DENTON BRADLEY
WE LOVELYDIA LOVE

SHE KNOWS ME, AND SHE'S happy, and she's not asking how or why. She's clutching
me o tight that | can't keegp my balance, and my shoulder collideswith the open

door. The door is heavy, dark wood with acircular sained-glass eye set into

it. The eye, asblue asthe spring sky, isstating at me asif it knowsI'ma

fraud.

From down the hill comes the sound of the car that brought me, winding its way
back through the live oaks and cedarsto Texas 27. Danids didn't even stay long
enough to say hello to his number-one recording artist. He said heéd leave the
greetings up to me and the Christopher chip.

Stroke her neck. She likes that.

Y es. She's burying her face in my shoulder, biting, crying, Her skiniswarm,
and she tastes sdty. She says something, but her mouth isfull of my shirt. Her
hair smdls of cinnamon.

"Lydia" | say. My voiceisn't exactly like Christopher's, but CCA hasfixed me
so that it's close enough. She shouldn't notice, but if she does, I'm to say

that the plane crash injured my throat. "l tried to get amessage to you, but

the village was cut off, and | was burned, and my leg was broken --"

Not so much. We're the stoic type.

The whisper sounds likeit's coming from my back teeth. I've been listening to
it for two weeks, but that wasn't long enough for meto get used toiit. | till
flinch. | told Danielsthat | needed moretime, but he said Lydiawould be so
glad to see me that she wouldn't notice any tics or twitches. And by thetime
she settles back into aroutine life with me -- with Christopher -- I'll be so
used to the chip that it'll be asif it's the voice of my own conscience. So

says Daniels. I'm not convinced, but I'll do my best. Not just for my sake, but
for Lydias. She needsto finish her affair with Christopher so she can move on.
Theworldiswaiting for her new songs.

And as abonus, they'll get mine. Willie Todd's, | mean. Not Christopher
Jennings. Chrigtopher Jenningsis dead.

Y ou are Christopher. Right. | know.

She'slooking at our eyes. Shethinks we're distracted, and she wants our
attention. Her lipsare moist. Kissher.

Y ou bet. I'll concentrate on being Christopher.

Being Christopher meansthat Lydiaand | have been gpart for ten months. She has



thought me dead, but here | am. She kisses me hard enough to make my mouth hurt.
Her face iswet from crying, and she breathes in sobs. The videos make her |ook
seven feet tal, but she's no more than five-four. Otherwise, sheisasshe

appears on the tube. Her hair islong, thick, and red. Her eyes are green. Her
skinisthe color of ivory. Her lipsare so full that she dways seemsto be

pouting. | would think she was beautiful evenif | hadn't admired her for so

long.

| meaning me. Willie.

Y ou are Christopher.

To Lydial'll be Christopher. But to mysdf | can be Willie.
Y ou are Christopher.

"I didn't believe it when Daniels called,” Lydiasays. She's il sobhbing. "'l
thought he was mind fucking melike he usudly does."

Say "That son of abitch." We hate Danny Dani€ls.

"That son of abitch.” It sesemsungrateful, consdering that Danids has just
now returned usto her.

She'strembling. Hold her tighter.

A moment ago she was crushing me, but now she seems so fragile that I'm afraid
I'll hurt her. It'sasif she'stwo different women.

And why not?I'm two different men.

Carry her to the bedroom. When she getsall soft and girly like this, she wants
usto take charge. Y ou'll know when she'stired of it.

Sheweighs nothing. | carry her into the big limestone house, leaving the June
heat for cool air that makes me shiver. When | kick the door shut | see that the
gsained-glass eyeis saring a me on thissidetoo. | turn away fromit and go
through the tiled foyer into the huge front room with the twenty-toot ceiling,

the picture windows, the fireplace, the expensive AV components, and the plush
couches.

No. Not in here. When she was a child, she went to her bedroom to fed safe. So
take her to the bedroom. It's down the long hall, third door on the right.

| know whereit is, and I've dready changed direction. But the chip's yammering
makes me stumble, and Lydias head bumps against thewall. Sheyelps.

"Jesus, I'm sorry,” | say, and think of an excuse. "My leg's il not right.”

"I know," Lydiasays. "l know they hurt you."



Who are "they,” | wonder? There was a plane crash, and -- in this new version of
Christopher'slife-- avillage. A war was being fought in the ice and snow

around thevillage, but al of my injurieswere from the crash. Thevillagers

did their best for me, but there was no way to get me out until 1'd healed, and

no communication with the rest of theworld. The soldiers had cut the telecom
lines and confiscated the radios, but had then become too busy fighting each
other to do anything moreto the village. So if the soldiers didn't hurt me, and

the villagers didn't hurt me, who are "they"?

Thereisa"they" in Willigs story, but while what they did to mewas painful,
they did it with my consent. Getting my album recorded and released isworth
some pain. It's a'so worth being Christopher for awhile. And it'sfor damn sure
worth having LydiaLoveinmy ams.

On the bed. Pin her wrists over her head.

That seemsalittle rough for atender homecoming, but | remember that the
Christopher chipismy conscience. | let my conscience be my guide.

| till worry that shell know I'm not him, but it turnsout al right. If

there's adifference between the new Christopher and the old one, she doesn't
seem to be aware of it. The chip tells me afew thingsthat she likes, but most

of thetimeit'sslent. | guessthat a some point, sex takes control away from

its participants -- even from Lydia L ove and acomputer chip -- and instructions

aren't necessary.
She's swest.
And herel am decelving her.

