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PART SEVEN: April 1989


Behind the Wall of Sleep

When we got home I slept for a week.

I’m not exaggerating... much. The last show
was in Seattle and we were on a red eye back to Boston, so it was
around 8:30 in the morning after being up all night when I actually
dragged myself into bed. I didn’t even take my clothes off. I
didn’t even realize I laid a guitar case down right next to me in
bed until I woke up when I kicked it onto the floor some hours
later. No damage was done—the futon I slept on was on the floor
anyway. I made a mental note to buy some furniture. Then I went
back to sleep.

Somewhere in there I got up, had take-out
pizza with Chris, and then I went back to sleep. I slept straight
through until the next afternoon. Had a shower, made a phone call,
ate a little something, went back to bed.

So it went for a while—I wasn’t keeping
track.

I have no idea which day it was, then, when
Carynne burst into my room in hysterics.

“Daron! Get dressed!”

My head was under a pillow at the time and
it took me a few moments to unbury myself and sit up. “What
happened?”

“You tell me! This isn’t normal.”

“What isn’t normal?” I was thinking she was
trying to tell me about some problem of hers that she needed help
with, or maybe I was half in a dream where she was trying to fix a
car or something...?

“I’m taking you directly to a doctor. Holy
crap.”

I rubbed my eyes and yawned. “Why?”

She began throwing clothes at me and
cursing. Okay, I got the message: the message that she was not
going to leave me alone until I did what she said. I pulled on a
pair of jeans and changed my shirt and then went into the
bathroom.

She harangued me from outside the door. “I
am going to kill you if you’re really sick.”

“That’s very touching,” I said, but I doubt
she could hear me over the water running.

She dragged me to a health center I hadn’t
been to before, just outside Kenmore Square. “This place must be
hell to get to when the Red Sox are playing.”

“Shut up,” she said, as she pulled the car,
a cute red hatchback I also hadn’t seen before, into the parking
garage.

Apparently when I hadn’t been paying
attention, she and Digger had gone out and gotten us health
insurance. She had my insurance card and everything. It said “Daron
Marks” on it. I decided not to care. We settled in the waiting room
at Internal Medicine, which I kept reading as “Infernal
Medicine.”

“Are you going to come into
the exam room with me?” I asked as I leafed through a dog-eared
copy of People without actually reading any of it.

“Do you think I should, or do you think you
can handle at least that much?” She really looked stressed out.

“This whole thing was your idea,” I pointed
out. “What am I supposed to say? Hey, doc, I’ve been sleeping a
lot? It’s only been a week and I feel fine.”

“Just let him check you out, all right?”

A nurse came to the door then and called my
first name.

She led me to a small room, took my
temperature (normal), my blood pressure (“low, that’s good”), and
then told me to get undressed and put a gown on and wait.

Okay, fine. I tried not to be nervous. But
Carynne being a stressball kind of got to me, plus, you know, there
on the wall within arm’s reach of the exam table was an entire rack
of brochures about STD Prevention, in English, Spanish, and
Creole.

I read the one in English and then put it
back hurriedly like I didn’t want to get caught reading it.

Just in time, too. A knock on the door, and
then the doctor came in. He was a big guy, with thinning hair and a
thick mustache, and a friendly face. He introduced himself and we
had some chit chat.

“I didn’t realize I hadn’t seen you before,”
he said, looking at the folder in his hands, “or normally I would
chat with my new patients in the office first.”

“It’s all right,” I said, trying not to
swing my feet and failing.

“I always try to get to know people a
little. You’re younger than most of the people I see, too. When was
the last time you had a physical?”

I tried to remember. “I had one before I
went to school. It was required.”

“And when was that?”

“Er, about five years ago?”

“And you’re out of school now, I take
it.”

“Oh, yeah. Dropped out a couple of years ago
to move to Boston.”

“Did you? What do you do for work, Daron?”
He said my name like he wasn’t sure how to say it, more like “Dare
Awn.”

“I’m a guitarist.”

“In a band?”

“Yeah. Just came home from a tour, actually,
and we’re leaving on another one in like six weeks, I think? Two
months? Something like that.”

“Oh? A successful band?”

“Yeah.” I shrugged.

“Well, your girlfriend out there seems very
concerned...”

I was very proud of myself for interrupting
him. “She’s not my girlfriend. She’s my manager.”

“Ahhh.” He smiled. “Sorry,
I should know better than to make assumptions. She
was very concerned
though.”

“Yeah, she gets like that. I’ve been
sleeping a lot. But, you know, I just went two weeks on the road
expending a shitload of energy and sleeping in a different bed
every night and I think she’s overreacting. But if it’ll make her
feel better, that’s why I’m here.”

“Well, we’ll do a full physical since you
haven’t had one in a while, and you know, some tests and
things.”

Be proud of me, please. For speaking up at
that point. It was harder than it sounds. “Um, could I ask for some
tests?”

“Of course. You shouldn’t hesitate to let me
know about any concerns.”

That was a party line and I knew it, but he
did look sincere. And I knew there were all kinds of patient
confidentiality. The brochure had said so. So did signs on the
wall.

“I should get STD tested,” I said.

“For everything,” I added
hurriedly.

“Just in case,” I added to
that.

And I probably would have fainted or
exploded or something at that point, if he’d made any kind of
remark or seemed even the tiniest bit judgmental. But he didn’t. He
just nodded and jotted something down on the folder. “Not a
problem. That’ll be some blood work,” he said dryly. “Once we’re
done here, I’ll send you down to the lab for the draw. We’ll test
you for mono, too.”

Wow, “mono,” I hadn’t heard that talked
about since I was in high school. “Do you think that’s what it
is?”

“Well, you tell me: do you feel all right,
or are you so tired you can barely stay awake?”

“I’m okay. I just
really really like sleeping when I have nothing better to do. God, it’s the
best thing in the world.”

He chuckled. “Okay, then. We’ll test you,
but I’m pretty sure it’s not mono. I’m pretty sure you’re just
recovering from traveling.”

I pumped my fist. “Can’t wait to tell her
that.”

Then came various poking and prodding and
the cold stethoscope, you know the drill. Then he told me to get
dressed while he went to get the slips for the lab.

When he came back I was dressed and drumming
my heels against the supply drawers under the exam table.

“Okay,” he said, putting down a bunch of
papers. “There is one thing I should tell you, though, if you think
there’s any chance your HIV test could come back positive.”

“Oh?” I tried to sound unconcerned about it
all.

“Here’s the thing. You can go down to the
Fenway Community Health Center and get tested anonymously. If you
get it done here, it goes into your record.”

“Um, why wouldn’t it?”

He was silent a moment. “Well, things are
getting better. But some insurance companies are dropping people
who test positive, that sort of thing. You and I will both have to
sign a waiver saying I informed you of this and that you understand
this test is not anonymous and goes into your record.”

I swallowed. “Um. Is our insurance company
one of those?”

“It isn’t currently,” he said. “But... it’s
a tough time. They’re very good at the Fenway. It’s just a few
blocks from here. It’s your choice.”

My hand was shaking as I picked up the pen.
“No. Let’s get it over with.”

“All right.” He pointed to where I should
sign, then signed himself, and then handed me the yellow copy. I
shoved it into my pocket and took the rest of the papers and went
the direction he pointed to go to the lab.

I picked up Carynne at the waiting room and
we moved to the lab waiting room. She didn’t say anything as we sat
down there, but I did hand her all the papers. She looked them over
without saying anything, just nodded and handed them back to
me.

“Are you going to drag Ziggy through this,
too, when he gets back?” I asked. “Or am I special?”

She fixed me with a look. “Well, it might
depend, honestly. But he’s in LA for a month and you’re here. And
it’d depend on whether he slept so much he stopped answering his
phone, like you did.”

“I turned the ringer off, that’s all. It’s
not like I was so dead I was sleeping through it—”

She put a hand on my arm. “Daron, you’re
special, okay?”

I wasn’t really sure what she meant by it,
now, but I decided to leave it at that.

A few minutes later she said, “If you have
your choice of phlebotomist, pick the oldest one you can.”

“Huh? Why?”

“The ones who have been doing it the longest
are the best at finding a vein.”

