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  PART SIXTEEN

   


  April 1991


   


  Way Down Now


  I walked into the New Orleans venue, and the reason it looked so familiar was because it was. Moondog Three had played there in 1989. In fact, one of our band stickers was still prominently displayed on a supply cabinet in the green room, a metal cabinet so scuffed and dented that for all I know it was held together by all the promo stickers on it.


  I know. I said "our" band stickers as if I weren't there with a different band. That just goes to show how I think about it, I guess. Moondog Three would, and always will, be "ours"/"us" in my mind.


  We rehearsed the "For No One" interlude during soundcheck, which is to say Charlie, Remo, and I showed it off to the rest of Nomad and the backing musicians, who loved it.


  My head and body were still hurting from the night before. Maybe doing three shows in a row was harder on me than I thought, and maybe I couldn't party like I used to...? Except I never really was much of a "partier." Maybe it was that I didn't have my stamina and drinking tolerance built up like these veterans. None of them seemed the worse for wear.


  I was glad the next day would be a day off. The plan was actually for us to spend another night in NOLA and then midday tomorrow the band would head to Dallas, and have a night off. We had a night off between the Dallas show and Denver, too.


  Plenty of time to get started on Fran's song.


  Plenty of time to sit around thinking about what Ziggy and I talked about. But I'm getting ahead of myself now.


  After the New Orleans show, which went great—that's a town that really appreciates good live music, and the "For No One" interlude went over so well we talked about adding it as something permanent—a bunch of locals took us out to do what we'd done the night before, this time at Tipitina's. (I drank slightly less and felt slightly better in the morning: lesson learned. When you only weigh half what these other motherfuckers weigh, you can't be expected to soak up as much, you know? Why did it take me so long to figure that out?)


  I called Bart from backstage at Tipitina's, where they had that little efficiency kitchen and a sitting room full of couches—and a phone with unrestricted long-distance calling, apparently—and rambled at him drunkenly for a while and he laughed and said he might see me soon.


  "Soon, how soon?" I had drunk enough that I couldn't quite figure out how long I had until I went home. For the record, there were two weeks to go on that leg of the tour.


  "I might be coming to LA to catch the show there," Bart explained. "Carynne's going to go and I might tag along."


  "That would be awesome." My heart started to race, and it took me a minute for my brain to catch up to why. "When will that be?"


  "The Forum show is May 1st."


  "Right." The night we would do Fran's song.


  And the next day we had off. "I wonder if I'll see Ziggy there."


  "Is he out there?"


  "I have a feeling he might be. He's supposedly based in New York now, but every time I talk to him it seems like he's in LA." I thought about the woman's voice who answered the phone when I called him back. I didn't want to think about it. Fortunately, when I've been drinking my attention span is very short. "Have you heard the song?"


  "Yes, I've heard the song. It's on every two hours on WFNX here, and the other stations, both pop and rock, are picking it up, too. Mind telling me what's up with that?"


  "I don't know much more than you. Jordan took recordings he had of me that I'd done as song demos and mixed them with Ziggy vocals and a bunch of synth parts he played himself. And that's what comes out when you do that."


  "It's such a stunt, though."


  "I know. But it worked, I guess? I want to know whose idea it was."


  "Definitely. Hang on." He covered the phone and talked to someone. "I gotta go. Michelle's been waiting for me to watch a movie."


  "Cool. Tell her I said hello and we should hang out when I get back."


  "Totally. Maybe by then it'll be warm enough to have barbecues on the roof."


  That sounded really nice. Suddenly I wanted to be home.


  Yeah, but the second you get home, you'll wish you were on the road.


  I paged Ziggy from there, but a few minutes later the set changed over and the next thing I knew Remo was asking me if I wanted to get onstage and jam with the band.


  The answer to that question is always yes, and we basically played until they shut us down. I don't remember a lot of details about that jam session—none, really—but I am told it was legendary. When everything is working and you're living in the moment it's not as easy to recall as when things are going wrong. It's always easier to remember something to criticize than something perfect.


  Remo and I play so well together. Part of that is how well I know him and how well he knows me, and when it seems like we're reading each other's minds it always blows the minds of the audience. To me that's just good music. That's how live music should be.


  For some reason, when they were calling us off the stage, with the house lights up and the crowd hooting and hollering for more anyway, I was reminded of the police making me stop playing that time outside the Penta Hotel. After Ziggy had been involuntarily committed.


  The guys were invited to some after-hours thing then, but I begged off and caught a cab to the hotel. Up in my room, the message light was blinking on the phone. I tried to retrieve it and ended up having to call the hotel operator for the instructions on how to get it to play.


  When I said I drank slightly less than the night before, I do mean slightly. I should have probably been sobered up by then, except now that I think about it they were giving us beer onstage. Plus performance high messes with my mind.


  Ziggy's pre-recorded voice in my ear messed with my mind, too. In a good way. "Hey. Got your page, but when I called back it rang and rang and eventually some jerkoff picked it up and hung up. Were you calling me from a bar where you were playing? I thought I could hear live music. Anyway, I'm trying you again at the hotel. Take down this number to call me back if you get a chance. I'm in New York so I'm an hour later than you. But you know me. It's never too late to call."


  It was three in the morning, which meant for him it was four. I took down the number and called.


  He picked it up immediately. "Daron?"


  "Yes."


  "I figured it was you. Who else would be calling me at this hour?"


  Who indeed? "Was that a rhetorical question?"


  "Are you drunk?"


  "Only a little. After the show tonight we went to Tipitina's, and we ended up playing there, too. This town. Replace all liquid intake with alcohol."


  "You're not going to puke again, are you?"


  "No. No, I took it easy." I tried to remember why I had been calling him so urgently. Right. "Hey, so remember when we were talking yesterday—"


  "This morning, you mean?"


  "Whenever. We're playing The Forum on May 1st. Can you be in LA?"


  He blew out a breath. "I'm not sure if I can swing it."


  "I have the day off after." God, I hated to beg. I hated that I sounded pathetic. But there was no point in trying to hide it, really: "I need to see you, Zig."


  "Are you feeling all right?"


  "I'm fine, why?"


  "It's just weird to hear you express yourself so clearly," he said, in a happy wonderment kind of way, not a judgmental kind of way.


  "I'll be extra-clear," I said. "I need to see you. And hear you, and feel you."


