be the maestro of the strat-o-cast-o!”


  “Who,” Akim asks incredulously, “the hell are you?”


  “Bond,” he says, “James Bond.”


  “Guys, meet James Tanner,” Tristan says, shrugging slightly. “He’s in my Introduction to Business class. He plays rhythm guitar. I invited him to join in. When we’re ready, he can get us some gigs playing bars.”


  “I’ve got the connections, all right, dudes,” James Tanner brags. He gives a small laugh, which triggers a fit of coughing. When his hacking gets to the point where I fear he might eject a lung, he grunts, “Uh. Need a smoke.”


  He pulls a Zippo from his front pants pocket, flips the lid open and holds the flame to the cigarette.


  “Excuse me, James Tanner,” Akim grunts, “but you can’t smoke in here!”


  “Sorry, dude,” our overdressed interloper says, turning back to the door. “I’ll go outside. By the way, when I’m playing in a rock band, the name’s Jimmy T, not James Tanner.”


  He coughs a few more dry, death-rattle coughs, then strides out of the garage, wearing a smug expression like he knows something the rest of us don’t. As he walks out, Lola walks in.


  Lola summarizes what Akim and I are thinking: “Who’s the pretty boy?”


  “Okay, okay,” Tristan says, “I didn’t exactly plan to bring him along, but I told him about the band in class yesterday, and well, he’s a hard guy to say no to.”


  As if reading our collective mind, he continues. “So he’s a bit of a frat boy, but he says he can play guitar, and his dad is the CEO of a big conglomerate that owns Sanderson Breweries, among other things, so he can get the band pretty much any bar gig we want.”


  “So Daddy’s rich, eh?” Akim scoffs. “Gee, you’d never know it.”


  “Big Swinging Dick,” Lola says evenly. “I’ll fix him if he gets out of line. Did you see his car, though? Silver Mercedes convertible. Sweet. He must be doing something right do have a car like that.”


  “More like his daddy is doing something right,” Akim says, then adds, “or something wrong.”


  Lola, I must say, looks good. I mean really good. I haven’t seen her for a while, and the change is dramatic. Her hair is back to what I assume is her natural colour of soft red. Her nose rings are gone, and she’s let go of the vampire cloak/military-fatigue outfit in favour of the sort of clingy, figure-hugging things Zoe or Sung Li would wear.


  She catches me staring.


  “Uh, wow, Lola,” I struggle, “I like the new look.”


  “Thought I’d try to look the part,” she says, with a sort of bashfulness I never, ever would have expected from her. She snaps out of it immediately, though. “Besides, why the hell should I hide away my breasts and hips? I’m female! I’ve got breasts and hips!”


  Phew. No argument here.


  “So,” I say, desperate to change the subject, “how about we play a tune while we’re waiting for James to finish his smoke out there.”


  “Hey, Lola, how ’bout that Hendrix tune,” Akim says, all business. “Dak, you’ve gotta hear this woman sing!”


  Akim gives the volume knob on the Twin a healthy clockwise twist. “The three of us have been working on this one,” he says to me. “Go nuts, Dak!”


  And, with that, Akim lets fly that howling lead from Hendrix’s “All Along the Watchtower”. All those years of practicing arpeggios and rundowns on his classical guitar have given Akim Herculean fretboard fingers.


  Tristan and I pound along underneath Akim’s wailing, all of those nights of jamming away in our dorm room making us play like we’re sharing the same brain. The metallic-purple body of Tristan’s Washburn has a yellow and red warning sticker on it, which reads: “DANGER! Only Authorized Personnel should access this equipment!” and Tristan wastes no time in proving that he is, indeed, Authorized Personnel when it comes to handling a bass guitar. He looks like a cross-breeding experiment between a Death Valley buzzard and Shaggy from Scooby-Doo, but he plays the bass like Jack Bruce from Cream, Geddy Lee from Rush, and Flea from The Red Hot Chili Peppers incarnated in one body. I toss in a couple of syncopations at one point, just to see if I can throw him off, but he follows along as if he can smell the changes coming. A lot of bass players are simply frustrated guitar players, but Tristan is the real thing.


  And Lola, oh Lola . . . damn, the girl can sing! She’s got a powerful, raspy, sexy blues-on-the-Bayou kind of voice, the grit of Janis Joplin with the control and volume of Aretha Franklin. Any sore feelings I had left towards her temporarily melt away as we sizzle and rumble and slash and bang our way into the second chorus.


  We finish the song with a crash-n-smash, thank-you-very-much-goodnight roar.


  “Whoa!” rasps James Tanner, or Jimmy T, or whatever the hell his name is, as he reappears from outside, “That was hot, baby. You rock!”


  “Don’t call me baby,” Lola warns. “I’m a woman, not an infant.”


  “You sure as hell are!” he says, “You sing as hot as you look!


  Jimmy T’s band is gonna kick ass!”


  “Our band,” Lola corrects, who seems to be blushing from something other than anger. “Our band will kick ass.”


  I look at Tristan and Akim. They both shrug.


  “I get the sense that this is going to be one bad jam session, dudes,” Jimmy T says, while removing an entry-level Fender Squire from the gig bag. He looks at Akim and says, “and by bad, of course, I mean wicked! Like, wicked good!”


  “Thanks for the explanation,” Akim says, annoyed. “I was about to go get my Dictionary of Slang.”


  “How long have you been playing guitar, James?” I ask.


  “Jimmy T, bro,” he says, “call me Jimmy T when I’m playin’ rock ‘n’ roll. And I’ve been wailin’ on the guitar for almost a whole year now, bro.”


  He begins strumming a four-chord blues progression, his undersized Traynor bleating harshly like an old AM radio with the treble knob turned all the way up. The sound causes Akim’s face to contort.


  “Um, you wanna play through my MosValve, Jimmy, bro?” he suggests.


  “Nah,” Jimmy T says, still strumming the blues progression, “I like to use my own equipment. Looks more professional, eh?”


  “Are you going to take off your sunglasses, Jimmy T, or is that supposed to look more professional also?” Akim says, rolling his eyes.


  He looks around at the rest of us.


  “I’m keepin’ my shades on so we can play some bluuuuuuuues,” he croaks. “You guys wanna play some bluuuuuuuues?”


  It’s like asking a bunch of five-year-old kids if they would like to eat some candy. We all join in, our volume overwhelming the whine of his puny Traynor.


  Tristan plunks out a deep, propulsive blues bass line. I jump in with a simple mid-tempo blues shuffle beat, leaving lots of space for Akim to stretch out into a make-you-want-to-cry guitar solo. When Akim’s lead guitar appetite is finally satisfied (for the moment, anyway), I lean into my mike and begin singing the lyrics to a song I wrote while playing in a sloppy, alcohol-oriented band in high school. It had originally been a punk-rock song, but the lyrics lend themselves really well to the rhythm of blues. Both Tristan and Akim nod their heads along as I growl, with my best blues snarl:



  It was Saturday


  I washed my car


  Drove up and down the dock past the ice cream bar


  See and Be Seen


  It was the Summertime Law



  Billy called shotgun


  Ray back with Dean


  Cranked down the windows


  Turned up The Max Machine


  One-arm-suntan-poses


  Were critical



  Amazed that I can remember the whole first verse, I plunge right into the chorus, which also translates extremely well to blues:



  Ooh ooh ooh ooh, Summer time Law


  Ooh ooh ooh ooh, Summer time Law



  Lola quickly catches on to the melody of the chorus (which is the beauty of a blues jam), and joins in with a sweet, raspy harmony vocal the second time through:



  Ooh ooh ooh ooh, Summer time Law


  Ooh ooh ooh ooh, Summer time Law



  Akim turns in another tight, colourful solo, then I continue singing, still amazed I can remember all the words:



  Beach and ocean


  Through a rose-coloured windshield


  Sun-bronzed bodies


  Like wheat in a sand field


  If I dare to touch one


  Will she die in my hands?



  Every day like a pop song


  All backbeat, no danger


  I steer the car with my knees


  and dream safely of strangers


  Speakers thump out bravado


  It’s critical



  Ooh ooh ooh ooh, Summer time Law


  Ooh ooh ooh ooh, Summer time Law



  Jimmy T joins in with a third, even higher harmony line, way up above Lola’s voice. Maybe this guy will be useful after all. For the first time in my life, I am playing in a band that can successfully sing three-part harmonies. And I know that Tristan is a passable singer, too. The possibilities are endless!



  Ooh ooh ooh ooh, Summer time Law


  Ooh ooh ooh ooh, Summer time Law



  The last night of August


  When Summertime ends


  She leans through my window


  It’s half-past ten


  No longer pretending


  It’s critical



  She says “Let’s go to the boardwalk”


  I say “okay”


  The buzz of the Radio


  And seagulls and waves


  I ‘ve got beers in the trunk in a cooler


  Also critical



  Ooh ooh ooh ooh, Summer time Law


  Ooh ooh ooh ooh, Summer time Law



  Ooh ooh ooh ooh, Summer time Law


  Ooh ooh ooh ooh, Summer time Law



  I nod to Tristan, who breaks into a surprisingly melodic bass solo. When he’s finished, I began to howl the final verse, and I throw in a wicked drum fill, just because I can.



  My heartbeat thunders


  Deep in my ears


  It may be passion


  It may be fear


  The boys will wonder why I was late


  Don’t know what to say



  Ooh ooh ooh ooh, Summer time Law


  Ooh ooh ooh ooh, Summer time Law


  Ooh ooh ooh ooh, Summer time Law


  Ooh ooh ooh ooh, Summer time Law



  We finish the song with a loud crash-cymbal and bass-run finale. Tristan is ecstatic.


  “Whoa, who wrote that tune? Joe Walsh?”


  “You liked it?” I ask.


  “Gotta get that album,” Lola says.


  “Well, you’ll have to help us record it first, because I wrote it.”


  “Wow,” Lola says, “not bad, Sifter.”


  For some reason, Jimmy T doesn’t seem to appreciate Lola giving me a compliment, even one as mild as that.


  “Yeah, yeah, great, great,” he grunts, “but isn’t Lola supposed to be the singer? I think the band will be a lot more marketable if we let the hot chick do the singing.”


  Lola is caught off guard. She looks unsure whether to be flattered or offended by being referred to as a ‘hot chick’.


  “It’s okay, James,” Tristan says, “Dak sounded good on that one.”


  “Jimmy T! In the band I’m Jimmy T,” he says. “But, hey, dudes, why don’t we play one of my songs now.”


  “You write songs?” Akim says, his expression brightening.


  “Well, not exactly,” Jimmy T says, as he bends over to remove a soft covered songbook called 101 Easy Popular Songs for Guitar from inside the hollow back of his amp. “I can play anything in this book. Anybody got a music stand?”


  So we play some songs from Jim’s guitar-for-beginners book. Easy, open-chord stuff. Top Forty Pop. Good-natured Tristan plays along without complaint, and I tap out the simple four-four beats pretty much on autopilot, focusing instead on imagining Zoe dancing in front of my drums (she loves to dance to this sugary pop fluff). Akim stares at the ceiling as he plays what are, for him, insultingly simple guitar parts. Jimmy T struts around like every video pop star ever manufactured by a record company, strumming his Squire, sure that he is impressing the panties off Lola, envisioning thousands of screaming women showering the stage before him with bras, thongs, and bits of paper with their telephone numbers written in lipstick.


  For the rest of the evening (and it is evening by this time), Akim plucks at the strings of his guitar, his eyes rolled up inside his skull. He excuses himself frequently for “drink breaks,” muttering to himself on the way out the door that the songs we are now playing are boring him to death. By the time we get to “Under the Boardwalk” in Jimmy’s alphabetically arranged songbook, Akim declares that it is time to call it a night.


  “By the way, guys,” Jimmy T says, as he slides his Squire back into its gig bag, “we’d better get practicing, ’cause I’ve got a gig set up for us in two weeks at a bar called Harlock’s Rockpile. The owner does a lot of promotional events with Sanderson’s Brewing, so we’ve got some pull there. Anyway, we better get enough tunes under our belt for the gig.”


  “You already booked us a gig?” Tristan asks. “Before you’d even played with us?”


  “That’s pretty freakin’ bold!” Akim says.


  “Quite a go-getter,” Lola says, sounding not unimpressed.


  “Hey, whatever, dude,” Jimmy T says to Akim. “Is there anyone here who’s opposed to getting paid a hundred bucks each to play the same tunes we’ve been playing here for nothing?”


  All is silent but the hum of the amplifiers.


  “Great, then!” Jimmy says. “Can everybody get together for a rehearsal on Friday? We can draw up a set list for the show then.”


  “I’m good for Friday,” Tristan says.


  “Sure,” I add.


  “Whatever,” Akim says.


  “Cool,” Lola says, “we are going to kick ass!”


  “Damn right, ,” Jimmy says, patting her behind. Oddly, Lola lets this go unchallenged. Could it be that she likes this guy?


  “See ya next week, then, dudes,” Jimmy says. “You need a lift somewhere, baby? Er, sorry, Lola? There’s an empty seat in my car.”


  “Sure,” she says, and he and Lola depart.


  I look at Akim. Then at Tristan. Tristan looks at Akim. None of can believe that all of this just happened.


  “Well,” Tristan finally says, “it looks like we’ve got us a band, boys.”


  Akim just grunts, “We had a band . . . until that talentless frat boy showed up and lowered the musical ante. What will we play for an encore? Three Blind Mice?”


  “Akim,” Tristan says, “he’s already got us a gig. Besides, people like those songs, even if they are easy to play.”


  “His guitar sound sucks,” Akim says.


  “You can help him fix that,” Tristan says, “you’re the guitar gear guru! He’s already got us a gig, Akim!”


  “He’s an idiot!”


  “He got us a gig!”


  Akim looks at the floor, and sighs a heavy sigh.


  “Well, okay. I suppose he might be of some use to us. We can wait a little while before we kick him out.”


  Akim glances over at me. “Wanna play one more? Just the three of us?”


  “How’s the ol’ battle scar holding up?” Tristan asks.


  “What battle scar?” I tear into a roll that leads the three of us into a wicked power-trio jam.


  The slash across my belly sizzles with pain from the exertion of playing the drums for such a long session, but it’s beautiful pain.


  I am in a band. I am playing rock ‘n’ roll. And I am alive.


  Be Alive

  (Rock Anthem)


  Lyrics — D. Sifter, Music — A. Ganges, T. Low, D. Sifter From the album Socrates Kicks Ass! recorded by The Featherless Bipeds


  stop


  speak softly


  and carry


  nothing but questions



  unclench your right hand


  unclench your left hand


  unclench your lips and teeth



  exhale


  be still


  just stand there and breathe



  and be alive, be alive, be alive


  just be alive, be alive, be alive



  Yeah yeah yeah yeah yeah yeah yeah



  feel the earth tug


  at your soles,


  the musky air settle on your skin


  let it saturate


  your brittle bones


  bring you back to earth again



  and be alive, be alive, be alive


  just be alive, be alive, be alive



  be alive, be alive, be alive


  be alive, be alive, be alive



  (repeat to fade)


  SOCRA TES KICKS ASS!


  It’s nearly two am on a Saturday night, and Akim, Tristan, Lola, Jimmy T and I are playing rock ‘n’ roll together on the stage at Harlock’s Roadhouse. We’ve practiced every day from noon until two in the morning for the past two weeks, so we come across like a veteran bar band. Well, sort of — the generally high blood-alcohol level of the patrons is also contributing to our critical success. The women dance and spiral to Akim’s hot guitar solos, and the guys cheer for Lola’s singing, and likely also for her latest outfit (a present from Jimmy T, who seems to officially be her new boyfriend). The short skirt and dark stockings accentuate the curves of her legs, and the low-cut top displays her ample cleavage. She looks like a rock star.


  Sure, each of us makes a few mistakes. Jimmy T plays an entire song one fret too high, but his shrill little amp is so drowned out by the rest of us that nobody in the audience notices anyway. Lola starts a song a couple of beats late, Tristan knocks over his mike stand with the neck of his Rickenbacker, and my timing veers off a couple of times as I watch Zoe writhe on the dance floor in front of the stage. But it doesn’t seem to matter. The electric charge from the crowd is positive.


  We finish the final song of our third set with a triumphant blast of sound. We acknowledge the noise of a few dozen clapping hands as if it’s the thundering roar of a sell out crowd at a football stadium.


  “Thank you very much! Give it up for Akim ‘Fingers’ Ganges on guitar, Tristan ‘Thumper’ Low on bass, ‘Drummer’ Dak Sifter on the drums, and ‘Luscious’ Lola Young on vocals!” Jimmy T barks into his microphone, with rhythm and cadence that suggest he’s been practicing this moment all week. “And me? Me? Well you can call me Jimmy T! Thank you! Good night!”


  Lola tugs him from the stage, slaps his ass, and they fondle each other into the shadows of the backstage area. I’ve spent my whole life chasing after Zoe Perry, and Jimmy T conquers the mighty Lola in less than three weeks? My mind reels. Does she really like his Mercedes that much?


  “Fingers?” Akim protests as he sets down his guitar and departs the stage, “I’ll give him the friggin’ finger!”


  “Hey, man, he called me ‘Thumper’, like I’m a Disney cartoon bunny or something,” Tristan says, “but so what? We sounded good tonight.”


  A few people in the crowd start to chant for an encore, and soon nearly every voice in the bar has joined in. The cheering, combined with the effect of the many beers I chugged down between songs, plus the images of Zoe bouncing and gyrating in front of my drum set, inspires me to take a risk.


  “Tristan,” I say, “Let’s go up there and play that song we were working on together back in September.”


  “Wha?” Tristan blurts. “You mean that ballad? The acoustic guitar thing?”


  “Yeah, that one.”


  “Aw, I don’t know, Dak,” he said. “It’s maybe a bit quiet for this crowd. Besides, Akim is the guitar player, not me.”


  “Go for it, Tristan,” Akim says. “I want to hear the song.”


  “Aww, I don’t know,” Tristan says.


  “Tristan,” I tell him, “I want to sing it for Zoe.”


  Tristan, perhaps recalling that it was me who helped him get together with Veronica, shrugs in agreement, and we step back onto the stage. Even though he’s a bass player at heart, Tristan picks up Akim’s Takamine semi-acoustic, and begins gently strumming as if he was born with it in his hands. I step up to the mike at centre stage.


  “This is what our drummer looks like when he’s not hidden behind the drums,” Tristan says into Akim’s seldom-used mike. “He’s gonna sing an original tune for you called ‘Invitation’. ”


  The noise of people laughing and talking fades to almost nothing, and eyes turn towards the stage. I can see Jimmy T mouthing the words, “What The Hell Are You Doing!” from off stage.


  “This is about a girl I knew in high school,” I say, and I look right at Zoe.


  The song started out as a poem I wrote for her. I recited it out loud in front of everyone in Mr. Alvinstock’s grade eleven English Composition class, and didn’t even care about the other guys laughing at me from the back of the classroom. For a short but beautiful time after that, Zoe became my girlfriend. Maybe lightning can strike the same place twice. I begin singing:



  You tell me


  You grew up in a town


  Where smiles disguised intentions



  You tell me


  You were brought up in a house


  Where dreams were never mentioned



  You imply


  you can’t distinguish


  Truth from invention



  It seems that we grew up together


  It seems that we’re from different places



  Same town, same house, same run-around


  Same problems, different cases



  Tristan joins in on the next part, his thin, gritty singing voice creating a sloppy-but-charming drunken-sounding harmony, kind of like when Keith Richard harmonizes with Mick Jagger:



  This is an open invitation


  to come as you are


  no need to dress up or down


  no need to make a reservation


  to dance without light


  to drink all the night


  from the shadows



  We can tango through


  this rainy syncopation


  with heartbeats as strong and steady


  as ritual drums



  This is your invitation


  To come



  This is your invitation


  To come



  This is your invitation


  To come



  Zoe sways back and forth looking at the floor. Mission accomplished. The crowd erupts with applause, and Lola, Jimmy T and Akim join us onstage for the encore set.


  “Good stuff, man,” Akim says to Tristan as both resume their positions on either side of the drums.


  “Nice,” Lola agrees.


  “We’ll have to work on it as a band, though,” Jimmy T grunts. “It’s not fair to take the spotlight away from the rest of us.”


  Akim rolls his eyes.


  “Yeah, you’re the star of the band, right Jimmy T?”


  But Jimmy T has already turned toward the crowd, shouting, “Can we rock you one more time? Can we please rock you one more time?”


  He grins widely as they scream in response.


  Everyone plugs in, cranks up, and we make with the loudness once again.



  The crowd is still calling out for more as the houselights come up and the waitresses begin collecting empty bottles and glasses.


  Lola and Jimmy T retreat behind the stage to thrash and roll around in a ball of limbs and sweat. Sung Li runs over to Akim, climbing him as she wildly kisses his face. “Hey, hey, don’t knock over my Strat!” he grumbles, but you can tell he’s enjoying the mauling.


  Veronica meets Tristan on the other side of the stage, locks onto his mouth with hers, and whispers something in his ear that causes a happily dazed expression to spread across his face. Out on the dance floor, newly-minted young couples flirt and mouth promises to each other. All around me, lovers dance the dance.


  I sigh and step out from behind the drums, to find Zoe standing right in front of me, her hands jammed into the front pockets of her jeans. Her eyes are big and round and liquid, her lips are tight.


  “You played well tonight,” she says.


  “Thanks.”


  “You looked kind of good up there playing those drums,” she says quietly.


  “You looked very good down there on the dance floor.”


  “Um,” she said, “we could get together for lunch tomorrow, if you want to.”


  “I’ll come over tonight, if you want me to,” I said.


  “Well . . . no, tomorrow. Maybe.”


  She leaves to catch a ride home with Sung Lee, collecting glances from the remaining men as she moves through the thinning bar crowd.



  Now the barroom is nearly empty, and all the members of our new band are gathered around one of the big, round tables — covered in sweat and stinking of nicotine, quaffing cheap, watery draft, basking in the afterglow of our first gig. My body feels as if it’s been pumped full of helium. I feel like I’m either going to explode or float away.


  The owner of Harlock’s (whose actual name is Johnson) has paid us a hundred bucks each, and has booked us for another show in a month. He sends the waitress, Suzy, over to our table with fresh pitchers of lukewarm beer.


  “On the house, kids,” Suzy says. “Mr. Johnson likes you. But you better get a name for this here band of yours, so he’s got something to put up on the sign outside.”


  She waddles away towards the bar.


  “Okay, here’s an idea for a band name,” Jimmy T says, nodding enthusiastically, “how about ‘Jimmy T and the Jam’?”


  “Jimmy T has got his head jammed up his friggin’ hole if he thinks we’re going to call our band that!” Akim says. “What the hell is this? Suddenly you think you’re our leader?”


  “Look, guys,” says Jimmy, gravely, “We need a name. I’ve given this a lot of thought . . . how about ‘Jimmy T and the T-Birds’, then?”


  “Why don’t we all dress up in matching shirts and pants, too, like the Dave Clark Five,” Akim scoffs. “Wouldn’t that be neat-o, Jim?”


  Jimmy T rolls his eyes, as if dealing with an unreasonable child. He turns to face Tristan and me. We’ve been nursing our beers across the table from the other three.


  “What do you guys think of ‘Jimmy T and the Tramps’, then? “


  Before either Tristan or I can think of anything diplomatic to say, Akim shouts, “Listen up, dude! ‘Jimmy T’ is gonna get ‘tramped’ if he doesn’t knock it off!”


  Jimmy looks confused.


  Akim shakes his head. “There are five of us in this band. We are not your band, get it? If you wanna have your name in the title, the most accurate name for our outfit would be ‘A Good Singer, Three Good Musicians . . . and Jimmy T’!”


  Akim looks around desperately at Lola, Tristan, and me.


  “Haven’t you guys got any ideas for a name? And if one of you says ‘Tristan’s Treble Knobs’, or ‘Dak and the Dung Diggers’, or ‘Lola and the Lickers’, so help me God I’ll kill you all.”


  “Lola and the what?” Lola says.


  To prevent violence from breaking out, Tristan jumps in.


  “How about ‘Not the Beatles’? We could have album titles like ‘Not Abbey Road’ and ‘Not The White Album’.”


  “Wait, wait!” says Jimmy T, his eyes lighting up eerily, “We’re on the right track here . . . a concept name! We need a name that has a cool explanation . . . you know, something we can explain in interviews . . . like . . . like . . . ”


  I can almost smell the grey matter scorching inside Jimmy’s skull.


  “Jimage!” he cheers.


  There is confused silence all around.


  “Jimmy, what are you talking about?” Lola asks.


  “Wait, wait, this is good!” says Jimmy, “Listen to this: When a guy named Jim, like me, let’s say, looks in the mirror . . . ”


  “That’s it,” Akim says, “I am going to kill you, you egocentric . . . ”


  “Wait!” Jimmy says, “Hear me out! When a guy named Jim looks in the mirror, what does he see? Does he see his image? No! He sees his Jimage! Get it?”


  We were all too stunned to speak.


  “What?” he says, palms up in the air. “Is it too conceptual?”


  “Yeah,” says Tristan, as seriously as he can, “it’s too conceptual. People might not get it, you know?”


  “Yeah,” Jimmy agrees, nodding, “maybe it’s a little too intellectual for a rock band name.”


  Akim tries to catch my eye, but I can’t look at him. I don’t want to risk having my stomach wound re-opened by laughing. Or by Lola, either, who has already thrown me from a building on one occasion, and who might take offense at us mocking her new boyfriend.


  “Um . . . what about ‘Loose Fish’?” I offer.


  “Fish who like screwing?” Jimmy T smirks.


  “It’s a term from early Canadian history. Guys in the legislature who were independent and didn’t belong to a political party were called ‘Loose Fish’ by the other members, because they seemed to flap back and forth from the Left to the Right. Or something like that.”


  “Thanks, Einstein,” Jimmy T says, “I didn’t think it was a bad name until you gave the lecture. Now I hate it! I started playing rock ‘n’ roll so I wouldn’t have to know anything about history.”


  “Last call, kids!” Suzy yells from behind the bar.


  “Another round, Suze!” Akim hollers back, “we’re not leaving here until we’ve got ourselves a name!”


  “Better make it quick!” she calls back.


  There is silence around the table. We all stare into the smoky air of the barroom. Then an idea pops into my head.


  “Why don’t we call ourselves ‘The Catatonics’?”


  I don’t even bother to try to explain.


  “Not bad, but it sounds too much like ‘The Rheostatics’,” Akim says.


  “What the hell are rheostatics?” Jimmy T asks. “A kind of amp or something?”


  “They’re a band,” Tristan says. “Awesome musicians. Very eclectic. Other musicians tend to be big fans of them.”


  “Which explains why you’ve never heard of ’em!” Akim says to Jimmy T.


  Jimmy leans forward, staring directly at Akim. “Think you’re a funny guy, do ya?”


  Lola elbows Jimmy in the ribs. “Cool it, honey.”


  “Drinks off the tables in ten minutes!” Suzy hollers from the other side of the room.


  We sit deep in thought, scratching our chins, squinting, occasionally pausing to drink beer. We look like a bunch of students at the School of Athens, sitting in a circle, trying to figure out one of Socrates’ unsolvable puzzles.


  “But wait! There it is!” I shout. “Listen! I’ve got it!”


  Jimmy T rolls his eyes. “Is this one from history, too?”


  “Well, um, yes.”


  “Do we get to hear another lecture?”


  “Well . . . ”


  “Go on, “ says Tristan, always the reasonable one.


  “Let’s hear it, Sifter,” Lola says.


  I clear my throat.


  “Okay. In ancient Greece, Socrates was teaching his students about classification.”


  “Sockra tease? Sounds kinda kinky!” says Jimmy, reaching towards one of Lola’s breasts. She intercepts his hand with a slap.


  “Socrates, the Greek philosopher. He was teaching his students about classification . . . you know, Homo Sapiens, genus and species, that sort of thing. Anyway, he asked his students to try to classify human beings. One student suggested ‘featherless bipeds’, since human beings have no feathers, and they walk on two feet.”


  Nobody interrupts with an objection or sarcastic comment. Amazing. I continue.


  “So Socrates walked out, and came back with a plucked chicken. He dropped it on the floor in front of the student and said, ‘Try again.’”


  Silence. I hold my breath for the inevitable put-downs.


  “Featherless Bipeds,” Tristan says. “I like it!”


  “Me too,” Lola says.


  “It’s okay, I guess,” Akim wavers.


  Suzy walks over and leans on the table.


  “That’s it, kids. We’re closed.”


  We all look at Jimmy T. For a moment his face is expressionless, a wax museum cast of himself. Then he begins to nod. Unconsciously, the rest of us do the same.


  “Yeah. Yeah! Yeeeeeaaaaahhhhh!” Jimmy T cries.“The Featherless Bipeds! Y’know, it’s got a good ring to it. Socrates kicks ass!”


  Dancing in a Room of Millions


  Lyrics — D. Sifter, Music — A. Ganges, T. Low, D. Sifter

  (From the album Socrates Kicks Ass! recorded by The Featherless Bipeds)


  Turn off that light behind your eyes


  that blinds me to the line between us


  Shut down that wily way that you betray your feelings


  while revealing nothing real about us



  Turn on that fiery charm that drew me to you like a moth


  Turn up that feminine mystique


  Rev up those engines, spin the blades of the propeller


  Let my destruction be complete



  It’s like we’re dancing in a room of millions


  But it’s just only you and me


  It’s like we’re dancing in an endless desert


  And the only space is in between


  You and me



  Stoke up that fire that burns me to an ember


  At least reminds me I can feel


  Just turn that key that’s always been in this ignition


  If you’re the engine, I’m the wheels



  Unleash that lightning, pound my ears with thunder


  But don’t withhold that cooling rain


  The crash is coming, we can’t avoid this collision


  A single track between these trains



  It’s like we’re dancing in a room of millions


  But it’s just only you and me


  It’s like we’re dancing in an endless desert


  But the only space is in between


  You and me


  THE CROSSROADS


  The morning after our first performance at Harlock’s, Jimmy T summons us all to his downtown apartment to discuss the band’s future. Tristan wheels his old Ford Escort up to the curb in front of a tower of gold glass, and Akim, wedged into the back seat, wonders if Tristan hasn’t maybe written down the wrong address. A uniformed valet hurries out to the car.