As it turned out, though, I didn’t have a
choice. A youngish hispanic woman took me in the back and failed to
get a vein on the first try, though she did comment on the nice
muscles in my arms. (Playing guitar will do that.) She had to try
the other arm after that, which worked better, and filled several
little vials with different colored caps, and labeled them each
differently. I felt like I should get a lollipop at the end.

Instead Carynne took me to Pho Pasteur where
I basically devoured everything they put in front of us.

I had almost forgotten to be nervous when
she asked, “How long does it take to get the tests back?”

“Two weeks.”

Two weeks of pure hell. Well, in the moments
when I remembered about it, which was a couple of times a day.

In the end, though, I did not have mono. Or
anything else. Because I may be an idiot about a lot of things, but
as it turned out, so far I hadn’t been an idiot about that.

 


Rock Me, Amadeus

So, do you want to know all the things I had
to do to get ready for a more extensive tour? Well, for one thing,
I had to buy more guitars.

No, really. I bought a duplicate Ovation
exactly like the one I already had, and a Fender Stratocaster—a
real one this time and not a Korean knockoff. They were the two
guitars I used the most in the show and this way I would have
backup if anything happened. A roadie would keep them strung so if
I broke a string, which I seemed to be doing more and more often,
we could just swap mid-song.

I went down to Guitar Center to pick them
out. There were a ton of places to buy guitars in the area—Sam Ash,
Daddy’s Junky Music, The Guitar Stop in Cambridge—but this place
had opened fairly recently right on Comm. Ave. I took the T there
myself one afternoon without telling anyone where I was going.

Understand, I wasn’t trying to sneak around,
but it wasn’t like I was constantly updating everyone else what I
did every minute of the day. I could’ve asked Chris or Bart to go
with me, but it was kind of spur of the moment.

Summer was taking a long time to arrive,
which is typical in New England, so although it was sunny, it was
kind of chilly when I went. I had a denim jacket on over a flannel
shirt over a T-shirt.

Guitar Center didn’t just sell guitars. They
sold every kind of musical instrument. Inside it wasn’t that
different from Sam Ash, except maybe cleaner. It was like a music
department store. But they had a separate, glassed off room for the
guitars—I suppose for noise suppression since they encouraged you
to try out the merchandise. I wandered in there, just kind of idly
at first.

There was a guy and his son there, and from
the sounds of it he was buying the guitar as a graduation present
for the kid. The father had a beard and a short-sleeved button-down
shirt that made me think he was supposed to have a pocket protector
and pens. The son was wearing a B.U. hoodie. Was it graduation time
already? Coming up real soon. They were arguing about something and
I was trying not to listen. I had to get up on a step stool to
reach the Ovation I wanted. Huh. Someone must have played it not
long before me because the strings were still reasonably in
tune.

Then a salesman came in. By “salesman” I
mean aspiring musician working a retail job to make ends meet. He
looked to be in his mid to late twenties, haircut like Christian’s
and arms like mine. He had rolled up the sleeves of his Guitar
Center T-shirt to show them off. He zeroed in on Papa Bear there,
which made sense to me; the guy looked like he had money and was
surely going to be a sucker to get the kid something priced far
above what he needed.

But then the sales guy did
a kind of double-take as he recognized me. And then he gave me a
little nod like It’s
cool.

I gave him the same
its-cool nod back. I
didn’t need his help anyway.

I fussed around with the Ovation for a while
and decided I didn’t like it. I hung it up and got another one
down. The kid was now trying out some various things more based on
their paint jobs than their feel. It’s cool. Go on, kid, get one
that matches the Camaro he bought you for your high school
graduation.

The second one I tried felt more like mine.
I couldn’t put my finger on why, exactly. By all respects, the
guitars should have been identical. Somehow the bridge felt silkier
on this one, though. Different pieces of wood come from different
trees, I guess.

I broke into the opening riff of
“Candlelight” and all of a sudden the kid said, “Holy shit, it is
you.”

I opened my eyes and he was staring right at
me. “Never been anyone else,” I said.

“Dad, check it out, this is Daron Moondog,”
the kid said. Listen to me. “Kid.” He was my age, wasn’t he?

I waved to Papa Bear. They took that as a
cue to come closer.

“Check it out, check it out,” Baby Bear
said. “I learned that one!”

“Yeah? Pull up a stool and give it a shot.”
I kicked the stool next to me toward him a little. He handed the
Ibanez in his hand to his father, I handed him the Ovation I’d been
playing, and the sales guy handed me the 12-string Ovation I waved
at on the wall.

“Oh shit,” Baby Bear said, and wiped his
hands on his jeans.

“Henry, don’t swear,” Papa Bear said.

“It’s just... wow, I’m nervous.”

“Try it in front of ten thousand people some
time,” I said. “It’s okay. I’ll start.”

So I launched into it, a little slow, but
it’s a pretty slow piece to start with anyway, and once he picked
it up, I went off and played accompaniment. He wasn’t bad,
actually, even if he was so nervous he was practically shaking.

That’s the thing, though. If you have the
chops, you have to just say fuck it and push it aside. You have to
just go out there and do it, whether you’re in front of three
people or three thousand. You just have to put it on the line. The
only person you hurt if you fuck up is yourself. I’d kind of
forgotten that, it was so second nature to me to just get up there
and do it. Sure, I was nervous as hell when I was twelve and
climbing onstage with Nomad, but I got over it fast. Barely felt it
for school recitals, barely felt it at all until the stuff with
Ziggy had been going wrong. But that hadn’t been about playing, not
really.

Baby Bear stumbled and burst into laughter,
and so did I, putting my hand over the strings to stop them
ringing. “Not bad.”

“Aw shit, you think so?”

I nodded.

“Hey, listen, could I get your autograph? I
mean, if it’s not bothering you or anything.”

I had to laugh inwardly at that. Like that
mattered at this point? “What kind of guitar you gonna get?”

“I dunno. I like the Ibanez, but...”

“Get something with low action. Unless you
really play every day. If it feels like an uphill struggle every
time you play it, it’s a waste.”

“Okay, okay sure.” He looked up at his
father. “I really liked that Fender...”

His father handed the Ibanez to the sales
guy, who handed him a Fender. I set the 12 string aside and took
the 6-string from the kid, and his father handed him the
Fender.

He played a little of “Welcome,” and I
picked along with him. He looked up at his father.

“If that’s really the one you want,” Papa
Bear said with a slightly long-suffering look.

“Give it here,” I said. We traded and I
played a little on it, a bunch of riffs he’d recognize. “Why the
Sky.” Then I handed it back. “Yeah, good choice.”

“Will you sign it?”

“The guitar?” I exchanged a glance with the
sales guy.

“Just pay for it first, okay?” he said, but
in a joking way.

I signed it in Sharpie on the arm of the
cutaway, where it wouldn’t get rubbed off by his shirt or arm.

When they were gone, I sat back down with
the Ovation I liked. Sales Guy said to me, “That happen to you a
lot?”

“First time, actually,” I said, which made
him laugh, even though it was true.

I ended up getting the 12-string as well as
the two I actually needed. The only embarrassing part of the whole
thing was asking to borrow the phone so I could call Bart to come
pick me up because I realized I couldn’t carry three guitars on the
T.

 


Too Much Time on My Hands

There was press. Christian
did some photo shoot for Esquire
or GQ, or maybe it was Details, I couldn’t remember, that
was called “Beauty and the Beat,” and it was all supermodels paired
with rock drummers and wearing Armani or whatever. He even got to
keep the Armani suit, which was tailored for him. He looked good in
it, if a bit like a mobster, especially with his hair in a pony
tail. And Jonathan did another article about us, this one
for Musician,
using material that hadn’t been in the Spin piece.

He called to tell me about it. “It was
supposed to wait until summer, but they had something else fall
through, and it’s running in the issue that’s hitting the stands
this week.”

“Cool. I even subscribe to that one.”

“Musician?”

“Yeah. It’s the only way to keep up. I love
that magazine. So what’d you say? I didn’t realize you’d got enough
for a whole ‘nother article.”

“It’s a more technical article. More...
musical.” He sounded a little unsure about something.

“Well, it is a more technical magazine. But
you know you could’ve called me earlier to check if you were
getting everything right, you know?”