But this pang is undeserved. In any respect that mattersto Lydia, | am
Chrigtopher. | will live with her, recharge her soul, and give her what she
needs before she sends me away. And then, at last, shell rise again from the
ashes of her lifeto resume her work. Willie can be proud of that.

Y ou are Christopher.

Lydiaand | have spent most of the past six daysin bed. It's been arepesting
cycle: Tears, seX, alittle deep, more sex, and food. Then back to the tears.
According to what Danidls and the Christopher chip have told me, everything with
Lydiagoesin cycles.

But this particular cycle hasto be interrupted, because we've run out of food.
Despite her huge house, Lydiahas no hired help; and since no one will deliver
groceriesthisfar out in the Hill Country, one or both of uswill haveto make
atrip to Kerrville. But Lydiaisn't supposed to leave the estate aone without
caling CCA-Audtin for abodyguard. . .and if shewereto go out with me, the
hasd e from the videorazzi would be even worse than usud. The headlineswould
be something like "Lydia Performs Satanic Ritud to Bring Boy-Toy Back from
Beyond the Grave." | don't think she can handle that just yet.



Butif | dip out by mysdif, | tell her, I'll be inconspicuous. Christopher
Jenningsisan ordinary guy. Put himin hisold jeans and pickup truck, and no
onewould suspect that he'sthe man living with LydiaL ove. | have thejeans,

and the pickup's till in Lydiasgarage. So | can hit the Kerrville H.E.B.
supermarket and be back before the sweat from our last round of lovemaking has
dried. It makes perfect sense.

But Lydiashoves me away and gets out of bed. She stands over me wild-eyed, her
neck and arm muscles popped out hard as marble.

"You just got back, and now you want to leave?' Her voiceislikethecry of a
hawk. Sheis enraged, and I'm stunned. This has come on like storm clouds on
fast-forward.

She'swaiting for an answer, so | listen for a prompt from the Christopher chip.
But thereisn't one.

"Judt for groceries” | say. My voiceislimp.

Lydiaspins away. She goesto her mahogany dresser, pullsit out from thewall,
and shovesit over. The crash makes me jump. Then sheflingsacrystd vase
againg thewall. Her hair whipslikefirein atornado. All thewhile she

rants, "'l thought you were dead, and you're going out to die again. | thought
you were dead, and you're going out to die again. | thought --"

| start up from the bed. | want to grab her and hold her before she hurts
hersdlf. Shel's naked, and there are divers of crystal sticking up from the

thick gray carpet.
Stay put. We never try to stop her.
But she aready hasacut on her arm. I1t's smdll, but there's some blood --

She dways quits before she does serious damage. So let her throw her tantrum.
It'saturn-on for her. She expectsit to have the same effect on us.

Lydialooks down and sees hersdlf in the dresser mirror on the floor. She
screams and stamps her feet on it. The mirror doesn't crack, but she's il
stamping, and when it breaks shelll gash her feet. | haveto stop her.

No.

Thisisn't right. But if Christopher would let her rage, then | must do likewise
if I want her to believe I'm him. Even now, as she attacksthe mirror, she's
looking a me with suspicion insde her fury.

She expects arousal.

Having trouble getting aroused in the presence of anaked LydiaLovewasnot a
problem | anticipated.



She stops screaming and stamping asif aswitch in her brain has been flipped to
OFF. Themirror has cracked, but it hasn't cut her feet. She leavesit and comes
toward me, moving with tentative steps, avoiding the broken pieces of crysal.
Except for the nick on her arm, she seemsto be dl right. The rage has drained
from her eyes, and what'sleft isa puzzled fear.

"Chrigtopher?' she says. Her voice quavers. Her ribs strain againgt her skin as
she breathes.

Sheislooking a my crotch.
What did | tdl you?

Thiswasthe one areal hoped the surgeons wouldn't touch, and to my relief they
decided that it was close enough as it was. Christopher had an average body with
average parts, and so do |. So they didn't change much besides my face and
voice.

But the surgeons couldn't see me with Lydia's eyes. And now she'slooking close
for thefirst time. She'sredlizing that I'm someone dse.

No. She's only confused because we're not excited.

Lydiastops at the foot of the bed and shifts her weight from one hip to the
other. Her tangled hair is draped over her |eft shoulder. Her lips are even more
swollen than usud.

"I'm sorry," shewhispers.

Oh. Wll.

Maybe I'm more like Christopher than | thought.
Y ou are Christopher.

Shut up. | can do thismyself now. Whoever | am.

LATER | take Christopher's beat-up white Chevy pickup truck and head for the
H.E.B. inKerrville. Lydiaworries over me as| leave the house, but she doesn't
pitch another fit. She gives me a cash card with ten thousand bucks on it,

kisses me, and tells me to come home safe, goddamn it. As| et the truck coast
down the switchbacked driveway, | glanceinto the rearview mirror and see that
both Lydia and the stained-glass eye are watching me. Then the trees obscure
them, but | know they're il there.

Asl| reach Texas 27, aguy in alawn chair under the trees on the far side of

the highway points acamcorder at me. He's probably only atabloid 'razzi, but |
wait until the driveway's automatic gate closes behind me before | turn toward
Kerrville. After dl, Lydia L ove has more than her share of obsessive fans. That
hasn't changed even though she hasn't recorded and has hardly performed in the
three years since Christopher Jennings cameinto her life. But | guess her fans



know aswell as| do that the phoenix will rise again.
And it will risethanksto me. To Willie.

Y ou are Christopher.

Thanksto both of us, then.

The pickup doesn't have air-conditioning, which says something about
Christopher's economic Stuation before he met Lydia | roll down both windows
and let the hot breeze blast me as| follow the twisting highway eastward
adongsdethe Guadaupe River. Kerrville, asmdl town with abig reputation, is
just afew milesaway.

