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    Watching her husband eat the bacon-and-egg breakfast she’d made for him, Jade thought only one thing: I don’t love you anymore. 

    It was a terrible thing to think about the man you had married and promised to love through sickness and in health, and Jade wasn’t sure she believed it. They’d been together for twenty-one years, she and Mick. They’d had their ups and downs. She was just in a down moment. It was the depression, she told herself. Not Mick. He was the same man she had married. He hadn’t changed. It was she who had changed. 

    Seated at the kitchen table, Mick wore a three-piece white seersucker suit and a red linen necktie. The duds were a step up from his usual attire of Polo shirt and Levi jeans, but right then she thought they made him look as though he should be selling ice cream from a truck, or pacing a Southern courtroom. His soft brown hair, graying at the temples but still covering everywhere it was meant to cover, was parted to the side and brushed back from his forehead. His ordinary face was cleanly shaven and smelling of Old Spice, which was sharp enough to cut through the kitchen aroma of fatty grease and crisped pork. 

    “Do you really have to dress up for these guys today?” she asked as she rinsed under hot water the cast-iron skillet she’d used to fry the eggs. Through the window above the sink, she had a view of the backyard and the Hollywood Hills beyond. The bushy gardens were overgrown and infested with weeds. She’d been meaning to get out there and clean it up ever since they’d moved into the midcentury faux-Tudor home. But each morning she’d put it off, telling herself tomorrow. 

    Mick crunched bacon audibly between his teeth, then chugged back half a glass of orange juice. Had he always been such a noisy eater?  

    “They might be a bunch of degenerates,” he said, dicing his scrambled eggs with his fork, “but I’m not. Half my job is to look good.” 

    Mick was an Arts & Recording executive at Chrysalis Records, a British label that had signed Jethro Tull, Blondie, Billy Idol, Ultravox, and Spandau Ballet among other big names. The “degenerates” he was talking about were apparently all the rage right now, consistently selling out The Troubadour and The Roxy on any given night. Jade had listened to one of their demo tapes. Their songs were all about drugs and prostitutes and giving their middle finger to authority. Mick, however, put a more eloquent spin on the lyrics, calling them a spirited defiance against Regan’s and Thatcher’s prudency and censorship. 

    If everything went well today, Mick expected to sign them to the label. 

    “I hope they actually show up,” she said. 

    “They’ll show up,” he replied sagely. “They’re broke. They need money, and fast, or their drug dealers are going to start breaking arms and legs.” 

    “What kind of advance are you offering?” 

    He finished the rest of the eggs on his plate and dabbed his lips with his napkin. “Seventy-five grand. Half upon signing the memo contracts today, the other half when the real contracts are executed in the next couple of months.” 

    “What will they do with all that money?” 

    “Who knows? Pay off their dealers and order a whole lot of pizza and expensive wine, I suppose.” 

    Jade set the skillet in the drying rack and turned off the tap. “I hope you know what you’re getting into, Mick.” 

    He stood. “These guys might be a toxic squad of gonzo assholes, but they’re the real deal. They can sing and play. They’re going to be the next Aerosmith. Bigger.” 

    “The most dangerous band in the world,” she said, repeating a phrase Mick had used before. She carried the coffee pot to the table.  

    Mick shook his head. “I should get going.” 

    “What time’s the meeting?”  

    “Not until noon. But I have calls to make before then.” He straightened his tie and picked up his briefcase, which had been resting on the chair next to him. “How do I look?” he asked. 

    “Great,” she said, thinking her initial impression of the suit had been too harsh. 

    Mick leaned close, turning his face perpendicular to hers, like he always did. She obediently planted her lips on his freshly shaven cheek. She didn’t approve of this. A kiss should be mutual. This cheek thing was cheating. She was giving the affection; he was receiving it. She always wondered if this was some sort of psychological power trip on his part. She should say something…but what was the point? They’d probably just get in a fight. It was easier to remain silent. Smile, cook, clean, play the doting, submissive wife. That’s what he wanted. That’s what her life had become. 

    Mick exited through the back door, and she followed. The morning was bright and brisk, laced with the fresh scent of spring. Mick rounded his canary-yellow Corvette and opened the driver’s door. He asked her, “What will you do today?” 

    Jade shrugged, wrapping her arms across her chest. She wore jeans and a sky-blue sweater, but the air carried an out-of-season chill. “Write a book, compose a symphony, you know, the usual.” 

    “If you want something to do, I’m sure the library could use a volunteer. You might enjoy that, getting out, meeting people.” 

    Jade nodded. But she wasn’t going to volunteer at the library. She liked books, and she liked to read…but Christ, she’d once had so many dreams, ambitions. How had her once seemingly endless number of opportunities been whittled down to staying home all day or volunteering at the local library? She wanted to do something with her day, her life. 

    “See you this afternoon,” Mick said, blowing her a kiss. He slid into the low-slung seat and pulled the door closed with a loud bang. The sporty engine chugged to life. 

     As Mick tooted the horn and rolled past, Jade noticed a glob of white bird crap that had dried on the windshield. She followed the car down the fern-lined driveway, arms still folded across her chest. She watched it turn right onto the street—no blinker, she thought disapprovingly—and then accelerate away with a loud vroom. 

    Jade took a deep breath, drawing the cool, fragrant air into her lungs. What a beautiful morning—so why couldn’t she appreciate it? Why did she have to feel so…empty…inside? 

    She started to return the way she had come but stopped next to the hose reel, which was attached to the side of the front porch. Atop the loop of green hose were her orange-handled garden clippers. She picked them up and went to the rose bushes that lined the eastern property margin. 

    She should have pruned the bushes during the winter, but she’d put off this task, just as she’d put off weeding the backyard. Now she went about decapitating the smorgasbord of faded and once-showy flowers. She also removed all the dead or broken stems and branches. She felt an incursion of guilt for destroying such beauty, albeit decaying beauty. But that was the thing with roses. The more vigorous you cut them back while they were dormant, the more they flowered in the summer. One of life’s great many ironies, she supposed. 

    As she snipped and clipped the deadheads, careful not to prick her ungloved fingers on the army of thorns, she found herself thinking, He’s a good man, Mick. And I do love him. Of course I do.  

    Really, how could she not? After all the years together, all the time spent together? Yes, there was no one on the planet she cared for more. He was kind, generous, charming (when he wanted to be), caring if not affectionate— 

    “Morning!” 

    Jade glanced over her shoulder. The mailman stood before her mailbox at the bottom of the driveway, smiling up at her. He was young, early twenties. He had a straight posture and chiseled, movie star looks. His postal-blue shorts and shirt fit him snugly, showing off an athletic frame. She had never seen him before, but then again, she rarely paid attention to the mailmen. 

    “Hi,” she replied, her voice croaky from a lack of use. 

    He continued down the sidewalk, past a large sycamore sporting a new coat of green springtime leaves, before disappearing out of sight behind a greenbelt of scraggly, arid vegetation. 

    Jade went back to pruning. 
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    Mick stood at his office window, staring past his faint, glass-caught reflection at the sunbaked streets of Hollywood and Los Angeles stretching to the fog-smeared horizon. Anxiety fluttered inside his gut, unobtrusive but impossible not to notice. He glanced at his wristwatch: 12:47 p.m. The meeting with The Tempests was scheduled for noon, which made the band close to an hour late. He’d harbored no fantasies they’d be early, or even on time. But this was pushing it. 

    Come on, you bastards, he thought, rocking on his heels, his hands clasps behind his back. Don’t leave me hanging here. 

    Mick had first heard about The Tempests during a visit to Vinyl Fetish on Melrose Avenue, one of the record stores he would frequent to find out what was happening on the underground Hollywood rock scene. The melee of teens hanging around out front were from all over—Sherman Oaks, Beverly Hills, Brentwood, Malibu, Encino, Van Nuys—but they were only talking about one band: The Tempests. One clean-cut kid gave Mick The Tempests’ latest flyer. It showed a picture of the five rockers slouching against a cinderblock wall in some graffiti-filled parking lot. And below that: 

     

    LOUD AS FUK [sic]/ BAD AS FUK [sic]/ THE TEMPESTS/ 11 PM/ Sat. April 24th/ STARWOOD THEATER/ $2 off with flyer 

     

    Mick went to the show. He’d been to the Starwood countless times before. The staff knew him well and showed him to his own table in the VIP section. The opening act was largely forgettable, while The Tempests were a train wreck, all of them drunk and on heroin and snorting lines off the top of the Marshall amps during the blackouts between songs.  

    But, man, could they play. 

    The drummer, a blur of curly hair and drumsticks, seemed intent on bashing his kit in two. The bassist thrashed his fingertips raw. The lead guitarist chopped out power chords like a mad butcher. And the singer wailed his ass off, either pogoing on the spot like a reincarnated Sid Vicious or running headlong around with an adamantine energy, as if he were fronting a stadium show. They were as loud as a fighter jet screaming through your kitchen, and the headbanging SoCal crowd loved it—punks, metal heads, stoners, psychos, and preppies alike. 

    Sitting at his table, his beer forgotten, Mick got a tingly feeling inside him he only got when he was witnessing a band he knew could make it, and make it big. The Tempests had a rawness and authenticity that had been lacking on the Hollywood scene since the days when Brian Jones and Jim Morrison and Janis Joplin would stagger up and down Santa Monica Boulevard hunting for the next whiskey bar. Sure, they had the big hair and the feminizing makeup like everybody else lately, but they were different, real. You could tell they lived the down and dirty they sang about. 

    After the last song, Mick went looking for the manager and bumped into an A&R rep from a competing label. The guy was pumped about The Tempests’ performance and wanted Mick’s reaction. Ears still ringing, Mick told him he thought they were shit, they had no talent, they were drug addicts, and they would never make it off the Strip.  

    When he found the manager backstage, a fresh-faced, chubby country girl named Michelle who seemed too naïve to be involved in the slummy underground rock scene, he said, “I want a meeting with your band as soon as it can be arranged.” 

    She smiled sweetly and said, “I’ll see what I can do.” 

     

    ♂ 

     

    Mick met with The Tempests the following day. As it turned out, they were living out of a storage shed in the cross section of Hollywood and downtown LA, fifty yards off Sunset Boulevard, which you got to via an alleyway littered with smashed bottles. The five rockers were all hair and leather and jewelry, and despite it being late morning, they were sitting in front of the garage on stolen lawn chairs, drinking vodka and whiskey and smoking pot. Mick pulled up a chair and chatted with them for a good hour. He flattered them while being genuine. He told them they were the loudest band he had ever heard, the best band since AC/DC, and, in the right hands, they could become superstars, probably sell more records than anyone with the exception of Zeppelin or the Stones. All the while he turned a blind eye to the bass player who twice left to peddle heroin to customers, and to the half-naked feral girls who kept poking their heads out of the shed to see what was going on. 

    At the conclusion of the meeting, Mick told The Tempests he wanted to sign them to a record deal. They demanded six figures, which was an unheard-of advance for an unknown artist—made all the more audacious given right then they likely couldn’t scrape together five dollars between themselves. Mick, however, accepted on the spot. They might be a band with a massive drug and alcohol problem that seemed determined to destroy itself—really, they were a ticking time bomb waiting to blow—but their raw talent trumped that, and he knew if he didn’t sign them when they were still relatively unknown, Electra or Warner Bros. or Asylum would snatch them up, they would live up to their hype, become the biggest, baddest rockers on the planet, and he would never forgive himself for letting them slip through his fingers. 

    Mick turned away from the window now. 

    Bob Corker, the CEO of Chrysalis Records, shifted in his chair, crossing one leg over the other. Thumbing through an old copy of Rolling Stone he had undoubtedly read before, he covered a yawn with the back of his hand. Fred Taylor, one of the best-known entertainment attorneys in the music business, sat next to him in a thousand-dollar suit, his hands folded neatly on his lap, a small, patient smile on his lips. 

    Mick picked up the receiver of the red rotary phone that rested next to his brand new Apple Macintosh computer (which he’d turned on once in the brief time he’d had it, not knowing what to do with the damned thing and its newfangled mouse contraption). He hit a button on the phone. “Genie,” he told his secretary when she answered, “give Michelle another call, will you?”  

    “Yes sir,” she replied, and they disconnected. 

    “I hope this isn’t all a big waste of my time, Mick,” Bob said without looking up from the magazine. 

    “They’re coming,” he insisted, though in the back of his mind he was thinking about the A&R rep he’d run into at the Starwood. 

    Had he swooped in at the last minute with a better offer? 

    “You’ve vouched for these shitheads,” Bob said. “You told me you would have them under control.” 

    “I do, they like me. Look, they can be a bit moody. Difficult, sure. But they still get out there every show and play their asses off. They’ll be here.” 

    “Ten minutes, then I’m going for lunch.” 

    Mick clenched his jaw, and the anxiety inside him was no longer so unobtrusive. It was making him nauseous. 

    The phone rang. He pressed the receiver to his ear. “Yes?” 

    “No answer at her home,” Genie said. “I left a message on her machine. Is there any other number you want me to try?” 

    He didn’t have any other numbers. “No. Just buzz me when they get here.” 

    Bob made a grunting noise of the sort that meant he didn’t believe Genie would be buzzing him any time soon. 

    Mick hung up and glanced at his wristwatch again. 

    Where the hell are you guys? 
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    Jade spent the day puttering around the house. She vacuumed and did the laundry and sorted through one overflowing closet. At eleven o’clock she sank into the sofa and flipped between The Price is Right and a rerun of The Love Boat. Afterward, in the kitchen, she ate a sandwich and an apple for lunch, then went to the living room to play the piano. She got through Edward MacDowell’s “To a Wild Rose” and Lennon’s “Imagine” before her fingers became sluggish and she felt unmotivated and heavy.  

    She thought about weeding the backyard but decided she had done enough garden work already. Instead she went to the bedroom to read. She was in the middle of Wilbur Smith’s The Angels Weep, which followed the adventures of the Ballantyne family of Rhodesia. She especially liked that Smith’s books were set in Africa. She often daydreamed about visiting the continent, having a romantic adventure of her own. But of course she knew the reality would fall far short of the ideal. It would be hot and sticky and filled with bugs and poverty, and she would likely get mugged if not raped on some winding little backstreet... 

    Jade had not realized she’d fallen asleep until she woke up. Looking at the clock on the bedside table, she was demoralized to find it was already five o’clock. Somehow she had slept the entire afternoon away. I’m sleeping my life away, she thought despondently. She had a cold shower to wake herself up and was just getting dressed when Mick came home. 

    He was in an ebullient mood. He had signed The Tempests to the label. He didn’t say much more than this, only that his boss was having an intimate get-together at his house, and they were to be there at eight o’clock. Jade didn’t like these things. Intimate dinners, gala dinners, the red carpet events Mick got invited to, whatever. She didn’t feel like she fit in with the crowds Mick now ran with. She was a simple Jewish girl from the Castle Hill neighborhood of the Bronx. Her father had worked the night shift at an insurance company so he could sell vacuums door-to-door three days a week. Her mother had died at the age of forty-seven, and her father the following year, leaving her a teenaged orphan with no money. She moved in with her married sister in Bayside, Queens, dropped out of high school, and got a job working at McDonald’s. She met Mick about this time. He was the drummer in a rock n’ roll band that played local gigs. He put his heart and soul into his music, but the band wasn’t going anywhere, he knew it, and so he gave it up for a job with Atlantic Records. His initial role was as a writer and photographer, but he began writing songs on the side for popular musicians, one of which reached the Billboard Top 20. The following week he was headhunted as an A&R executive for Chrysalis Records—which prompted the move to LA, where they settled in the musical haven of Laurel Canyon, in the hills above Hollywood. 

    While Mick began schmoozing with rock stars and celebrities and the like, Jade remained home, cleaning, cooking, gardening. She tried keeping herself busy outside the house. She attended yoga classes on Wednesdays, music lessons on Fridays. She went to art exhibitions and galleries on the weekend. But none of this made her happy. She missed New York. She missed her family and friends there. She even missed having a winter. Then one day she woke up depressed. It didn’t happen gradually; it was as sudden as if a switch had been flicked inside her, shutting off the lights. Every day after this became a slog, every chore or task a Herculean effort. At first she thought she was just in a funk, a dark funk, but a funk, and it would pass. It didn’t. The days of darkness became weeks of darkness, and then months. It had been half a year now since the lights went out inside her. 

    She should probably be talking to somebody, seeing a professional, but, well, she simply couldn’t motivate herself to organize something. Besides, what could anybody tell her she didn’t already know? She needed friends, she knew that, a life of her own, she knew that. Nevertheless, accomplishing these feats was easier said than done. She had no job, which meant no coworkers to befriend. The few women she knew were Mick’s rather louche acquaintances, and they only seemed to care about clothes, money, scandal, and lists—A lists, B lists and, most importantly, the people who could make neither list. 

    Jade spent the next hour or so in the bedroom standing in front of the mirror in her underwear and bra contemplating different dresses Mick had purchased for her since the move to LA. She didn’t feel comfortable in any of them—quite frankly, they all put either too much leg or cleavage, or both, on display—but she wanted to look good for him. She didn’t want to disappoint him. This was his night, his celebration. 

    Finally she settled on a one-shouldered gown that would have made Vanna White proud. She did her makeup, stepped through a spray of Channel No. 5, and met Mick downstairs, where she selected a bottle of red wine from the wall rack. Then they were off, driving down the forested slope of Laurel Canyon Boulevard in the uncomfortably low-riding Corvette. 

    Bob Corker’s Southern Colonial mansion was situated in the heart of Beverly Hills and featured a crescent driveway, topiary garden, and a champion-sized tennis court. A butler wearing a collared shirt and slacks answered the towering double-doors, and she and Mick stepped into a foyer that featured one of those true Beverly Hill winged staircases you expected Cinderella to come floating down. The butler led them through a two-story family room to a manicured and well-lit backyard. 

    Four people sat in wicker chairs around a large block of travertine that rested on a polished nickel base. They stood to say hello, offering handshakes and double-cheek kisses. Bob Corker, a classically handsome man with dyed jet-black hair, said, “You look stunning tonight, Jade. Have you done something with your hair? It looks...bigger?” 

    “I might have gotten carried away with teasing,” she replied, handing him the bottle of wine. “Thank you for having us.” 

    Bob read the label. “Barbaresco. Marvelous. We love Italian wine.” 

    “Thank you, darling,” Gloria, his wife, added. “It’s just lovely.” She’d been married to Bob for more than twenty years, a brunette with a stunning figure for fifty, as well as a youthful face, though this had been achieved with the help of a chin tuck and an eye-lift, if not a complete face-lift. 

    Mick and Jade settled into seats at the end of the table, the butler took a round of drink orders, and the conversation picked up where it had been interrupted by their arrival: the serial killer Christopher Bernard Wilder. 

    “They finally caught the bastard?” Mick said, surprised. 

    Bob nodded. “Police shot him in New Hampshire.” 

    “Why was he called the Beauty Queen Killer?” Gloria asked. “The victims weren’t all beauty queens, were they?” 