There was a pause. Then: “Yeah, I know. But
I took a lot of good notes. Your roadies gave me the rundown.”

“Ah.” Another pause. “J. You okay?”

“Oh, yeah. Just a little distracted here,
sorry.”

I wanted to call bullshit, because he
sounded exactly like me just then, but you know, I didn’t like it
when people called me on my shit, so why should he? I decided I
just couldn’t let things hang like that, though.

“Um, so, when are you coming up this way
again?”

“Dunno. I might be able to get up there in a
couple of weeks.”

“You want to go out and look for hot new
bands? There are always a ton of shows. It’d be fun. If you come
before we start rehearsing again I’ll literally have nothing else
to do but show you around.”

He sounded tempted. “Huh, you know, that
could work. I’ll have to check my deadlines but it’s a definite
idea. For a weekend at least, maybe.”

That night I made Carynne go over all the
numbers with me. We sat at the kitchen table while waiting for
take-out Chinese to be delivered. Christian kind of looked over my
shoulder while we were doing it, but didn’t say much, sucking on a
beer.

“Okay, so here’s how much you’re going to
end up netting from the tour you just did,” she said, showing me
the number she’d circled on a piece of gridded computer paper
covered with numbers. “You’re ahead of the game a little because
Digger already set up your self-employment tax payments. And you
already filed for last year and pre-paid the coming quarter. And
most of this is going back into expenses.”

“Okay.”

“So here’s how much actually landed in your
bank account this week.” She showed me another number. It was an
impressive number.

“Is that what each of us got, or is that to
be divided?”

“Each of you,” she said. The number just got
more impressive.

“So you’re saying, yes, I can go buy some
furniture.”

“Yes.”

“Is it enough I could hire someone to buy
furniture for me?”

Christian snorted into his beer at that
point.

“I mean it. I can’t imagine much I’d hate
more than furniture shopping.”

“Dude,” Chris said. “Picking out the couch
wasn’t that bad, was it?”

“It took three hours, and we got into
traffic on the way home.” I turned around to look at him.
“Seriously.”

He shrugged. “See, straight guys just have
their girlfriends do it. Go date an interior decorator and you
won’t have this problem.”

“Yeah, sure, introduce me to one,” I shot
back. I took Chris’s joking as a sign that he was a lot more
comfortable with me now that he’d been the night I sprung the news
on him.

Carynne tapped her pencil against the paper
impatiently. I sat straighter in my chair. “Sorry, ma’am. Next math
lesson?”

She turned the page. “This, meanwhile, is
how much you stand to gross on this next tour. Gross, mind you. And
this doesn’t include concessions.”

It was a much
much more impressive
number.

“Don’t get excited. Now here’s the rundown
of expenses. This is really different from that trip to LA, where
the tab was being picked up by a promo budget, and, Digger wangled
this much in tour support out of them which isn’t coming out of
album sales, but it adds up.”

I followed her finger down the list.
Transport, housing, road crew, fees, equipment, insurance... An “A”
tour took a lot more logistics and support than a “B” tour like the
one we just finished.

I pointed to a line item. “Wait, we’re
paying for backline? I thought the promoter usually handled
that.”

“Promoter’ll handle the rental and charge it
back to us.”

“Did we look into how much it would cost to
haul ourselves?”

“We did. Not worth it this time around. The
sizes on the venues changes too much, anyway. It’s better for each
place to provide what fits best.”

“Okay.” Even after all those expenses,
though, the estimate at the bottom was also an impressive
number.

“So even with being conservative about
ticket sales, here’s what we ought to have to play with.” She
pointed to the difference. “For example, do you want to rent a
better rehearsal space next month to get ready for it, or are you
going to keep playing in the basement here?”

“I don’t know. Should we?”

“Rent a place? Well, you’re going to be
playing much much bigger stages, and I think it’s going to be
worthwhile to practice everything, including equipment changes and
if, well, if there’s going to be any...” She hesitated before
saying the word, “choreography.”

Christian snorted into his beer again.

She put a hand on mine because I must have
looked like I was about to pop a vein or something. “I’m not saying
you should do something corny or fake,” she said quickly. “But when
the audiences get really big, they don’t see half of what you do.
You’re going to need to hit your light cues at least.”

“Light cues,” I said. It wasn’t a new
concept to me. It was just the first time I’d really had to think
about it for us.

“I’m not saying go all Michael Jackson with
hundreds and hundreds of cues.” She put the pencil down. “But
you’re talking about at least one important cue per song
probably.”

“Okay. It’s not like we don’t have mic cues
already, since everyone sings.”

“That’s another thing I wanted to ask you
about. Do you want backup singers?”

“Oh hell no.”

“Okay, just asking.”

Chris came and sat then. “How big a place do
we need? It’s not like we can actually rehearse with the light
tech.”

“No, but you can do a couple of dry runs
with him in the room, and map out the likely spots. No
pyrotechnics, just lights.”

“Okay, set up a meeting with him. Let’s all
meet him as soon as Ziggy gets back. Does this mean you’ve hired
someone already?”

“Digger did, but he went with Remo’s
recommendation and it’s the same crew Waldo and I have worked with
a bunch of times. So it’s who I would’ve picked anyway.”

I didn’t remember a lighting tech from that
time I’d gone out with Nomad, but then again that was a B tour,
too. I’d never been on an A Tour before and it was starting to
become obvious to me that it was going to be a different
experience.

“All right. And what about the road
crew?”

“Well, it’s mostly settled except for one
thing, which is I made Digger hold off hiring a guitar tech.”

“You did?”

“Well, here’s the question. Do you want
Matthew? I could get him for you, if you do.”

Talk about a loaded question. Or just one
with a double meaning so lewd it almost made me laugh out loud.

I made a snap decision. “No. Get me someone
else. But someone with good references. And let me meet them before
you hire them.”

“Okay, boss.”

Yeah, an A Tour was going to be really
different from what I was used to.

 


TV Party

One morning I was woken by the doorbell. By
the time I got down there, Chris was there too, and we opened the
door to see Bart standing there in a plain white T-shirt and very
dark sunglasses.

“Want a piano?” he asked.

“What?” I shaded my eyes, wishing I had some
sunglasses on, too.

“What kind of piano?” Christian said from
behind me.

“Not sure. You remember Chris from Buffalo
Tom?”

I rubbed my eyes. “Yeah, what about
him?”

“His girlfriend, I think—or maybe it’s one
of the other guys’, I’m not sure—anyway, they’re clearing out a
house and there’s a piano and they don’t want it.”

That was as good an explanation as I was
going to absorb before having some coffee, apparently. Later, in
the van on the way over I gathered that Bart had come to wake us up
about this because he couldn’t be expected to move a piano by
himself in his car; both the van and either my or Chris’s help was
needed. Also, his place was too small for a piano and he thought we
should put it in our basement for rehearsals.

We pulled up to a house in Brighton to find
the small square of lawn and most of the sidewalk had been turned
into a yard sale.

“How much is the piano?” I asked as
Christian paused as we went up the front walk to paw through a
crate of old record albums on a card table.

Bart grinned. “No no, the
question is how much are we not
going to charge to haul it away for
them.”

“Ah.”

Bart bounded up the stairs and talked
briefly to a girl I didn’t know, and then beckoned us into the
house.

It was a grand old house much fallen into
disrepair. But there was stained glass in the windows and the
living room was dominated by a huge fireplace of glazed tile with
ceramic lion heads.

The piano, I was relieved to note, was an
upright and would easily fit in the van. I went and backed it up
the driveway to get as close to the door as possible, and we got
the piano out of the house and into the van with no trouble.

Then we stood staring at it in the back
there, wondering how we were going to keep it from falling over
while driving.

I’m sure our insurance company would have
hated the answer we came up with, which was that I drove very very
slowly back to our house, with Chris and Bart in the back with the
piano, one on either side, trying not to get crushed by it falling
on them.

Hey, it worked, didn’t it?

Then came the getting it into the living
room, which was not that difficult.

And then came the contemplation of the
basement stairs.

“Now I know why that company is called
Deathwish Piano Movers,” Chris said, measuring the doorway with a
tape measure and looking dubious.

“Let’s eat lunch before we try this,” Bart
suggested.