Its big reputation isthe result of itsannua folk-music festiva, but |

stopped going to the festiva two years ago. It seemed asif dmost everyone was
using amplifiersand digtortion, trying to be LydiaLove. She'smy favorite

singer too, but some of these kids can't get it through their headsthat if
Lydiadidnt makeit big by trying to look and sound like someone el se, they
shouldn't try to look and sound like someone e se ether.

Like I've got room to talk. It's only now that | do ook and sound like someone
elsethat | have ashot a afuturein the music business.

The supermarket'sthe first thing on my left as1 comeinto town. After parking
thetrack, | find a pay phone on the store's outside wall, run the cash card
through it, and punch up Danny Daniels number in Ddlas. DanidsisanL.A.
boy, but he says helll be working at CCA-Ddlas until he can get anew Lydia
Love album in the can. If he wantsto stay closeto her, held do better to
relocate to CCA-Austin -- but when | pointed that out, he gave athestrical
shudder and said, "Hippies." | guess Dalasis closer to being hiskind of
scene.

He comes on theline beforeit rings. "Y o, Christopher,” he says. "Except for
that minor bout of impotence this morning, you're doing peachy-keen. Keep it up.
And | meanthat.”

Unlike the origind Christopher, | know that I'm being observed while I'm with
Lydia. But there ought to belimits.

"You don't haveto watch us screw,” | say. "Sex isjust sex. It'sthe other
stuff that'll break usup.”

"But sex is part of 'the other suff, Chris," Daniels says. "So just pretend
you're done with her. Besides, if everything continues going peachy-keen, I'm
the only onewholll seeit. Andit'snot like I'm enjoying it.”

How could anyone not enjoy seeing Lydia L ove naked? | wonder.

Or isthat Christopher?Y ou are Christopher.



Not when I'm on the phone with Danny Daniéls.
Y ou are Christopher. Let methink.
Y ou are Christopher.

"The chip'stalking too much,” | tell Danidls. "It's getting in my face, and
Lydias going to notice that something's not right.”

Danielssghs. "We put everything we know about the Christopher-Lydia
relationship into that chip, so of courseit'sgonnahave alot to say. I've
dready told you, just think of it asyour conscience.”

"My conscience doesn't speak from my back teeth.”

"It does now," Daniels says. "But it won't last long. The shrinks say that Lydia
would have given Christopher the heave-ho in another six weeksif he hadn't been
killed, and now they tel methat she won't stay with the resurrected version

for more than another three months. Then you'll be out on your butt, shell do

her thing, and everybody'll be happy. Including Willie Todd."

What about me?

Y ou'll be happy too, because I'm you. Isn't that what you keep telling me? Now
back off. Daniels sounds like he might be pissed off, and | don't want him
pissed off. Not at me, anyway.

Why?Y ou scared of him?

No. But | know where my bread's buttered.

"Thanks, Danny," | say. "Wejust had abad morning, that'sal. Sorry | griped.”
The phoneisvoice-only, but I can sense hisgrin. "No problem. Y ou need apep
talk, I'm your guy. And if you fed like chewing my ass, that's cool too. After

all, you're Christopher now, and Christopher once told me that he wanted to rip
off my head and shit down my neck."

"Why'd he-- | meanwhy'd| --" We.

"-- dothat?

"Because | told him he was fucking up Lydias creative process,” Daniels says.
"Which hewas. But | shouldn't have told him so. She was going to dump you

ayway."
Or maybe | would have dumped her. Smug asshole never considersthat.

| remember Lydias rage this morning. No matter how beautiful and talented she
is, that sort of thing can wear aman down. | think she might be about

haf-crazy," | say.



Danielslaughs. "The bitch isagenius. What do you expect?’

Wéll, | guess| expect her to dump me, have her usud creative burst, and for
the world to bein my debt. And for my first dbum, Willie Todd, to be released
on datacard, digital audio tape, and compact disc.

Y ou are Christopher. Y eah, yeah.

"Guessthat'sdl, Danny," | say. "Just figured | should check in."
Why?Heswatching usdl the time anyway.

"Glad you did, Chris" Danids says, and the line goes dead.

| head into theice-cold store, and now that I'm off the phone, | have amoment
inwhich dl of this-- my new voice, my new face, my new name, my placein the
bed of LydiaLove-- seemslike alunatic scare that can't work and can't be
judtified.

But CCA hasthe psychologica profiles, the gizmos, and the money, so CCA knows
best. If it makes sense to them, it makes sense to me too. And what makes sense

to CCA isthat LydiaLove's creative process has followed arepeating cycle for

the past dleven years.

At saventeen, after graduating from high school in Lubbock, Lydiahad aviolent
breakup with her first serious boyfriend, a skate-punk Nintendo freak.

Immediately following that breakup, she went without deep for sx days, writing
songs and playing guitar until her fingers bled. Then she dept for three days.

When she awoke she drained her mother's savings account, hopped abusto Austin,
and bought twelve hours of studio time. She mailed adigita tape of the results

to Cresative Communications of Americaand went to bed with the engineer who'd
recorded it.

The recording engineer became her manager, and he lasted in both his persona
and professiona capacitiesfor alittle over ayear -- long enough for Lydiato
dart gigging, to land acontract with CCA, and to buy ahousein arich Augtin
suburb. Then her new neighbors were awakened one night by the sounds of
screaming and breaking glass, and some of them saw the manager/ boyfriend
running down the street, naked except for abandanna. The sound of breaking
glass stopped then, but the screaming continued, accompanied by electric guitar.