  He made a little groan. "I need to check the schedule and figure out if I can really do it. I can't just take off on a whim."


  "Even though you did last time?"


  "That wasn't like this."


  I didn't press him on why then and now were different. "If you can't, you can't, but—"


  "Wait. I have an idea."


  "Yeah?"


  "I need to talk it over with Barrett. But maybe... Would you be up for doing a kind of stealth radio thing, like the two of us show up at K-Rock and do a drive-by gig and then disappear again?"


  My heart was going like a kick drum. "Why? I mean, what?"


  "Phase two of the 'Breaking Chains' publicity campaign. Just a one-off, to freak people out and stir the pot. If I can convince Barrett that we should fly me to LA because you and I could do this thing because you're there..."


  "Barrett is your manager guy?"


  "Yeah. Didn't you meet him?"


  "Uh, maybe?"


  "You don't remember him because he's not your type."


  "Type? I have a type?"


  "You ever fuck a guy in a suit and tie?"


  "No. It'd remind me too much of Digger."


  "Exactly. How much longer are you going to be there? I can't call him in the middle of the night. I'll talk to him during business hours, and maybe all three of us could get on the phone."


  "And the goal is freak people out and stir the pot?"


  "No, the goal is to spend some time together. This is the excuse to jettison my other appointments and fly across the country. I won't make any commitments yet. I'll talk to Barrett and then we'll talk to you before we make any plans."


  "And you're going to tell Barrett this is an excuse to see me?"


  "Fuck no."


  "Okay, I'm just trying to figure out what level of secrecy is necessary."


  "He knows you and I are a thing, if that's what you mean."


  A thing. I knew exactly what he meant. "That's reassuring? I think? Um, maybe I'm not in any shape to judge that right now."


  "Just stay focused on the goal, Daron."


  "The goal."


  "Yes. Think about fucking me through the mattress on May 2nd if that's what it takes to stay focused."


  "We need to talk, too."


  "Of course. You talk best after you fuck, though."


  "True. Very true." He had this all figured out. "But you'll talk to me first. I mean, before deciding anything. About radio and that stuff, I mean."


  "Yes. That's not a mistake I'm making again."


  "Ah." He really, really had it all figured out. "Okay, talk to Barrett and let me know what he thinks."


  "I will. You never told me how long you're there, though."


  "Leaving tomorrow. Dallas. We play there day after." Then I remembered there was a phone on the bus. "There's a car phone on the bus, but it doesn't work in a lot of areas. I'm not clear on how it works, actually, or what the number is. But I can get the number."


  "Page me when you get it."


  "All right." And then I lay there in silence, listening to him breathe. I guess he was doing the same.


  I fell asleep like that. I think maybe he did, too. Yes, that meant a massive hotel long-distance bill, but, you know, priorities.


  Priorities.


   


  What Kind of Fool


  Why do I always upchuck in Texas? Is it something about Texas? I think it must be.


  The less said about Dallas, the better. The show was fine, really, except for me drinking too much whiskey and not enough water. (Or Gatorade. When I mentioned that Colin used to essentially force me to drink an entire bottle of the stuff before every encore, Flip was like "why didn't you tell me that sooner?" and took it on himself to start doing it.)


  Just as well we left Dallas right after the show, and when I woke up we were in Colorado. This may be why sometimes in the map of my mind those two states are really near each other and sometimes they're not. Sleep long enough, and your tour bus can go really far.


  We had a night off in Denver. Remo and I went to do a drive-time radio appearance a little after four o'clock. By 5:30 we were in a bar somewhere with the program director and the head of promo from the station.


  I was good and tipsy when we got back to the hotel, and the unfortunate thing is that I tore Flip's head off. I confess I don't remember how it started, but thank goodness Flip is both a good enough friend to not take it personally and a master psychologist when it comes to musicians. He basically said, flat out: "I forgot you're such a loner. Daron, take a chill pill, will ya? I'll stay out tonight. Doctor Flip prescribes some alone time for you, you get me?"


  I sobered up later, while lying alone on a hotel bed, looking at the ceiling and thinking, Actually, he was completely right, what I actually need is for everyone to get out of my face.


  But after I'd been alone for several hours, around midnight, I called Remo's room to see if he was there.


  He answered the phone with, "Yeah."


  "Hey. It's me."


  "Hey, me. You doing all right?"


  "Listen, if you're ready to give me some actual advice instead of pseudo-parental bullshit, I have a question to ask."


  "Well, if you're going to be a snarky little shit about it, come do it to my face," he said, but not in a nasty way. Call me weird, but it felt more like he was being refreshingly blunt. It made me feel more like we were rock solid, not less.


  So I went to his room. He was alone. He had poured me a peace offering of his good bourbon before I got there so I took it, intending to not actually drink it. He sat down on the small couch that was in one corner of the room, and I took the rolling chair that went with the desk.


  He took a swig and then leaned his forearms on his knees. "So what's your question?"


  "Promise you won't laugh if it's too stupid."


  "How about I promise I won't get angry, instead."


  "Is that a promise you can keep?"


  He raised the glass toward me. "Good question. I'll at least try."


  "Have I changed a lot since I was a kid?"


  The expression on his face said what the hell kind of question is that, but he appeared to consider it before answering. "Yes and no. I think you've come out of your shell a lot. But what's in the shell is the same, if you know what I mean?"


  "Huh. I guess." That wasn't the question I wanted to ask, of course. That was the question before the question. "So the thing is, I keep trying to change for the better. I think I'm getting there. But am I just fooling myself?"


  "You mean, are you a better person now than before?"


  "Um, maybe?" Was that what I meant?


  "You're a man now, not a child, but even as a child you were always acting like a grownup. You always seemed like you were trying to skip childhood."


  That wasn't an insight I expected. "Really."


  "Yeah. But you were always a good person, a hard worker, never took your talent for granted or slacked off because you were talented enough to."


  "How do you know that? You didn't see what I was like at conservatory."


  "Am I right?"


  "Well, yes, but how do you know?"


  He shrugged. "Because you haven't changed."


  "Okay." He was right about that. I had worked myself half to death in music school, and now I could hardly remember why. Because that was just what one did, right? But this conversation wasn't about that. "But I have changed in some ways, I think. Like I used to be an idiot about my... about being gay, and I'm a lot calmer now."