It was actually two in the afternoon by
then, as it had been nearly noon when he’d woken us up, to be
truthful about it.

So we walked down to the Sunset Grill,
because the weather was warm and breezy, and it seemed like a good
idea. (No, as far as I know the place has no connection to the Don
Henley song.) Christian had one of the hundred microbrews I’d never
heard of and which would have been wasted on me.

“Hey, let me ask you something,” Bart said,
as we munched on our food.

“Sure, what?”

“Do you guys think I should bring Michelle
on tour?”

“What about Tower?” I asked.

“She wants to quit.”

Chris shrugged. “Sure, why not? We all like
her. She want to keep an eye on you or something?”

Bart laughed. “Hardly. But she’s tired of me
having all the fun.”

“Sure, why not?” I echoed. “I guess she just
has to be budgeted for. I have no problem with it, though. Talk to
C. about it.”

“I don’t think she’d come for the whole
time, but maybe a week or two,” Bart said. “I figured I’d ask you
guys first before she brings it up again.”

Somehow the walk there, and eating, and the
walk back, turned into two hours. When we got back we scared up
Colin and called some other friends to come over and help, and then
Lars got home from work, and soon enough we were all trying to move
this piano downstairs.

I’ll cut out the suspense. The entire
operation was a failure, though there were several attempts,
renewed each time some new people arrived. Two of the guys in
Tidewater lived just down the street from us, and they came over.
Eventually, Michelle joined in, and so did Reggie and Marilynne
from Colin’s band, and the next thing you know some of the Buffalo
Tom guys had come to see what we were up to, and eventually it was
time to give up moving the thing, order a pile of pizzas, and just
have a party.



Which was how I ended up with two slices of
pizza and two Rolling Rocks in my stomach, sitting on one of
Christian’s drum stools, playing the piano. (We’d had to leave the
upholstered bench behind. Too high a chance of bedbugs.) It turned
out I could actually fake my way through a couple of Beatles songs,
which of course everyone knew the words to, and this eventually led
to other instruments being dragged up into the living room from the
basement, and then I was able to get up and walk away from the
piano without anyone really minding.

Out on the front porch I could hear it
perfectly well through the open windows. I got another beer and sat
there on the front steps just listening and feeling mellow.

Someone sat down next to me. I didn’t have
to look to know it was Ziggy.

“I didn’t know you could play the piano,” he
said.

Yes, you did, I nearly answered, just to be
argumentative. But maybe he really didn’t, and what I should have
been saying was what the hell are you doing here, aren’t you
supposed to be in LA? Except I didn’t want to seem like a dumb ass
who had lost track of time. So instead, I said, “I didn’t know I
could either.”

“Oh, come on, doesn’t everyone who goes to
music school have to know it?”

I shrugged. “I had lessons as a kid. Didn’t
actually have to play much for school though. One music theory
class had us play our ear exercises on it. And I had one music
composition class where it was all pianized.”

“Pianized?”

“Yeah, that’s a technical term.”

He chuckled. “You’re such a
bullshitter.”

“I know.” I turned to look at him. “Takes
one to know one.”

“Heh.” He clinked his beer bottle against
mine.

We stared at each other for a long moment. I
had the urge to lick my lips and forced myself to sit still.
Everything had been so calm every since San Francisco. The Seattle
show had been blow-the-doors off good, and Portland had been a
close second, and I hadn’t seen him since that morning we left that
last hotel. It almost made me forget how twisted up he’d made
me.

Almost.

“Hey so if...” he started to say at the same
time I said, “Don’t think I...”

“You first,” I said.

“No no, you,” he said. “What I was going to
say wasn’t important anyway.”

“If it wasn’t important, then say it and get
it over with.”

“Only if you promise you’ll say what you
were going to say.”

I gave in and licked my lips. “Okay. Sure.
No go ahead.”

“I was going to say let’s talk business for
a moment. When are we starting actual rehearsals?”

“Next week. And I was totally going to ask
you if you’ve been working on anything new.”

“You weren’t.”

“I was. Well? Have you?”

“Actually, I have. A few little things.”

I nodded. “Good. That’s good.”

Just then another car came and wedged itself
into our crowded driveway and Carynne got out.

We went inside with her and I ended up
playing guitar, until a neighbor came over and said we were being
too loud too late even for a Saturday night. (It’ll come as no
shock to you that I hadn’t even known what day of the week it
was.)

To also tell you the truth, Ziggy had been
right. That wasn’t what I was going to say to him at all. I had
been going to say something I’d regret, probably. I’d been about to
bring up the whole “second chance” thing. I don’t know if that
meant I was thinking about actually giving him one, or if we were
just going to end up fighting about it more. Or if I was going to
quash that feeling instead, and tell him it was time to concentrate
on other things, and couldn’t he see how well things were going
when we didn’t fight? Seeing him like that, unexpectedly, caught me
off guard.

Since I didn’t say anything, we’ll never
know what might have come out on the spur of the moment. When the
neighbor broke up the party, everyone dispersed, and I realized Zig
was already gone.

As I lay in bed that night, though, still
slightly buzzed, all I could think about was how his lips would
have been cold from touching the edge of the beer bottle if I’d
kissed him, and how his tongue would be hot behind that.

Fine. I jotted it down to use in a song.
“Infernal Medicine.” My obsessions had to be good for
something.

 


Deadbeat Club

Chris distracted me the next day by hatching
a plan to clean out the junk room. He’d been inspired by the place
where we’d gotten the piano, I think, and besides, since we
couldn’t get the piano downstairs it had to go somewhere or just
keep sitting in the middle of the living room. Plus the weather was
good and tons of students were moving out of dorms into summer
sublets and stuff; it was now or never.

The junk room was a room on the first floor
that could have been a bedroom or something else, just off the
living room, except was full of crap. The house had been inhabited
fairly steadily by a long string of aspiring musicians for years
and years. Chris had actually lived here over ten years ago he
said, then moved out, and when he moved back in none of his
original roommates were there. But in a house that had up to eight
inhabitants at a time (sometimes a couple took a room), the tenants
never all turned over at once.

The junk room was where all
the stuff they’d left behind over the years had accumulated. Me,
Chris, Lars, and Colin all started dragging the stuff out to the
driveway. Lars’s current girlfriend, whose name I didn’t know since
no one had introduced me and now I felt stupid asking her like six
months later what it was, started making signs. Some said
Yard Sale and some
said Make an Offer. I would’ve been just as happy to put a sign that said FREE,
but she explained that if we say FREE it seems too much like junk.
Whereas if we act like we want something for it, people think it’s
a bargain. Sure.

In among the junk we found some stuff worth
keeping. I found a crate of vinyl records, mostly rhythm and blues,
soul, and R&B, and just carried it right up to my room. The
junk was literally in piles in the room—boxes, clothes, broken
pieces of furniture—it was like excavating. A lot of stuff was
intact, though. Just abandoned.

“Hey, what’s that?” I could see the black
curve of something that looked like fake alligator pattern, but I
couldn’t see enough of it to tell if it was actually a guitar case
or a saxophone or what.

It took a while but we eventually uncovered
a dog-eared guitar case pretty much just like my first one. I knelt
down to open it.

Inside was a Yamaha classical guitar very,
very similar to my “school” guitar which I didn’t have anymore.
“Jeez. I wonder how long this has been here?”

It had a full set of strings. I looked it
over. You could see a few hairline scratches in the finish on the
back where the buttons of someone’s shirt had rubbed, but otherwise
it looked to be in perfect condition. I started tuning it out of
reflex and found the top three strings had stayed pretty close to
each other. I struck an E chord. It had a deep, rich voice,
extremely warm. I’d forgotten that was what those classicals
sounded like after all the time I’d spent with the brittle Ovation.
The Miller was warm but it didn’t have a voice like this.

I turned to Chris. “This is almost identical
to the guitar I learned to play on.”

“No kidding?”

“Well, okay, I did a couple of months on a
three-quarter size, and Remo’s, but the first one I bought, it was
almost exactly like this. Yamaha and everything. It’s almost
eerie.” I played one of the riffs I always did, which had been
written on the Yamaha, and I could feel it vibrating in my
stomach.