    Jeffrey Griffin, Chrysalis’ chief entertainment officer, shook his head. He was Mick’s age, thirty-eight, but given he was bald and wore thick-framed glasses, he looked about ten years older. “But they were all attractive.” 

    “How many women did he kill?” Jade asked.  

    “Eight confirmed murders, I’ve heard. At least a dozen rapes.” 

    “What the hell drives these psychos?” Desiree, Jeffrey’s wife, drawled. Only twenty-five, she was by far the youngest at the table, a platinum blonde who’d had two boob jobs, the second to correct the first, which apparently hadn’t made the girls massive enough. 

    “Bands like the one that our husbands just signed,” Gloria said sardonically. She looked at Jade. “Have you heard their lyrics? They’re all about killing people. Seriously—killing people.” 

    Jade nodded. “Mick played me a demo tape.” 

    Mick chuckled. “You should have seen them today, hon. They came into my office, an hour late, their hair dyed all Day-Glo colors with enough Aqua Net to support a bridge, wearing leather, chains, cowboy boots, you name it. The singer threw his feet up on my desk like he owned the place, while the bassist ducked into the bathroom for the entire time they were there, and I’m not sure he didn’t tie off because when he came out, he was, I don’t know, a bit too elastic.” 

    “They’re crazy, that’s for sure,” Bob said. “But the label needs its own Mötley Crüe.” 

    “They make Mötley Crüe look like Poison,” Jeffrey remarked. 

    “Anyway,” Mick said, “I can’t agree with you, Gloria. You can’t blame today’s music for the shit that goes on in the world. I mean, I listen to all sorts of stuff, and I’m not going to go out and start murdering people. This guy, this Beauty Queen Killer, who killed all those women, he was crazy, plain and simple. He wanted to kill just to kill. Blame him, not what’s on the airwaves.” 

    “But it’s not just the airwaves anymore, is it?” Gloria said. “With this MTV cable channel, kids can see what musicians look like, the image they’re projecting. That’s much more powerful than just hearing their lyrics over the radio. And kids nowadays, teenagers, they’re impressionable, a lot are angry or confused. So if they watch their God-like idols on TV surrounded by beautiful women while they sing about burying an ex-girlfriend in a grave, or stabbing her in the heart... Who knows, right? Who knows how this might affect them? What they might do? Don’t get me started on Charles Manson and his followers.” 

    “I won’t, don’t worry,” Mick said as the butler returned, placing an ice cube-clinking Manhattan in front of him. “But speaking of MTV, we’ll want to get The Tempests on heavy video rotation.” 

    “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves, Mick,” Bob said. “First we’re going to need to find them real management—” 

    “They have Michelle—” 

    “Not some ditsy booking agent. A real manager, and a producer, who can get them into a studio to focus on making a record...” 

    And so the conversation went until dinner was served, a feast that featured lobster flown in from Maine, Alaskan king crab, and chocolate mousse for dessert. Afterward, the men disappeared somewhere to enjoy their four-star French cognac and Cuban cigars, while the women retired inside to the family room for coffee. 

    When Gloria and Desiree started talking about their children, Jade listened and smiled politely but privately wished they would change the subject. Children were a sore point for her. She had gotten pregnant when she was eighteen while she was working at the McDonald’s and Mick was in the penniless rock n’ roll band. They hadn’t been ready to have a baby then. They hadn’t even known if they were going to stay together. Which was why she’d allowed him to convince her to put up the baby for adoption. It had been the worst mistake in her life. She had never forgiven herself. She’d even gone so far as to track down the family who’d adopted the baby a couple of years later. She’d stalked their house for days until she’d seen her little Leslie—that’s the name she’d planned for the baby—out on the front porch, toddling around on two feet, trying desperately not to fall over. The image burned itself into her memory and broke her heart, and she had cried every day for the next two weeks. Her only consolation was that her baby was happy and in a good home. It was more than she and Mick could have provided at the time. 

    Once Mick got the job at Atlantic and started making decent money, they tried to conceive another child. She was twenty-three then. She’d thought she’d had all the time in the world. But then she was twenty-five, then twenty-eight, then finally thirty—and she couldn’t get pregnant for the life of her. She and Mick saw a specialist, who broke the news that she was infertile. She was devastated but not surprised. Her barren state was God’s retribution. It was the punishment bestowed upon mothers who gave away their children. 

    She and Mick’s sex life all but died. Sex, in her mind, had become associated with failure. There was no longer any pleasure in it for her, no purpose. And Mick had become so busy with work he would often come home long after she had gone to sleep. He might be randy some mornings, especially on the weekends, and she would give in now and then, but usually she would satisfy him with a quick hand job. 

    And since they’d moved to LA? She couldn’t remember the last time they’d had sex. Twice? Twice in the last year? This was a terrible reality, sad and pathetic. They were married. They were still young. But...well...whatever. 

    Whatever. 

    That seemed to be her motto nowadays. 

    Whatever. 

    God, she felt like crying. 

    Gloria and Desiree continued talking about their kids for the next twenty minutes: an upcoming birthday party Gloria was organizing for her fifteen-year-old son, Desiree’s one-year-old daughter’s first week in preschool, gossip about their nannies, their friend Jenny Wilson, whose autistic child had just turned eighteen but still acted like a spoiled six year old. They seemed to delight in the challenges raising the boy had caused her, eagerly swapping stories of his antics.  

    Finally, thank God, the men returned. They reeked of tobacco and were drunk. Jade excused herself, pulled Mick aside, and asked him if they could leave. He didn’t want to, she could tell. He was having fun. But he didn’t tell her this or put up a fuss. He simply kissed her on the forehead, then announced their departure to the room. 

    Jade drove the Corvette home while Mick nodded off in the passenger seat. Beverly Hills to Laurel Canyon, without traffic, was a ten-minute drive along Santa Monica Boulevard. At North Crescent Heights she turned left into the hills. A few minutes later she was on their winding, tree-lined street. As she pulled onto the steep driveway, the headlights flashed over the mailbox, and she thought of the mailman she’d seen that morning. The movie-star looks. The toned body. The well-fitted uniform— 

    She ground the gears as she shifted down to first. The Corvette jerked but didn’t stall. 

    Mick sat straight. “What the hell?” 

    “Sorry,” she said, overcompensating on the gas and revving the engine. “This car...” 

    “Jesus, hon. Be easy with it.” 

    She reached the garage behind the house without further incident. In the kitchen Mick gulped back water from the sink tap, while she boiled water in the electric kettle. 

    “Tea?” she said. 

    He shook his head. “I’m going to crash.” 

    She nodded but didn’t say anything. 

    Mick left the kitchen heavy-footed, a giveaway of how drunk he was. She was pouring water into her mug when she heard a loud bang upstairs. 

    “Mick?” she called. 

    “Clothes hamper,” he replied. “Tripped.” 

    Jade added a dash of milk to her tea and carried it to the living room where she settled down on the sofa. Thursday was her “TV Night.” She would usually watch the NBC lineup straight through from eight to ten thirty, beginning with The Cosby Show and Family Ties and ending with Hill Street Blues. The only time she varied from this routine was during the summer if The ABC Thursday Night Movie held any appeal to her. 

    She flicked on the TV now with the remote and found Night Court playing, which meant it was sometime between nine thirty and ten; she hadn’t worn a watch this evening. One of Mick’s friends had once told her she resembled the show’s public defender, Christine Sullivan. She supposed she had the same feathered haircut and heart-shaped face. Nevertheless, the comparison likely had just as much to do with Christine Sullivan’s character: honest to a fault, bighearted, and somewhat naive. Your typical Goody Two-shoes. 

    Jade hated being seen that way. It made her feel like a girl trapped in a woman’s body. She wanted to let her hair down. She wanted to break the rules. She wanted to be spontaneous. She wanted to be free. 

    So why couldn’t she? What was her problem? 

    When had she become such a bore? 

    When had she stopped loving Mick? 

    She blinked. That last thought was a bit of a non sequitur, but it made her think. 

    Was it true? 

    Why did she keep thinking it? 

    Did she truly no longer love her husband? 

    No. She did. She did love him. 

    You get older, she told herself. Everything isn’t going to be exciting and new forever. You have to act your age. And she was nearly forty. She and Mick had a good marriage. A respectable one. Mick never hit her, rarely yelled at her. He was a bit controlling, and he worked too much. But what did she have to complain about? A lot of women had it worse—much worse.  

    A fantasy played through her head. Going outside tomorrow to greet the young mailman, wearing one of the sheer negligees Mick had bought her, nothing but skin beneath. The wind blowing the fabric tight against her body, delineating her curves, her legs, hiding nothing. The mailman’s eyes on her, warm with lust, coming toward her, touching her, reminding her what it was like to feel like a woman again, attractive again, wanted again— 

    Stop it. You’re being terrible. You need to forget that nonsense and go upstairs and slip into bed next to Mick, get frisky with him… 

    Only he was passed out drunk. He wouldn’t wake up. He might even push her away. 

    Jade snapped off the TV, unable to get into the Night Court episode. She sipped her tea in the semi-darkness. The house was quiet, the tick of the clock the only sound she could hear. There was something sinister about being awake in a big, dark house. 

    She went to the kitchen, took her cigarettes and a lighter from her purse, and went outside. Mick had emphysema and was trying to quit smoking, so she no longer smoked around him or inside the house.  

    She lit her cigarette, then tilted her head to look up at the vast black sky. The sibilant moon glowed silver, surrounded by a civilization of shimmering stars. One glittered especially bright. She wondered if it was Venus. 

    Inhaling a long drag, Jade stepped deeper into the backyard, which smelled of cut grass and oak trees. She continued through the dark, feeling her way with her feet. An old couple lived to the left. Jade had seen both the husband and wife puttering around the garden at various times in the day. She would wave but had never spoken to them. To the right were the Katzenbergs, a youngish couple named Eli and Bianca who had two boys and one girl. They had come by for dinner once and were friendly and pleasant. Their kids were loud as heck, however, especially on weekends, when the boys would play road hockey or basketball in the driveway. They’d had a For Sale sign on their front lawn for a while now. Eli was a real estate agent in Malibu, and he apparently wanted to move closer to his office.  

    Neither Jade nor Mick knew the neighbors whose property abutted the back of theirs. They had just moved in a few weeks before. Jade had only seen them once through the trees that bordered the fence. They had been having a barbecue. The wife, maybe fifty, was a skinny waif with long black hair. The husband, maybe five years older, was tall and seemed in good shape for his age. Presently the upstairs lights were on in their house, though all the blinds were drawn. 

    Jade took a final puff on her cigarette and was about to go back inside when the light in the neighbor’s kitchen turned on. The skinny wife appeared, going to the stove, heating the kettle. She wore a red bathrobe. Her black hair was tied back in a ponytail. She turned, as if someone was talking to her. Then the husband appeared, buck naked. He was broad-shouldered and lean, though he was fighting a beer belly. And even from this distance, which must have been fifty yards, it was clear he was well endowed. 

    Jade’s heartbeat spiked. This was wrong, she was spying, she should turn away. Instead she ashed the cigarette out beneath her toe and remained right where she was.  

    The man went to the woman and began to dry-hump her with exaggerated, comical movements. She laughed and slapped him playfully. He slid his hands inside her robe. She turned her head sideways, still laughing. Then he dropped to his knees. His face was level with her vagina, and good God, was he...? Yes, he was. 

    When he stood, he was fully erect. 

    Now Jade did turn away. 

    Blushing fiercely—but feeling wickedly alive—she went back inside. 
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    She slept fitfully that night and woke early, before dawn. She climbed out of bed without waking Mick and went to the kitchen, where she made two coffees and brought one up to Mick. This lured him into a sitting position. He took the mug, heeding her caution that it was hot. He squinted at it for a long moment but didn’t seem to want to take a sip. 

    “Do you feel okay?” she asked. 

    “Maybe one too many whiskeys last night.” 

    “One?” she said coyly. “I’ll make breakfast.” 

    In the kitchen again she scrambled three eggs and fried several strips of bacon. She was buttering a slice of toast when Mick entered, dressed in a Polo shirt and chinos, his hair wet. Despite the shower, he looked tired and haggard, every one of his thirty-eight years. He went to the fridge and poured himself a glass of orange juice. 

    “How much did you drink after dinner last night?” 

    “Too much,” he said as he sat at the table. 

    She set his breakfast in front of him. “Maybe you should stay home today?” 

    He shook head. “Too much to do. On top of everything else, I have to also find a rental house for The Tempests. They’ve been living out of a fucking storage shed.” 

    While Mick wolfed down his breakfast, Jade nibbled a piece of toast topped with honey and cinnamon. Leaving half the eggs on his plate, Mick got up, snatching his briefcase from the chair next to him. 

    “Thought you were hungry?” she said. 

    “I’m late already.” 

    Out back they went through their morning routine: a kiss on the cheek, a wave, Mick asking her what she was going to do with her day.  

    Instead of one of her sarcastic replies, she said, “Grocery store. We need bread and some other things.” 

    “Can you pick me up some razors? I’m on my last one. Thanks, hon.” 

    With that, Mick ducked into the Corvette and rolled down the driveway. Jade followed the car until it turned right on the street and accelerated away. Her eyes fell on the mailbox down at the end of the driveway. She recalled the fantasy she’d had the night before in which she encountered the mailman out here while she was dressed in a sheer nightie and nothing else. This made her conscious of her frumpy housecoat, her messy hair, and the caked makeup she hadn’t bothered to remove before going to bed. She hadn’t even brushed her teeth yet. 

    She glanced up the street. Empty.  

    Holding the throat of the housecoat closed tight, she returned inside. 

     

    ♀ 

     

    Jade washed the breakfast dishes, then found the motivation to get out and do some weeding in the backyard. She got into the work, building up a light patina of sweat, and soon she was feeling good to be outside in the fresh air, using her body, doing something other than the usual house chores. When she finished for the morning, a large pile of uprooted weeds stacked on the grass nearby, she noticed a smudge of dirt on her arm—only on closer inspection it turned out to be a plump, bloodsucking leach. Disgusted, she took off her gloves and went inside and poured salt on the thing, watching with an odd satisfaction as it let go and squirmed in what must have been agony. She flicked it into the sink, then ran the water, washing it down the drain. 

    The clock on the wall indicated it was ten thirty. She made herself a cup of coffee and sat down in front of the TV. Today she stuck with The Price is Right from start to finish. One of the contestants in the front row was a sailor in a white uniform. He was young, clean-cut, fit, and he made her think of the mailman. He made it all the way to the showcase showdown, and Jade found herself routing for him to win. His opponent, a chatty blonde woman from Kentucky, passed on the first showcase (which included a trip to Spain and a new car) and instead ended up bidding on luggage, a dining room set, and a grandfather clock. 

    Didn’t she know how to play the game? You never pass on the showcase with the car. 

    In the end it didn’t matter because the blonde ended up overbidding and the mailman—sailor, Jade, sailor—won.  

    She flicked off the TV. She stood, feeling antsy, like she was wasting time. She never understood this feeling when she had the entire day to do nothing. Maybe wasting time wasn’t the right expression. Maybe wasting her time was better—because it wouldn’t be long before she was fifty, then sixty, then eighty, then in a box, and she’d have nothing to show for her time on this planet, nor would she have contributed to it in any meaningful way. 

    Jade frowned. She didn’t want to think about this. She had a load of laundry to put in. She also had dusting to do. But suddenly the house felt too small and claustrophobic and she didn’t think she could spend another minute in it. 

    Shrugging on a wool jacket, she left through the front door, not bothering to lock it behind her. 
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    Mick spent most of the morning back and forth on the phone with Fred Taylor. During due diligence, the attorney had discovered that The Tempests’ drummer had a semi-outstanding rape charge in West Hollywood, while the singer had served jail time in his hometown in northern England, and there were still warrants for his arrest there for stuff like grand theft auto, assault, jumping bail, etc. None of this was a deal breaker. Just a headache to clean up—and an expensive one at that.  

    When Mick hung up after the latest call, he sank down in his chair with an exhausted sigh. 

    The phone immediately rang. 

    “Yeah?” he said, picking up the receiver. 

    “Tony’s on line two,” Genie said. 

    “Tell him I’m busy. I’ll get back to him.” 

    He hung up again. Tony Scallini was the A&R rep at Warner. No doubt he wanted to know what all the other reps who’d contacted him this morning wanted to know: Had Chrysalis really signed The Tempests? So far the general consensus seemed to be that Mick was crazy. The band was going to implode wildly and take his career down with them. 

    Yeah, well, we’ll see, won’t we? he thought, trying to knead away the migraine from his forehead with his fingertips. 

    The framed photograph of Jade that stood on his desk caught his attention. She was glancing over her shoulder, her blue eyes alight with surprise, as if she hadn’t known the shot was coming. He’d taken it at least five years ago, back in New York. They’d gone to an off-Broadway show, got tipsy at some Russian restaurant afterward, and back in the apartment, in a drunken haze, had burned through an entire strip of film. 

    They’d had some good days in New York, hadn’t they? They’d lived in a shoebox apartment, and he’d been making half of what he did now—but it had been fun, they’d been happy, Jade had been happy. 

    Which wasn’t the case anymore. Jade never complained about the move to LA, but Mick knew she didn’t like it here. He saw it in her eyes every day, a pain and loneliness she tried to keep hidden. He did his best to cheer her up when he could, but he wasn’t really around all that much to do this, was he? No, he wasn’t. And lately, with him working most weekends… 

    When had they last spent time together? Just them, with none of his work associates? When had he last taken her out for a nice dinner? Or a show? Or a simple stroll through a park? 

    When had he become such a bad husband? 

    The phone rang again. 

    Making a spontaneous decision, Mick got up and left his office. “I’m going to be out for the rest of the afternoon,” he told Genie as he passed her desk. “Take names, numbers, do your thing—and tell anyone who wants to know that I’ll be gone until tomorrow.” 
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    Mick had bought Jade a brand-new silver Volvo 240 shortly after they’d arrived in Los Angeles. It was her first car. She had never had a driver’s license and hadn’t needed one in Manhattan. But Los Angeles wasn’t Manhattan, she had learned very quickly. It wasn’t a walking city, especially when you lived in an isolated neighborhood like Laurel Canyon. 

    Turning south onto Fairfax Avenue, Jade drove past looming billboards and sawdust bars and dilapidated stores selling old furniture and a fair number of homeless people before she reached the Vons she frequented. She pulled into an empty parking spot out front and entered the supermarket. 

    As she strolled the aisles with a basket in one hand, a sense of tranquility washed over her. Supermarkets always made her feel at ease. She didn’t know why. Because they were familiar to her? Because they were the same wherever you went?  

    She selected a loaf of soft white bread, a package of pasta for dinner, two bell peppers, a bag of mushrooms to go in the spaghetti sauce she planned to make, and a can of diced tomatoes. She had a nagging sense she was forgetting something, but she couldn’t think what. 

    Two people stood in front of her in the checkout line, an elderly woman paying for an assortment of fruit with change from her purse, and a man in paint-stained overalls. 

