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Part Twenty

October 1991

 


Flying High Again

Which do you think was harder, facing my vocal coach after two months on the road wrecking my throat, or facing my friends and co-workers after having spent all night and part of a day out of my mind in a water tank on the roof of a Brazilian hotel? Sometimes the more I describe it, the more nuts that night seems. But I know it happened. I did that. No one else. 

I do sometimes wonder what would have happened if Ziggy hadn't found me. Would I have eventually come to my senses? Or passed out from dehydration and drowned? It's one of those questions I don't like to think about, but which still crops up sometimes in dark moments. 

But a moment is just a moment, not a whole night and a day. There's a kind of comfort in knowing how far down the bottom is. It's really far, actually. 

Really far. Remember that. 

Ziggy and I made it off the roof without running into anyone. We went down the access stairs, not the ladder to my window that I'd climbed up. In my room, he made a quick phone call, I drank four or five glasses of water, and then we slept for some number of hours... I'm really not sure how long. Long enough that when I woke up I was feeling more sane, I guess, which meant I felt deeply ashamed of having acted, well, crazy. 

I wasn't actually sane, yet, but there are degrees of it, you know. Sort of like how there are degrees of drunkenness. The drunker you get the less able you are to tell how drunk you are, but the more you sober up the more you realize how drunk you previously were. I was enough back in my mind now to realize how out of my mind I had been, but not sane enough to realize how stupid it was to feel horrible about it.

Bart, Carynne, and Flip, on the other hand, didn't seem at all judgmental about me going off the deep end. They were just relieved I was okay. There was a lot of hugging. But them being okay with me being a nutcase didn't relieve the intense shame and discomfort curdling all through me. 

That was what I expected every day at a rehab center like Betty Ford would feel like. It was worse than nausea. It was almost enough to make me break with reality again. By the way, that term, "break with reality," wasn't one I knew at the time. I'd learn it later, from a therapist. 

Since my feelings were making me so uncomfortable that I wanted to crawl out of my skin, I decided the best way to deal with them was to concentrate on other people's feelings for a while. And that meant facing up to everyone else. Even though I'd been out of my mind when I said it, I was serious about what I'd told Ziggy: it was important to me to say goodbye to everyone. Sure, they were all professionals who were used to tours coming and going. But I never forgot that Louis was upset about the way the tour in 1989 had fallen apart. It costs nothing to try not to trample over people's emotions. 

Well, nothing but my pride. But owning up to how messed up I had been was going to help me heal, right? I sure hoped so. 

I did it on the long charter flight back to New York from Rio de Janeiro. I went around the various cliques and enclaves—the dancers, the musicians, the production crew—thanking people for their work and apologizing for being so out of it. Apologizing was painful and awkward as hell but I felt it was my penance or something. 

For the most part people were really cool about it. A bit confused maybe, about why I was talking to them, but they mostly said encouraging things. The dancers were the most hostile, except for Josie, who kissed me on the cheek and said Ziggy and I should come out to his beach cottage on Fire Island some time. 

Ziggy didn't go around with me, at my insistence. It was something I felt I had to do alone. But we had a big talk when I was done. He was waiting for me when I got back to the upper level of First Class. He was sitting in one of the recliners, drinking a cup of tea from a pot on a small table between two of the chairs. I sat in the other chair and he offered me some of the tea. 

It was a green tea that tasted like grass clippings. I drank it anyway. The caffeine in it was the first upper or downer I'd had in 48 hours. I didn't really feel it. Its main effect was soothing, because it was warm and because Ziggy had given it to me. 

I started to cry a little, quietly, with my eyes behind one hand. 

I felt his hand on my other. He didn't say anything, but I answered his unspoken question. "I'm okay. I just now had a wish that we could always be this nice to each other. And that unraveled me a little."

He shifted into my lap, his arms around me and his legs over the arm of the recliner. "I'm sorry I was ever less than this nice to you. I promise to try to always be at least this nice to you in the future."

He kissed my ear, which tickled and made me laugh. "What about other people? Shouldn't you be nice to them, too?"

"No. You get special privileges." He leaned his head on my shoulder. Truthfully, he was a hell of a lot nicer to people in general at that point than he had been in the early years. He was humbler and it showed; he saved the arrogance for the stage and for public appearances where it was warranted. Mostly. 

"Forever, or just until I'm not fragile as a soap bubble?"

"Forever, dear one."

"Hm. I feel like I should make you a promise in return." I tried to remember what our commitment was all about in real life, not the paranoid delusion I'd made it out to be. 

"Promise me you'll get help so I can be sure I'm talking to the real you," he said. 

The real you. That was the sort of thing I would've said to him a few years back. "Okay. I promise." We sat there, cuddling without speaking, for a while. We may have dozed off. My hand twitching woke us up, though. Right. Still injured. My brain wasn't the only part of me that needed rehabilitation right then. I jammed my hand under Ziggy's thigh and the spasm in my scarred palm calmed down again. "What's next for you?"

"Nothing. Nothing's next other than getting you back together." He sounded quite serious.

"Except Japan next year." 

"If I have to put that off, I will. But I'm hoping that's plenty of time for you to get better."

It struck me that he didn't think I was serious about one thing I'd said to him in the water tank. Of course, most of what I'd told him in there was ridiculous, so I couldn't really blame him for not taking me seriously. I decided I better try saying it again now. "I don't think I should go with you."

He stiffened in my lap, like he turned to stone. "Even if you're better?"

"Even if I'm better. I meant what I said about hating it." Just saying it made my heart pound with panic, but I tried to keep steady. The self-critical voices were already starting: was I being ungrateful? I got to play the guitar on a stage in front of tens of thousands of people and get paid for it. What was wrong with me? I stuck to my point: "This isn't the career in music I want to be having, Zig." 

He made his voice light. "What do you want to do next, then?"

I leaned my head against him. "I want to do what we used to do. Original, guitar-driven rock. I want angst and anger and everything that pop music sanitizes away. I want to write it and I want someone else to sing it." I took a deep breath and let it out on the word, "You."

I felt him swallow. "You know that isn't going to happen."

"I know. You're under contract and we already have a dozen lawsuits flying back and forth. And Barrett says Mills says the whole rock segment is down, and Carynne says that Artie says alternative is dead." Because they had chlorinated it and de-salinated it so they could bottle it as harmless and flavorless. "I've come to the conclusion that if rock is dead it's because the music industry killed it."

Ziggy sighed. "What about Star*Gaze?"

"Dead in the water unless Artie decides to go for it after all," I said. "But probably it was dead in the water anyway, between the legal department shying away and it being yet another thing they couldn't categorize easily enough."

He sighed again. "I'm sorry, love."

"And then there's the fact I can't write anything right now anyway. So my wanting to do it is really abstract." I shivered a little, thinking about my prolonged writer's block. What if I really had broken my brain to the point I couldn't write music? Could that happen? I was afraid that kind of thought could become a self-fulfilling prophecy. "Is it just that I want the past? Is my moment over? That seems to be what the industry is telling me."

"No," Ziggy declared. "If you really wanted to turn back the clock you'd be turning back the clock on us, too. And I know neither of us every wants to go back to those days." 

"Hm. True." There was definite truth in what he said. I looked at the ring on my finger. "But if we can't make real music together, I think we've only scratched the surface of how insane I can be."

His voice was surprisingly mild given his words: "You know it rips me up every time you imply that my brand of international stadium-filling pop isn't real music."

"Shit, I know. And you know I don't mean it as an insult. But I've tried to get past it and it just isn't what I want to do with my life. And it isn't what I want to do with you." I squeezed him a bit harder than necessary. "You want to talk about 'brand'? This is not my brand."