I packed it back into the case and put it
out on the porch. “Better ask for at least a hundred for this,” I
told Lars’s girlfriend. “It was probably eight-hundred bucks
new.”

Then we went back to digging. Deep under it
all Chris found something he was interested in keeping: a weight
bench and a set of free weights. There were a few of the set
missing, but not that many, and he decided to keep them in that
room. After taking out the ratty throw rug we discovered a nice
hardwood floor under there, too.

I looked out the window at the people
walking up and down, examining the stuff we’d laid out. “What are
we going to do with the stuff we don’t sell?”

“Oh, we can pay a junk company to come haul
it away. What’d work out good is if we can sell enough to make the
fee, but I doubt we will. Still, it’ll be quick and easy.” Chris
pushed on the stuck window and it moved with a screech. He got it
down far enough to latch it. “There. That’ll make it a hell of a
lot less drafty this winter, too.”

He went and changed into a tank top and a
pair of ratty shorts and proceeded to pick up pieces of metal and
put them down again. I couldn’t really see the appeal, but he
seemed to be enjoying himself.

“Hey, what’s Lars’s girlfriend’s name
again?”

“Uh, it’s either Tina or Tanya,” Chris said,
pausing between sit-ups to answer.

“That’s not helpful.”

He shrugged. “I didn’t think she’d last this
long or I’d have tried harder to remember.”

I went out to see if she needed any help
anyway. Lars was playing the bongos, and after a while I couldn’t
stand it anymore and pulled out the Yamaha and played along with
him. And a while after that we had attracted a pleasant little
crowd. I don’t know if it helped sell anything, but it was better
than sitting around with my thumb up my ass. In fact, it almost
certainly hurt our day’s take because after all that I decided to
keep the guitar.

 


Lips Like Sugar

I was in my room the next night, half spaced
out listening to Led Zeppelin—which I blame entirely on Chris, who
was always trying to get me to listen to more “classic rock” even
though I didn’t actually have any deficiency in that area—when I
realized someone was knocking on the door. I pulled the headphones
down around my neck. “Come in!”

It was Colin. “Hey, it’s warm out. Want to
walk to Herrell’s for some ice cream?”

“Er, I actually had ice cream for dinner,” I
had to admit.

“So come get some more,” he said.

He looked kind of anxious, I realized. Okay,
so maybe ice cream was just an excuse to talk to me? I wondered
about what. “Sure. Gimme a sec.”

Soon we were walking up the street, shooting
the shit. We were so successfully shooting the shit that I forgot
he had looked nervous and so I wasn’t ready for it when he finally
said, “When are you going to ask me to move out?”

“What?”

“Betsy broke up with me, and I still haven’t
found a job, and I figure one of these days you’re going to kick me
out so you can take the big bedroom.” He stuffed his hands in his
pockets.

“What?” I said again. “I haven’t even
thought remotely about any of those things.”

“Well, technically you’re the landlord
now.”

“Me and Chris, really,” I said. “Are you
behind on rent?”

“No, but I’m about to be.”

“What happened to temping?”

“I got yelled at on the last job because my
tattoos show, if you can believe that.”

Colin had a couple of black ink tattoos on
his neck. He had jet black hair—dyed—that he could hawk up when he
wanted but when it was down it looked passably normal. But it
didn’t hide the tattoos. “I believe that. I don’t suppose you could
just wear turtlenecks all summer.”

“Now all of a sudden they’re like ‘nope, we
don’t have anything.’ But I got a manager to admit that unless I’m
going to switch to light industrial, I’m screwed.”

“Light industrial?”

“There’s two kinds of temp work, clerical
and light industrial.”

“In other words, white collar and blue
collar?”

“Kinda. Honestly, it’s mostly housewives in
light industrial. Sometimes it’s retail warehouse work, sometimes
it’s stuff like packing cartons in a factory. But the hours suck,
usually seven a.m. to three p.m. so the moms can pick up their
kids, and the jobs suck, too. Sometimes they’re dangerous and
that’s why they hire temps to do it. You know, like disposing of
questionable goods. If you’re only exposed to it for like a week
you’re probably okay...”

I was staring at him.

“Anyway, yeah, I don’t like light industrial
too much, and I’m too smart for it anyway. I should probably go and
get my CPA already. I’m a good office temp, you know? Most of these
places don’t even know how their own phone system works...” He
trailed off, shaking his head. “But I have a tattoo on my neck and
that might reflect badly on the temp agency.”

“Not to play devil’s advocate or anything,
Col, but the neck tattoos are kinda scary.”

“Are they? They hurt like a motherfucker to
get.”

“That’s at least part of why they’re
scary.”

“Yeah, well, I suppose that was the point.”
He sighed. “On the other hand, if I’m not temping anymore I can
shave my head again. Except I should really be looking for a real
job, I guess. Because I’m just about out of savings. The only
reason I could pay the rent last month was because you guys hired
me, you know.”

“Right. I’d forgotten about that.” I thought
for a minute as we approached the place. A car honked and swerved
around a pickup truck waiting to make a left turn. This
intersection was always like that. “I guess this means I’ll
buy.”

“Oh crap, I totally did not just bring you
here to mooch off you.”

“Fuck you, Colin, we’re talking business,” I
said, punching him lightly on the arm. “You just mentioned working
for us, even. I’ll expense it.”

He grinned.

“Now seriously, where would you go?”

“I don’t know. Move back in with my parents
for a while, I guess.”

“Aw hell no.” I pushed open
the door to the ice cream shop and we got into line. They were
blasting the Stone Roses in there, which didn’t bother me one bit.
“First off, I don’t know where you got the idea we’d kick you out.
I mean, seriously, it’s not like Chris and I need roommates to make rent and are
going to go get another one. And no, I am not coveting the larger
bedroom. I mean, fuck, I’m not even going to be here the rest of the
summer.”

He was ordering orange chocolate and getting
peanut butter cups mushed into it when I realized the answer was
right in front of my face. “This is stupid,” I said.

“What? I love peanut butter cups.”

“Not that.”

One of the ice cream clerks waved at me.
“Something for you?”

“Er, yeah, sweet cream, with a blob of hot
fudge and crushed ice cream cones on top.”

She had pigtails and a nose ring and she
grinned at me. “Didn’t you have that once already today?”

“Why, you think I should branch out?”

“Come on, live a little. How about
strawberry?”

“Okay, sure, strawberry, with a blob of hot
fudge and crushed ice cream cones. And nuts. There, fruit and
protein in the same meal.”

“That’s the way,” she said and started
digging in the strawberry bucket.

I paid for the ice cream and we sat down on
a worn out bench to eat. “Anyway, what I was saying is the obvious
answer is that we should just hire you again.”

“I thought you guys were going with a big
production company.”

“We are, but apparently I get to hand-pick
my own guitar tech.” I loved the way the hot fudge would harden
onto the spoon when it got cold. I had to practically gnaw on it to
get it free.

“Are you serious?”

“I am serious.”

“I dunno, Dar’. Kev’s more qualified than I
am for that.”

“Bullshit. The most important thing you’d
need to learn is how to work the electronic tuner and put strings
on.” He still looked a bit skeptical. “And besides, Kevin’s got a
gig. He’s working production crew at some summer theater thing. He
was talking about it on the plane home.” I scraped the waxy bottom
of the cup with the plastic spoon. “Seriously. I’m not using a lot
of crazy effects, and it’ll be basically...” I did quick math in my
head. “Four guitars, well six, except two of them are duplicates.
Actually in rehearsal I might get it down to just two with the two
duplicates. I’m not sure.” I wanted to bring the Takamine along
even though I wasn’t going to play it in the show, and the
12-string I hadn’t quite decided if I could live without it or not.
It might depend on whether a new song or two worked their way into
the set. The Miller I liked but was going to leave home. Same with
the new-old Yamaha.

“Okay. You’ll have to really tell me what to
do, though, if I’m not just going to lug and carry.”

Colin was mostly a singer, and that was if
he could be called that. He played the trumpet, too, but there
hadn’t been much call for that in the kind of post-punk thrash he
and Reggie and Marilynne played. “Have you ever restrung a
guitar?”

“Maybe once...”

“It’s okay. We’ll figure it out. I’ll tell
Carynne. And I’ll ask Chris if he thinks we should just let this
month slide or what. Now let’s walk over to Daddy’s and get some
new strings and you can practice tonight.”

