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PART FOURTEEN: 

December 1990

 


Love Shack

I went home. To Allston, I mean. But as I may or may not have established before, I'm terrible at being home. The problem with defining one's self by what you do instead of by where you're from is that home becomes this really fraught concept...

Maybe I shouldn't generalize. Maybe it's only like that for me.

That isn't to say I didn't enjoy being home. I did. I caught up with Courtney, who totally treated me like one of those cats who are miffed when you first show up because of how much they missed you, and then once they get over it are glued to you.

The point where she really forgave me was when I cleared up that yes, of course she could come to New York with me for Christmas if she wanted. "Remo would have a cow if you wanted to go and didn't," I explained. It hadn't occurred to me that it wasn't clear. "I didn't assume you wanted to if you'd rather be with your friends here."

Her answer to that was, "Yeah, right!"

Fortunately for me, unlike a cat, after she forgave me she wasn't glued to me, because she had her final exams and stuff, which was good, because she would have driven me insane otherwise.

I was maybe a little crazy by the third or fourth day, anyway. I'd talked to Artie again and convinced him I really wanted to re-record some of the tracks and make some transitions from one cut to another. He reminded me that what they were paying me was what some albums budgeted to spend on tape alone, much less studio time, engineering, etc. But, see, the thing was, I had talked to Trav and he was going to engineer the tracks for me in exchange for me helping him out with some remixes he was doing for someone else. After Christmas. So it would be another couple of weeks.

Ziggy really had gone to LA. Or so I heard. I put him and my libido on the back burner.

That is, until the day I found myself standing at the shelf where the house's music was, which is to say all the miscellaneous CDs, party mix tapes, road trip mix tapes, anything anyone didn't like enough to keep in their own bedroom, freebies, stuff given to us by other bands or bands our friends were in, you get the idea. I was sort of staring at it, paralyzed almost, like I wanted to put something on, but I didn't want to have to be committed to listening to it for a whole 45 minutes. Does that make sense? It shouldn't. Why was I in the living room anyway? I was the only one home. I guess I had this idea in my head that it was "healthier" not to hide in my room, do you know what I mean? Is that idea bullshit or what?

Anyway. I was standing there with my brain all seized up and Colin came in. And we locked eyes.

I felt much, much better after he'd taken me up to my room and fucked my brains out. And then I felt momentarily terrible while I wondered when the lesson that sex was important and not something I could simply ignore was going to sink in. Why did I have to keep learning that over and over again?

"How'd you know?" I asked, while we were lying there, both too limp to move.

"What, you mean how'd I know that was what you needed?"

"Yeah."

"Daron, you pretty much drooled when you looked at me."

"Oh."

"Besides, I figured you'd just spent, what, over a week sleeping on the couch of a friend—with whom you are sexually incompatible—and so, yeah."

"I actually did run into Ziggy while I was down there," I said, tentatively.

"Uh huh. And came home even more wound up than before." He didn't sound surprised by this.

"Am I better than I used to be?"

"Better in what sense? In bed?"

Colin could still make me blush. Which made me laugh. "No. I mean am I less fucked up than I used to be?"

"A little. You're more mature. You've got more clues. Sounds like therapy overall was good for you. You tell me, though, if you're any happier."

I took a couple of deep breaths while I tried to feel how happy I was. Not to think about it or justify it, but literally to feel it. Well, maybe this wasn't the best time to gauge it, since being freshly fucked, I felt great. I ended up with, "I think I am."

"How so?"

"Well, I'm not abjectly miserable, so that's an improvement. And I like myself better than I used to. I'm pretty well bursting with creative ideas, which is a good sign. I don't know where my career is going exactly and I don't know where things with Ziggy are going, either... possibly both straight into the toilet, but I can at least be an optimist and say I hope neither does."

"That was a long way of saying yes."

"Well, you know. I think I'm happy and then I do things like go catatonic over a CD choice."

"Good thing I came home when I did." He pulled the blanket over us both as he rolled one leg across me. "So you're here until Christmas?"

"Yeah."

"That's, like, two weeks from now."

"Yeah."

"I have an idea."

That was how Colin and I built a guitar together. Which gave us both something to do, which pretty much saved my sanity. I had forgotten that he and I had talked about doing it back when we were on tour together. He had ordered some of the parts back then and we went around to some local stores getting the rest of what we needed. Chris helped a little, too: he knew things I didn't, like what different grades of sandpaper were good for.