"It's just a gig."

"Exactly. And I don't want it to be. I love you too much for that."

He wiggled down in my lap until he could kiss me without craning his neck. "I'm not tired of hearing you say that."

"Say what?"

"That you love me."

"Shit. I promised myself I'd say it every day and I'm sure I haven't been keeping that up." Same as I hadn't kept up my vocal exercises, my hand rehab, or any of the other things I was supposed to be doing while I was just trying to get through day by day, hour by hour. 

He was looking into my eyes now. "Let's have a little talk about promises, shall we?"

"Sure." 

"I'd much rather you promise me you'll say it when you mean it than something arbitrary like 'every day.' But I understand you try to make promises to yourself to keep yourself accountable. Am I right?"

"I guess? I make promises because I... I mean them. I intend to keep them."

"And then when you don't, you feel guilty and you beat yourself up, and you feel negative instead of feeling positive." 

I had a flutter of deja vu. "Have you told me this before?"

"I doubt I'm the only one who has told you this before." He brushed his cheek against mine like a cat. "It wasn't easy for me to come around to realizing it's better to be happy about the times you tell me you love me than to be sad about the times when you don't. But I especially don't want you to be upset about not saying it unless the reason you're not saying it is because it's no longer true."

I kissed him to get those words out of his mouth. "It's true. I love you. And that's why I'm here. And listen. If you really really can't imagine touring without me, some things have to be drastically different."

"Including you being healthy."

"Including me being healthy," I agreed. 

* * * *


Voices That Care

I was not healthy yet when I went to see Priss for the first time after our return to the city. You might've thought I would put off seeing her as long as possible. After all, I had an exhausting slew of doctors and therapists for both body and mind that I had to see that week. Carynne was ready to schedule me out the wazoo, I'm sure. So I put my foot down. "I promise I'll see every doctor you think I should see, but you have to give me three days to sleep it off," I had told her. 

She had an argumentative look in her eyes, but she said, "Or you'll run off and hide again?"

"Yes," I said. 

I get the feeling that was not the answer she was expecting, but it was effective at getting my message across. She took me seriously (but not so seriously that she had me committed involuntarily) and I took those three days to do nothing but sleep in Ziggy's bed and eat Pop-Tarts and take-out. 

Except on the third day I went up to Priss's piano'd apartment to take my lumps. I went alone, without Ziggy. I dreaded it, but I knew I had to face her and decided sooner was better than later. Part of me wanted to know just how bad it was, instead of giving myself a month to try to get back in shape and pretend I hadn't slacked off completely. Our vocal coach could be ruthless, and I was expecting her to be.

I ran into the guy she was training before me on his way to the elevator and his face was red with effort, dragging his feet like he'd just fought a lion to a standstill and now he really needed a nap. 

I knocked on her door and she came and opened it. Her frown told me I didn't look like I was in much better shape than the previous guy. I'd at least tried: I'd showered, had my hair back in a neat ponytail, and was wearing all clothes without holes in them. "Hi, coach," I said. 

She put a hand on my cheek. "You do not look like someone who's been in Brazil for any length of time. You're pale as a ghost." 

"I didn't get out much." Ha.

She shooed me in and deadbolted the door behind me. "If I didn't know better I'd say you got hooked on heroin. You've lost weight."

"Nah, muscle relaxants," I said with a shake of my head. "I went off them several days ago. I'm eating fine now, Priss." She humphed skeptically and went to take her place at the keys, gesturing for me to stand at the curve of the grand piano. Before she could even strike the first note of the warm-up I felt it necessary to issue a warning confession. "I wasn't able to do my exercises."

Her hands poised over the keyboard, her eyebrow floated upward. "I know."

"You know?"

"Your guilty, beaten-dog look tells me all I need to. Let us find out how bad it is, shall we?"

I swallowed. I was going to also tell her I'd been screaming my way through a nightly thirty-minute set of angry alt-prog-rock and also that I'd cried so hard and so long that night in the water tank that my throat had swollen up so I could barely speak at all. I decided to just sing. She'd know. Priss always knows. 

We ran through the usual warm-up, working down the scale and then up. I felt rusty, like I'd lost some of the suppleness I should've had. But my pitch was okay. And my timbre—let's face it, I have no idea what my voice actually sounds like to other people. I trusted Priss to tell me how bad it was. 

The pager in my jacket pocket buzzed. I pulled it out. It was the one that I'd gotten to keep in touch with Ziggy, but a few other people had the number by then. Bart, Barrett, Carynne, Colin. The number it showed wasn't one I recognized. 

Priss was giving me a schoolmarm look. I turned the pager off and stuck it back in my pocket. "Sorry about that. I forgot it was on. Hardly anyone ever pages me."

She gave me a short nod and we moved to singing intervals, a trickier exercise than the old ear-training tasks where someone plays you two notes on a piano and you name what the distance between them is. For this one, she would name an interval and play me a note and I'd have to sing it and then the target note. She opened her mouth as if she were singing them with me but she'd hold out not singing the second one for a couple of beats. I blew a few in the beginning, much to my chagrin, and then I settled in until I wasn't getting them wrong anymore, even in the upper part of my range. Surprisingly, she didn't get on my case about the missed notes. In fact, she was being really nice to me. Maybe because I didn't look well and she worried I couldn't take it?

Then she had me sit beside her at the piano and slowly sight-sing a hymn with her. It was in German, which made it extra difficult since I don't know any German, but it's not too hard to pronounce if you can just remember that w's are pronounced as v's. It had a sweet melody, starting out in the middle of my range and then going way up in the chorus. 

German is kind of close to English at times though. It was a confessional hymn—one of those "I'm a dirty sinner, oh lord, but your light makes me clean" type of ones—that much I could tell even if I could only recognize half the words. Between trying to keep track of the lyrics, the notes, sight-reading and sight-singing, and listening to her playing and singing with me... every bit of my brain was too engaged to be worrying about how my emotions were doing. At least until my voice cracked. She hit the piano a little harder and I turned up the volume and got through it, and then we backed down again. 

"Good. Again," she said, "but this time, softly."

This time she only played and hummed while I tried to sing pianissimo. My voice cracked again and it's hard to tell if it was that which started me crying, or if I was getting choked up that caused it to crack. Chicken, egg. 

She played gently to the end of the hymn even though neither of us was singing anymore and then put her somewhat wrinkled hand on my shoulder. 

"I'm sorry," I said.

"I can see that," she replied. 

I wasn't crying hard, but I wasn't stopping quite yet either. "It's my fault I let it go. Now I have to start over again. I've probably made it even worse... " I wiped tears on the back of my sleeve. "I deserve to be scolded."

She flicked me on the ear. "Bah. I don't have to scold you. You are doing a fine job of scolding yourself." She handed me the sheet music, and then motioned for me to get up so she could go to the file cabinet on the far side of the couch. She dug through several folders and produced a few more sheets. "Here."

"What are these?"

"Some songs to teach yourself to be gentle on yourself for a while." She put them into a folder. "Go to Kinko's and copy them and then slide the originals back under my door. You have a piano? Or a keyboard? You do play, no?"

"Um, I can figure it out." 

"Good. Sing these and only these—and your regular exercises—for at least a month. I'll see you again when you can get through them without cracking."

Oh. This, I realized, was the punishment I had been expecting. Banishment until I proved I deserved her time. "Okay."

At the door, as she saw me out, she said, "Be gentle with yourself, because next time I won't be." 

I took my three German hymns and fled before she changed her mind.

* * * *


I'm So Tired

Back at the apartment, as I walked in, Ziggy made a show of checking me over, like he was looking for deer ticks on my clothes. "What?"