I got recognized in Daddy’s and I started to
wonder how often that sort of thing was going to happen.

 


Men At Work

After all that, Ziggy had to miss our first
meeting with the light tech. He had to do some movie-related press
junket in New York, and he called Carynne and told her instead of
calling me. Which I suppose was okay. She was in charge of
arrangements, after all, and I was fine with that. She called to
ask if we should reschedule.

“Well, the thing is,” I said, “we’re
supposed to start rehearsals, too. When’s he back?”

“Not until Monday. Want to push it off?”

“No. Let’s meet Thursday anyway, and just
start without him. He’s not the one who needs to get his fingers in
shape anyway.”

Not that I felt me, Bart, and Chris needed
to be “in shape” exactly. But you’re sharper when you’ve been
playing together, and my impression is it takes instrumentalists
longer to get tight than vocalists.

So on a Thursday night we took over a
community theater in the suburbs where Kev had connections. It’d be
ours for a couple of weeks. They could use the rent money and we
needed somewhere with a bigger stage than our basement.

I was surprised when we walked in to find
the place had no chairs, just a wide open floor, with folding
chairs stacked off to one side. It reminded me uncomfortably of my
elementary school for some reason, but the moment passed. The stage
was fairly low as these things go; I was able to jump right up. The
boards were black and scuffed, with rectangular glue marks left by
pieces of tape.

The door at the back of the place opened and
a nondescript guy with brown hair and a wool “jock” jacket came in.
When he got closer I could see the name of a lighting company
embroidered on the chest of the jacket. He had glasses on, regular
ones, not sunglasses.

I also recognized him, finally. This was
Louis, the light tech, and when we shook hands I realized when I
did it, I did it Remo-style, shaking with one hand and patting the
guy on the shoulder with the other.

“Good to see you again.”

“Yeah, you too.”

Like a lot of the people Remo has worked
with over and over, he seemed like a straightforward no-nonsense
type. He shook hands with Chris and Bart, too, and Carynne hung
back, watching us talk. We pulled out a few folding chairs and sat
down to talk. Since Zig wasn’t there, I sketched him out what a
likely set list was going to be—that is, at least a few groups of
songs that were likely to go together.

“Yeah, a lot of it will really depend on
what your front man does,” Louis said.

“Figures.”

We went up on the stage and told him a
little about where we typically stood, and about how we were making
the transition to larger stages, larger venues. He made a couple of
points about MIDI controllers, effects, and then said, “I’ll come
back in like a week?”

“He’s supposed to be back by Monday, I
think,” I said.

“Monday’s good. I’ll hang around town.”

“Okay, you’re sure? Do you need a place to
stay?” I asked.

“Nah. My ex-wife lives in Newton and so I’ll
spend the weekend visiting my kids.”

I must have looked skeptical because he
laughed. “No, really, it’s cool. She’s awesome now that we’re not
married.”

And so he left with Carynne, and me and Bart
and Chris spent the rest of the evening working up a sweat.

 


Get Down Tonight

Playing as an instrumental threesome felt
distinctly weird. Like missing a limb, or something. We often
played without Ziggy in rehearsal for a minute or two at a time,
but to go a whole hour without him? It just felt strange. On the
other hand I could hear things I normally couldn’t. Maybe because
we were each trying to fill that missing space. Maybe because we
were a little rusty. By the end of the hour it felt good, but it
had sent my brain spinning in a way I hadn’t expected.

I didn’t expect to keep discovering new
things in songs we’d written years ago and had played a million
times. But somehow I did. We only played for an hour—didn’t want to
overdo it. We headed back to town in the van and I hardly said a
word the whole time.

Ziggy being absent worked out in an odd sort
of way, then. For more than one reason. You see, after we got home
I went straight back out again. I took Green Line into downtown
Boston to meet Jonathan, who was coming in for the weekend on the
train.

He was looking very Ivy League as he crossed
the atrium at South Station, in pencil-thin corduroys and a blazer,
carrying a brown overnight case. I saw him first. I was leaning
against a column near the escalator down to the Red Line. The
moment he saw me, he changed trajectory.

There was an awkward moment when he stepped
close, where I think neither of us knew whether we should shake
hands or hug or what. We settled for one of those stiff, one-armed
hugs that was more a mutual pat on the back than a hug.

“You hungry? Want something to eat?” I
asked.

“Nah, I ate on the train. What about
you?”

“It’s early yet.” It was about 10 pm at that
point. “Next question. You want to go back to the house, or head
straight for Lansdowne Street?”

“Well, actually, there’s this band I’d love
to check out tonight at the Middle East.” Jonathan looked a little
sheepish and I didn’t know why.

“The Middle East it is, then. We can hop the
Red Line right here.” I wondered if I should offer to carry his
bag. “You can totally just check that there. They won’t care.”

“Sounds good.”

He followed me down the escalator. I’d
gotten tokens for both of us earlier and handed him one before I
went through the turnstile myself.

It was noisy down on the platform with a big
fan blowing air around, and then it was noisy on the train. He sat
and I stood, holding onto the pole, not saying anything until we
got to Central Square. I gestured we should get off.

Out on the street a light rain had started
but it wasn’t far to the club. As we walked I asked, “So who are we
seeing?”

“Have you heard of Garmarna?”

“Can’t say that I have.”

“They’re on Omnium, you know, the
Boiled-in-Lead label? They’re sort of hurdy-gurdy black metal
specializing in kind of Arctic Circle metal versions of Swedish
murder ballads.”

“Really? I only understood half of what you
just said and it sounds terrific.”

At the door, I got recognized. The bouncer
checking IDs shuffled us out of line and inside. I felt guilty for
not paying the cover so I bought the CDs of both bands from the
merch table.

The opening band, as it turned out, was a
duo from New York City called Basque. A woman with long blond hair
singing ethereal lyrics—sometimes non-words in a sort of Cocteau
Twins vein—while her partner played bass. I liked it a lot and was
glad I’d bought the CD.

In the break between bands, we leaned our
elbows on the bar. Jonathan ordered a scotch and soda. I ordered a
beer and felt uncreative about it. One of these days I’d have to
try more things until I figured out what I actually liked to
drink.

“So how’s it been going with BNC?” he
asked.

“Pretty good so far. I mean, they seem
happy. Carynne told me the other day that ‘Welcome’ is climbing the
European charts, and ‘Candlelight’ seems like it just keeps going.
It’s weird—I heard it on a light rock station the other day. I
don’t think of it as ‘light,’ but whatever.”

“That happens, you know. They program those
stations with hits that are on the wane on purpose, looking for the
stuff that had been hot enough to sound familiar to the listener
and that isn’t too ‘hard’ really.” Jonathan sucked his cocktail
through the tiny straw they’d given him, which I thought was
cute.

“Makes sense. It’s the one station that
doesn’t seem to care about genre, exactly, you know? Rock, pop, hip
hop, r&b, alternative, they’re just looking for a certain
sound, I guess.”

“Well, of course. Because light radio is
supposed to be background music. So they don’t care if anyone
identifies with the type of music or not. There’s no youth identity
component, either.”

“Huh.” I hadn’t really thought about it that
way. Part of me really liked the fact that “light” stations didn’t
seem to give a damn what category the rest of the music industry
wanted to shove something into, but then again I wasn’t thrilled
about the idea that it was just glorified Muzak. I suppose people
listen to music—or use it—for a lot of reasons.

I was spoiled. I had the riveted attention
of a whole lot of people on my music just now. I wondered how long
it was going to last.

The club wasn’t crowded, but there were a
decent number of people there for the size of the place. Over a
hundred, anyway. Which I supposed wasn’t bad for a band that it
didn’t seem like that many people had heard of.

Garmarna had a blond chick singer, too. And
a bald, tattooed musclepunk for a hurdy gurdy player. If you don’t
know what a hurdy gurdy is, I don’t blame you. It’s a kind of
wooden box that you can wear on a guitar strap to play. You crank a
wheel with one hand and it makes the drone strings play kind of
like a bow constantly bowing a violin. With the other hand there
are piano-type keys that play notes. It sounds like a cat trapped
in a box with a violin, but in a good way.

