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1.


WE DIDN’T KNOW JAZZ CAMP WOULD BE THIS MANY DUDES


Jazz camp was mostly dudes. It was just a scene of way too many dudes.


Corey and I were in Shippensburg University Memorial Auditorium for orientation,

and it was dudes as far as the eye could see. Dudes were trying with all their might

to be mellow and cool. Everywhere you looked, a dude was making a way too exaggerated

face of agreement or friendliness. And every ten seconds it was clear that some dude

had made a joke in some region of the auditorium, because all the other dudes in

that region were laughing at that joke in loud, emphatic ways.


They were trying to laugh lightheartedly but it was unmistakably the crazed, anxious

barking of competitive maniacs.


Corey and I found some seating way off to the side, and our hope was that we would

not absorb or be absorbed by other dudes. Inevitably, however, a dude approached

us. He was white. Jazz camp was mostly white dudes. This dude was clutching a gold-embossed

tenor sax case, and on his head was a fedora with two different eagle feathers in

it.


Corey was drumming on some practice pads and had spaced out completely, so I was

the one addressed by this dude.


“You cats mind if I make it a trio?” he asked me, and it was not a huge surprise

that a dude of his appearance was speaking in Jazz Voice.


This dude was attempting a big relaxed smile, but his eyes were needy and desperate

and I knew we had to accept him at least for a little while.


“Sure thing, man,” I said. “I’m Wes.”


“Adam,” said this dude named Adam, trying to lead me through the stages of a way

too long handshake. “Sorry—could you lay your name on me again?”


It was even less of a huge surprise that this dude was not prepared for my name to

be Wes, based on his careful appraisal of my face and skin.


“Wes,” I said. “Wes, like uh, Wes Montgomery.”


“Wess,” he repeated, pronouncing it sort of Mexican. “Very cool, very cool. And where

in the wide world are you from, Wes?” “Me and Corey are both from Pittsburgh,” I

said, hoping Corey would help out.


Corey stared at the dude but did not stop drumming. Corey basically has no sense

of social cues, and you would think that would make his life harder, but it’s the

opposite.


“Pittsburgh,” repeated Adam finally. “Great little jazz town. Well, I’m a reedman

from Jersey. My axe of choice is the tenor horn.”


“Cool,” I said. “I play bass. And Corey here is obviously world-class at jazz bassoon.”




For a couple of seconds, we were an auditorium laugh bomb. Adam threw his head back

and went, “OH HA HA HA HA HA. ‘JAZZ BASSOON’?! OH MAN. WESS, YOU ARE ONE FUNNY CAT.”

A number of dudes looked over at us. I attempted to come up with a decent I Guess

I Just Made a Good Joke Face that wouldn’t make anyone want to punch it, but it turns

out that’s an unmakeable face.


“For real, though, we should all jam sometime,” said Adam, but fortunately at that

moment Bill Garabedian walked onstage with his band, and everyone started cheering

and trying to freak out the most.


Bill Garabedian was the famous jazz guitarist whose jazz camp it was. He was an emaciated

white dude with a shaved head and a complicated soul patch/goatee arrangement, and

it was kind of clear that he had not written his Opening Address out in advance.

He spoke a mellow adult variant of Jazz Voice, and his points were these:


—I’m Bill


—Thank you, thank you


—Ha ha


—Okay, settle down, for real


—Thank you, all right


—Welcome to my fifth annual jazz camp


—Ha ha, yeah! I think fifth, anyway


—What do I even say? Someone else want to get up here and talk?


—I’m serious


—Ha ha, though, all right


—You know, I’m getting too old for this, man


—Every year you kids just keep getting younger and younger


—Ha ha, though, but for real


—I’m up here looking out at all these young faces


—You know, I remember when I was your age and all I wanted to know was, where’s jazz

headed?