    The checkout girl made small talk with Jade, but it wasn’t natural, and after the awkward exchange of mundane observations a strained and heavy silence ensued. 

    Outside, Jade placed the groceries in the trunk of the car, but she didn’t get in the vehicle herself. She didn’t want to return to the house yet. There was nothing waiting for her there except boredom. She would go back and dust the shelves and put on a load of laundry and perhaps play the piano or read her novel. If she didn’t fall asleep, she would then prepare dinner, which she would likely end up eating alone, because Mick wouldn’t return until late. 

    Jade looked around, taking stock of her options, then crossed the street to a place called Canter’s Deli. She hesitated in front of the doors—she wasn’t really hungry—but she didn’t have anywhere else to go. She entered. The fifties-style diner was doing a brisk lunch business, and she was lucky to get an empty booth by the window. When a peppy, pig-tailed waitress came by, Jade initially ordered a tuna salad on rye and an iced tea. But then she changed her mind and asked for a root beer float, grilled cheese, and French fries. Comfort food at its best. 

    While she waited for the meal to arrive, she studied the other customers around her. They all looked happy, or happy enough. But was this really the case, she wondered? Were they really happy with the direction their lives had taken? With their spouses and their children and their jobs? Or were they putting on a show every time they stepped out of their houses? Did they in fact feel sad and trapped and lonely? Did they lay awake at night wondering where the years had gone, where their youth had gone? How they had ended up where they were and how different it all could have been? 

    Abruptly Jade thought of the X-rated show the neighbors had put on the night before. Who would have guessed they had such a wild sex life at their age? The way the husband spontaneously went down on his wife, right there, in the kitchen! Jade hadn’t believed stuff like that happened except in the movies. Mick had never been passionate like that with her, not even when they first began dating— 

    “Excuse me?” 

    Jade glanced up from her musings. For a moment she didn’t recognize the man standing next to the table, smiling down at her. Then she did, and she wondered what the heck was going on. 

    “Yes?” she said, surprised at how collected she sounded. 

    “I, uh, I think I saw you yesterday,” he said. “I mean, I said hi. You said hi. I was on my route…?” 

    “You’re the mailman,” she said, the statement sounding idiotic in her ears. 

    She glanced past him, expecting someone to be pointing and laughing, expecting this to be a joke. Because it was fine to see the mailman on his route, just as it was fine to see your doctor in his office, or your teacher in her classroom. That was all perfectly ordinary. What wasn’t ordinary was for them to cross the invisible boundary into your personal, everyday life. 

    Nevertheless, Jade knew this was no joke. Because who would have organized it, and why? She might have built the mailman up in her head, she might have had an erotic fantasy about him, but nobody knew this except her. 

    This was a random encounter—bizarre, yes, but random nonetheless. That was all.  

    “Yesterday was my first time on the route,” the mailman said. He was just as handsome as Jade remembered, even more up close, with his thick, windswept hair, tanned complexion, and white teeth. “Real nice houses up there in the hills. You have a nice house too.” 

    “Thank you. My husband and I moved there last year.” 

    “Are you having lunch with him now?” 

    “No. He’s at work. I was just at the grocery store. I don’t usually eat here. I’ve never eaten here. But I thought I’d try something different—” She closed her mouth, feeling heat rise to her cheeks. She was making a fool of herself. 

    The peppy waitress came by. Her mascara-rimmed eyes ate up the mailman, who wore tobacco-colored corduroy pants and a black crew with the sleeves rolled up, both garments molded to his frame, not leaving much of what they covered to the imagination. “Menu?” she asked. 

    “Ah, no,” the mailman said. “I was just waiting for my own table and saw, uh…” 

    “Jade,” she said. And then she heard herself add, “Would you like to join me?” 

    He smiled. “Hey, why not? Thanks, thanks so much.” He sat and said to the waitress, “Just a cheeseburger with onion rings, please.” He continued to smile at Jade. “I’m Ronnie.” 

    “Hi, Ronnie,” she said. 

    “Hi, Jade,” he said. “Is that a root beer float?” 

    In the tall glass mug, the vanilla ice cream had melted into the soda, leaving the cherry and some whipped cream floating atop a fizzy brown mess. “Yes,” she said. “I don’t think I’ve had one since I was a kid.” She folded her hands on her lap and fiddled her fingers nervously. “I, um… Today’s your day off?” 

    “Nah, I just finished early. Usually I’d get another route to make up my eight hours, but there was nothing available.” 

    “I didn’t know mailmen got switched around like that?” 

    “It’s called pivoting,” he said. “See, the mail, it changes every day, the distribution of it. If I had a fixed route, some days when there wasn’t much mail it might only take me four hours to complete it.” 

    “That would make for an easy day.” 

    “Except I get paid by the hour. So if I want a full eight hours, I get sent to help out on another route that might have a lot of mail that day. It’s a fair system. But the real reason the post office does it like this is because it saves them paying somebody with an unusually busy route, that might take him ten hours to complete, it saves them paying him overtime.” He shrugged, and she caught a whiff of a minty, juniper-scented cologne. “But you don’t really care how the mail works, do you?” 

    “It’s interesting,” she said. 

    “No, it’s not,” he said. “It’s dull as hell. But hey, I don’t mind saying that. I’m not a mailman. Like a real mailman. I’m an actor, or an aspiring one. That’s the adjective they use, right? I’m only delivering mail because I need to pay the bills, and it beats waiting tables. All you need is a driver’s license and a good driving record.” 

    “So have you acted in anything before?” She ate a French fry. It was cold. 

    “Nah, not really,” he said. “Not yet. Mostly I’m getting work as an extra right now. It’s not so bad. You get to sit around most of the day, you get a free lunch, and you get a hundred bucks for it.” 

    “I think you would make a very good actor.” 

    “You’ve never seen me act.” 

    “Well, no. But you’re… You don’t look like a mailman.” 

    “What do I look like?” 

    Her first impression of him hadn’t changed: he looked like a young movie star, slotting somewhere between a pretty-boy James Dean and a rugged Steve McQueen. 

    “I, well, I don’t know,” she said, too embarrassed to speak this comparison out loud. “Not a mailman though.” 

    “I suppose I should take that as a compliment. But, hey, enough about me. What about you? What do you do?” 

    “Me? Oh, I, well… I don’t really do anything, I suppose.” She picked up another French fry, set it back down. “I mean, I stay at home. I’m a housewife.” 

    “Taking care of the kids?” 

    “We don’t have any children.” 

    “Ah, right…” 

    Ronnie looked away, as if having no children was something she should be ashamed of, and Jade thought maybe this would be a good moment to excuse herself, tell him she had to go, end this bizarre Monday morning misadventure. But she didn’t say anything. She didn’t want to leave. Not yet, anyhow. 

    Ronnie said, “It’s a nice area, isn’t it? The canyon? Got quite a reputation for musicians living up there. Your husband’s not a musician too, is he? 

    “He used to be in a band. But that was a long time ago. He works at a record label now.” 

    “On the other side of the desk.” 

    “Excuse me?” 

    “He’s working for the label instead of the label working for him.” 

    “That’s a good way to put it.” 

    “Bank manager.” 

    “Excuse me?” she said again. 

    Ronnie the Mailman nodded at a well-dressed man passing by the other side of the window. “I bet you that guy’s a bank manager. He’s got the suit and the look, and there aren’t many office jobs around here. But there’s a Bank of America branch down the street. So he probably works there. Can’t see him at the counter, too old. So probably the manager.” 

    “Yes.” She smiled. “Yes, I think you could be right.” 

    “Your turn.” 

    “My turn?” 

    “Her?” He nodded at a woman in a tight red dress following a dozen feet behind the man. “What does she do?” 

    “Hmmm, I don’t know… She’s too well dressed to be a shop assistant. There’s a RE/MAX nearby. Maybe she’s a real estate agent?” 

    “In those heels? Nah, she wouldn’t be showing people houses in those heels all day. They’d kill her feet.” 

    “What do you think?” 

    He shrugged. “A prostitute.” 

    “What! Get out of here.” 

    “Sure. And she’s just turned a trick with Mr. Banker.” 

    “Come on.” 

    “There’s a scummy hotel half a block back. I bet they got it on there.” 

    “Please.” 

    “Think about it. What’s a bank manager doing strolling down the street in the middle of the day?” 

    “He could be on an errand?” 

    “He’d have somebody to do that for him.” 

    “Getting lunch?” 

    “Does he look like the kind of guy who walks for the exercise? He’d get delivery.” 

    “And you think he just popped out of the bank for…a good time…in the middle of the day?” 

    “When else would he get a chance if he has to go home to a wife and kids at night?” Then, rubbing his hands together, he added, “All right! Here comes my food.” 

     

    ♂ 

     

    Ronnie dug into his cheeseburger, while Jade finished her food. She was no longer hungry, but she ate to be polite, so he wouldn’t be the only one eating. Ronnie kept up the chatter, something he was clearly good at. 

    For someone so young, he’d had an amazing life thus far. His father was an international property developer, traveling all around the world to oversee his different projects. Consequently, Ronnie had been everywhere too: Bangkok, Dubai, London. He’d spent a couple of years attending a high school in Rome. He’d been to Pamplona, to see the Running of the Bulls. Paris, Portugal, Germany. His favorite country, he said, was Greece. 

    “The beaches?” she asked. 

    “No, the history. Seeing the Acropolis, the classical statues, the temples. Really takes you back in time, makes you think, you know?” 

    “I’ve never been to Greece. I’ve actually never left the US.” 

    He shrugged. “Traveling’s overrated. And you don’t have to travel to learn about Plato, Aristotle, Socrates. I mean, you gotta read these guys. Think about it, way back in the fifth century BC you had these old geezers in togas wandering around philosophizing about the universe—and getting a lot of stuff right. Have you heard of Democritus?” 

    “No.” 

    “He lived in the heyday when everyone was trying to figure out what the universe was made of, right? So you had some guy saying fire, another water, another air. And then old Democritus comes by and says, nah, you’re all wrong, it’s made of these tiny, indivisible things you can’t see with your eyes.” 

    “Atoms?” she said. 

    Ronnie nodded. “Atoms. Which comes from the Greek word ‘indivisible.’ Crazy, right? No microscopes, no real chemistry or physics, no nothing, and this guy comes up with this. Talk about trailblazing. He was two thousand years ahead of his time.” 

    “Next time I stop by the Midnight Special Bookstore I’ll have to…I don’t know…I’ll see what they have.” 

    “Make sure you check out the Greek plays too. Sophocles, Aeschylus, Euripides. But Sophocles is my favorite. He wrote some great stuff. Really great stuff.” 

    The waitress appeared and asked them if they would like any dessert. 

    Jade was full, though she considered ordering something just so the pleasant lunch would not end. Ronnie, however, said, “Nothing for me. I’m as stuffed as a tick. How about you, Jade?” 

    Jade. Was that the first time he’d used her name? 

    “No,” she said, “I’m fine, thank you.” 

    “Just the bill,” Ronnie said. 

    The waitress left, and Jade tried to ignore the sinking sensation in her gut. It was time to go home and turn back into a pumpkin.  

    “Hey,” Ronnie told her. “It was great meeting. Most people would think it was weird having lunch with their mailman.” 

    Jade smiled. “That thought did cross my mind. At first,” she amended quickly. “Only at first.” 

    “You know,” he said, “you remind me of someone…” 

    “Markie Post?” 

    “Who?” 

    “She plays the public defender on that TV show, Night Court.” 

    “Ah, right. I’ve seen that. Yeah, you do.” 

    “Will you, um…will you be on my route again?” 

    “No idea,” he said. “Maybe tomorrow. Maybe never. That would be a real shame though.” Jade was surprised by this admission—and flattered. She almost let down her guard and told him it would definitely be a shame, when he added, “’Cause there are no dogs, you know? Not a one. Definitely good news for a mailman.” 

    “Oh, yes, right.” 

    The waitress returned with the bill. Ronnie left enough money to cover both their lunches as well as the tip.  

    “No, let me,” Jade said, digging through her purse. 

    “Don’t be silly,” he said, and then he was sliding out of the booth, getting up. 

    They left the restaurant together. Outside, the sun shone brightly. The smog had cleared enough that Jade could see the snowcapped peaks of the San Gabriel Mountains to the northeast. 

    Ronnie said, “Where are you parked?” 

    “Just over there.” She pointed across the street. 

    “Right, well… Thanks again, Jade.” 

    “No, thank you—thank you for paying. My treat next time.” Next time? “Um, where did you park?” 

    “I walked.” 

    “Oh—you live around here?” 

    “Not really. I’m east on Melrose, near Highland.” 

    She raised her eyebrows. “So far? What are you doing way over here?” 

    “I had an audition nearby.” 

    “Oh, wow. So—how did it go?” 

    “Yeah, pretty good, I think. But there were about a dozen other guys there who looked exactly like me.” 

    “Was it for TV or a movie?” 

    “A movie. A Tom Cruise thing. They’re looking for Navy fighter pilots. I’ll probably hear back in a week or so.” 

    “That’s so groovy.” Groovy? Act your age, Jade! “Well, congratulations, Ronnie.” 

    “Thanks, Jade. But I haven’t landed it yet.” 

    “Good luck then.” She hesitated. “Would you…can I at least drive you home?” 

    “Er, thanks… But it’s an okay walk.” 

    “You’re sure? It’s no problem. I have…well, I have nothing pressing to do.” 

    “If you really don’t mind…?” 

    They crossed the street and got in Jade’s Volvo. Jade’s heart was beating too quickly inside her chest, and her legs felt like rubber. What was she doing? Ronnie was in her car. The mailman was in her car. This was nuts. What if Mick saw them? No, that was unlikely. His office was back up at Doheny and Sunset. There was no reason for him to come down here, in the middle of the day. 

    Besides, it wasn’t like she was doing anything wrong. She was just giving a friend a lift home. 

    Right? 

    “Jade?” Ronnie said. He was looking at her curiously. 

    She realized she had been just sitting there. She cleared her throat, turned the key. “I forgot to get razors,” she said to explain her momentary stupor.  

    “Huh?” 

    “I was grocery shopping. I forgot to get razors.” 

    “Do you want to run in and get some?” 

    “No, it’s no problem.” She shifted into Drive and turned right onto Fairfax. 

    “I don’t see any groceries,” he said, glancing into the back seat. 

    “They’re in the trunk. I just needed a few things for dinner.” 

    “You like to cook?” he asked. 

    “Yes, I do,” she said. 

    “Me too. I’m not great. But I find it relaxing. You know what I mean? What’s your favorite dish to make?” 

    “I’ve never really thought of it. There are so many.” 

    “But there must be something you especially like. What does your husband make you on your birthday?” 

    “He, um…we usually go out.” Jade tried to remember where they’d gone for her last birthday—and then she remembered they hadn’t gone anywhere. Her birthday had been on a Tuesday, but Mick had to work, so they’d put off doing anything until the weekend. By the time Saturday rolled around, however, Mick had been tired from work, and it hadn’t really felt like her birthday any longer, so she suggested they do something some other time, which never came about. “I like a good green curry,” she said. 

    “What about yellow curry?” 

    “I’m not sure I’ve had a yellow curry.” 

    “A lot of turmeric, cumin, mustard seed…I have a recipe. I’ll drop a copy in your mailbox if I’m ever on your route again.” 

    Jade turned east on Melrose Avenue and they continued for the next several blocks in silence, passing hip boutiques and pre-owned clothing shops and people out and about doing their thing. Ronnie spent much of the time looking out his window. Jade stole a couple of glances at him. The way his shirt clung to his biceps and chest, the spread of his thighs on the seat, the corduroy stretched tight, so tight in fact she could see— 

    He looked at her. She stared straight ahead, gripping the steering wheel tighter. 

    My God, what’s going on? Stop this right now. 

    “A left up here,” Ronnie said. 

    Jade flicked the blinker. “Orange Drive,” she said, reading the street sign. 

    “Yup,” he said. “And then straight for one block. First house on the left.” 

    Jade followed the instructions and pulled up against the curb.  

    “Well—here you are,” she said, swallowing the dryness in her mouth. 

    “Really appreciate the lift, Jade.” 

    “My pleasure.” Should she suggest they have lunch again sometime? Would that be strange? She was probably close to twice his age, after all. And he was her mailman— 

    And you’re married, Jade! Have you forgotten about that? You’re a married woman. 

    “Hey, why don’t I just give it to you now?” Ronnie said. “The yellow curry recipe. It’ll just take me a second to run upstairs. Or, er—did you want to come up?” 

    And there it was. What the last half hour had been leading up to. What all the furtive glances and easy smiles and agreeable talk had been leading up to. She’d known it. She just hadn’t wanted to admit it. Because those six words were dangerous. They could ruin a marriage, a good marriage. 

    A good marriage? 

    What was so good about it? 

    Did you want to come up? 

    No, no thank you, I’ll just wait here. 

    Do you want to come up? 

    No, I really can’t. I have to get home to do the laundry and the dusting and make dinner. 

    Do you want to come up? 

    No, I— 

    “Okay,” she said. “Maybe for just a minute.” 
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    Mick cruised through Beverly Hills in his yellow Corvette (competition yellow, the salesman at the Long Beach dealership had told him, for what that was worth), the radio, tuned to KNAC 105.5, blasting out a song by the thrash band Slayer. Someday soon, he knew, they would be blasting out The Tempests as well. Every heavy metal and hard rock station in the world would be playing their songs, and Mick would go down in the books as the guy who discovered them. He’d become a legend in the industry, his name mentioned in the same breath as David Geffen. 

    You’ve come a long way from the impoverished musician from the Bronx, Mikey, he told himself proudly. You’ve actually made it. Who woulda guessed? 

    Pulling into a public parking lot on North Rodeo Drive, Mick hooked his Ray Bans into the pocket of his shirt and walked a short jaunt to the iconic Tiffany & Co. flagship store on the corner with Wilshire. A security guard opened the door for him and pointed him to a sales associate. Her nametag read Grace. She was an older woman with gray hair pulled into a bun, dark eyes, and severe features squeezed into a too-thin face. The only jewelry she wore—somewhat ironically, he thought, given her place of employment—was a wedding ring with a modest-sized stone. 

    Mick thought she’d be about as friendly as a headmistress with a vendetta against youth, but she turned out to be the total opposite: smiling, calm, and professional. When he told her he wasn’t sure what he was looking for, except that it would be a gift for his wife, she led him to the silver jewelry section, where she showed him a number of bracelets, rings, earrings, and pendants, placing each on a felt pillow for him to examine. She explained the different kinds of diamonds available, the varying qualities, as well as a bit of history about the company. She remained courteous and patient throughout his questions, of which he had many. He hadn’t been in a jewelry store since he’d bought Jade her wedding ring two decades before from a tired place in New York’s Chinatown. 

    A good forty minutes later he settled on a silver-and-rose, diamond-studded pendant. 

    “Wonderful,” Grace said. “Your wife will adore it. What’s the occasion, if I may ask?” 

    “No occasion,” Mick told her. “It’s just…to show her my appreciation for putting up with me for so many years, I guess.” 