  "Sure." Remo took another sip, waiting for me to say more, I think.


  "God, remember when I flew all the way to your house to tell you?" I held in a nervous laugh, flashing back to it. "And I was so stressed out I almost puked over the back deck."


  He smiled fondly. "I thought you were going to pass out and fall in the pool or something. You were so spooked."


  "And then you already knew!"


  "I did." He nodded, remembering, too.


  My stomach gave a little clench in flashback. I took a deep breath. "So I've come a long way from then."


  "Yep."


  "Okay, so if I could figure that out, why can't I figure out how to get along with everyone?"


  His sandy eyebrows drew together. "What do you mean? You get along great with everyone. Even me when I'm being an ass. Speaking of which, I know you don't appreciate me pulling the father figure card on you. That wasn't... that wasn't what that whole business was about. Or it wasn't supposed to be."


  If he was going to go right to the heart of the matter, so was I. "What, the whole thing with you disapproving of Ziggy?"


  He pulled a face. "Yeah. Look. Speaking as a friend and not as a, what did you call it? Pseudo-parental figure. It's a friend's job to tell you if they think you're being stupid, but it's also a friend's job to help support you if you make a disastrous choice. That goes for relationships and for business."


  "Shouldn't that be what parents do, though?" I asked. "Warn you if they think you're about to do something stupid, but be there to help you if you did it anyway? Instead of threatening to withdraw that support if you do something they disapprove of in the first place?"


  "When did I ever threaten to withdraw my support from you?"


  Whoa. I set the whiskey down. Somehow, even though I hadn't intended to drink any, I was halfway through it and that wasn't helping me keep track of what we were saying. "Not you. Not you, Remo. My actual parents. That was them every step of the way my entire life."


  "Oh."


  I waited for a few seconds, but when he didn't go on I said, "So, what are you saying, really? Are you telling me you think I made a disastrous choice in relationship? Or in business?"


  "Neither, yet. I'm saying I'm realizing if I'm going to be your friend and not the new father figure for you to hate, I need to be more of a friend and less of a... a..."


  "Judgmental dickwad?"


  He snorted bourbon out his nose—which triggered me to laugh hysterically, except I tried to tamp it down because he was obviously in a lot of pain, because it took a full minute for his sinuses to stop burning enough for us to start talking again.


  "I deserved that," he said, dabbing at his face with a bandana and then stuffing it back into his pocket.


  "We both were stupid the other night," I admitted. "But I think you meant what you said and I meant what I said. I think relationships have to trump money. You mean a lot more to me as a person than as a... career path, does that make sense?"


  He set his mostly empty glass down next to mine carefully, like the booze had turned to nitroglycerin or something. "It makes perfect sense."


  "At the same time, though, I seem to have this thing about only hiring my friends and people I already know, so maybe I'm not the best person to talk about keeping work separate from personal stuff."


  "Sometimes those things can't be kept separate," Remo said. "You can't change who you are."


  "Wait! But that's what I'm trying to figure out!" I knocked my knuckles against the desk. Hard. "Ouch. About when the hell am I going to get used to working with everyone."


  "Okay, back up, that's different from what you said before. Before you said 'getting along with everyone.' Is something going on that I should know about?"


  "I had a flipout at Flip earlier tonight and he was like 'you need to be alone.' And I was like fuck yeah, I do. And I lay there alone feeling immensely relieved. Like I couldn't wait to just get rid of everybody. Like I was going to go postal on the next person who tried to talk to me."


  "Maybe you just needed to blow off steam."


  "Okay, but what does that mean? Does the top have to blow off Mount Daron every so often, and when it does everyone just has to suffer?" That was pretty much how Digger was, now that I thought about it. Another damn thing I inherited from him? "That doesn't seem fair, or healthy."


  "What else did Flip say?"


  "Nothing other than 'see you in the morning.'" I shrank down a little, feeling like a heel.


  "Daron, you're a good person, and everyone on the crew likes you. If you need a little time to yourself—" He sat up straight suddenly, realizing what he was saying, I guess. "Just say so. And I mean that. Say something. Don't just sneak off or disappear."


  I had realized the same thing. "You think the reason I disappear is... I'm trying to escape?"


  "Maybe? You got a better explanation? It sure isn't because you're an irresponsible prima donna."


  "Listen, it's not that I don't want to be here. I do." I had a moment of panic though, wondering, was that what was going on? Was it that I really didn't want this gig?


  No. I wanted to be here. But I also wanted to reconnect with Ziggy and I wanted to figure out what else was going on in my career.


  One thing at a time. "I've been kind of dancing around this issue, Reem. I feel kind of like you want me to, I don't know, take over Nomad? And that just feels plain weird."


  He stood and poured us each a glass of ice water from the bucket, leaving mine on the desk in front of me and taking his back to the couch. When he sat back down he said, "I don't want you to take over Nomad. But I don't really know what I want right now."


  "Ah." How many times had that been my problem? You can't get what you want until you know what you want. And when you don't know what you want, you can hurt a lot of people while you thrash around trying to figure it out.


  Remo rubbed his forehead. "How'm I going to work this thing with wife and kid? I haven't figured that out yet. On the one hand, I've never been happier. On the other, holy shit, what am I doing?"


  "Does Melissa want you to be a full-time dad?"


  "She doesn't know. We haven't figured it out. It's going to take some trial and error, I think." He sighed. "So I won't know what's up with her, I won't know what's up with the band, I won't really know what's coming more than four or six months down the road."


  "And you've gotten used to a nice, predictable, stable life," I said.


  "Yeah. Ironic, right? A nomad is supposed to be able to roll with the punches, just pick up and move. But I'm getting older, Daron. I started to like it predictable. I liked it."


  I thought about what Flip said, about how when I wasn't there, the show was the same night after night. "And then along I came and shook everything up."


  "Well, yeah. And that is exciting and vital and good, and I should be grateful that you've brought so much to the table. Fuck it, I'm going to be paternal for a second: you have no idea how proud I am of you, even if it means I'm working ten times as hard to keep up with you."


  I blushed on top of the whiskey heat.


  "You have a gift, and you are a gift, to the world, Daron Marks," he said. "It'd break my heart if you weren't playing. I don't mean playing with Nomad. I mean playing out. Playing at all. I know you need to stretch your wings. That instrumental album is beyond amazing. And who knows what you're going to do next. Whatever it is, whoever it's with, I promise I'll try not to be judgmental about it. God knows you had more than a lifetime's fill of judgmental-ness from Digger and Claire."