"Can't believe Priss left you in one piece." He had a mug of tea in one hand, the paper tag from the bag hanging over the edge. 

Well, she did make me cry, I thought, but definitely was not going to say. "Unlike some of the lion-toothed older women in our lives, Priss likes me," I said. "I think."

"Lion-toothed. I like that." He set down his mug on the kitchenette counter and scooped up his notebook. 

"If that ends up in a song, I better get songwriting royalties on it," I joked. 

Ziggy wasn't joking. "Of course." He wasn't wearing eyeliner at the time but that didn't stop his eyes from lasering me with a look. "You don't seriously think we're never going to write and record together again, do you?"

"Um, how? When?"

"Dear one." He set down the notebook, helped me out of my jacket, and then set his forehead against mine. "I know it's hard to look at the big picture right now, and if you do it seems overwhelming. But this lawsuit stuff isn't going to drag on forever. You and I are going to be around for a very long time."

"Okay." I could understand that intellectually, but at that moment I was still so emotionally drained from the tour that I didn't really feel it. But I trusted him. Trusting him felt so much better than not trusting him. I pulled him into a full hug. The reality of having him there, solid and real, was better than any anti-depressant I could imagine. 

"We've got quite a backlog, you know."

"Hm?"

"Of songs. There's a ton of stuff we worked on back in Allston. The stuff we wrote at my place in Boston. Half a dozen things at least from the ’89 tour. The song we worked on in LA. Not to mention the thing we wrote sitting right over there by the window... "

He was right. All of those songs were half-baked but could be fully baked any time we wanted, like pop-n-fresh rolls. I knew the songs existed, but their existence felt very abstract to me right then. 

"Maybe that's why I can't write anything now. The muse won't give my any more seeds until some of the old ones bear fruit."

"Maybe. Or maybe you're just tired. You're allowed to be tired, Daron."

"Yeah. Want to have a nap?"

"I just finished a mug of tea, but I'll lie down with you."

I stripped down to undies and a T-shirt and climbed into bed. Ziggy had these expensive sheets that were extremely soft and comfortable, with a poofy mattress and duvet, so it was like slipping into clouds. By contrast his body was hard against mine. I may be down on choreography in the show but all that dancing had sculpted him beautifully. 

Despite the tea he was asleep in under five minutes. I was tired, but had apparently finally slept enough over the previous two days. I lay there feeling slightly anxious about not being asleep until I remembered I didn't have to be asleep. I didn't have to be awake. I didn't "have to" anything. What a strange feeling.

If all I wanted to do was lie there, I could. I'd already done my vocal exercises for the day—with Priss—and I didn't have a rehearsal to go to or a song to work on. I had to call Carynne about setting up my various rehab appointments. And answer that mystery page. That was the whole to-do list. 

Oh, and I probably needed to talk to/about Colin. There was a bunch of unresolved stuff there, but every time I tried to think about it, my mind slid off like it was too slippery to handle. "Come with me back to Boston."

Ziggy jerked awake. "Hm?"

I looked at his ceiling. "The hospitals are better, the rehab programs are nicer, and I want to see my sister." 

Ziggy sat up and rubbed his eyes. 

I couldn't keep looking at the ceiling when I could be looking at him. "You said you aren't doing anything for the next couple of months. So you don't need to be in New York." 

"That is truuue... " he said, drawing out the final syllable. 

"If you really don't want to go, say so, because being with you is more important to me right now than where we are. But I really think we should go up there." 

"You seem very sure for a person who was out of his mind a couple of nights ago." 

"I know. But doesn't it make sense?"

"Isn't your surgeon here, though?"

"If I'm starting a new round of occupational therapy I should probably be nearer to my regular doctor anyway. My HMO is in Boston."

"Hmmmmm." He seemed resistant and yet he nodded in agreement. "That is also true."

"Your big objection is that you don't want to move into the Allston house? I mean, I know you don't, but is that the main holdup?" 

He nodded again. His hair was wispy and flyaway from being rubbed against his pillowcase and he flattened it with his palm. "I suppose we could look for somewhere to live. A sublet, maybe. Because I predict disaster if you move in at home and I go to a hotel or something."

"Jeezus, yeah, no. Would you stay with me for a week or so while we look for a place, though? If we had to, I mean."

He snuggled back down next to me. "One week. If necessary."

"All right. I better call Carynne and tell her our relocation plan."

"When we get out of bed." He settled an arm across my chest and closed his eyes. I didn't dare move to disturb him. And why would I want to?

* * * *


I Feel The Earth Move

"It'd be great if it had a piano." 

Carynne looked up from the piece of paper on her desk she had been taking notes on. "Why?"

"I've heard it's good for hand injury rehab," I said. I was lying and I had no idea why. I guess because I didn't want to have to try to explain Priss's hymns and why I was practicing them? "I can always bring over the DX-7 if necessary."

"Or we could get you one of those Korgs that is weighted like a real piano keyboard," she said, making notes again, and taking everything I said very seriously. 

Her office walls were decorated with framed photos and articles and posters, almost all of Moondog Three. I felt a little like I was in a museum to a lost tribe. "Are you okay with this? You haven't said."

She looked up again and I remembered that phrase I'd used for Priss and Linn: lion-toothed women. Would Carynne be one of them when she got older? She let me sweat for a second before she said, "Honestly, I think it's a good idea. New York is a mess. Mental health services here are overtaxed. Ziggy'll be the first to tell you that. And that's even if money is no object." Her gaze remained level. 

"But? I feel like another shoe is going to drop."

"But just be aware that moving is always a big mental stress. Any kind of relocation. They say even if you're happy about moving, it's a shock to the system equal to having a family member die."

I wondered vaguely how Digger's liver was doing. I was staring at the frame on the wall that held a black 1989 tour T-shirt autographed in gold and silver Sharpies by the band and crew. "That might explain a lot about why it's so hard to stay sane on tour."

"Oh, jeez, I don't think it applies to—" She stopped herself and thought for a minute. "Yeah, maybe."

I sat down in one of the chairs under the framed shirt. "How long do you think I should take to do this?"

"Do what? Rehab and recover? Daron, honestly, take as long as it takes."

"I'm just... " I tried not to look at the photo of us getting the gold record at the BNC offices in Hollywood. "I know if I'm not earning, neither are you."

"Hey." She snapped her fingers. "Look at me. The whole point of joining up with the agency is I'm on a salary here. I'll be fine. Besides, I've still got plenty of paperwork of yours to manage in the meantime."

Plus maybe she could concentrate on getting some other artists onto her roster if she wasn't busy with me. I knew it was already an unusual arrangement that she and Barrett had both come on tour to South America, but she had strong skills in road management as well as injured-Daron management—and Barrett hadn't hesitated to use them when building the entourage. 

The phone rang. She picked it up. "Carynne Handley." Then she frowned and hung up. "Second time today that's happened. I swear they hear a woman's voice and panic or something."

"Isn't the agency receptionist a woman?"

"Yes, but my number probably belonged to some guy before." She shrugged. "Some wannabe out there thinks his ticket to the top is impressing some guy with the size of his dick." She made the universal wank sign. 

"Were we always this jaded?"

"God, yes," she said firmly. "At least, I think I was."

I still hadn't told her what I'd told Ziggy, and if I was serious about what I said and not just using it as an emotional bludgeon on him, I needed to tell her, too. "I know it's early to be talking about what I'm going to do after I get my chops back."

"Yes, it is." She put down her pen and gave me all her attention. I guess she could tell from the tone of my voice I was trying to say something important. 

"I don't want to do that again." Be more specific, Daron. "I mean, a good-paying gig is a good-paying gig. But if Michael Jackson comes calling for a guitar-playing music director, or just a guitar player for that matter, tell him I'm not available."