  “Friends of Master Tanner?” the valet asks.


  We all nod dumbly (even Akim).


  “Allow me to park your car, sir,” the valet says to Tristan. “Serge at the front desk will escort you to Master Tanner’s suite.”


  “Good thing his last name isn’t ‘Bates’,” Akim quips.


  We unfold ourselves from inside the tiny car. Tristan hands his keys to the valet. “The jumper cables are under the back seat,” he says.


  Serge takes us to Jimmy T’s suite, the entire twenty-third floor of the building. We stumble from the elevator into the private foyer of his apartment, which is bigger than my parents’ bungalow in Faireville.


  “Will that be all, sir?” Serge asks Jimmy T, who meets us at the elevator in his bathrobe. Jimmy T lays a ten-dollar bill in Serge’s white-gloved hand. Serge retreats behind the closing elevator doors without another word.


  Lola is already there. She’s wearing a bathrobe, too.


  “Hey guys,” she says, “nice place, huh? I could get used to this. Come on into the living room. Anyone want coffee?”


  “She makes great coffee,” Jimmy T says.


  Lola disappears into what I suppose is the kitchen. Tristan, Akim and I just look at each other for a moment, then we follow Jimmy T into the living room, an enormous space with a sunken floor and a wall of two-storey windows that look out onto the skyscrapers of the business district and Lake Ontario beyond.


  “Make yourselves at home, dudes,” Jimmy says. “I’ll go help Lola with the coffee.”


  He leaves the room, and soon we can hear stifled giggles and dishes rattling.


  “You could fit our whole apartment into his elevator, Dak,” Tristan whispers.


  Lola and Jimmy T reappear and settle down together in the love seat across from the three of us. Akim struggles to keep from rolling his eyes.


  “So, gentlemen,” Jimmy T says, “I suppose you’re wondering why I’ve called you all here today. I have a proposition for you.”


  Jimmy T places his hands together like he’s about to pray, then touches his index fingers to his chin.


  “We have got an excellent rock ‘n’ roll band in the making. We are good enough that I propose we get into it full time, start playing as many gigs as possible, record a demo CD, and work toward the ultimate end of landing a recording contract with a major label.”


  “Why are you suddenly talking like a banker?” Akim says. “What happened to, ‘Yo! Akim! My Bro!’ and all that?”


  “Emulating my old man, I guess, “ Jimmy T says. “I heard him negotiate a lot of deals when I was a kid.”


  “And exactly what kind of deal are you trying to negotiate with us, Jimmy T?” Akim says darkly.


  “I’m just saying we should go professional,” Jimmy T says. “Devote ourselves to the band for a year; see if we can make the big time.”


  “You mean quit school?’ I ask.


  “Hey, it would only be for a year,” Lola says. “The band is good. We should go for it.”


  “You mean you would leave university,” I say, “and let go of all your work with the Women’s Issues Commission and the Minority Rights Alliance, just to make noise in bars?”


  “Well, not exactly,” she says, shrinking a little. “Jimmy just made very large financial contributions to both organizations, so now would be a bad time for me to give up my presidencies. I’ll need to stay on the inside for at least another year, to make sure that Jimmy’s money gets put to proper use.”


  “But she would come to as many gigs as possible,” Jimmy T interjects, “and she’ll certainly do the lead vocals when it comes time to record a CD. Dak and Tristan and I can handle the vocals when Lola isn’t available.”


  “You?” Tristan, Akim and I chorus.


  Jimmy looks hurt. “Hey! I can sing!”


  Akim rises from the couch. “Well, you can sing without me. My parents haven’t got warehouses full of money like yours. They worked their butts off to send me to university, and I’m not going to throw it all away to help you live out some fantasy to be a rock star, Jimmy T.”


  Jimmy T also jumps to his feet. “But Akim!” he says, (and I sense that he’s doing all he can to resist adding the word ‘bro’) “Don’t you see? We can be rock stars! This band has what it takes! And your guitar playing is the heart and soul of it all!”


  He looks each of us in the eyes.


  “Tristan, your bass playing is amazing! Dak, your drumming is rock-solid! Lola’s got killer pipes! And I’ve got the connections and business sense to make it all work. Don’t you see? We’re bigger than the sum of our parts! We’re the real thing! We’re a friggin’ band!”


  Akim sits back down with a grunt. Jimmy T perches on the edge of the love seat, leaning forward like a castle gargoyle.


  “Look boys, I’ve got trust fund money to invest, and I can probably talk my father into donating money to the cause himself — he can write it off as supporting the arts or something. I’ll buy us a new PA system, and a van to carry our equipment from gig to gig. If you need new gear or whatever, I’ll take care of it. I’ll book the gigs, and I’ll make the contacts in the recording business. All you guys have to do is write songs and play them.”


  “Oh, is that all?” Akim says.


  “And you’ll do all of this for free?” I ask.


  “Well, the money we make playing gigs will be divided into six parts — one share for each musician, and one extra share to pay me back for my investment. That seems fair, doesn’t it?”


  Akim has to admit that it does.


  “Come on, boys, whadda you say? Our gig last night was magic.


  Can you say that you wouldn’t like to be playing rock ‘n’ roll full time? Dak? Can you honestly tell me that” He stares at me. I look at the floor.


  “Tristan?” he says.


  Tristan’s response is the same as mine.


  “Come on, guys! Akim? What about you? Come on, guys! Come on!” Jimmy T begins coughing. “Uh. I need a smoke. I’m going out to the balcony. You guys talk it over among yourselves.”


  Lola follows Jimmy T outside.


  “Well?” Tristan says to Akim.


  Akim passes it on to me. “Well?”


  “Well,” I muse, “We seem to be at the proverbial crossroads.”


  “Doesn’t legend have it that Robert Johnson went down to the crossroads and wound up selling his soul to the devil for musical success?” Akim says.


  “Jimmy T seems to have thought this through pretty well,” Tristan says. Then he stands up, hooks his thumbs into the belt loops of his jeans. “What the hell, I’m willing to give it a year. It’s not like the university is suddenly going to disappear or anything. We can all go back the next year if the band doesn’t work out.”


  “Well, I’m still not sure I like Jimmy T much, but I love playing with you guys,” Akim says, smiling slightly. “If you both want to do it, I guess I’m in, too. What do you say, Dak?”


  “Give me a day to think about it,” is all I can say.


  “Why? What’s wrong?” Tristan says. “Is your scar hurting you? Are you worried about school? How your parents are going to react? What? What is it?”


  Any of these would be good reasons to think Jimmy T’s proposal over, but it’s something else that’s holding me back, something I’m not sure the rest of them can really understand. Being at the same university has brought Zoe and me closer together. Every day is a day closer to her being mine again. Will taking a year off from school tear down all that we’ve built over the past year? Or will Zoe like the idea of dating an up-and-coming musician?


  I suppose there’s only one way to find out for sure.


  It’s later in the evening, when I meet Zoe at Jafo’s. We are halfway through our usual hockey-puck sized hamburgers when she finally speaks. “So, what’s the big issue that you needed to talk to me about?”


  I put down my burger and stop eating. She knows I’m serious when this happens.


  “Zoe,” I say, “When we were back in Faireville, did you ever think I would become the drummer in a touring rock band?”


  “There are permanent dents on the table at the Faireville Times Café from you drumming on it with your silverware. I suppose that should have tipped me off.”


  When we were dating in high school, Zoe and I used to meet at the Faireville Times Café and sit together at the booth by the window. I’d make her laugh by playing The Who’s “Won’t Get Fooled Again” on the old-fashioned tabletop jukebox, and doing a flailing, wild-eyed impression of Keith Moon’s drum solo using a fork and knife as drumsticks. The memory of those few perfect days with her makes my heart thump, and I’m distracted from the question at hand.


  “Hey,” I say, feeling hopeful, “when we both get back to Faireville for the summer, want to go to the Times Café for dinner? Sit at our old booth, for old time’s sake?”


  She pauses. “I’m not going back to Faireville this summer, Dak.”


  “What? Why not?”


  “I’m going to take a couple of intersession courses at the university, and look for a summer job here in the city. I’ve given this a lot of thought, and, as much as I feel nostalgic for Faireville, there are just more opportunities here in the city than back home.”


  “But I thought that maybe we could, you know, get . . . ”


  “I know, Dak,” she says. “I know what you’ve been thinking. And part of me is thinking it too. Becoming friends with you again over the past few months has been . . . positive.”


  “But, Zoe, I . . . ”


  “Don’t say it, Dak. I need you to understand something, okay? It’s my parents. They’re the reason I can’t go back to Faireville.”


  “You can tolerate them for the summer, can’t you? I can take you away as often as you want.”


  “It’s not getting along with them that’s the problem. It’s becoming them that I want to avoid. My mom and dad both grew up in Faireville, married the first person they ever had feelings for, then settled there for life. They were high school sweethearts, and look at them now. They never talk about anything or do anything together, and on the rare occasion that they do, all they can do is get into horrible fights over totally meaningless things. Neither of them is satisfied with their lives, and they blame each other for their unhappiness. I’m not sure they even sleep in the same bed together anymore.”


  “But you’re not your parents, Zoe.”


  “No, I’m not. And that’s why, unlike them, I’m going to see a bit of the world, live in different places, experience different things, date lots of different kinds of people, so I know what I want out of life, rather than settling for the first thing that comes along like they did. I want to explore my options.”


  “Date lots of different kinds of people?” I repeat.


  “Look, Dak, I know how you feel about me. You’ve never exactly been subtle about it. And part of me feels the same way about you. I’m sure my parents felt the same way in the beginning, too. But I need to be sure. I need to be sure that the people and things I choose to be part of my life are the right fit for me. And I can only know that by trying different people and things on for size. Do you know what I mean?”


  “But, hey,” I say, trying to sound light and breezy, my heart sinking like a cannonball into the cold depths of the ocean, “what if I’m the right fit for you?”


  She sighs. “You have to let me figure that out on my own, Dak. I need you give me some time. And some space. Can you do that for me?”


  “Yeah,” I say, “I can do that, I guess.”


  The waitress brings our bill. I toss a twenty on the table, then Zoe and I walk together through the cool night in silence, our footsteps falling into synch.


  “We’re almost back at my place,” Zoe finally says. “What was it that you wanted to talk to me about, anyway?”


  Oh, right. That. Like it matters now.


  “Jimmy T, Lola, Akim and Tristan want me to take a year off from university to play in the band full time.”


  “Hmm. That’s a tough one,” she says.“On one hand, your parents will freak out if you quit school, especially your dad, I’ll bet.”


  “It would only be for a year,” I say.


  “Yeah,” she says, “but statistics show that most students who plan on putting off school for a year never go back. And, since you’ve already lost a year because of your injury, well . . . ”


  “I guess the responsible thing to do is to go back to university next year,” I say.


  We stop in front of the entrance to her apartment building.


  “On the other hand, though,” she says, with a sparkle in her eyes, “You do look kind of sexy up there on stage behind those drums.”


  “I do?”


  I lean towards her to kiss her. She hovers in front of me for a moment, and her eyes close slightly. Then she takes a step away from me, toward the building.


  “See you later, Dak,” she says, “Thanks for dinner.”


  “Call me if you come to Faireville over the summer, okay?” I say, trying to sound as cool and unaffected as possible.


  “I will,” she says, “if I come back to Faireville.” She disappears inside the building.


  A streetlight buzzes and crackles to life above my head. I stand under its flickering glow for a moment, then turn and begin to walk away. Behind me, there is the sound of a window sliding open. I spin around.


  “Hey, Dak, listen,” Zoe calls down to me through the open second-floor window. “All any of us can do is to follow our hearts. If we do that, I think we’ll eventually end up where we belong.”


  One by one, up and down the sidewalk, other streetlights begin humming with light.


  “Goodnight, Zoe,” I say.


  “Goodnight, Dak.” She recedes into her apartment, leaving the window open.



  I spend the rest of the night wandering the city alone, passing under streetlight after streetlight, trying to imagine how I will navigate myself to the right future from here.


  Wander


  Lyrics — D. Sifter, Music — A. Ganges, T. Low, D. Sifter

  (From the album Socrates Kicks Ass! recorded by The Featherless Bipeds)


  I have this dream of snaking roads


  And freeway metaphors


  Kind of like those TV ads


  For cars I can’t afford



  It draws me out into the dusk


  In search of substitutes


  Into the shadows of opaque towers


  Past fountains of other mens’ youths



  I walk downtown and have myself


  A drink from a frosted glass


  Park myself by a windowsill


  And watch the statues pass



  Listened to a street band play


  You really should come see ’em


  Toss a quarter in their jar


  It’s all I have to give ’em



  Watch the spirits hurling fire


  Hear wind in wires ring


  Taillights streak across the bridge


  Missing everything



  SET TWO


  LOST AND FOUND


  I love this beach. I love the tentative trickling sound of the current against the shore on still nights such as this one, and the way the smoky light of the lighthouse swings overhead like a blade through the haze of humid air. I love the cool feel of the sand as it half-absorbs each footstep I take, and the hollow, gurgling sound of distant boat motors, and the way I can stop in my tracks here and be aware, for what seems like the first time ever, of the sound of my own breathing and the rising rhythm of my heartbeat. I love the crackle of smooth marble-coloured pebbles and the clip-clip-clip-pluck sound of a thrown stone skipping across the water. But none of these loves are the reason I have come to this place.


  I am here because Zoe is here.


  Of course the other guy is here as well. The companion of the moment. The one who would also have her if he could.



  This morning, Zoe left a message for me on my parents’ answering machine. There are only three weeks left of summer, and I’ve hardly heard from her since the term ended at university. My heart thumped wildly as soon as I heard her voice, and it hasn’t stopped yet.


  “Hey, Dak, it’s me,” her voice played back from the tape. “I just wanted to let you know that I’m coming home to Faireville for the weekend. Kind of a spur-of-the-moment thing. I thought you might like to get together for a coffee or something. You won’t have to meet me at the train station — I’m, uh, getting a ride with someone — a friend I met at one of my summer-school courses. I think you’ll really like this person. You two have a lot in common. Anyway, I’ll give you a call when we get into town. ‘Bye!”


  Hmmm. She will be “getting a ride with someone.” “A friend.” “This person.” I am worried.


  My worst fears are confirmed a few hours later, when Zoe calls me from the pay phone and tells me to meet her at the Faireville Times Café in fifteen minutes. I run the whole way there, then stop, catch my breath, and stroll coolly into the musty coffee house.


  She hasn’t arrived yet. I sit down by myself at the booth by the window that Zoe and I always used to share.


  Jo, the perpetual waitress at the Faireville Times, wanders up to the table. Jo was the waitress at the diner back when my parents were dating. In a moment of nostalgia, my dad mentioned that Jo was the best-looking woman in Faireville back then, quickly adding, “next to your mother, of course.”


  “Hi there, Dak,” Jo says. “How ya doing? Heard you had a pretty adventurous first year away at school.”


  “You could say that,” I say. The scar on my abdomen hummed with dull pain, as if it knew that Jo was talking about it.


  “So, where’s your girlfriend?” she asks.


  “Oh. I don’t have a girlfriend at the moment.”


  “What about Zoe Perry? You two are still dating, aren’t you?”


  “Well, not exactly. We’re sort of taking a break, I guess.”


  Jo shakes her head.


  “Too bad. You made a nice looking couple, always laughing and having fun. I loved serving you two.” She straightens. “So, what’ll you have?”


  “Not sure yet,” I say.


  The bells above the entrance jingle. It’s Zoe, and, sure enough, the “person” with her is a guy. Wearing a friggin’ blazer.


  “Oh. I’ll give you a minute, then,” Jo says, and she scurries away behind the counter.


  Zoe runs over and hugs me, then she and the “person” sit down beside each other, across the booth from me. I can’t see because of the table between us, but I’m pretty sure his hand is resting on Zoe’s thigh. The blood throbs in my temples.


  “Dak,” she says, glowing, “I’d like you to meet Jerry. He’s a grad student, and he’s helping to teach one of the summer courses I’m taking.”


  “Hello, Jerry.” I say ‘Jerry’ with the same tone of voice I might use to after stepping barefoot in fresh dog droppings. “Did Zoe mention that she and I used to come here all the time when we were dating?”


  “She may have mentioned it in passing,” he says, peering at me over his artsy-fartsy little glasses. “But that was back in high school, right?”


  “We still go out for brunch every once in a while at university as well,” I say. “Have you heard of Jafo’s?”


  “Ah, yes,” he sniffs, “an undergraduate hang-out, isn’t it?”


  “As well as other members of the Proletariat,” I say.


  “Hey, Dak,” Zoe interjects, too brightly, “did you know that Jerry is a musician, too? He plays the violin.”


  I show some post-secondary maturity and refrain from pointing out that Jerry rhymes with fairy. Zoe turns to The Fairy and says, “Dak plays the drums, Jerry.


  He plays in a rock band. They’re really good.”


  “Ah,” Jerry says. “I’ve mostly played with string quartets. I had my training at the Royal Conservatory of Music. How about you?”


  “Oh, I had my training in my parents’ garage, mostly. Maybe we can go over there later, and you can play your fiddle for us, and we’ll have us a little hoe-down. Hoo-doggy, that’d be a hoot, eh?”


  I think I just saw Zoe grin, only for a second.


  “Well,” Jerry says, playing the easy-going guy, “I don’t play much music any more. Working on my Art History thesis takes up most of my time these days.”


  “Did Zoe mention that she and I used to work together as tour guides at The Faireville Gallery of Reproduction Masterpiece Art?” I ask Jerry.


  “I was aware that Zoe had more than a passing knowledge of visual art, but . . . ”


  “Maybe we could all head over to the gallery for the afternoon,” I interrupt. “Wouldn’t that be fun, Zoe?”


  “Well, actually, Dak . . . ”


  Jerry interrupts Zoe. “Thanks anyway, but with my gallery connections, I can arrange for Zoe to have private viewings of original artistic masterpieces.”


  “Oh, I wasn’t talking about the paintings,” I say, grinning, “I thought Zoe might want to show you the coatroom at the Faireville gallery, relive some old memories.”


  Zoe blushes, and flashes an angry look at me. Oops — shouldn’t have crossed that line, I guess.


  “Well,” Jerry wheezes, “it’s been wonderful meeting you, Dick, but . . . ”


  “That’s Dak,” I say.


  “But we really should get along. Zoe has promised me a tour of her hometown.”


  “Our hometown,” I add.


  “The day is slipping away from us,” he says sharply, “and Zoe claims that the local beach is stunning at sunset.” His voice drops a little, and he looks at Zoe. “And quite romantic.”


  “Oh, it is,” I tell him. “Zoe and I used to go there all the time. When we were dating.”


  “Awfully sad that you aren’t dating anymore,” he says.


  He puts his elbows on the table and folds his fingers together into a tight ball in front of his face, one huge gold ring glinting in the dusty afternoon sun. I noticed that the letters BA are embossed on the ring.


  “Say, Jerry,” I ask, “what do the letters on your ring stand for?”


  “Beta Alpha,” he sighs, “my fraternity.”


  “Ohhhhhhhhhh,” I say, “So you’re a frat boy.”


  He closes his eyes and slowly shakes his head.


  “No, I am a member of a fraternity. A brotherhood. Saying the word ‘frat’ is almost as offensive to one of us as saying the word ‘fuck’.”


  “Oh. Well, frat you, then!” I say. “Ha ha, sorry, just kidding, Jerry. I thought BA maybe stood for something else.”


  “Couldn’t expect you to know any better,” he says, rising from the table and sidling toward the counter. “I’ll go settle our bill, and we can get going, Zoe.”


  “Dak,” Zoe hisses at me from across the table when Jerry finally turns his back, “what do you think you’re doing?”


  “BA stands for Big Asshole,” I whisper back.


  “I like him. He’s introduced me to a lot of interesting people, and he takes me to cool places. And if you really care about me, you won’t ruin this for me. You promised me you would give me some space.”


  I’m not sure what to say to that. Zoe slides from her seat and stands up. Jerry joins her, his manicured fingers gripping at her waist.


  “Well,” he says, tugging Zoe towards the door, “nice making your acquaintance, Dick”


  “It’s Dak, actually.”


  “See you soon, Dak,” Zoe sighs.


  I say to myself: Probably sooner than you think.



  Now it’s a half-hour before sunset, and I’ve begun casually strolling up and down the beach, along the stretch of sand that both Zoe and I know is the best place to watch the sky fade into night.


  “Hey!” I call out to Zoe and The Fairy when they appear from the direction of the parking area, “What a coincidence! I was just out for my nightly walk.”


  “Indeed,” The Fairy sighs.


  “Hi, Dak,” Zoe says. She doesn’t seem surprised to see me.


  “Enjoy your tour of the town?” I ask The Fairy.


  “Very quaint,” he says, rocking back and forth on his heels. I detect from Zoe’s expression that she is disappointed by his lack of enthusiasm for her favourite old places. Alas, The Fairy suddenly realizes this also, and, plays the sensitive guy to the hilt. “But I especially loved the company,” he says.


  “I know what you mean,” I say. I’m not looking at him when I say it.


  “Well, nice seeing you again,” The Fairy says, “but we’ve got a sunset to watch.”


  “Hey, me too!” I cheer, “Why don’t we watch it together?”


  “We were planning on going for a swim afterward,” The Fairy says. “I notice you haven’t got a swimsuit with you.”


  “Just want to watch the sun go down,” I say, “then I’ll leave you two acquaintances alone.”


  “Hey,” Zoe says to the Fairy, “we don’t mind sharing the sky with a friend, do we, Jerry?”


  “No. Of course not.”


  As the three of us walk towards the sunset-watching spot, Zoe tries to make light, breezy conversation with The Fairy, who is now in a distinctly sulky mood. But despite her best efforts, little things remind him that Zoe was once mine, that there are certain things about this place we share. Laughing, we duck the lighthouse beam as if it is a ghostly sabre, like we did when it was just the two of us. Jerry does not join the fun. I mention how the beach stones that clink and clatter beneath our feet would look great in the bottom of a fish tank containing two goldfish named Buster and Charlie — he hates it that I know the names of her fish, without even knowing that it was me who suggested the names. But his jealously is irrelevant. I love our surroundings about a thousand times more because of these small bonds Zoe and I share.


  We sit on the sand, and the sky ignites. I hold my breath, like I do every time.


  “Nothing like the sunset in Faireville,” Zoe says.


  “I’ll take you to Tuscany some time,” the Fairy says. “Now that’s a sunset.”


  Do I hear Zoe sigh?


  “Well,” the Fairy says, standing, stretching, casting off his shirt and kicking away his shoes, “that water certainly looks inviting.”


  Then they are in the lake. Zoe splashes, swims, plays with the Fairy, and I lie wordlessly near her cast-off clothing, feeling a shiver inside my chest when his laughter clashes with hers.


  When Zoe emerges from the water, she is cold. Her glistening copper-coloured skin is specked with goosebumps, and her dark nipples strain against her bikini top. I want nothing more than to hold her, to share my warmth, to absorb the cool wetness from her slender body the way starving lungs absorb cool, clean air. But Jerry is beside her, the one who would casually claim her as his own, so the best I can do is offer her my shirt to dry off with.


  “How was the water?” I ask. “Quaint?”


  She smiles at me in that tight-lipped way of hers, and rubs the wetness from her body in a few long, vertical strokes. I put the shirt back on again, and relish the second-hand contact of water that once clung to her and now clings to me. I hold on to her clothes, help her pull her skirt back over her head and down around her waist, and we walk back to the parking lot just slightly behind the Fairy, who is not impressed. She scampers to catch up with him, but then abruptly stops.


  “Oh, no!” she cries out, “I left my rings and necklace on the beach!”


  Hiding amidst perhaps a billion fragments of stone and bone and earth are those few shiny items she wears on her slender fingers, around her smooth brown wrists, draped around her long slim neck, those few favoured charms that hang against her, which rest against her collarbone, which absorb the rise and fall of her breathing, tokens of family, and friendship, and maybe even love.


  Jerry looks at his watch.


  “We had better find them right away,” he says, “it will be dark soon. And we really should be going.”


  “Don’t worry,” I tell Zoe, “we’ll find them.”


  I will stay here until I have found her things for her. I will stay here and find these objects that have become accustomed to touching her. I will rescue them from becoming one with the stones and sand, and I will reunite them with her neck and wrists and fingers. I will stay here until the sun rises if I have to, because I somehow imagine that not even a necklace can stand to be out of contact with her for very long. He can take her home, but I will give her back what she has lost.


  Jerry wanders along the beach in one direction, and Zoe walks beside me, in the other direction, as I sweep the darkened beach with my eyes. What another might overlook here, I will not. When Zoe is in the picture, my vision becomes sharp, my senses supercharged, drawing in every detail for my memory to hold on to.


  I had been lying on the beach there beside Zoe’s cast-off clothing, and I will recognize the place again, the spot where she stood gently-lit by the diffused moonlight, where I handed her my shirt to dry herself, where I gave her clothing piece-by-piece as she dressed again, where I watched her cover her beautiful brown skin, where my mind took photographs of the delicate material as it clung like a lover’s embrace to her slender form. I will recognize the spot.


  And, yes! As soon as the first photon of light bounces back from a silvery glint in the sand, I know I have found Zoe’s jewelry. The shifty sand has tried to absorb a couple of her rings, but I pluck them from it, and I put them and her necklace in the palm of her hand. When she has put everything back on, I hold out the last bit of metal, the silver ring I bought for her when we were dating each other in high school. Then I remember what she told me, not so long ago: “Don’t read too much into it, okay?”


  I take her hand, and slide the ring onto her little finger.


  As we walk back to the car, Jerry right beside us, Zoe and I exchange quick glances. I wish I could pick her up and swing her around and hear my laughter mingle in the heavy air with hers, relish the contact, breathe in the bittersweet scent of her wet hair.


  But no. The other is watching.


  And I still love the beach, and the sound of the current, and the light of the lighthouse, and the feel of sand under foot; and I still love the sound of distant boats, and hearing heartbeats and breathing as easily as wind; and I still love the pebbles and shells and flat, round skipping stones.


  I would find anything Zoe lost if she needed me to. I would even try to find something she always wanted but never had. And maybe, if it came to it, she would do the same for me. Perhaps in some ways she already has.



  Jerry helps Zoe into the passenger seat of his sports car.


  “I’d offer you a lift,” he says, “but as you can see it’s only a two-seater.”


  Zoe pokes her head out the window. I lean towards her. She kisses my cheek.


  “Thanks for finding my favourite ring,” she says.


  The Fairy plods around to the driver’s side of the car. “Yes, that was a lucky break, wasn’t it, Dick.”


  He slides into the driver’s seat, starts the engine. Zoe waves at me as the two of them drive away.


  “The name’s Dak,” I say to myself.


  When I get home, I try to write a song about Zoe, about what has just happened, but I can’t do it. Even if I knew where to begin, I wouldn’t know how to end it, and the words would never be good enough anyway. Everything about her is so damned elusive.


  I stare at this empty sheet in my notebook for a long, long time. The blank page stays open on my desk even after I’ve fallen asleep in my chair.


  Maybe someday I’ll know what to write.


  WHAT’S INSIDE


  “This is going to kill your mother,” my dad huffs from behind his newspaper when I announce to him that, rather than returning to university in a couple of days like he’s been expecting me to do all summer, I’m planning on taking a year off to play the drums in a rock band.


  “She’ll drop dead when you tell her.”


  “Gimme a break, Dad.”


  “It’s true. You’re her only son, Dak. Your happiness and success have been her first priority since the day you were born.”


  “Playing in the band might bring me happiness, Dad. And who knows? Maybe success, too. Multi-album deals and all that. I could buy Mom a pink Cadillac.”


  “Don’t be a smartass, Dak. Your mother never got to finish university, so she’s living vicariously through you. If you quit now, it’ll finish her.”


  “I’m not quitting school,” I insist, “I’m just taking a year off.”


  “Doesn’t matter. She only got to finish her first year, before . . . well, you just can’t do it. It’ll kill her.”


  “Or will it kill you, Dad? Might not look so good if the son of the Head of the English Department at Faireville District High School quits University to play the drums in a rock ‘n’ roll band, eh? Embarrassing!”


  Dad drops his paper into his lap and glares at me. “Do you know what it did to her when you got yourself stabbed earlier this year?”


  “I didn’t exactly run myself against the blade, Dad. I was trying to help a girl who was in trouble. What has this got to do with me playing in a band, anyway?”


  “You want to play loud, obnoxious jungle music in stinking watering holes for a living? You might as well have stabbed yourself. You’re throwing your life away.”


  “It’s only for a year, Dad,” I repeat. “If it doesn’t go anywhere after that, I’ll go back to university”


  Dad shakes his head slowly back and forth. “You don’t get it, do you? You know what kind of people hang out in those rock and roll bars? Drunks and losers. Scum like that skinhead who stabbed you.”


  “Ordinary people go to bars, too, Dad,” I argue. “Besides, I love playing music. It’s in my blood. And I love writing lyrics. As an English teacher, don’t you think you should be encouraging my writing?”


  “Writing rock and roll lyrics is not writing.”


  “Speaking of writing, Dad, did you ever get back to work on that novel you started?”


  He stares through me for a moment, like his thoughts have dashed out of the room and into the drawer in his desk where his manuscript lies neglected. Then his mind returns and his face flushes red.


  “You know what? Do whatever you want to do, Dak. What could I possibly know about life, right?”


  He snatches another section of the newspaper from the floor beside his chair, and snaps it open in front of his face. It’s the sports section, which he never reads, and it’s upside-down.


  “This is going to kill your mother, though,” he says.


  “We’ll see,” I say, walking past him with a shrug.



  In the kitchen, my Mom is leaning on her elbows on the green Formica countertop, blowing cigarette smoke out through the open window. I thought she had quit smoking when she started having blood pressure problems.


  “Hey Mom,” I say, coughing. “Smoking again, eh?”


  “Oh . . . yeah,” she replies, hurriedly butting it out in the sink.