The next day, Lydia's debut album, First Love, wasreleased at aparty held in
the special-events arena on the University of Texas campus. The party was
supposed to include a concert, but Lydiadidn't show up. Shewasin the throes
of her second crestive burdt.

The music that emanated from her house over the next three weeks was loud,
distorted, disruptive, and Just Not Done in that suburb. The neighbors called
the cops every night, and at the end of Lydias songwriting frenzy, one of the
cops moved in with her.



The cop suggested that Lydiatake the advance money for her second abum and
build ahome and studio out in the Hill Country west of the city, where she

could crank her amplifiers as high as sheliked. He supervised the congtruction
while Lydiatoured for ayear, and when she came home they went inside together
and stayed there for ayear and ahdf. Lydias career might have ended then had

it not been for the fact that both her tour and her second album had grossed

more money than the rest of CCA's acts combined. So between CCA, the tabloid
papersand TV shows ("Lydia Love Pregnant with Elviss Samese Twins'), and the
continuing popularity of her music, Lydias name and image remained in the

public eye evenif Lydiadidnt.

Then the ex-cop showed up a an emergency room in Kerrvillewith afew pellets
of birdshot in his buttocks, and the county sheriff found the aleged shooter
making loud noisesin her basement studio. CCA rejoiced, and the third album
sold even better than thefirst two.

Lydias next boyfriend lasted almost as long as the ex-cop had. He was your

basic Texas bubba (Lydia seemsto go for us common-man types), and he and Lydia
ettled into a happy routine that could have ruined her. But then hewent to a

rodeo and was seduced by two barrel racers. The photos and videos hit the stands
and the tube before the bubba even got out of bed. When he tried to go back to
Lydias, hefound the driveway blocked by apile of his possessions. They were
onfire

Creative Burst Number Four followed, and that resulted in the twenty-three songs
of Lovein Flames, my favorite dbum by anybody, ever. Lydiafollowed that with
aworld tour that took two years of her life and made CCA enough money to buy
Canada, if they'd wanted it. And it was while Lydiawas on that tour, Daniels
says, that CCA bugged her house. The corporation wanted to be sure that they
could send help fast if she hurt herself in one of her rages.

When Lydia came home from the tour, she discovered that a hailstorm had beaten
up her roof. She hired an Austin company to repair it, and Christopher Jennings,
atwenty-four-year-old laborer and semi-professional guitarist, was on the crew.
When the job was finished and the rest of the crew went back to the city, he
Stayed.

Christopher and Lydia had been together for dmost elghteen months when Lydia
agreed to do afree concert in India. They went together, but Christopher took a
sidetrip to Nepal. On the way back to New Delhi, his plane detoured to avoid a
storm, hit aworse one, and went down in amountai nous wasteland claimed by both
Indiaand Pakistan. The mountains, frequent storms, and constant skirmishes
between the opposing armies made the areainaccessible, and all aboard the
airplane were presumed dead.

Lydiaremained in Indiafor two months before corning back to Texas, and then
CCA rubbed their collective hands. They figured that with Christopher now a
corpse on amountainsde, they'd soon have more LydiaLove songsto sdll to the
world.



But six more months passed, and the studio in Lydia's basement remained Silent.
Death and grief couldn't substitute for betraya and anger. CCA, and theworld,
hed lost her.

Then one night ascruffy day laborer and aspiring Snger-songwriter named Willie
Todd was playing acoustic guitar for tipsin a South Austin bar, and aman
wearing aleather necktie approached him.

"Son," the necktied man said, "my nameis Danny Daniels, and | Sgn new artists
for CCA. How would you like to record your songs for us?"

To aguy who grew up in aFort Worth trailer park with six brothers and ssters,
no father, and no money, Danidlslooked and sounded like Jesus Chrigt Himsdlf.
I'd been trying to bresk into the money strata of the Austin music scenefor
fiveyears, and | was dtill lugging junkyard scrap by day and playing for tips

at night. But with just afew words from Danny Danids, dl of that was over. He
took meinto a studio and paid for my demo, then flew me to Los Angeles to meet
some producers.

It was only then that | found out what I'd have to do before CCA would give
Willie Todd his shot. And athough it sounded weird, | waswilling. | till am.

As Danidls explained, this thing should have no down side. After the breakup, |
get my old face and voice back, Lydias muse gets busy again, and CCA releases
great albums from both of us.

So herel anintheKerrville H.E.B., buying tortillasand ricefor LydiaLove,
the biggest Texasrock 'n' roll star snce Buddy Hally. . .and for her most
recent boyfriend, a dead man named Christopher.

Y ou are Christopher.
But I'm not dead. Dead men don't buy groceries.
Dead men don't degp with LydialLove.

It's my seventh week with Lydia, and something | didn't expect is happening. As
I've settled back into life with her, 1've begun to see her as something other

than the singer, the sex symbol, the video goddess: | have begun to see her asa
dull painintheass.

Her rage before my first grocery run hasn't repeated itsdf, and | wish that it
would. She's gone zombie on me. Sometimes when she'slying on the floor with a
bowl of bean dip on her somach, watching the tube through half-closed eyes, |
wonder if she was the one who decided to end her previous relationships. |
wonder if maybe one or two of the men made the decision themselves.

Why do you think | took that sidetrip to Nepal ?
She hasagym full of exercise equipment, but she hasn't gonein there since

I've come back. So I've been working out by myself to take the edge off my
frugtration, and I'm heading there now while she watches atape of alousy old



movie caled A Star IsBorn. A run on the treadmill sounds appropriate.
Even the sex has started going downhill.
We could look elsewhere. | was starting to, before the plane crash.