—What’s the future of jazz, you dig? The future . . . of jazz


—Then when I was seventeen I got my first Grammy nomination


—And that’s when I realized: the future of jazz is now


—Because before you know it, the future is the present


—Think about that. Future sneaks up on you


—And before you know it, you’re old


—Old and wrinkly and the girls don’t like you as much! Ha ha


—Okay, you don’t have to laugh so much, Don


—They don’t like you that much, either


—Anyway, what was I saying


—For real, though


—Russ, you remember what I was gonna say? No?


—We weren’t just talking about it?


—Maybe that wasn’t you


—Well, uh, look


—Oh, I remember now. Okay. Dig this. These next two weeks are about exploring your

musical personalities


—We really want you guys to form combos, you know, mess around on the side and really

stretch out, all right


—And here’s what we did to make that possible


—This year we admitted double the rhythm section players


—Double the drummers, double the bassists, double the pianists, double the guitarists




—So you horn players got double the opportunities to jam


—Ha ha, don’t mention it


—You’re welcome, horn players


—And rhythm section players, don’t you worry, you’ll get plenty of opportunities

to play, all right


—We’re gonna have tryouts in a minute, divide you up by skill level


—But first, the other teachers and I need to stretch out a little bit


—Let’s see Miley Smiley do this


And with that, Bill and the teachers launched into this super angular, up-tempo,

hard-bop thing.


The goal was to demonstrate that they were all jazz geniuses with insane chops, and

they completely achieved this goal. The entire song was sort of a way of making sequences

of musical notes that refused to form melodies of any kind. That’s incredibly hard

to do, and accomplishing it is one of the final stages of becoming a hard-core jazz

dude.


Our new friend Adam was almost orgasmically psyched. Literally every fifteen seconds

he said something along the lines of, “Shit! Those cats can blow!” or “Bill is a

real motherfucker of an axeman!!” He could not decide whether he was supposed to

pronounce the r’s in “motherfucker.” But this was the only thing limiting how amped

he was.


Corey and I were not as amped. I mean, on some level, we were also admiring the ridiculous

chops of these jazz assassins. But on a deeper level, we had become apprehensive

about our roles at this camp. You see, we were solid at our instruments, but not

exceptional. And Bill Garabedian’s Jazz Giants of Tomorrow Intensive Summer Workshops

had the reputation of only being for the highest-level jazz kids. Back in the winter,

we had figured we had no chance of getting in. We really just applied because our

music teacher made us. And when we learned we got accepted, it sort of made us more

confused than amped.


Now, however, it was starting to make sense. Corey and I were two of the lower-quality

drummers and bassists that the camp needed in order to inflate its rhythm section

numbers. We were jazz-nerd chaff. The worst of the best. And I was familiar enough

with the tactics of music educators to know that Bill Garabedian’s promise of “You’ll

get plenty of opportunities to play” was also the promise of “You’ll get even more

opportunities to irritably sit around listening to other kids who are roughly as

mediocre as you.”


We were coming to terms with the enormity of our situation. We were stranded for

two weeks in a little town three hours east of Pittsburgh, awash in a veritable sea

of anxious strivey dudes, not even going to get to play half the time, and it was

making us not amped at all.


Another thing that made us not amped was Bill Garabedian’s band’s encore, a smoothed-out

fusion song entitled “The Moment.” Basically, it was the soundtrack of any time a

high school principal decides to have sex.




2.


TRYOUTS DIDN’T GO GREAT


There were nine other bassists at tryouts. The bass instructor was a big tired-looking

Asian American dude named Russell, and he laid it out for us:


1. You’re trying out for five big bands: the Duke Ellington band, the Count Basie

band, the Thad Jones–Mel Lewis band, the Woody Herman band, and the Gene Krupa band.




2. Each band will have two bassists alternating song by song.


3. They’re all great bands to get into, okay?


4. So don’t get all hung up about what band you’re in.


5. Unless it is Gene Krupa.


6. If you get put in Gene Krupa, you may want to consider spending the next two weeks

not being at this camp and instead living under a bridge.


