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Business and the Beat

 

Kellum Jeffries


For my own rock star.




Rutherford’s morning started off with a reassuring sameness—same boiled eggs for breakfast, same dogwalk around his neighborhood, same quick skim of the Financial Times during his morning Lyft ride—and there was absolutely no warning that by noon he’d be flustered, turned on, and temporarily dyed blue.

He arrived at work his usual half hour early. It was calm and quiet then, and he had a few peaceful moments to sit with his first cup of tea of the day and start looking through his portfolio of clients, making sure he’d checked in with each of them recently enough to keep them well informed and happy. (This was a tricky balance; some clients were annoyed by frequent contact, some enraged by any lengthy absence of contact, and, of course, there were a few who would find something to be peeved about regardless.)

Rutherford wrote up a schedule of check-in calls to make and started looking through the first client’s current investments, checking on the returns and pondering the fact that said client had a child reaching college age soon. Would tweaking her portfolio in light of that be advantageous? And just when he was settling into deep thought, doodling flowers on his legal pad as his brain ticked over possibilities, Hurricane Jen blew into the office.

He winced—he liked Jen, somewhat reluctantly, but she was loud.

“Heeeeeeeeeey you!” she bellowed, and he sighed as his mental train of morning productivity not only derailed but fell spectacularly off a cliff, hit bottom, and caught fire.

“Hello, Jen.”

He’d wondered, the first few times she greeted him with a “Hey you,” if she was being intentionally rude to him since she seemed to remember everyone else’s name. But when he’d reintroduced himself after several weeks of this, she’d wrinkled her nose and said, “I swear I know your name, I’m sorry, I just— It just doesn’t seem like you! It’s so stuffy! Sorry, I don’t mean to insult your name, you probably love your name, and it’s certainly elegant and everything, and argh, I’m a dick.”

He’d blinked at her, astonished she thought his name too stuffy for him—he was well aware most people thought of him as, well, stuffy. (He was also astonished she felt comfortable blurting “I’m a dick” by way of apology, but the boss’s daughter had certain prerogatives.)

“I, uh, I don’t love my name,” he’d said. “‘Hey you’ is…rather nice.” And since then, he’d been oddly fond of her.

Today, though, in addition to completely ruining his concentration, she was making him nervous. She didn’t come into the office all that often; she was in charge of schmoozing prospective clients, which kept her on the road a good deal. When she did come in, it tended to be for all-hands-on-deck things: staff trainings and the like. Rutherford snuck a look at his online calendar, but he knew before he checked there was nothing like that today. So why was she here?

“What brings you here today?” he asked, but she added to his worry by grinning and making a lock-turning gesture in front of her lips, then striding off to her dad’s office.

“Oh god,” Rutherford murmured to his computer screen. There’d been rumors flying around lately about the old man’s retirement. Rutherford had tried to discount them, but…he wasn’t so sure now.

MacKenzie from the next office stuck her head in his doorway, pointed the way Jen had gone, and did some frantic gestures he assumed were mime for “what is happening?” He shrugged, and she frowned and popped back out again.

He slid down in his chair, put his hands over his face, and whispered, “I hate change” into the dark of his palms.

And sure enough, a few seconds later, an “Everyone to the meeting room” alert popped up on the office IM.

Rutherford grabbed a pad and pen and headed for the hallway; bad news was always a bit more palatable when he had some paper to cling to. He met MacKenzie on the way, leaned down, and murmured, “Two pencils,” in her ear.

“Crap, thanks,” she said and grabbed the pencils out of her short Afro. Sometimes by the end of the day, she had five or six.

They reached the meeting room and grabbed seats. And once everyone had filed in, Jen patted her dad’s shoulder and said, “Don’t leave ’em hanging,” and Rutherford barely managed not to groan aloud.

Mr. Wozniak stood up, said, “Yep, I’m retiring. Nope, we’re not letting anybody go. Yep, I am going to do a shitload of fly-fishing,” and sat down.

As bosses went, he’d always been admirably succinct.