No. Forget | said anything. Lydias just moody; that's part of what makes her
who sheis. It would be stupid of me to mess up agood thing.

Isn't that what you're supposed to be doing?

| don't know. Are we talking about Willie or Christopher? According to CCA,

Willieis hereto give Lydiasomeone to break up with, but Christopher ought to
be here because he cares about her. So which oneam I?

Y ou are Christopher.

All right, then. We can't just let things go on likethis, so let'stry

something. Lydia hasn't picked up aguitar sncel came back, and neither have

|. Maybeif sheand | played together --

She'stoo critical of other guitar players. We don't like being humiliated.

Infront of whom?

Oursdves. And the people behind thewadlls.

But CCA'sdready agreed to put out my album. They aready know I'm good. What
differencewill it makeif Lydiaand | play afew tunestogether?

CCA isputting out an abum by Willie Todd. Y ou are Christopher.

| don't care.

So | hop off thetreadmill, and as| start to leave the gym, Lydia appearsin

the doorway. She's wearing the same gray sweats she wore yesterday and the day
before. Her skin isblotchy, and shelooks strung out. It occursto me that she
might be taking drugs.

Of course sheis. When things don't go her way, she takes something. Or bresks
something.

"I'mgoing to kill mysdlf," Lydiasays. Her voiceisamonotone.
Oh shit.

Don't worry. Thisis old news. She craves drama, and if she doesn't get it, she
inventsit. Ignore her.

Shelsthreatening suicide. I'm not going to ignore that.



| would.
Wel, Williewouldnt.

Sure hewould. CCA wouldn't pick anew Christopher who didn't have the same
basic character traits asthe old Christopher.

Shut up. I've got to concentrate on Lydia

But she's already disappeared from the doorway. | zoned out, and she's gone to
kill hersdif.

No, she'sgoneto eat or get wasted. Or both.

Fuck off. Just fuck off.

That's no way to talk to yourself.

| run down the hallway, yelling for her. She's not in any of the bedrooms, the
kitchen, the dining room, the front room, or the garage. Not out on the deck or
in the back yard. But she could be hidden among the trees, hanging hersdlf. She
could already be dead, and it would be me that killed her. Just because | wanted
abreak, just because | made aded with CCA, just because | flew off and died
on amountaingde, leaving her aone and unable to write or Sing.

And at that thought | know where sheis. Sheswhere her music haslain asif
dead dl these months. She'sgonetojoiniit.

So | find her down in the studio, Stting cross-legged on the floor. She's
plinking on a Guild acoustic, but the notes are random. She's staring at the
carpet, paying no attention to what she's playing. | sit down facing her.
Shelooks Like atoad.

No, she'sbeautiful. Look at her fingers. They're dender, but strong.
Dangerous. Can't you see that?

Sure. But seeing it isn't enough.
She'sdill dive. That'senough for me.

"I don't think you should kill yoursdf," | tell her. The gray egg-crate foam on
thewalls and ceiling makes my voice sound flat and unconvincing.

"Why not?' she asks without looking at me. Her hair istied back, but some of it
has comeloose and is hanging against her cheek, curling up to touch her nose.
I'm close enough to smdll the sweat on her neck, and | want to kissit away.

If you touch her now, shell go balidtic.

"Why not?' Lydiaasksagan.



"Because you wouldn't like being dead,” | say. "It'sboring.”

"So'sheing dive." She hasapoint there.

Quiet. "It doesn't haveto be."

Lydias shoulders hunch, asif sheéstrying to shrink into hersdlf. "Yes, it
does," she says. "Life and death are redly the same thing, except thet lifeis

morework."

She'still plinking on the Guild, but | notice that the notes aren't random
anymore. They're garting to punctuate and echo her words. They sound familiar.

It'sthe progression for "Lovein Flames," but she'splaying it alot bluesier
than on theabum.

It sounds good, though. It givesme an idea.
"| think you should do somegigs,” | say.
Lydialooks up a me now. Her eyes are like stones. "'l don't have anything new.”

And except for the India concert, she's always refused to perform unless she has
new materid.

Well, theresafirg timefor everything. "So play your old stuff,” | say,
"only do something different with it, like you are now. Play it likeit wasthe
blues. Seeif it getsyour juicesflowing--"

I'm just able to duck out of the way as she swingsthe Guild at my head. Then
she stands up and smashes the guitar against the floor over and over again.

| could have told you that she doesn't like being given advice.
So why didn't you?

Because | thought it was good advice.

Thanks, Christopher.

Y ou are Christopher.

Whatever.

When the guitar islittle more than splinters and strings, Lydiaflings the neck
away and glaresdown a me.

"I'll call Danny Danidls and have him schedule some dates” she says. "Small
clubs, | think. And then I'm going to bed. See you there." She goes out, and the
studio's padded stedl door swings shut behind her with asolid click.



Now you've done it. When this doesn't work out, it'll be our fault. Shelikesit
whenit'sour fault.

| thought you said,it was good advice.

But good adviceisn't enough. Nothingis. Not for LydiaLove.
Apparently not for you either, Christopher.

Y ou are Christopher.

WERE AT ablues club on Guaddupe Street in Augtin on aWednesday night, and
it'sjam-packed even though there's been no advertising. Word spreadsfast. I'm

in the backstage lounge with Lydia, and it's jam-packed back heretoo. The
cigarette smokeisthick. Were gtting on the old vinyl couch under the Muddy
Waters poster, and I'm trying not to be afraid of being crushed by the mob. CCA
has sent a dozen beefy dudesto provide security, and | can tell that they're

itching for someone to try something.