Maybe he didn’t make the last two points out loud. But I felt like I could hear him

thinking them.


Obviously, I got Gene Krupa, the lowest-skill-level band. My tryout didn’t even go

too badly. But I think it hurt me that I was the only bassist playing bass guitar

and not string bass. It probably made me seem less committed to jazz. Another thing

that hurt me was that pretty much every other bassist was an unspeakable beast.


Corey got Gene Krupa, too. He was as despondent as I was. We commiserated about it

over lunch.


COREY: does this mean i have to drum like gene krupa?


WES: if you even get to play which may never happen


COREY: gene krupa drums like a herb


WES: no he doesn’t


COREY: he drums like the king of all herbs


WES: he doesn’t drum like anything because he is super dead


COREY: that’s a good point but he did drum like the biggest herb in america


“Herb” is just a generic term for someone lame. Corey is probably the last person

on earth who uses it. I think he likes it because it reminds him of Herb Alpert,

a smooth jazz trumpeter who both horrifies and fascinates us.


COREY: i have a new favorite song


WES: oh yeah what


COREY: the song is known as . . . “the moment”


WES: ohhhhhh yeah


COREY: i was lucky enough to hear it performed recently


WES: yeah i was there


COREY: it was a performance so buttery and smooth that i had to do harm to my dick




Dick harm is a thing that comes up with us a lot. It’s kind of our go-to trope.


WES: oh hell yeah


COREY: specifically i had to go to the reception desk and unload an entire clip of

staples into the side of my dick


WES: right in that side part. a classic gambit


COREY: yeah right into the side part of my dick skin


Basically, the idea is, if something is really great, we get so amped that we have

no choice but to do harm to our own dicks. That is the true measure of how wonderful

a thing can be.


WES: i didn’t want to say anything but upon hearing that beautiful and mysterious

song i also had to inflict grievous harm upon my own dick


COREY: i would like to hear about that in the maximum detail


WES: i wandered the parking lot for what must have been hours or even days until

i happened upon an unlocked parked car at which point i summoned a boner so that

i could slam the car door on my own boner


COREY: well that just sounds great


It is important to note that dick harm also happens when something is terrible. But

usually when things are terrible, it’s less you harming your dick and more your dick

just trying to flee the situation at all costs. So there’s all kinds of nuance to

dick harm that we’ve been developing over the years.


COREY: that soprano sax solo in particular was so velvety and pure that i had no

choice but to pluck my dick off like a ripe tomato from the vine and feed it to cats




We were forced to stop when Adam came striding up to us. He had become much more

relaxed, and his jaunty walk was causing liquids to spill off of his lunch tray.




“Tryouts were crazy,” he told us. “There are some talented cats in this muthafuckerr!”




“Yeah, man,” I said.


“Rurnh,” said Corey, who was unable to pretend to be interested in talking to this

dude but knew he had to make some response noise or it would be weird.


“It kills me to be around so much talent,” marveled Adam, not yet sitting down. “I

was listening to some of the other reeds and I was thinking, do I even belong here?”




“Sure,” I said.


“But I did okay.”


“Oh, good.”


“I mean better than I expected, for sure.”


“That’s good at least.”


“I might even be in over my head!”


“Oh yeah? Probably not, though.”


“I don’t know, man! Ha ha. I just don’t know.”


Clearly this would go on indefinitely until I asked him what band he was in. “Do

you mind if I ask what band are you in?”


“Count Basie. First chair.”


“Oh, nice.”


“Will I be spying you fools behind the skins and the bass fiddle? Or did you crack

the Ellington outfit?”


“Actually, we’re Gene Krupa,” I said.


“Oh,” he said.


He kept smiling, but some kind of almost-invisible flinch traveled across his eyes.

And then he actually began slowly backing away from us.


I am not making this up. It was like he thought our jazz mediocrity were contagious

or something.