We built an electric guitar, not an acoustic; none of us were good enough woodworkers to make a decent acoustic guitar. But you could get the raw wood parts for an electric, and the electronics of course, and knobs and things. So some of the time was spent sanding and finishing the wood, and some of it getting the electronics in place and working, and of course we had to do something with the decorating in the end. We decided it should be Colin's guitar, so we used actual spray paint from cans to finish it, alternating layers of black and electric blue, which meant that—at the time, anyway—the guitar matched Colin's hair.

When it was finished we spent all night jamming. No, I'm kidding. We played together for about an hour and then he begged off because he hadn't been practicing and his fingertips hurt. We'd gone upstairs and cracked open a beer when Marilyn, the same Marilyn that had previously been in a band with him and who I thought might be a sometime-lover, showed up at the door. That meant we had to show off the guitar, so we went down and Colin and I picked up guitars and Chris drummed, and Marilyn and Colin sang together. We could only manage a couple of songs... I'm trying to remember what now. Anarchy in the UK, probably? And something by the Ramones? Colin and I had learned a couple of Ramones songs back when.

Then Marilyn and Colin went upstairs to have noisy, noisy sex, because I despite all the lessons I'd given him I had failed to warn Colin that the guitar was an aphrodisiac of the highest order. I don't think he minded finding out on his own.

Anyway, Chris and I went back down to the basement, where it was quieter. And he asked, "Man, sex with an ex isn't supposed to be that good, is it?"

"Sex with an Ex, good song title."

"Let's write a punk song about it."

So we did. I even overdubbed some half-assed vocals onto our four-track.

This should in no way be considered foreshadowing.

 

 


Running in the Family

"What do you mean you're not coming to New York?"

Carynne knocked me on the head with her sharp, little knuckles. "That's what I'm trying to get through your thick skull. I'm going to Maine."

"Maine." We were sitting in the Vietnamese noodle place near the house, having each consumed a bowl of soup bigger than our heads. "You don't have family in Maine...?"

She sighed. "No. But Gerry does."

"Ah. I take it Gerry's a serious relationship then. Boyfriend? Girlfriend? You haven't said."

"Well, you haven't exactly been around much to talk to."

True, very true, but the fact that she had taken this long into not only this conversation, but my time back home in general, to tell me of Gerry's existence made me, shall we say, skeptical about the whole thing.

"And it's boyfriend," she clarified. "His family has a place up there, and it's all cocoa-by-the-fireplace and sledding and whatnot."

"Oookay."

"So, you know, I grew up in a place with no snow."

"You've lived here for years! You've had plenty of snowy Christmases." Hell, I remembered walking through the snow with her once after a fancy dinner with Digger. God, that was a million—or maybe three? four?—years ago. "But okay, sure, if it's important to you. I mean, is this guy for real?"

She gave me a less-than-confident smile.

"Oh, Car'."

"Don't take it the wrong way! He's great. I want to meet his family, you know? And give it a chance. If there's any chance for it to, you know, blossom into something big."

"Do you hear yourself?" I waved for the check but failed to actually get the attention of a waiter. "I was going to try to talk you out of going, but you sound like you're still trying to convince yourself to go. Or to have the relationship. Same thing, I guess."

She rested her chin on her hand. "God, I don't know. We've been going out for about three months. It's still new and exciting. But."

"But?"

"But this is the usual make-or-break point. This is the point where I usually get bored and get out, or where it finally sinks in for them that I'm not going to be around on weekends and evenings like a typical girlfriend and it's time to move on."

"And this guy hasn't done that."

"Not yet. He did invite me to his family's cabin in Maine."

"And it so happens that none of your acts have holiday show plans."

"Exactly. But I'm not sure he gets that some years I might be less available."

I nodded. I was disappointed she wouldn't be with us in the city, but at the same time I wanted her to be happy, you know? "So he's not a total tool?"

"No, he's not."

"I think you won't know that for sure until he meets the rest of us."

"What are you talking about?"

"I'm serious. You're going to meet his family, right? But when is he going to meet us? You can't be really serious about someone who hasn't met us. Or me, anyway, if there's no band."

She looked at me with that little frown between her eyebrows. "You're serious."

"Very. And I'm worried the reason you haven't introduced him is you're afraid me and the guys, and your other bands, will disapprove. Has he met Polly and the gals?"

"No," she admitted. "But since when do you guys get to say who I can or can't date?"

"I'm not saying we get to do anything. But you know that anyone who we think is a total tool is someone who is totally wrong for you. And we'll be right." I tried again to wave for a waiter and this time got one waving back in acknowledgement. "And so I'm worried you already know this guy's a loser and you keep thinking if you wait to find out for sure, maybe you can turn him into a winner. But you can't."

She rubbed her eyes. "Maybe his family will hate me and it won't matter anyway."

"Why would you let his family's reaction dictate what happens, but not us?"