  I realized then that he was just as confused as I was about which parts of my relationship with Ziggy were purely "personal" and which were music/business. Maybe it was time we all just stopped trying to separate those two things and accepted that it was the family business and we were all personally invested in it so there was no separating it.


  "Thanks," I said.


  After we'd sat there in silence for a bit he asked, "Did I answer your question?"


  "No, but that's okay. I think we answered some important-er ones." I stood up to go back to my room. "Oh, so before I forget, when we get to LA, I asked Ziggy to come. So if I disappear, I'm not disappeared at all. I'm with him. In fact, you might not see me until soundcheck in San Diego." I knew I could drive there from LA. I'd done it before.


  Remo stood, too. He made a slightly unhappy face. "All right. If you're really going to keep carrying on with him I guess I better get to know him better, though."


  "Maybe I can convince him to meet us for a drink...?"


  Remo waved his hand. "Don't try to set up something this time around. LA will be a media zoo, plus Melissa will be there, and I just won't have the time."


  "Okay." I felt a little regretful that Ziggy had turned down my invitation to spend more time with Remo and the gang at Christmas. We'd seen him at that party, but seeing Ziggy at a party was not the best way to get to know the real Ziggy. Which might have explained Remo's next comment about him:


  "Understand me, Daron, if I don't like him it's probably as much a reflection on me as on him. He seems like a nice enough kid, honestly. But he pushes my buttons a little. And, you know, it's really that he reminds me so much of your mother."


  That explained a lot.


   


  Moving in Stereo


  The next day was a day off. We had a six-hour drive to Albuquerque and we did it in the middle of the day. So there was no show, but there was a lot of time in the bus. Perfect time to work on Fran's song, which you may remember we were going to do in LA. We commandeered the back lounge—her, me, and Clarice.


  The thing about the song "Wishing Well" is that what most people remember is the funky pop synth riff. So when Fran and I worked on it, the first thing I did was change that into a guitar riff that sounded nothing like the original. I didn't even try to use the same notes. I'll confess it took me a little longer than usual to figure out the chord progression, and in the end we changed that too, to something that was more like progressive jazz than R&B. I sat crosslegged in one corner with the Ovation, and Fran paced in a slow circle while she sang bits of it and worked out some vocal flourishes she wanted to do. She'd try something on for size and then look at me for an opinion.


  "This is all about you," I told her. "You're the picture. I'm just the frame."


  "Pretty big frame," Clarice side-commented from where she was sitting opposite me.


  "Pooh on you, chicken-sticks!" Fran said.


  "That was not a comment on your weight, Frannie," Clarice said, clucking her tongue. "Trying to pump up our boy's ego."


  "My ego is doing just fine," I said. "Seriously, I think this might be the best way to do it. Just me and maybe add in Martin on some hand percussion, and you just do your thing. You can really do some awesome things with the dynamic range."


  "Big show like this, ain't no one going to hear it if I go too soft, though," she said.


  "The ones who are into it, though, they'll get even more into it when you pull back. I used to do these shows with a singer, guitar, and percussion, and when we would ease up it was like the audience would lean in, like they got sucked in."


  "When was that?" Fran asked.


  "I lived in Spain for a while, and I played all kinds of shows, busking on the street, house concerts, stage shows..."


  "Flamenco?"


  "Yeah, flamenco."


  "That is some spicy hot shit," Clarice said, and she meant it as a compliment. She and Fran had a unique way of talking—I can't even really do it justice.


  "It's awesome. You can improvise back and forth between the guitarist and the singer, and even the dancer. It's a lot like jazz, but you know, not jazz."


  "Speaking of which, what do you think about putting a scat section in the middle of this?"


  "Oh, I would love that." I played a couple of jazzy riffs. "Totally."


  So we played around with that for a while, and then somehow we got talking about flamenco again. I was telling them about how the singer would improvise words as well as the melody, and in particular I was telling them about Gloria. "My Spanish was still pretty weak but I could tell she would be singing about the dancer, say, and describing how beautiful she was, how pure her heart, how strong she was, that kind of thing."


  "You gotta teach me some of that," Fran said.


  "Teach you?" I immediately began trying to think of how to start teaching someone to sing flamenco style and failed to come up with where to even begin. "Um, let's see. Well, I worked for a while at a flamenco school, actually, and we had classes on guitar, palmas—that's clapping—percussion, dancing... I never took voice, though. And would you have to do it in Spanish? This is going to take some thought."


  "Maybe we should teach him gospel," Clarice said.


  "Oooh, there's an idea." Fran took a seat and put her feet up on the banquette.


  "How do you teach somebody gospel?" I asked.


  "We just work our way through the standards until you get the hang of it," she said with a shrug.


  "Whatever you want to do," I said. I realized trying to teach someone flamenco just wasn't as simple as teaching them a song if you didn't already know the idiom. Later, on the bus, when my brain didn't have something else to think about, I tried to remember how I learned it. Learning flamenco had been like learning another language. Considering that Orlando and I barely had any language in common when we started, it was kind of miraculous. Then again, we'd both just been to Guitar Craft school when we met. That put us on the same wavelength, I guess.


  I was sitting there, staring out the bus window, and thinking about Orlando made my entire body flash hot and cold with sudden longing. I really hadn't thought about him or missed him since I'd been back, but right then it was like a ghost from the past breezed right through me. I hadn't heard from Ziggy yet, but I found myself hoping it would work out so I could see Ziggy.


  "See" Ziggy. Hear, smell, touch, taste. Another wave of longing washed through me, much more intense than the one I'd just felt. It was like homesickness, but with an extra jolt of lust to go with it.


  It made me intensely uncomfortable. I sat on the bench against the back of the bus with a guitar and worked on a song. No words, just music. Sometimes six strings give you exactly the right balance between melancholy and passion. Or maybe it's just me.


   


  I Will Dare


  When we rolled into Albuquerque I was ready to not be cooped up in the bus anymore, but I wasn't looking forward to being cooped up in my room either. And honestly I needed a break from a night of socializing the Nomad way, which, even if it sometimes involved getting on a stage, always involved heavy drinking. My head needed a rest, anyway.