“Very cool, very cool,” he said, his eyes darting around. “Well . . . I gotta chow

it up, on the lunch side.”


“Maybe we can jam soon!” I said, hoping to make him feel guilty.


“No doubt,” he said. His head was already aimed in a completely different direction

so he ended up saying it to someone else.


COREY: why would you ever want to jam with a private-eye-hat-with-bird-feathers-wearing

dude


WES: there is no risk of him jamming with us or even talking to us again now that

he knows that we are gene krupa


COREY, eating so fast that it is messing up his breathing: ernt


WES: we will be choosing jam partners from an exponentially lamer pool of dudes


COREY: my point is that i may have to slap you around a little if you keep befriending

random herbs


WES: thank you for that warning


COREY: there is a hundred percent chance of the following scenario


WES:


COREY: a second tiny private eye with bird feathers hat is delicately perched on

the tip of that dude’s dick




3.


FINALLY A GIRL IS SIGHTED


We finished lunch early. Corey’s mom called him, so he had to deal with that. I wandered

into the Gene Krupa practice room twenty minutes before rehearsal was supposed to

start. There were a few other kids in there, too.


One of them was unmistakably a girl.


Now, look. I’m not girl crazy. I’m not the kind of dude who’s going to be a huge

jackass to the other dudes in order to try to improve my chances with girls. It drives

me completely insane when dudes do that.


I’m also not the type of dude to bust out a special persona to make girls like me

more. Like the kind of dude who is perched on the front steps of your school with

an acoustic guitar trying to convince girls that he is Jason Mraz. Or the dude who

is a dick to all girls because he thinks it will make them fall hopelessly in love

with him. He has grown his hair out super long and fastidiously washes it many times

a day, and it hangs over his face so he is constantly pushing it out of his eyes

and then looking around to see if anyone is witnessing this battle he is having with

his own unspeakably beautiful hair and then rolling his eyes or quietly snarling

to himself.


I think we can all agree that nothing is worse than those dudes. So I don’t try to

reengineer my behavior in order to get with girls. But this does not mean that I

am not thinking about girls all the time. At all times, at least part of my brain

is going, “Girls girls girls. Girls who are cute and girls who are nice. Girls who

are sexy and funny and smart. Girls. It would be so great if a girl liked you. It

would be a happiness so extreme that you probably wouldn’t be able to function. So

maybe it’s for the best that that never seems to be what is happening, or will happen.

In conclusion, girls.”


So yeah. Ignore what I said earlier. Clearly I am sort of girl crazy. It’s not on

purpose, I can tell you that. Being girl crazy is a good way to end up looking like

an idiot. But I can’t really help it.


The only reason I play bass is a girl. To quote my history teacher, that’s a true

fact. In middle school I had a crush on a girl who liked the Nicki Minaj song “Super

Bass.” Her name was Lara Washington, and I spent a number of months not talking to

her in a state of barely manageable fear. Then we got put in lab together, and she

was singing about how a dude had that boom ba doom boom boom ba doom boom he got

that super bass. So I was like, what’s super bass, and she said, super bass is when

a man is sexy. She told me that super bass meant everything you could want in a man.




So immediately after that I started playing bass. And for whatever reason I picked

it up pretty quickly, and that felt great. It was good to be good at something. And

even if I hadn’t been good at it, it was really nice just to have a thing. Because

I had always been jealous of the kids who had a thing. Kids who had soccer practice

and ballet recitals and it wasn’t just something for them to pass the time. It was

their thing. Even Kerel Garfield, who did origami with all of his paper homework

in this obsessive kind of uncontrolled way. That was definitely his thing and you

had to respect him for it.


So music became my thing. And that felt great. And it continues to feel great. I’m

good at it, and I know a lot about it, and I never tell anyone about the messed-up

part, which is, I don’t love it.


Well, okay. Hang on. That’s not true. I do love music. But I also hate it.