  “Just something to do, I guess.”


  “Something to do?”


  I hold my breath to keep from coughing again. “Um, Mom, what would you say if I told you that I want to take a year off from school to play in a rock band?”


  “A rock band?” she says, with surprise, but with none of the hostility I heard in my father’s voice.


  “Yeah. A rock band. With some friends from school. We’re pretty good.”


  Her face is blank for a few seconds.


  “Hey,” I kid her, “it’s something to do, right?”


  “Well,” she says, lighting up another cigarette and turning to gaze out the window again, “I want you to do whatever makes you happy, sweetie.”


  “Cool. Thanks, Mom.”


  I walk back out to the living room, where my father is sequestered with the Arts and Entertainment section of the paper (right-side up now).


  “It didn’t kill her, Dad,” I say. “She’s still standing.”


  Since the kitchen is filled with the smoke from Mom’s something-to-do cigarettes, and the rays of anger radiating from my Dad in the living room are even more dangerous to my health, I go downstairs to the basement to grab a beer from the bar fridge and leaf through Dad’s collection of old National Geographics. Maybe if the band hits the big time we can go on a world tour, see Europe, Asia, Australia, Africa, and the 99.9 percent of North America I haven’t seen yet.


  I’m bending over to reach for one of my favourite issues — the 1969 issue on the first NASA moon landing — when out of the corner of my eye, under a pile of dusty camping equipment and other junk, I see something I’ve wondered about since I was a little kid: Mom’s high school hope chest. I forget about reliving Neil Armstrong’s first moonsteps, and take a few small steps of my own toward the big wooden box.


  I move an old canvas tent and some sleeping bags to the top of the deepfreeze, and heave a heavy antique Underwood typewriter onto the floor. A layer of dust dulls the shine of the varnish on the chest, but the intricate carvings of vines and roses are still impressive. A tarnished brass lock is fastened through the latch at the front of the box, and Mom’s maiden name is carved in script over the clasp: Jessica Wilder.


  When I was small, maybe four years old, I asked my mother what this box was for.


  “It’s a hope chest, Honey,” she said, “my Daddy, your Grandpa, made it for me a long time ago, before I was your Mommy. Before I was married to your Father.”


  I asked her if I could see what was inside the box. “Oh, there’s nothing in there that would interest a little boy,” she said. “Besides, I think I lost the key.”


  Then she distracted me with an offer of chocolate chip cookies.


  Now, here I am, sixteen years later, still wondering what is inside this chest. Who was my mom before she was my mom? I hold the lock in the palm of my hand, and with hardly a tug, it slips open in my hand. All these years I thought this box was locked tight, that I would never see inside it.


  I exhale slowly, check over my shoulder, then gently slide the lock from the latch. My heart begins to pound in my throat as I raise the lid. I rock on my heels as I reach for the old knit blanket that covers the chest’s contents.


  “Dak?” my mother’s voice calls out from upstairs. Startled, I lose my balance and fall on my butt.


  “Uh, yeah?”.


  “We’re having fish sticks and french fries for dinner. Would you like broccoli or green beans with that?”


  “Um, either’s fine, Mom” I reply.


  “I’ll make both, then” she says.


  I return to my kneeling position in front of the open chest, my heart throbbing now. Maybe I shouldn’t be doing this. Whatever is in there is none of my business. I suspect that ignorance is bliss when it comes to a parent’s past. I should just stand up, put the stuff back on top of the chest, and walk away, but I reach out and gently pull the blanket off.


  On top is an old Faireville High yearbook. Both Mom and Dad’s photos are in the “Seniors” section. Dad appears in pictures of the Debating Club, The History Club, and the Chess Team, and Mom is in the Drama Club, the Glee Club, the Brass Band (trumpet), and the Visual Arts Club. As different as two people can be, even then. I wonder what made it work for them all those years ago? It seems that some of the other boys at Faireville High were wondering the same thing, judging from the numerous declarations of affection scribbled in the yearbook’s inside covers.


  Tucked inside the back cover of the yearbook is a yellowed certificate, which reads:


  Faireville District High School

  proudly presents this certificate to

  Jessica Wilder

  for

  Highest Class Standing

  in

  Gr. 12 Visual Arts


  I put the certificate back into the yearbook, then peer into the chest again. Beneath a few other yearbooks and trinkets are a bunch of artist’s canvases. I slide one of them out, an impressionist-style landscape painting. Even in the basement’s dull light, it bursts with colour and life. The trees seem to move, and the painting’s sky warms my face with its radiant orange sun. My mother’s signature, J. Wilder, is in the corner of the canvas.


  I pull another painting from the box. It’s a realist portrait of a young man I don’t recognize. Maybe it’s one of Mom’s old high school boyfriends, someone she dated before she met Dad. It’s painted with the precision of a Renaissance artist, with those liquid eyes that seem to gaze right at you from no matter what angle you approach the piece.


  One by one, I look at the paintings, which vary in style, theme, and mood, but invariably shine with talent. The paintings of Jessica Wilder, before she was Mrs. Arthur Sifter, before she was Mom. Why aren’t these framed and hanging upstairs where everyone can see them? Why isn’t she still painting? Why are these works all hidden away in a locked box in the basement?


  “Dak,” Mom’s voice calls from upstairs. “Dinner’s almost ready. Come wash up.”


  I place the paintings and other things back into the hope chest, close the lid, position the old Underwood typewriter over its footprint in the dust, stack the camping gear back on top, and snap the lock closed.


  At the dinner table, Dad glares at me, but says nothing. Mom rearranges things on the table as we eat, avoiding eye contact with my father and me. My sister is working this evening at a local doughnut shop, and for a change I miss our pointless squabbling. Anything would be better than this silence, so complete that my chewing rumbles like an avalanche in my eardrums.


  “So, Mom,” I finally manage, “Dad was telling me that you went to University for a year. What did you take?”


  “Art,” Mom blurts out, caught by surprise. “Visual Art. Painting, mostly.”


  “How come you quit?”


  Mom looks shaken. Maybe I shouldn’t have brought this up.


  “Oh, painting isn’t all that useful in the real world, I suppose,” she says. “Besides, I wasn’t very good at it.”


  I want to tell her just how good she really was, but I don’t want to let on that I’ve been snooping around in her hope chest downstairs.


  Dad places his fork and knife in their proper positions on either side of his plate. His chair creaks as he turns to face me. “Dak,” he says crisply, “your mother has sacrificed everything for you.”


  “Oh, Arthur,” Mom says, “let’s not overstate things.”


  Strangely, Dad doesn’t look at Mom but continues glaring at me. “All of her hopes are in you. When you were a baby, she even wanted to name you after the artists she admired.”


  “There’s an artist named ‘Dak’?” I wonder.


  “I wanted to name you ‘Albert’,” Mom says in a misty way, “the English form of the name ‘Albrecht’, after Albrecht Durer, one of the most versatile of the seventeenth century masters. Your father, though, thought you should be called Dick, after Charles Dickens . . . .”


  “You wanted to call me Dick?” I say to Dad.


  “ . . . Or David,” Mom continues, “after Robertson Davies. Those were two of your father’s literary heroes. So, we compromised. ‘D’ for Dickens and Davies, ‘A’ for Albrecht Durer, and ‘K’ for Kahlo. Frieda Kahlo, the great Mexican painter.”


  “‘K’ for Kafka,” Dad rumbles, rolling his eyes. “Franz Kafka, the great Czech novelist.”


  “So, my name isn’t even a name? It’s an acronym?”


  “The point is this, Dak,” my father says, “your mother, and myself also, I suppose, have put a lot of hope and faith in you, and you can’t just selfishly throw it away by chasing after some immature fantasy to be a rock star.”


  He says ‘rock star’ the way another parent might say ‘drug dealer’ or ‘male prostitute’.


  “I don’t care about being a rock star!” I protest. “I just want to be a musician. Why did you buy me a set of drums when I was a kid if you didn’t want me to play them?”


  “That was your mother’s idea, not mine.”


  Mom says nothing. Perhaps there had been a fight over those drums that I hadn’t been aware of.


  Dad picks up his fork, skewers a chunk of fish stick, and jams it into his mouth. He glares past my mother at the gleaming white face of the refrigerator door. His jaw muscles bulge rhythmically as he grinds up his food. Mom’s knife and fork clink quietly against her plate as she cuts everything on it into bite-size pieces, but she does not actually eat much of anything.


  I can’t take this. I can’t take being the sum of all of my parents’ hopes, dreams, and regrets. Charles Dickens. Robertson Davies. Albrecht Durer. Frieda Kahlo. Franz Kafka. Why couldn’t they have just named me ‘Bob’?


  “May I be excused?” I ask. “I’m full.”


  Simultaneously, Mom says, “Yes, Honey”, and Dad says, “Absolutely not”.


  I get up from the table and walk outside.



  My feet carry me up Faireville’s main street, and down a random side street towards the waterfront. I’m not paying much attention to where I’m going. I am thinking about those kitchen table revelations.


  During my childhood and early teens, Dad had been desperate to make a man of me. He bought me a baseball bat and a basketball, boxing gloves, barbells, fishing tackle, a pellet gun, and finally, a pint-sized dirtbike, all in the hope of interesting me in what he considered to be ‘manly’ pursuits. I had always thought he bought me the drums because he considered rock ‘n’ roll manly, and also because, unlike all those other things, playing the drums was something I wanted to do. While the other stuff collected dust in the garage, I rattled the floorboards daily, working up a sweat and eventually even building a few muscles. I was sure it made Dad happy that he’d brought those drums home for me.


  But it wasn’t Dad at all. It was Mom.


  I look up from the sidewalk and realize I’ve taken a wrong turn. Nineteen years living in Faireville, and I’ve happened on to the one side street I haven’t patrolled a hundred times before. It’s more of an alley than a street — a narrow, broken strip of pavement, lined by the back doors and dumpsters behind the stores and restaurants on Main Street. This is a place I avoided in high school, where the Bad Boys used to hang out to smoke, drink, and sell drugs in the shadows behind Faireville’s pleasant Victorian façade.


  A narrow storefront is wedged in at the end of the alley, between the backs of the bowling alley and the hardware store. The cement block exterior is splattered randomly with faded, cracking blobs of dried primary-coloured paint. In the single bay window beside the crooked wooden entrance door hangs a bright yellow sign that reads, in crazy hand-lettered purple paint:


  JACK-O’S

  ONE-WORLD, NEW-AGE

  CREATIVE SUPPLY SHOP

  OPEN MOST EVENINGS

  (PEACE, BROTHERS AND SISTERS!)


  I wonder if they have paintbrushes and paints? Bamboo chimes clunk and clank as I push the door open. The floorboards, which are splattered with a rainbow’s assortment of dried paint flecks, creak and groan as I make my way through the maze of half-assembled display cases, stacks of new canvases, opened shipping crates half-filled with tubes of oil paint of different colours, paint cans streaked with dried drippings, cylinders full of paint brushes, and a bookcase full of roach clips, bongs, and other drug paraphernalia. A small, hand-lettered sign above this particular display reads:


  FOR DECORATIONAL USE ONLY

  (OF COURSE!)


  There are enormous abstract paintings hanging on all the walls: one resembles an enlargement of a blood-filled mosquito after hitting a car windshield, another appears like an extreme close-up of the guts of a green tobacco bug that’s been stomped by a hostile workboot, and a third looks like the remains of a watermelon dropped onto a sidewalk from a twentieth-floor balcony. The three paintings are respectively entitled Birthglory, Treedom, and Earthgasm, and the price tag affixed to each is One Hundred Thousand Dollars. Judging from the dilapidated state of the store, I assume that not many of this particular artist’s works have sold for anywhere near that price.


  “Hello?” I call out. No answer. I walk behind the dust-covered cash register desk to a door with a sign that reads “STAFF ONLY”, and I knock. “Hello?” I call again. I can hear what sounds like Indian sitar music, accompanied by high-pitched chanting. I push the door open.


  The sitar music is blaring from a small stereo parked in the corner of the large cinder-block room. The strange vocalizing is coming from a man in paint-splattered overalls, who is suspended six feet off the floor from a bungee cord attached to a hook in the ceiling and looped through a rope around his waist. His eyes are closed tightly. He bounces slowly up and down on the stretchy cord, and as he levitates his voice rises to a shrill pitch, and drops to a gurgling sound like a drunk with the dry heaves. He sinks toward the floor again. His wild beard and mass of hair flies around as if alive. In one hand he holds the handle of a huge pail of blue paint, in the other an oversized paintbrush that he dunks into the bucket, then uses to fling paint randomly at a gigantic canvas spread out on the concrete floor.


  I clear my throat. He abruptly stops hurling paint, and his eyes snap open.


  “Ohhhhhhh, yessssssss,” he says as he looks down at his handiwork, “Oh yes oh yes oh yes! Whalepassion! Whalepassion!”


  He plunks the paintbrush into the bucket, then reaches around with his free hand to release himself from the bungee cord. He lands on his feet just to one side of the huge canvas, but loses his balance, stumbles, and lands face down with a splat on one corner of the still glistening work.


  He lies motionless long enough to make me wonder if he has knocked himself out; then he peels his face away from the canvas, looks at the imprint in the thick paint, and rolls onto his back with his face cupped in his hands, crying, “Noooooo! No no no no no no no!”


  “Um, hello?” I say.


  He removes his hands from his face — one side of which is plastered with blue paint, while the other side wears a fresh blue handprint. He looks up at me and shakes his head in sadness.


  “It’s ruined, you know,” he says.


  “Maybe you can just use your faceprint instead of a signature,” I say.


  He sits there on the floor for a moment, wearing an expression as if he is fathoming Einstein’s Theory of Relativity for the first time, then scrambles to his feet and rushes toward me, limbs flailing, bloodshot eyes bulging and wild.


  “That’s it! That’s it! Whale-MAN-passion! Whalemanpassion! That’s what it was meant to be! Of course you see it! You see it!”


  “Sure, I see it,” I say, stepping back to avoid having a blue paint impression of this crazy man pressed onto me.


  “Follow me, my comrade!” he cheers, and I follow him back into the store. “I can sense your higher creativity! I channel the grand passions of the universe, you see. Whalepassion! Birthglory! Bioangst! Stellarpride! I channel it all.”


  “Right,” I say, “of course you do.”


  “As a channeler of such things,” my paint-covered companion continues, wriggling his fingers in the air, “I can tell that you are full of creee-aaay-ti-vi-teeeeeee. Am I right? You are destined for stellar-scale bigness in the creative realm.”


  “Hey, if you say so.”


  He slips out of his crazy channeler-artist persona for a moment. “It’s already inside you, man,” he says clearly, without affectation. “It’s already inside us all. The hard part is letting it out.”


  Now safely separated from him by the cash register desk, I ask him if he will please sell me some art supplies.


  He leans across the desk and whispers, “Do you mean art supplies, or do you mean art supplies?”


  “What?”


  “Are you looking to more fully access the left side of your brain, my man?”


  “Well . . . ”


  He rolls his eyes emphatically, looking much more businesslike than before.


  “Look kid, do you wanna buy some hash or pot? Or are you after something a little wilder?”


  “Some oil paints, actually. A couple of canvases? Some brushes?”


  “Oh, right,” he says. “I was only kidding about that other stuff.”


  He gathers up an assortment of art supplies, and I pay him. He bundles everything into a large straw bag.


  “The bag is reusable, and it’s free of charge,” he says. “It’s made from hemp.”


  He extends a paint-splattered hand. “The name’s Sebastian. No last name, just Sebastian. Come back when you’re famous and you want to buy some art.”


  “Okay, Sebastian,” I say, and I shake his hand. What the hell, the paint will wash off.

  



  Two days have passed, and now I’m standing with my parents on the platform of the Faireville train station. I’m going back to the city, but not to university this time. I am going to be playing the drums in a rock band.


  Mom hugs me, and whispers, “Thanks for the paints and canvases and everything, sweetie.” She has already started working on a painting, an impressionist-style picture of the view through the kitchen window. It’s as good a place to start as any.


  Dad shrugs and says, “Well, Dak, I think you’re making a big mistake, but I hope it works out for you.” That’s about the best I’m going to get from him under the circumstances.


  I climb onto the train with my backpack, and I watch them walking back to their car together as the station shrinks into the distance.


  When Mom gets home, I hope she paints some more. When Dad sits down at his desk, he will find that somebody has pulled his yellowing novel manuscript from its hiding place and placed it there in front of his creaky old office chair. And hopefully, while Mom is dabbing paint on a canvas, and I’m hours away banging out a rhythm on my drums, Dad will start writing again.


  It’s already inside us. The hard part is letting it out.


  Smog and Wire


  Lyrics — D. Sifter, Music — A. Ganges, T. Low, D. Sifter

  From the album Socrates Kicks Ass! recorded by The Featherless Bipeds


  I’m half future, I’m half past


  I’m as flexible as fibreglass


  That’s me


  My Dad was Thought and Mom was Love


  So how did I get to be so messed up


  Tell me


  You’re never too up, never too down


  You’re halfway between a smile and a frown


  That’s you


  You rise up like evaporation


  But you come down again like precipitation


  That’s you


  We walk along staring at the hydro wires


  With the smog in the sky choking out our desires


  That’s you and me


  I’m a little bit soft, a little bit tough,


  But I never seem to be either one enough


  That’s me


  I’m on the outside looking in


  It’s me who loses when the other guy wins


  That’s me


  You’re numb to the truth, heard too many lies


  Can you feel me, are you desensitized?


  That’s you


  Every moment of the day I think about you


  But I can never find a way to get through


  What do I do?


  But above that smog is a blue blue sky


  d there’s energy inside those wires


  That’s you and me


  ANYONE CAN WRITE A ROCK SONG


  It’s already two months into my year-long commitment to the Featherless Bipeds, and overall it’s been going fairly well. My father has left a couple of messages on my answering machine to ask if I’ve been killed by a drunk in a bar yet. Thankfully, the answer is no.


  I’ve only had one scrape with violence so far, when an intoxicated middle-aged woman offered to “show me a good time” at her place after our final set was finished. When I declined, she attempted to throw what was left of her drink in my face, but slammed me in the forehead with her glass instead, nearly knocking me out.


  Since this gig was on one of the nights when Lola had other commitments, Tristan, Akim and I all suspect that Jimmy T may have accepted the offer that I declined. None of us has mentioned this episode to Lola. We figure she’ll catch Jimmy T in the act eventually, and then she’ll have to decide whether she prefers honesty and fidelity in a man, or money, a Mercedes and a James Bond apartment downtown.


  Jimmy T, for his part, continues to be nearly useless as a guitar player, but as a booking agent he’s been doing well. He land us regular gigs, and we get paid enough to survive, so Tristan, Akim and I have been able to spend the daylight hours writing a lot of new songs, rather than working day jobs at the local McDonald’s like some other bar musicians we’ve run across. A few of the bars where we’ve played have even booked us to come back in a couple of months. Usually these have been the gigs where Lola has been on stage as the lead vocalist. The rebooking rate for the shows where Jimmy T, Tristan and I share the spotlight has been significantly lower.


  Once again, Lola isn’t able to make it to tonight’s gig because of a Women’s Issues Commission event, but that’s okay, because Tristan, Akim and I have written a bunch of new songs over the past month or so, and we’re using this show as a chance to test them out live before we get Lola to learn the vocal parts. After the gig, we’ll watch Tristan’s videotape of the show, and we’ll adjust the songs if they don’t play back well.


  We’re playing at a place called V.O.S., a trendy, converted back-road barn filled with a typical crowd of loud underaged drinkers, and a bunch of middle-aged guys with leather jackets, thinning hair and jeans pulled up to their navels, who are trying to pick up girls who are probably the same age as their estranged daughters. Playing unfamiliar songs is not as risky here at V.O.S. as it can be at other places, since the drunken teenaged crowd would probably dance along to somebody slapping the side of a plastic trash can with a two-by-four. Nobody knows what V.O.S. is supposed to stand for, but they’re sure it must be something deep.


  It’s half-past midnight, time for our third and final set of the evening. Akim and Tristan are already onstage, tuning their guitars and tweaking the controls on their amps. As I climb behind my drums, my stomach gurgles painfully from the ultra-spicy “meat ‘n’ bean” burritos I ordered from the bar during our first intermission. Jimmy T waves to a couple of girls seated at the edge of the dance floor nearest to the band. The high school girls smile, giggle, and wave back to him.


  “When are you going to play one of your songs for us, Jimmy T?” the girls coo from the sidelines, their cartoon-like voices barely audible over the rumble of slurred barroom conversations and pool-table fist-fight preludes.


  “Right away, babes,” says Jimmy T.


  I hope, for Jimmy’s sake, that when those girls said “your songs”, they meant the band’s songs, and not Jimmy’s own material. Jimmy has taken to describing himself as the band’s “agent, front man, and leader,” so it will really bug me if he is passing my lyrics off as his own.


  From his position front and centre on the stage, Jimmy T nods to the guy behind the soundboard, and the stage lights go up. In his rush to impress the babes in front of him, he has forgotten to tune his guitar — not that it makes much difference to the sound of his feeble rhythm playing. Jimmy’s upgraded his gear to include a six thousand dollar Signature custom and a Marshall stack for amplification, which just means that we all have to play extra loud to drown him out.


  For our last set of the night, we follow our standard routine of playing a half-dozen cover tunes before sneaking in one of our originals. I am about to introduce the song, but Jimmy cuts in with, “Thank you! Now here’s a Featherless Bipeds original, that we call ‘I Want Your Embrace’, and it’s about men and women gettin’ together!”


  The young girls at the front table cheer. Obviously, Jimmy wants to get together with them if he can get away with it. And the song is actually just called “Your Embrace.” Whatever. I just shrug and count us in. I am about to start singing when, half a beat early, Jimmy T starts crooning instead. The girls scream. Naturally, I like to sing the lyrics I write, but the bad burrito pains in my stomach are making it difficult to care much. Maybe Jimmy is doing me a favour. At least he’s getting the lyrics right:


  If I said to you I’m running low on crazy dreams


  Would you kindly turn away


  And return with your arms full


  Of something that inspires

  



  I sing the harmony line that Jimmy T is normally supposed to:

  



  This is your embrace


  This time, this place


  Your Embrace


  Your smile, your face


  Your embrace

  



  As he sings the next line, Jimmy T’s face contorts like he’s having an abdominal cramp. He’s really pouring on the cheese for his teenaged fan club:


  And if I begged for one last breath


  Would you part with one of yours


  Would you put your lips to mine


  And bring me back again

  



  As I join in on the next chorus, my own face contorts because I actually am having an abdominal cramp, thanks to those burritos.


  This is your embrace


  This time, this place


  Your Embrace


  Your smile, your face


  Your embrace


  If some tragic current


  Pulled me deep beneath the surface


  Would you pull me up


  Would you give me something I could cling to

  



  Up to this point, it’s an easygoing, mid-tempo song, but then, right here, right now, we double the tempo, and Akim wails out on guitar, and Tristan produces some astonishing bass runs, and I polish the whole thing off with some thundering drumming. It’s the optimistic ending that musically drives home the point that the lyrics make — this part was Tristan’s idea.


  And if a frantic wind


  Pulled me up into it’s fury


  Would you bring me down to earth


  Would you give me life again


  This is your embrace


  This time, this place


  Your Embrace


  Your smile, your face


  Your embrace

  



  Tristan and I join in on the vocal harmonies, repeating the words “Your Embrace” over and over and over again to the song’s Beatlesque conclusion. Akim, without his usual sarcasm, has dubbed Your Embrace “our first top ten radio hit”.


  The young girls scream so hard I’m afraid they might wet themselves, but their cheering has the effect of getting some of the other patrons going as well. The applause builds to an almost flattering level.


  “Glad you liked that!” Jimmy T shouts, “Here’s another one of our original tunes, called . . . ”


  “Great Unanswered Questions of History,” I interrupt, just to annoy him. And, sure enough, the moment I kick into the propulsive beat of the song, which is one of our funkiest, the two young girls are flailing away in front of Jimmy. By the time I’m into the first verse, nearly all the other girls in the joint have joined them.


  I wonder if Shakespeare was ever eighteen


  Did he work at a gas bar, tell stories for free?


  Did he hike to the East side to the beatnik cafe?


  To hide in the shadows and drink underage?

  



  The girls scream like sirens when Tristan and Jimmy join in on the three-part harmony on the chorus.


  These are the great unanswered questions of history


  The great unanswered questions of history


  I wonder when Plato got his first kiss


  When she offered her lips, did he pucker and miss?


  Did he make up tall tales to tell loafers at school?


  Did he put on black leather, pretend to be cool?


  Then something amazing happens. Akim, who never sings a note, steps up to his usually redundant mike, and, adds a deep, resonant fourth harmony line on the chorus. Cool! I am playing in a band that can sing four-part harmonies! When the girls scream this time around, I feel like joining them! I dig into my drums, and really give it on the vocals this time.


  These are the great unanswered questions of history


  The great unanswered questions of history


  I wonder if Einstein ever worried about


  The zits on his face, while he made out


  Had the cops in the campground heard the noise in the tent?


  Had he saved enough money for his college rent?


  These are the great unanswered questions of history


  The great unanswered questions of history


  I wonder if Freud got weak in the knees


  When a girl like you began to tease


  Would you be there beside him when he woke up?


  Would you head for the sunset with him in his pickup truck?


  Here tomorrow, gone today


  History seems to work that way


  Here today, just you and me


  As for History, we’ll just wait and see

  



  “Whoa!” cheers Tristan, “That was great!”


  Jimmy nods, “Not bad, but . . . ”


  “Not bad?” I yelp, “That was amazing! Who knew that we had four singers in the band?”


  “Five, including Lola,” Jimmy T is quick to add. Usually he only sucks up to her when she’s around to hear him; maybe he’s feeling a subconscious twinge of guilt for flirting with the chickadees.


  Now my stomach is telling me that I may have played too hard on that last song. I am sweating profusely, and my digestive system sends a few pre-emptive discharges of bile up my throat, which taste like those super-spicy ‘meat ‘n’ bean ‘ burritos. In the days before refrigeration, people used to use spices to cover up the taste of rotten meat. Uuurp . . .


  The small crowd remains on the dance floor, and, since the original songs seem to be working well with them, I start us into another, called Yearbook, by singing a cappella:


  I’m looking at the inside cover of my grade twelve yearbook


  I’m reading the inscriptions from the girls I thought I loved


  I whack my snare drum, and we kick into the song in earnest.


  Here’s one from Margaret — We’d already broken up


  I thought we had a good thing, but I somehow screwed it up


  “Hey” she wrote on the page, “One day I’m gonna blow right past you”


  Then she scribbled out the word “blow” — she didn’t wanna leave any innuendo


  Akim tosses in another bassy harmony line on the chorus, and it sounds great. He sounds like a leaner, meaner version of Barry White.


  Here’s to you Margaret — When I say this I really mean it


  Any girl that woulda had me then,


  I wouldn’t wanna know right now, anyhow


  Here’s another one from Cindy — a handwritten confessional


  She talked a lot about God, but used her hands like a professional


  She wrote “We had a lot of fun,


  Together we attained a lot of knowledge”


  I took her to the prom — she dumped me for a guy at Bible College


  Here’s to you, Cindy — When I say this I really mean it


  Any girl that woulda had me then,


  I wouldn’t wanna know right now,anyhow

  



  Oh no . . . when I sang that last “anyhow”, I nearly spewed on the mike. I am sweating buckets now, and it’s all I can do to keep the Mount Vesuvius in my gut from erupting full force. I’ll never order a burrito in a bar again for as long as I live! I sing on, gulping down the pre-eruption bile, begging my stomach to be still.


  Today I bumped into a girl named Angela


  We split a beer and talked about the future (uurp . . . )


  The only thing she wrote in my yearbook


  Was “Good Luck” (ulp . . . )


  We’ve still got a lot of things to talk about


  Here’s to us, Angela


  You thought I was a clown (glurp . . . )


  So you didn’t like me then —


  here’s to now



  The band flies into a great instrumental bit, and I realize there is no longer any way to stop the vomit comet from bursting through. Not wanting to puke all over my entire drum set, I grab frantically with one hand at my open-bottomed floor tom, and flip it upside down on the stage beside me. I stop drumming for a few beats as I hurl liquid fire into my drum-turned-bucket. I manage to kick my bass drum to the beat as the second volley hits the drum skin. I wipe my mouth, grab a fresh pair of sticks, and manage to finish the song the way it’s supposed to end.


  Jimmy flashes an annoyed look in my direction, then he turns to his mike and says, “Well, folks, our drummer really screwed up on that one! Hey, I’ve got a joke for ya . . . what do you call someone who hangs out with musicians? — A drummer!”


  A few people in the crowd laugh.


  “Why are the band’s breaks limited to thirty minutes?” Jimmy continues. “So you don’t have to retrain the drummer!”


  So he’s a stand-up comedian, is he? Well, now that I’ve unloaded the poison that was once in my stomach, my strength is returning. I start kicking a rhythm on my bass drum . . .


  Boom, Boom, B-Boom-Boom-Boom


  I begin chanting into my microphone, along with the rhythm I’m creating with my right foot:


  “You know how to make a drummer’s girlfriend drive really fast? — Put his drums in the middle of the road!”


  More people in the crowd laugh, a few more gather on the dance floor to listen — they think this is part of the show. Jimmy T does not look impressed that I am stealing his thunder, which is incentive enough for me to continue. I speed up the rhythm a little.


  Boom, Boom, B-Boom-Boom-Boom


  “What did the drummer get on his IQ test? — Drool! How can you tell when the drum riser is level? — Drool comes out of both sides of the drummer’s mouth!”


  With that, I toss in a wild Buddy Rich snare fill. People hoot and cheer. Many of them have begun to clap along to the bass beat, and newcomers are heading straight to the dance floor to watch and listen. Tristan and Akim nod along, grinning, clapping to the beat. Jimmy T stands off to one side of the stage, feigning boredom. His girlfriends are clapping along, too.


  Boom, Boom, B-Boom-Boom-Boom


  “You know how to stop a drummer from playing? — Put some sheet music in front of him! What’s the difference between a trampoline and a drummer? — You take your shoes off to jump on the trampoline!”