    “A lucky woman, she is,” Grace said. “Now, would that be cash or credit?” 
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    Tucked next to a senior citizen center, Ronnie’s house was a 1930s bungalow in a state of disrepair. Jade followed him up the weedy brick path to the porch, which felt slightly slanted. He unlocked the door and pushed it open for her to enter first. She offered him a hesitant smile as she stepped past him. There was no entrance foyer, and she found herself in the living room. It was furnished with a gray sofa, an armchair with floral-patterned cushions, and a Formica-topped dining table. There were no pictures on the walls. There wasn’t even a TV. Through a doorway she glimpsed the adjacent kitchen, which was decked out in its original yellow-tile counters and sagging cabinetry. 

    “It’s not much, I know,” Ronnie said, coming in behind her and closing the door. “But I figure, what’s the point in doing something up if you’re not planning on staying, right?” 

    “You’re moving?” she asked. 

    “Hey, if this Tom Cruise movie works out for me, who knows? Did you want a drink? Water or anything?” 

    “No, thank you.” 

    “Right, er—there’s not really much to show you. Let me get you that recipe. Make yourself at home.” 

    Ronnie disappeared into the kitchen. Jade moved a few steps deeper into the living room, giving it another once-over. The green drapes were open, letting in lots of sunlight in which she could see tiny, dancing dust motes. A rattan fan hung from the ceiling. On the table were several magazines. The top one showed a man on a muddy, off-road motorbike. From one of the surrounding houses, a kid wailed for his mom. She yelled back something that involved profanity.  

    Standing there in the home of a man who was not her husband, in the middle of the day, waiting for what she thought was coming, Jade felt both wonderfully alive and woefully terrified. 

    It just happened, she imagined herself telling the divorce judge in court. One thing led to the next. One minute we were having lunch in a diner—there had been no available seats, you see, so I had asked him to join me— 

    Your mailman? 

    We recognized each other. And then, well, then we were outside on the street. He lived a number of blocks away, and so I offered to drive him home. He had a recipe to give me—we’d been talking about cooking, you see—so we went inside to get it and— 

    And what? Jade wondered. Because that’s where things stood now. Nothing uncivil had yet occurred. She could still walk away with her morals intact, take the recipe and leave, go home, make Mick dinner, watch her TV shows, have a cigarette, go to bed. 

    This was the right thing to do, the smart thing. It was— 

    What Christine Sullivan would do, a snarky voice in her head told her. It’s what a Goody Two-shoes would do. So go ahead, excuse yourself, do the right thing, the boring thing. Who cares that you only live once? Who cares about what makes you happy? Just as long as you keep making other people happy, then that’s just fine. You can die an old, satisfied woman, because you never broke the rules.  

    Jade looked toward the kitchen. She could no longer see through the doorway. What was Ronnie doing in there? He seemed to be taking a long time getting the recipe. Maybe this was a sign? Maybe she should just go to the door and call to him that she was leaving—  

    He appeared, smiling, waving a piece of loose leaf paper. 

    “Got it!” he said. “Thought I’d lost it for a sec.” He handed her the paper, which he’d folded into a small square. 

    “Great,” she said, stuffing it in her purse. “Thank you again. And, well, I should get going. Maybe we’ll—” 

    Ronnie leaned toward her. She tilted her chin upward, belatedly but without reservation. And then his lips were on hers, so soft. He pulled away. His blue eyes held hers for a moment, and then they were kissing again. This time he wrapped his arms around her waist. He pulled her toward him. The room seemed to drop away beneath her. Everything disappeared into a bright brume. All she became aware of were his lips on hers, his hands running up and down her back, and his chest against hers, so hard, so solid. Beneath his mint and juniper aftershave, she detected other clean scents, shampoo and soap, even the laundry detergent he used. They were all the most appealing smells in the world right then.  

    One of Ronnie’s hands slid over the side of her right breast. It slipped down between her legs. She moaned brokenly. He kissed her more forcefully. Her body writhed against his. They got into some sort of sexual rhythm, moving with each other, against each other, everything feeling so natural, so right, so good. 

    Jade shuffled backward, Ronnie guiding her. They bumped a few things, feeling their way to the bedroom, passing through a doorway. Something struck the back of her legs. The bed. She fell onto the mattress. 

    I’m going to hell, she thought, every nerve ending alight with anticipation. 

    Ronnie pulled his shirt off over his head and settled on top of her. 
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    Jade drove home in a dream—floating, tingly, exhilarated, feeling attractive. 

    She had always known she was attractive. She had been blessed with fine bones and good genes, and she had aged well. She still turned heads every now and then. Last weekend she had been out with Mick for lunch, and two businessmen at the next table must have cast her more than a half-dozen glances, seemingly emboldened by Mick’s apparent obliviousness to them. And just this morning a man in the supermarket had made eye contact as they passed each other in the condiments aisle. When they passed each other again in the vegetable section, she could feel his gaze on her, probing, lustful. 

    Nevertheless, none of this kind of attention had ever made her feel attractive. It wasn’t the men, or their admittedly lecherous attempts at seduction. It was her. She had accepted her place in society as a married woman, and in so doing, she had put away the heels and the lace lingerie, so to speak. She had doused the fire inside her, the fire of her youth, which had become, as Jim Morrison had aptly put it, a funeral pyre.  

    She had become old. 

    Perhaps if she were happy in her marriage losing this fire and getting old would not have been such an issue for her; it was the natural progression of life. However, she wasn’t happy. She hadn’t been for a long time. Her days had become dull and pointless. She felt lost and stuck and this had made her depressed. This had turned out the lights inside her, leaving her with that awful darkness that suffocated her days. 

    But not anymore, she thought. Not right then, at least. 

    Right then she felt as if anything were possible. 

    As Jade drove through the twisty, leafy roads of Laurel Canyon, the events of the morning played on a loop in her head, the lunch with Ronnie, the nerve-wracking drive to his house, the passion—oh goodness, the passion and the desire! 

    This high lasted until she reached her street, and the guilt set in as she passed all the houses and gardens and parked cars that had become so familiar to her since she and Mick had moved there. When she reached her home, she stopped at the base of the driveway so she could take a good, long look at it. 

    Her home. 

    She had found it shortly after she and Mick had moved to Los Angeles. They had been living out of a Holiday Inn then. While Mick had been at work, a real estate agent had taken Jade on several viewings. She had liked this house immediately: the many windows that let in lots of natural sunlight, the views of the surrounding hills, the remodeled bathrooms, the marble and hardwood floors. She’d returned with Mick on the weekend, and they’d agreed to purchase it on the spot. 

    Her home.  

    Where they had arranged and rearranged their furniture ad infinitum just to get the feel of each room right. 

    Where they had celebrated their first snowless Christmas with a home-cooked turkey and several bottles of red wine. 

    Where they had talked about adding an en suite to the guest bedroom for whenever Mick’s parents got on a plane from New York to visit them. 

    Where they had left one room empty just in case—just in case, because you never know, doctors could be wrong… 

    Her home. 

    She started up the driveway. 

     

    ♀ 

     

    Mick’s Corvette was parked in front of the garage. 

    Jade stopped next to it, suddenly filled with nerves. 

    Mick knew what she had done. 

    Somehow he knew. 

    Why else would he be home so early? 

    Had he seen her? Had somebody seen her and told him? 

    Gloria or Desiree—one of those superficial bitches who liked nothing more in life than to gossip about mothers with autistic children and, even more juicy, no doubt, wives partaking in extramarital affairs? 

    Jesus—what was she going to do? Say? 

    Confess or lie? 

    She became paralyzed with indecision, not sure she could leave the car. 

    The back door opened and Mick stood there, a beer in his hand, a smile on his face. 

    Jade’s nerves dropped away, though she remained confused. 

    What was he doing home so early? 

    She got out of the car. 

    “Hey, honey,” he said pleasantly. 

    “You’re home early,” she said just as pleasantly. 

    “I took the afternoon off.” 

    “Oh?” she said, parlaying nonchalance as she circled the car to the trunk. She lifted the lid and retrieved the two bags of groceries. When he didn’t elaborate, she added, “Spaghetti tonight?” 

    “Sounds great.” 

    He held the door open for her as she entered the house (just as Ronnie had done for her earlier, she thought with a good dose of shame). She set the groceries on the counter and, in a moment of horror, realized she probably smelled like mint and juniper. 

    “Would you mind unpacking these for me?” she said. “My bladder’s about to burst.” 

    Upstairs, Jade locked herself in the bathroom. She caught her reflection in the mirror and saw an imposter looking back.  

    She ran water for a shower. 

     

    ♂ 

     

    Jade returned to the kitchen, fresh and damp, wearing her housecoat over her white silk pajamas. She could hear Mick in his office, on the phone, talking business. 

    Back to normal, she thought. 

    And normal was good. Mick didn’t know what she’d done. She’d gotten away with it. Holy moly, she’d gotten away with it. This understanding filled her with relief—and then disappointment. 

    She wouldn’t be seeing Ronnie again, would she? 

    No, she wouldn’t. 

    It had been a mistake. 

    It was over. 

    More relief, and more disappointment. 

    “You’re one mixed up cookie,” she mumbled to herself as she lit the stove burner. 

    For the next half hour she went about preparing dinner. Mick, finished on the phone, returned to the kitchen. He planted an affectionate kiss on her forehead, patted her rear, then poured them both glasses of red wine. 

    “Cheers,” he said, raising his glass. 

    “Cheers.” She clinked. “You’re in a good mood.” 

    He sniffed the Merlot, sipped. “Nice to be away from work, I suppose.” 

    “Is everything all right there?” 

    “Moving along as usual.” 

    On most days Jade would have left the conversation at this and gone back to doing whatever she had been doing. Mick’s work didn’t interest her. It was a different world for her. She didn’t even belong in its orbit. But today was not most days, of course. She felt she owed Mick—owed it to him to start being a good wife, a listening wife, an understanding wife. 

    A wife that doesn’t cheat. 

    Yes, that too. Especially that. 

    She asked, “Any more news about that new band?” 

    Mick chuckled. “Only that half the members have criminal records.” He took another sip of wine. “How was your day?” 

    Jade went to the cutting board, turning her back to him, so she wouldn’t have to look him in the face while she lied to him. “I did the grocery shopping,” she said, slicing the stem off a red bell pepper. 

    “Did you get my razors?” 

    “Oh jeez! I forgot! I mean, I remembered. But I had already left the supermarket…” 

    “Damn, Jade,” he said. “I threw out my last razor. I’m not going to be able to shave tomorrow. If you remembered, why didn’t you go back?” 

    Because I was in the car you bought me with the mailman, and we were going back to his place to— “I was almost home.” She cut away the ribs and seeds from the flesh of the pepper. “I’m sorry.” 

    Jade waited for another outburst. When this didn’t come, she set the knife down and turned around. A tightness had come over Mick’s face, a hardness in his eyes, and she knew what he was thinking: You were home all day, I’d asked you to do one thing for me, and you couldn’t even get that done? 

    She was about to apologize again when all at once he seemed to relax. “It’s fine,” he said, smiling. “I actually look rather dashing with a day’s worth of stubble.” 

    “A regular Sonny Crockett,” she said. 

    “Who?” 

    “The detective in Miami Vice. It’s a new TV show.” 

    He shook his head. “You and your TV shows, Jade.” 

     

    ♀ 

     

    Throughout dinner all they talked about—or more precisely, all Mick talked about—were The Tempests. She’d never seen him so excited about a band before. 

    “Things go well,” he said, pouring the dregs of the wine bottle into his glass, “we’re going to be living on an entirely new level.” 

    Jade raised her eyebrows. “A new level?” 

    “We won’t ever have to worry about money. Put it that way.” 

    “We don’t have to worry…do we?” 

    “I mean, we won’t really, really have to worry. You could do whatever you want.” He became serious. “What do you want, Jade? I know you’re home all day. I know that can’t be fun. You could take some courses somewhere? Maybe another art class? Or a cooking class? You like cooking? I’ll find the best school in Beverly Hills.”  

    “I’d like to travel,” she said. “We’ve never been outside the US. We’re nearly forty and we’ve never been overseas.” 

    He nodded. “Sure, I guess we could travel. Maybe not right away. I’m swamped at work. But in a bit, sure, we could travel. Where would you like to go?” 

    “Greece,” Jade said. 

    “Greece?” He contemplated this. “Why not? Heard there are great beaches on the Mediterranean.” 

    “How long do you think we could go for?” 

    “I don’t know, Jade. I haven’t even really thought of it. A week?” 

    She frowned. “A week would barely be long enough to get over the jet lag.” 

    “Maybe two then. I’d be taking time off work, remember.” He shrugged. “But you could always stay longer—have a vacation of your own? Take a break from LA.” 

    She was surprised. “Without you?” 

    “You could do the Roman Holiday thing.” 

    “Fall in love with an American newsman?” 

    “The seeing Rome on your own part.” He dabbed his lips with his napkin. “Hey, I got something for you today.” He went to his study and returned with his hands behind his back. “Pick one.” 

    “What is this?” she asked. 

    “I told you. I got you something.” 

    “What for?” 

    “Just pick a hand, Jade.” 

    She pointed to his right one. He brought it in front of him, opened his fist. There was nothing in it. 

    “Do I get a second chance?” 

    He opened his other fist to reveal a small blue box secured with a white ribbon. 

    “Tiffany’s?” Jade said, taking the box. She opened it. “Oh, Mick,” she said, lifting out a stunning pendant. She got up and wrapped her arms around him in an embrace. Her heart felt the size of an acorn. He’d been out buying her this today, while she’d been… “Thank you,” she mumbled into his shoulder. “I love it.” She hesitated. “I love you.” 

    “I love you too, babe,” he said, stroking the back of her head. “You’re the best.” 
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    They shared another two bottles of wine and cuddled together on the sofa in front of the TV. Halfway through Scarface—Jade had purchased the video for Mick after they saw the film in the theater and he raved about it all night—Mick asked her if she wanted to “go to the bedroom.” Jade was so drunk she giggled out loud. He was asking her. How different to the spontaneous combustion that had happened that afternoon—but how nice too. 

    Yes, she said. She’d love to join him, on the provision he carry her upstairs in his arms. Things went well until they reached the landing. Mick stumbled, gallantly letting her fall on top of him. She walked the rest of the way to the bedroom, stripped off her silk pajamas, and slipped beneath the bed covers. Mick told her he was going to have a quick shower—and that was the last thing she remembered before waking in blackness. 

    Her head throbbing, her throat parched, Jade had no idea where she was. She heard Mick snoring beside her and a vague picture of them sitting on the sofa drinking wine came to her. Why had they drunk so much? What had been the occasion? He’d bought her something, a pendant. Why’d he do that? No reason, he’d said. And they’d talked about traveling. She’d mentioned Greece— 

    The mailman—Ronnie. Oh God, was that a dream? The diner, his house, was that all a dream? Her first response: yes, it had to be. Yet the longer she thought about it, beating away the fog of sleep, the less certain she became, until she realized it hadn’t been a dream, it had been real, it had really happened. 

    Suddenly wide awake, Jade stared into the darkness with widened eyes. She’d had sex with the mailman. She’d cheated on her husband. Conflicting emotions raced inside her, and she didn’t know how or what to feel. 

    Finally she pushed off the covers and stood as quietly as she could. She was naked. Had she and Mick had sex? No, they were going to…but she had fallen asleep. 

    She retrieved her housecoat from the floor, slipped it on, and went downstairs. In the kitchen she made herself a cup of tea. Knowing she wouldn’t be returning to sleep, she took her cigarettes from her purse and went out back. Silence reigned over the black night. She lit up, the tobacco crackling loudly in the stillness, and took a long drag. 

    She thought about what had been floating around in her mind all day: Would Ronnie be on her route again? Was she a one-time fling? Did he sleep with all the housewives on his routes? 

    After all, wasn’t that what the milkman became infamous for doing in the sixties? Preying on bored, lonely housewives while their husbands were away at work?  

    Oh Lord, she’d become a bad TV trope. 

    Damn you, Ronnie, for making me feel this way. 

    Damn you. 

    I’m married. 

    Say it again. 

    I’m a married woman.  

    That’s right. And if Ronnie is assigned to your route again? 

    Ronnie who? 

     

    ♂ 

     

    Jade watched mind-numbing infomercials on TV until the sun lightened the eastern horizon and she heard Mick running a shower upstairs. She brewed a pot of coffee, then got to work making breakfast. By the time Mick came downstairs, she had the dining room table set for two. 

    “You’re having bacon and eggs too?” he asked surprised when she sat down next to him. 

    “Craving fat and salt.” 

    “You fell asleep on me.” 

    “I know, I—” 

    “It’s all right. Tonight.” 

    “Don’t come home too late.” 

    These were just words, Jade knew. Falsehoods, albeit with good intentions. The special bond of the night before had passed. Mick would still come home late. She would be watching TV, or reading in bed. Neither of them would likely feel like having sex. It would be too late, too much effort. 

    After they finished eating, Jade took the dishes to the sink while Mick retrieved his briefcase from his study. He presented his cheek for his morning kiss. She obliged and followed him outside. They blew air kisses to one another, and he rolled past her down the driveway.  

    The bird crap, Jade noticed, still marred the windshield. She sensed there might be a larger meaning to this, something profound, but she couldn’t get her hungover mind to grasp it on the spot. 

    She followed the car down the driveway, watched it turn right onto the street, and disappear from view. 

    She looked at the mailbox. It didn’t have one of those flags to indicate whether it contained mail or not. It was just a black cast-iron box on a pole. She went to it, peeked in the slot, and saw nothing in the receptacle. She glanced up and down the street. No mailman, Ronnie or otherwise. 

    She went back inside and had a shower and put on slightly better-than-usual house clothes. She retrieved her Wilbur Smith novel from the bedroom, poured herself another coffee, and settled down in the living room in an armchair she rarely used—but which offered a view of the street through the front window. She tried to read but couldn’t concentrate. She kept looking up from the book every page to see who might be delivering the mail today. 

    She told herself it would be the regular mailman, whoever that may be, and that would be all right, that would be a relief. Because if it was Ronnie, what then? Would he continue by without a second glance at her house? That would hurt; it would be better not to see him at all. Or would he come up to her porch, knock on the door? She knew she wouldn’t be able to ignore him. She would answer the door. They would talk. They would both know why he was there. 

    Nevertheless, Jade couldn’t invite him inside. She couldn’t. What she did yesterday was bad, deplorable. Yet to do it a second time, in her house, was, no…that was unforgivable. 

    Over the next half hour a jogger dressed in red shorts with white piping passed by the window, a mother pushing a baby stroller, some kids on their way to school, as well as a dozen or so cars, before the mailman finally appeared. He was a middle-aged man with stick legs and a large paunch and a bushy mustache. He slipped a few letters in her mailbox and continued on his way. 

    Well, that’s it, folks, Jade thought, her jittery nerves settling for the first time all morning. Show’s over. It was all for nothing. 

    Relieved and confused—what an odd state to exist in—she dumped her now-cold coffee down the sink and went about catching up on her chores. She was in the small laundry room, transferring damp clothes from the washing machine to the dryer, when the doorbell rang. 