She seemed to be waiting for me to say more. So I did. 

"I want to do more with alternative rock. Or, to be clear, I want to do more of what I want to do, and if the industry calls that alternative rock, then I guess that's what I want to do. I mean, think about those punk bands we saw that time in San Francisco." Not even a year ago. 

"Not one of them has signed to a major label."

“Because they suck or because the major labels are ignoring them? Why the fuck is everyone so down on alternative? I hear everyone bitching about how ticket sales are down and no one's going to arenas”—in North America, anyway—“anymore. Except you know what sold out? Lollapalooza.”

"You're preaching to the choir here, D. But if radio won't play it, alternative rock is dead."

"Then it's my job to carry the torch for it." 

"Your job is to get healthy," she reminded me. "Okay?"

Grumble grumble. "Okay." 

"And call Sarah, will you? She's in town." 

"I'm not sure if I'm up to being social."

"I'm sure she'd be happy to eat pizza in her pajamas with you."

Lion-toothed women. I'm telling you.

* * * *


10:15 Saturday Night

Sarah showed up at Ziggy's with two shopping bags. One had a couple of her favorite movies on VHS and a pile of comic books. 

The other had a set of red flannel pajamas for me. I sat on the couch and unwrapped the tissue paper and held them up. "How did you know I don't have pajamas?" 

"A little bird named Ziggy told me." She sat on one side of me and Ziggy was on the other. 

"I told her at the least I knew you didn't have any here," he emphasized. "But that I'd never seen you wear anything to bed but a ratty T-shirt."

A spike of anxiety hit me in the throat. They both saw it and touched me gently, like bookends reminding me they were there. Ziggy said my name.

Just getting the words out was difficult, because between each word I wanted to hyperventilate. "You promise you're not ganging up on me to send me away somewhere?"

"Oh, jeezus, no." Sarah leaned her forehead against my shoulder. "These are for wearing at home, not some hospital."

"Okay." I felt better. The fear had been momentary. It was a reminder I wasn't all there yet and that I had shit to deal with. 

But not right at this moment. 

Ziggy kissed me behind the ear. "Why don't you go put them on?"

"Go, like there's somewhere else in this apartment to go." The office or the bathroom were the only real choices. The rest was all open plan. Besides, it seemed silly to go somewhere to change clothes when Sarah had watched the two of us have sex more than once. (Right? The blow job contest at Jordan's, and New Year's Eve... ? My memories of that New Year's Eve were pretty fuzzy.) I stood up and stripped out of what I was wearing—a ratty T-shirt and sweatpants—and put the pajamas on. They were comfy-soft, even if they smelled new. 

Ziggy was already in his bathrobe. While Sarah went to the bathroom, he dug through the other bag. "Well, well." 

"What'd she bring?" 

He spread an assortment of Jean Claude Van Damme movies across the coffee table. I was only vaguely aware of him because one of my former housemates, or their girlfriend, had liked his movies. "I've seen that one," I said, pointing to Bloodsport. "There used to be a copy of it floating around the Allston house."

"You still call it 'the Allston house' even though it's your house," Ziggy said with a hint of amusement. 

"Just because I bought it didn't change it." I shrugged. 

He picked a film called Lionheart and put it into the VHS player. Sarah came back from the bathroom in a white silk robe and pajamas patterned with tasteful black representations of birds, like something you'd see on a Japanese room-divider. 

"Oooh, I want those," Ziggy said.

"I knew you'd like them," she said, doing a little twirl. "Now tell me you have some microwave popcorn, please?"

"What sort of heathens do you take us for? It's in the cabinet next to the fridge," Ziggy said. 

Within a minute she was making popcorn and Ziggy was fast-forwarding through a bunch of previews. 

Hours later we'd watched three movies, eaten a pizza as well as popcorn, and were lying around in Ziggy's bed reading the comic books. At one point Sarah started to laugh. 

"What's so funny?" Ziggy leaned over to try to see what she was reading. 

"It's not this," she said, closing the comic book. "It's just, I bet this isn't what most people think a bunch of international pop sensations do when they get together on a Saturday night."

Ziggy clucked his tongue and sneered. "We've done the clubs, the dancing, the drugs, the orgies. Been there, done that."

While I said, "Wait. It's Saturday?"

* * * *


Keep On Moving

I'm not going to lie. Healing was a slow process. 

It always is. 

Carynne found us a condo sublet off Comm. Ave. between Mass. Ave. and Boston Common, which put it about four blocks from Bart's place and maybe ten blocks to the Tower Records where I used to work. The condo belonged to an art history professor at BU who was doing a sabbatical in Italy until the fall semester. The furniture was modernist and the paintings on the walls were not. 

The piano tuner left before we arrived. I hadn't brought much with me, not much more than I'd bring on tour, really. Two guitars, a duffel of clothes, and a backpack of everything else. Carynne was there to hand us the keys. 

I stood in the living room talking to her about my upcoming appointments while Ziggy went into the kitchen. 

I heard my name. "Daron." Like he'd seen a mouse and was afraid to move. 

I stuck my head in. "What is it?"

He was pointing at what took up most of the counter. 

"Oh, that's almost exactly like Jordan's." An Italian espresso machine. "Which means he can probably tell us how to make it work."

"Jordan is good at that." Ziggy snorted. He sidled next to me and put an arm around me. "The burning question in my mind, though... You know what it is."

I stared at the coffee machine. "Um, where's the milk and sugar?"

He laughed a throaty laugh and Carynne said, "Is that what the kids are calling it these days? 

Ha, okay. I leaned against Ziggy slightly. "You two are always thinking about sex."

He kissed me chastely on the hair. "When you're feeling well, so are you. It's how I know you're not yourself, yet."

I didn't even blush. It seemed accurate. 

At any rate, we went to check out the bedroom. Ziggy's burning question—about what kind of bed we would find—was answered as he took a flying leap and launched himself onto it. He bounced once and then settled on a king size bed quite a bit taller than we were used to, so the flying leap was necessary. It was kind of like a four-poster bed except the four posts were slender rods of cast iron, topped with swirled shapes and arched over as if intended to hold a canopy, or maybe to grow grape vines on... ? 

Ziggy rolled over onto his back and raised his head. "Acceptable. Join me?"

"One sec." I undid the laces on my high tops and took them off. (Ziggy had kicked his boots off by the front door.) I climbed somewhat more gingerly onto the bed. "Jeez. You could break your neck falling out of this one."

"That's why we're supposed to sleep in the middle," he said, pulling me in to snuggle. 

"I thought you'd approve," Carynne said. I hadn't realized she'd polled Ziggy on what he was looking for in an apartment, too. But it made sense that she had. "If you guys don't need anything else, I'll get out of your hair."

After she was gone I got under the covers and burrowed in next to Ziggy and hibernated for a little while. The bedclothes smelled pleasant, but very different from the way a bed smells in a hotel. This had a faint but distinct scent that was probably related to the absent professor. Her perfume or shampoo, her laundry detergent, her cat? I could only guess. 

Once upon a time, it would have taken only seconds after the door closed behind Carynne for Ziggy and I to start mauling each other. In an erotic way, I mean. Now I wasn't sure how I felt about the fact that didn't seem to be the case now. I decided saying something about it was the best way to try to figure out my feelings. So I said what I thought. "Once upon a time, the second the door closed behind her—"

"We'd have been all over each other?"

"Yeah."

"You doing okay?" I couldn't see him because we were in the cave under the covers and it was pitch dark, but I could hear him and feel his heartbeat under my palm through his shirt. 