"That's not what I mean."

"You mean, you're going to go to Maine and either you're going to come back with a stronger relationship or broken up," I said.

"Yeah, probably." She paid the bill when it came, slipping cash into the folder and leaving it on the table. "Can I run an idea by you? A business idea, I mean, not a relationship one."

"Sure."

We pulled our coats on and walked out into the cold. To get ice cream, of course.

"I'm thinking of re-launching Polly's band, as a stunt, booking them as if they're actually from another country," she said as we walked. "Japan, probably, because that always sounds cool and hip."

"What do Polly and them think of the idea?"

"Assuming they're willing, what's your take? Will the industry flip or not care?"

"Well, there's two kinds of not care. One is not pay attention regardless and one is to jump on them and discard the fake origin right away. But what if the industry is neither of those things and instead just wants to be complicit in making the lie bigger and bigger?"

She sighed.

"I mean, then do you get to a point where, when the bubble bursts, it leaves a crater? Because you know people will find out."

"I'm thinking just a stunt to get label interest, not a fan following, but I see your point."

We went into Herrell's and looked at the board with all the ice cream flavors written on it.

"You're squinting," she said.

"What?"

"You're squinting."

She was right: I was. "Yeah, my eyes have been kind of funny lately. Colin says it's from staring at the computer screen too much."

"Computer screen? Hold that thought." She told the person with the nose ring and the ice cream scoop what she wanted. I did the same.

When we sat down on a wooden bench in the window I said, "Yeah. I did a bunch of the work on composing the soundtrack on the Mac I bought for Remo's studio. I used it as a sequencer. Um, plus email." In the last two weeks, when I wasn't building the guitar with Colin, or sleeping, I was posting to email lists about music and poking around in news groups.

"I'll make an appointment for you to get your eyes checked," she said. "After Christmas."

"I'm staying in the city after Christmas, remember? To do that stuff with Jordan."

"Ah, right."

"Hey. If you break up with Gerry at Christmas, you can always come down to the city and watch the ball drop with us."

"Yeah." She smiled. "Nothing's going to beat last New Year's Eve, though."

I smiled, too. Australia on acid. Pretty hard to beat. Just thinking about it made my head feel floaty and my heart lighter. I remembered feeling one with the universe and remembered my promise to myself to try to find that feeling by actually getting in harmony rather than by taking drugs.

"Oh, hey," I finally remembered to ask, "do you know the name of the guy Ziggy signed with after he gave Digger the boot?"

"Oh, it's Barrett Thomas."

"Any relation to Weiland Thomas?"

"Grand-nephew, I think?" she said. "He's the first one since Weiland Junior to get involved in the agency again, kind of a hot shot. Honestly? It looks like a good match."

"You've met this guy?" I spooned up some hot fudge that had hardened against the ice cream and then scraped it off the spoon with my teeth.

"No. But I know his name and his reputation. And it sounds good, you know? I think he'll be able to take Ziggy a lot farther than Digger ever could." She put down her spoon. "Shit, that reminds me. A letter came to the office today. Looked like something legal, had your name on it. I meant to grab it and bring it in case it was important. I'll open it tomorrow and let you know. When do you leave for New York?"

"Courtney's got a paper due on Wednesday, and we're planning to leave that night."

"No problem, then. I'll let you know tomorrow."

We walked back to the house then, where her car was parked, and she came in for a minute to ask Chris something.

And then we were getting ready to say good night, and she said, "So you never really told me what the latest is with you and Ziggy, you know."

Which was how we ended up in my room talking until five in the morning.

 


Straight Up

Leave it to Bart to actually try to make sense of it all. And by "it all" I mean Ziggy, but, you know, Ziggy contains multitudes, and also it's never just about him, it's about everything else, too. Because of course my relationship with him was tangled up with, well, everything that was wrong about the music industry.

Sigh.

Not that Carynne wasn't helpful. Carynne was great. But Carynne's goal in picking apart my problems with Ziggy wasn't really about figuring it out, but about making me feel better. Which are not necessarily the same thing. Carynne gives better support than a bridge pylon. But I actually wanted to understand.

Bart was all too happy to analyze and theorize, while I sat at a stool at the brand-new stonelike countertop in his kitchen and he made an omelet. We had planned on going out to dinner but ended up staying in.

"Okay, so describe to me the conversation again? Because I kind of wonder if you missed something," he said while he dug in the fridge for the eggs.

"He and Sarah got on famously, by the way," I said, working up to the conversation. "The two of them hit it off right away. I was kind of surprised."

"They're both very driven. Go on."

"I had spent the night with him that night. His idea. I went with him to meet this new vocal coach. He pretty much insisted I go with him, in fact."