    Jade’s heart climbed up her throat. She froze, unable to decide what to do. 

    The doorbell rang again. 

    She dashed into the bathroom, checked herself in the mirror, fussed with her bangs, then went to the front door. She was so nervous she wasn’t sure she could speak without a quiver in her voice. She opened the door. 

    Her disappointment felt like a slap to the face. “Yes?” she said, frowning at the tall, broad-shouldered man she didn’t recognize standing on the porch. 

    “Oh, hi there,” he said, smiling. His hair had receded into a graying horseshoe, stretching his forehead while accentuating his strong nose and thin mouth, which was set in a lantern jaw.  

    There was something jackal-like about him. Maybe the jaw. “I’m Guy,” he said. “I don’t believe we’ve met. I’m your neighbor. I live behind you.” 

    All at once Jade recognized him. He looked different with clothes on. She recalled watching him and his wife getting it on and she burned with embarrassment—then alarm. 

    Had he seen her watching them? 

    “Hi,” she said, holding out her hand. “I’m Jade.” 

    They shook. 

    “Sorry to just drop by like this, Jade, but there’s something I want to discuss with your husband. Is he by chance still home?” 

    “No, he isn’t.” she said. “He left for work an hour ago.” Suddenly suspicious, Jade wondered if this man, Guy, could have seen her with Ronnie? 

    No, impossible. She’d never met Guy before this morning. 

    “Can I help you with whatever this is about?” she asked. 

    “It’s no big deal,” he said. “It’s about the fence that runs between our properties. My wife and I, we’re thinking of fixing up the backyard. The fence, it’s a bit of an eyesore. We were going to put a new one on our side, but we wanted to discuss it with you and your husband first. Fences can be touchy business between neighbors.” 

    “The fence,” Jade said, smiling with relief. God, she was a paranoid wreck. Soon she was going to be wearing a tinfoil hat to stop people from reading her thoughts. “I would have to talk to my husband, Mick, about that. But I can’t imagine it being a problem.” 

    “Great,” Guy said. “The other option would be to knock that old fence down and just build a new one that looks good on both sides. My expense. I’d pay for the entire thing.” 

    Jade pictured the old wooden fence that ran along the back of the property. It was weatherworn and crooked in places and in need of a new coat of stain. 

    A new fence might be nice. 

    “Mick usually works late,” she said. “Seven or eight is usually the earliest he gets home. But if you wanted to stop by on the weekend, that might work.” 

    “All right, I’ll leave it until then. It was nice meeting you, Jade.” 

    “I’ll be sure to let my husband know you came by.” 

     

    ♀ 

     

    Mick returned home at nine thirty that evening. Jade heated up the dinner she had made for him, and told him about Guy, and his proposal. Mick seemed fine with the idea. He finished eating, then went to his study, where he made some work-related phone calls. Jade brought her novel to bed and slipped naked beneath the covers—just in case Mick’s words weren’t just words this morning. He came to bed around midnight, smelling of Scotch. She’d been sleeping but woke up. She lay curled on her side of the mattress, waiting for him to touch her, or to say something. 

    You feeling like it, hon? 

    This didn’t happen. He fell asleep almost immediately, and a few minutes later, she did too. 

     

    ♂ 

     

    Jade spent each morning the rest of that week sitting in the armchair in the living room, keeping vigil at the front window. The skinny-legged, pot-bellied mailman showed up each day. By Friday, Jade had given up any hope or fear of seeing Ronnie again. 

    She had been a one-time fling, after all, and this was for the best. 
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    Anything could go wrong tonight, Mick thought, standing in front of the bathroom sink while he brushed his teeth. They might not show. They might walk off the stage in the middle of their act. They might get in a fight with the audience. They might be so drunk and high they couldn’t play for shit.  

    Or they might just prove to everybody why they’re going to be the greatest rock n’ roll band on the planet. 

    It was The Tempests’ final live gig before they took a hiatus from performing to record their debut album. Bob Corker, Jeffrey Griffin, and a few others from Chrysalis would be at The Whisky a Go Go. They had all heard The Tempests’ demos, of course. But none of them had seen the band play live, and this was what Mick had sold them on—the band’s raw energy that they had to “see to believe.” So the last thing Mick wanted tonight was for the five musicians that he had staked his reputation on to royally fuck up. 

    Jade’s reflection appeared in the mirror behind his. She was dressed in a sequined jacket and the black leather miniskirt he liked but she always thought was too sexy to wear. A black scrunchy held her hair high on her head. Loop earrings dangling from her ears, and the new diamond-studded pendant glittered around her neck.  

    “You look fantastic,” he said, spitting and rinsing. 

    “Thanks. Are you ready?” she asked him. 

    “As ready as I can be.” 

    Mick drove to the venue, doing his best to ignore the butterflies in his stomach. He hadn’t been this nervous since—he didn’t know when. A long time, at any rate. 

    He turned west onto Sunset Boulevard, which at nighttime morphed into a sordid bazaar of peep shows, porn shops, neon-lit liquor shops, hustlers, and whores. 

    Along the mile-and-a-half-long Strip, the sidewalks were packed ten-deep with preppy teenagers from the San Fernando Valley, punks who hadn’t yet realized the LA punk scene had died, long-haired metal heads, colorfully dressed gays and transvestites, shady looking dealers peddling Quaaludes and smack, and a handful of sheriff’s deputies trying to keep the peace. 

    The Whisky a Go Go came into view up ahead on the corner with Clarke. Situated in an old bank building, and named after the first discothèque in Paris, it’s been one of the hottest nightclubs in America for the last two decades, the launching pad for numerous bands including The Doors, Steppenwolf, Sonny and Cher, the Mamas and the Papas, Buffalo Springfield, dozens and dozens of others. 

    Tonight THE TEMPESTS was written in big red letters on the marquee.  

    “We’re here,” Mick said. 
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    Mick handed the car keys to the parking valet, and Jade followed him to the roped-off entrance of the Whisky a Go Go, which bypassed the rowdy line snaking halfway down the block. There was a narcotic, anti-authoritative vibe to the deep Hollywood scene that made Jade feel intimidated. She squeezed Mick’s hand tightly; he squeezed back just as tightly. 

    They were a few feet from entering the nightclub when a loud cheer went up behind them. They turned to see a Mercedes with a Kustom Kulture skull and bones paintjob pull into the space where their car had previously been. The driver’s door opened and a larger-than-life man stepped out. He had the biggest, blondest hair and the whitest teeth Jade had ever seen. He wore a torn mesh top, tiger-striped spandex pants, and Capezio dance shoes. Two busty women emerged from the car to join him, one on each arm. With a goofy smile, he waved to the swooning crowd, all the while dispensing huge rock star vibes. 

    “Who’s that?” Jade shouted in Mick’s ear to be heard above the fanfare. 

    “David Lee Roth,” Mick told her. Then, with a shrug, added, “Yesterday’s news.” 

     

    ♀ 

     

    Someone Mick knew greeted them inside The Whisky and led them to a table where Bob Corker and Jeffrey Griffin were already seated. They exchanged the usual greetings, everybody speaking louder than usual, before Mick started talking business. Jade withdrew from the conversation, content to watch the nightclub fill up with people from all walks of life. The energy was electric. Jade had had no idea how sensational a spectacle this was going to be, and sitting there in the spacious VIP section, avoiding the envious looks from the young women crowded into the standing-room-only space, she realized just how much she had been living under a rock. Mick was a very successful, very important person. He was a somebody. She suddenly felt very proud to be at his side. 

    The club was not too small or large—intimate, Jade supposed—and not long after it reached its four-hundred-or-so person capacity, the lights dimmed and the opening band took to the stage, four glam rockers in spandex, stacked heels, teased hair, and a liberal application of lipstick, rouge, and kohl. In fact, they looked more like cheap hookers or drag queens than musicians, but they put on a loud, intense show that shook the place to the foundations. 

    After their last song, a few minutes of tense anticipation passed before the house went black and roars and cheers went up from the audience, the volume already eclipsing anything from earlier in the night. Then, dramatically, The Tempests appeared to shrieks and catcalls and general pandemonium. Unlike the previous band, they were mostly dressed in torn jeans, well-worn leathers, and either cowboy or combat boots. The singer, bare-chested beneath a vest and cap, shouted, “Welcome to The Whisky, motherfuckers!” before an earsplitting guitar riff kicked off the first song. 

    Jade could barely take her eyes off the singer, the way he suggestively handled the mike stand and seductively moved his body to the music, gyrating his hips and thrusting his crotch at the grasping female fans. The lead guitarist put on an equally entertaining show, spinning in circles or sliding around on his knees, all in a cloud of distortion, reverb, and feedback. At one point the rhythm guitarist sidled up back to back with him, and there was a kind of psychedelic bleating and squawking as their two guitars dodged in and out of each other, conjuring a devilish sonic orgy of sound. When the song exploded into its anthemic second half, the singer’s crooning voice became a demonic shriek while the guitarist’s playful licks turned into a shredding showcase that launched into the ballistic coda. The rail-thin bass player, singing backups, tore off his shades and stomped around so violently he almost toppled over. The curly-haired drummer, elevated on the drum riser beneath the brightest spotlight, smashed his drum kit with reckless abandonment, a huge smile on his face.  

    And so it went for the next hour or more: seizure-inducing lighting, clouds of dry ice, deafening songs, road crew feeding the band lit cigarettes and bottles of booze.  

    Then it was over. 

    Sweat running down his face and chest, silver necklaces and bracelets jingling, the singer tossed his leather cap through the smoky air into the audience, shouted “G’night!” and walked off the stage. 

     

    ♂ 

     

    Mick, Bob, and Jeffrey got up to go backstage. Mick wanted Jade to join them. She declined, telling him she was happy where she was, not telling him The Tempests scared the bejeezus out of her. 

    “I’ll be back in a bit then,” Mick said, kissing her on the cheek. 

    “I’ll be here,” she said. 

    Now that Mick was gone, Jade lit up a cigarette and puffed quickly and satisfyingly on it. She still had goosebumps, she realized. Those five guys had—she didn’t know how to put their performance into words. They had talent, definitely. But it was more than that. They had a presence like she’d never experienced, an edge. It wasn’t evil. More like threatening. No—dangerous. That’s how Mick had described them, and he had been one hundred percent right. 

    Dangerous. 

    She finished her cigarette and was thinking about stepping outside to get some fresh air when someone said, “Hello, Jade.” 

    She looked up—and it was déjà vu. Ronnie stood next to her table, smiling down at her. 

    She felt an instant rush of excitement, then trepidation. 

    What is he doing here? What if Mick sees him? 

    “Ronnie?” she said, so surprised she couldn’t think of anything else to add. 

    He slid into Bob Corker’s vacated seat. “I wouldn’t have guessed this to be your kind of scene,” he said. 

    “I’m with my husband,” she said, glancing past Ronnie to the milling crowd. “His label is working with that last band.” 

    “Ah, that’s right. Your husband. Mr. Showbiz.” 

    Jade’s focus returned to Ronnie. Mr. Showbiz? “Do you often come here?” she asked him, to give her time to think of an excuse to get rid of him. 

    “Sure. Here, Club Lingerie, The Roxy, The Troubadour, all the hot places. Hey, got an extra cigarette?” 

    “Actually, Ronnie—I hate to ask this, but you can’t stay here. I can’t be seen with you. If my husband comes back…” 

    “That wasn’t a question, Jade.” 

    She frowned. “Excuse me?” 

    “You said you ‘hate to ask this,’ but you didn’t ask me anything. You made a statement.” 

    Her frown deepened. Something was different with Ronnie. There was an undercurrent of hostility that hadn’t existed when they’d first met. 

    “Ronnie, please,” she said, quickly, a note of desperation now in her voice. “If you want to meet me again, just tell me where. But you can’t be here.” 

    “I’ve been thinking about you, Jade. Have you been thinking about me?” 

    She glanced past Ronnie again. She didn’t see Mick, but he could be anywhere. 

    He might be coming back right now. 

    “Yes,” she admitted, hoping this might expedite Ronnie’s exit. 

    “Do you think about my cock inside you?” 

    She blinked. “Ronnie!” she said. 

    “Tell me how good it felt.” 

    Her brow furrowed in anger. “What is wrong with you tonight?” 

    “Wrong with me? I haven’t done anything wrong, Jade. I’m not the married one.” 

    “You’re acting…you’re completely different. Did I do something?” 

    “Did you do something?” He chuckled. “Oh yes, Jade, you did something. You did something terrible.” 

    “What?” 

    He smiled at her—a predatory smile. 

    “Tell me!” 

    “Oh, Jade.” 

    “This is not funny.” 

    “I’m not laughing.” 

    “What do you want?” 

    “You’ll find out.” 

    “What does that mean?” 

    “You’re boring me, Jade. Maybe I’ll stroll around. Maybe bump into your husband. I saw him sitting with you. I know what he looks like.” 

    “Don’t you dare!” she hissed. 

    “Give me a kiss. Right here.” He leaned closer to her. “Make it good, some tongue, like you did before. You do that, I’ll go.” 

    Jade balled her hands into fists. She had no idea how their conversation had come to this, but she was not going to put up with it any longer. “I’m leaving.” 

    “Maybe I’ll stop by Chrysalis Records.” 

    She stiffened. Had she told him that’s where Mick worked? 

    “Do whatever you want,” she said tightly. “I’ll deny everything.” 

    “Oh?” he said. 

    “You’re the mailman, Ronnie. You saw me while I was out for lunch. You harassed me.” 

    “I’m sure the waitress remembers things differently.” 

    “Okay, whatever—so we had lunch. I let you sit down. I was being polite. But that was it. I went home.” 

    “If that were the case, Jade, why is it that I know exactly what you look like under that slutty little skirt you’re wearing. Exactly. That little birthmark? You know the one I’m talking about. I could tell Mr. Showbiz about that. I sure could. Or I could just call him up and play the recording I made of you screaming while I fucked your brains out.” 

    “You’re a liar,” she said, though her entire body had started to tremble. 

    Ronnie continued to smile at her. 

    She grabbed her purse and fled. 
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    Jade pushed through the hot and sweaty crowd toward the stage with such haste she lost a pump and stepped barefoot on the sticky, beer-slicked floor. She retrieved her shoe and pressed on. She was dazed, confused, as if she’d just fallen down the rabbit hole and landed squarely on her head. What had just happened? What was wrong with Ronnie? Had he really meant what he’d said about admitting the affair to Mick? Why would he do that? What had she done to him? Was he a raving lunatic? A schizophrenic? Did he have a split personality disorder? 

    At the stage Jade beelined to the door that led backstage. When she reached it, a massive bodyguard—he must have been close to four hundred pounds of beer and cheeseburgers—dropped a beefy arm in front of her. Two black eyes pressed into a chocolate-pudding face studied her indifferently. 

    “My husband is Mick Freeman,” Jade said. “He represents The Tempests. He came back here with Bob Corker and Jeffrey Griffin. They’re all with Chrysalis Records. I need to see them.” 

    The man spoke into a walkie-talkie. The response came with a burst of static. He withdrew his arm, already looking past her. 

    Jade entered a room crawling with partying techies and roadies, many of whom shot her who-the-fuck-are-you glares. She didn’t see Mick anywhere. 

    In the first dressing room she passed the lead guitarist lounged in a chair, a bottle of Jim Beam in one hand, two young girls sitting cross-legged at his feet. In the next dressing room the bassist stood half naked in a corner with a girl rubbing her bare breasts against him, while the rhythm guitarist lay on the sofa, staring at the ceiling, totally out of it. 

    Three girls burst giggling from the last room, in which Jade found the singer, now by himself. He sat adjacent to a small table and light-rimmed mirror, picking at a plate of snacks. He had taken off his vest, and his silky jet-black hair spilled down over his bare shoulders. This close Jade could make out the gargoyle tattoos and other Victoria imagery brocading his arms and chest. Unlike his bandmates, he didn’t seem wasted. 

    “Excuse me?” she said, knocking on the open door redundantly. “I’m looking for my husband—Mick?” 

    The singer looked at her for a long moment, his eyes dark and probing. 

    She said, “I’m—” 

    He snapped his fingers. “Jade.” 

    She was surprised. “You know me?” 

    “Mick has a picture of you in his office.” He spoke with a northern English accent. 

    “Have you seen him?” she asked. 

    “He was here with Corker and Griffy. But you missed ’em. They went home.” 

    Jade couldn’t believe this. “Mick went home without me?” 

    “No, soonshyine,” he said. “Corker and Griffy went home. Mick went to a cash point.” 

    “A cash point?” she said. 

    “An ATM.” 

    “Why would Mick go to an ATM at this hour?” She glanced at her gold wristwatch. “It’s past midnight.” 

    Bracelets jangling, the singer plucked an olive from the snack plate and slid it between his lips. “Why does anyone go to an ATM, soonshyine? To get money.” 

    “But why does Mick need money?” 

    “Mick doesn’t need money. I need money. I’m piss bloody broke.” 

    “I thought your band just got an advance—” 

    “Which won’t be available for a few weeks. Bureaucratic bullshit, you see. Don’t worry though, Jade. It’s just a loan, and I honor my debts. Now, why don’t you take a seat and relax. Mick will be back in a jiff.” 

    Jade hesitated. She didn’t want to return to the club proper. Not with Ronnie out there. Nor did she want to wait around in the common backstage area with all the roadies and strippers, if that’s what some of the girls were. But remain here with the singer of The Tempests? Admittedly he wasn’t half as crazy as she’d been expecting, or his stage persona led one to believe. In fact, he didn’t seem crazy at all… 

    “You don’t mind?” she said cautiously. 

    The singer gestured toward an armchair. She sat down in it. 

    He said, “You seem tense, Jade. Is something wrong?” 

    She forced herself to meet his eyes. His poise was incredible. He seemed so calm, cool, collected, like he was already one of the biggest rock stars in the world. Was this confidence or arrogance? 

    “What’s your name?” she asked him. 

    “It’s Tommy, love,” he told her. 

    Jade had been expecting something more exotic. Zed or Stryker, maybe. Not Tommy. The boy across the street from the house in which she had grown up had been named Tommy. 

    She said, “I didn’t know you were English.” 

    “It doesn’t come out in the singing, does it?” 

    “You sound like Davy Jones from The Monkees.” 

    “Fuck, shoot me, please. Did you like the show, Jade?” 

    “Yes,” she said. “You certainly live up to your hype.” 

    “And what hype is that?” 

    “Mick told me you were the most dangerous band in the world.” 