But Lydia, dressed in faded jeans and a black T-shirt, doesn't seem to be aware
that anyone eseisin the room. She's picking awvay on apale green Telecaster,
eyesfocused on the frets. The guitar isn't plugged in, soinal of this

cacophony she can't possibly hear what she's playing. But she plays anyway. She
hearsit in her head.

A spot between my eyes gets hot, asif alaser-beam gunsight has focused on me,
and | look across the room and see Danny Danielsin the doorway. He's giving me
aglarelike the Wicked Witch gave Dorothy. When he jerks his head backward, |
know it'sasignal to meto get over there.

He's got our career in his pocket. Better see what he wants.

Why?'Y ou scared of him? Up yours.

That's no way to talk to yourself.

| lean closeto Lydiaand ydll that I'm going to the john. She nods but doesn't
look up. Her music mattersto her again, SO few CCA and their shrinks.

| squeeze through the throng to Danidls, and he yanks me toward thefire exit.
My new black-and-white cowboy hat gets knocked askew.

Out inthe dley behind the club, | pull away and straighten my hat. ™Y ou grab
some guyslikethat,” | say, "and you'd get your ass kicked."

Danids faceis paein the white glow of the mercury lamp on the back wall.
"Y ou haven't been doing your job," he says.

| take adeep breath of the humid night air. "How do you figure?'



Asif wedidn't know.

I'll handlethis. "I'm supposed to be Lydia Love's boyfriend, right? Well,
that'swhat I'm doing."

Danielstugs at hisleather necktie. "Y ou're supposed to behave as Christopher
would behave so that shelll go berserk and kick you out. But you're obviousy
ignoring the Christopher chip'singructions.”

| can't hep chuckling. "The chip hasn't been handing out many indructions
latdly. It's been making comments, but not giving orders. So | must be behaving
as Christopher would. After dl, I'm him, right?"

Daniels shakes his balding head. "Not according to CCA's psychs. Christopher
wouldn't reason with Lydiawhen she goes wacko. He gave up on reasoning with her

alongtimeago."
Never redly tried. Guess you should have. Guess so.

"If the chip'slying down on thejob,” | say, “that's not my fault. I'm holding
up my end of the contract.”

Danidsgrins

Watch out when the son of abitch doesthat.

"Our contract,” Daniels says, "iswith Willie Todd. But if you were Willie,
you'd be behaving more like Christopher even without the chip. That'swhy we
picked Williein thefirst place. Y ou, however, seem to be athird party with
whom CCA has no arrangement whatsoever." Hesighs. "And if Willie has
disappeared, theré's no point in releasing hisabum.”

Thisisbullshit.

"Thisisbullshit."

Danids dhrugs. "Maybe so, Willie-Chris, Chris-Willie, or whoever you are. But
it'slegd bullshit, the most potent kind."

My back teeth are aching. "So if | have to be Willie for you to honor his
contract,” | say, "how can | be Christopher?"

Y ou can beat hisugly face into sausage, that's how.

"Chrisand Willie areinterchangegble," Daniels says. "Both are working-class
dullards who think they deserve better because they know afew chords. Any
superficid differences can be wiped out by the chip. So | say again: Ligento

the chip asif it were your conscience.”

If I listened to the chip, Danny, you'd have blood running out your nose.



If hewaslucky.

"l know you're getting attached to Lydia," Danidls continues, histone now one

of false sympathy, "but sooner or later shell dump you. That's just what she

does. It wasn't until Christopher's degth that we realized she trashes her

boyfriends for inspiration, but then it became obvious. So we brought

Christopher back to life so she could get onwith it. The only variableis how

long it takes, and that's up to you. If you drag things out until CCA loses

patience, Willie's songswill never be heard. And he won't get hisown face

back, either, because we won't throw good money after bad. He might not even be
ableto regain hislegd identity. Hell havelost hisvery existence.”

There areworse things.
"Willie's existence wasn't much to begin with,” | say.

Daniels puts ahand on my shoulder, and | resist the urgeto bregk hisfingers.
"Something is dways better than nothing, Christopher. And if you go on the way
you've been going, nothing iswhat youll be."

Bigded.
"So what do you want meto do?' | ask.

"Only what the chipand | tdl you,” Daniels says. "If you don't like my

conscience metaphor, then think of CCA, me, and the chip asthe Father, Son, and
Holy Ghost. Messwith any one of us, and you get dapped down with heavenly
wrath. Messwith dl of us, and you go straight to hell." He gestures at the

club's back wall. "See, thiskind of crap can't continue. Neither Lydianor CCA
makes real money from agig likethis. So your current directive from the Son of
God isasfollows: Go and spend thee the night inamote. Y ou il have that

cash card?’

"Yeah, but --"

Danidsgivesmeashove. "Y ou, whoever you are, talked her into doing this gig.
So shélll expect you to be here for it. But you won't be. So saith the Son.”

No. We can't leave now. Not with Lydiaabout to go on stage for the first time
gncelndia. Sheld hate me. Us.

Y eah. But that might be what she wants. She thrives on being treated like dirt.
That'swhy she goesfor guys like us. But we've been too nicelately, and it's
screwed her up.

That'ssick.

That'sLydia

"All right," | tdl Danids. "I'm going. But | don't likeit."



Danidsgrinsagain. "Shit, neither do |. But it'sfor her own good, and yours
too. If you weren't fucked in the head right now, you'd know that."

Comeon. Let's get out of here.

| turn away from Daniels and walk off down the dark alley, abandoning Lydiato
herself. My boots crunch on the broken asphdt. A bat flies past my -- our --
face, coming so closethat wefed apuff of air fromitswings.