The room was silent for a moment, awkwardly so—what did one say in response to that? And then Jen stood up and talked about how her father had founded the firm on the principles of emphasizing ethics, hiring the best people, and treating them very well. How their employee retention rate (“and our long tradition of not getting caught up in hideous scandals!”) proved these principles worked, and how she planned to continue on the same path.

Oh, good, it was going to be Jen. Rutherford had worried the firm would be sold. Jen, while noisy, was at least familiar and liked.

He’d begun to relax a little when Jen’s speech took a turn.

“While most of you will keep your same client load, I do plan to shake things up a bit. I’m planning to start pitching clients in the entertainment industry—we’ve got a longstanding industry halo for ethical business, let’s add a little buzz as well.”

That certainly got a buzz going in the room at least, but she held up a hand. “I’ll share details with those of y’all who are gonna be involved. Meanwhile, let’s start planning a massive retirement party.”

Rutherford tuned out for the rest of the talk, sketching tiny birds in the margins of his legal pad while he mulled over what this might mean for him. He had every intention of staying. Surely, his job wouldn’t change significantly since there was zero reason for Jen to drag him, of all people, into the new “entertainment industry” focus. However, someone his own age taking over the company would certainly send his parents into another “We can’t believe you’re happy with this career…plateau” rant.

He sighed and then startled, realizing only when Jen’s hand landed lightly on his shoulder that people were starting to clear out of the room.

“Hey, you,” she said, grinned, and patted his shoulder. “Let’s talk.”

Oh no.

*

They were in Jen’s battered Volvo and headed to meet his new clients within fifteen minutes, despite Rutherford’s pleading “I’m honored by your faith in me, but surely someone else would be better suited;” and his wheedling “I’m flattered, really, but I know less than nothing about the music industry;” and his nearly desperate “Why me?”

A Lexus cut them off, and Jen managed to honk, brake, hold a middle finger out the window, and yell, “Fuck you!” simultaneously. She took a couple of deep breaths. “Honestly, because you’re you. You kind of look like the bankiest banker to ever bank, which will make these skittish little dudes feel like you know what you’re doing on the financial front. And you do. But there is a lot of”—she made some flaily “what is the word” gesture and settled on—“artsy? whimsical? stuff going on behind that banky look. And after they get to know you, that part will make them feel like you can understand them. Because you can.”

“I…artsy? Whimsical?”

“Dude,” she said. “Those little birds you were drawing in the meeting? You wrote names under them. One of them was ‘Lyndon Baines Jehosaphat.’”

“I…my hands just kind of take over when my brain is otherwise occupied. That’s hardly…”

“Artsy,” Jen said firmly. “Whimsical.”

He sighed, leaned his head back, and closed his eyes to keep from fixating on the fact that she always followed the next car too closely. He rolled his window down a bit; the air in Richmond in June was…sultry if you wanted to put it nicely, but even that hot damp rush against his face was a little calming. The next time he doodled anything, he was going to draw Jen as a lion, her blonde hair poufed up into a mane around her face, midroar.

“Well,” he said over the whoosh of the wind. “If you’re going to persist in this plan. To which, please note, I have registered an objection.”

“Noted.”

“Tell me a little about them.”

“They’re huge. You really haven’t heard of them?”

“I haven’t… I don’t really listen to the radio.”

“Good lord, nobody listens to the radio.”

“Well, I…I know there are other options, but…it seems like you have to know what you like first? And I don’t…there wasn’t… I just am not very interested in music.” This was a lie, and he had a flash of guilt for lying to Jen, who was his boss and a good person besides, despite her current hideous plan. But saying “My parents rarely had music in the house, and when they did, it was very old, and when I went to boarding school I was mocked for not knowing anything about pop music, and it seemed like something only the cool kids understood, and how do you start?” sounded pathetic.

“Hmmm,” Jen said and looked at him sidelong. “Well. Memo to Myself is four guys who met their freshman year of college and started a band like half the other freshmen in the world. Except these guys were good, and they jelled, and Mak—the bassist who’s their chief writer—writes some fantastic fucking songs.”