"Hm." Bart started to grate cheese into a bowl.

"I didn't think it was weird at the time, but now I don't know."

"Why do you think he wanted you there?"

"I figured he wants as much advice as he can get when it comes to anything relating to his career?"

"Possible. Or maybe he's making the assumption—or acting on the hope—that you're going to still be involved in that career."

I toyed with the new salt and pepper shakers and grinders in front of me, like they were a giant wooden chess set. "I guess. Anyway, after the meeting with the vocal coach—did I tell you the whole thing about—?"

"You did. Tenor leggero. You should have had her do you, too, you know."

"That is so not necessary."

He put a cutting board onto the counter and began to slice mushrooms. "Why would it hurt to know more about your vocal range and voice quality?"

"Don't change the subject."

"You're the one who—whatever. So what did he say after that?"

"We were being really blunt, which I know doesn't sound like either of us, but I thought that meant we were getting somewhere, you know? And I basically said I'm in love with you and I want to find a way to make this relationship work, and he said, what, you've decided now that we're not in a band together it's okay to fuck me?"

"Harsh."

I gripped a pepper grinder in each fist. "Hang on. That came out kind of backwards." I played the conversation over in my mind. "I didn't actually get to saying the bit about making the relationship work, but it was implied."

"But you said 'I love you.'"

You'd think I would be past blushing about this kind of thing now. "I said 'I love you and I'm in love with you,' which I think was pretty clear." My eyes stung a little, and I hid my face behind the salt-and-pepper phalanx, two short and two tall.

Bart wasn't looking at me anyway. He was cracking the eggs into a bowl and trying not to get bits of shell in it. "And the 'not in a band together' bit?"

"I invited him to spend Christmas with the gang in the city. 'Family Christmas.' As—you know—my person."

Bart tried not to snigger. "Person."

"Significant other, whatever you want to call it. And he was basically like, do they all know about us? And I said 'yes, they know.' Hell, Remo knew before you did." Meaning Bart.

Bart cleared his throat and gave me a look that I think was supposed to mean he had known about me and Ziggy a lot longer than I thought he did, but he didn't press the issue.

"He asked, 'they don't think it's taboo to do a bandmate?' And I said, 'you remember we're not bandmates anymore, right?'"

"Harsh!" He even stopped beating the eggs for emphasis.

"Well, we're not! He's the one who made sure of that! If he can't accept that, I don't know what to tell him."

"Oh, I agree with you there: if he didn't think you'd take it that way I don't know what planet he was on. And if he didn't know how you'd take it, he should have talked to you first. But it's still got to hurt him to hear, if he wants to be in a band with you still, that you're not, that's all."

"If reality is so painful, I don't know that there's much I can do or say."

"Yeah. So you said you're not bandmates and his reaction was oh great, no wonder you'll have sex with me?"

"That wasn't..." I stopped, realizing that I hadn't really tried to interpret his words before. "His words were: 'now that we're not in a band together anymore, you've decided it's okay that we fuck.'"

Bart threw a large amount of butter into a pan and then looked me in the eye. "I could see how maybe for him sex—or a relationship, maybe—might not seem like much of a consolation prize compared to losing... what he really wanted."

"What he really wanted was me under his thumb."

"Maybe. If I give him the benefit of the doubt—which you know I'm not really all that inclined to do, but think about it—maybe what he wanted, and thought he had, was a collaborative partner."

"We don't have to be in a band to collaborate."

"Does he realize that?"

"I think so? We wrote a song at Remo's. He didn't have to drag me kicking and screaming into doing it."

"Are you sure?" He added minced onions and mushrooms to the melted butter. "Okay, maybe not kicking and screaming, but you know how his mind works. Did you feel like you owed him a favor? Or—?"

"Oh shit," I said, and pressed the heels of my hands into my eyes. "Please no."

"What?"

"It makes logical sense, but no. That can't be it."

"What can't be it?"

"That every time we have sex he expects me to do something for him."

Bart stirred the mushrooms with a rubber spatula, looking at the pan and not at me. "That does sound like Ziggy's M.O."

No. "It really hasn't been like that."

"Really?"

"Bart. I'm not the starry-eyed, hormone-soaked closet case I used to be."

He was trying not to laugh at me, but I could see he agreed with that, anyway. "Okay. So maybe it's not as simple as you want sex and he wants... songs or whatever. There's still this clash of what you want versus what he wants. What do you want, exactly?"

"To figure out how to make our relationship work. Or to figure out that it doesn't work and move on, I guess. But for fuck's sake, if we take all the contracts and band shit out of it, shouldn't it be easier to work out the relationship?"