That’s not right either. Because “hate” is not quite the right word. What I’m really

talking about is hating on. I’m talking about being a hater.


Haters aren’t people who hate stuff. Haters just hate on stuff. And just because

they’re haters doesn’t mean they don’t love stuff, too. You can love something and

hate on it at the same time. In fact for me it’s kind of impossible not to.


This is going to get complicated, but maybe if I make a new chapter it will not be

as complicated.




4.


NOPE, STILL AS COMPLICATED


Look. I know we should be getting back to the girl in the practice room. But this

is sort of important to know about me. Any music I love, I end up hating on, too.




I’m embarrassed to tell you who this started with. But that’s the whole point. It

started with a band called Kool & the Gang.


Once upon a time, I was way way into Kool & the Gang. I got into them through

my dad, who is also super into the Gang, and above all, Kool. As an impressionable

child, I was completely on board with Dad’s love of Kool & the Gang, and in particular,

his belief that their fourth studio album, Wild and Peaceful (De-Lite, 1973), was

the greatest album ever made. We felt that the bass lines were unstoppable and that

the horn section was crazy tight. Additionally, the party guitar stylings of Clay

Smith made me want to roll around on the carpet like an animal.


But really the best part was, these dudes were having epic amounts of fun. Everyone

is having so much fun that they sound like they are on the brink of a crippling panic

attack. Here. Go look up a track off Wild and Peaceful called “Funky Stuff.” Put

that track on and then keep reading this. Okay. Yeah. Do you hear how much fun these

guys are having? Do you hear the dudes shouting uncontrollably from sheer happiness?

And the dude just completely going to town on a slide whistle of the variety that

a clown would use? Are you bopping around in your seat with a huge grin on your face?

Of course that is what you are doing. Because that groove is the funnest thing ever.




Once you’re done, throw on a track called “More Funky Stuff.” Yeah. You hear that?

That’s a different track from the same album. But it is also a hundred percent the

same groove. That’s how good that groove is. They reused the groove in a completely

unapologetic way. And until I was thirteen, I saw nothing wrong with that. I would

have listened to, literally, a hundred songs of that groove. A thousand.


I thought Kool & the Gang was nothing less than the soundtrack to pure human

happiness. Then one day I played it for my newfound buddy Corey Wahl, the drummer

from school jazz band. He had recently demonstrated our friendship by yelling at

a dude who knocked me down in soccer. So I attempted to reward him with some K &

the G.


But somehow it did not get him fired up.


“I don’t know, man,” he said after about twenty bars. “It’s kind of corny.”


I didn’t know how to respond to that.


“Ha ha!” I said, assuming he was doing a weird deadpan joke thing. “No, but for real.

How funky is this.”


But Corey just kind of nodded in a way that meant the opposite of what nods are supposed

to mean. And we sat there wordlessly continuing to listen to it.


And for the first time, doubt about Kool began to creep into my heart.


I remember pretending, to myself, that I wasn’t suddenly understanding how you could

hate on Kool & the Gang. I remember thinking, in an increasingly desperate way,

This is super funky and great. I am enjoying this a lot. There goes the guy with

the clown slide whistle again. It is very cool when he does that.


“This is the band that does ‘Celebration,’ right?” Corey said.


“I mean, yeah,” I said.


“Let’s listen to that,” he said.


“Another thing we could listen to is ‘More Funky Stuff,’” I suggested kind of feebly,

but he was already putting on “Celebration.”


Look. If you love Kool & the Gang, you’re fine with “Celebration.” It’s not the

funkiest tune out there, but when you put Kool & the Gang Greatest Hits on shuffle,

and “Celebration” comes up, it’s not hard for you to get into it. It’s an upbeat

track with satisfyingly clean production. Also it automatically suggests that whatever

you’re doing, e.g., chemistry homework, is a celebration. And sometimes that is exactly

what you need to get through five pages of chemistry homework.