“Mock, M-o-c-k?”

“No, sounds like that, but it’s M-a-k. Mak Makena. He’s native Hawaiian. Anyway, they got picked up by a label really quickly and shot up the charts as babies; seriously, they were all eighteen or nineteen. But the thing is they’ve stayed at the top of their game for, what, eight years now. No personnel changes, no overdoses, no plane crashes.”

“Should I be braced for, ah, scenes of excess?”

“Nah, they’re bizarrely…wholesome isn’t the word exactly, but they don’t use. Maybe a little weed on occasion. They’re sweet. They’re just…like a basket of damn puppies, really.”

“Oh, wait, you actually know them?” Rutherford said and was startled when Jen…blushed.

Oh. Well, that explained why she didn’t want to represent them herself.

He was not usually one to tweak the boss, but what the heck, she was dragging him to a rock band’s lair against his will.

“Which one?” he said, and she swatted him on the shoulder and made a “humph” noise, and then abruptly turned left into an extravagantly long driveway.

Several curves down the driveway, they came to a gate complete with gatehouse, and Jen showed her license to the guard who checked a list and waved them through.

Another few turns brought them to what seemed like a tiny village. Rutherford had been expecting one ridiculously large house, and instead, there were four merely biggish ones.

“Lots of servant housing?” he said.

“Nah. They all live here together. Out on the road together half the year and the other half, they wanted to be neighbors.”

“My goodness.”

“Yep. Told ya, basket of puppies.”

Jen parked, and they headed up the front stairs of the house on the far left. The front door was actually slightly ajar. Rutherford had a moment of “oh my god we are walking into a murder scene”—he really needed to cut back on watching crime procedurals—but Jen shrugged. “With the wall and the guardhouse and all, they’re pretty relaxed about locking up.” She knocked on the doorframe, and they heard a bellowed “C’mon in!” Rutherford tried to wave her through the door first, but she countered with waving him, so he sighed, opened the door, and stepped in.

He actually gasped because standing there in the foyer was the most gorgeous man he had ever seen, wearing just sweatpants. But the gorgeous man’s face shifted rapidly from a gleeful grin to absolute horror—why? And then something went sploosh.

And then Rutherford couldn’t see anything at all except blue everywhere. He was covered with blue, his hair and his suit; he raised his hands to look at them, and blue dripped off his fingertips.

And the most gorgeous man in the world said, “Aw, shit.”

*

Mak firmly believed their longstanding tradition of pranking one another was part of how the band had stayed together for so long. Being on the road got so fucking boring, and plotting your next prank (and waiting nervously for the next one to happen to you) kept things interesting. He was pretty sure it was part of the reason none of them had ever gotten into serious drugs, though everything imaginable was sure as shit available and offered to them all the damn time. You couldn’t stay on your guard against, say, someone bribing the hotel maid to fill your entire bathtub with shaving cream if you were tripping balls.

Since they’d started out together as teenagers, the early goofs had been standard teen douchebro stuff. Like catching one another’s laptops unattended and changing statuses to “gay.” Thankfully, they’d all grown up. (And that particular prank had stopped completely once he’d called a band meeting and told all of them he’d figured out he was bi.)

They’d tried since then to stay on the “not too hostile or humiliating” side of things. After they’d been on the road a couple of years, somebody—Billy, probably, he always had his face in a book when he wasn’t singing—read this book about Penn and Teller and their crew having a years-long thing where they snuck parsley onto one another’s plates at restaurants. It escalated to the point where they were bribing waitresses to bring plates full of nothing but parsley, and finally stopped when the magicians and crew heard an enormous crash and looked up to discover that someone had just backed a car through the restaurant window right next to them. And that everyone else in the restaurant had seen it coming and run from the window while they’d been sitting there staring grimly at their plates to keep anyone from sneaking extra parsley onto them.

Because at that point the Memo boys were all around twenty and not yet that bright, they took this as a recommendation instead of a warning. But the heyday of parsley as a garnish had faded; they substituted sneaking diner sugar packets onto one another’s plates instead. After a while, they were all afraid to go to the bathroom during meals because they’d come back to a tower of sugar packets on their plate, including ones raided from neighboring tables.