  So after putting my stuff in the room I dithered and ended up wandering the hallway, and at one point Clarice stuck her head out her door and said, "You keep that up you're going to wear a trough in that carpet."


  "How did you know it was me?"


  "How did I know..." She gave me a look like it was obvious. "You and Frannie, both pacers, can't ever sit still. You ever listen to how your feet sound when they hit the floor? Get your ass in here."


  "Yes, ma'am." I went into their room and found them in mid-primp. "Going out tonight?"


  "Mmhmm," Fran said. "You wanna come with? We're going to a family place."


  "Like the barbecue place?"


  They both thought I was being funny and laughed, and then looked at each other with crooked eyebrows when they realized I'd been serious. Clarice tapped me on the shoulder. "Pardon me for asking, but we are under the impression that you are one hundred percent homosexual. Is that right?"


  "Yeah, of course," I said, trying to make the connection between the question and what they were saying. Family. Oh. "Wait. You mean you're going to a, what, gay bar tonight?"


  It was the way they laughed, so open and free, so hearty and genuine, that made me realize both how close they felt to me and how close they were to each other. So if you had "April 28" in the betting pool on how long it would take me to figure out that Fran and Clarice were a couple, you win.


  "Oh baby, you should see your face," Fran said, and patted my cheek. "Something tells me you could use a night off with your own kind."


  "Okay, I agree, but does being gay mean I'm automatically some 'kind'?" This was something that bugged me regularly.


  "He grew up sheltered," Clarice said to Fran, as if excusing what I said. Then, to me, "You need to get out more."


  "Fine. I'm going with you fine ladies. Won't that confuse the issue?"


  "Not if you're not confused," Fran said. "Which I know may be a tall order."


  They continued to make gentle fun of me and made me upscale from the plain T-shirt and jeans I was in to something more rock star appropriate: a red T-shirt with the Sam Black Church logo on it, my black jeans with the knees and crotch almost worn out, and my leather jacket instead of the denim one.


  Then they took me to a place I might not have found by myself. It was basically the equivalent of an Elks Lodge or a VFW Post, but for gay people. So I had to pay a so-called "annual membership fee" (I think it was fifteen bucks? Maybe not even that much) and then the drinks at the bar were dirt cheap. Because it was a "private club" I guess the rules were different, or more lax, compared to running a regular bar or nightclub. Or maybe it was just safer for the patrons. I don't know. What I do know is that everyone was friendly, and it didn't seem to matter who you were as long as you were there. There were drag queens and lesbians in motorcycle jackets and twinks and clones and bears.


  And me.


  There wasn't anyone else like me, exactly, but Clarice and Fran were right, I felt a lot more comfortable (I hesitate to say I felt "at home" because that's so loaded) than I expected to. I felt like, for the first time in weeks, I didn't have a bicycle flag attached to me with the words "the gay one" on it. Once I was surrounded with queer folk it was like some invisible pressure had lifted—so invisible I hadn't even noticed it until it was gone.


  As it happens, I found myself the object of a fair number of smoldering-yet-furtive looks from a guy who I judged to be in his mid-thirties. It took me two drinks to get up the courage to go talk to him, and then another drink to get up the courage to tell Fran and Clarice I was going to go back to the hotel without them.


  Yeah, no way was I going to this guy's place alone, and he'd flat out told me he'd been busted for giving head in the bathroom once before. Fran and Clarice insisted on meeting him and getting the okay from the bartender before letting us go—I think partly just to bust my balls, but partly to give the signal that someone was looking out for me. I guess the idea was that if he was an axe murderer, he'd lose interest and move on to more lonesome prey at that point.


  His name was Ben, and he was very nice. Even when we got to the door of my room and it was very obvious from the sounds coming through it that I wasn't the only one getting some that night. Flip's gal du jour was a screamer. Also, the Do Not Disturb sign was on the doorknob.


  "Um, whoops," I said, completely unprepared for this contingency.


  "Maybe they're almost done?" Ben suggested optimistically. "This place have a bar and lounge? We could talk a little more."


  "Let's see if they're still open." We went down to the lobby and no, the bar wasn't still serving, but there was a house phone there so I rang the room.


  When Flip didn't pick up the first time, I hung up and tried again. That time he picked it up. "Be... ngggh... done... soon..." he said, clearly still in the midst of the act.


  "How'd you know that was what I was calling about?"


  He grunted and murmured something to his paramour, then said, "Didn't we agree two rings for roommate alert?"


  "Did we?" Maybe we did and I forgot. "Um, anyway. I'm in the lobby with my, uh, that is, um, maybe I should ask to go to his place inst—"


  "No, no. Don't worry. Couple more minutes and then we'll switch places, capeesh?"


  "Okay." I hung up the phone and said to Ben, "Sorry about that. We didn't both expect to get lucky on the same night."


  "Not a problem," Ben said, with an understanding smile. "If you're really anxious to be quick, I saw there's a men's room on the other side of the lounge entrance."


  I suspected Ben liked semi-public sex. I didn't, except when I was desperate enough to convince myself. I was trying not to be desperate. "I'd like to hold out for an actual bed."


  "Sure, sure. I do really love being up against a wall, though."


  "I promise there are walls in the room," I said. "Four of them, even."


  Five if you count the one in the shower, which was the one I fucked him against once Flip vacated.


  Ben was polite and didn't overstay his welcome, and Flip came back in due course.


  "Was that okay?" I asked him. "I didn't want to weird you out."


  Flip lay down on top of his rumpled sheets, still wearing cargo shorts and a T-shirt. "What weirds me out is that a guy in his early twenties like you doesn't have more sex. Although I guess I can understand being careful."


  "Yeah."


  "Don't be shy. Just put the Do Not Disturb out and if I need to reach you or let you know I want to get in, I'll ring twice."


  "Perfect. I'll do the same." I was lying under the covers of my bed, still damp and clean from the shower, feeling that blissful post-sex languor all the way down to my toes. But I guess my face was still confused-looking.


  "What?" Flip asked.


  "Nothing. I guess I'm not used to straight guys not being weirded out by gay sex. Like, that's literally the thing that freaks them out the most, usually. The entire idea of what two guys do together."


  Flip snorted. "I sucked a couple of dicks in college, you know. Had mine sucked a lot, too. Frat hazing. You just get over it."


  "Wait, what?"