    Tommy smiled thinly. “The most dangerous. Yeah, I’ve heard that one.” He seemed to consider this. “Let me tell you something about myself, Jade, if I may? Two years ago I sold the van I had been living out of to buy a plane ticket to Seattle. Tickets there were cheaper than to LA. I hitchhiked south. Somewhere in Colorado a trucker picked me up, a big bloke, he was. He stopped at a motel overnight and said I could sleep on the floor of the room. Stupid me. I woke up to the chap on my back trying to get his slug up my ass. I bashed a bottle across his head. Got him right on the temple and knocked him clean out. Took his wallet and drove his rig the rest of the way to LA, where I slept on the streets, behind Dumpsters, benches, wherever. I didn’t know anybody, had no place to go, nothing to do except try to find a band. Problem was, nobody wanted a singer. There were ads for guitarists, drummers, never a singer. So I remained homeless for a good month, getting by on about four dollars a day, enough to buy biscuits and gravy at Denny’s and a half-pint of cheap wine. During one of those nights some drunks found me sleeping beneath the loading dock at Tower Records. They beat the shit out of me for no proper reason. But I’d started carrying a knife after that trucker incident.” He raised something dangling around his neck, which turned out to be a switchblade. He popped the blade, turning it this way and that, admiring the presumably sharp edge. Jade stiffened but didn’t move. “I stabbed one of them in the chest,” Tommy continued conversationally. “The rest of them beat me up some more, only stopping because they realized they had to get their mate to the hospital before he croaked. Why am I telling you this, Jade? Because I’m a street rat. Blokes like me, the other blokes in the band, we’re all street rats, and it’s a bloody jungle out there. Until recently nobody has ever given a shit about us. We’ve had to fight every day just to survive, and we fight hard. Because like Dylan said, when you ain’t got nothing, you got nothing to lose. Does this make us dangerous?” He shrugged. “Desperate is more like it. And I’m fine with that. I’d like people to start calling us the most desperate band in the world. Because there’s nothing wrong with being desperate. It makes you want what you don’t have. It makes you want to climb out of your hole. It makes you want to grab life by the balls. Do you know what I mean, Jade? Just really fucking grab it and make it yours. Fuck everybody who stands in your way. That’s what it feels like for me, every time I’m on stage, no matter how big or small the crowd. I just want to rip the fucking throat out of life. You can’t touch the stars, that’s out of everybody’s reach, but you can live this terrestrial life to the skeleton, just fucking soak it all in, soak it all in, man.” 

    Jade had fallen under a spell listening to the enigmatic rock star wax eloquent, and she barely heard the knock at the door. 

    “Mick!” she said. 

    He entered the dressing room. “Glad you found your way back here.” 

    Tommy held out his hand. “Lay it on me, man.” 

    Mick withdrew a wad of cash from his pocket and handed it to the singer. To Jade he said, “It’s an advance on his advance—” 

    “Tommy explained already.” 

    Tommy thumbed through the cash. “Now the sooner you can get us out of that shitty storage shed, Mick, the better. I ain’t fucking kidding when I tell you the place is crawling with roaches and rats.” 

    “I’ve looked at a house on Fountain Avenue. Should be ready to move in soon. Maybe a day or two. You’ll be the first to know. Jade, are you ready to go?” 

    She stood. “It was nice meeting you, Tommy. All the best with the record.” 

    “Thanks, soonshyine,” he replied. “We’ll try to defy expectations and live long enough to record it.” 

     

    ♀ 

     

    Much to Jade’s relief, they exited The Whisky through a back door, though she felt uncomfortably exposed while they waited out front for the valet to bring the Corvette around. However, her worry turned out to be for naught as Ronnie didn’t show up, and then they were in the car, safely on the way home. 

    During the ride Mick spoke mostly about the show, how happy he was with how it had gone. “No catastrophes,” was the phrase he kept repeating, which, when it came to The Tempests, was apparently a gold standard for success. 

    Jade contributed bits and pieces to the conversation, mostly about Tommy, how he’d defied any expectation she’d had of him. Mick explained that he was the only one in the band not strung out. Apparently he had been an addict in England and had alienated everybody he knew. This prompted him to get clean, and it was keeping him from relapsing. 

    “He’d prefer if the others got clean as well,” Mick told her, “especially the bassist, who’s not only using but openly dealing. But, hell, good luck with that. Being in a band is like being in a marriage. You’re never always going to see eye to eye. Sometimes you just have to shut up and look the other way.” 

    Mick expounded further on this point, though Jade’s mind was far away, thinking about Ronnie. Surely he wasn’t going to follow up on his threat and pay Mick a visit at his work? And surely he hadn’t made a tape of them having sex? Not that it mattered if he had or not. His word would be enough. Because Mick would then confront her. He would see right through her denials. He would know she had cheated on him, and their marriage would be over. 

    Jade clenched her teeth tightly. She couldn’t believe Ronnie had turned on her like he had. It made her so angry, all the more so because she had liked him. She had really liked him. She had given herself to him. She had trusted him. This made his betrayal all the more bewildering and hurtful. 

    Nevertheless, at least she could see clearly now. She was no longer blinded by a transient crush, and it was clear as day how silly and misguided she had been to do what she had done, to risk what she had risked. 

    Seventeen years of marriage, memories to fill scrapbooks, boxes of them. 

    All for ten minutes of passion. 

    Was she crazy? 

    Was everyone who committed adultery crazy? 
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    When they got home Mick ran a hot shower in the upstairs bathroom. The Whisky had been a sauna, causing him to sweat through his clothes. Not only that, his hair reeked of cigarette smoke, the smell making him crave one more than usual. 

    Goddamn emphysema. He’d take diabetes over it any day, because at least than he could have a goddamn smoke. 

    While he lathered his body with soap, the bathroom door opened and Jade entered. Mick figured she either wanted to brush her teeth or pee. Sharing the bathroom like this was something only people who knew each other very well—perhaps too well—would put up with. 

    Instead of going to the sink or toilet, however, Jade opened the foggy shower door. She slipped her housecoat off her shoulders and stepped inside the glass stall, which wasn’t much larger than a phone booth. 

    Plucking the sudsy sponge from his hand, she drew it over his chest, then down over his abdomen, then lower still. 

    “Well, hello,” he said with a grin. 
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    Saturday morning Jade returned to Canter’s Deli on Fairfax. It was not as busy as it had been during the weekday. No business crowd, she supposed. She requested the booth she had on Monday and ordered a coffee. 

    She had laid awake most of the previous night, and at some point in the early hours of the morning she had reached a conclusion to explain Ronnie’s abrupt and remarkable personality flip. 

    He was a serial blackmailer, and his modus operandi went something like this: While on his mail route, he looked for a home-alone housewife. After selecting one, he would keep an eye on her until an opportunity presented itself in which he could arrange a “coincidental” meeting. He would ingratiate himself with her, playing to his strengths: his youth, his charm, his good looks. If he was successful getting her back to his place, he would secretly record the two of them having sex. He would then meet her again at some inopportune moment, preferably when her husband was around, with a new and venomous persona, with the intention of confusing and scaring her. After she had a few days to stew over the dicey predicament she found herself in, he would tell her that he wanted money in exchange for his silence. 

    The pieces all fit, Jade thought, and they fit well. 

    So the question she now faced: Would she pay Ronnie what he asked? 

    She didn’t want to, of course. She didn’t care so much about a one-time payout. She could scrape together whatever Ronnie’s demand was, she was sure, without raising Mick’s suspicion. Yet when it came to blackmail, it was never as simple as a one-time payout, was it? Blackmailers were like mosquitos. They might leave you alone for a spell, but they always came back. The scent of blood was too appealing. 

    So even if Jade paid Ronnie what he asked, she would not be done with him. He would return. Maybe in a year, maybe in two, but he would be back, his hand outstretched. 

    Nevertheless, Jade could see no other alternative than to pay him off. Every other option, including going to the police, would lead to Mick finding out what she had done. 

    And she couldn’t let that happen. Mick was such a good man. He had been so good to her over the years. She had taken this for granted. She had been a spoiled brat. She had thought she needed more, more, more.  

    She didn’t. She knew that now. 

    Pushing her now-cold coffee aside, Jade looked around the diner a final time. 

    Ronnie wasn’t coming. Hoping he might make an appearance had been a long shot to begin with. 

    He would find her again when the time suited him. 

     

    ♂ 

     

    The remainder of the weekend passed uneventfully. Jade finished weeding the backyard, then called a landscaping company to deliver a truckload of mulch the following week. She watered and pruned the garden, keeping all of the larger cuttings to be used as kindling in the fireplace. In the evening she and Mick ordered pizza and watched the second half of Scarface. The following morning she went to the Farmers Market on West Third Street, then spent most of the afternoon playing the piano. After a roast dinner, she vegged out in front of the TV, flipping between Murder, She Wrote and Alfred Hitchcock Presents, while Mick made phone call after phone call in his office as he searched desperately for a manager brave enough to take on The Tempests. 

    Routine, she thought, had never felt so simple and pleasant. 

    On Monday morning, after Mick had left for work, and after she had done two loads of laundry, Jade retrieved the mail from the mailbox. It was almost always for Mick—barring information about a Readers’ Digest sweepstake she’d entered or something along those lines—and she usually left the stack of letters on the desk in his study without giving it a second glance. Today, however, one envelope caught her notice. It was unaddressed and unstamped. 

    Which meant the mailman hadn’t delivered it—at least, the regular mailman. 

    She tore open the flap. 
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    A rare thunderstorm rolled over Los Angeles late that afternoon—the weather people said it was due to tropical air blowing in from a hurricane off the coast of Mexico—and Mick dashed from the Corvette to the back door of the house, his suitcase held above his head to protect himself the best he could from the driving rain. 

    He found Jade pacing in the living room. A half-empty bottle of wine sat on the table, next to an empty wine glass. She seemed pale, somehow withered, her eyes glassy, but from pain rather than drink—or perhaps both. 

    Someone’s died, Mick thought immediately. His mother? His father? Jade didn’t have anyone left except her sister. Had something happened to her? 

    “Jade?” he said, gripping her gently by the arms. “Hon? What’s going on? What happened?” 

    “I’m sorry,” she said, barely audible. “I’m so sorry.” 

    “Jade?” A little relief. Sorry? “Tell me what’s going on.” 

    “I did something horrible.” 

    More relief. No one’s died. No one’s sick. 

    But what could Jade have done that was so terrible? 

    An accident? God—was she in a car accident? Did she hit someone? 

    “It’s all right, Jade,” he said, seating her at the table. He sat down next to her. She stared into her lap. He took her hands in his and massaged the tops of them with his thumbs. “Were you in an accident?” 

    “I slept with someone,” she said. 

    Mick didn’t react. He was stupefied. 

    Jade had cheated on him? 

    He’d thought he’d been prepared for anything, but this was almost too much. 

    He released her hands as if realizing he’d been touching a leper. 

    Jade had cheated on him? 

    He stood up and moved across the room, turning his back to her. 

    Desiree cheating on Jeffrey, that wouldn’t have surprised him. She was half his age, a gold digger, and when the next sugar daddy pulled into the station, she would be all aboard. Even Gloria cheating on Bob wouldn’t have been such a surprise. Although they had been married for thirty years, Gloria was Beverly Hills through and through: tough, impatient, magnetic, infuriating, scheming. He wouldn’t put anything outside of her reach. 

    But Jade? Good, sweet, bighearted Jade? 

    He faced her. “Do you want to explain what the fuck you’re talking about, Jade?” 

    “Last week, the mailman—” 

    “The mailman!” he exploded. 

    “Listen to me, Mick!” she cried. “Please, just listen…” 

    He clamped his mouth shut, buttoned down his anger, and listened. How the mailman had approached her table at some diner, how they’d had lunch together, how he’d needed a ride home, how she’d driven him—the bitch, the fucking bitch, she knew exactly where things were leading—how he invited her inside to get some recipe—oh God did it really have to be this corny?—and then… 

    Jade broke down in fits of tears. She covered her face with her hands. 

    Mick glared at her, wanting to hurl something spiteful. But perhaps playing it cool would hurt her more. Perhaps he should leave without a word, spend the night in a hotel. 

    Let her think he had left her. That would teach her. 

    She took something from the pocket of her pants. She held it for him to take in a trembling hand. 

    Mick frowned. It was a birth certificate. 

    “What the hell’s that?” he asked regardless. 

    “It was in the mailbox this morning.” 

    His curiosity getting the better of him, he picked it from her fingers and read the name. 

     

    Leslie Freeman. 

     

    The bottom of his stomach dropped away. “Why was this…?” He shook his head. “Did he…find us?” 

    But this wasn’t making sense. If their son had somehow tracked them down, why had he left his birth certificate in the mailbox? Why not knock on the door? 

    Their son. 

    Their son. 

    The word seemed alien to him. 

    They didn’t have a son. They’d given him up for adoption twenty-one years ago.  

    How had he found them? How long had he been looking for them…? 

    The revelation of the birth certificate had been such a stunning turnoff events Mick had momentarily forgotten about his wife’s confession. 

    Now something clicked inside him, a realization, and it was much more hideous than her confession had been. 

    “No…” he said, staring at Jade with undisguised disgust. “Jade? Jade? Look at me. Goddammit, look at me! You didn’t! Tell me you didn’t!” 

    But he knew immediately it was true. 
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    Rain drummed on the windowpanes of the house. Lightning crashed in the sky, scaring hard-edged shadows across the dimly lit room. Thunder rolled and boomed. Jade expected it all. Pathetic fallacy. Wasn’t that what they called it when the weather reflected your mood? She was pretty sure it was. And given she was in hell right then, she had never been in a worse place in her life, a thunderstorm to reflect her mood seemed completely appropriate. 

    Jade couldn’t believe how badly everything had spiraled out of control. How had an innocent, stupid affair taken such a wicked twist? 

    Easy, she knew. Because this had never been about anything as simple as an affair. 

    It had been about revenge.  

    Ronnie, her son, sought revenge for being abandoned as a baby, and tricking his biological mother into sleeping with him, consequently driving an unforgiveable wedge between her and her husband, his father, was his sick form of wild justice. 

    It took Jade about two minutes after Mick stalked out of the house to finish the bottle of wine she’d opened. Now she snatched another from the wine rack and brought it into the kitchen. She rifled through the drawers for the corkscrew, forgetting in which one it was located, not thinking clearly. 

    She found it in the third drawer down amidst the cheese grater, whisk, spatula, pizza-cutter, and other miscellaneous cooking utensils. She opened the Merlot—pop!—filled a new glass to the brim. But she didn’t drink it. She felt dirty. Filthy. She needed a shower. She needed a cigarette. No—a cigarette, a shower, then oblivion. That’s what she needed, in that order. 

    Where were her damn cigarettes? 

    Where were her damn cigarettes? 

    She dug through her purse, which was on the table. 

    Her pack of cigarettes was empty.  

    Coughing up an exasperated sob, the strength seeming to seep from her body, she sank to the floor. Curling into a tight ball, weeping silently, she closed her eyes and jumped the queue straight to oblivion. 

     

    ♀ 

     

    Jade didn’t know how long she remained on the floor, but at some point Mick was kneeling next to her, patting her shoulder, telling her she should go upstairs to bed. 

    She had been sleeping, she realized. She opened her eyes. Rain still drummed against the windowpanes, more insistent than before. She was cold, shivering. 

    “Take my hand,” Mick told her. “I’ll help you up.” 

    She didn’t move. 

    “You can’t stay there,” he told her, his voice flat, indifferent—but at least no longer permeated with anger. 

    The lights went out. 

    “Shit,” he grumbled, getting to his feet. 

    “Mick,” she said softly, sitting up. 

    He looked down at her. She wanted to tell him she was sorry, she would do whatever she could to make things right, but for whatever reason she couldn’t bring herself to utter anything more than his name. 

    Flashlight in hand, he opened the back door, letting in a gust of wet, shrieking wind, and disappeared into the night. 
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    Mick tugged open the garage’s narrow entry door and stepped into the dark, cavernous space. The fuse box was located on the wall to his left. As he turned toward it, the beam of the flashlight illuminated a man standing directly before him, no more than four feet away. 

    Mick cried out in fright, stumbling backward into some buckets and other junk on the ground. 

    His first instinct was to demand the stranger identify himself, but this would be redundant. 

    He knew who it must be. 

    Regaining his composure, Mick studied his son. He was no longer a boy. He was a man, tall and athletic-looking, the popular quarterback jock on the college football team.  

    Mick felt a burst of pride. 

    My son, goddammit, this is my son. 

    And he’d turned out all right. 

    Really, Mikey? Did he really turn out all right? Because why was he standing in the dark in your garage? Why’d he flip off the main breaker? To lure you here, that’s why. And why do you suppose he did that, Mikey? To have a long-overdue father and son chat? 

     Mick worked some saliva into his mouth. “Leslie…” 

    “That’s not my name anymore, Dad. It’s Ronnie.” Although his wet hair was plastered to his skull from the rain, and his clothing was soaked through, he was smiling. 

    But it wasn’t a friendly smile. Not even close. 

    It was a shit-eating grimace. 

    “Ronnie, right,” Mick said, wondering how quickly he could open the garage door again and get the hell out of there. Probably not quickly enough. “What are you doing here?” 

    “What are you doing here?” Ronnie snorted. “Right. I guess that’s the kind of welcome I should have expected from a father who never wanted me.” 

    “Ronnie, that’s not true. Your mother and I, it was a very difficult time for us. We were very young.” Mick saw the baseball bat Ronnie held casually at his side for the first time. 

    His heart beat harder and faster. Going to have to make a run for it after all.  

    “Oh, yeah,” Ronnie said, raising the bat and tapping the barrel in the palm of his free hand. It was an absurd action, an almost comically clichéd impression of a bully salivating to dole out a punishment. But right then in the dark garage Mick couldn’t remember the last time he had been so frightened, so in fear of his safety. 

    Ronnie said, “I thought maybe we could play some baseball. That’s what fathers and sons do, isn’t it?” 

    Mick held up his hands. “Let’s talk, Ronnie. Let’s just have a talk, okay?” 

    Ronnie repositioned both hands on the handle of the bat. He cocked his elbows and stepped forward. 

    “Ronnie,” Mick said, stumbling backward, his back striking the door. “Ronnie—” 

    His blindly probing hand found the door handle behind him. He twisted it, throwing his shoulder into the door, pushing it open, just as the bat cracked against the back of his skull. 
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    Jade was on her feet, trying to pull herself together, when the back door opened—only it wasn’t Mick who appeared; it was Ronnie, dripping wet, a maniacal look in his eyes, a bloodied baseball bat in his hand. 

    “Here’s Ronnie!” he said. 

    She screamed. 

     

    ♂ 

     

    Jade snapped open her eyes. Something had been chasing her in her dream, and a vague yet urgent fear had followed her into the waking world, causing to her jerk upright. She grimaced as a fireball exploded inside her skull. Very slowly, she touched a bump on the left side of her head. This triggered the most intense, needling pain she had ever experienced. With a gasp that was more a hiss, she remained perfectly still. 

    Shadows draped the room. The only light came from six candles, each casting a soft yellow glow in the darkness. Downstairs music played on the record player—The Doors, she thought. The machine gun patter of rain beat against the roof and the windows. 

    The storm. The power going out. Mick returning to the kitchen— 

    No, not Mick. That wasn’t who returned. 

    Ronnie. 

    He’d chased her through the kitchen into the living room and— 

    She didn’t remember. She must have fallen and struck her head, or Ronnie had hit her with— 

    That baseball bat. 