  I throw in a monstrous fill here, hitting toms, cowbells, cymbals, and rims . . . a tricky bit I learned by listening to Neil Peart drum solos over and over and over again as a teenager. The crowd is becoming frenzied . . . I love it! Akim has put his guitar down now, and is standing on the right-hand side of my drum set, clanging out a simple beat on the ride cymbal with a stick he’s grabbed from inside my gig bag. To my left, Tristan is clapping his hands over his head along with my drumming, leading the audience along. Jimmy T removes his guitar and leaves the stage.


  Boom, Boom, B-Boom-Boom-Boom,


  “What’s the difference between a drummer and a vacuum cleaner? — You have to plug one of them in before it sucks! Aaaaaaaaand. . . . ”


  (I throw in a HUGE drumroll here . . . )


  “Last but not least . . . How is a drum solo like a sneeze? — You can tell it’s coming, but you can’t do anything about it!”


  And with that, I cut into the biggest, fattest, loudest drum solo I’ve ever played; there’s some Neil Peart, there’s some Ginger Baker, there’s some Buddy Rich and Gene Krupa, there’s a little bit of every drummer I’ve ever studied.


  As I bring the solo to a climax, Jimmy T climbs back onto the stage in front of my drums, if only to absorb a bit of the applause for himself.


  “And here’s one for the road, before we leave you for the night,” I add, feeling that my vengeance is not totally complete, “How is a drummer like a stagecoach driver? Both sit behind a horses’ ass!”


  Jimmy T scowls. There is applause and laughter as we step down from the stage. The place is loud with hooting, clapping, beer bottles clinking on the bar tables. We’ll get an encore call for sure.


  “We’ll be right back in a few minutes, folks!” Tristan shouts into his mike.


  Jimmy storms from the stage, does his best Hyde-to-Jeckyl transformation, then joins the two girls at their table, grinning suavely. As I walk past them with my floor tom full of vomit, one of the girls shouts out, “Hey drummer! That was awesome!”


  “Thanks!” I say, giving her a Jimmyesque wink, which I know will bug him.


  I am almost to the stage door, when I hear the other girl say, “Jeeze, Jimmy, you’re a great songwriter, and it sure was nice of you to let the drummer sing a couple of your songs!”


  “Well,” mutters Jimmy, quietly enough to sound modest (and also to avoid being overheard by me), “it’s his birthday.”


  I set the floor tom down by the door and stomp back over to where Jimmy and the girls sit.


  “My birthday is in December, you idiot!” I bark, then, to the girls I say, “Sorry to disappoint you, ladies, but I write the lyrics, and Akim and Tristan over there write the music. Jimmy can’t write a friggin’ set list. ”


  Illusions are shattered. The two girls wanted so badly to believe that the good-looking guy with the nice clothes wrote all the songs. They look like they might cry. Jimmy, on the other hand, looks really pissed off, because his chances of fondling their young breasts have just decreased significantly.


  “Anyone can write a rock song!” he rages, “Anyone! You think you’re such hot shit! You’re just a drummer. A damn metronome! I could write a better song than you in five minutes if I felt like it.”


  I reach into the back pocket of my jeans, and toss a stub of pencil onto the napkin in front of him.


  “Okay,” I say, “you’ve got five minutes.”


  The two girls look hopeful. They believe that their handsome hero can do it. I walk outside to empty the barf out of my floor tom.


  Jimmy does, in fact, have something written on the napkin when I return. He waves it at me as I approach.


  “See, I told you anyone could write a song in five minutes. And what’s more, we’re gonna play it tonight.”


  “Oh, come off it, Jimmy,” I say. “We can’t write music that fast.”


  “Oh yeah?” He hollers out to Tristan, who is cleaning his guitar on-stage. “Tristan! Come here!”


  Tristan must be finished tuning his bass, because he walks over immediately, which reinforces the Leader-of-the-Band image Jimmy is trying to cultivate with his two young groupies.


  “For our encore, wanna play the blues with some lyrics I wrote?”


  “Well, I guess,” says Tristan hesitantly, “but let’s see the lyrics, first.”


  “Let me read ’em to you,” Jimmy says. He clears his throat and recites:


  Girls are hot


  like ’em a lot


  I like ’em a lot


  yeah, girls are hot


  I like ’em in skirts


  I like ’em in jeans


  I like ’em on their backs


  or down on their knees


  I like girls


  when they moan


  I like girls


  on the phone



  “Wait! Wait!” Jimmy T hollers, scribbling out the last line on the napkin, “I’ve got something even better! Listen to this!’


  He continues:


  I like girls


  when they moan


  I’m a dog


  and they gimme a bone!



  He crosses his arms and waits for the chorus of admiration.


  “What the hell was that?” laughs Akim, who has wandered over to the table, “Horton Gets Horny, by Dr. Seuss?”


  “Well, Jimmy,” says Tristan, in an attempt at diplomacy, “I’m not sure it fits our musical style. Maybe you can sell those lyrics to Aerosmith or something.”


  “C’mon, Tristan!” Jimmy says, “It’s the blues! We can do the blues!”


  I decide to put an end to the horror. The crowd is chanting for an encore, and I suppose Jimmy has suffered enough for his sins. All he wants is to impress the girls, so I’ll let him have his wish.


  “Hey, listen, Jimmy, for our encore I think you should do most of the singing . . . my throat is pretty scorched from puking onstage, you know.”


  “Oh. Okay. I can do that. Hear that, girls . . . I’ll be singing lead for the rest of the night.” Then he looks back at me. “You puked onstage? When?”


  GLASS HALF EMPTY


  After three weeks away on a road trip through Northern Ontario, playing at taverns in crossroad towns none of us have ever heard of before, we’re almost home. One last stop just outside the city, and we can finally sleep in our own beds again. We’re playing a bar just off a Highway 401 exit ramp, a big, cinder block building in the middle of a warehouse district. It’s called Rockin’ Rob’s Roadhouse, but the suburbanites who frequent the place call it the “Triple R”.


  Mid-term exams at the university are over now, so Zoe, Veronica, and Sung Li are venturing out tonight to listen to the band, and to celebrate their continuing academic survival. Akim has been missing Sung Li, Tristan has been missing Veronica, and of course I’ve been missing Zoe, even if I’m not yet entitled to the physical benefits that Tristan and Akim will receive from their impending reunions. Tristan is so excited to see Veronica he’s forgotten to set up his video camera to record the show.


  We’ve positioned our equipment across the bar’s ample stage, and we’re about to do a sound check. Akim, Tristan and I are onstage, plugged in, cranked up and ready to go, but Lola and Jimmy T are still cavorting behind the black curtain between the stage and the ten-by-ten foot space that passes for the band’s dressing room.


  “Come on, you two!” Akim shouts. “Get your hands out of each other’s pants and get out here!”


  They tiptoe through the curtain. Lola’s face is flushed. Jimmy T turns away for a moment and zips his fly, pretending to be discreet about it, but of course wanting us all to know that he’s just scored again. They assume their positions in front of their microphones, but they are still unable to keep their hands off each other.


  “Oh, come on,” moans Akim, from the other side of the stage, “can’t we even do a sound check without you two getting it on?”


  “You’re just all worked up ’cause you haven’t had any for a couple of weeks,” Jimmy T grunts. “You’ll get some soon enough.”


  “Such a classy guy,” Akim says.


  “Let’s play the new song I wrote,” I suggest.


  “Oh, the one about Zoe?” Jimmy T mocks. “Looks like Dak is trying for a conjugal visit as well, eh? Good luck, bro.”


  “Just play the damn song, Jimmy,” Akim says.


  “Hey, it’s not my fault he’s chasing after a chick who doesn’t want him,” he says.


  “Shut up and play!” Tristan says. I guess the road trip is finally getting to him, too.


  The song starts with just Akim and Jimmy playing a funky little reggae bit (Akim nearly gave himself a migraine trying to teach Jimmy T how to play the simple, muted rhythm chords). Then I come in with a syncopated beat on the high-hats, and Tristan follows with a twisty, slithering bassline. Lola harmonizes perfectly with me as we sing:


  Even the waitress in the restaurant


  where we used to go


  Even the waitress in the restaurant


  she wants to know


  “Where’s your girlfriend? What a couple!


  I love serving you!”


  Everybody knew we had it


  except for you


  I can live through this


  But I can’t smile or sing or dance



  On the word “dance,” I rip into my drums full force. Akim kicks the switch and sends his amp buzzing into overdrive, and Tristan begins plucking little bursts of thunder from his bass strings. Jimmy, as usual, forgets to switch his overdrive on, but luckily the rest of us pretty much drown out the feeble, squeaky chords bleating from his amp.


  Now I’m howling (and, on a good night with a good crowd, people would be jumping to their feet to dance along with the pounding rhythm):


  I would love to see you open up to me


  But I will not pry


  And I could use a little release


  But I cannot cry


  And I love the way that you erode me


  Every time you sigh


  And I would love to move you


  But I will not push


  And I would love to tell you everything


  But I’m muffled by this hush


  And I’d like to take your burdens on me


  And laugh as I get crushed



  Jimmy adds a third vocal harmony to Lola’s on the chorus, and it sounds so good that I almost forgive him for his lame guitar sound:


  And I can live through this


  But I can’t smile or sing or dance


  A short, sweet solo from Akim, then:


  The answers to your questions came to me


  as if from above


  And I could feel you from across a table


  such metaphoric love


  And our words all worked together


  Like lines in a movie script


  But you’ve torn the sails, and the rats have bailed


  And I’m sinking with the ship


  Tristan, Jimmy T, Lola and I are all singing in harmony now:


  I can live through this


  But I can’t smile or sing or dance



  A big wail-a-thon, with Akim wrenching beautiful soaring notes from his Strat, Tristan thumping up and down and all around on the bass, and even Jimmy, who has finally remembered to kick his distortion channel on, laying down some chunky rhythm guitar, only to have to switch it off again for the softer ending: the return to the simple reggae beat of the introduction:


  Even the waitress in the restaurant


  where we used to go


  Even the waitress in the restaurant


  she wants to know . . .



  “Damn that song kicks ass!” Jimmy T cheers. “We need to keep ol’ Dak here lonely and horny so he can keep writing good shit like that!”


  Tristan calls out to the waitress behind the bar at the other end of the long room.


  “Everything sound okay back there?”


  The waitress flashes us a thumbs-up.


  “Great!” Jimmy T says, setting his guitar down. “Sound check’s over. I’m getting a beer!”


  Akim and Tristan sit down at a table to write out the song list, and Jimmy T runs to the bar to order a drink from the cute waitress, leaving Lola standing there on the stage with me.


  “Jesus,” Lola says to me. “He knows I’m right here, doesn’t he? I’ll bet he flirts even more when I’m not around to keep an eye on him.”


  Since she didn’t exactly ask a question, I’m relieved that I don’t have to give her an answer. “You sounded great on Even the Waitress, Lola.”


  “It’s a good song. If Zoe doesn’t come running back to you after all these songs you keep writing for her, I’m going to have to give her head a shake!”


  “I’d rather you didn’t.”


  She sighs. “I wish someone cared as much about me.”


  “What about Jimmy T?” I say, immediately regretting it.


  Lola simply glances toward the bar at the back of the room, where the waitress is giggling at whatever tale Jimmy T is spinning for her.


  “Right,” she says, rolling her eyes. “You’re more committed to Zoe than Jimmy is to me, and I sleep with Jimmy T. Zoe isn’t even dating you. She ought to have her head examined.”


  Lola steps toward the back of the stage, adding, “And so should I.” She disappears behind the black curtain. I step down from the stage to join Akim and Tristan, when Lola pokes her head out from behind the curtain.


  “Hey, Sifter. Are we gonna do the other new song, the song about you-know-who?


  “Definitely.” I say. “Especially if she brings him along.”


  “Good,” Lola says. “I’m in the mood to see an asshole suffer.”


  She disappears behind the curtain again.


  We’ve played a hot first set, and Rockin’ Rob’s Roadhouse is now filled to capacity. The air rumbles with the sound of a hundred voices, accentuated with the percussion of beer bottles hitting tabletops, pool balls clacking together, and the occasional glass smashing against the concrete floor. As Tristan, Akim and I file onto the stage to play our second set of the night, and Jimmy T and Lola appear from behind the black curtain, the crowd erupts, cheering and hooting. Wow. After three weeks of playing mostly-empty small-town watering holes, this is a rare and welcome show of enthusiasm.


  Jimmy T would normally be eating up every second of this adoration, stretching himself wide to absorb it all, but at the moment he looks meek and shrunken. In lieu of their usual pre-set quickie, Lola has spent the last ten minutes backstage screaming at Jimmy T for his second trip to the bar to visit the attractive waitress. When he claimed that he was just doing his “public relations job,” that just pissed off Lola even more. As she takes her position at centre stage, her face is still flushed red from her tantrum.


  Akim and Tristan wave to the energetic crowd as they strap on their guitars, but their minds are elsewhere. Sung Li and Veronica have not arrived at the bar yet, and they were supposed to have been here over an hour ago. Of course I’m worried, too. Zoe is supposed to come with them.


  Lola’s anger, though, brings the rock ‘n’ roll back to our otherwise deflated band.


  “How’s everybody doing out there on this fine Saturday night?” she shrieks at her microphone.


  The crowd roars back at her.


  “Do you feel like rockin’ on this Saturday night?”


  Another roar, even louder.


  “Do you feel like jumping up and down? Do you feel like spinning all around? Do you feel like kicking some ass on this Saturday night?”


  The hundred voices reverberate like a thousand.


  Lola counts the band in, “One, two, ONE TWO THREE FOUR!”


  We kick into one of our best cover songs, one that Lola has introduced perfectly: “Saturday Night’s Alright for Fighting”.


  The dance floor is jammed with bodies, dancing, jumping, spinning. Lola’s gritty vocals are more powerful when she’s angry, and her energy drives the band, and the crowd, into a frenzy. On the dance floor, bodies careen around wildly. Then there is bumping and shoving. A few random fights break out. At the end of the song, there is a roar like ten thousand voices, wanting more, more, more.


  Then I see Zoe’s face pop through the surface of the writhing sea of frenzied dancers. Tristan waves to Veronica when he catches her eye. Akim grins as Sung Li pushes her way through the crowd to the front of the stage.


  As Lola shouts, “Yeah! Rock ‘n’ roll!” my soaring heart stalls and crashes. Emerging from the crowd behind Zoe is Jerry. Great. Her “boyfriend” tagged along for the ride. Wonderful.


  Lola glances back at me, then says into the mike, “How would you folks like to hear a Featherless Bipeds original?”


  Of course the crowd responds at full volume; Lola holds them in the palm of her hand.


  “Our drummer wrote this! Take it away, Dak!”


  Holding her outstretched arms in my direction, Lola steps aside. Down there at the edge of the stage, Zoe’s mouth is open, and she’s looking right up at me. Immediately my throat gets dry.


  Then I see Jerry. He’s standing to one side of Zoe, rolling his eyes and shaking his head, muttering to himself. A new feeling rushes through me like a cascade of cool water.


  “This one’s called ‘Stunt Man’,” I say into my mike. “And I’d like to dedicate this song to my old buddy Jerry.”


  Tristan starts the song with a throbbing bassline, I dig into the drums, and look right at Jerry as I start singing:


  Unlike the moving picture


  Projected on that silver cloth


  Who plays the lover’s role


  Who plays the hero’s part


  There’s no need here for a mannequin


  With plastic hair and breasts


  To complete a movie still


  Behind a plate of plastic glass


  Won’t see me in a tailored trench coat


  Playing dress-up debonair


  Blowing smoky movie promises


  As the camera lens inhales



  Lola joins in with a high, powerful harmony on the next verse, mirroring the same wicked grin that stretches across my own face.


  But when the script calls for your body to


  Thrash helpless through the air


  And the leading man can’t take the risk


  of messing up his hair


  The stunt man will be me



  The band pauses, the hiss of a crash cymbal and the sustain from one of Akim’s power chords still hanging in the air. The crowd holds their breath, and I sing:


  I’ll be there



  Then, one by one, Lola adds a harmony layer, then Jimmy T another, then Tristan; then Akim throws in a rumbling bass part:


  I’ll be there . . . I’ll be there . . . I’ll be there . . . I’ll be there


  Akim cuts into a sizzling solo, and everyone in the crowd thrashes about like it’s their last night on Earth. Veronica, Sung Li, and Zoe writhe and spin like they’re possessed, which only makes Akim, Tristan and me play even harder.


  Jerry does not dance.


  We play a dozen more songs, and the collective frenzy does not subside. By the time Lola finally calls out, “We’ll be back after a short break!” every member of the Featherless Bipeds, and just about everybody else at the Triple R, is drenched in sweat. During our smash-n-crash rundown of the last song, I pump the bass drum pedal so hard that it breaks through the drum skin. Oops


  — I’ll have to patch that up before our next set begins.


  Sung Li scrambles to climb the stage to get to Akim, then continues climbing him. Tristan jumps from the stage to meet Veronica. It’s as if they’re bonding chemically. Jimmy T inches over to Lola and puts his arm lightly around her shoulder. She shrugs his arm away and stomps off to the backstage room. The waitress behind the bar waves to Jimmy T, but this time he just looks away, and slumps along behind me down the steps from the stage to the floor.


  I walk over to where Zoe is standing with Jerry. Zoe is bouncing on her toes. She is glistening with sweat. I can almost feel the heat radiating from her skin.


  “Wow! That was soooooo awesome, Dak!” she cheers. “You guys sure have come a long way from you and Tristan making a racket in your dorm room.”


  As if she can’t contain the residual dance floor energy bubbling inside her, she jumps forward, throwing her arms around me.


  Jerry clears his throat. Zoe steps back from me.


  “Hello, Jerry,” I say to him.


  “Hello, Dick,” he says.


  “Dak, actually,” I remind him.


  “Hey, man,” Jimmy T says, stepping out from behind me, extending his hand to Jerry, “Is that an Alpha Beta fraternity ring you’re wearing?”


  “Uh, yes, it is,” Jerry says.


  “Well, then,” Jimmy T says brightly, “I guess that makes us brothers, eh?”


  “You’re an Alpha Beta?” Jerry says, tentatively shaking Jimmy T’s hand.


  “So was my father,” Jimmy T says. “You’ve heard of Bentley K. Tanner?”


  “Holy shit,” Jerry gasps, “our chapter’s Patron of Honour! Let me buy you a beer, man.”


  The two of them saunter off to the bar like true rent-a-friends. Jerry glances over his shoulder and probably realizes that he’s just left Zoe and me standing there alone together, but it’s to late for him to turn back. He and Jimmy T are “brothers”, after all.


  “Did you like that song we played when you came in?” I ask her.


  “You saw me dancing, didn’t you?” she says coyly. “I’m not sure Jerry liked it very much, though. I wonder why, hmmmmm?”


  “Hey, it’s not necessarily about him. It could, in theory, be about any jerk who doesn’t deserve you.”


  “Look, Dak,” she says. “It’s not like Jerry and I are getting married or anything, okay? I want to date lots of different people, to figure out what kind of person suits me best, to make sure I’m not just settling for the first person to come along like my parents did. And you promised you would let me do that, remember?”


  “I’m trying, Zoe. But I can’t make myself vanish.”


  “I definitely don’t want you to vanish, Dak,” she says, “but I don’t want to be smothered, either. And you didn’t have to dedicate the song to him. That was a bit much.”


  “Did I do that?” I shrug. “Well, in the next set we’ve got another new song I’m going to dedicate to you.”


  She sighs, swaying slightly.


  “Look, Dak, I’ve had a few Margaritas, and I need to go to the washroom. Do you think you can behave yourself until I get back?”


  “I promise,” I say.


  “And don’t talk to Jerry, okay?”


  “What makes you think I’d want to?”


  I watch her perfect behind as she walks away, then I climb back onto the stage to fix my bass drum. While I’m huddled behind my drum set, layering duct tape over the tear in the drum skin, Jimmy T and Jerry sit down with their beers at the table nearest the stage.


  “Where the hell did that prick go with Zoe?” Jerry wonders. “I’m gonna kick his ass any minute now.”


  “Well, wait until later, okay,” Jimmy T says. “We need him to play our last set of the night. Then you can have him.”


  It sure is nice of Jimmy T to look out for me like that.


  “Whatever,” Jerry says. From behind my drums, I can see him scanning the room with his squinty weasel eyes, but he doesn’t see me. “Lots of fine babes in this place,” he observes. “If Zoe wants to leave with that skinny prick, well, fuck her. Plenty of fish in the sea.”


  “I hear you, man,” Jimmy T laughs.


  “So, Tanner,” Jerry says, “Your band is kind of like one of those politically-correct government ads, eh?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “You know. In government ads, there always has to be at least one faggot, one nigga, and one bitch.”


  “Hey, man, watch who you’re calling bitch. Lola’s with me.”


  “Whoa, really? Well done, man. She’s got great tits.”


  “Well, thanks, I guess,” Jimmy says. Then he gets twitchy, wondering aloud, “So, uh, who in the band do you think is gay?”


  “Well, not you, obviously, ’cause you’re an Alpha Beta man, right? And not your drummer, because he’s always got a big hard-on for Zoe. And not the nigga guitar player, since . . . ”


  “Hey, Man,” Jimmy T hisses, “watch your mouth, wouldja? Akim’ll kill you if he hears you calling him that, and if Lola hears you, she’ll kick your ass for saying it, and mine for listening! She goes crazy about shit like that!”


  “Aw, come on,” Jerry says, “it’s just a word. Call me a honky. I don’t give a shit.”


  “Would you call Zoe a ‘nigga’?” Jimmy T asks incredulously. “I mean, her skin’s sort of dark, too.”


  “Hey, she’s not that dark,” Jerry winks, “Her skin’s more like a nice tan. Besides, I like the taste of dark meat every once in a while.”


  I am somewhat surprised by Jimmy T’s response. “You’re a dickhead,” he says, then rises from the table and struts away.


  Did I hear Jerry right? I stand up and march over to his table.


  “Excuse me, Jerry,” I say, through clenched teeth, “but I just overheard your conversation with Jimmy T, and . . . ?”


  “Was I talking to you? Fuck off.”


  He slides his chair backward, leans back. I lean forward with my palms on the table in front of him, and stare him in the eyes.


  “I think I overheard you say something about dark meat?”


  He stands up, steps around the table toward me. I straighten to my full height, locking my gaze on his beady weasel eyes.


  “Yes,” he says, “I said I like the taste of Zoe’s. It’s so sweeeeet — not that you’ll ever know. Now let me ask you something — how do you like the taste of your own blood?”


  He sucker punches me in the face. I hit the floor. He stands over me, his lopsided smirk radiating bravado. “Zoe told me how eager you are to get your ass kicked in her defense. She goes on and on and on about it. It got you stabbed once, didn’t it?”


  As I’m trying to get up off the floor, he kicks me in the gut, his toe digging painfully into the scarred-over stab wound. I crumple, and hit the floor hard. My mouth waters. It’s all I can do to keep from puking. My face pressed hard against the cold dance floor tiles, I see a blurred sideways image of Jimmy T and Lola pushing through the gathering crowd.


  “Dak!” Lola shouts.


  “Hey!” Jimmy T cries out, “He’s gotta play in fifteen minutes!”


  Jerry ignores him, takes a step toward me, pulling his foot back so he can kick me again. I grab his boot with both hands before it reaches me. Jerry hops around for a moment before tumbling against a table, sending glasses and bottles flying. We both scramble to our feet, circle each other.


  From a safe distance, Jimmy T shouts, “Come on, Dak! For chrissakes! We’ve gotta go on stage soon!”


  Jerry raises his fists to shoulder level.


  “By the time I’m finished with you, you’re gonna wish that knife had killed you, Dick.”


  “My. Name. Is. Dak.”


  CrackthudcrackthumpCRACK.


  Like a machinegun accidentally going off, my right fist strikes him five times. Jerry’s fingers grip at his spurting face.


  “AIEEEEEEE!” he shrieks, “AIEEEEEEEEE! I’m bweeding! You fugger! You bwoke my fuggig doze!”


  The crowd around us packs in tighter, like sharks drawn to blood in the water. Zoe pushes her way through.


  “Jerry! Dak! What in the . . . ”


  Jerry stomps past her, gurgling, “You wan’ dis fuggin’ psycho? You can ’ave ’im! I kin ’ave anybuddy I wand!”


  He bulldozes through the crowd and slams through the front door of the tavern. His car roars away in a spray of gravel.


  I’ve heard disappointment in Zoe’s voice before. I’ve even heard anger before, but never anything like this. She is screaming at me.


  “You think this is the way to get me to come back to you, Dak?” Her face is glowing, her hands slash at the air, her hair flies around wildly. “The first boyfriend I have who isn’t you, you start a fist fight? You think that’s the way to my heart? What the hell is the matter with you? When are you going to grow up, Dak? When?”


  “But, Zoe,” I stammer, the adrenaline roaring through my veins, almost covering the pain, making me tremble all over, “you, you should have heard what he said, about, about . . . ”


  I can’t bring myself to repeat it.


  “I don’t want to hear excuses, Dak,” she says, lowering her voice. “It’s even worse than what you did on our prom night in high school. Just when I think I’m ready to . . . aw, forget it. It’s never going to work. Never.”


  “But, Zoe, I . . . ”


  “We’re though, Dak. Don’t ever talk to me again. Don’t call. Don’t write. Don’t show up later tonight at my apartment looking all puppy-dog-eyed. I mean it this time. It’s over. We’re done.”


  The assembled crowd parts as she turns and strides toward the exit. The place is quiet as the door clanks shut behind her.


  The taxi is already pulling away when I reach the parking lot. I call out to her. She does not look back.


  I sit down on a concrete parking divider and stare at the empty space on the horizon where the taxi’s tail lights vanished. I stare at that spot for a long time, and everything seems frozen in space and time, as if somebody has accidentally hit the pause button on my remote control.


  Eventually, I become aware of Lola and Jimmy T standing beside me in the parking lot. Lola’s hand is on my shoulder.


  “Don’t worry Dak,” she says. “Jimmy told me what happened. We’ll help you get everything straightened out.”


  I can’t say anything. I just keep hearing Zoe’s final words. It’s over. We’re done.


  Tristan comes bounding outside, babbling as if his remote control has a jammed fast-forward button.


  “Dak! Dak! Lola! Jimmy T! I’m so glad I found you guys! We’ve got great news! Sung Li and Veronica were talking to one of the bartenders, and it turns out that he’s got a day job working as an assistant sound technician at, get ready for this . . . Big Plastic Records! The biggest independent record label in the country! Anyway, Akim and I have been out in the back parking lot talking to the guy, and he really likes the band, and he’s gonna mention us to, get ready for this . . . Billy VandenHammer! One of the best producers in the country! The one they call The Purple Messiah. Akim gave the sound technician his phone number, and he said he’d try to get VandenHammer to come out to one of our gigs! Isn’t that awesome, guys?”


  “Yeah,” Lola says. “That’s awesome, Tris.”


  “Actually, that is pretty awesome,” Jimmy T says.


  Lola punches him on the shoulder.


  “Dak?” Tristan says, bouncing up and down in front of me, “Isn’t that awesome, Dak?”


  I can’t lift my head off my knees.


  “Dak? Dak?”


  Glass Half Empty


  Lyrics — D. Sifter, Music — A. Ganges, T. Low, D. Sifter

  (From the album Deaf Man’s Garage, recorded by The Featherless Bipeds)


  I will swallow this sadness before it ferments into bitterness


  I will savour the taste of the lingering pain of this loss


  Alone in this crowd I will practice appearing uninjured


  I will drink this glass empty and wait for myself to return


  I will drink this glass empty and wait for myself to return


  A man all alone’s like a baby that’s left to the wilderness


  In every dark stranger the glint of a predator’s eye


  I will swallow this sadness before it ferments into bitterness


  I will savour the taste of the lingering pain of this loss


  Alone in this crowd I will practice appearing uninjured


  I will drink this glass empty and wait for myself to return


  I will drink this glass empty and wait for myself to return


  SET THREE


  HELLO, THEODORE!


  The van speeds past a large blue road sign, which reads:


  THEODORE

  Population 1370

  The Buttermilk Capital of Canada!


  “Hello, Theodore!” Tristan hollers, “Are you ready to rock ‘n’ roll?”


  Akim imitates a frenzied crowd, shouting, “YAAAAAAAAUU UUGGHHHH!”


  Tristan extends his arm through the open window and flashes the Universal Rock ‘n’ Roll Sign (thumb, index finger and little finger extended, the two middle fingers folded over) to Jimmy T and Lola, who are speeding along behind the van in Jimmy’s Mercedes convertible. Lola and Jimmy T thrust their arms through open windows and return the salute.


  “Did you know that in International Sign Language, that’s the sign for ‘I love you’?” Akim mentions.


  Like a junior high school girl seeing The Beatles in 1965, Tristan screeches, “Oh! Jimmy T LOVES me!”


  Jimmy T stomps the accelerator, and blasts his horn several times as he roars past the van, cackling.


  “Well,” Akim says, “since Jimmy booked the gig, I guess we should be following him. I have no idea where this place is supposed to be.”


  Akim, who never drives faster than the speed limit, steps on the gas pedal to keep up with Jimmy T, who seems to be trying for a new land speed record. Scenery blurs past the van windows.


  “Ya-HOOOOO!” Tristan hoots.


  Everybody is excited, ready to rock like we’ve never rocked before. Billy VandenHammer, head producer at Big Plastic Records, the one they call The Purple Messiah, left a message on Akim’s answering machine that he is going to come out to our next gig after this one. If he likes what he hears, he’s going to talk to us about signing a recording contract. So, this gig is being treated as the dress rehearsal for The Featherless Bipeds’ leap into musical fame and fortune. Everyone in the band is charged full of hope, their nerves crackling with anticipation. Everyone but me, that is.


  I haven’t really felt like playing the drums, or singing, or writing songs since Zoe walked away from me after my fight with Jerry at the Triple R. I’ve been showing up at rehearsals and all of that, but my heart hasn’t been in the music, or in anything else. Of course there’s the physical pain from the beating Jerry laid on me, but it’s nothing compared to how it feels inside.