  "Frat hazing. Pledges sometimes have to suck the dicks of the upperclassmen in front of everybody. They do that everywhere." He made another dismissive snort. "It's how I know for sure I'm straight. Felt good while it lasted, but not something I need to ever do again."


  I was pretty sure frats "everywhere" did not use oral sex for hazing, but I didn't know if Flip was just trying to downplay it or if he really didn't know. I decided it was best to just graciously accept this confession as a form of solidarity. "Cool. All right. Two rings. Got it."


  Flip's only reply was a gentle snore.


   


  Too Much Too Young


  Apparently I get Tempe and Tucson mixed up. Tucson I had heard was an artsy little town up the mountains akin to Boulder, Colorado. Tempe, though? Tempe is basically Phoenix. I should have known that but, you know, travel around enough and it's easy to get mixed up.


  In Phoenix we stayed in the same hotel where Moondog Three had stayed when we filmed the "Why the Sky" video. I didn't realize it until I found myself walking down a hallway to look for my room and I felt like I was finding loneliness and isolation in every doorway.


  To combat the hovering darkness at the edges of my mood, I pushed us to rehearse Fran's song and a couple of other things more. Everyone was fine with being pushed to rehearse more. I'm not sure if that made things better or worse.


  Well, playing never makes anything worse, I know that much.


  The phone on the bus had service in Phoenix. It rang when we were on our way to soundcheck.


  It was Ziggy. Flip came to tell me.


  The phone was all the way in the front of the bus, in the lounge directly behind the driver's seat. I had been all the way in the back playing around with the chords for something that was still percolating in my mind, and I had to put the guitar in the case and walk all the way to the front of the bus, passing everyone on my way there. It was probably that my mood was fragile to begin with, but it felt weird, like everyone was passing judgment on me and my relationship with Ziggy as I went by.


  Which is stupid because most of them probably didn't even know who was on the phone, now that I think about it. But at the time I didn't realize that.


  I tried to be casual. "Yellow."


  "Can you do morning drive tomorrow?"


  "What?" Took me a second to catch up to what he was asking. "Do you mean can I be on a morning-drive radio program with you in—" I checked the time. Three o'clock. "—sixteen hours?"


  "K-Rock has a slot at 7:20 AM." He sounded like he was tamping down excitement. Or impatience. "That's absolutely prime time for radio, you know."


  "We're in Arizona tonight, playing a show. Hang on." Martin was across the bus from me, reading a magazine. "How far is it to LA?"


  "From here? Six-hour drive or so?"


  I realized that wasn't the question I meant to ask. "When are we getting in?"


  He shrugged. "Crack of dawn?"


  "Yeah, but how crack of dawn is the question."


  "Let me ask Randy." He got up and leaned forward into the stairwell by the driver's seat. I couldn't hear what he was saying.


  "I'm checking," I told Ziggy.


  Martin pulled himself back into the lounge. "We're driving all night. Probably get in around five in the morning."


  I turned back to the phone. "Supposedly we're getting in at five AM. That might be cutting it close."


  "Hm, yeah."


  "What about you?"


  "Me?" He chuckled. "I'm already here."


  I felt a wave of relief and a crackle of annoyance at the same time. "You could have told me sooner," I said.


  "I would have told you sooner if I'd known for sure sooner and I was able to reach you," he said.


  "Okay. I know. I'm just on edge. Shit, I don't even know why."


  "I know why. It's because in thirteen hours you're going to be playing with me for the first time in—"


  I snapped at him. "Don't wind me up like that."


  "It's the truth. You'd rather I told you a soothing lie?"


  I saw a flash of red and heard a burst of static in my ears. I squeezed my eyes shut. Of course not, I thought, but I couldn't make myself say it. I could only ride out the wave of emotion until it ebbed. It felt like he had found a way to jerk my chain by claiming he wasn't jerking my chain...? Or was I just paranoid?


  His voice was tinny and distant. "Daron?"


  He sounded as needy as I felt. "Don't lie to me. Don't ever lie to me. I'd rather have my head fucked up by the truth than by bullshit." I think I was squeezing the phone rather hard.


  "Okay," he said. "I'm really, really looking forward to seeing you."


  "How am I getting to the radio station?"


  "I had Barrett preemptively book us into the same hotel as you. Limo to the station leaves at 6:45."


  "Us, who's us?"


  "Tony, Barrett, a couple of other staff people: the usual entourage."


  Jeez. For some reason that sent my blood pressure through the roof, too. Not in anger, just in anxiety. I made myself blow a breath out slowly, like I was playing an invisible flute. "Okay. What happens if the bus breaks down or something and I can't get there?"


  "Then we cancel. Or maybe I go do it myself, but I think the kick is that it'll be us together."


  "Yeah. Some kick." My head was spinning much more than a conversation about a gig should make it spin. I took another deep breath. You're going to see Ziggy no matter what, I told myself, like I was an overexcited five-year-old on the monorail toward Disney World. Just calm down.


  I had to say goodbye to him then because we were at the venue. You might have noticed that we didn't get a chance to talk about what exactly we were going to do at this radio gig. I had noticed, but I was trying not to think about it. What was done was done.


  Speaking of being prepared or unprepared, there were some sound problems happening at the venue, which affected our soundcheck, and I didn't get to do the run-through of Fran's song I wanted to. She told me it was no big deal: we'd do it tomorrow before the actual show when it would be performed. I wasn't worried. Even without that, we were probably going to blow it out of the water.


  I had a beer after soundcheck was over and found myself sitting with it behind the light board with Louis. "You heading back to Boston during the break?" he asked me.


  "Not right away," I said, though I still wasn't sure exactly where Artie was sending me to promo the solo album. "But eventually. Why, you thinking about coming to visit Shiree and the kids?"


  "Yep. One of 'em fell off a bicycle this week and somehow ended up with a leg bone broken in two places." He shook his head. "Not that it would have happened differently if I'd been there, but eh, I dunno, the older I get the more fragile life seems to be, you know?"


  I made a non-committal noise of agreement as I sucked on my beer, and he whapped me lovingly on the shoulder. "You're what, twenty-something now? Too young to feel it. Maybe it's not the age, it's the wear and tear."


  "You sound like some old Viet Nam war medic."


  He snorted. "Like you should talk. You and your eye patch and the stage blowing up like a land mine in your face."