    That bloody baseball bat. 

    “Mick?” she said, her voice weak and raspy. 

    She was about to stand when she noticed for the first time she was wearing a wedding dress. It was hers. She’d originally worn it twenty years ago for her wedding ceremony in a little Methodist church in the Bronx. She’d kept it all this time, in a plastic dry-cleaning bag, in the back of her closet, first in New York, then here in LA. 

    “Mick?” she repeated, more firmly than before. 

    Footsteps sounded in the hallway. Ronnie appeared in the doorway, wearing a too-small black suit, an ivory dress shirt with French cuffs, and a red silk tie—all of which she believed belonged to her husband.  

    “Hey, Mom,” he said. “Dad’s not around right now, I’m afraid.” 

    “Where is he?” she demanded, dreading the answer. 

    “Get up. Everything’s ready.” 

    “What are you doing, Ronnie? Please—” 

    He yanked her to her feet by the hair. The resulting fireball in her head dwarfed any that had preceded it, causing her to nearly black out. Then she was stumbling after Ronnie, bent at the waist, pulled by her hair, simply trying to stay on her feet. 

    He shoved her into the unfurnished room she’d always hoped might one day serve as a nursery—only now it was filled with red candles. There must have been two dozen, some in proper holders, others buttressed in glasses or mugs. They formed two parallel lines extending from the margins of the doorway to a large circle in the middle of the room littered with rose petals. 

    Ronnie said, “Wait here,” and released her hair. He walked to the center of the circle. 

    Jade gripped the doorjamb so she didn’t fall over. She contemplated making a break for it, fleeing down the stairs, outside into the rain, yelling her head off. But she knew she wouldn’t make it to the ground floor in the hip-hugging wedding dress before getting caught. 

    “Don’t try it, Mom,” Ronnie said, as if reading her thoughts. “Come down the aisle now. Slowly. You’ve done it before. You know how to do it.” 

    The aisle. Jade felt sick to her stomach. 

    “Why are you—?” 

    “Come down the fucking aisle!” 

    She walked toward him, one hesitant step after the next, making a mockery of a bride, of the wedding ritual, until she stood before him. 

    “Good, Jade,” he said. “Now I’m going to skip all the mumbo jumbo and get right to the important stuff.” He intoned the solemn, liturgical voice of a minister. “Do you, Ronnie Freeman, take your loving mother, Jade Freeman, to be your lawfully wedded wife?” He reverted to his normal voice, excited, lethal. “I sure do, Father.” Minister again. “Do you, Jade Freeman, take your loving son, Ronnie Freeman, to be your lawfully wedded husband?” 

    Jade was staring at Ronnie in horror. This was not mockery; it was madness, beyond all comprehension. 

    “Say it,” Ronnie urged. 

    “Stop this—” 

    He slapped her across her cheek. The sting was nothing compared to the trumpet of pain that blasted agony from ear to ear. 

    She started to fall over. Ronnie yanked her upright. 

    Holding her tightly, he said, “Do you take me to be your lawfully wedded husband, Mom? Say it!” 

    “I—I—do,” she said, the words feeling slow and fat given the left side of her face was numb. Blood from her nose trickled into her mouth, tasting slippery and sweet. 

    “Then I now pronounce you husband and wife. You may kiss the bride.” 

    Ronnie planted his lips on hers. His tongue thrust against her clenched teeth, pushing and probing, trying to find a way in. Groaning, she tried to shove him away, though she didn’t have the strength. 

    Finally he released her. She stumbled backward and fell on her tailbone. The impact with the floor set off the most ferocious fireball inside her head yet. Stars flashed before her eyes, followed by a canting, stygian darkness. Biting her lip against the pain, tears blurring her vision, she fought once more to remain conscious. 

    Ronnie sat down in front of her, crossing his legs and smiling. 

    “Now that the psychodrama is done with,” he said, “it’s time for the denouement.” He reached for a half-empty bottle of vodka that stood on the floor, next to a burning candle. He took a swig and ran the heel of his hand over his lips. “Did you ever get to those Greek playwrights I mentioned to you, Jade?” 

    “No…” she croaked. 

    “I didn’t think so. What do you know about Oedipus?” 

    Jade recognized the name from Sigmund Freud’s Oedipus complex, which, to the best of her knowledge, had something to do with a son lusting for his mother and detesting his father. 

    “There’s a story about him, a myth,” Ronnie said. “It’s old, real old. It goes back farther than Homer. Sophocles, who you were too fucking lazy to read up on, based one of his plays on this myth.” 

    “Where’s Mick?” she asked, which came out, Where’s Mig? 

    “So it goes something like this, the myth,” Ronnie continued, ignoring her. “Laius and Jocasta, the king and queen of Thebes, can’t seem to have a child, so Laius visits an oracle—that’s like a prophet or fortune-teller back then—who tells him if he ever bears a son, the son will murder him. When Laius and Jocasta finally have a baby—a son, you guessed it—they freak out and tell a servant to abandon the kid on a mountainside. A coldhearted thing to do—you would know this better than anyone, right, Mom?—but there was the prophecy and everything. What else were Laius and Jocasta to do? Now here’s the first twist. The servant doesn’t have it in him to kill the baby and instead gives it a herdsman who gives it to another herdsman who gives it to the king and queen of neighboring Corinth, who are also having a tough time having a child. You following me, Jade?” 

    She nodded, fighting the tears burning in her eyes. 

    “That’s good, because you seem a little fucking slow tonight, so I’m glad you’re following.” He swigged more vodka. “Now, in case you didn’t guess, the kid getting passed around like a football is Oedipus. When he gets older a drunk tells him he’s adopted. He confronts his parents, but they deny this, so he goes to see the friendly neighborhood oracle to figure shit out and—drumroll, please—he learns he’s destined to kill his father and marry his mother! To avoid this admittedly fucked-up fate, he decides not to go back home to Corinth but to Thebes, which is closer anyway. But on his way he gets into an argument with some pompous dickhead in a chariot who tries to run him over. So what does Oedipus do? He kills the dickhead. And who do you think the dickhead is, Jade? King Laius, his birth father! Still, Oedipus doesn’t know this, not yet, and he continues on his merry way to Thebes. The next person he encounters—or thing, I guess would be more appropriate—is the Sphinx, and she asks him her famous riddle: ‘What walks on four feet in the morning, two in the afternoon, and three at night?’ What do you think, Jade?” 

    “Where’s Mick?” she asked. 

    Ronnie made an obnoxious buzzing noise. “Wrong! It’s man, Jade. As a baby, he crawls; as an adult, he walks upright; and in his old age, he walks with a stick. Oedipus, the smart duck, guesses correctly and defeats the Sphinx. The people of Thebes are ecstatic because the Sphinx had been eating everybody who got her damn riddle wrong. So in thanks, they appoint Oedipus the king of Thebes—in poor Laius’ place—and reward him with the dead king’s wife, Jocasta, his birth mother! Now it’s at this point where Sophocles’ play begins. To keep it short, Jocasta eventually learns that Oedipus is adopted, realizes what has happened, and kills herself. Oedipus comes to the same conclusion. He killed his father, and he married his own mother. In shame and loathing, he cuts his eyes out and leaves Thebes, wandering blindly around the countryside until his death.” More vodka. “Pretty sad, I admit, but that’s the reason it’s a tragedy.” 

    Jade had had enough. “Where’s Mick?” she wailed. “Where’s my husband? What did you do with him, you bastard!” 

    “Jesus Christ, Jade! Haven’t you been listening to me? I thought I’ve made it pretty damn clear. He’s dead! Mick’s dead! I fucking killed him.” 

    Jade dropped her throbbing head into her hands and sobbed. 

    “Now,” Ronnie added, “our version of Sophocles’ play is going to end a little differently. Dad’s still dead, of course. And you, my lovely mother and wife, are still going to kill yourself. But I’m not going to gouge out my eyes. Let’s be fucking reasonable here.” 
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    Ronnie stood, extending his hand for Jade to join him. She flinched away, spitting venom. He once again yanked her to her feet by her hair. 

    She wailed in pain and fury. 

    “I didn’t think you’d be in the best state of mind to organize your suicide, Mom,” he said, dragging her to the far side of the room. “So I’ve set up everything for you.” He stopped in front of the closet door, which was cracked open, her jump rope from the garage rigged into a hangman’s noose. “Okay, Jade. Hop up on those books and stick your head in the noose. I think it should hold your weight. If it doesn’t, we’ll just try again.” 

    “Ronnie,” she said breathlessly. “Please don’t do this.” 

    “Please?” he said. 

    “Please, Ronnie. Don’t do this. Why are you doing this?” 

    “Why? Why?” His fragile, phony calm shattered, replaced by an apoplectic rage that twisted his face into something unrecognizable. “Let me tell you why, Jade. Because you stole from me. You stole something very important. My childhood.” 

    “Mick and I weren’t ready to have—” 

    “A lot of parents aren’t ready, Jade! Jesus fucking Christ! But they don’t give their kids away! They deal with it, they do their best—” 

    “It was a mistake,” she said. “I know that—” 

    “Good! Great! Glad for your fucking epiphany! But it doesn’t change a thing!” 

    “You had a good family. I checked up on you. I saw your parents, your house. It was better than anything we could—” 

    “The Bauer’s?” he said. “I don’t remember too much of those days, Jade. I was only with them until I was four. That’s when they gave me back to the system. See, the thing with being adopted is, you’re never really family. Not really. To foster parents, you’ll always be a kid that’s not really theirs, only sort of theirs, and they only keep you around because you’re cute and you make them feel like they’re doing something good, but because they’re not really your parents, when you stop being cute, or when they tire of you, they can still give you back with a clean conscience, good deed done, no harm done. They can wash their hands of the mess they made of your life and tell their friends, ‘Oh it didn’t work out, we tried, we did, but it just didn’t work out. He’ll be happier with another family.’ And if you’re wondering if I was adopted again, Jade, I sure was.” 

    Ronnie’s seething eyes seemed to look inward to a very dark place, while Jade’s mind reeled: His family gave him up? He was adopted a second time? She felt nauseous at his unfair treatment, and at her missed opportunity. I would have taken him back! I would have taken my baby back! If only I knew! 

    “The Finlans,” Ronnie spat. “How those two pieces of trash were ever deemed fit to adopt, beats the hell out of me. They already had a halfwit eight-year-old kid, and I guess they wanted a ‘normal’ kid too. But they soon tired of me too. They used to lock up the retard and me for days at a time in the room we shared. We had to shit and piss on the floor. When they let us out they beat us up. God knows why. For something to do? I had bruises all over my body and the retard’s teeth were decaying and falling out of his mouth. Falling out! After two years of this hell someone at my school called the cops. They didn’t see my bruises or anything—I kept them well hidden—but they caught me eating food out of trash bins and licking other kids’ plates clean at lunchtime. The cops charged the Finlans with child abuse and I got sent back into the system. I was adopted twice more before I turned sixteen. I’m not even going to get into that shit. So, no, Mom, you didn’t give me to a good family. You stole my childhood and you fucked up my life. Which is why I figured I’d return the favor.” 

    “I had no idea, Ronnie,” she said. “I didn’t know. If I knew—” 

    “Too late, Jade. Too fucking late. You know how many nights I thought of you and Dad? Sitting in my bed at night, thinking you guys would show up at one of the shitholes I was in, praying that you would show up and say it was all a mistake, that you were taking me home? But you never came, did you? You were having too much fun living the good life in LA in your big house and partying with all your rich friends.” 

    “That’s not true!” she said. “We just moved to—” 

    “Shut up, Jade. Just shut up. I’m done talking. Therapy’s over. Stick your head in the noose—” 

    The doorbell rang. 
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    Ronnie glared at Jade. “Don’t say a word—” 

    “Help!” she shrieked at the top of her lungs. “Help! Help me!” 

    Ronnie swung an open hand at her face. She got her arms up in time to deflect the blow.  

    Turning, she fled from the room. She made it as far as the staircase. 

    “Hel—”  

    And then she was flying through the air. 

    Ronnie had pushed her! 

    Jade’s right shoulder smashed a stair with bone-crunching force. She heard something snap. Her chin struck a riser. Her teeth cut through her tongue. 

    Then her feet were above her, then under her, then above her again as she somersaulted down one step after another. 
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    Guy Pezzullo knew all about domestic violence. During his career as a police officer, he’d been dispatched to as many as a half dozen disputes in his precinct each day, and he’d seen everything. Bludgeonings, stabbings, shootings, chokings, slappings. But domestic abuse wasn’t only physical. It was also emotional, psychological, financial, sexual, you name it. A healthy chunk of the population, he’d come to learn in his thirty years of dealing with scum, were miscreants, men and women alike. You never knew what some people were capable of behind closed doors, not even nice white-collar couples who seemed to have it all together. 

    So Guy wasn’t all too surprised when he heard his polite, soft-spoken neighbor screaming for help from inside her house. 

    If he were still on the force, he would have followed procedure and called out “Police officer!” to identify himself. But as he was now two months retired, he simply tossed his umbrella aside, tried the doorknob, found it unlocked, and burst inside.  

    Jade was crumped at the foot of the staircase like a bird who’d had its wings clipped. Tears wet her face, smearing her eye makeup. Blood dripped from her nose and mouth.  

    A man stood at the top of the stairs, half hidden in the shadows. He appeared too young to be Jade’s husband—but then again, this was LA, and you never knew. He held a bloodied bat in his right hand. 

    Guy didn’t think the blood on it belonged to Jade. There was too much of it on the bat, and not enough of it on her face. 

    “Who the fuck are you?” the man demanded.  

    “What’s going on here?” 

    “You’re interrupting a family moment.” 

    “Where’s Mick?” 

    “Not home. So why don’t you take a hike?” 

    So he’s not the husband, Guy thought. His first assumption was that this was some love triangle gone haywire, only this didn’t make complete sense, as it was usually the scorned husband or wife that lost the plot, not the new lover. 

    He eyed the man on the stairs. He was tall, fit, strong. Guy had kept in decent shape over the years, but he was sixty-three and unarmed.  

    The odds were not in his favor. 

    The man seemed to reach this conclusion too, because he quickly descended the stairs. 

    Guy knew there was no time to retreat, so he charged, wanting to close the distance between them as much as possible before the man could swing the bat.  

    Nevertheless, the asshole still got off a decent swing, striking Guy on the shoulder and staggering him sideways. Guy threw a wild punch, missed. The man swung the bat again, taking out his knees. Cursing, Guy dropped to the floor. The man raised the bat above his head with both hands. 

    “Now just wait a sec—” 

    Guy Pezzullo never finished the sentence. 
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    The Tempests had moved into their newly renovated, five-bedroom house on Fountain Avenue, Courtesy of Chrysalis Records, yesterday afternoon. Tommy found it hard to believe they had only been there for less than twenty-four hours because the pad was already totaled. The two toilets lay in pieces in the backyard, the TV was smashed, the carpets were stained, the kitchen cupboards were broken, and the sink was filled with shit (not so inexplicable given they no longer had a working toilet). 

    Lying on his bed in his bedroom, the door closed and locked, Tommy tried to tune out the noise reverberating through the house so he could catch some much-needed Zs. He’d been living on vampire standard time for far too long. 

    Something heavy slammed the other side of the wall a few feet from his head. 

    Someone yelled. 

    Glass shattered. 

    Laughter. 

    More yelling. 

    Tommy scowled. What was going on out there?  

    Living like animals in the storage shed had been one thing. The band had even taken a certain amount of pride in their squalor. That was their life then. It was who they were. It was real. So they embraced it. 

    But things were different lately, he thought. They had been signed by a major record label, and everybody was telling them they were The Next Big Thing. They had a lot of money and responsibilities coming their way. They were no longer destitute street gypsies, and trashing the house wasn’t mayhem as usual; it was mayhem for the sake of creating mayhem. And, really, what was the point in that? It was getting to be immature and a bit depressing. It was time for them to move on and grow up. 

    Another loud bang against this wall. 

    “Bloody hell,” Tommy said, jumping off the bed and snagging his leather jacket from the back of a chair. He left the bedroom—deciding he was going to have to get a chain and padlock for the door—and started down the hallway, careful not to step in a puddle of what appeared to be urine. 

    In the living room The New York Dolls blasted from the RCA stereo system—one of the few items in the house nobody dared to break. Roughly twenty roadies—many of whom had migrated with the band from the storage shed—filled the room, lounging on the furniture or passed out on the floor. Cigarettes smoke hung in the air like a blue veil, rancid, competing with the organic smell of pot. Johnny the bassist was sitting on a beanbag chair in the corner with two young girls, mainlining Persian heroin.  

    Tommy would have loved a taste more than anything, but he was done with all that shit; he wouldn’t let himself become an addict again.  

    Stepping over inert bodies and overflowing ashtrays and empty pizza boxes, some with impromptu lyrics scribbled on the grease-stained cardboard, he made his way toward the front door. Someone he didn’t recognize asked him where he was going; he told him to fuck off. A girl, clearly tripping out, her pupils as large as dimes, stepped in front of him, blocking his way. She grabbed his belt and tried to loosen the buckle and wouldn’t let go until he shoved her aside. 

    Outside, the night sky was raging, a blitzkrieg of thunder and lighting and rain. Two plain-clothed West Hollywood deputies sat in an unmarked car parked alongside the curb. Tommy wrapped his knuckles on one water-streaked window as he passed by. They glared back. He’d seen the same two guys regularly keeping an eye on the storage shed, where on any given night there might have been fifty or sixty ne’er-do-wells hanging around the alley out front of it, breaking bottles, blaring music, or firing off the occasional gunshot—in general, infuriating neighbors and slaughtering property values in the vicinity.  

    Tommy walked west on Fountain Avenue, splashing through puddles, sticking his tongue out to catch raindrops, having a grand old time. He turned north on Crescent Heights until he reached an apartment building at the corner with Sunset. He took the stairs to the second floor and knocked on the door at the end of the external hallway. 

    Their manager, Michelle, didn’t smoke, drink, or do drugs, so her place always felt like an oasis when he wanted to escape from everything going on with the band. Tommy usually only crashed on her sofa for a night or so, but on a few occasions he’d stayed for as long as a week. This never went over well with Michelle’s roommate, Silvia. But whatever. She had a boyfriend. She could stay with him if she thought Tommy was an inconvenience. 

    Tommy felt bad for Michelle. She had been booking the band’s gigs since before anybody heard of them. She’d promoted them tirelessly. She was a large part of their success. And she was about to get royally screwed over. Bob Corker had promised her that she could stay on as the band’s manager, but that had been bullshit. Bob and Mick and the other top executives were already looking for someone more experienced to replace her. She was going to be cut out of the picture without any kind of recognition for her work, financial or otherwise. It wasn’t right. But what could he do? Business was business. Maybe he would write a song about her. Problem was, he’d never written a “nice” song in his life. 

    Tommy knocked again, louder, but he already knew neither Michelle or Silvia were home. He went to window, tried to shove it open. It didn’t budge. Michelle always left it unlocked for him, which meant Silvia, the bitch, had locked it.  

    Pisser! 