"I think so. I don't know. It's like I'm trying to have a feeling but I'm not firing on all cylinders."

"That's okay." His hand closed over mine. My good one. "Can I tell you something?"

"Sure."

"I'm not worried about your relationship with me right now. I know you're going through some stuff that's going to change you, but I don't think it's going to change us." 

"Um, good?" 

"It took me a while to figure out that part of what was fucked up between us in the past wasn't your relationship with me, it was your relationship with sex itself."

"Yeah, that makes sense."

"And your relationship with yourself in general. It's like the song says. You had to learn to love yourself before you could love me."

"Which song says that?"

"I think I wrote it in ‘A Little More.’"

"I think I wrote it in ‘Inside, Outside.’"

He chuckled. "Great minds think alike. Which probably means Paul Fucking McCartney wrote it first."

"Probably." I buried my nose in Ziggy's shirt. "I have to see a shrink tomorrow."

"Shrink first, hand therapist second?"

"Yeah, the hand therapist didn't have an opening until Thursday, unless I wanted to go out to Woburn. Hey, your stomach is growling." 

"I think your sister and Carynne went grocery shopping for us."

"Did they?"

"Pretty sure they did. Yesterday, before our train came in."

So we got up to explore what food there was, as well as the rest of the apartment. The professor had a lot of books and CDs, all neatly shelved in the living room. By the time we were done having a snack, Ziggy had resolved to read as many of the books as possible and I'd resolved to try to listen to as many of the CDs as possible. Ziggy had brought no books with him, and I'd brought no CDs, so this made sense. It was like exploring the inside of someone's head who wasn't there. 

That first day in the new apartment I sat down and did my vocal exercises, and Ziggy did them with me. My voice kept faltering, not so much because of my throat being messed up but because I was too tired to keep my breath going. It was like sitting up straight was exhausting me. But I got through it, and being one for one let me believe I was about to reel off a streak of, you know, a month without missing a day or something like that. 

Ziggy's right. No matter how down I get, under it all, I'm still an optimist. Still a believer. 

Um, maybe I should tell you about the shrink I saw next time. 

* * * *



What Is Love?


I took the T to my counseling intake appointment. I came out of Kenmore Square in the middle of the afternoon and there were already ticket scalpers in Red Sox hats staking out their territories on the sidewalk. I walked on the overpass of the highway to get from Kenmore to the medical center where my main doctor was, as well as a lot of specialists. I had to walk right past the intersection of Landsdowne Street—the street with all the music clubs on it, including Axis, Venus de Milo, Bill's Bar, and the Citi Club. I can't remember when they quit calling it Citi and started calling it Avalon. 

It felt weird walking past it in the daytime. Venus was where Jonathan and I had seen that unannounced Mark Sandman set. Axis was where I'd once almost-fought with Ziggy and where we'd seen Sugargum. And we'd played shows at basically all of those clubs in the early days, in the months before Chris joined, and a few after. 

We really hadn't been on the club scene for very long because of how fast things had happened for us. It had felt slow at the time but looking back I could see it wasn't. It was surreal to think that just three-four years earlier we had been carrying our own amps in and out of there and three weeks ago we played to fifty-thousand-plus people in a stadium in South America. 

It could make a guy's head spin.

Which was why I was going to get my head straightened out, I guess. Although I suppose "straightened" is a bad turn of phrase here. 

Carynne had researched the therapists available through our health plan and had looked for someone who could deal with both substance abuse issues and "alternative sexuality." That term kind of cracked me up because I couldn't hear it without thinking of "alternative music," as if it referred to people who were only attracted to Robert Smith and Michael Stipe or something. 

The therapist I saw was a short woman with short black hair shot through with some gray. I pegged her as a possible lesbian early on. She was wearing a not-feminine polo shirt. 

Her office was small, but I suppose I was supposed to think it was cozy. Interestingly enough, a white stuffed unicorn resting on a rainbow sat on her desk. 

She had a clipboard in her hands when I came in. They'd made me fill out a questionnaire and she was looking over my answers and frowning. I wondered if I'd somehow failed my intake test. 

I sat in a chair facing away from the window that overlooked Brookline Avenue.

"So," she began. "Why don't you tell me what's going on?"

"Um." That was a very broad question. "A lot. I'm trying to figure out where to start."

"How about starting with why you decided to come see me?"

"Because I think hiding all night in the water tank of a high-rise hotel in Brazil while having intense paranoid delusions is probably something I should try to avoid repeating?"

She held her poker face but I wondered if she wanted to laugh. I kind of wanted her to, even though I hadn't been joking. "Are you still having them? The delusions, I mean."

For some reason I hadn't been expecting that question. I'd been expecting to launch into a much more detailed description of my downward spiral. I had to think about the answer. "I don't think so. The closest thing to one was like a momentary panic about four or five days ago, but it was literally over within two seconds."

"Hm. And you're no longer taking any of these?" She ran her pen under the part of the questionnaire where I'd listed off every drug I knew I'd ingested in the previous three months. 

"Did I put ibuprofen on there? A little of that. Otherwise, no. Not for several weeks."

"And the last time you drank?"

Shit. Who knew time-sense was going to be so important? "Also several weeks, I think. Three at least." 

She frowned. "Okay, tell me more about these paranoid delusions."

"I had convinced myself that my boyfriend's manager... " And, god, the word boyfriend was wrong but I had to call him something... "had orchestrated things so that I'd have to play guitar for his tour of Japan."

"Mm-hm. That's an interesting one."

"Um, the boyfriend, his manager, the guitar, and the tour of Japan are all real. It was them forcing me to do the tour that was my delusion."

"Ahhh, okay. So you're that kind of musician."

I wasn't sure what "kind" of musician she thought I was, but I guess the kind that goes on international tours was good enough. "Yeah. I had been getting more and more paranoid for a couple of weeks, but I don't know if the Valium flipped a switch or what."

"And how much do you crave the drugs?"

"I don't really crave them at all."

"Symptoms of withdrawal?"

"I was crampy and cranky while trying to get off Flexeril, but that seems to have died down."

"And booze? Do you think about it often? Plan when your next drink is going to be?"

"Not really."

"Do you engineer social situations to allow you to drink?"

"No."

"Do you drink alone?"

"No. I'm not really tempted to. I'm kind of sick and tired of it, honestly."

She clicked her ballpoint pen in and out several times. Then she asked me a bunch more questions, some of which were on the questionnaire but she worded them a little differently each time. The frown was still there. 

I finally said, somewhat jokingly, "I feel like you're about to give me detention or something."

That startled a smile out of her. "I was a junior high gym teacher for a while. Sorry, don't mean to seem disapproving, but you're not turning out to be what I expected."

"I'm not?"

"Did you have a substance abuse problem? Yes. Did you develop a physical dependency? Yes. Are you an addict, though? Looks like no."

"What? That can't be right."

"You're telling me you're addicted? To what?"

To approval from lion-toothed women, that's what. "You seem disappointed I'm not, that's all."

"Not at all. Just means I have to adjust my game plan. Why don't you tell me a bit more about your relationship with your boyfriend."

"Okay, well, first of all this." I held up my hand to show her the wedding ring. "It was my subconscious's idea, which his aesthetic director picked up on somehow, and I wasn't even totally aware of what I was doing until I dragged him to a jewelry store and proposed."

Her smile was still there. "Now you're getting interesting." 

* * * *


There She Goes

Hand therapy wasn't at all what I expected. The waiting room was full and seemed to be split evenly into two groups: older, gray-haired people and young, mostly clean-cut people. A lot of the young people were wearing wrist braces. I kept my scarred hand in my jacket pocket. No one seemed to recognize me, which was good. 