  Tristan turns around, and peers over his seat.


  “Hey, Dak, why the long face back there, buddy?” he says. “We’re gonna be rock stars soon!”


  “Great.” I try to smile.


  Supercharged Tristan spins around to face Akim.


  “Akim! We need something to get Dak revved up for the show. Pass Jimmy T, then pull into the nearest coffee shop.”


  He spins back around, his wide eyes peering over the seat again.


  “All you need is some caffeine and sugar! That’ll perk you up!”“


  “I don’t need any caffeine. Or sugar. I’m not hungry. Or thirsty.”


  “Well, I need some caffeine and sugar!” Tristan says.


  In unison, Akim and I say, “No you don’t.”


  Nevertheless, Akim stomps on the accelerator, passes Jimmy T, then squeals the tires turning into a Tim Horton’s. Jimmy T almost loses control of his car making the turn into the driveway at such a speed. Akim wheels the van into the drive-through lane.


  When our turn at the order window comes, I order an extra-large large double-double coffee, and three raisin bagels (toasted, with double cream cheese).


  “God,” yelps Akim, “I thought you weren’t hungry.”


  “I’m not. Just a little snack.”


  “Geesh. Heartbreak hasn’t hurt your appetite. How can you eat so much and stay so thin!”


  “He’s a drummer,” Tristan says. Then he shouts at the drive-through speaker. “A twenty-pack of Timbits, and one extra large French Vanilla cappuccino, please. With extra sugar. I wanna sugar up my cappuccino!”


  “Yech!” says Akim, “I take my coffee black.”


  And then I feel that weird tingle in the middle of my brain, or maybe it’s more like an itch. Sugar up my cappuccino. Those words have such a nice ring to them.


  I reach into my back pocket for the pencil stub I always keep there for such emergencies, and scan the floor of the van for something to write on. Practically every cubic inch of space around me is filled with amplifiers, drums, guitar cases and stands, but there isn’t a scrap of paper anywhere. Desperately, as the girl at the Tim Horton’s drive-through window is handing the goods through to Akim, I reach out and snatch the bag with my three bagels from her hand.


  “He’s pretty hungry,” Akim says to the girl.


  I toss the bagels on the seat beside me, and begin smoothing the bag across my knee. I scribble:


  Sugar up a cappuccino


  I take my coffee black



  Whew. Those words were nanoseconds away from escaping.


  I read the words over a few times. Something is coming. A verse is emerging, like a baby bird pecking through its shell. Yes! I scribble the original two lines out of existence, and replace them with:


  You sugar up your cappuccino


  While I take my coffee black


  You like to sit here by the window


  I prefer a table in the back



  Now I’ve got a metal picture of a man and woman in a small café . . . they are similar enough to be attracted to each other, but different enough to need some space, too. Something bigger is on its way. More words are going to follow these ones.


  “What are you writing?” Tristan asks.


  “Nothing.” I say.


  Not yet. Not until it’s finished. I pause to devour the bagels and gulp down the coffee.


  “Akim!” Tristan says. “I think he’s gonna live!”


  Maybe I will.


  The sounds of the road rumbling beneath us, the wind rushing through the open windows, the swoosh of cars passing, Akim and Tristan’s conversations, they all fade away into nothing. Now it’s only me and the words, which I coax and coerce until I’ve got this:


  You sugar up your cappuccino


  While I take my coffee black


  You like to sit here by the window


  I prefer a table in the back


  I like the roar of the fire


  You like the flicker of the candle flame


  Lucky for us this place has got them both


  Plus shelter from the rain


  And in these little spaces


  Lies the gravity


  Keeps us from colliding


  Keeps us from spinning apart


  And in these little spaces


  There’s time to be


  Time for you to be you


  Time for me to be me


  Sometimes I bug you


  Sometimes you get in my way


  Sometimes I hesitate before I call


  But I could never throw your number away


  ’Cause you know the name of every daytime cloud


  And I can name every constellation


  I’m a nighthawk, you’re an early bird


  When we’re together the sky is never a stranger


  And in these little spaces


  There’s time to be


  Time for you to be you


  Time for me to be me


  But then these little spaces


  Between the two of us


  Leave me wanting less of you and me


  And a little more of us


  Satisfied, I fold the scribble-covered bag into neat quarters, and slide it into the front pocket of my jeans. There’s some kind of truth in there somewhere.


  I’ve already got a name for this newborn song. “Little Spaces”. When we get back home again, I’m going to get together with Akim and Tristan to record a quick version on our 8-track recorder, and then I’m going to slide it under Zoe’s door. She told me to never talk to her again, or call, or write. She didn’t say I couldn’t slide a song into her life.


  There is the sound of gravel crunching under the tires of the van. I look up through the windshield, and in big, flickering pink neon letters is the single word “BAR”. This must be our destination. I throw open the sliding door of the van and step onto the gravel, feeling like Clint Eastwood as he throws open the swinging saloon doors to begin the climactic gunfight. This feeling quickly dissolves, though, when it occurs to me that the building before me is not a whole lot larger than the van from which I’ve just emerged. Another hole-in-the-wall. How does Jimmy get us booked into dumps like this?


  There is one of those light-up mobile signs perched beside on the roadside, which reads:


  SAT RDAY

  

  2 BUCK DRAFT

  ALL NITE

  

  MEAT RAFFLE


  Nothing on the sign about us playing here tonight. Great.


  The Mercedes slides into the driveway, and Lola and Jimmy T climb out. It looks like Lola has forgiven him for his flirtations at the last gig, because they’re groping at each other again. After enjoying a couple of handfuls of Lola’s breasts, Jimmy rams his hands in the pockets of his three-hundred-dollar jeans and strides over to where Akim, Tristan and I are standing.


  “Nice place, Jimmy T,” Akim says.


  “Well, it looks smaller than they made it out to be,” he admits, “but they told me the stage is pretty big. And Ray, the guy I talked to on the phone the other day, says they can pack in a few hundred on a good night.”


  The rest of us look incredulously at the tiny building.


  “A few hundred molecules?” Tristan grumbles, kicking at the parking lot gravel. Tristan doesn’t even bother removing his video camera from its case. He figures nobody will want to remember this place.


  “But wait! Here’s some good news, guys,” Jimmy says, pointing at the mobile sign by the road, “Beer is only two bucks on Saturdays!”


  Then Jimmy’s life-is-great grin goes flat.


  “Hey,” he says, as he continues to look at the sign, “That sign is supposed to say ‘Featherless Bipeds — Live Rock ‘n’ Roll — One Night Only’. I told ’em that was what we wanted the sign to say.”


  “Maybe they didn’t have enough letters for that,” offers Akim.


  “Well, no point standing around,” says Lola, in a matter-of-fact way. “Let’s get going, boys. A gig is a gig.” She heaves the bass amplifier out of the van and carries it through the dilapidated back door hand-painted with the words “Deliverys and Stage Enterance”.


  Grudgingly, I grab a PA speaker from inside the van, and lug it up the warped, spongy stairs into the bar. As I heft a second speaker inside, it occurs to me that this is what bar bands really get paid for: driving long distances to gigs, eating crappy bar food, staying in gross hotel rooms, lugging enormous chunks of sound equipment up and down rickety back-entrance stairs. Playing the music is the fun part. I’d do that part for free.


  The interior of the bar is cramped, brown, virtually lightless, and smells like a two-dollar cigar floating in a plugged urinal. Jimmy wasn’t lying, though — the stage is a comfortable size. It’s covered in broken chairs and old casino gaming equipment, and looks as if it hasn’t been touched by a live band (or a broom) since Elvis ate his last hot dog, but it is big enough for all four of us to set up on. The whole bar itself, however, is not much larger than the garage we rehearse in.


  “Guess we won’t be needing the extra amp after all,” says Akim.


  “Or t he subwoofers,” adds Tristan, under his breath, carrying chunks of debris from the stage to make room for our sound equipment. “This old joint might collapse if we start pumping out too much volume.”


  “The management definitely misrepresented things to me over the phone,” says Jimmy T. “Perhaps I should have a word with them.”


  “Be nice!” says Lola, patting his ass. “We still want to get paid.”


  “Never worry,” grins Jimmy T.


  We all worry when he says that. Jimmy T is now the proud owner of two false front teeth, acquired after the owner of a roughneck tavern tried to feed Jimmy the headstock of his guitar after a difference of opinion over the band’s beer tab.


  From their perches beside the bar, a half dozen grey-haired, overall-clad regulars watch us silently with bloodshot Basset Hound eyes. Behind the bar, seeming oblivious to just about everything, is a rumpled-looking, shadow-eyed waitress. She chews on a cheek full of gum. Jimmy T approaches her.


  “Good afternoon, madam,” he says, with his a smooth, deep deal-making voice. “Would you be so kind as to tell me where I might find either Ray or Jay?”


  “Who?” she says between chews.


  “The owners of the establishment. Are they around?”


  “Oh” she snorts, looking up at the cobwebbed ceiling. “Nope. He ain’t around.”


  “Okay, thanks,” chirps Jimmy. “Could you let me know when one of them arrives?”


  The barmaid just shrugs.


  Seated behind Jimmy, around one of the few tables, are six older ladies, wearing large frilly hats and dressed in what they would probably call their “Sunday Best”. They are downing straight shots of rye whisky like they are trying to set some kind of record. Jimmy T sits down at their table and strikes up a conversation. In Jimmy’s eyes, talking to young good-looking women is better than talking to old, hardened ones, but talking to old women is still better than carrying heavy sound equipment.


  Lola waves to Jimmy T from the stage, then begins assembling the microphone stands. I begin putting my drums together. Akim hooks up the PA, then flips the switch that starts the speakers humming. Tristan, who has the best ear for sound balance, gets behind the mixing board, and Akim steps up to the first microphone, chanting, “Mike one, mike one, mike one . . . ”


  “Is that my mike, Tristan?” Jimmy calls out from the table where he’s been chatting with the older ladies and sucking back two-dollar drafts.


  “Yup. Mike one is always yours.”


  “More reverb,” says Jimmy.


  Tristan rolls his eyes and walks over to the mixing board, only pretending to adjust the knob that will add more reverb to Jimmy’s mike mix.


  Akim also rolls his eyes, and continues, “Mike one, mike one, mike one . . . ”


  “Is this better, Jimmy?” Tristan hollers over his shoulder.


  Jimmy T flashes him a thumbs-up sign.


  Both Akim and Tristan roll their eyes again.


  On his way to mike two, Akim whispers to me, “What a wanker. What do the women see in him?”


  Three-hundred-dollar pants is my guess.



  Now I am seated behind my drums, my mike positioned in front of my mouth. To my left is Tristan, with his bass strapped on and tuned up. To my right is Akim, whose Stratocaster is plugged in and ready to scream. Lola stands just to the right of centre stage, gripping her microphone and ready to give it.


  “Hey, Jimmy,” says Akim, more than mildly annoyed by now, “you wanna get up here and help us get this sound check over with?”


  Jimmy downs the last of another two-dollar draft, nods at the rye-drinking ladies, and says, “Well, duty calls.” He swaggers up to the stage and tosses his guitar strap over his shoulder.


  “This is a true story about a waitress,” I croon into the mike, “for the lovely lady behind the bar.” I am hoping that this one will thaw our icy barmaid somewhat — it’s always good to have the staff on the band’s side.


  We play a spirited rendition of Even the Waitress, the rhythm of the bass and drums rattling the rickety stage and filling the air with dust.


  Silence follows.


  “Howd’ja like that!” demands Jimmy T, into his mike.


  The three old ladies who still remain say nothing. They don’t even move.


  “Can yuh play any quieter than that?” the barmaid screeches. So much for charming her.


  “Good enough,” Akim says. “Let’s go find somewhere to eat. Unless you want to eat here . . . ”


  Lola in particular looks horrified by that idea — I guess she’s become accustomed to a lot of fancy restaurant food now that she’s cohabitating with Jimmy T.


  The five of us head for the empty van.



  Our stomachs are now full with the surprisingly good fare served at a diner called “EAT” just outside the little town, and our spirits are brighter.


  “Y’know, boys,” Akim says, “maybe this show will be okay. We’ve played other small places that have really filled up with people by the second or third set.”


  “Remember that place on our Northern Ontario tour? So packed with people you could hardly move,” Tristan says. “What was it called? The Blackfly Tavern?”


  “Ah, the Blackfly Tavern,” Jimmy T says dreamily, probably remembering the pleasant journey his hands made up the back of some local cheerleader’s skirt. “What a fun night that was.”


  Lola, who did not participate in that gig, squints at Jimmy T. “It better not have been too much fun,” she says.


  So, everyone is guardedly optimistic as we leave the restaurant to head back to the bar on the edge of town. After we pay our bills, I am the first one through the door, and I notice a handbill taped to the glass. It reads:



  Y’all come out to the

  

  THEODORE

  BUTTERMILK FESTIVAL!

  

  August 28, 29, 30

  

  Displays!

  Beer Tent!

  Games!

  Great Food!

  Beer Tent!

  Live Entertainment Nightly!

  Beer Tent!

  

  Everyone will be there!


  The Theodore Buttermilk Festival? This weekend? Live Entertainment Nightly? Everyone will be there? Great. We’re doomed. We are going to be playing to the cockroaches all night.


  No wonder the barmaid was so grumpy — she has to work in an empty bar on the evening of the hometown social event of the season.


  I hold the door open as Tristan, Akim, Lola and Jimmy T file out of the diner, smiling and chattering. I position myself in front of the news-of-doom poster — there’s no sense in ruining their collective good mood. That will happen soon enough.


  As we make the short drive toward the single stoplight intersection of Theodore, Akim is struck by the lack of cars parked along the street and people on the sidewalks.


  “Jeeze! It’s nine o’clock on a Saturday night . . . where the hell is everybody?”


  “They’re probably all up at Ray ‘n’ Jay’s Superstar Bar, waiting for the Featherless Bipeds to hit the stage!” says Jimmy T, cheerfully.


  Tristan, who rarely ever swears, suddenly blurts, “Holy shit!”


  He is looking through the passenger-side window at the facade of a huge old building that appears to have once been a movie theatre. His eyes are locked onto the large marquee, surrounded by blinking lights, which reads:


  SATURDAY — ONE NITE ONLY

  

  JIMMY T

  AND

  THE FEATHERLESS BIPEDS



  Above the marquee, on the wall, in glowing, rainbow-coloured letters two feet tall:



  RAY ‘N’ JAY’S SUPERSTAR BAR



  “Shit!” yelps Akim.


  “Shit!” Lola screeches.


  “Shit!” hollers Jimmy T, “We set up at The wrong friggin’ bar!”


  Akim slams on the brakes.



  Jimmy T, who never wears a seatbelt, peels his face from the windshield, then barks, “What the hell are you stopping for? We’ve gotta go get our stuff and get back here right away! Shit Shit Shit!”


  “Um,” Akim growls, “Since we’re right in front of the place and all, shouldn’t we maybe stop and tell them what’s happened?”


  “No!” hollers Jimmy, “They’ll think we’re a bunch of idiots! What kind of losers set up at the wrong bar?


  “ Akim shrugs and steps on the accelerator, launching Jimmy firmly into the back seat.


  “Besides,” says Jimmy, “my stage clothes are back in the Mercedes, and my Mercedes is at the other bar.”


  Akim speaks through clenched teeth.


  “Maybe you should have been paying more attention to where the actual bar was instead of worrying about your damned stage clothes, Jimmy T!”


  Jimmy T, sensing that he is in danger of getting his lights turned out by Akim, lowers his voice somewhat.


  “Now, let’s not get irrational, Akim. Everything is under control.”


  This makes Akim even angrier.


  “We’ve got less than half an hour to tear down at the place we’re currently set up at, then set up again at the place we’re supposed to be set up at, then do a sound check . . . and you think that everything is under control?”


  “It’ll be tight, but we’ll pull it off.”


  “No wasting time with your fairy-costume changes, then; you’ll be helping carry the equipment in with everybody else!”


  “Of course I will, Akim.”


  “Damn right you will!”


  Now Tristan speaks up.


  “And what the hell is the deal with the ‘Jimmy T and the Featherless Bipeds’ back on that marquee?”


  Jimmy T’s face flushes deep red.


  “The bar must have made some kind of mistake! Honest!”


  We race into the bar where we accidentally set up, and the shadow-eyed waitress remains as indifferent to us as she had been earlier. Under normal circumstances, Jimmy doesn’t carry much equipment other than his own guitar and amp, but this time he struggles with the big bass amp, as well as both of the PA speakers. Poor Jimmy T! All sweaty before a performance!


  As we approach Ray ‘n’ Jay’s Superstar Bar from the opposite direction, we can all see that the other side of the marquee reads:


  SATURDAY

  JIMMY “T” BAND

  

  SUNDAY


  MALE STRIPPER


  Jimmy T sinks even lower in his seat.


  “I suppose that’s a mistake, too, eh Jimmy T?” Akim says. “Maybe later I should climb up there and take the words ‘band’ and ‘Sunday’ off the sign, mail a picture of it to your bigwig father. Jimmy T — Male Stripper! Wouldn’t he be proud?”


  “Please don’t do that,” Jimmy T says. “Just beat me up later.”


  Akim wheels the van up to the curb in front of the bar, and we all rush into the building, each carrying some equipment. There is no time to lose. We run through the old movie theatre foyer into the main part of the building. The place is huge. There must be close to thirty big round tables, with a swarm of wobbly chairs around each, a dozen pool tables and as many air hockey games, and an array of bleeping, pinging, blinking video games and pinball machines.


  “Wow,” Jimmy T says to me, quietly enough to avoid being overheard by Lola, “I bet it’ll be Babe City in here tonight.”


  The glassy look in his eyes reminds me of one of those starry-eyed, airbrushed children who appear on Christmas cards, except instead of sugarplums, it’s visions of squirming nineteen-year-old girls in tight T-shirts dancing in Jimmy’s head. He’ll have to be careful, though. Since Lola is at this gig, he won’t be able to ogle the chicks without facing major repercussions.


  “Can I get you fellas something to drink?” comes a John Wayne voice from behind the long bar. The stocky bartender wears a red and white checkered Western-style shirt with the sleeves rolled up above his elbows, a string tie, and a brown cowboy hat.


  “Hi, there,” grins Jimmy. “We’re the Featherless Bipeds — the band for tonight.”


  “Thought you guys were gonna be no-shows,” the bartender says. “So you guys are a rock band, eh?”


  “Um, yeah,” I respond, “Isn’t that what you usually get?”


  “That’s what Jay usually gets.”


  “Oh, I see, and, um, what sort of band does, uh, Ray usually book, then?”


  “Well, I’m Ray,” says the bartender, “and I don’t like rock ‘n’ roll.”


  With that, he steps back from the bar and hooks his thumbs into the enormous embossed silver buckle of the leather belt that holds up his loose-fitting jeans. He crosses one of his road-apple-stabbin’ boots over the other, and says, “I’m a country music fan, myself.”


  Suddenly, an old hippie-type comes rushing toward us from the other end of the room. His braided ponytail and long, haphazardly maintained beard bounce as he runs. His Birkenstock sandals skid to a stop in front of us. He runs his hands over the front of his Hawaiian-print shirt and cut-off jean shorts. “Don’t listen to him,” he says, “we love rock ‘n’ roll here at the Superstar Bar.”


  He’s got the same bulbous nose and squinty eyes as the guy behind the bar, and it occurs to me that this must be Jay, Ray’s brother.


  “Hi! I’m Jay,” the hippie guy says, extending his hand. “Welcome to my bar!”


  “Our bar,” the Roy Rogers clone behind the bar grunts.


  “So,” says Jay, vigorously shaking each of our hands “do you folks play any Grateful Dead?”


  Ray leans forward against the bar, turns his cowboy hat from side to side.


  “Rock music is crap,” he says.


  Jay, the Jerry Garcia clone, gets right in his cowboy brother’s face.


  “The only people who want to listen to that hurtin’ cryin’ country crap-ola you listen to are those cheap-ass buddies of yours, who never pay their freakin’ tabs! This bar makes its money from the rock ‘n’ roll crowd!”


  Ray shakes his head again, and his voice deepens.


  “Rock bands bring in young hooligans who fight and smash things and throw up all over everything. They ain’t worth the powder to blow ’em all up.”


  Jimmy T interrupts.


  “So, Ray, Jay . . . should we set up our stuff, or not?”


  “No,” says Ray.


  “YES!” says Jay. Then he turns to his brother. “Look, the only people in town who will want to roam around in the muck at the fairgrounds for the Buttermilk Festival are all the country music losers. The rock ‘n’ roll crowd will be into something better


  . . . this here rock band!”


  Jay crosses his arms and smiles with saccharine sweetness at his brother.


  Ray crosses his arms. “They better know some country songs.”


  “We know an Eagles tune.” Jimmy T says.


  Ray stomps away.


  Jay turns to us. “Well, get your asses in gear, you’re on in half an hour. Oh, and when you’re onstage tonight, could you mention tomorrow night’s male stripper? The women go nuts for that stuff, drink like sailors all night.”


  “Uh, sure,” says Jimmy T. “No problem.”


  “Maybe I’ll stick around for that,” Lola says.


  Jimmy T looks hurt. “I need a smoke,” he says, sulking towards the back door.


  “Oh no you don’t!” Akim barks. “You get your ass to the van and help carry the gear in!”


  While lugging equipment in through the back door, Tristan sighs, “Look how big this place is. I’ll bet the acoustics suck.”


  “Not after we get the place filled up with bodies!” Jimmy T says.


  “Whatever, Jimmy,” Akim says. “You heard the guy. There’s some big fair or something going on. We’ll be playing to an empty house. Again.”


  Despite the bar itself being the size of a commercial aircraft hangar, the stage is deceivingly small. The drum riser is not nearly large enough to hold my drum set, and cannot be removed from the stage.


  “Excuse me, sir,” I call out to Cowboy Ray, “Have you got an extension or anything for this drum riser? It’s not quite big enough for my drum set.”


  “It’s big enough for a country drum set,” he grumbles.


  I scrounge around in the storeroom behind the stage, and manage to find a bunch of two-by-fours, which I stack up in front of the drum riser to precariously perch the front legs of my bass drum on. I leave half of my kit lying lifeless in the van, and set up only the bare essentials — bass drum, snare, two toms, high hats, a ride and a crash cymbal. Even with this skeleton kit, I’ll have to get behind the kit first and then move the floor tom into position — it’s that tight, and still I’m hitting my elbows on the wall behind me.


  Great. This is going to be so much fun.


  SATURDAY NIGHT’S ALRIGHT FOR FIGHTING


  (Warm-up)


  We haven’t even played our first song yet, and already someone hates us.


  “Do you guys do ‘Saturday Night’s Alright for Fighting’ by Elton John?” the bottled-blonde in the undersized mock-velvet gymsuit asks me.


  “Nope, “ I respond, while tugging the floor tom into position “Why not?” she says, “It is Saturday night, after all!”


  “We don’t know it,” is all I will say.


  This statement is not true, of course. We used to play a real kick-ass version of the song, but the last time we played it on a Saturday night, at a place called Doctor D’s, it caused several fistfights to break out. None of us want to push our luck by playing it again “C’mon!” Ms. Fuzzy Jumpsuit persists, “Play ‘Saturday Night’s Alright for Fighting’. For me, sweetie?”


  “Nope. Sorry.”


  “Well, screw you, then!” she says.


  “Thank you very much,” I reply.


  Within the massive space of this bar are, at most, two dozen patrons. Our one-night-only show has not exactly packed the place. So far, it seems like the Theodore Buttermilk Festival is the biggest draw in town. The few customers scattered throughout the massive space of Ray ‘n’ Jay’s each fit into the following watering hole archetype categories:


  The Pool Table Pec-Flexers. These are the half-dozen testosterone-addled goons gathered around the pool tables, striking poses that make their muscles bulge like somebody’s shoved air hoses up their butts. Even from this far away, they smell like an overturned cologne truck. I’m guessing that these dudes are the proud owners of the souped-up Honda Civics in the parking lot with the “IMASTUD” and “BIGDK” license plates. When we start playing, these guys will act as if they’re too cool to even notice.


  Their posing is mostly for the benefit of . . .


  The Dance Floor Enigmas. These are the handful of pouty, bored-looking teenaged girls, who are seated as far away as possible from the several pouty, bored-looking middle-aged women. When the band starts playing, some of them will dance, but they will not look at the band or make eye contact with anyone nearby; they will simply stare blankly through everyone and everything. They think of this as playing “hard to get”, and that this act is extremely sexy.


  These women pretend not to notice the squint-eyed leers cast toward them from . . .


  The Barstool Critics. These beer-bellied bar fixtures will proclaim loudly that we suck, and that they themselves could get up onstage and play better music than the “crap” we’re churning out. Since we play a lot of original songs now, it doesn’t help that they despise anything they haven’t heard on the local radio station a hundred thousand times. And, since we’re a rock ‘n’ roll band, it also doesn’t help that each and every one of them has had the radio on top of the beer fridge in his respective garage tuned to the same Country/ Western station for the past twenty years.


  And that’s pretty much it. Nobody in this whole colossus seems to be here to listen to a rock band play, except maybe the few unobtrusive, geeky-looking kids playing video games and pinball.


  They’re the reason I will still play hard, even when everyone else is oblivious to what we’re doing. If there is a single pair of ears listening, I will give them as much as I can.


  (Round One) “Well,” says Akim, draining the last mouthful from his beer glass, “Let’s get going, I guess. I’m sure it’ll warm up in here.”


  Tristan twiddles with the controls on his bass amp, Akim plugs in his freshly-tuned Strat, Lola tugs her microphone from its stand, and I click my sticks together, “One, two, three . . . ”


  Our first four songs pass without incident (or applause).


  “Hey, Lola, honey?” Jimmy T says, “Is it okay with you if I sing the next song?”


  “Yeah,” Lola says, surveying the nearly empty room. “Knock ’em dead, sweetie.”


  We coast into the beginning of this Doors tune that Jimmy T loves to sing, when a lone, bristle-faced, barrel-shaped drunk rises suddenly from his table. Seconds earlier, he had been slumped over in a semi-comatose stupor, but now he’s on his feet, hollering “I wanna be in this band! WHOOOOOOOO!”


  Everyone in the band simultaneously looks back at me, savoring the irony that we’re finally being appreciated — by this guy. We stop grinning, though, when the guy charges, like an angry bull, directly toward the already-crowded stage. He wedges his solid girth between Lola and Jimmy, somehow managing to knock my kick-drum back so far that my foot begins cramping while I try to continue playing.


  “Well I just got into town about an hour ago . . . ” Jimmy sings.


  The drunk grabs Tristan’s mike, and croons along, “Relli jiss gaa inna tonna button a-ago!”


  The incomprehensible accompaniment disappears almost as soon as it began. Jimmy, who never takes kindly to anyone stealing the spotlight from him, has spun the boor around, grabbed him by the face, and launched him shot-put style from the stage. But, for a guy who could hardly keep his head off the table one minute earlier, the drunk is pretty quick to get back on his feet. He lumbers like an accelerating freight train toward the stage. In the short seconds it takes for all this to happen, I am sure I see steam coming from his bullish nostrils.


  “Took a look around, see which way . . . ” Jimmy T manages to sing before the drunk reaches the stage. Jimmy quickly removes his guitar and, in a single, fluid motion, swings it around over his head like a sabre. The body of the guitar crashes against a cymbal, deflects off the headstock of Tristan’s bass, but unfortunately misses the man’s head by six inches. Jimmy sets the guitar down then leaps from the stage to meet the charging attacker.


  For the first few seconds of the conflict Jimmy T holds his own, locking his left arm around the head of the man, his right fist pounding his opponent’s big belly. But Jimmy’s fist only connects a few times with the drunk’s concrete abdomen before the man uses his considerable weight advantage, and tosses Jimmy T onto the dance floor.


  Akim, the ever-focused songsmith, takes over on vocals, warbling out the words, “City at night . . . city at night . . . ”


  This all happens faster than the speed of sound. We continue playing, on musical autopilot. The full realization that the drunk is preparing to crush Jimmy between the hardwood dance floor and his own cement-truck body has not fully imprinted itself on my brain.


  Now what the hell am I doing?


  I have jumped over my drum set, sending a cymbal stand crashing over in the scramble. My feet skid across the floor as I land on the dance floor, my face inches from the snarling mug.


  For the first time all evening, all eyes are upon us. Even the Pool Table Pec-Flexers are standing upright to see what’s going on.


  I jerk my wallet from my back pocket, remove a yellow card, and wave it an inch from the man’s bloodshot eyes.


  “You’d better think twice before doing that, buddy!” I holler.


  “Huh?” comes the expected response.


  Tristan and Akim are still plunking away on their instruments behind us, and Lola has taken over the vocals.


  “This is my certification card, pal!” I bark, my mind racing forward, “International Karate Federation. Black belt. Third degree!”


  “Ball-shett!” he burbles, his hot breath reeking like a distillery disaster, “you vulla crrrap, ash-allll!”


  He pushes me aside, and prepares to throw himself on top of Jimmy T, who is too stunned to get the hell out of the way. I poke the beast’s round, sweaty shoulder with my finger.


  “Listen, buddy,” I say, “with my karate training, I can collapse that little thing that sticks out at the front of your throat in one quick shot. Believe me, suffocation is not a fun way to die.”


  The man folds his tree-trunk arms across his chest and grunts.


  “Or, with one quick upward jerk of my knee, from right where we’re standing, I could put your nuts up into your lower intestines. You’d have to wear a plastic bag to piss into, and, of course, you would never be able to do . . . it . . . again . . . ”


  This, of course, captures the big man’s attention more than the threat of actual death. He takes a step backward, away from me, and away from Jimmy T, who finally takes the opportunity to scramble to his feet.


  “But, you know, I’d rather not have to permanently disable you if I don’t have to,” I say, the bastion of goodwill, “so, howsabout the band buys you a beer, and we forget all about this little misunderstanding, okay?”