But we sat there listening to it, and Corey had this intense, absorbed, critical

look on his face, and for the first time, I found myself hating “Celebration.”


“It’s just pretty cheeseball,” said Corey.


“Yeah, but I mean,” I said. But I didn’t have anything to finish that sentence with.




“But what?”


We listened to Kool tell us to bring our good times, and our laughter, too.


“I mean uh . . . I don’t know. I mean yeah obviously but uhhhh.”


“. . .”


“Mmmmmmm. Well . . . cheeseball, I mean, sure, but that’s, uh.”


We listened to Clay Smith strum his party-guitar octave sixteenth notes in his relentless

and increasingly unbearable way.


“That’s what?”


“Well but yeah though, but I do know what you mean and, obviously, yeah.”


“I kind of feel like I’m in a furniture-store commercial,” said Corey.


As we continued listening to the hits of Kool & the Gang, I realized that I could

never love Kool & the Gang ever again. “Celebration” did make you feel like you

were in a furniture-store commercial. “Funky Stuff ” was kind of corny. And in retrospect,

the existence of “More Funky Stuff ” was not awesome. It was instead ridiculous and

embarrassing. Because why couldn’t they come up with a different groove? They really

thought, we can just do a second song of exactly the same groove? That’s for real

what they thought?! What was wrong with them?


Every subsequent song was another nail in the coffin. “Jungle Boogie” was trying

too hard. “Ladies Night” was trying way too hard. “Get Down On It” was the song you

would hear if Hell was experiencing high call volume. “Cherish” was the song you

would hear when you finally got through.


You’re probably thinking I hated Corey for humiliating me like this. But I didn’t

feel humiliated. I felt grateful. I felt like he had saved me from what could have

been a lifetime of listening to corny, cheeseball music.


We quickly became close friends. And pretty much all we’ve done from then on has

been listen to stuff. We just sit around Corey’s basement eating his parents’ bright-orange

cheese surplus and going on epic deep dives with Rdio and Spotify and Grooveshark

and YouTube and searching for the Unpoisonable Well. The well that can’t be poisoned.

The music that you can love forever with all your heart, because it’s impossible

to hate on.


Obviously by jazz camp, we were still looking for it. Because everything we listened

to, every band and artist and album, we always found ways to like it, but we always

found ways to hate on it.


The Beatles: You can’t really be a fan of them so much as a historian or paleontologist




James Brown: His life’s work is basically the soundtrack to an infomercial for cocaine




LCD Soundsystem: Their life’s work is basically the soundtrack to an infomercial

for the random pills in the outstretched sweaty palm of a rich kid in a hoodie


Pharrell: His songs are fun except after a while they’re actually not that fun because

he’s kind of too cool to express true unguarded joy or any other deeply felt emotion

or actually any emotion at all because he’s probably a robot


Kanye: Kanye’s artistic output is like if a corporation’s only product was commercials

for itself, so I guess GEICO


Can: Enough with the bird noises


Bon Iver: Way too emotionally high stakes for casual listening in the sense that

it makes every single part of your life feel like the part of a TV show where you

are in a hospital saying goodbye for the very last time


Vampire Weekend: Any given lyric might require you to have memorized Ulysses or the

entire Bible or something


My Bloody Valentine: Can only be correctly enjoyed while lying semiconscious on a

filthy mattress in an abandoned apartment


Django Reinhardt: Can only be correctly enjoyed while riding around the Alps in a

tiny car with a poodle and a baguette


Odd Future: You can only listen to dudes ironically rapping about killing and raping

everyone for so long before you realize that, despite all the irony and playfulness

and everything, when you get right down to it you’re still just sitting around a

basement listening to a bunch of dudes telling you about killing and raping everyone




Okay. I’ll stop. I love all those guys. But that just makes me an expert at hating

on them.


That’s me and Corey. We’re expert well poisoners. And forget about trying to make

unpoisonable well music.