IsDanidsright? Am | fucked in the head? In the soul, Christopher.
Inthe soul.

The stained-glass eye has become an open mouth surrounded by jagged teeth. Blue
shards cover the front step, and they make snapping sounds as | come up to the
door. | smell something burning. The stereo in the front room isblaring an old
thrash-metal number about a murder-suicide. My back teeth begin to ache again.

Asl| crossthe foyer into the front room, | seewhat Lydiahas done. The picture
windows have been broken, and the walls are pockmarked with holes. Some of the
holes seem to be the results of shotgun blasts, and some have been punched with
free-weight bars from the gym. The bars are il sticking out of some of these.

All of thefurniture has been tom to pieces. The only thingsleft intact are the

AV components, which are stacked on the floor in front of the fireplace. But the
cabinet that housed them iswith everything e se from the room -with everything
elsefrom the entire house, | think. Everything has been broken, shredded,
crumpled, melted, or twisted, and then piled in the center of the room. A
misshapen pyramid reaches three-quarters of the way up to the celling.

Lydia, wearing the jeans and T-shirt from last night's gig, is Sitting atop the
pyramid and using afireplace-lighter to burn holesinto white cloth that used
to be drapes. She doesn't notice me until | cross the room and turn off the
stereo.

"Christopher," she says, glancing at me with a distracted expression. "You're
back." Her voiceisthick. | wonder if she'staken pills.

No. Her eyesare clear. She knowswhat she's doing. If the shotgun's handy, she
might kill usnow.

"I'msorry | left last night,” | say, trying to think of alieto explain

mysdf. "Danielstold meit was my fault that you were playing ajoint insteed

of anarena, and | was afraid that if | stuck around | was gonnapop him. So
went for awalk, but when | got back, you and the truck were gone. | tried to
cdl, but my card wouldn't work. And | couldn't find a cab that would bring me
out here at night. So | stayed in amotel.”

Too much. Shewon't buy it.

"| thought your card didn't work," Lydia says.



Were medt.
Not if you back off and let me dedl with this.

"It didn't work in the phone,” | say. "But the motel took it." "So why didn't
you cdl from the motel?* Told you.

Pissonit, then. I'm going to tell her the truth, including who | am.
Who'sthat?
"Don't answer," Lydiasays. "Just turn on the VCR and watch the monitor."

So | do as she says. The monitor flashes on asthe tape starts, and there | am,
doing it with abrown-haired gift I've never seen before.

Y ee-oww. Where was | when thiswas going on?

This never went on. | know that's the motel room we stayed in last night,
because | recognize the bent comer on the picture frame over the bed. But |
don't know that girl. So that can't be me.

Lookslikeus.

So it must be you. It's Christopher before the crash.
Y ou are Christopher.

Y eah, but I'm Christopher after the crash.

Check out the hat on the floor. We were wearing it last night. Were wearing it
right now. And it didn't belong to Christopher before the crash. It's brand new.

But | don't have a chance to figure out what that means, because Lydia has
succeeded in setting the white drapery on fire. She wavesit like aflag,
bringing itsflames close to her hair, so | moveto yank it away from her. But
shetossesit away before | can reach for it, and it snagson achair leg
gticking out of the pyramid. To my relief, the flames start to die down.

Lydiaisgaring a me now. "Tel mewhat happened last night,” she says. "Tdll

me where you found that girl while| was swegting in front of dl those people.

Tel mewhether you started with her while | was singing, or whether you waited
until you knew I'd be on my way home. Tell me whether she can suck the chrome
off atrailer hitch." She pointsthe fireplace-lighter at me. "Tell methe

truth, Christopher.”

| look at the video monitor. The brown-haired girl and | are still going &t it.

The clothes on the floor are the ones I'm wearing now. The stamp on my left hand
isthe onethat was put on at the club last night, the one that's still here on

my skin. But that manisnot me. | didn't do those things. We're watching an



imaginary past with false faces and artificia voices.

Whoa. Sounds familiar.

Danny Danids. CCA.

"Whered the tape come from?" | ask, turning back toward Lydia But if there's
an answer | don't heer it, because thefire, instead of dying, has jumped to

some paper and plagtic in the pyramid. | can still smother it with the drapery

if I hurry.

But Lydiajumps down partway and jabs her lighter at my face, stopping me. The
ydlow flame at the end of the barrel istwo inchesfrom my nose. The brim of my
hat scorches.

"Tdl methetruth," Lydiasays.

A wisp of black smoke risesto the ceiling.

All right, then. Thetruth. Or ascloseas| can get.

"I've never seen that girl before,” | say. "Danidsfaked that tape to split us
up.”

Just doing hisjob.

Right. Thisisthe way things are supposed to be, and I'm supposed to help them
dong.

But | don't want to anymore, and | don't careiif it costs me my album or my face
or my name. Looking at her now, | redizethat | only care about onething: |
loveLydiaLove.

| know. So do |. But loving her isn't enough.

Lydias upper lip pulls back from her teeth. "Why should Danny care who I'm
with? He doesn't have athing for me." The flame waves before my eyes.

"No," | say, "but CCA does."

"What --" Lydiabegins, and then a deafening buzz buries her words.

It's the smoke darm. The pyramid shudders with the sound, and Lydialoses her
balance and pitchesforward. My hat gets knocked off, and Lydia's flame bums
across my cheek as| catch her and fall backward. We hit the floor as pieces of

the pyramid crash down around us.

The video monitor isright before our eyes. The brown-haired girl'slipsare
forming aname over and over again.

Christopher, she says. Christopher, Christopher.