  He nods, upping his hand over his crotch. I bring him a beer which, within a minute or two, will push the level of alcohol in his blood up just high enough to cause him to pass out and fall spread-eagled on the dance floor.


  I climb back behind my drums, and say into the mike, hockey-announcer-style, “And Jimmy T, of the Featherless Bipeds, is back after serving two minutes for roughing.”


  A few of the formerly expressionless young guys at the pool tables, and a couple of the old lumps on the barstools begin to clap.


  On cue, our disgruntled nemesis hits the floor. We receive the first smattering of applause we’ve heard all night. Akim strokes the opening chord to our next song.


  “Hey, Dak,” Jimmy says, as he straps on his guitar (which now has a battle scar just beneath the tone control knob), “You really saved my ass. I didn’t know you were a card-carrying black belt!”


  “Library card,” I explain.


  (Round Two)


  Things have picked up. A few of the Flexers are now nodding their heads along to the rhythm of our music; they have decided that we may be cool enough to warrant their attention, since we were able to emerge victorious from the conflict with the big drunk during our first set. This sort of thing impresses Flexers, I guess.


  Also, Tristan surprised all of them at the pool table during our break, but he bought a round of beer for the losers anyway, as a goodwill gesture. Buy beers, win friends.


  However, not everyone shares the Flexers’ newfound interest in the band. At the other side of the bar, the Barstool Critics are scrunching their faces into expressions of increasing hostility. “Play some country!” one hollers.


  “Hey!” says Akim, into the mike, “You know how they say that when you play certain rock records backward, you hear hidden messages? Well, when you play a country record in reverse, you sober up, you get your girl back, your pickup truck starts running and your dog comes back to life!”


  Silence. Then, another call of “Play some country!”


  We continue with the rock ‘n’ roll.


  Now that we’ve won the attention of a few of the Flexers, several Dance Floor Enigmas are wriggling around on the floor in front of us. One particularly well-proportioned thirtyish woman in a tight black dress is breaking the Rule of Indifference by dancing directly in front of my drums, facing me. She locks her liquid, boozy eyes onto me, swivels her torso, thrusts her hips, runs her hands over the contours of her breasts and hips as she dances. She blows me a kiss, which causes my rhythm to momentarily go off-kilter.


  Of course, I suddenly understand what’s really going on, when a guy the size of a lumber truck strides up beside the flirty dancer and encircles her slim waist with his massive paws. As they dance, she says something into his ear and points at me, and the bruiser’s face flushes red. Yikes! I’ve been trapped in the Make The Boyfriend Jealous game! I drop a drumstick in panic, but I quickly grab another one before Tristan can shoot another incredulous look at me.


  What am I going to do if this guy decides to come up onstage and pummel all the fluids out of my body? Whip out my library card again?


  Luckily, the woman in the black dress vomits a rainbow of semi-digested fruit-flavoured vodka beverages all over the front of her thug boyfriend’s muscle shirt. He shoots a sneer at me, then throws her over his shoulder and carries her away. Whew! Saved by vomit!


  Wow — we’re two-for-two on the Not-Getting-Our-Asses-Kicked scoreboard! This fills me with a sudden renewed sense of optimism. Women are dancing, nobody has thrown anything at us — maybe this gig is going to turn out okay after all.


  “Sorry about going off-time there, Tris,” I say, grinning stupidly.


  “You went off-time?” Tristan grins, “I just thought you were playing Jazz!”


  (Round Three)


  An hour ago, we could barely muster a smattering of applause; now the capacity crowd is hollering, stomping, pounding beer bottles on tables, chanting, “We want the band! We want the band!”


  I wish I could say that our fantastic musicianship that has brought all of these people in, but the real reason for the sudden population is explosion is the weather. A sudden storm has hit Theodore, with wind so powerful it blew down the beer tent at the Buttermilk Festival, and rain in such volume that the fairgrounds became an instant mud bog. It’s a storm that the residents of Theodore will talk about for months to come; a torrent that sends everyone, and even a few of their dogs, running from the fairgrounds, funneling into Ray ‘n’ Jay’s Superstar Bar.


  “Boy, are we gonna kick ass this set,” Tristan says, placing his video camera on the ledge behind the drum riser. “We’ve got to get this on tape.”


  I sit down behind the drums, and the boys strap their guitars back on. Lola clears her throat and gets her singing voice ready to rip. The noise of the crowd gets even louder when we appear on the stage.


  “Play some country!” hollers a Barstool Critic.


  “Play something we can dance to!” shouts an Enigma.


  “Show us your tits!” one of the Flexers yells at Lola. She gives him a one-fingered salute.


  “Play ‘Saturday Night’s Alright for Fighting’!” screams the bottled-blonde in the undersized mock-velvet gymsuit. I can’t believe she’s still here.


  Jimmy T is in a panic. His eyes dart back and forth between Akim, Tristan, Lola, and me.


  “What are we gonna do? What are we gonna do?” Jimmy chants.


  “What the hell,” says Tristan, “let’s play the Elton John tune.”


  “You sure?” Akim says.


  “What the hell,” barks Jimmy T, “They want it!”


  “Are you guys sure?” I ask.


  Everyone nods.


  “Here’s a request from earlier tonight!” Lola calls out to the crowd.


  Feeding off the energy of the crowd, I count the song in faster than we normally play it. The band ERUPTS!I hunch over my kit, crack-crack-cracking my snare drum at assault-rifle speed. Tristan’s bassline throbs along like a monster’s heartbeat. Akim’s guitar is spitting buzzing chunks of sound all over the place. Jimmy leaps around like a young Pete Townsend, while Lola screams, “Saturday night’s alright for fighting, Saturday night’s alright!”


  A couple of the Flexers-turned-dancers start slam-dancing, their bodies careening off each other like pinballs against bumpers. Rockers and Cowboys are jostled by the Dance Guys, then cowboy hats and baseball caps begin flying through the hazy air, bodies are airborne, curses are hollered, fists are swinging, shirts are being torn off. Beer bellies swing forth, unrestrained. A large Country Momma rips open the blouse of a Dance Floor Enigma as another girl tosses the contents of her glass into the face of a Rocker Dude in a Metallica shirt, who up to that point had looked pleasantly dazed by the sight of exposed breasts.


  All of this happens within the twelve seconds or so of the warp-speed chorus.


  I try to slow the tempo to initiate a groovin’ little blues jam, and Akim tries to segue into some subdued, cool-drink-on-a-riverboat slide guitar playing, but it’s too late. It’s like pulling the handbrake to stop a speeding train that’s already careening over a cliff.


  A muscle-shirt-wearing Flexer is on Ray’s back like a bronco rider, his hands cupped over the cowboy’s eyes. The old cowboy throws wild punches everywhere but in the direction of his assailant. An Enigma, possibly the Flexer’s conquest of the evening, lands a kick squarely upon Ray’s Family Jewels, and he keels forward, sending his cowboy hat, along with the Flexer, flying directly into Jay, who is knocked right out of his Birkenstocks.


  People are shoving, hitting, kicking, and punching. The air is full of flying glasses, bottles, and chairs. A beer bottle smashes against the wall just inches behind me; I can feel the warmth of blood trickling down my face from where a shard of glass has cut my cheek, just under my left eye. Stinging sweat creeps into the cut as I duck behind my drums to avoid further injury.


  A guy mounts the stage and starts tugging at Lola’s shirt. She blasts him with a solid punch to the face, and he falls limply from the edge of the stage. Akim and Tristan grab their guitars and run for the back door. Inexplicably, as a whiskey glass streaks past the tip of his nose, Jimmy T stops to say, “Thank-you very much, Goodnight!” into his microphone. Then Lola grabs him by the sleeve and tows him through the back door, which is hit by a barstool half a second after the door closes behind them.


  I crawl on my hands and knees behind the shelter of my drums, behind the stack of PA speakers, then through the stage door into the parking lot. I look back just long enough to see a mixed group of Cowboys and Flexers mounting the stage and throwing our equipment into the fray.


  The others are sitting on the back bumper of the rental van, shaking their heads.


  “Shit,” says Akim.


  “Shit,” adds Jimmy T.


  “Shit,” says Lola.


  “Yeah,” Tristan concurs, cradling his shattered video camera in his palm. “Shit.”


  As I mop the sweaty blood from my face with my sleeve, I agree with them all.


  Shit.


  THE BIG BREAK


  We’re all at the Deaf Man’s Garage, the band’s rehearsal space behind Akim and Sung Li’s apartment, trying to get our smashed-up equipment put back together in time for tomorrow night’s gig downtown at Twelve Tribes. Hardly enough time has passed since our disastrous gig at Ray ‘n’ Jay’s to heal anybody’s wounds. Nobody talks.


  Akim is on the floor, performing surgery on his disabled Fender Twin with a soldering iron and a roll of electrical tape. He and Sung Li had been in the middle of a huge argument when the rest of us arrived. She wants him to quit playing in bars with the band and go back to university. She’s tired of worrying that he’s going to get killed one of these nights. From his hunched-over position on the floor, I can feel Akim radiating anger and frustration like a star collapsing in on itself; he could go supernova at any moment.


  Tristan is sitting in a corner quietly retuning his basses that survived the onslaught intact. His beloved Washburn five-string, though, with the purple metalflake finish, was smashed to splinters, and his video camera, along with the tape inside with the footage from our last two months of gigs, was trampled into shards under the heels of cowboy boots. Valerie also wants Tristan to quit the band. It’s all he can do to keep from crying.


  Lola’s swearing at the tangled mess of microphone cables and speaker wires she’s trying to sort through. She’s gone back to her military/vampiress mode of dress since that idiot tried to rip her shirt off onstage, and her knuckles are bandaged from slugging him. There have been murmurs around the offices of the Women’s Issues Commission and the Minority Rights Alliance that it might be time to replace Lola as president with someone with “fewer outside commitments”.


  The cut on my face hurts much more now than it did when that shard of glass first hit me. It will probably leave a permanent scar, as if I need another one. I’ve still got the remnants of the black eye that Jerry gave me at the Triple R, and the bruises on my chest from his boots have recently turned an evil shade of purple-black. I’ve been able to patch most of my drum set together with wood screws and duct tape, but my beloved old Ludwig snare drum somehow got thrown out into the parking lot during the fray, and was run over by an escaping car. I’ll have to play my backup snare for now, which sucks along with everything else.


  Maybe my father was right, that it was bound to come to this. Have I used up my nine rock ‘n’ roll lives? On top of the physical injuries, I’ve missed out on two years of university, the balance in my bank account has dropped to single digits, and I’ve lost Zoe for good. Long live rock ‘n’ roll.


  The only person who escaped without a scratch on his equipment, body, or ego is Jimmy T. He probably hasn’t been getting much loving from Lola for the past few days, but he’s able to find substitutes for that when he wants it. He flits uselessly around the garage, trying to cheer everyone up.


  “Let’s not let one bad gig get us down, okay?” he says, “This is it! This is the turning point for the Featherless Bipeds. Billy VandenHammer from Big Plastic Records is coming to hear us play tonight. This is our shot at the big time, kids. Can you feel it coming? Can you feel it? Can you?”


  Akim throws a roll of electrical tape at Jimmy T, which bounces off his forehead.


  “Did you feel that, Jimmy T?” Akim says.


  “Look, I know the last gig was rough, but tonight is a big, big night for this band, and we’ve got to get our spirits up. Whaddaya say, gang?”


  Silence.


  Sung Li pushes her face through a crack in the garage door. Her chin is wrinkled, her lips pressed tightly together, as if trying to prevent herself from screaming, or crying, or both.


  “Akim,” she says sharply, “there’s a call inside for you. It’s that Billy VandenHammer guy’s secretary.”


  Akim follows Sung Li out of the garage.


  “See?” Jimmy T says, “See? This is it! This is the turning point! We’re on our way now. Straight to the top!”


  The rest of us continue repairing our equipment in silence. Eventually Akim returns with his head down.


  “VandenHammer’s not coming tonight,” he says. “Something else came up. His secretary didn’t say what.”


  “Hey, come on!” Jimmy T says. “At least he called us! At least he’s still interested! He’ll come out to another gig — you’ll see.”


  Lola throws the knot of cables to the floor.


  “Screw this,” she says. “I bowed out of an important panel discussion on inner city race relations to go to this gig.”


  She turns and makes for the garage door.


  “Lola!” Jimmy calls after her. “Wait! This gig will be great! It’s at The Twelve Tribes, for crying out loud. The most legendary rock bar in the city!”


  “It’s been fun, boys,” she says from the doorway, “but I’ve got more important things to do than get my shirt ripped off in some redneck bar. I’m gonna make some calls and get myself back onto that panel. I’m the president of the Women’s Issues Commission and the Minority Rights Alliance. I am not a rock star.”


  She walks out.


  “Fine,” Jimmy T says. “Screw her, then. It’ll just be us boys tonight. Just a little cock rock, then. We’re gonna blow the roof off the old Twelve Tribes tonight, just us guys. Just some good old fashioned . . . ”


  “Shut up, Jimmy T,” Tristan says.



  And now here we are at the famous Twelve Tribes, the place where the Rolling Stones used to play unadvertised gigs, where The Who once played under a different name, where Rush and the Tragically Hip and Neil Young and Blue Rodeo and practically every famous rock band in the country played before flying into superstardom. Here we are at the Twelve Tribes, a place where rock stars are born, and we’re stinking up the joint like the sewer just backed up.


  “You guys suck!” someone calls to us after a lackluster performance of Smog and Wire.


  “We’ll try to do better on this next one,” Tristan tells the critic, then he plays off-time throughout our wobbly version of Even the Waitress.


  “Get off the stage!” is the critic’s loud suggestion. “I can play better than you clowns!”


  “You think so?” Akim says.


  “A six year old with a toy guitar could play better!” the critic shouts back. His buddy beside him snorts with laughter.


  “Screw ’em,” Akim says to the rest of us. “Screw the set list. Who cares anymore. Turn everything up, and let’s just jam like we used to.”


  Yeah. Damn right. I start playing a throbbing beat on the drums, something the other guys can dig into.


  “Louder! Faster!” Akim yells. “ Let’s blow their damn heads off!”


  Tristan locks into the furious beat with a throbbing motorcycle-engine bass line, and Jimmy T thickens the sound with some chunky power chords. We’re roaring along like a full-throttle locomotive when Akim leaps from the stage and lands on the floor directly in front of the critic, staring him in the eyes. His fingers dig into the fretboard, the rage screaming from his amplifier with an intensity that makes Jimi Hendrix sound like Roy Clark. His fingers hammer and bend the strings, releasing the crazed notes out into the wild, notes that bite and claw as if they might make the air bleed.


  Akim then takes a step back, lets a single, perfect note fade away into nothing. The formerly indifferent crowd now roars. Akim holds the guitar out to the critic. We’re playing so loud that nobody can hear what Akim says to him, but it’s probably something like, “Your turn, maestro.” The guy looks away.


  Akim mounts the stage again, grinning like crazy, soloing like he’s channeling the ghosts of Dwayne Allman, Jimi Hendrix, Stevie Ray Vaughan, and every other great guitarist who departed in their prime. Akim is playing like only Akim can, and he’s raising the rest of us up with him.


  Then, as the last chord of the jam dissolves, Akim calls out to the cheering crowd, “We’ll be right back, after we take a break so I can kick somebody’s ass.”


  The cheering gets even louder. The critic and his buddy decide to depart immediately.


  Ladies and gentlemen, the Featherless Bipeds are back.



  If we nearly stank people out during most of our first set, we nearly smoked ’em out with our second. Our playing was so hot and angry during round two, it’s amazing the Twelve Tribes wasn’t reduced to smoldering embers. There aren’t enough fire trucks in the city to extinguish us now. Songs we’ve played a hundred times before suddenly crackle with lightning energy. Even Jimmy T is playing with a new kind of intensity, despite the distraction of dozens of lithe young women dancing wildly at the foot of the stage. Sure, between songs he flirts with them, but during the songs, he’s playing his guitar. We are in the groove.


  Too bad Lola chose to miss this gig. Adding her vocals to our volatile playing might have made the Twelve Tribes explode. And too bad Billy VandenHammer decided he had more important things to do than come to listen to the Featherless Bipeds. If he’d heard the set we just finished playing, he’d have had us sign a recording deal right here on the spot.


  Admirers mob us the moment we leave the stage. Guys bring us beers and shooters. Smiling and swaying girls present themselves. Jimmy T immediately disappears with a scantily clad rock bunny. As the rest of us retreat for a corner table, I think for a second I see Zoe’s face in the mob. I’m so charged with adrenaline, I must be hallucinating.


  But no. I see her again. It’s her. She’s approaching the table. Zoe is here. Lola, Veronica, and Sung Li are with her.


  “Sung Li?” Akim says. “I thought you were never coming to another one of our gigs again.”


  “I changed my mind,” she says.


  “Me too,” Veronica says to Tristan.


  “Zoe?” I say.


  “Hi, Dak,” she says, smiling shyly. “Lola came over to see me. She explained what happened with you and Jerry. I wanted to surprise you by showing up tonight.”


  “I’m surprised,” I say, my heart throbbing, my head feeling lighter than air.


  “Lola?” Tristan says. “I thought you had a meeting with your anti-racism group.”


  “I sent somebody else,” she says, breathless. “Listen, guys. Sung Li got a call after you guys left for the gig tonight. It was Billy VandenHammer. He’s coming tonight after all. He should be here in the next half hour.”


  “He called personally, from his limo,” Sung Li adds, bouncing on her toes.


  “We would have been here sooner, but I got pulled over for speeding,” Veronica explains.


  “There’s a huge lineup outside,” Sung Li exclaims. “Word on the street is that you guys are blowing the roof off the place!”


  Tristan summarizes all of the thoughts that are racing through our heads. “Holy crap!” he says.


  “Where’s Jimmy T?” Lola says, “I have to find him and tell him the news!”


  She rushes away through the crowd.


  I turn to Zoe.


  “It’s great to see you,” I tell her.


  “I missed you, Dak,” she says. “I’m sorry about . . . you know.”


  “It’s okay,” I say. “These things happen. Especially to me.”


  “Look, Dak,” she says, “maybe it’s time we . . . ”


  “Come on, Dak,” a hyper-energized Tristan interrupts, “let’s get our asses up on stage and rock this joint!”


  “And blow away Mr. Billy VandenHammer!” Akim adds from over Tristan’s shoulder.


  I look apologetically at Zoe.


  “It’s okay,” she says, “we can talk later. Get up there and impress this Billy VandenHammer.”


  The only person I really care about impressing is her. I follow the others through the crowd toward the stage, the hairs on my skin all standing on end. Tristan and Akim tune their guitars, and I quickly tune up my drum skins. If ever we needed our sound to be perfect, tonight’s the night.


  Again I think I’m hallucinating when I see Jimmy T sprinting toward the stage from the men’s washroom at the back of the barroom, his hands cupped over his crotch, since he’s wearing no pants. Or underwear. Then the rock bunny that disappeared with him earlier also scrambles out of the men’s room, pulling her skirt down over her hips as she flees. Then Lola bursts through the door, charging after Jimmy T.


  “You sonuvabitch!” Lola screams. “I trusted you!”


  “Help!” Jimmy T cries to us as he climbs onto the stage, mooning the crowd with his naked butt.


  I keep a big towel onstage for wiping the sweat from my face between songs. I toss it to Jimmy T, who quickly wraps it around his waist.


  Lola climbs the stage behind him. Her face is beyond red, almost purple. Lines of tears streak her face.


  “You heartless bastard!” she screams, “You know how hard it is for me to trust anyone! You know!”


  Jimmy T stumbles backward as she shoves him.


  “Lola, honey,” he stammers, “I know how it must look to you, but . . . ”


  “What? what? Doing some P.R. work for the band again? You bastard!”


  She shoves him again. Jimmy T falls backward, knocking his guitar off its stand. Lola grabs the fallen guitar, grips its the neck with both hands, then raises it high in the air like an executioner’s axe.


  “You bastard!” she screams again, smashing the body of the guitar against the stage.


  “Lola!” Jimmy T cries, “Stop!”


  Lola swings the guitar up in the air again. Jimmy T scrambles to his feet, tries to stop his guitar from hitting the stage again. The guitar’s body blurs through the air, slams against Jimmy T’s hands, the force of the blow knocking him on his ass again. “AAAAAAAAA!” Jimmy T cries, “My hands!”


  The guitar is deflected sideways, sails through the dusty stage light beams, then cracks against the edge of the stage and falls onto the floor below, its neck snapped clean from the body. Several people in the crowd below — perhaps believing that they’re witnessing an episode in rock ‘n’ roll history, perhaps just very drunk, swarm to claim a souvenir piece of the guitar.


  “I hate you, Jimmy T,” Lola spits at him.


  She stands in front of him, holding a one-fingered-salute in front of his face. Then she jumps from the stage and pushes her way through the crowd, and kicks open the door of the men’s washroom. When she emerges seconds later, holding Jimmy T’s pants above her head, many in the crowd cheer loudly. Lola then exits the bar, waving Jimmy’s pants like a captured enemy flag.


  Jimmy T just stands there dumbly, wearing only my sweat towel around his lower half, his wrists bent at awkward angles, his fingers swelling like breakfast sausages.


  Then a tall, barrel-chested man enters the Twelve Tribes, like a gunslinger striding through the doors of a saloon in an old western movie. He’s got shimmering silver hair pulled back into a long ponytail. He’s wearing ultra-hip glasses with purple-tinted lenses, a crisp black shirt and tie under a flawlessly tailored purple suit. The Purple Messiah. Billy VandenHammer is here.


  Two other men, even bigger than VandenHammer, both dressed in black suits and black turtlenecks, file in behind him and position themselves on either side of the renowned record producer. VandenHammer says something to one of his bodyguards, and the black-suited hulk walks purposefully towards the stage.


  Jimmy T turns to the rest of us, wincing slightly.


  “Shit, I think my wrists are broken,” he says. “My fingers, too.”


  We are all speechless, our brains still trying to comprehend everything we’ve just witnessed, but Jimmy T is already formulating a damage control plan.


  “Okay, here’s what we’re gonna do. I obviously can’t play guitar now, since my hands and my guitar are wrecked, so I’m gonna go talk to VandenHammer as if I’m just the band’s manager. You guys will just have to play without me.”


  “What about Lola?” Tristan wonders.


  “Oh,” Jimmy T barks, “screw Lola! This ship’s setting sail without her, dumb broad.”


  Akim says, “What about . . . ”


  “Seriously, screw Lola!”


  “Jimmy,” Akim says, “are you planning on schmoozing The Purple Messiah of Rock ‘n’ Roll with no damned pants on??”


  “Oh,” he says, “right. I’ll get some. I’ll buy somebody’s pants if I have to!”


  Jimmy T leaves the stage holding his swollen hands against his chest, in search of something to cover his lower half. Vanden‐Hammer’s bodyguard appears at the foot of the stage seconds later.


  “Mr. VandenHammer would like to have a word with your band’s representative.”


  Akim and Tristan look at me.


  “Um, our agent will be with you in just a moment,” I stammer.


  “He had to, uh, cover something at the last minute.”


  “Mr. VandenHammer is a very busy man,” the black-suited giant says, “I wouldn’t suggest that your agent keep him waiting long.”


  The bodyguard pushes his way to the back of the bar, resuming his position beside the boss.


  “Shit,” Akim says, “we’d better go talk to him ourselves.”


  Just as we arrive before Billy VandenHammer, who stands like a purple statue of Buddha, Jimmy T rushes in front of us, wearing a plaid kilt he’s borrowed from one of the waitresses.


  “Aye, Mister VandenHammer,” he says, using a passable Scottish accent, “So delighted to meet yuh!”


  “Who are you?” VandenHammer asks.


  “I’m James Tanner, the manager of this talented young group you’ve some to see tonight,” he says, tentatively extending his hand.


  “What’s with the skirt?” VandenHammer says.


  “It’s me trademark,” Jimmy says. “Me kilt, eh? Kinda like yer purple suit.”


  “Ah,” VandenHammer says, crushing Jimmy’s crippled hand in his vice-like grip. Jimmy’s face turns white, but he heroically absorbs the pain of the handshake. “Where’s the girl? My source told me you’ve got a girl singer. Where is she? I want to see her.”


  “Uh, do you need to see her, uh, right now?” Jimmy stutters, dropping the Scottish accent.


  “She’s what we’re here for,” VandenHammer says. “But, of course, as the band’s manager, I don’t have to tell you what a hot thing female singers are right now. No girl, no contract. That’s the way it is.”


  A look of desperation washes over Jimmy T’s face. “I’ll go get her! Be right back!”


  He makes his way over to the table where Sung Li, Veronica, and Zoe have been observing the whole exchange. Akim, Tristan and I stand there in front of Billy VandenHammer and his posse, unsure of what to do or say next. After a few eternal minutes pass, Jimmy T returns, towing Zoe behind him. VandenHammer scans her from head to toe, then he reverses course back to her chest.


  “Well,” he says to one of his boys, as if we’re not even here, “not exactly what my contact described, but she’s pretty hot anyway.”


  He peers over the purple lenses of his glasses and looks directly at Zoe with his steely eyes.


  “Okay, sweetie, show us what you’ve got.”


  “What?” she says, crossing her arms over her chest.


  VandenHammer shakes his head a little, grins slightly.


  “I’m a music producer, baby. Get up there and sing for me, for chrissakes.”


  “You heard the man!” Jimmy T barks. “Show him what the Featherless Bipeds are all about.”


  He turns and stands beside VandenHammer, crossing his arms in a similar pose. One of the bodyguards grabs him by the shoulders and pulls him away from the boss.


  Zoe looks dazed as she follows us to the stage.


  “Can you actually sing, Zoe?” Tristan asks.


  Zoe nods.


  “Are you sure you want to do this?” I ask her.


  “I’m sure,” she says. “I want this producer to hear you guys play.”


  The crowd hoots and hollers as we take our positions on stage.


  Zoe turns to me and says, “Can we do ‘Invitation’?”


  “Do you know the words?” Tristan wonders.


  “I’ve known the words since I first heard them in high school,” she says. She is still looking at me when she says this.


  Then, Zoe slowly turns to face the spotlight, and something amazing happens.


  RULE NUMBER ONE


  For the Featherless Bipeds, the balance tipped the night Zoe was thrust into the band. I never would have imagined that Zoe could sing like she does until I heard her that night at the Twelve Tribes. Since then, our powerchord rock songs have become sparer sounding without Jimmy T’s rhythm guitar playing, but Zoe’s voice fills and overflows the spaces left behind.


  She has the power and control of an opera diva, the passion and guts of a blues singer, the casual elegance of a jazz crooner, and a certain extra mystique that I still can’t quite compare to anything else. Her voice has transformed our songs into something more complex, something that still eludes easy categorization. And to think that I’ve loved her for all these years and never realized she had this voice locked away inside her, a voice as complex and evasive and beautiful as Zoe herself.


  Akim, Tristan and I play every show as if it’s the last time, struggling to match the mysterious, otherworldly quality of Zoe’s singing. As if someone has waved a magic wand, we have been transformed from a struggling bar band into the Next Big Thing. As we’re shipped from concert hall to radio station to recording studio, I still get this strange feeling that I’m watching it all happen from just outside myself, as if none of this is completely real.


  Nothing feels more surreal than the day we all gather in Billy VandenHammer’s plush, oak-panelled office to sign our recording deal with Big Plastic Records.


  “By the way,” Billy says as Zoe reaches for the silver pen to sign her name on the contract’s dotted line, “nobody in the band is allowed to have sexual relations with anyone else in the band. Is that clear? It’s all about the music now.”


  “How is that any of your business?” I sputter.


  “It’s totally my business!” VandenHammer says. “That kind of shit destroys bands. Look at Ike and Tina Turner. Look at Fleetwood Mac, for crying out loud, all screwing each other, all but ruined now. And look what happened when Yoko Ono got her claws into John Lennon. Poof! No more Beatles.”


  “Okay,” Akim grins, taking the pen from Zoe and signing the contract, “I promise I won’t hump Tristan anymore.”


  He hands the pen to Tristan, who signs like he was in a speed-writing competition.


  Zoe and I look at each other, then at VandenHammer.


  “Rule Number One, kids,” he says, peering at us over the purple lenses of his glasses. “No sexual relations of any kind amongst band members. I’m not investing in you so you can have jealous fights and break up. No way. It’s all about the music.”


  Jimmy T hovers behind us. “Does Rule Number One apply to me, too, Billy, or am I allowed to sleep with Zoe?”


  “Dream on!” Zoe scowls at him.


  “You can call me Mr. VandenHammer, Mr. Tanner. And it applies double for band managers.”


  Zoe looks at me for a moment. Then she sighs, signs her name, and hands me the pen without making eye contact again.


  “It’s all about the music,” I tell myself as I add my signature to the page.


  Now we are on our first cross-country road trip, in support of our newly released first album, Socrates Kicks Ass! The tour has been organized by Jimmy T, despite Billy VandenHammer’s offer to get someone at the record company to put the tour together. Jimmy T, Tristan and Akim share the job of driving the rented U-Haul equipment van, while Zoe and I take turns behind the wheel of her rust-perforated Toyota.


  It is after three am, and we are somewhere between our Friday night gig in Winnipeg and our hotel in Regina, where we will play on Saturday. While Zoe sleeps in the passenger seat, I struggle to keep my heavy eyelids open, and curse Jimmy T for booking such distant gigs on consecutive nights. It’s all I can do to keep the Toyota within visual range of the van’s tail lights, since Jimmy T is driving at his usual homicidal velocity.


  Out of nowhere comes a howling prairie blizzard. It takes all of my concentration to keep the featherweight car on the road. Snow blasts through the headlight beams, concealing the road, rendering the world around us dimensionless; it was like flying through a dense field of stars in a spaceship.


  It is a miracle that I am able to see the neon glow of a roadside motel. I pull into the driveway.


  “What’s going on?” Zoe asks, still groggy from sleep.


  “Blizzard. I lost site of the van.”


  “Are we in Regina?”


  “Not sure exactly. There’s a motel. I think it might be safer for us to stay here for the night.”


  Zoe stretches and yawns. “Okay,” she says. In a semi-trance, she follows me through the whistling wind into the motel.