    If he hadn’t blown through the three hundred dollars Mick had loaned him on strippers at Seventh Veil, he could have bunkered down in a sleazy motel room tonight. Now he had nowhere to go— 

    Mick, he thought. 

    He lived not too far away in Laurel Canyon, on Lookout Mountain Avenue, a few houses away from Frank Zappa’s place. Mick had mentioned this the day he’d been selling himself and Chrysalis Records to the band, as if the fact he lived near Frank Zappa made any fucking difference to them. 

    Anyway, Tommy was sure he could find Mick’s pad. He didn’t know the street number, but you couldn’t miss the flashy yellow Corvette. 

     

    ♀ 

     

    The two-mile hike up into the hills took Tommy longer than he had planned, and by the time he spotted Mick’s Corvette at the top of a sloping driveway the thunderstorm had lost its novelty, and he was miserable, shivering, and exhausted.  

    Tommy walked up a flagstone path to the front porch. He frowned when he noticed the door was cracked open a few inches, the wood around the lock strike plate busted. 

    From inside he could hear The Doors “The End” playing. He pushed the door open farther. It swung inward on silent hinges. He stepped into a dark foyer and his frown deepened. A large and oldish man lay on the marble floor, blood all over his face. 

    Tommy nudged the guy with the toe of his wet boot. “Oy there?” he said. “You alive, matey?” 

    The man didn’t move or reply. 

    Tommy knelt next to him and felt his neck for a pulse. He found one, weak but regular. 

    He stood up again. The first floor was seemingly deserted. However, he could see a faint glow coming from the second-floor hallway. 

    What the bloody hell was Mick up to? 

    Did Tommy want to know? 

    Not really, but the thought that Mick’s sweetheart wife might be in some sort of jeopardy prevented him from turning a blind eye. 

    He ascended the staircase slowly. The steps were hardwood but didn’t creak. At the top he turned left, noting the candles lining the hallway. They were all half-melted, sitting in higgledy-piggledy piles of hardened wax. 

    From the room ahead and on the right came a brighter glow of yellow light, and he could hear sounds too, soft, arrhythmic thumping. 

    More curious than afraid, Tommy padded silently to the open doorway. Candles formed a large circle in the middle of the floor, almost like something out of a satanic ritual. He didn’t give them a second glance, because the action was to the right, where Jade, dressed in what appeared to be wedding dress, hung from a cord from the closet door. Her head was cocked to one side, her mouth gaping open. Her fingers clawed at the noose around her neck while her legs kicked back and forth, her feet erratically striking the door behind her. 

    Some bloke—Mick?—sat on the floor in front of her, watching her die. 

    Picking up a baseball bat propped against the wall just inside the room, Tommy said, “What the bloody hell is going on here?” 

     

    ♂ 

     

    Whirling around, the man seated on the floor—not Mick—blurted something and leapt to his feet. Tommy rushed him, swinging the bat, catching the side of his jaw, sending him sprawling to his side. 

    Tommy went immediately to Jade, wrapping his arms around her bottom, hiking her higher so the cord from which she depended went slack. She yanked the noose from around her neck and gulped back air into her oxygen-deprived lungs with hoarse, rusty sounds. 

    “That’s good, soonshyine,” Tommy said. “Keep breathing. You’re going to be okay—” 

    The crazy fuck bowled into him from behind, smashing him face-first into the wall. Tommy started to turn when excruciating pain dug into his neck. The lunatic was biting him! Tommy dropped the bat—it was useless in close-quarters fighting—and elbowed the guy in the gut. He grunted like you might when your mouth was full—and full his was, with Tommy’s flesh. 

    Tommy elbowed Hannibal again and again. Instead of releasing his bite, the bastard shook his head like a rabid dog. Blood gushed everywhere. 

    Crying out in pain, Tommy reached his hand over his shoulder and grabbed the guy’s ear, yanking it as hard as he could. 

    Hannibal’s teeth came free. He wailed. 

    Tommy finally had the leeway to spin around. Before he could do much else, however, the psycho head-butted him in the face, pulverizing his nose. 

    Tommy’s legs went weak but he remained on his feet.  

    He returned the head-butt. 

    “Argh!” the guy said, stumbling away, cupping his own busted nose in his hands. 

    Then, from nowhere, Jade appeared, white as a snowflake in her wedding dress. Gripping a whiskey bottle by its neck, she swung it hysterically at the man. 

    Taking advantage of the distraction, Tommy snatched the baseball bat off the floor and slammed it as hard as he could into the man’s midsection, breaking at least a couple of ribs by the sound of it. The bloke moaned, doubled over, dropped to his knees.  

    Tossing the bat aside, Tommy tugged the switchblade necklace from around his neck and flicked it open. He kicked the bloke in the chest, knocking him onto his back. 

    “Mom…” the guy wheezed, looking at Jade. 

    Flabbergasted, Tommy looked at Jade too. He had never seen such a wretched, hate-filled expression as the one that had hijacked her face. 

    “You’re not my son,” she rasped.  

    “Just to be sure, love,” Tommy said, “he is the bad guy, right?” 

    She nodded silently, and that was enough for him. 

    He drove the glinting blade through the sicko’s right eye. 

    




 

    [bookmark: _Toc489604985]Epilogue 

     

    Jade stood at the living room window of the house she was renting in Queens, New York, watching the swirl of snowflakes outside drift lazily to the ground. Her hands were wrapped around a steaming cup of coffee, from which she sipped slowly. It was Sunday morning. Tomorrow would be her first day volunteering at Astoria Library. She had been looking forward to the start ever since she had a brief chat to the head librarian two weeks before. It might not be the most exciting work in the world, admittedly, but it would be work nonetheless, and it would help her fill the long, cold days of winter, and distract her from thinking too much about Mick, and Ronnie, and everything that happened on that nightmarish evening in Los Angeles seven months ago. 

    Ronnie survived Tommy’s knife attack—the switchblade penetrated three inches into the side of his right eye socket but stopped short of piercing his brain—and after Ronnie was released from the hospital, he was charged with the attempted murders of Guy and Jade, as well as the murder of Mick. He was found guilty on all three accounts and sentenced to life in San Quentin State Prison without the possibility of parole. Jade had sat in the downtown Los Angeles courtroom on the day the verdict was read, needing to hear it with her own ears. Then she sold the Laurel Canyon house, got her affairs in order, and moved back to the east coast to be close to her sister and her two nephews. 

    A gust of wind rattled the windowpane and blew the snow on the front lawn into a white miasma. Despite the robust fire in the brick fireplace, Jade shivered, which was followed by a sudden pang of homesickness for California, for everything she had taken for granted there: the towering royal palm trees, the cone-shaped Hollywood hills, the warm zephyrs blowing in from the ocean, and, as rare as they might have been, the days and nights she’d spent with Mick. God, did she miss those, and him. Seven months and it still hurt each and every morning she opened her eyes and realized he was gone and would not be coming back. 

    The mailman emerged from the white haze, as if materializing from thin air. He trudged up to Jade’s front door, where he disappeared from sight for a few moments before reappearing once more and continuing to the neighbor’s house.  

    Jade tried to ignore the tightness that squeezed her chest. It happened every time she saw a mailman. It didn’t matter if she was in a car, or on a busy street, or peering out her living room window—the sight of a mailman, any mailman, frightened her. She shouldn’t be surprised after what she’d been through. She was simply annoyed and embarrassed by the onset of the irrational fear, and it was irrational, because Ronnie was locked up for life. She would never see him again. 

    Ducking outside to retrieve the mail from the mailbox, she returned inside, stamping snow from her slippers. She set her coffee and the few letter-sized envelopes aside so she could study the small parcel she’d received. Her name and address were handwritten on the front. She flipped it over. 

    The return address was the Department of Correctional Services.  

    Jade swallowed hard. She had been waiting for something like this to eventually arrive on her doorstep, she dreaded opening it, yet she knew she couldn’t not open it. 

    Her fingers worked purposefully on the packaging, peeling and tearing, before a copy of the play Oedipus the King by Sophocles slid free, the cover showing the granite bust of a tormented man bleeding from his eyes. 

    Jade stared at it for a very long moment, trying not to feel or think. She didn’t want to allow Ronnie the satisfaction her anguish would give him, even if he couldn’t be there to witness it.  

    She flipped to the title page, on which were four scribbled words: 

     

    Thinking of you, Mom 

     

    Jade threw the play onto the fire and watched it burn. 

     

    ♀ 

     

    Ronnie was pacing in his eight-by-ten-foot cell, thinking what he did almost every minute of every hour of every day since his incarceration: how much he hated prison. He hated everything about it. The lack of privacy, the shitty food (moldy baloney three times a week), the cockroaches in his bed (which he sometimes caught eating his earwax late at night), the gang culture (he’d been forced to get an Aryan Brotherhood tattoo on his neck), the racial division (especially given he was now a minority), the plugged and overflowing toilets (where inmates shot up crystal meth), and the mind-numbing routine (don’t forget you’re on work detail in the kitchen tomorrow beginning at five a.m.). Everything. And he was here for the rest of his life. The rest of his life. He didn’t know how he was going to cope. He didn’t think he could. The mere thought of never again seeing the sky on his own terms was giving him a nervous breakdown. 

    A prison guard appeared in front of his cell, running his baton along the bars—ting, ting, ting, ting. 

    Ronnie jumped. 

    “Calm down, Captain Kidd,” the screw said, in reference to the eye-patch Ronnie now wore over his right eye, courtesy of that fucking crazy singer who was responsible for him rotting away in this hell. If he hated anyone in this world more than his mother, it was that English asshole. “Got some mail for ya. Looks like Santa came early.” 

    He held a small package between the bars. 

    Ronnie took it with barely contained excitement. Jade would have received the play he’d sent her last week, and she’d apparently sent him something right back. 

    But what? 

    He tore off the Christmas-themed wrapping paper (which had clearly been removed and taped back together courtesy of some correctional services prick) to reveal a boxed Sony Walkman cassette player. 

    Ronnie thought this must be a joke, something else was inside the box, but upon opening it he discovered a bran-new Sony Walkman and a set of headphones. 

    His grin soured to a frown—why would Jade ever buy him such a gift?—when he realized there was a tape inside the disc drive. He didn’t have to pop it out to guess which band’s album, or to be more precise, debut album, it was. 

    “Oh, Jade…” Ronnie said, a contemptuous laugh bubbling up his throat. “Oh Jade, you bitch, you goddamn bitch. You goddamn bitch!” The laugh escaped his lips as a shrill, escalating cackle. 

    Disembodied voices from adjacent cells, mean and gruff, clamored for quiet, some issuing profanity-laced death threats, one gratuitously denigrating his mother. 

    The irony of that last remark was too much for Ronnie, aka Captain Kidd, aka Prisoner 373737 (the number written on the back of his shirt lest he ever forget) to take, and the cackle took on a life of its own, becoming a kind of music to his ears, although music playing to the tune of a man well on the way to losing his mind. 

    




 

    [bookmark: _Toc422057786][bookmark: _Toc451414509]NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR 

    Thank you for taking the time to read The Mailman. If you enjoyed the story, it would be wonderful if you could leave a review on the Amazon product page. Reviews might not matter much to the big-name authors, but they can really help the small guys to grow their readership. 

     

    Also, please check out the books in the award-winning “World’s Scariest Places” series below: 

    




 

    BOOK 1: SUICIDE FOREST 

     

    SUICIDE FOREST IS REAL - ENTER AT YOUR OWN RISK 

     

    CLICK HERE TO GET IT NOW (FREE WITH KINDLE UNLIMITED)! 

     

    Just outside of Tokyo lies Aokigahara, a vast forest and one of the most beautiful wilderness areas in Japan...and also the most infamous spot to commit suicide in the world. Legend has it that the spirits of those many suicides are still roaming, haunting deep in the ancient woods. 

     

    When bad weather prevents a group of friends from climbing neighboring Mt. Fuji, they decide to spend the night camping in Aokigahara. But they get more than they bargained for when one of them is found hanged in the morning—and they realize there might be some truth to the legends after all. 

     

    “In Bates’ (The Taste of Fear, 2012, etc.) horror novel, a simple excursion into a reputedly haunted forest turns into a nightmare when people start dying in conspicuously unnatural ways. Ethan Childs, an American teaching English in Tokyo for the last four years, plans to climb Mount Fuji with girlfriend, Mel, and a few pals. But when a looming storm nixes the outing, Israeli tourists Ben and Nina convince the group to join them on a hike through nearby Aokigahara Jukai. The forest is infamous for an incredibly high number of suicides, reportedly in the hundreds per year, and some believe the ghosts of the dead haunt it. What begins as an unsettling ambience (there are no sounds of animals or any trace of wind) quickly gives way to serious, tangible threats when one of the party members dies from an apparent suicide. Ethan and company are soon lost, and the noises they hear in the woods either confirm the existence of ghosts, or perhaps worse, mean that a murderer is tracking them down. Readers may recognize a slasher-film vibe—people willingly go into the creepy woods—and familiar characters...But Bates’ approach to the story is surprisingly restrained, cultivating impressive frights in the unnerving environment...No one is sure whether the unseen villain is human or apparition or whether they are simply victims of unfortunate circumstances...Bates’ choice to avoid brazen scares makes for an understated horror story that will remind readers what chattering teeth sound like.” 

     

    - Kirkus Reviews 

    




 

    BOOK 2: THE CATACOMBS 

     

    WELCOME TO THE EMPIRE OF THE DEAD 

     

    CLICK HERE TO GET IT NOW (FREE WITH KINDLE UNLIMITED)! 

     

    Paris, France, is known as the City of Lights, a metropolis renowned for romance and beauty. Beneath the bustling streets and cafés, however, exists The Catacombs, a labyrinth of crumbling tunnels filled with six million dead.a 

     

    When a video camera containing mysterious footage is discovered deep within their depths, a group of friends venture into the tunnels to investigate. But what starts out as a lighthearted adventure takes a turn for the worse when they reach their destination--and stumble upon the evil lurking there. 

     

    “Some books use different approaches to characterization as their ‘hook’ and others have a twist to their plot, but few sport the attraction ofThe Catacombs, a novel in ‘The World’s Scariest Places’ series, set in the catacombs of Paris. Why should the setting be such a draw? Because in creating a story that revolves strongly upon a sense of place (and an unusual place, at that), it succeeds in making a horror story like none other.There really could be no better place for horror than the Catacombs, when you think about it: an ancient burial place for the dead, they hold antique mysteries and a foreboding reputation as “the world’s largest grave”...The first-person story of growth and challenge fuels the underlying horror inThe Catacombs: readers live every footstep, every decision, and every uncertainty in a gripping story that is hard to put down. The protagonist, a feisty female whose new moniker is ‘Stork Girl’, is anything but staid and retiring and drives a story replete with as many twists and turns as the Catacombs themselves hold.It’s the ‘you are there’ feel that creates compelling tension throughout... Readers don’t just follow the story line; they areinthe Catacombs right there with the protagonists, reliving the decisions and choices that come with exploring the unknown...If it’s one thing that can be said aboutThe Catacombs, it’s that the combination of a back-and-forth perspective that enhances overall events and a focus on action that is less than anticipated makes for a read that will delight horror fans who want their novels steeped in psychological suspense as well as action.” 

     

    - Midwest Book Review




 

    BOOK 3: HELLTOWN 

     

    NO ONE LEAVES ALIVE 

     

    CLICK HERE TO GET IT NOW (FREE WITH KINDLE UNLIMITED)! 

     

    Since the 1980s there have been numerous reports of occult activity and other possibly supernatural phenomenon within certain villages and townships of Summit County, Ohio—an area collectively known as Helltown. 

     

    When a group of out-out-town friends investigating the legends are driven off the road by a mysterious hearse, their night of cheap thrills turns to chills as they begin to die one by one. 

     

    “I just tore through Helltown by Jeremy Bates and I have to tell you—I am fast becoming a fan! The latest in Bates' World's Scariest Places books is a bloody romp through backwoods horrors and Satanic Terrors. Reminiscent of books by Richard Laymon, the story telling is hard and fast, barely leaving you any breathing room between thrills. Now this one isn't quite as epic as some of the others. While we get a little of the history of Helltown, I wanted more history to add to the atmosphere. This is a little more of one of those 1970's horror flicks starring Ernest Borgnine mixed with a little Texas Chainsaw Massacre. Still supremely cool, but I did miss the history and the atmosphere that Bates had in his books in Japan and Paris. Nitpicking aside, this is still good, gruesome horror. And the fact that it takes place in a place you could actually visit only adds to the fun. I'm on board for whatever Bates throws at us next!” 

     

    - OulawPoet [Top 1000 Reviewer Vine Voice] 

     

    




 

    BOOK 4: ISLAND OF THE DOLLS 

     

    THE CREEPIEST ISLAND ON EARTH 

     

    CLICK HERE TO GET IT NOW (FREE WITH KINDLE UNLIMITED)! 

     

    Deep within an ancient Aztec canal system on the outskirts of Mexico City lies Isla de las Munecas...a reportedly haunted island infested with thousands of decrepit dolls. 

     

    While there to film a television documentary, several friends discover a brutal murder. Soon fear and paranoia turn them against one another—even as the unknown killer stalks them throughout the longest night of their lives. 

     

    “Island of the Dollsadds to the ‘World's Scariest Places’ series with Book Four. Each book’s setting is actually a real-world place, and so Isla de las Mune-cas (the Island of the Dolls) is actually a floating garden in Mexico. A legend about a drowned girl and dolls that haunt the premises forms the foundation for a gripping story that is a fine addition to the series, but also stands well on its own, making it an attraction for newcomers.

The tale opens with a little girl’s near-drowning and the threat from gruesome dolls that leads her to flee. The compelling opener immediately shifts to the first person as the protagonist awakens from a nightmare and an alcoholic binge from the night before. He’s part of an ad hoc TV documentary group that has come to investigate the legend of an area haunted by dolls, but the truth is even more bizarre when they find themselves immersed in murder, mayhem, and a legend that may prove all too real for comfort…

Thriller fans and readers of Stephen King, Joe Lansdale, and other masters of the art will find much to love in this highly recommended, action-packed read.” 

    
- Midwest Book Review 

    




 

    For a limited time, visit www.jeremybatesbooks.com to receive a free copy of the bestselling novel The Taste of Fear and the award-winning novella Black Canyon. 
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    [bookmark: _Toc451414510]ABOUT THE AUTHOR 

     

    Jeremy Bates is a USA TODAY bestselling author of more than a dozen novels and novellas, which have been translated into several languages and downloaded more than one million times. Midwest Book Review compares his work to "Stephen King, Joe Lansdale, and other masters of the art." He has won both an Australian Shadows Award and a Canadian Arthur Ellis Award. He was also a finalist in the Goodreads Choice Awards, the only major book awards decided by readers. His debut novel reached #1 in the Amazon Kindle Store, while the novels in the “World’s Scariest Places” series are set in real locations, and so far include Suicide Forest in Japan, The Catacombs in Paris, Helltown in Ohio, and Island of the Dolls in Mexico. 
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