But that's not my name.
No. You are Willie.
But we are Christopher.

Sprinkler nozzles pop out of the calling hissng and begin drenching us. The
fireplace-lighter sputters out, and Lydia dropsit. Then she pushes away from

us, snatches up a pump shotgun from behind the AV components, and runs from the
room. Thefirein the pyramid dies, but the darm keeps buzzing and the

sprinklers keep spraying.

We struggle up and go after her. The door to the studio dams shut as we come
down the gairs. A glimpse before it closes shows us that the sprinklers aren't
oninthere. Wetry the door but it won't open, so we pound onit and try to
shout through the noise of the alarm. The door isn't padded on this side, and

the gted iscold and hard. Wetell Lydia our names and the truth of why we put
on thisface and came back to her. Wetdl her about CCA wanting to get its
money's worth, about the surgery and the chip, about everything we can think of.
The burn on our cheek stings asthe water hitsit.

She wouldn't believe anything we said now. Even if she could hear us.

But we haveto try. She hasthe shotgun. And last week she said she was going to
kill hersdlf --

The darm stops, and we shout Lydias name as loud aswe can.
There are two quick explosions, and circular patterns of bumps appear in the
door's metd skin. From the other side, Lydias muffled voicetelsusto go

back to the dead where we belong.

Then comes the sound of an eectric guitar, and of ascream fueled by betraya
and anger.

LydiaLoveiswriting songsagain.

And we know what that means. It means that our name, or whether we even have a
name, doesn't matter anymore.

Weare --

Shut up. It doesn't matter.

No. We guess not.

We st down to soak inthe artificid rain.

ON THE DAY after our rerum to Austin, Danny Daniels called us a the motel and
asked when we wanted to have the surgery to remove the chip and to return



Williesface and voiceto their pre-Christopher states. We'd had anight to

cam down, so we didn't accuse him of using the sex video to give our
relationship with Lydiaashove over acliff. Of course he had doneit. But his

job, and ours, wasto get Lydia Loveto start producing again. We had a

contract, and al hedid washelp it dong.

And helived up to hisend of the bargain. We got Willie's face and voice back,
more or less, and the chip was removed from our jaw. The doctors made a point of
showing it to us after the operation.

Asif aconscience could be removed so easlly.

Quiet. Willie can't shake hands, think, and listen to Christopher dl at the
sametime,

So let Christopher take over the socia duties. Crash afew knuckle-bones.

Ded.

Today our album, Willie Todd, has been released on datacard, DAT, and compact
disc. Jugtintimefor Chrissmas. And thanksto Danids, three of itstracks are
aready in heavy rotation on the audio and video networks. He even arranged for
thisrelease party at the Austin Hyatt Regency with awhole shitload of CCA
bigshots and performersin atendance.

We asked Danidsif one performer in particular would be here, and he winked.
But we don't see her anywhere.

The son of abitch can lie without opening his mouth.

Danies hasdonealot for us, but we il don't like him.

Wait. There sheis, by thewaterfal, talking to a couple of CCA execs.
She might not want to seeus.

Sure shewill. We don't look like Christopher anymore.

Thereésatouch on our arm. It's Daniels. Our well-wishers melt away until were
aonewith him besde the fake creek burbling through the atrium.

"Your hat's crooked, Willie," he says, giving usthat aligator grin of his.
"Y ou want to make agood impression on her, don't you?"'

"It'sdl rightif | meet her?' we ask.
Danidsraises hiseyebrows. "None of my business.”
What aload. It's exactly hisbusiness.

"Y ou'vefinished her sessons?' we ask.



He graightens his necktie. "Y up. Got the last four tracksin the can yesterday.
Shewantsto cal the abum Go Back to the Dead, but weretrying to talk her

into something more upbeat. My co-producers like Once More With Love, but I'm
partial to What Goes Around Comes Around. We've gotta decide soon, because it
hasto be out by Vdentines Day."

"Vdentinds Day?'

Cute.

"Y eah, her tour kicks off in New Y ork on February 14," Danidls says. He nudges
our shoulder. "How'd you like to be the opening act?"

Opening act. Right. Y ou know what kind of act he wants usto be.

Should we refuse? Like we could.

Weturn away from Daniels and start toward her.

"Attaboy," Danids says behind us.

The CCA honchos move away from her as we approach. Her hair is even longer now,
and her skin issmooth and healthy. Her eyes are abright green, like sunlight

shining through emerads.

"You'reWillieTodd," she says, extending her right hand. "I'm LydiaLove.
Congratul ations on the album. It's good work."

Our fingerstouch herswith asnap of dectricity. We jump, then laugh.

"Danny Danids played me some songs from your own new abum,” we say. "They
sound okay too."

She smiles at the understatement. " Gee, thanks." Shetilts her head, and her
hair falls over one eye. "Did he mention that 1'd like you to open for me on the
tour?Y our music makesyou sound likeaguy | could get dong with."

For awhile, maybe.

But awhileis better than never. A whileisal anyone ever has.

"Maybe we could talk about it after the party,” we say.

"Maybewe could," Lydiasays.

And 0 the cycle comes back to its beginning. But now Lydiaisn't the only one
who can play the phoenix game.

Acrossthe atrium, Danidsraiseshisglassto us.



Like the man said: What goes around comes around.

Or "Once morewith Love."

So we might aswell plan ahead. What name shall we go under next time?
Onewe can usefor both of us. Itll avoid confusion.

If you want to avoid confusion, you're in love with the wrong woman,
Christopher.

My nameisWillie
Whatever. She'slooking at our eyes. Her lipsare moist. Kiss her.

Welet our conscience be our guide.