It was head bangingly good, so much so that
I spent most of the show on the floor in a pseudo mosh pit and
discovered later, in the scary pizza place around the corner, that
my neck was stiff.

Okay, I suppose I have to explain the “scary
pizza” comment. Honestly, compared to pretty much anywhere in New
York, Hi Fi Pizza isn’t scary. But for Boston I guess people
considered it kind of rough. There were always some sketchy-looking
black dudes hanging around in there. I presumed they were dealing
drugs because they were rarely eating. Once or twice I saw fights
break out. The cops stopped by regularly. But the place was open
until 3am, which made it popular with clubgoers.

The pizza was kind of crummy, actually. But
you take what you can get and you may feel free to ignore the
opinions of the person who grew up eating New York style pizza and
so has strong opinions about how mediocre the pizza is in New
England. Ahem.

J. agreed with me on this point, however,
which warmed my heart.

Okay, maybe there were other things feeling
a bit warm at that point. I expounded for a while on what I thought
of the bands that night. “It’s a shame, though, I just can’t see a
way that a band like either of them really can break into the
mainstream. Unless they do a soundtrack song and it somehow catches
on. But I don’t see Hollywood film companies really going out on
limbs there.”

“It’s funny, isn’t it?” he said, wiping a
thin string of cheese from his chin. “Why the hell did it take them
so long to catch onto the idea of soundtrack albums, though? It
wasn’t that long ago that there was one, maybe two, pop songs on a
soundtrack and the rest was all orchestral score. Now they’re
starting to sell two albums for every blockbuster, one of score and
one of all the songs. It’s practically its own product
placement.”

“The one that got me was Batman, where
Elfman did the orchestral score and Prince did all the pop songs.
But it didn’t sell, did it? I got it at Tower out of the bargain
bin.”

“The one in the black movie tin case?”

“Yeah.” I had only listened to it once or
twice and it hadn’t left an impression. Cool package, though. “Then
again, maybe with Prince the problem is that everyone wants another
Purple Rain and he’s probably never doing that again.”

“Too true. So, speaking of flamboyant,
enigmatic front men, how’s Ziggy?”

I laughed. “Nice segue. I have no idea,
since he’s doing his movie thing and I haven’t heard from him. He’s
supposed to come back Monday.”

“Ah.” J. had a little smile on his face.
“Are they actually filming now or is it something else?”

“I think the filming’s done. He’s actually
in New York now on a press junket or he was supposed to be back by
now.”

“I see.”

“And supposedly, as soon as we get off the
road, he’ll go back. To LA, I mean. For post-production. I always
thought for some reason that movies took a long time to make, but
it all seems to be happening really fast.”

“Yeah, that’s how it goes. Once they get the
green light, then they make them in a hurry. And the actual filming
part is pretty short, usually, less than a month, and the rest is
all post.”

I nodded. I didn’t really want to talk about
Ziggy. “Should we head back to the house?”

“Oh, I, uh, I didn’t want to impose. I
booked a room at the Sheraton.”

“You did?”

“Yeah, I used frequent flyer points. Is that
all right? I can always cancel it...”

“Well, it’s up to you. We do have a sort of
guest room right now, so it’s not like you have to crash on the
couch.”

“It’s all right, D. I don’t want to be
underfoot 24-7. Plus I’m sure I’ll be up before you and get some
writing done. At the hotel they’ll bring me breakfast and
everything. And you... you need your space.”

“I do?”

He smiled. “You do. But if you want to go
back to the house and hang out a bit, I’ll come with, and then grab
a cab back to the hotel later.”

“Nah, that’s backwards. Let’s go to your
hotel and I’ll catch the cab from there to the house.”

“Okay.”

We tossed our greasy paper plates into the
garbage can and went out to hail a cab.

Neither of us said anything on the ride to
the hotel. I hung back while he checked in, then rode up in the
elevator with him to the room.

When we got up there, he set his bag down on
the desk, tossed his blazer onto one of the beds, and then turned
to say something.

I probably should have let him, but I didn’t
want to lose my nerve. I pulled him into a kiss.

He was taller than me and tasted like
scotch, his lips slightly chapped against mine.

When we broke apart, he had his hands on the
collar of my denim jacket.

“What changed?” he asked.

“Nothing,” I said. “Is this a bad idea?”

“It’s too late to ask that.”

“Okay, then.” I kissed him again. He had a
bit of tawny stubble on his chin that I liked the feel of. My
jacket joined his.

I never did catch a cab back to the house
that night.

 


Kiss on My List

In the morning the sound of a vacuum cleaner
near the elevators woke me, and for a few moments I racked my brain
trying to remember which city we were in and whether I had put the
Do Not Disturb sign out and if I should worry because Carynne would
make sure I was up if I blew it...

Then Jonathan rolled over next to me and
memories of the night before came rushing through me like a wave.
Music at the Middle East. Pizza. Sex. Sex with someone I actually
knew and liked. That made it special, in a way I hadn’t quite
expected.

I wrapped an arm around him as a warm
feeling ran all through me. Affection. Do they call it that because
it “affects” you? I’d never been affected like that, anyway; it
felt totally new. I fell back to sleep with a goofy grin on my
face.

The next time I woke, he wasn’t next to me.
I sat up and fought my hair out of my face. He was sitting by the
window, fully dressed, a notebook on his crossed knee and a pen in
hand, but he turned to look at me when he heard the sheets
rustle.

“Good morning, sunshine,” I said, my voice
still rough from sleep.

He laughed and set the notebook aside as he
came to sit on the side of the bed. He slid one hand under the
covers and up my thigh.

“Now who’s being surprisingly forward?” I
asked.

He laughed again. “You’re irresistible. All
warm and tousled from sleep. Come on, you had your turn, and now
it’s mine, isn’t it?”

My grin got bigger. “It’s only fair.” I was
a little conscious of being grungy when his hair was damp and
combed from a shower, but he didn’t seem to mind.

Afterward, we got into the shower together,
and he scrubbed my back. That warm feeling welled up again and I
scrubbed his, too. His skin was pale and dotted with a few moles,
some dark, some red, like markers for cities on a long, narrow map.
When we got out, I discovered his hair looked much darker when it
was wet, just as dark as mine. He blew it dry and it returned to
the familiar dishwater blond.

Out in the room I pulled my jeans on without
my underwear, J. lent me a clean undershirt, and I stuck my old
shirt and undies into the plastic laundry bag from the closet.

“Brunch?” he asked.

“Whatever you want,” I answered. “I have no
agenda today.”

“No rehearsal?”

“No. We decided to take the weekend off and
wait until Ziggy gets back Monday. But if you want me to leave you
alone for a while...”

“Well, I told myself I was going to get
started on the novel I want to write, finally, but if you wanted to
hang out I’d find that very hard to resist.”

“I see. Well, we have to eat, no matter
what.”

“True.”

“So let’s put off deciding until we’ve had
brunch. Or lunch. Or whatever.” I left the bag of dirty clothes on
the desk and out we went, walking easily from the hotel to a bistro
on Newbury Street where I have no idea now what we ate. Crepes and
omelettes, probably, but that’s just a guess because I was hardly
paying attention. I can’t tell you what we talked about, either,
because the conversation just flowed from one thing to another to
another. Music, politics, food trends — raspberry chipotle was
sneaking into everything — fashion, New England versus New York,
good movies we remembered. Jonathan knew a ton about a ton of
things, so it was impossible to run out of things. We ended up
browsing in stores on the way back to the hotel. Newbury Street had
lots of boutiques and unique things. Candy from around the world.
Art prints and posters. A store full of gargoyles. A funky
bookstore with a cafe. We paused for more coffee there. Then I took
him on a nostalgia trip through Tower, regaling him with stories of
working in music retail. I told him about Watt and the realization
I was going to have to quit my job.

And then we almost went back to the hotel to
have more sex when I decided it might be more fun to wait. “Here’s
what we’re going to do,” I said, as we walked up the sidewalk
toward the lobby entrance. “You want to see something tonight at
Venus, right? I’m going to go home and get clean clothes and while
I’m there I’ll work on some songs. You’ll go upstairs and work on
your novel. And meet me at Venus at like 9:30.” I paused a moment,
then added. “That is, if you think that’s a good idea.”