Lately, though, they’d been exploring the classics. Alvin had short-sheeted everybody. (Mak had been completely bewildered by that one—he’d never heard of it. He’d spent an embarrassingly long time trying unsuccessfully to shove his feet down and wondering what the hell had gone wrong with his bed.) Billy got peanut-can-snakes custom-made to look like Planters instead of the usual ones that pretty much announced they were full of snakes, and snuck them into everyone’s cabinets. Of course, every band member came across them on a different day, but they were all so impressed/bitter that they didn’t warn one another, so the prank played out across a couple of weeks. Carter loosened the tops on everyone’s saltshakers, setting each of them up for a salt-dump incident.

Today, Mak had been trying for the classic bucket-on-top-of-the-door. And he’d completely fucking forgotten he had an appointment with Jen and some business guy she was bringing. He’d been lurking around all morning waiting for one of his bandmates to walk in—he’d been cackling waiting for it.

And he’d gotten one glimpse of the guy, this shiny-haired, very businessy-looking guy in a very businessy, very Southern seersucker suit. In that one second, shiny-perfect guy’s jaw had dropped in an expression Mak recognized as “stunned by Mak’s looks.” (He saw that a lot. He’d gotten used to it and was resignedly practical about it; what the hell, it helped them sell records.)

And then, the guy’s suit (and hair, and face, and neck, and hands…) were blue.

“Aw, shit,” Mak said.

The guy made a spluttery noise and blew…blue, spraying a little on the wood floor.

“Jesus CHRIST, Mak,” Jen said from behind the dude.

“I am so fucking sorry, I forgot you were coming, that was rigged for the band, oh my god I am sorry, let me get you some towels, uh, and a shower, and some clothes, and we’ll get your suit cleaned, I am so sorry, oh my god. Uh, I’m Mak.” He held out his hand and then felt like even more of an idiot when the guy held out his dripping-blue hand and shook politely.

“Rutherford.” His voice was pleasant—a little bit of a drawl, deeper than you’d think from his skinny build.

“C’mon.” Mak wiped his now-blue hand on his sweatpants and headed for the bathroom, waving him to follow, but when he turned around to check, Rutherford was still standing there.

“I don’t want to…leave a trail,” he said.

“Jesus, dude, I deserve a trail. Don’t worry about it, though, it’s all wood and tile, no carpets, I can mop up easy.”

Rutherford—that had to be his last name, right? Nobody could look at a baby and decide it looked like a Rutherford—followed him to the bathroom. It was one of the few areas of the house where Mak had really blown a shitload of money, with a huge tub that accommodated anyone’s height, even the occasional NBA player; a separate jacuzzi; and a giant shower stall that had, on one memorable occasion, held six people.

He’d rolled his eyes when the builders tried to pitch a twelve-car garage and a chef-level kitchen and something called a “great room,” which he’d never been able to figure out exactly what the hell it was or why it was so great, but goddamn, he loved his ridiculous bathroom.

He waved Rutherford toward the shower, and the guy wrinkled his nose. “Um. Do I need any special…cleaning products? What is this?”

“Nah, it’s just classic Nickelodeon slime; soap should be fine.”

“It’s…what?” A small chunk of drying slime plopped off Rutherford’s jaw and hit the tile floor.

They both considered the chunk for a moment, then Mak said, “Oatmeal, applesauce, vanilla pudding, food coloring. Really traditional would have been green food coloring, but the Kroger was out.”

“Oh. That explains why it smells good.”

“Yeah.” Mak couldn’t stop staring at the way the goop was drying on Rutherford’s face, in all these weird cracked patches. Made him look like a supervillain origin story—the Blue Menace, emerging from one of those terrible open-vats-of-chemicals incidents that happened on a weirdly frequent basis. You’d think people would learn to cover their chemical vats.

“Could you perhaps leave?” Rutherford said.

“Oh! Right! Sorry.” Mak backed hastily out of the bathroom and shut the door.
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