I had to wait a while for my therapist to be available, so I read an issue of People that was over a month old (and by "read" I mean skimmed). 

The receptionist called my name—just my first name—and I went up to the desk where I had already checked in. 

"The doc wants you to get an updated X-Ray," she said, and handed me a routing slip. "It's down one floor."

So I trundled on down to the X-Ray department, where I waited another fifteen minutes or so before they took me into the X-Ray room and had me sit in a chair and place my hand on a square plate. The technician left the room and then came back in so quickly I hadn't fully registered that the hum and click I'd heard was the X-Ray being taken. I had to wait around several minutes, though, while the film developed and they looked at it to see if it was good enough or if they needed to shoot another. 

It wasn't, and they had to do it a second time, but eventually they sent me back to the hand therapy department with the film inside a big envelope. Back in the waiting room, the individual people were different from before but the demographic makeup was still the same. 

I got a sneery sort of look from one of the older women this time, so I picked up a copy of The Economist to read instead and shake her conceptions of me, whatever they were. I'm not sure she noticed, but actually The Economist held my interest much better than People. Oh, sure, my eyes glazed over at some of the various stodgy articles about third-world unrest, but one about how Chelsea, a small city on the Boston outskirts, had declared bankruptcy was sort of fascinating. And there was a review of a biography of Sarah Bernhardt. 

I didn't know anything about Sarah Bernhardt and yet I knew the name. When I read the review I learned she had been "the first deity of popular culture. Like Chaplin, Monroe and even Madonna, she achieved the curious honour of being famous partly for being famous." Apparently, in the late 1800s she was the most famous actress in the world, often played male parts (including Hamlet) when she wanted to, and was the muse of painter Alphonse Mucha. 

She made me think of Ziggy. I was absorbed in reading the review when they called my name. 

A scrubs-wearing assistant stood at the doorway to the waiting room, with my chart in one hand. I followed her back to a small office where I sat until a doctor who looked straight out of a soap opera walked in—by which I mean he had daytime TV good looks: dark hair, blue eyes, good chin. 

He did not shake hands but did take my X-Ray and stick it on the light box. He didn't look at it more than a couple of seconds and then he sat at his desk and said, "Let me see it?"

I placed my hand palm-up on the desk, showing the scar. He turned it over gently, to see the matching scar on the other side. "Okay, come with me." 

He led me to an exam room and I got up on the exam table? bench? what's the right word for that piece of furniture? He pulled gently on my fingers and asked me to touch my thumb to various other places on my hand, asking each time if I had any pain and whether it was sharp. "How about now? How about this one?"

No, no, it didn't hurt. "It just doesn't move the way it should, and my fingers are kind of weak," I told him. 

He wrote a bunch of stuff inside my folder and then asked me to follow him to another room where many people sat in cubbies wide enough for a chair and just tall enough that they couldn't see over the dividers while sitting down. He sat me in one of the chairs, slotted my chart into a holder on the wall of the cubicle, and bid me adieu. 

The chair I was sitting in had a padded bar that could be put down across the armrests like a kiddie high chair, or maybe like an amusement park ride. Eventually the occupational therapist found me. A woman with a dark ponytail and round glasses that made her look younger than she was, I think. 

She put the padded cross bar down and had me lean my forearms on it. Then she ran through a lot of the same things the doctor had. 

"You know he already had me do these," I said, wondering if she'd she'd see that if she looked in the chart. 

"Yeah, but he is not me," she replied, while tugging on my pinky, "plus he's a tool."

I held in a chuckle. "So I get there are a lot of folks here for arthritis, but what's up with all the twenty-somethings?"

"Carpal tunnel." She held her hands up like she was going to pray. "Thank god you're something different."

I wasn't sure if she meant that it was good for her or for me that I didn't have carpal tunnel syndrome, but I guess it was reaching epidemic proportions. 

"Press your hands together like this and spread your fingers. Okay, good."

We ran through about ten exercises I could do. Somehow I had been expecting them to be harder. They were things like lay your hand flat against the table top and then lift each finger one at a time. With one she put a rubber band around my thumb and palm and the goal was just to open my thumb. Easy.

Well, until I'd done it ten times. And then the muscles started feeling tired. 

She gave me the rubber band and a printout with the exercises on them. "The stretches, do every day. The strengthening ones, every other day. If your hand still feels tired, give it an extra day of rest."

"Really?"

"Really. You don't want to overdo it."

I decided not to tell her what I'd been doing since the surgery. "Okay. But is playing the piano all right?"

"Should be, unless you're about to tell the joke about not even playing the piano or something."

"No, wouldn't dream of it." Ha.

"Good. Come back in two weeks." She lifted the cross bar and walked away. 

I walked back to the apartment, stopping at the Charlesbank Bookshop on the way to buy the book on Sarah Bernhardt for Ziggy. 

He was in the middle of another book, curled up on the couch by the front window that overlooked Comm. Ave., but when he saw I was carrying a bag his eyes lit up. 

"Here. I thought this might be interesting." I handed him the bag and he stood up to look inside it.

"Oooh, la divine Sarah!" he declared.

"You've heard of her?"

"God yes, anyone who's studied Mucha has heard of her."

"She reminded me of you, somehow."

He kissed me. "That's the nicest thing you've said to me all week." 

"Then, either she's really awesome or I've been slacking." I pulled him close with my good hand. 

"Or both. You can start making it up to me right now, though." 

So that's how I ended up in bed with Ziggy instead of doing my vocal exercises as intended when I got home that afternoon. 

* * * *


Everybody Plays the Fool

Ziggy swore and folded his notebook open in his lap as we sat at the piano. It was a small upright practice room piano, nicely varnished, standing in one corner of the living room, against a wall. "I’m going to write us an English version of this. I swear she did this just to torture us."

I hadn't been too bothered by the fact that Priss's homework assignment for me was to practice these German hymns, but Ziggy, who took to doing them with me, couldn't stand the German. 

"These aren't supposed to be enunciation exercises, are they?" he asked. He was sitting on my right, at the high end of the keyboard. "It's the notes that matter, not the consonants, right?"

"What's wrong with German? If it was good enough for Mozart, it should be good enough for us."

"Ugh." He made a face. "At least one of them's Latin." 

"Why is Latin better?" I genuinely wanted to know. 

"Because Latin is better for singing. More of the words end on vowels instead of a pile of consonants like a car crash." He made a sound like screeching tires and then impact. "That's what German sounds like to me. Nicht. Mensch. Blechhh."

The Latin one was labeled "A German Hymn" but it was unmistakably Latin: "Da Pacem, Domine." Which made me wonder what was German about it, but whatever. The main thing about it was that the hymn had a lot of the note runs and changes within a single vowel that you often get in carols and hymns—think of the way the word Gloria is dragged out in "Angels We Have Heard on High," with the Glo-o-o-o-o-o going on for sixteen notes before you hit the -ria. That was a big part of the exercise. It's easier to change notes when you say a new word or syllable using your tongue and lips to start it, and it's harder when all you're doing is changing the shape of your throat. 

"Da Pacem, Domine" was almost like a Gregorian chant, stately and even, but with a fair number of those runs. And, an opera singer I ain't. 

One of the other hymns she'd assigned me was called &quot;Es kommt ein Schiff, geladen." I don't speak German, so I had no idea what these words meant, but they were easy enough to pronounce: 

 

Es kommt ein Schiff, geladen

bis an sein' höchsten Bord,

trägt Gottes Sohn voll Gnaden,

des Vaters ewigs Wort.

 

Or at least Priss didn't complain about my pronunciation. After about the fourth or fifth day practicing it I figured out "Gottes Sohn" probably meant "God's son," but the rest was a mystery. 