  At the front desk, a clerk with basset hound eyes pries himself away from the glow of his twelve-inch TV.


  “Yep?” he says.


  “We need two rooms.”


  “We got one left.”


  “Two beds?” I ask.


  “One.”


  I turn to Zoe. “It’s okay. I’ll sleep on the floor.”


  The room is dimly lit and claustrophobic. There are velvet paintings of cowboys and horses hanging on the painted plywood walls. Wind hisses at the windowsills, rattles the siding outside. A neon sign flickers and hums outside the window.


  Zoe immediately falls onto her back atop the spongy double bed, arms and legs splayed outward.


  “I’m exhausted,” she sighs.


  The long, wiry muscles in her arms are stretched tight, like high-voltage wires in the chill of winter. Every line, curve, and shadow of her body appears to quake, to shiver. Each part of her that is not consumed by shadow leaps forth, vibrating, visually crackling from the neon sign buzzing outside the window. The bed and walls of the motel room flicker at the same frequency, sharing the tension.


  A volatile emulsion of guilt and desire bubbles inside me.


  “It’s freezing in here,” she said. “I’m getting under the covers.”


  Zoe arches her back, wriggles out of her jeans, kicks them onto the floor, then, without removing her sweatshirt, twists free of her bra, which lands on the cold floor beside her jeans. Like a swimmer springing feet-first from a diving board, she kicks her feet up in the air, then in one fluid motion her body slips beneath the sheets.


  Split-second images whirl though my head: an edge of black pubic hair peeking from the crotch of her panties as she pulls off her jeans, a glimpse of a chill-shriveled nipple as she tugs the bra from beneath her sweatshirt, the O-shape of her lips as she plunges beneath the cold sheets.


  Blood throbs inside me like the thunder of ritual drums. I turn around, pretend to look out the window at the swirling snow, so she won’t see the physical effect she is having on me; the effect she’s had on me since we were together in high school.


  “I’ll, um, sleep on the floor, then,” I manage to say.


  Her eyes peek out from under the blankets.


  “Oh, come on Dak, you’ll freeze out there. We can share for tonight.”


  “What about Rule Number One?”


  “Desperate times cause for desperate measures,” she says. “We’ll just have to behave ourselves.”


  So I strip down to my T-shirt and boxer shorts, careful to keep my back to her. Under the sheets, I roll over on my back, careful to turn slightly to one side so I won’t raise the blankets too much.


  “God, Dak,” she says, her voice slightly hoarse from singing, “you’re like an oven.” She snuggles up beside me, saying, “You have to share the heat.”


  I stare up at the ceiling, which continues to vibrate with the neon glow from outside the window. Zoe is probably already asleep when she slides her hand across my chest and her leg crosses over mine. She nestles her face between my chest and shoulder.


  “Mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm” she purrs.


  When I am sure she is sleeping, I kiss her forehead. I can’t help myself. She pulls herself snugly against me, her soft, warm breasts pressed against my chest, my leg now firmly wedged between her thighs. I close my eyes and breath in deeply, only half aware of my legs muscles flexing gently, rhythmically, against her pubis. She lets out a little moan, and I exhale, very, very slowly. She begins to grind herself against the flexing of my leg. I shudder when I feel the warm, damp contact.


  She exhales slowly, her breath condensing on my earlobe.


  Then she springs upright, eyes wide open.


  “No!” She cries. “No no no no no! We can’t do this!”


  “Sorry! Sorry!”


  I get out from under the covers and lie down on the cold floor. Zoe curls up at the farthest edge of the bed, with her back to me, the blankets pulled over her head.


  I spend the rest of the night watching the neon light flicker against the water-stained ceiling, trying to understand what just happened.



  By early morning the storm has passed.


  “Sorry about last night,” I say, not quite able to look her in the eyes.


  “Not your fault,” she mutters. “Half of me wanted to . . . aw, forget about it. An agreement is an agreement. We both signed the contract.”


  “Nobody would have ever known,” I say.


  “We would know, Dak,” she says. “I don’t think it’s the sort of thing that either one of us would be able to hide.”


  “What do we do now?” I ask her.


  “We wait it out, I guess.”


  I guess waiting is something I’ve become pretty good at.


  What else is there to say? We both signed the deal. Rule Number One. It’s all about the music.



  Zoe drives the car the rest of the way to Regina, while I squint into the glare of the snow-covered landscape. We eventually find Jimmy T, Tristan, and Akim eating breakfast in the hotel restaurant.


  “Thank God!” Akim cries out when he sees us, “We thought you guys were frozen dead in a ditch somewhere.”


  “I told you they were okay,” Jimmy T says. “So, where’d you kids sleep last night? Some romantic hideaway?”


  “Hardly,” I say. “We lost you guys. Had to find a motel to escape the storm.”


  Jimmy T says, grinning, “Ooh, a motel. How deliciously seedy!”


  “Nothing happened,” I say evenly.


  “If you say so.”


  “Nothing happened, you pig,” Zoe snaps.


  “Sure, sure,” Jimmy T says.


  “Shut up, Jimmy T,” Tristan says quietly. “Remember you work for us.”


  Tristan seldom says anything like this, so his words weigh heavy whenever he does. Jimmy T shuts up momentarily, but continues to grin like a man who has just won a bet. Then he jumps up from the table and says, “Well, up and at ’em, troops! We’ve got a sound check on the other side of town in half an hour.”


  Everyone rises except for Akim, who remains seated in front of his half-eaten plate of bacon and eggs. His eyes are watery and bloodshot, and he sniffles and sneezes repeatedly.


  “You okay, Akim?” Zoe asks.


  “I ran out of my allergy medicine,” he says, “and nothing in this old hotel has seen a dust rag since World War Two. Good choice, Jimmy T.”


  “I’ll give you a ride to a drug store,” Zoe says, glancing around at everyone but me. “We’ll meet the rest of you guys at the hall.”


  Is she making this offer to avoid riding with me? Is this the way it’s going to be between us from now on?


  Jimmy T drives the van. Tristan rides shotgun, and I sit behind them. Ten minutes into the ride, Jimmy T can no longer restrain himself. He glances at me in the rearview mirror and says, “So, come on Dak, it’s just us guys now. How was she?”


  “What do you mean?” I say, knowing exactly what he means.


  “You expect us to believe that you spent a night in a hotel with Zoe and nothing happened? Gimme a break.”


  “Rule Number One, remember?”


  “Oh, whatever!” Jimmy T laughs, “that sure as hell wouldn’t have stopped me!”


  “I guess I’m not you.”


  Jimmy T rolls his eyes. “You mean to tell me that you didn’t sleep with a woman you’re nuts over because Billy VandenHammer told you not to?”


  “We all signed the contract,” I say.


  “If you two let a friggin’ recording contract stop you from having some fun together, then maybe there isn’t as much going on with you and Zoe as I thought there was.”


  “There’s enough going on,” I say, wondering why I’m telling him any of this, “that I’m willing to wait for her until the contract expires.”


  “Then you’re an idiot,” Jimmy T says. “If nothing has happened by now, nothing ever will.”


  Tristan turns around in his seat and says to me, “Don’t listen to him, Dak. It took a long time before things finally happened between Veronica and I. It’ll be worth the wait.”


  “Bullshit!” Jimmy T says, punching the steering wheel. “Don’t waste the rest of your life waiting for one woman to maybe come around to you. Screw that! There are millions of women out there, Dak, and you’re a friggin’ rock star! Step up to the buffet, buddy!”



  Maybe there is some truth in what Jimmy T says. If nothing has happened between Zoe and I by now, maybe nothing ever will. As much as it hurts to admit it, perhaps the time has come for me to move on.


  LOVE SONG


  The past year has flown by; it’s been like watching my life summarized between commercials on one of those TV biography shows. Socrates Kicks Ass is Big Plastic Records’ second-best selling disc of the year, and we’ve been nominated for the Best New Band at nearly all of the music award shows. One day drunks are yelling “you suck” at us, the next we’re all dressed up in tuxedos and evening gowns, signing autographs and waving at TV cameras.


  We’ve crisscrossed the continent several times — first as the opening band for better-known performers, then as the headline act at clubs and theatres, and finally, after the award nominations, filling hockey rinks and amphitheatres in every major city in the country. Sometimes I see myself playing the drums on TV, hear one of our songs playing in the background of a soft drink or beer commercial, and it all seems so unreal. We just finished the recording sessions for our second album, Deaf Man’s Garage, and it already feels like something we’ve done a hundred times before.


  We’ve just finished playing our second encore to a packed house at Massey Hall. Jimmy T, our full-time manager, is schmoozing a young woman as the band arrives backstage. Ever since our first CD started getting airplay, and the interview and gig requests began rolling in, nobody has been allowed to talk to us without going through Jimmy first. This really gets on Billy VandenHammer’s nerves, but Jimmy T has refused to be pushed aside. As he sees it, he has invested in this band, and now he is going to enjoy the profits, including scooping up as many groupies as he can. The woman he’s sizing up at the moment definitely qualifies as Jimmy’s type, which means that she has a breast-to-waist-to-ass size ratio that meets his exacting specifications.


  “A good manager can make a star out of anybody, especially a gorgeous woman like you,” he tells her. “Celine Dion had Rene Angelil, Shania Twain had Mutt Lang, Mariah Carey had Tommy Mottola . . . and you could have me, J.P. Tanner!”


  Jimmy T has been going by the name J.P. Tanner for a while now. His middle name doesn’t start with ‘P’, but he claims that ‘J.P.’ sounds “more businesslike”. Just to annoy him, Akim calls him “the manager formerly known as Jimmy T”. I can’t seem to bring myself to call him J.P. Tanner, either.


  “Each of those singers was sleeping with her manager when she got famous,” Jimmy T’s conquest says to him. “Are you telling me that I’ll become a famous singer if I share your bed with you?”


  “It isn’t inconceivable,” Jimmy T says.


  As the band members arrive backstage, the woman immediately turns away from our smooth-talking manager, and calls out, “Dak! Dak Sifter!”


  Before the Featherless Bipeds started getting played regularly on the radio, before the producer and multi-album deal, before the Much Music interviews and the expensive, nonsensical videos, fashion-model types like this one never gave me the time of day.


  “Dak Sifter!” she calls out again. “My God, is it really you?”


  “It’s really me, I think,” I say to her. I’m still holding my drumsticks. I need a sweat-towel and a bottle of water.


  “You’re the songwriter, right?” she says, turning her back on Jimmy T and striding over to meet me. “God, I love your songs!”


  “Well, thanks, but I can’t take all the credit. Sometimes I co-write the lyrics with Zoe here, and Akim and Tristan write most of the music. It’s a team effort, really.”


  Akim pats me on the back as he wanders past, while Zoe just rolls her eyes and disappears into a dressing room — she doesn’t have much patience for groupies, especially those as keen on displaying their cleavage as this woman is.


  Tristan, still the Official Documentary Filmmaker of our group, slides past with a hand-held video camera pressed against his face. Sometimes he’s so quiet you hardly notice him filming, and he’s amassed a lot of great candid footage as a result. They even used some of it in “The Featherless Bipeds Backstage Pass”, which aired on the CBC a month ago.


  The woman, conscious of the camera floating past, leans forward so I can see the floor under her skirt between her breasts. She raises her voice for the camera microphone, saying, “The way your voice and the other singer’s harmonize on that last song you played sends shivers down my spine.”


  Mine too. The song goes like this:


  They’ve got words for this kind of failure


  You’ll only hear them whispered behind your back


  “That fool, he wrecked a golden moment”


  Grey words can’t touch a heart turned black


  You told yourselves you could resist it


  But you learned the word from different books


  You spent the next summer seeing double


  Now you won’t get a second look


  Til nothing is everything again


  Til nothing is everything


  Til nothing is everything again


  Til nothing is everything


  There she laid in a wash of neon


  The bomb put the button in your hands


  You stood by the window, fingers twitching


  What could you do, you’re just a man


  You could not justify your treason


  Each torrid second scorched a year


  She will not purge your guilt with anger


  She will not cleanse you with her tears


  Til nothing is everything again


  Til nothing is everything


  Til nothing is everything again


  Til nothing is everything


  Despite its dark tone, it’s quickly becoming one of our most popular songs. It’s already on the heavy-rotation play lists of radio stations across North America, and the new album hasn’t even been released yet. It isn’t just the words, though — it’s the way Zoe sings them. She knows exactly where the words came from. We both know.


  Things are good between Zoe and I, though. Now that the potential for a romantic relationship has disappeared, we’ve grown even closer as friends. We collaborate on lyrics. Our voices harmonize perfectly. We make a unique kind of music together, music so compelling, apparently, that fashion-model types now feel the need to approach me backstage.



  “My name is Janice,” the woman says to me, “Janice Starr. I would love to get to know you better. Would you like to continue our conversation in a more, well, intimate environment?”


  She looks me in the eyes and slips a card into my hand. Her fingertips linger on mine for a moment.


  “See you later,” she says, then turns and slowly walks toward the backstage exit. I have to admit that she looks just as good walking away as she did on the approach.


  “Goodnight, Mr. Tanner,” she says crisply as she walks past Jimmy T. “Thanks for letting me come backstage.”


  Jimmy T does not reply. He leans against the wall, arms folded, glaring in my direction. In his mind, I have intercepted a pass that was intended for him.


  “Nice work, Dak,” he grunts as the door snaps shut behind Janice, “she’s friggin’ hot.”


  “Indeed,” I reply, sliding the card with her address into my front pocket. Should I? I wonder. It’s sure been a while.


  Jimmy T stomps out onto the stage to take out his frustration on our roadies.


  Zoe reappears from the dressing room.


  “Hey, Dak,” she says. “Managed to get rid of the stalker, eh? Want to split a cab fare?”


  We both live in Riverdale, so we usually share a ride home when we play a hometown gig.


  “Thanks, Zoe, but I don’t think I’m going straight home tonight.”


  “Oh?” she says, then her expression changes. “Oh.”


  She draws a breath, takes a step closer.


  “Dak . . . you know, maybe we . . . ”


  She stops, glances away for a second.


  “Never mind,” she says, forcing a smile. “Have fun. I’ll see you in a few days. Be good.”


  “I’m always good,” I tell her.



  “Hi there,” Janice Starr says as she opens the door to her apartment.


  Candles flicker in every corner, causing the curves of her body to sparkle like the spirals arms of a galaxy. I am drawn to her gravity like a stray asteroid toward the sun.


  She holds a glass of red wine in each hand, and raises one to my lips.


  “Drink,” she says.


  I drink.


  Reaching around me with both arms, she sets the glasses on a small table behind me. My whole body stiffens as she draws herself against me. She gyrates on the outside, and I pulse from within.


  “You’re kind of uptight for a rock star,” she says. “Shouldn’t you have me naked on the floor by now?”


  “I guess I’m not really a rock star.”


  She slithers down my chest, her fingers pulling apart my clothing as she descends.


  “Are these elephants on your underwear?” she giggles.


  I can neither swallow or breathe.


  “If I become a famous singing star,” she says, “will you write some lyrics for me?”



  Janice spends more and more time at my house, hanging around during the band’s recording sessions, and digging through the books full of unused lyrics I’ve written, tearing out the ones that suit her best. Jimmy T gets over the fact that she is sleeping with me instead of him, and he hooks Janice up with a decent bar band he’s discovered and books them some studio time. Janice can sing in key, but her voice is thin compared to Zoe’s, and she doesn’t have much range.


  “They can fix that in the studio,” Jimmy T cheers, “it’s her look that’s gonna sell albums — she’ll be the next Shania Twain!”


  And Jimmy T is right. In less time than it took the Featherless Bipeds to get our first gig at Harlock’s, Jimmy T has introduced Janice to Billy VandenHammer, and she is headlining shows at the same venues our band plays. Her first album, called Janice!, is climbing the charts. On the CD cover, in the magazines, on TV, and onstage, she looks incredible. Jimmy T is on top of the world; he has created his first overnight sensation.



  It is after a show at the Molson Amphitheatre, and Janice’s band has opened for ours. Janice has me pinned to the bed. “Marry me!” she says. “Say yes!”


  “Okay,” I say.


  “It will be the event of the year,” she says, after dismounting and rolling onto her side, “and it won’t hurt either of our sales, either. We could do a duet or something — it’ll be so romantic. People will eat it up.”


  When I tell her that a low-key, media-free wedding would be my preference, she convinces me with her body that her idea is better.



  So now I’m rifling through my underwear drawer, trying to find my lucky boxer shorts. Janice, as a way of telling me that she thinks my underwear collection has become too threadbare, has bought a bunch of new pairs and crammed them into the drawer. The new boxers are nice — crisply folded plaids in tasteful complimentary colours — but a day like today requires my lucky boxer shorts.


  Normally I am not superstitious. I play shows on Friday the thirteenth, I enter concert halls and arenas through stage doors in back alleys frequented by black cats, and I shave in front of cracked hotel mirrors without thinking twice about it. But this evening is the rehearsal for our wedding, and my bride-to-be has insisted that nothing can be anything less than absolutely perfect. So, despite her distaste for my worn-out undergarments, I’m hedging my bets and wearing my lucky underwear.


  I find them, scrunched up in the back corner of the drawer. The once glaring shade of stoplight red has faded to a dull pink, and the cartoon elephants playing drums are now nothing more than translucent, greyish spots. I’ve happened to be wearing these boxers on several occasions that have had a significant impact on my life, and I’m afraid that if I don’t wear them today, I might screw up the finely tuned machinery of Synchronicity. I know I’m being illogical — call it Crazy Groom Syndrome.


  I was wearing these same boxers, fresh out of the plastic wrapper, when I first met Tristan on Orientation Day at university. I was also wearing my elephant boxers, broken-in but still unfrayed, on the day that Akim, Tristan, Jimmy T, Lola and I first played together at the Deaf Man’s Garage. I was wearing them during our first gig at Harlock’s, where, huddled around a wooden tabletop carved with the initials of drunks and lovers of years gone by, we named the band The Featherless Bipeds. I also had them on that night at the Twelve Tribes, when Zoe stepped in for Lola on vocals, and Billy VandenHammer offered us a recording deal right there on the spot.


  These boxer shorts were been present at a lot of pivotal events, so I’m not taking any chances when it comes to my wedding. I put them on.



  And now here we are, rehearsing our wedding vows in front of a crowd of family and friends, concert promoters, record company executives, and selected members of the media. Janice and I are front and centre, holding hands. Everyone stands and applauds. It’s almost like an awards show.


  To my left stand Tristan and Akim, my Best Men. Jimmy T and the guys from Janice’s band are the ushers. Beside Janice are several photogenic sorority sister friends from her college days, some of whom I met for the first time today. And at the end of the female chain stands Zoe, the only concession I won in the wedding party negotiations. Janice insisted on having her own band mates and even Jimmy T stand up with me, but she balked when I asked to have Zoe included.


  “She’s jealous of my success,” Janice claimed, “and I think she’s got a secret thing for you. I don’t like her.”


  Zoe doesn’t like Janice much, either. Every time Janice interrupted one of our band rehearsals with elaborate new plans for the wedding, Zoe raised her eyebrows and said, “Are you sure you want to go through with this?”


  Tristan, jittering around in his tuxedo, leans over and asks me the same thing now. As a sort of pre-wedding gift, Tristan has compiled a video presentation of our romance, beginning with the footage he shot at Massey Hall on the night Janice and I first met, followed by scenes of us hanging out at the studio, sharing the stage together, and other stuff like that. He even hid a couple of cameras in my house and in Janice’s recently-upgraded apartment, hoping to get some candid shots of us being a cute, photogenic, media-ready couple.


  “Are you sure you want me to do this?” Tristan asks again.


  “Well,” I whisper, “she wants this all to be public.”


  “Come on, Tristan!” Janice interrupts, “The audience is waiting!”


  Tristan pops the videotape into the projector. The gathered crowd laughs and coos on cue as the scenes of Janice and me together roll past on the screen, and they clap along to the Janice’s synth-assisted voice, singing a thumpy, computer-programmed radio-ready pop song, written by Billy VandenHammer and recorded just for this occasion: “Love is nice, Love is fun, Baby, Love is number one!”


  The crowd applauds. Out of the corner of my eye, I can see Zoe rolling her eyes.


  Now I let the smile I have pasted on my face finally fall off, and I let go of Janice’s hand. The next scene in the video is the one that has been causing Tristan all the anxiety. He retrieved it from the camera he hid in Janice’s apartment and showed it to me this morning, just hours before we all got suited up for the wedding rehearsal.


  On the screen, for all the guests to see, is Janice, naked on the floor of her apartment, with Jimmy T lying between her open legs, his big naked butt cheeks flexing coincidentally to the rhythm of the bass line thumping on the video soundtrack.


  Air and sound are momentarily sucked from the room.


  I turn to Janice.


  “Consider our engagement off.”


  Then to Jimmy T.


  “You’re fired.”


  I turn on my heels and walk from the ballroom, while Janice’s studio-enhanced voice continues playing from the video machine:


  “Love is nice, Love is fun, Baby, Love is number one!”



  I spend what is supposed to be my wedding day packing up the clothes and other stuff that Janice left scattered around my house, working in a detached and mechanical way, carrying the boxes up the street and depositing them one by one in the Goodwill donation box. I feel people’s eyes burning holes in me from a distance. They know what has happened. It’s news.


  TV camera trucks have been parked outside my house all morning. Each time an interviewer sprints from a van to assault me with questions about the aborted wedding, I answer by extending my arm, raising my middle finger to the camera, turning my back and walking away. This is expected behavior. I’m a ‘rock star’.


  Jimmy T and Janice have already taped a statement that has been playing nonstop on every trashy tabloid show, wherein Janice wrings out just enough fake tears to keep her makeup from running, and sobs in a carefully-rehearsed way that she has discovered that I am really in love with the singer in my band, Zoe Perry. “I so wanted my marriage to Dak Sifter to work, but his heart was elsewhere!” she cries. “Distraught and confused, I sought comfort in the arms of my manager and best friend, J.P. Tanner. He was . . . wonderful!”


  On cue, she collapses against Jimmy T, who bites his lip and tries to look concerned and supportive, when in reality he is probably looking down the front of her top. I picture drooling idiots all over North America shaking their heads and blaming me for Janice’s infidelity. Whatever.


  During what would have been our wedding reception, I thrash around on the drums in my basement, pounding and smashing, sweat and hair and limbs flying, for hours and hours until I am out of breath and my muscles simmer. I should still feel angry, or at least sad, but now I am just tired.


  I drag myself upstairs to the living room, sit cross-legged in front of the fireplace, and pop open the bottle of Dom Perignon that I had planned on sharing with Janice in our wedding night suite at the top of the Royal York. I finish the bottle, and light a match.


  There is a knock on the back door. Probably Janice. I’m surprised she didn’t come to the front door, to try to get some more camera time out of this. I’m not letting her back in.


  I hear the door creak as it opens. I guess I didn’t remember to lock it. I start to get up to meet Janice, to tell her to get lost, to push her back through the door if I have to. But it isn’t Janice. It’s Zoe.


  “Hey, buddy,” she says, “how you doing?”


  “On top of the world,” I say. “The tabloid shows will get a kick out of showing you coming to my house, eh? Won’t hurt Janice’s story any.”


  “Nobody saw me come,” Zoe says, “I snuck through your neighbour’s back yard.” She places her hand lightly on my shoulder, sits down on the floor beside me.


  “What are you doing with the matches?” she asks.


  “I’m burning these so-called lucky boxers,” I say, holding the match to the faded shorts, then tossing them into the open fireplace. Within seconds, they are engulfed in flame.


  Zoe slips her arm around my back and leans against me. I look at her, see the reflection of the flames in her almost-black eyes. There is nothing left but shriveled, smoking bits of burnt polyester before she says anything. She turns her face to mine, and now I can see reflections of myself in her eyes.


  “I’m so sorry, Dak,” she says. “I wish I could have . . . ”


  “I should have seen it coming,” I tell her.


  “Tristan is sick about it,” she says. “Akim wants to kick Jimmy T’s ass.”


  “What about you? You never liked her.”


  She sighs, pulls herself closer to me.


  “This is probably the worst possible timing, Dak,” she says, “but I didn’t realize how much I loved you until you promised yourself to her. I don’t know why I didn’t say something sooner.”


  “Janice eased the pain of not being able to have you,” I whisper.


  “Well,” she says quietly, “I’m rescinding Rule Number One. Billy VandenHammer can go to hell.”


  I wrap both of my arms around her, and the rest of what was contained now spills out into the open. We hold each other, sobbing, gasping and shaking, crumbling onto the floor.


  When it is all over, when all the clawing demons in our lungs have been released back into the darkness, we lie together on the floor, breathing in synch as if we’re sharing a single pair of lungs.


  Gently, only slightly louder than a thought, Zoe begins softly singing, no words, just a melody. I wrap my own voice around hers, the harmony more powerful than our embrace. The melody grows louder, reverberating through the room, filling the house, carrying us both through the air, into each other, becoming one.


  It’s all about the music.


  Beautiful Lies


  Lyrics — D. Sifter, Music — A. Ganges, T. Low, D. Sifter

  (From the album Harmony, recorded by The Featherless Bipeds)


  All of the flowers that you planted


  keep coming up weeds


  None of your moonlight promises


  become daylight deeds


  Just as I think I’ve found you


  You change your disguise


  And you re-invent yourself


  With your beautiful lies


  You’re full of sunlight forecasts


  During weeks of rainy days


  You talk a closet full of rainbows


  While you’re wearing clothes of grey


  Just when I think I know you


  You change your disguise


  And you re-invent yourself


  With your beautiful lies


  My poor mind becomes delirious


  gets lost in promises of light


  But then your shadow plays turn serious


  and I can’t tell the darkness from light


  No more beautiful lies


  No more beautiful lies


  LOLA’S GREATEST HITS


  Zoe spends the night with me, and years of pent-up passion and longing come rushing out of us both. For the first few hours of our new life together, we are swept away. But then morning arrives, and the TV vans come back, and the tabloid reporters resume their vigil on the sidewalk in front of my house. The phones around the house ring and ring until I finally pull the plug on every one of them.


  “Well,” Zoe says, standing in the oblique morning light, peeking through a tiny slit in the curtains of the bedroom window at the media phalanx below, “what do we do now?”


  I can imagine the celebration those mudslingers outside will have if they see Zoe and I emerge from the house together. If Zoe is spotted with me anywhere, any time, it will make Janice’s story of her infidelity seem truthful, and I will become the villain of the piece. Janice and Jimmy T have really stuck it to us.


  Zoe sits down on the bed beside me, puts her arms around me, nestles her face against my shoulder.


  “Well,” she sighs, holding out a plane ticket to Ireland, “what am I going to do with this? I was going to take a vacation while you were away on your honeymoon, but now . . . ”


  Downstairs, the doorbell is ringing. Damned tabloid vultures.


  “Look, Zoe,” I say, pulling her closer, “This whole nightmare with Janice and Jimmy T is my fault. There’s no reason that you should have to suffer.”


  “What are you saying?”


  “Maybe you should go on your trip like you planned to. At least until the dust settles.”


  “You think so?”


  “It’ll probably be easier for both of us that way.”


  “Can you survive without me until I get back?”


  “I’ve been waiting my whole life for you, Zoe. I think I can endure another couple of months.”


  Zoe eludes the TV hounds the same way she had when she came in, and the next day she flies away to Ireland. I manage to duck past the cameras by sneaking out of my house late at night, and rent a room under an assumed name above a tattoo parlour on Queen West. Whenever I go out, I wear a felt cowboy hat, cop-style mirrored sunglasses, and some old, beat-up clothing I’ve picked up at the Salvation Army store. I grow a thick beard, let my hair go wild, and soon I am unrecognizable even to myself.



  I am not in the sunniest mood as I walk away from my dingy temporary home. The glare of headlights and traffic signals on the rain-glazed streets make my eyes sting. Icy rivulets of rain trickle through my collar and down my spine. Everything is conspiring to piss me off. Slouched over, trying to hide inside my overcoat, I can’t look up at the reflection of myself in the passing shop windows. I don’t want to recognize the shivering, shadow-eyed loser who will be looking back at me.


  As I near Yonge Street, I duck into a faux-British pub called Foster’s to relieve the pressure from my aching bladder. As I stand in the men’s room with my piss angrily hissing against the white porcelain, I read the graffiti in front of my nose. “Young bich you make me ich!” reads one boldly scrawled statement. How poetic. Someone else has etched this bit of wisdom on the wall: “If you voted for the Prime Minister in the last election, you can’t piss here — ’cause your DICK is in OTTAWA!!”


  I pull a pen from inside my overcoat, and add the words from one of my songs to the bathroom wall:


  I will swallow this sadness


  before it ferments


  into bitterness


  I will savour the aftertaste


  the lingering


  pain of this loss


  Alone in this crowd


  I will practice


  appearing uninjured


  I will drink this glass empty


  and wait for myself


  to return


  I find a shadowy back-corner table in the empty bar, and don’t even look up at the waitress as I order a pint of Guinness. I wonder if Zoe is drinking the same thing over there in Ireland, and if she is missing me as much as I miss her.


  “Holy shit,” the waitress says. “Dak Sifter! Is that you?”


  I looked up from under the old cowboy hat.


  “Lola! Shhhhhhh! Not so loud — I’m in disguise.”


  She sits down at the table across from me, whispering, “Shit, Sifter, the outfit’s great. I almost didn’t recognize you.”


  “That’s the idea.”


  “So,” she says, “I guess Jimmy T screwed you almost as bad as he screwed me, eh?”


  “He’s a prince,” I say. “So, what’s new, Lola? When did you become a waitress?”


  “Just after I lost my presidencies at the Women’s Issues Commission and the Minority Rights Alliance. Word got back to them about my performance at the Twelve Tribes, and I got impeached. Twice on the same day. I couldn’t show my face around campus anymore, so I just dropped out.”


  “Damn. That sucks.”


  “Yes,” she says, “it does suck. But I’m sure glad Jimmy T’s life is going so well.”