  "It all worked out okay."


  Louis doesn't get angry often. The only time I remember him being genuinely pissed off was around Megaton and all the bullshit that went on with them. But he shouted at me right then. "Goddammit, Daron!"


  I shrank down, cradling my beer. "What? What'd I say?"


  "It sure as hell did not work out okay! That's how Ziggy got hooked on painkillers and why we almost lost him for good!" He hadn't stood up, but he'd turned to face me in his chair and stabbed at me with a finger. "Don't you fucking take all this for granted. Your life, your health, the people around you, life is fucking fragile and I'll be damned if—" He cut himself off then, rubbing his eyes and shaking his head, his unkempt salt-and-pepper hair flying.


  I turned the empty beer bottle in my fingers. "I didn't know you felt so strongly about Ziggy."


  "And you. Come on, Daron, don't play dumb. I haven't known you as long as Remo, but I was on that B tour where he brought you along like a mascot and you ended up stealing the show."


  "I did not steal the show."


  "Suit yourself." He shrugged like that only proved what he was saying.


  "Okay, but seriously, you can't compare me to your own kids—"


  "Yes, I can. Old fucks like me may have seen it all and we're jaded as shit, but you, Ziggy, maybe you don't realize how young you are."


  "And being young earns us extra awwww points from jaded old fucks like you?" I asked. "I'm not being argumentative, by the way, I'm really trying to understand this."


  Louis looked at me and nodded. "Yes."


  "Yes?"


  "Yes. You being young, talented little shits gets jaded old fucks like me going. I didn't sleep right for a month after that tour ended like it did."


  "Wow. I didn't realize." I knew I had been a wreck after everything that had happened and then the sudden way things got cut off, but it hadn't occurred to me that Louis or anyone else had felt that way. "I'm sorry. I guess... everybody was really affected by it."


  "I'll say."


  "I didn't mean to say the explosion wasn't bad, or that we just laughed it off." I looked toward the stage, the instruments and risers sitting alone and empty. "I guess what I mean is... I hope someday I can laugh it off. That put me on a pretty crappy downward spiral. But maybe... maybe it'll be over soon."


  "Maybe what'll be over soon?" Louis looked at me, puzzled.


  I really couldn't tell him that I didn't know if this was going to be yet another brief interlude in the otherwise "Era of Being Apart from Ziggy" or if this was really a step toward some kind of actual reunion of some kind. I didn't know and I didn't even know what I wanted to think at that point. So I just explained the details:


  "I'm supposed to do some kind of guerilla publicity strike on an LA radio station with Ziggy at seven in the morning tomorrow." I shrugged. "Assuming we make it to LA by then."


  "Ahhh." Louis stood up. "Does Waldo or George know about this?"


  "Randy does."


  "Okay, that's probably good enough. But I'd make sure Waldo's taken it into account."


  I stood up, too. "I'll go look for him now."


  "Attaboy. Hey, sorry I got a little intense on your ass there."


  "No problem, Louis. I know it's because you care." I patted him on the arm/shoulder and he patted me back.


  "I'm rooting for you, man. I'm rooting for you."


  I went to look for Waldo.


   


  Ready, Steady, Go


  The oh-my-god-what-are-we-going-to-play panic finally hit at about four in the morning when we were stuck in traffic on I-10 westbound. There had been some kind of accident, and even though it was the middle of the night, cars were backed up for miles. It wasn't moving at all. The panic was like in those dreams where you have to take a final exam but you have no pants or you didn't learn the instrument your recital is supposed to be in. Except this was real.


  And as dawn broke I realized where the hell we were—so damn close to Betty Ford—and that we were basically retracing my "drive from hell," that time I gave myself heatstroke after trying to go pick him up....


  I felt ill. Absolutely ill. I almost wished I could go into the head and puke my guts out, but it was like I was caught in that awful painful stage right before that, where you can't make yourself throw up but you can't relieve it, either.


  I curled up in my bunk in a ball of mental, physical, and emotional anguish, flipping back and forth between praying that the traffic would be so terrible I'd be late and have to cancel and praying that it would clear up and we'd get there already.


  This is stupid, I tried to tell myself. Nothing is making you feel this way but crap inside your own head. There's no one here beating you with a baseball bat. The person you love made it happen so you could see him in LA. You should be happy.


  It didn't work. That only led to: Why the fuck aren't you happy? Ingrate. Idiot. Fuckup. Worthless.


  You probably recognize the pattern by now even if I didn't at the time: anxiety and depression coming hand in hand like twins in a horror movie. I kept trying to think my way out of the downward spiral, and that just seemed to lead to more and more negative thoughts.


  Sometimes when the pain is bad enough, you'll try anything to do something about it. I convinced myself if I could just sleep for an hour everything would be fine. I'd wake up and we'd be pulling up to the hotel and I'd be refreshed and calm. So I drank a goodly portion of a bottle of Jack Daniels (I didn't measure or even use a glass actually) and put myself back to bed.


  It almost worked.


  I did manage to pass out for a little while, and when Martin shook me awake we were pulling up to the hotel. I don't know if I'd call myself calm though: more like I was so hungover I was nearly dead. Flip crushed some Excedrin into a bottle of Gatorade for me, I drank it, threw up more or less immediately, and then he did it again and that time it stayed down.


  Flip. What a pro. He stuffed me into a limo, stuck the Ovation into my hands, and gave me a small salute before shutting the door.


  I turned and saw Ziggy sitting there, completely made up, his cheeks perfectly smooth, his hair slicked up so that a daring curl beckoned from the center of his forehead. A skinny man in a sharp suit was on his other side: Barrett Thomas. They were both staring at me like I looked like I was in danger of throwing up all over their shoes. I glanced down to make sure I was wearing clean clothes. I was. (I'd changed after the earlier incident with the Gatorade.)


  "Hi," I said.


  Ziggy shifted tentatively into host mode. "Barrett, I believe you and Daron have met before. Haven't you?"


  "Pleased to make your acquaintance again," the manager said, reaching out a hand, which I shook firmly. I hoped my hands weren't sweaty.


  "Thanks. Likewise." I forced myself to scoot back in the seat so I wouldn't slouch quite so much. My head was throbbing, but it was feeling less like pain now and more like my entire body was one big heartbeat of Ziggy, Ziggy, Ziggy. I closed my eyes for a second, trying to focus. I did focus. When I opened them again I said, "So what are we playing at this radio station? That song, you do realize we've never actually played it, right? I laid down that riff like six months ago."