The third was "Mensch, reinige deine Sünden" and it had my favorite melody of the three, a haunting one in Dorian mode, that I am pretty sure she included in order to challenge my upper range. It had some high lilting notes that you could imagine were intended for a soloist in a boy choir. I liked singing that one with Ziggy because of course Ziggy's upper register was one of the things that I loved most about him. God. What an instrument. 

Anyway. I liked singing the hymns with him no matter what language they were in. That day after practicing them, though, he went out for a walk while I worked on my hand exercises. He took his notebook with him. 

I decided I should write a harmony. This was one of the exercises we did often in music composition class. They'd give you a piece of sheet music with the melody from a Bach Chorale on it, and you'd go home (well, to a practice room with a piano) and work out the melody line and chords. The instructor was a brilliant sight-reader—man, I'm forgetting his name now—who could play whatever was put in front of him, even when it was in some student's awful handwriting. (My own notation is pretty bad so I sometimes used software in the computer-music lab to create neatly printed sheet music for my pieces, but it was a lot of work for a not-better grade. The software's wayyyy better nowadays.)

It was in that class I got slightly jealous of the professor's ability to sight-read that way. It was the first time I felt at all sorry that I had abandoned piano lessons all those years ago. Claire and I had fought about it, and at the time of the fight I had felt absolutely great because it was one of the few fights, ever, between her and me that I won. 

But I remember sitting in that classroom. It was one of the older classrooms at the conservatory, with molded wooden seats and desks, arranged like a small amphitheater of about ten rows of seats in a tiered half-circle around a grand piano with a chalkboard behind it. I always sat in the back where I could see everybody and—other than the professor—they couldn't see me. He would take sheet after sheet of student music, plop it on the stand at the keyboard, and play without hesitation. Sometimes he had to back up and go over a few measures again, but within a minute or two he could go through the whole one-page piece without a mistake. 

On the one hand it was validating. You might remember, leaving home was kind of a big deal to me. I had hoped and prayed that music school would show me people whose talents and abilities were far beyond my own, and it was thrilling to find out that it did. 

But I envied that professor's ability. Was his name... Nelson, maybe? Ron Nelson? I could sight read guitar music, but whatever facility I'd had with reading the double staff for the piano back at age ten, I had completely lost by age eighteen. I might as well be trying to read a different language. So, flashback to that argument I won, about quitting piano lessons. I remembered Claire telling me, in that judgmental scolding mother way of hers, that I was going to regret it. 

And I remember sitting there in the classroom, while Professor Nelson played a jaunty chorale, with my gut feeling like I'd swallowed something so bitter it burned. Dammit, she was right. 

* * * *


Come As You Are

I felt like my hand exercises, unlike my vocal exercises, were too easy. 

I would sit at the dining table at one end of the living room, with my rubber bands in front of me and my feet flat on the floor, and do them. I had learned to have several rubber bands there in case I broke one or accidentally shot it across the room. I would do the exercises, but I would wonder if I was doing them wrong because they were too easy. 

You can laugh about this now—after all, so can I—but at the time, since the exercises were easy, I got this wacky notion that I should try to speed up my mental rehabilitation by thinking about my crap while doing them. As if multitasking was better for me somehow. And I decided that one way to make sure I did the mental work I needed to do to put my head back together was to do it at the same time. 

This did not work. I found that while doing my hand exercises I couldn't think about anything except my hand. It bordered on obsessive, or so I thought. 

I asked my therapist about it. Did I tell you her name yet? I don't think I did. You're going to laugh at this. Her name was Lynne. L-Y-N-N-E. She didn't bear much resemblance to Aesthetician Linn, L-I-N-N, other than being short and tough as nails. 

Okay, maybe they resembled each other a teensy bit.

Anyway. Lynne just looked at me as I obsessed over whether I was being too obsessive and said, "Daron, I'm not a physical therapist, but that sounds like what you're supposed to do."

"What?"

"Being totally aware of each finger, each muscle, staying focused on the exercise... That's what you're supposed to do. That's called mindfulness, and it increases the effectiveness of exercises."

"Oh." 

"Go with that. That's your body telling you to pay attention. I bet the hand therapist will say the same thing." 

She was right, of course. I started doing my hand exercises twice a day. It had become like meditating. Never mind that the therapist had told me to do them every other day if I felt tired. I didn't feel tired, and when she tested me again she was happy with the results. I wasn't, not yet, but it was better than it had been. 

Since my multitasking plan didn't work, though, outside of Lynne's office I wasn't really thinking about my mental crap much at all. I let myself settle into the healing routine. It took four or five visits for me to feel like Lynne knew even a fraction of the shit I had going on in my head, some more recent, some much older. Between Digger, Remo, career stuff, Ziggy, Colin, my mother, Mills... I had a lot to untangle. 

What was weird was that I thought I knew how I felt about each one of the people I just named, but Lynne challenged me to evaluate whether that was true. "Is that really how I feel?" Which wasn't what I was expecting from therapy, but it boiled down to something like this: How do you know who you are, if you don't know how you actually relate to the people around you? There's a difference between what you feel, deep down in your heart, and what other people or society expect you to feel—and that's different again from the feelings you're allowed to express. 

There was a lot to chew on. But while I was obsessive about my hand exercises, I wasn't about my mind. My mind didn't really want to think about all that most of the time. 

Part of that was because Ziggy and I were getting along so well. And part of me wanted to say fuck it, if me and Zig are right as rain, then everything else can go hang. 

Except I knew I needed to get my head straightened out. After all, I still wasn't writing. I still wasn't getting ideas, but on top of that I'd started to wonder what the point was in writing music that it felt like no one wanted. 

Me and Ziggy had been nesting on Comm. Ave. for a month, maybe two, reading books and listening to music and talking and eating a lot of take-out and Top Ramen—and basically only leaving the apartment for appointments and to have dinner at Bart's or the Allston house—when Bart and Michelle convinced us to go see a show with them at Berklee Performance Center. It was some kind of jazz program, incorporating some of the famous name instructors at Berklee with their most prodigious students. Kind of like a recital on steroids. I don't remember now why Bart and Michelle had ended up with the tickets, but what the hell, it sounded like fun. 

The weather was starting to get chilly, so I put on a hoodie under my leather jacket, and Ziggy wore a sharply cut long wool coat that looked almost military. I think it was right after Halloween. I'm sure it wasn't Thanksgiving yet, anyway. 

I don't remember much about the show itself. I do remember getting invited to schmooze afterward with the performers. I also remember declining politely but exchanging numbers with some people. I knew schmoozing the Berklee faculty was probably a good idea. The paranoid part of me that had eaten my rational brain in Brazil had quieted down a lot. You might recall that was the part that believed my career as an original popular music artist was over and that slogging through tours for hire playing music I hated was my fate. But the rational part recognized the seed of truth in that. It was possible I might need to look at other career options. Teaching was a possibility I hadn't really thought about before. After all, I'm pretty sure they want you to get your degree in music before you're allowed to teach others doing the same. But Bart had been talking about it; he exchanged cards with some people, too, before we left.

We had walked to the venue, and the four of us headed back to our place on foot. No one was paying us much attention—meaning no one had really recognized Ziggy. It was maybe ten at night, and most of the stores were closed, but the bars were still open along Newbury Street. 

And so was Tower. The bright lights of the windows of their multi-story building at the corner of Mass. Ave. seemed to be beckoning. I caught Michelle's eye. "You want to go in?"

"Sure, let's. I haven't been in there in forever!" She was wearing her hair down, the ringlets tamed by some glossy product. "Over a year at least."

"Really? Where do you buy your CDs?"