“That’s a fabulous idea,” he said, and
pulled me close and kissed me hard, right there in front of the
revolving doors. “See you then.”

And then he kind of pushed himself away or I
think the whole plan would’ve crumbled anyway. He went into the
revolving doors and I took a step back and looked around. No one
seemed to have been paying us any attention. Good.

The doorman hailed me a cab and I went
home.

 


Just Can’t Get Enough

I worked on “Infernal Medicine” when I got
home. I still just had fragments of lyrics—I’d crossed out far more
than I’d left on the page. That was normal for me. But I started
playing around with the sound of it, trying to get the aural
equivalent of something deceptively sweet with a razor blade hidden
in it. I ended up in the basement with my beat-up old four-track,
dubbing one track with the Strat and one with the Ovation, then
scrapping the Ovation in favor of the orphan Yamaha we’d
unearthed.

From time to time the melody I was working
for knocked loose some words and I’d write them down. Maybe it was
something about having gotten laid that morning, or maybe it was
that I’d finally called Ziggy on some of his bullshit, but what I
was writing was coming out far more blatant than what I usually
did. And I didn’t like blatant. Blatant in my mind equated to cheap
or to cliche. I figured I’d work on it more later, though. If I
could get the basic concepts hammered out, I could go back and play
with word choice and make it more obscure if I needed to. And the
concept was basic enough.

I was staring at three rough verses when
Colin stuck his head downstairs.

 


Nothing tempts me like your lips

Lush as honey and twice as sweet

Your skin slips under my fingertips

As silvery cool as a satin sheet

 


Nothing tempts me like your kiss

It isn’t money that stirs my greed

My pain is gone in the taste of bliss

But the more I get the more I need

 


Nothing tempts me like your hiss

Like a needle you sink your teeth

Venom in the nectar, the poisoned lotus

What cures me kills me underneath

 


I crossed out the words “venom” and “lotus.”
Venom wasn’t quite the right word, and lotus didn’t quite scan or
rhyme, although it might if the melody worked out right...

“Hey,” Colin said, “are you down here by
yourself?”

“Just me and me.” I stood and stretched.
“And me.” I pointed to the three guitars. “Which is plenty.”

“I’m curious if you ever tried using a
computer as accompaniment. When you’re writing.” He sat down on the
stairs.

“You mean like using Performer? I did a
composition course in a computer lab one semester.” I yawned and
wondered what time it was.

“If you haven’t used it in a couple of
years, Performer’s gotten a lot better,” Colin said. “And Macs have
gotten a lot faster, too. What were you using, a MacPlus?”

“Er, maybe? Most of the setups were all that
beige box with the built in screen. The lab had something like 20
computers and 20 Yamaha DX-7 IIs, paired up.” I shrugged. “It was a
joint class with Brown. They had some kind of grad program in
computer music starting or something like that.” I hadn’t thought
about that class in a long time. I remembered mostly being
frustrated that I wasn’t a better keyboard player and that held me
back. But I still had tapes of the songs somewhere...

Colin was still talking. “I should show you
what I’ve got going on with the one in my room. Seriously. We don’t
have the processing power yet, or the disk space, but in another
four or five years, you’re not just going to see studio recording
going 100% all digital, but home recording, too. It’s going to be
kind of awesome. Once it becomes affordable, that is.”

I picked up my notebook and shut off the
four track. I popped the tape out and took it with me as we went up
the stairs. “You know, it occurs to me that what’s affordable has
kind of changed in my mind.”

“Yeah,” he said.

“I mean, once upon a time I decided the DX-7
was too expensive.” We started up the second flight of stairs. “So
I bought the Yamaha FB-01 sound generator instead, used, and hooked
it up to the absolute cheapest MIDI keyboard I could get
secondhand. Some Casio thing. A CZ-1, I think...” I’d sold the
keyboard before leaving Providence, hadn’t I? No, wait, I sold it
to a neighbor when I lived in the Fenway. “So, what time is
it?”

“It’s like... nine?”

I had a sudden surge of adrenaline as I
remembered Jonathan. But it was a kind of pleasant surge, in a way.
Except for the part where I was going to be late if I didn’t get a
move on. “Shit, I better take a rain check on the computer lesson,
Col’.”

“Why, got a hot date?”

As a matter of
fact... Nah, couldn’t bring myself to say
it. “Rumor has it Treat Her Right is playing a surprise show at
Venus deMilo tonight. I better get my ass down there if I don’t
want to miss it.”

“At Venus? That’s kind of a weird venue for
that.”

“That’s what I thought. But it’s bigger than
the Rat, and there must already be something else at Axis...? I
dunno. I’ve got it on good authority, though.” Jonathan’s sources
were pretty solid, I’d say.

“Well, shit, mind if I come along?”

Uh, what to say, what to say? I thought I
handled it pretty smoothly. “Want to share a cab over? I can’t
promise I’m making it back here tonight, though. I’m gonna grab a
quick shower.”

“Party animal,” he said with a laugh as I
pushed past him with a nod to go into the bathroom.

 


Rhythm and Booze

Colin had called a cab while I was still
drying off, and of course for once they came right away. So I had
soaking wet hair and nearly broke my neck trying to pull a boot on
and cross the living room at the same time. Turned out the insole
had gotten twisted inside. I tossed the boot across the room and
pulled on my high tops instead and didn’t tie them until I was in
the back seat of the cab and we were on the way.

We got into traffic a few blocks from
Lansdowne Street. “Ballgame traffic,” the cabby said. He was a bulk
of a man with almost no hair and a neck like a whale’s belly,
tattooed with something I couldn’t read. That was kind of
surprising to me, given that I expected to see neck tattoos on guys
like Colin and not ones twice his age.

“Let us out here. We’ll walk the rest of the
way,” I said.

We took the back stairs behind the
Nickelodeon Theater up to the Mass Pike overpass and were walking
down Lansdowne Street probably before he even got to make a U-turn.
The Red Sox game must’ve been just letting out and we were going
against the flow of the tide. Colin ended up in the lead, which was
fine with me. He was bigger and had put his mohawk up so people
were a lot more likely to get out of his way than mine.

We made it to the door of
Venus without incident. Jonathan was leaning against the wall,
reading a folded up copy of the Boston Phoenix.

Maybe it was that I surprised him. Maybe it
was that he was expecting me to be alone. Maybe it was that I
didn’t know what to expect in public. But there was this awkward
moment where he put a hand on my shoulder and tried to kiss me on
the cheek and I sort of panicked and shied back. I acted for a
second like a gnat had flown into my eye, and then I acted like
nothing had happened.

“Hey. Jonathan, this is Colin. You guys
might have met, I can’t remember...”

They shook hands and Colin said, “DC. Yeah,
I remember you. The Rolling Stone guy.”

“Spin,” Jonathan corrected, but smiled.
“Come on, they’ve got my name on the guest list. I’d only put plus
one, but I’m sure it’s fine.”

“I’m not against paying to get in, you
know,” I said.

“Yeah, but you shouldn’t have to. Buy a
round of drinks instead.”

And so everything seemed totally normal,
except I did catch Colin looking back at me sort of furtively as we
went in.

What could I do? I just looked right back at
him and shrugged, and it felt weird then that Colin was the one who
looked away sheepishly.

They waved us through the door.

Inside, we passed down a hallway lined with
black lights, which lit up the laces in my sneakers and the places
where my denim jacket was getting threadbare. In the main room a
modicum of people were dancing but most of them were just standing
around. Venus de Milo was one of three clubs side-by-side all owned
by the same guys—the Lyons Brothers. Citi Club was the largest,
Axis was the smallest, and Venus was sort of in-between. Venus was
the one that seemed to me the least usual to have a live show, and
on a Saturday night light tonight the crowd was an odd mix of club
kids just out to dance and the people like us, who had heard the
open rumor about the band making a surprise appearance.

The main room was aggressively pink and they
had recently added giant fluorescent flower petals to the walls. Or
maybe they were paisleys. Something like that. I was busy trying to
get the attention of a bartender.

J. pointed to someone he needed to talk to—I
think he expected me to recognize the guy, which probably meant he
was a show promoter or agent. I nodded and J. moved to intercept
the guy.
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