I mean, Corey had a drum set and an amp down there in his basement, but we barely

ever played stuff. Anything we did was just the less-good version of something else

that already had some kind of fatal flaw. Periodically we’d try to do some Afrobeat

or some shoegaze or some proggy fusiony thing, but sixteen bars in, I knew it wasn’t

good enough to put into the world. And so did Corey. Our basement sessions were always

over pretty much before they started.


And we played jazz at school, obviously, but in my head that didn’t count. Jazz was

music we were comfortable liking because there was no danger of us loving it and

then eventually being betrayed by it. It was safe somehow. It was basically a game

on your phone that you would periodically whip out and try to beat your high score.

It was fun and challenging but not really something that you would think to show

other people.


Also, it’s not like that high score was super high, because I wasn’t amazing at jazz

or, frankly, anything.


I mean, no one was going to write a Wikipedia article about me anytime soon.


Wesley Namaste Doolittle


From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia


Wesley Namaste Doolittle (born September 15, 1999) is an American person.


Early life [edit]






[image: images/icon01.jpg] This section of a biography of a living person does not include any references or sources. Please help by adding reliable sources.





Doolittle is adopted.[citation needed] His birth parents are Venezuelan.


Hopefully he is still in the early part of his life.[?]


Career [edit]
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Doolittle has no career to speak of. And when he finally is forced to get one, it

is really not clear what he is going to do. Odds are it will probably[according to whom?] be something horrible like corporate lawyer or guy who demonstrates kitchen products on the Home Shopping Network.


References [edit]


There is no reason for you to be reading this section and probably we should just get back to the girl in the practice room.




5.


YES CAN WE PLEASE GET BACK TO THE GIRL NOW


Okay. So, in the practice room, there was a girl. She seemed to be deep into a very

demanding guitar solo. However, I couldn’t hear if she was any good or not. The guitar

was not plugged in. It was a brand-new-looking Les Paul that momentarily gave me

a guitar boner.


Was she beautiful? I would have to say probably yes. To me, anyway, she was very

beautiful. But I sort of have a low Is This Girl Beautiful Threshold. She was also

definitely kind of strange looking.


Maybe the best word for what she was is look-at-able. You could look at this girl

for an incredibly long time. I mean, obviously, you couldn’t, because she would probably

get pissed. But if it were an option, like in some magical dream scenario where she

wouldn’t get bored either and was happy to just sit there being wordlessly looked

at, you could look at her basically indefinitely. Maybe she’d be on her phone.


Here’s what she looked like: Her hair was a normal length but bleached kind of creamy

papery white and her skin was pretty dark and moley. She had small, black, somehow

very sharp eyes and this intense comet-shaped eyebrow situation that made her look

sort of concerned and skeptical at all times and a nose that was feminine and womanly

but a little bit also made you think of a Labrador retriever. I know none of this

is helpful at all. She had a scrunched sort of puffy mouth and round cheeks that

I think you would call “apple cheeks” and a chin shaped like a hammock with a giant

bowling ball in it. Maybe a less heavy ball. A giant soccer ball.


So in other words it was the shape of basically every chin.


Okay. I am going to stop trying to describe how this girl looks. She was a highly

look-at-able guitar-playing girl, and obviously I started crushing on her immediately,

because that’s just how crushes work. Great.


As I began setting up nearby, she stopped playing and glanced at me. I racked my

brains for something charming to do. But somehow what I went with was frowning and

scrunching my eyebrows and nodding for no reason. It was a pretty alienating display

that I chose to follow up by announcing, “Shredfest.”


“What,” she said. Her voice was low and sounded like it didn’t get used a lot.


“Shredfest,” I repeated. “A festival of shredding.”


“Huh.”


“Shredding on the guitar.”


“Ohhh.”


“You were shredding pretty hard. Then I called it Shredfest. And . . . that brings

us just about up to date.”


“What?”


“Up to date on what has happened so far.”


“Yeah.”