  Ziggy chewed his lip, which was a very dark purple shade today. Eggplant black. "I figure we ask them to play it from the recording as the lead in to us talking."


  "I'm not up for talking. You do the talking."


  "Okay."


  It was clear he didn't have any other suggestions. "Fine. Let's do Walking, which I know I can do in my sleep and which will sound fine if we improvise the shit out of it,"—after all, it was straight blues—"and then we'll talk some more and do Candlelight to finish. Because that'll be the song everyone expects, and if I can't play it from memory despite not touching it in forever then it proves I'm just dead inside and should jump in front of a truck instead of trying to make this work with you."


  No wait, I didn't say that last bit, I merely thought it. What I actually said was "...and if I can't play it from memory then you'll know I've really moved on."


  The effect was the same either way, I think. "Okay," he said, agreeing quickly with nods and his palms pressed against his knees. "Okay."


  Barrett gave him a sidelong look, like he was surprised by something.


  I won't keep you in suspense. The gig went exactly the way I laid it out. They made Barrett and Tony wait outside the studio, but we could see them hovering and looking through the big Plexiglass windows, and I made the radio people seat me and Ziggy so we were across from each other, looking straight at each other, and that was how we got through it.


  I want to be able to tell you there was magic, playing and singing with him again, and there was. There absolutely was. But I wasn't able to appreciate or enjoy the moment very much because the feeling that an axe was about to fall down on my head at any moment was so strong. Most of my mental energy and attention were going toward staving that off, and what was left grooved nicely through the two songs. My fingers remembered what my brain didn't. I even went back to playing with a pick just to keep muscle memory intact. Later in life I'd hear those recordings and think it sounded pretty good, but at the time all that mattered to me what that it was adequate to the job.


  I allowed myself to be buoyed by all the noises of approval that Barrett made afterward. We made our escape from the radio station without incident: they'd kept it enough of a secret that there were only a small handful of crazed fans at the door, and it took only a few minutes for photos and autographs to sate them.


  Barrett then offered to take us out for breakfast. I declined by explaining I hadn't slept and my stomach wasn't accepting incoming deliveries right then.


  So the limo took us back to the hotel.


  All I know is I got into a bed that smelled like Ziggy and was unconscious before he could even climb in after me.


   


  California Uber Alles


  Confession time. (I know, I know, that's all the time. But this one is special.) I had a little bit of a fantasy from time to time that without me Ziggy was leading an out-of-control diva workaholic life, in which he was being slowly driven insane by the pressures of fame and the alienation, from which of course the only rescue or relief was to be found in my arms. This was partly how I explained to myself stuff like, oh, him showing up solo at a random airport hotel seemingly just to see me: that was him escaping from his celebrity tabloid life and getting a good solid dose of down-to-earth Daron medicine.


  I liked the idea of coming to his rescue.


  I'll let you decide who came to whose rescue, though, that particular morning in Los Angeles. I woke up with with my arms full of him, and for a while I couldn't remember where we were or why we were there or where we needed to be next.


  And then I sat up in a cold sweat wondering whether I was late to soundcheck, and remembering that we hadn't had time to run through Fran's song yesterday, and that we were doing it tonight at the LA Forum.


  It was noon. I wasn't late, but I certainly couldn't do what I wanted to, which was, honestly, spend the next 24 hours in bed with Ziggy with only occasional trips to the loo or to answer the door for room service.


  I dragged myself out of bed with a groan and tried to think of something appropriate to say. "You coming to the show tonight?"


  "Definitely," he said. Whew. Picked the right thing. "Wouldn't miss it."


  "And then there's an afterparty Wenco is throwing. And then, thank the Lord above, tomorrow is a day off." It was the first time ever I could remember looking forward to a day off, but I had my reasons. (See above fantasy about room service.)


  I was somewhat unsuccessful at finding my clothes, which made me suspect some of them were still tangled in the sheets. "Want to get in the shower?"


  "Yes," he said simply, and got in the water with me, wrecking what was left of his hairdo and his makeup, and before I could try to come to any kind of decision about what kind of shower sex we could or should have, he jerked us both off in one hand using a really intense-smelling hair conditioner.


  After I got dressed and combed some of his gel through my wet hair and began to wonder where my actual hotel room was, we said a brief goodbye at the door.


  "So, what exactly did we do this morning?" I asked, right before I went in for an actual peck on his cheek.


  "You mean did we set off a massive firestorm of media speculation and publicity?"


  "Um, yeah."


  "Don't know. We'll probably find out tonight at the afterparty, though."


  "All right. Don't make me regret it?"


  "I plan not to." He then kissed me on the cheek and I felt some kind of electric shiver all the way down to my toes. Affection, really simple affection, was all it took to shatter me sometimes, you know? Just not used to it. "I'm worried about you," he added.


  "Don't worry. It's just been a long tour. Four more dates and then we take a break until July." I set down the Ovation. "I'm worried about you."


  "I'm fine. We'll talk later." He shooed me all the way out the door then, and shut it cheerfully behind me. I could hear him chuckling to himself, and it was a happy sound.


  Oh, right, I'll give you one guess which hotel we were in. There are a million hotels in and around Los Angeles. But only a few who work really well with our management, I guess. So maybe there was a logical reason for being there, other than Fate wanting to give me lots of flashbacks.


  I managed to get a little something to eat before we took the bus to the venue, and guess who came along on the bus ride? You hadn't forgotten that Carynne and Courtney and Bart were going to show up in LA, did you? Of course you didn't. That's me who forgot.


  Having them around chased away the last vestiges of the dark mood that had been plaguing me. And when we got to The Forum and were waiting around for soundcheck I finally got some time alone with Carynne, in a back hallway. "I heard the gig this morning went well," she said. "Barrett seemed unsure it was going to happen until some time yesterday."


  "I know. I barely made it here in time as it is." I took a deep breath and leaned against the wall. "Do you think this is going to lead to something?"


  "I was going to ask you that."


  "I don't know. I'm still letting it sink in. I get the feeling Ziggy and his team are waiting to see what kind of reaction it gets. If nobody cares, then whatever. But I guess the reaction to the song hasn't been whatever."
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