"I haven't bought a CD in at least that long." We stood at the light, waiting to cross. "I listen to the radio mostly."

"But you don't buy what you hear? The only reason I listen to the radio is to figure out what's new that I want."

She shrugged. "I've gotten out of the habit." 

My mind boggled at the thought. "I've been trying to listen through the whole CD collection at the sublet and it's a really eclectic mix."

"You must be loving that."

"He is," Ziggy put in, as we crossed and walked along the sidewalk toward the entrance. "The more obscure something is, the better Daron likes it."

"Yeah, I haven't turned the radio on since we've been back in the States, really."

"In other words, you haven't bought CDs, either," Michelle said with a laugh. 

"True. Well, there's no way we're getting out of Tower without spending something," I said. Hell, back in the day, even when I was flat broke, there were nights when I went in there at eleven at night just because I was bored and by midnight I'd spent my last dollar. That was one of the reasons it made so much sense to get a job at Tower, especially once Michelle had made manager. The employee discount alone was a help to my budget. 

We went through the familiar doors and up the escalator. As usual, music was playing from the various departments. 

When we were halfway up the escalator to rock/pop, a new song started. A brash guitar riff caught my ear—as rough as punk but as solidly muscular as metal—on the verge of out of control and yet slickly produced. What the fuck is that? It was like catching the scent of frying oil and grill grease when you're starving. I was dumbstruck, my brain trying to process what my ears were taking in. It was so obviously good. Grab-you-by-the-balls good.

Bart had to push me off the escalator so I wouldn't get trampled by the rest of them. 

Then the vocals kicked in. Same impression as the guitar had given, a raw voice with no pretense of artistry in it, rasping against me like an unshaven face, but so slickly produced it left no burn. 

I said something like, "What in the holy fuck is that."

The rest of them apparently recognized the song, which tore away my idea that this was some weirdo thing that some Tower clerk was playing for the cred that comes with obscurity. "Surprise hit of the season," Bart was saying. Or maybe that was Michelle. I wasn't processing much around me other than the sound. 

It was everything that was great about punk and metal mashed up in a single sound, a single song. Remember how the Berlin Wall had come down while I was busy in Spain? The wall between punk and metal had apparently come down while I was in South America. 

"What is this band called?" 

"Nirvana."

The name seemed completely appropriate to me in that moment. After all, I was having a moment like I'd been struck by lightning. My mind was literally blown. 

The other three steered me to a large display with a dump of CD, LP, and cassette versions of an album called Nevermind. The song playing, of course, was "Smells Like Teen Spirit." 

I was suddenly angry and I wasn't even sure who I was mad at. "Alternative is dead, huh?" I said to no one in particular. "Guitar-driven rock is a thing of the past, it's all been done, eh?"

Michelle was either oblivious to my distress or right in tune with it. "FNX has been playing it non-stop. I guess the rest of the country is catching on, too. They're from Seattle."

Bart added, "The band's image is totally Generation X. Very working-class."

Ziggy tried to tease me. "Yeah, check it out. They all dress exactly like you, Daron." By then they had steered me to a poster of the actual band. 

He wasn't kidding. They did all dress like me. Converse high tops, blue jeans, a flannel shirt over a T. I'd been dressing like that since I was thirteen. (In case you've lost track, at that point I was twenty-three.) Long hair that looked like they just never got around to cutting it as opposed to the hair-band style. It was like they just didn't give a fuck. They still looked like the basement/garage band they probably started as, and they hadn't changed that just because they were major label material now. 

It was like looking into a mirror while on acid and seeing your true self. The hair on the back of my neck stood on end, goosebumps coming up as if my skin was being exposed, not my soul. 

And it hurt to swallow, as if I was finally aware of just how much crap Mills and the whole rest of the industry had tried to force down my throat. I felt ill—angry yet kind of euphoric at the same time. Angry because I had been right, and euphoric for the exact same reason. Going back and forth between those two feelings so quickly made my head spin and I got nauseous.

If things had been just a little different, that could have been me on that record. That could have been us. I envied the authenticity Nirvana was presented with. Then I heard Kurt Cobain scream and I felt my throat constrict around the still-jagged memories of the Star*Gaze set... 

And I remembered how much I'd had to drink to let myself go that far, to expose myself that much. 

I didn't know whether I'd dodged a bullet or missed the chance of a lifetime. 

Or both. 

* * * * 


Smells Like Teen Spirit

I don't remember buying the CD and I don't remember leaving the store. I have a vague memory that before we left we got recognized by someone on the staff, but managed to escape before it could turn into anything. Maybe Michelle promised we'd be back or something. 

Mostly I remember trying not to cry in public, but tears are the only thing that can break through a dam in my throat like that. I don't actually remember when I started. I think some parts of my brain just shut down for a while. Emotional overload or whatever you want to call it will do that, I guess. 

The three of them took me back to the apartment and stayed with me. At the time I thought it was really thoughtful for them to be so supportive. It didn't occur to me until later that they were worried I'd do something like run off and hide in a water tank. I didn't feel like that. I didn't want to run away. Not from them, anyway. If I wanted to run away from anything right then it was the pain itself, because stark truths always fucking hurt. 

Some time in the wee hours Bart and Michelle went home. I was curled up on the couch in the fetal position, too exhausted to cry anymore. Ziggy came and put a blanket over me. "Do you want to stay here or can I convince you to come get in the bed?"

"Um." Some ragged thoughts bumped against each other in my head, but didn't form anything like a plan of action or a decision. "Uh." 

"Because I am not looking forward to sleeping on the floor here."

Oh. The realization that me being upset was upsetting him, too, seeped in. "Sorry. Just—"

He squished one buttcheek onto the couch with me and brushed a hand over my hair. "No need to apologize. But I think you'll thank me later if you let me put you in bed."

"Yeah, all right." I tried to sit up and bumped my cheek against his. He'd been leaning down to kiss me at the same time. 

Ziggy steered me into the bathroom and I saw the sense in brushing my teeth and stuff while I was in there. I had a moment of feeling sheepish and ashamed of how emotional I'd gotten. It felt very obvious when I was doing something as mundane as brushing my teeth that my emotional outburst was kind of ridiculous. 

I said as much to Ziggy after we got in bed. "I'm sorry about that."

"About what?"

"Freaking out on you like that. I don't know what came over me."

"Well, I do." He fussed with getting the covers over us the way he liked them. "Life goals and aspirations are a pretty big deal, you know."

"Yeah, but... "

"But nothing. We've been over this, Daron. It's okay to have a feeling."

That did sound very familiar. "Is this the thing where if I bottle up my feelings for too long, they explode?"

He made a sound in the dark like he was trying not to laugh. "What do you think?"

"The fact I said it is probably a hint, isn't it."

"You could ask your shrink if you want to be sure."

"I think I know what I'll be talking to her about this week." 

In the morning I was still emotionally raw, but before I was really fully awake Ziggy asked me to make love to him, and I did. To say we both felt better afterwards is probably an understatement. 

It wasn't until later that day (or maybe the next) that I got a sense of how insecure he had started to feel while I was out of it. We were making dinner. He was slicing up sausages and browning them in a pan while I boiled the water for pasta and simmered the sauce. I was talking on the phone to Jonathan at the same time. 

"Why didn't you tell me?" I joke-whined. 

"What, that the anthem of a generation was released while you were on the road?"

"Yeah, exactly."

He laughed. "In hindsight, something had to break through sometime. Now of course there's a rush on to sign all the copycat bands."

"You mean all the bands that already sound like that, but which they were ignoring when they thought the guitar was dead, alternative was dead, rebellion in rock was dead, et cetera?"
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