“Good,” I said, and frown-nodded a second time, and then I made a big show of turning

to my bass and tuning it, and she went back to shredding, and I spent the next five

minutes not suddenly sprinting out of the room and into traffic.




6.


THE MEDIOCRE GENE KRUPA BAND PLAYS A BLUES IN F


One by one, the other rhythm section members appeared. They were mostly pretty chill

and reasonable. The exception was the guitarist who wasn’t the girl. His name was

Tim, and he was a scumbag.


The primary indicator of him being a scumbag was that he did not acknowledge the

presence of anyone except the girl, who turned out to be named Ash.


He began by positioning himself directly in front of her. Then he adopted a casual

stance. “Well, hello there,” he said to her. “I’m Tim.”


“Hi,” she said, kind of distractedly. She did not stop playing. So he put his head

right up next to her guitar. He kept his head there for a while and listened and

scrunched his eyes shut with this doofy I-am-appreciating-your-guitar-skills face.




“Oh my goodness,” he said. “We’ve got a lady Robert Johnson in the house.”


Unfortunately, this made her look up at him as if maybe he wasn’t a huge scumbag.




“You like Robert Johnson?” she asked.


“I wouldn’t say I like Robert Johnson.”


“Why not.”


“Because I love Robert Johnson.”


“Oh. Okay, good.”


“They say he sold his soul to the devil. I say, it was worth it.”


“I’m Ash.”


“Ash. My goodness gracious. That’s quite a name.”


“No. It’s dumb. It’s just less dumb than ‘Ashley.’”


“Ash, it honors me to share with you this humble chair,” he said, giving off the

vibe of a forty-year-old man who has been divorced at least three times.


I was sitting there silently listening in and becoming inflamed with inappropriate

territorial rage, like a rival elk or something. Meanwhile, by now literally every

horn player was trying to play the loudest possible thing, which is the standard

pre-rehearsal procedure of all jazz horn players.


All of this was brought to a halt when Bill Garabedian’s drummer, Don, entered the

room and started yelling. Don had black curly hair, a mild underbite, and a neck

that was a little bit wider than his head. The pit stains of his white T-shirt made

him an intimidating presence. They seemed to say, You will probably never be able

to sweat this much out of your armpits. Because you will never truly be a man.


“Turn it down,” he yelled. “Hey. Turn it down at least 90 percent. Okay? I couldn’t

hear myself talk out in the hallway. All right. Y’all tuned up? Need to tune? Tune

up if you need. But do it quiet. We gotta get started. All right. Welcome to Gene

Krupa. I’m Don. Some days you’ll have me, some days you’ll have a couple other teachers.

If you have a calendar, it’s probably on there. We all got charts? Share if you need

to. Okay. Now, I don’t have a ton of teaching experience. So I’m up here figuring

it out, just like you. So give me some slack, all right? You guys gonna be cool?

Great. But don’t forget you’re supposed to have fun.”


He paused for a moment to stare at us with a kind of dull, blank horror. Then he

continued.


“Let’s stretch out with a blues in F. First rhythm section, give me, uh, Corey, Wes,

Jeremy, and uh . . . Tim. Everybody gets twelve bars. No more than twelve, because

there’s a lot of you. Jeremy, start me off. Five, six, uh, uh.”


And so we embarked on a fifteen-minute journey through the blues, hopeful that each

of us would have something new and cool to tell each other in the language of jazz.




Unfortunately, our hopes were completely in vain.


It was pretty rough. There was just kind of a stressed-out fraudulent vibe that was

sort of the dark side of all that strivey-dude energy from the auditorium. The trumpets

were all switching back and forth between grumpy squawking and trying to hit the

highest and loudest possible note. The trombones were botching goofball quotations

like “Flight of the Bumblebee” and then signaling surrender with sheepish atonal

elephant noises. And each of the saxophone solos was basically the equivalent of

the small talk that you are forced to make with the friend of your mom who cuts your

hair.
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