  Jimmy T’s career, of course, is soaring high alongside his new girlfriend and top act, Janice Starr. The publicity created by our cancelled wedding has caused Janice’s second album, an overproduced electronic monstrosity called Love is Number One, to go straight to number one on the charts. Billy VandenHammer has put all of his resources behind Janice, and hasn’t returned calls from the Featherless Bipeds. It looks like the band’s relationship with Big Plastic Records had come to an end.


  “I’ll get you your beer,” Lola says. When she returns, she sets two Guinness on the table, one for her and one for me, along with a newspaper.


  “You’re probably okay to go home, now,” she says. “The papers have got a new story to chase.”


  The front-page headline reads, “DOWNTOWN RAPIST STRIKES AGAIN!”


  “The Downtown Rapist,” Lola whispers, “would I ever like to get my hands on that bastard. All of the attacks have been right here in my own neighborhood.”


  “Holy crap,” I say, “doesn’t that worry you?”


  “Actually, there’s been a guy following me home from work at night. He fits the description the other victims have given.”


  “Jesus! Did you call the police?”


  “They put a couple of plainclothes officers on the street along my route, but of course my stalker didn’t show up on those nights. I mean, he probably could tell these tall guys with neat haircuts had to be cops.”


  “Maybe the police scared him away.”


  “He started following me again two nights ago.”


  “Did you call the cops again?”


  “They said there’s a lot of paranoia around right now, and they just don’t have the resources to provide an escort for every woman who has to walk home at night. They told me to carry a cellphone, and call if anything actually happens — you know, like, ‘Hello? I’m about to be raped. Oh, sure, I’ll hold.’ I mean, it’s a little too late at that point, right?”


  “Why don’t you take a cab home?”


  “Try to find a cabbie at 3 am who will pick you up for a three-block fare.” She squints into her glass. “Besides, I want to catch this bastard, not run from him. And I think I know a way you can help me do it.”


  “What?”


  “I’ve got a plan. What have we got to lose?”



  A homeless person is sitting on Queen Street, just inside a delivery alley. He is mumbling nonsense, with a vacant look in his eyes. He sits on a subway grate, warming his body with the secondhand heat, the salt-and-vinegar smell of his body wafting thickly into the air. There are several signs that he is a legitimate street-dweller, and not just some scam artist working for pocket change: he has wild, unwashed hair, and a scruffy beard. All of his clothes are frayed and have turned the colour of dirt. He is gnawing on a chicken bone he’s retrieved from a nearby garbage can.


  He’s the sort of person that hundreds of people pass by everyday, like the same old scenery. And he is, of course, me.


  I’ve gone to great lengths to blend into the street scene here. I’ve chosen a spot with a clear view of Lola’s route home, a spot which is not already some other street person’s turf. I dragged my clothing around a muddy condominium development site before putting it on, and my crappy, untrimmed beard makes me look like a street-dweller anyway. I’m even pretending to eat out of garbage cans, but my sterile middle-class upbringing prevents me from eating the stuff, so what I’m doing is starving.


  At first, I had been playing a version of the wigged out Hamlet I once did in a high school play, but now, after four days of not washing or eating a decent meal, I’m starting to feel the part.


  Since it would not make sense for a street person to wear a wristwatch, I have learned to measure the day by the tolling of the bells at Old City Hall. It is 3 am, and, shortly after the last peal of the bell has faded, Lola turns the corner and walks this way. Tonight, though, a solitary man follows her.


  I rock on the balls of my feet, ready to spring up at the right moment. Lola’s pace quickens, and the man following her speeds up. He doesn’t look like what I would have pictured a rapist to look like, but I guess that’s part of his cover. With his little glasses, thinning hair, and slouching shoulders, he looks more like a nervous bean counter than an elusive criminal. At the rate he’s moving, he will catch up with her right in front of where I’m squatting. Perfect.


  “Excuse me, miss,” he says, touching Lola on the shoulder. He screams as I pounce on him. Before Lola even turns around, I’ve got him pinned to the concrete.


  “Oh my God, don’t hurt me!” he whimpers, “Take whatever you want!”


  From behind me, Lola says, “This isn’t the guy.”


  I look over my shoulder at her. “Not the guy?” Then I focus back on the small man pinned under me. “If you aren’t the guy, then why were you following her?”


  “I just wanted directions to Queen Street,” he says, eyes wide.


  “You’re lying on Queen Street right now,” I say, and I get off him and help him to his feet.


  “Oh,” he says, turning to hurry away, “thanks.” Then he stops, takes a second look at me, and asks, “Hey, aren’t you that guy who was supposed to marry Janice Starr?”


  “No, I’m not,” I grunt, “I’m a crazy street person. Now get the hell outta here.”


  “Well, you wound up where you belong,” he says, shaking his head as he wanders away. “You really broke that poor girl’s heart.”


  I look at Lola, who has her fists planted firmly on her hips, and is tapping one foot on the sidewalk.


  “Nice going,” she says. “Now we’re never going to catch the real Downtown Rapist!”


  “Well, you could have told me what he looks like!”


  “I don’t know exactly what he looks like! He always followed at a distance, but he was bigger than that guy!”


  “How was I supposed to know! I mean, it could have . . . ”


  “Shhhhh!” Lola hisses, “Listen!”


  “What?”


  “I heard a cry for help!”


  Lola sprints up the street. I try to catch up with her, but I keep tripping over the baggy pants of my street person costume. I look down an alley, but Lola is nowhere to be seen.


  In the alley, on the ground beneath a fire escape, two figures struggle. A woman is face-down on the pavement. A man kneels on her back as she thrashes beneath him. He jerks her head back, tapes her mouth shut, then pulls her arms behind her back and begins winding tape around her wrists.


  “Hey!” I shout.


  The guy jumps up from his victim and charges at me, his eyes wild through the holes in his ski mask. He grabs an aluminum trash can lid and clangs me in the face with it. My knees buckle, and I’m sprawled out on my back. I can hardly breathe through the blood and goop spurting from my mouth and nostrils. I roll over on my side. I hear the tearing of duct tape. My arms are jerked behind my back. I am helpless to stop the tape from binding my wrists and legs. I’ve finally mustered enough breath to call out for help, but the duct tape is plastered over my mouth.


  “Now you can watch, hero,” he says.


  Lola leaps from the fire escape above him, hitting him squarely on the shoulders with her heels, knocking him to the ground.


  “He can watch you get your balls busted,” she says.


  He pulls a knife from his belt as he struggles to his feet, but Lola sends it clattering across the concrete with one deft karate kick.


  “Fuck!” cries the rapist.


  “Not again in your lifetime,” says Lola, who kicks him several times in the crotch.


  He falls to the ground, gasping and puking. The woman he was attacking is on her feet, and she adds a couple of kicks of her own. The man rolls onto his back, groans, and stops moving.


  “You okay?” Lola asks the other woman, who nods yes. Lola picks up the knife, cuts the duct tape from the woman’s wrists, hands her the cell phone and says, “Dial 911. Tell them we’ve got the Downtown Rapist here.”


  Then Lola cuts me free, and tears the tape from my mouth.


  “You okay?” she asks.


  I am able to say something that sounds like, “blorrt!”


  She helps me to stand up. There is the sound of a police siren, tires screeching. Four uniformed police officers run into the alley, guns drawn.


  “Hi, guys,” says Lola. “He’s over there.”


  Lola and I stand in the alley answering the police officers’ questions. I’m dirty, stinky, ragged and bleeding, so of course this is the moment that the photographers and TV cameras finally catch up with me.


  ENCORE


  HARMONY


  The van comes to a stop.


  “Here we are,” says Akim.


  Here we are, indeed. Harlock’s Rockpile, the rock bar where the Featherless Bipeds were born, and where, if the fates allow, we will be born again.


  I walk towards the crumbling yellow-brick building with my snare drum tucked under one arm, followed by Akim, whose well-traveled Stratocaster hangs inside its case at the end of his thick fingers. Tristan follows us, recording the occasion as always with his video camera.


  Together, the three of us step though the entrance marked “Stage Door — Performers Only”.


  Mr. Johnson, the owner of the bar, greets us at the door.


  “Well, if it isn’t the famous Featherless Bipeds,” he laughs. “What comes around goes around, eh? Glad you didn’t forget who discovered you!”


  “We wouldn’t have missed this for anything!” Tristan says.


  “Well, feel free to blow the roof off the place tonight,” he says, with a slight melancholy tinge in his otherwise cheerful voice, “It won’t matter tomorrow anyway.”


  After tonight, Harlock’s Rockpile will close forever, and we’ve been invited to play as part of the tavern’s last hurrah. The crumbling building has been appropriated by the city to build a parking garage, and the wrecking ball will arrive next week. Mr.


  Johnson has decided not to open another bar, and is going to retire to Florida. He’s taking his long-time waitress Suzy with him.


  This will be the first time that the Featherless Bipeds have played together in months, and of course a lot has happened since our last show. We’ve lost our manager, our producer, and our recording contract, so we’re looking at tonight’s gig as the band’s rebirth. Zoe will be arriving from Ireland today, and she’s taking a cab directly from the airport so she’ll arrive in time for the show. I can’t wait to see her. I’ve got something planned.


  “Hey, Dak,” Mr. Johnson says to me, “You haven’t changed a bit! Still way too clean-cut for a rock ‘n’ roller.”


  Since helping Lola catch the Downtown Rapist, I’ve been able to shave, get a haircut, and wear my usual clothes. Helping to put a rapist in jail seems to have outweighed jilting Janice Starr on the media’s good guy/bad guy scale, so I’ve been able to stay in my own house again, without having to sneak around reporters and TV vans. When they covered the story, the papers and TV news shows were even kind enough to show file photos of me playing with the band, rather than in my filthy disguise as a street person.



  Two disc jockeys banter on the radio playing behind the bar:


  The first DJ says: “And this just in — Big Plastic Records producer Billy VandenHammer, known throughout the music world as The Purple Messiah, was arrested late yesterday for fraud and tax evasion!”


  The second DJ says: “Probably to make up for all the money he lost when Janice Starr got whacked out on cocaine and attacked those cops, eh? Perhaps the fastest descent from number one on the charts to the clearance bin in music history!”


  DJ 1: “Of course that was after her live performance lip-synching scandal, right? Can you say ‘Milli Vanilli’?”


  DJ 2: “And then there’s that disc jockey in Vancouver who stripped away all the electronic effects from one of her recordings and revealed just how awful her singing really is — she made Linda McCartney sound like K.D. Lang!”


  DJ 1: “My singing in the shower in the morning sounds better than that!”


  DJ 2: “Although I’ll bet Janice Starr used to look pretty good in the shower before she started snorting coke and scrapping with the police!”


  DJ 1: “Rumour has it that she and manager boyfriend J.P. Tanner have split up. Seems Tanner is now managing a hot new singing sensation called Brandy K! She’s only seventeen, though, so J.P. had better not start mixing business with pleasure, or he’ll be sharing a cell with Billy VandenHammer!”


  DJ 2: “Anyway, here’s some cute, lightweight pop from Janice Starr’s MUCH cuter days, a song called ‘Love is Number One’!


  There is a race between Akim, Tristan and I to turn the radio off. I punch the button so hard, I nearly knock the radio off the shelf.



  We file out to the van again to start carrying in our equipment. It’s been a while since we’ve set up our own gear, and my muscles tingle from lifting all the weight. This used to be my least favourite part of being in a band, but now assembling our instruments and amplification feels wholesome and organic.


  “I hope Zoe gets here soon,” I say.


  “You sound nervous, Dak. You never sound nervous,” Tristan chatters. “Don’t sound nervous. It makes me nervous!”


  I fasten the drums to their stands. “Think anybody will show up to see us tonight?”


  “Months are like years in the music business,” Akim says ominously.


  “Lighten up, Akim,” Tristan says. “We’re still the same guys with the same hands. We’ll rock this joint just like we did the first time.”


  “I hope we play better that that,”Akim says. “Let’s get our sound check done, and drive into the city to Jafo’s for one of those big-ass burgers.”


  “For old time’s sake?” Tristan says.


  “Nope, I just want a Jafo’s burger because they’re good,” Akim says. “Nostalgia is for has-beens. ”



  When we return to Harlock’s from Jafo’s a few hours later, the parking lot is already half-filled with cars.


  “I told you people would come,” Tristan says.


  “They might just be here to say goodbye to the bar,” Akim says, “I doubt they give a crap about the band.”


  As we walk inside, we’re surrounded by that familiar sound of buzzing of voices, clinking glasses and bottles, pool balls clacking together, the radio tuned to the local rock station. There are smells of stale spilled beer, cigarettes, fried food, sweat. Compared to the sterile environment of the recording studio, Harlock’s radiates life.


  “Holy crap!” Akim says, striding over to an elderly man who sits at a table directly in front of a PA speaker. He’s right to do something — the old guy will get his face blown off sitting that close to the stage! Akim shakes hands with him, talks for a few minutes, then joins us again by the bar’s entrance.


  “Didn’t you convince him to move away from the speaker?” I ask.


  “Oh, no, that’s my former landlord. He’s deaf, remember? He wants to sit close to the speakers so he can feel the vibrations. He says he misses the music.”


  “Does he know we named our second album after his garage?” Tristan asks.


  “He knows. He raised the rent.”



  Veronica and Sung Li meet us at the door.


  “Great crowd, eh?” Sung Li says, pulling herself close to Akim.


  “Not bad,” he admits.


  “And they’re still coming in,” Veronica says, pausing to nibble Tristan’s ear. Tristan gets that soft-focus expression as if his soul is being tugged toward heaven. He snaps out of it suddenly, though, his eyes bulging, jaw dropped open.


  “Dad?” he yelps.


  A grey-haired man with tired-looking eyes is making his way toward us, looking sullenly at Tristan. He stands in front of his son, saying nothing.


  “Jesus, Dad, I haven’t seen you for . . . ” Tristan says. “This is my girlfriend Veronica.”


  “Girlfriend, eh?” are the first words Tristan’s dad says to him in over ten years.


  Held firm in his right hand is the notorious Beatle Bass. He holds it out to Tristan. “You’ve earned this,” he says.


  Tristan holds the old instrument in both hands, and then sets it gently on the stage. He hugs his father. Tristan’s dad cries.



  Across the room, seated around one of the big, graffiti-covered tables that are the bar’s trademark, are a whole contingent of people who have made the trip from Faireville. Jo, the waitress from the Faireville Times Café is there, along with a couple of my high school teachers. Quentin Alvinstock is talking in his usual animated way, probably describing to Jo how he taught me everything about writing lyrics in his English Composition class. My sister Charlotte is laughing with the guy who owns Sammy’s Souvlaki Hut. J.D., the proprietor of J.D.’s Gas-O-Rama and my former summertime employer, gives me a thumbs-up. My mom and dad are here, too.


  As I make way to greet them, I’m intercepted by a man with a wild beard and mass of thick hair highlighted with multi-coloured paint flecks. It’s Sebastian, the half-crazed abstract artist from that back-alley store where I once bought painting supplies for Mom. Sebastian’s carries a huge canvas blasted with various shades of blue, and the print of a human face in one corner. I recognize the painting — “Whalemanpassion”.


  “Hey!” Sebastian yelps, “You said you would come back and buy one of my paintings when you got famous! Well, you’re famous now, and I haven’t seen you yet!”


  “Has the price come down at all?” I ask.


  “Nope. Still one hundred thousand dollars,” he says. “But listen. You can use it on your next CD cover for free. Good advertising for me, no?”


  The wild blue scramble actually would make a pretty cool CD cover.


  “I’ll be in touch, Sebastian,” I tell him, and I move on.


  I take a couple more steps towards the Faireville table when two rotund, middle-aged men jump out in front of me. One is dressed like a Hollywood cowboy, the other like an old hippie. It’s Ray and Jay.


  “What are you guys doing here?” I ask. “You know that, um, incident at the Superstar Bar was not our fault.”


  “Hell no, boy!” Cowboy Ray grunts, “We ain’t here to sue ya, or anything like that!”


  “That night you guys played at the Superstar Bar has become local legend,” Jay says. “Everybody has a story about the night the Featherless Bipeds came to town!”


  “We have pictures and posters of you guys all over the bar,” Ray says, clapping me on the back. “Everybody’s seen you on TV, and nobody on TV ever comes to Theodore. You guys’re like local heroes around our parts.”


  “We rented a bus!” Jay says, gesturing toward a table in the back, which is surrounded by an assortment of Pool Table Pec Flexers, Dance Floor Enigmas, and even a couple of Barstool Critics. I hardly recognize the Bull Man at first, since he’s respectably dressed and clean-shaven. He sits with his arm around the waist of the Elton John fan, whom I see still favours velvet jumpsuits.


  I scan the rest of the room, and pick out other nameless faces I remember vaguely from other gigs we played at the Triple R and the Twelve Tribes. A couple of Jimmy T’s girlfriends from V.O.S. are here as well, now just barely old enough to legally be in a bar. I can’t imagine Mr. Johnson did anything more than local advertising for this gig, but the word got around somehow.



  At last I make it across the room to where my mom and dad are standing. I hug Mom, and shake hands awkwardly with my dad.


  “So,” I say, “did you remember to bring it?”


  My mother smiles and slips a small box into my hand.


  “I’ve brought something to mark the occasion,” she says and holds up a painting of the Featherless Bipeds playing live at Massey Hall. “I downloaded a picture from a fan site on the internet, so it’s only as good as the source material.”


  But Mom’s painting captures much more of our band than any grainy bootleg photograph could. The brushstrokes make it look as if my arms are in motion, that Tristan is swaying back and forth like he always does when he plays, that Akim’s leg muscles are tensed for one of his trademark leaps into the air at the beginning of a solo. But the real sign of Mom’s artistic gifts is that Zoe, who always stands very still on stage, somehow radiates that warm, mysterious charisma, even rendered in acrylic paint.


  “You’re a true artist, Mom,” I tell her.


  I look at my watch. Where is Zoe, anyway? She should be here by now, even if her flight was delayed.


  Mom nudges Dad.


  “Show him, Arthur.”


  “Awwww,” Dad moans, “it’s Dak’s night, Jessica. I don’t want to steal his thunder. I’ll show him later.”


  “Show him now,” Mom says.


  Dad removes a book from his back pocket, and hands it to me. The Great Embrace, by Arthur Sifter.


  “The first copies were printed this week,” Dad says.


  “Dad, that’s amazing, I’m so . . . ”


  My father loudly clears his throat. Compliments fluster him.


  “Didn’t want you to have pulled that old manuscript out for nothing,” he says.


  “Hey!” cries a voice from across the room, “Aren’t you that crime fighter guy?”


  It’s Lola.


  “I’ll be back,” I tell my parents, and I go to where Lola is standing in the ever-thickening crowd.



  Lola has undergone another transformation. She’s dressed in a sharp navy blue business suit, and her hair is cut stylishly short, like a politician’s. Gathered around her are several other women, similarly dressed and coifed. I notice they’ve all got matching lapel pins — a gold exclamation mark superimposed over a rainbow. I think I recognize the symbol from TV.


  “Hey, Dak,” Lola says. “Good to see you again. I’m here on behalf of the Rainbow Action Alliance.”


  “I’m guessing that’s not the name of your new band,” I quip.


  “No,” she says. “We’re an organization that lobbies at the federal level for the rights of marginalized and minority women.”


  “Wow,” I exclaim, “that’s a broad mandate!”


  “Is that supposed to be a joke?” one of Lola’s compatriots demands. “Referring women as broads?”


  A dark feeling of déjà vu rushes through me, but Lola waves her hand in the air, saying, “Dak’s never funny. He doesn’t mean it that way. Dak is the guy who helped me catch the Downtown Rapist.”


  “Ohhhhhhhhhh!” the woman says.


  Now I think I can hear a choir of angels singing Halleluiah in the background.


  “It looks like you got a new job,” I say to Lola.


  “Yeah,” she whispers, “I’m vice president of media and advertising. It’s a good gig.”


  I guess apprehending the Downtown Rapist didn’t hurt Lola’s profile as a fighter of sexism and racism.


  “We’ve got a proposition for you, Dak,” Lola says. “We’d like to use your song ‘Paint’ in some of the TV and radio ads promoting our cause. The song fits in well with the message we’re trying to send, and it would give the band some good publicity, too.”


  “Sure, you can use the song.”


  “Great!” Lola says, “I’ll have our people contact your people.”


  “Okay,” I say, even though I’m not sure who ‘my people’ are at the moment, since Jimmy T is no longer our manager and we’ve been dumped by Big Plastic Records. Then I have a flash of inspiration. “Hey, Lola! Do you want to come up on stage and sing ‘Paint’? Just like the old days?”


  “No, no,” Lola says. “Those days are behind me, now. I’ve got my priorities straight.”


  “Come on, Lola. One song.”


  Her fellow lobbyists urge her on. “Do it, Lola!” “Come on, Lola!”


  “Maybe,” she says, “we’ll see.”


  To change the subject, Lola points at a couple who have just entered the room.


  “Hey,” she says, “is that Zoe’s mother and father?”


  She’s never met them, but from a previous incident that we don’t talk about any more, she knows that Zoe’s dad is from Pakistan, and that her mom is Irish-Italian.


  “Hi, Dak,” Zoe’s mom says, “is Zoe here?”


  “No,” I tell her. “Not yet. Have you heard from her?”


  “Her plane was supposed to land four hours ago,” Zoe’s father says. “She should be here by now.”


  “You don’t suppose she changed her mind about . . . ” her mother worries.


  “Shhhhhhhh!” Zoe’s father hushes his wife.


  I don’t know what to say. Zoe has to be here tonight. Everything depends on it.


  “Hey!” Lola says to Zoe’s dad, her eyes twinkling, “Did you know that Dak can do a perfect impression of you, Mr. Perry?”


  “Oh, really,” he says.


  Thankfully, somewhere near the back of the bar, people begin tapping their beer bottles rhythmically on the tabletop, chanting “Bipeds! Bipeds!” More people join in, and the chant gets louder and louder, rolling through the room like a wave.


  “Duty calls!” I say, and I make a hasty retreat.



  Tristan, Akim and I wander out onto the stage, and the room reverberates with cheering voices. I look at my watch again.


  “I guess we’ll have to play the first set without Zoe,” I say.


  Akim begins playing the chunky opening chords to “Paint”, and I announce, “Ladies and Gentlemen, welcome to the closing night festivities at Harlock’s Rockpile! We’re the Featherless Bipeds, and we’ve got a special treat for you tonight. Opening tonight’s show is our first lead vocalist, Lola Young!”


  Lola tosses her suit jacket on a table and takes her position at centre stage. People scream and whistle. She unleashes her wildcat blues snarl, her blouse untucked, her businesswoman haircut now flying around wildly. Lola’s still got it.


  At the end of the song, I scan the room. Still no Zoe.


  “Sing a few more!” Tristan begs.


  Lola sings a few more. It’s as if we’re playing at the Deaf Man’s Garage again, like nothing ever changed. Before long, though, we’ve run out of original songs to which Lola knows the words.


  “Thanks a lot!” Lola cries out to the enthusiastic audience. “You’re all beautiful people! The band will be back after a short break, and then the real show will begin!”


  I glance around the room for the hundredth time. Still no Zoe.


  We eventually have no choice but to play our second set without Zoe as well. We pick the songs from our repertoire that will be hurt the least by the lack of her voice, but, let’s face it, every one of our songs sounds better with Zoe singing the lyrics. Nevertheless, Tristan and I hold forth on vocals as best we can, and the crowd applauds each tune.


  Where could she be? What if she’s been in an accident? Or what if she’s decided not to come back at all? I don’t know what I’ll do.



  As I wade into the crowd at the end of our second set, a young woman with long red hair and piercing green eyes stops me.


  “Hi, Dak,” she says, “you don’t remember me, do you?”


  “Did we meet at one of the awards shows?”


  She shakes her head. “My name’s Bernice Janes. A few years ago you helped me out when I got hurt during that skinhead riot down by the old band shell. I read in the news later that you got hurt pretty badly yourself. I never did thank you properly, but I’ve always meant to.”


  She embraces me tightly.


  “Hey, it was my pleasure, Bernice,” I say, when she finally lets me go.


  She straightens.


  “Well, here’s the funny part. That summer I graduated from high school, and I got a job as a receptionist at this underground record company called Superior Records.”


  “The Superior Records?”


  “I guess everyone knows our overnight success story, eh? Anyway, I meant to go away to university, but The Nerve signed with us, and of course everything took off from there. I’m the head of the Artist Relations Division now.”


  “Wow.”


  “Listen, I know about your troubles with Big Plastic Records, so I was wondering if you would be interested in signing on with us for your next album?”


  I’m speechless.


  “As Head of Artist Relations,” she says, “I promise I won’t get you stabbed again.”


  The crowd is clamoring for the third set to begin.


  “Okay, Bernice,” I say, “We’ll talk.”


  “By the way,” she says, “I love Zoe Perry’s voice. She’s still in the band, right?”


  “I think so,” is all I can say.



  “Should we wait for Zoe before we start the third set?” Tristan asks.


  I shake my head.


  “I don’t think she’s coming.”


  “Are we still going to do the final set the way you planned it?” Akim asks.


  “Might as well,” I shrug.


  Tristan and Akim take their places on the stage, and I step up to the mike at centre stage.


  “This is the first original song we ever played in front of an audience, and we played it right here at Harlock’s,” I say. The crowd erupts as Akim and Tristan start playing the introduction to “Invitation”.


  When the cheering fades, I continue.


  “I wrote this back in high school for a girl I knew . . . ”


  Just then, the door to the parking lot swings open, and Zoe runs into the bar, looking rather frazzled.


  “ . . . and the girl’s name was Zoe Perry,” I say, a smile breaking across my face. I extend my hand in her direction, and everybody in Harlock’s screams, whistles, and cheers, the noise swallowing the music that flows from the speakers. She looks dazed for a moment, then she smiles that tight-lipped smile of hers and takes a little bow. The crowd parts as she moves toward the stage. Akim and Tristan continue playing the song’s opening riff as I meet her at stage right. The roar of the crowd swirls around us, then subsides to almost silence as we kiss.


  “Sorry I’m late,” she says to me. “I missed my flight. I had to go back for something at the hotel.”


  She reaches into her coat pocket, removes a silver ring. On the ring, two hands hold a crowned heart.


  “It’s a Claddagh,” she says, “an Irish engagement ring. You wear it with the heart facing out if you’re available, and facing in if your heart belongs to someone.”


  She looks me in the eyes and places the ring in the palm of my hand.


  “It matches mine,” she says, holding up her left hand to show me. The heart on her Claddagh faces in.


  I slip the ring onto my finger. It fits perfectly.


  I reach into my front pocket and open the small box my mother brought for me.


  “This is for you,” I say. “It’s my grandmother’s engagement ring. She wanted me to save it until I found the right woman. It’s been yours for a long time.”


  Zoe slides the ring on to her slender finger, and we kiss. Then, like a bubble around us has just burst, I hear the crowd cheering now, and Akim and Tristan are still playing. I had forgotten about everyone else for a moment.


  “Want to sing a song with me?” I ask her.


  “I do,” she says.


  I take my place behind the drums. Zoe removes the microphone from its stand, and stands beside me. Our voices harmonize like one as we sing:


  You tell me


  You grew up in a town


  Where smiles disguised intentions


  You tell me


  You were brought up in a house


  Where dreams were never mentioned


  You imply


  you can’t distinguish


  Truth from invention


  It seems that we grew up together


  It seems that we’re from different places


  Same town, same house, same run-around


  Same problems, different cases



  What we hear is more than just our own voices echoing back at us. Nearly everyone in the audience is singing along with us. My parents, who are standing next to Zoe’s parents, are singing. Veronica, Sung Li, Tristan’s dad, Bernice, Lola and her entourage, the Faireville contingent, Ray and Jay, the Bull Man and the Velvet Woman, the Flexers, the Enigmas and the Barstool Critics — all of them know the words. Everyone in Harlock’s sways to the rhythm and sings along.


  This is an open invitation


  to come as you are


  no need to dress up or down


  no need to make a reservation


  to dance without light


  to drink all the night


  from the shadows


  We can tango through


  this rainy syncopation


  with heartbeats as strong and steady


  as ritual drums



  We stop playing our instruments, and Akim, Tristan, Zoe and I walk to the foot of the stage to absorb the sweet sound of a hundred voices singing our own song to us.


  This is your invitation


  To come


  This is your invitation


  To come


  I take Zoe’s hand, and we both squeeze tightly.


  This is your invitation


  To come


  The Official Featherless Bipeds Discography (So far . . . )


  Socrates Kicks Ass!

  



  Lyrics by Dak Sifter, Music by Tristan Low, Akim Ganges, Dak Sifter


  Recorded at Meharg Studios, Toronto Ontario, Canada


  Produced by Billy VandenHammer — Released by Big Plastic


  Records


  Songs:


  Invitation


  Smog and Wire


  Summertime Law


  Paint


  Gallery


  Stunt Man


  Yearbook


  Great Unanswered Questions of History


  Axl Rock (Instrumental)


  Be Alive


  Deaf Man’s Garage



  Lyrics by Dak Sifter, Music by Tristan Low, Akim Ganges, Dak Sifter

  Recorded at Dinaut Studios, Toronto Ontario, Canada

  Produced by Billy VandenHammer — Released by Big Plastic Records


  Songs:


  Smog and Wire


  Wander


  Dancing in a Room of Millions


  Tempting


  Nothing is Everything


  Even the Waitress


  Glass Half Empty


  Your Embrace


  Blues for Baz (Instrumental)


  Little Spaces


  Harmony

  



  Lyrics by Dak Sifter and Zoe Perry,


  Music by Tristan Low, Akim Ganges, Dak Sifter


  Recorded at Behro Studios, Toronto, Ontario, Canada


  Produced by The Featherless Bipeds with Bernice Janes


  Released by Superior Records


  Songs:


  Overdrive


  The Rock ‘n’ Roll Moment


  Skin


  The Crossroads


  What’s Inside


  Lost and Found


  Anyone Can Write a Rock Song


  Glass Half Empty


  Hello, Theodore!


  The Craw (Instrumental)


  The Big Break


  Rule Number One


  Beautiful Lies


  Harmony
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