Bart poured the eggs into the pan and watched them sizzle for a couple of seconds before he answered. "What if, outside of all the creative and collaborative stuff, there is no relationship?"

I ground my teeth and regretted it.

"I'm not saying there isn't or that there couldn't be, but somehow I don't picture you and Ziggy settling down together behind a white picket fence. Or in a condo in West Hollywood. Or wherever. Do you? Because if you can't picture it either—"

"I get what you're saying." Maybe. "I mean, not the boyfriend thing I tried to do with Jonathan, anyway." I'd even said so to Ziggy: neither of us was particularly domestic. I could only imagine that Ziggy would be bored of that even faster than I would. Besides the fact it didn't look like his career was going in a direction that would let him do anything of the kind. "It's not like I asked him to move in with me."

"But you did ask him to Christmas."

"Hm, true."

"And then you said the L-word."

"It wasn't even the first time!" I insisted in my defense. "I told him I loved him, like, not even ten blocks from that same spot the previous time!"

Bart nodded slowly, poking at the edges of the omelet with the spatula. "Okay, but that first time maybe it didn't sink in. That was the time you snuck away from Mills and Digger?"

"Yeah."

"Here's another theory, then. This time you really meant it. This time he really believed you. And he's having the typical oh-shit reaction guys have when someone says 'I love you.'"

"No way."

Bart shrugged, picked up the pan by the handle and tried to flip the omelet in the air. "Dammit." It almost worked, flipping halfway over, one corner lapping out of the pan, which he quickly put down and then shook gently until the folded-over eggs were back in the pan. "Good enough, I guess."

While he busied himself with getting out plates and forks, I thought about Ziggy. Was this really just a freakout over me declaring my feelings? "He seemed surprised I had thought about stuff. Like he asked when I had processed it and decided it was okay to have a relationship with him. And he asked if my therapist had told me to tell him I loved him."

"Whoa." Bart slid the eggs onto a plate, cut it into two sections, and then slid half of it over to the other plate. He handed it to me along with a fork. "I think Ziggy thinks more is going on in your head than there is. Like it couldn't possibly be as simple as you're just in love."

"Why couldn't it?"

"Because nothing's that simple for him? So he assumes it isn't for you, either?"

"So what do I do about that?"

"Eat." He gestured with his fork toward my plate, and took a forkful himself while leaning on the counter with his other elbow. "You two are like two planets totally gravitationally attracted to each other."

"Um?" I said around a mouthful of omelet.

"So, you know, you can't escape from each other. I guess the question is whether one of you or both are going to be destroyed in the eventual collision."

"Um—!"

"That's a theory on how the Moon got formed, you know? That a planet the size of Mars smashed into the Earth and basically liquefied the surface and the Moon broke off like a bloop off a Lava Lamp."

"That's not very reassuring."

"Well, and you're not bound by the laws of physics. You're human beings who can make some decisions about where you go and what you do. At least, I hope you are." He chopped at his egg with his fork, picking up the pieces one by one. "When are you talking to him next?"

"I have no idea. He made a dramatic exit. Does that mean the ball is in my court? I don't know how these things are supposed to work."

"All the rules are out the window with him anyway," Bart said. "I'd say give him one more call about Christmas to see if he's regretting acting like that. If he is... how much you want to bet he's coincidentally in New York next week?"

"Hm. I guess paging him couldn't make it worse." I wondered what kind of cheese we were eating. "This is great, by the way. But it could use some more salt."

Bart, who you know was generally a cool cucumber, surprised me then by making the most exasperated noise I'd ever heard him make and pointed, somewhat apoplectically, at the two salt grinders sitting right in front of me.

 


My Prerogative

I was still having nightmares and annoying dreams. Ziggy wasn't in all of them, but he was in most. There was one where me and Bart and Colin were in a boat, rowing from an island to the shore, and we were taking turns rowing but we never got where we were going. I woke up with my arms feeling tired.

That morning (or afternoon, whatever—you know I count it as morning until I eat something or the sun sets, whichever comes first) I went right to the basement still in pajama pants and the T-shirt I'd slept in and made a demo tape of a song. I already had most of the words and most of the music, but I hadn't nailed it down until that moment. It was kind of a companion song to the one Ziggy and I had written in Los Angeles. It was another meta-song about being a song and about being alone. I basically turned the idea of trying to remember how a forgotten song goes into a metaphor for lost love. Yeah, I wrote a song about love without using the word love. Well, okay, it's in there once. But only once.

I was listening back to the demo tape for the third time trying to figure out if I was really finished fucking around with it and starting to realize I hadn't even had a glass of water since I got up and maybe this was not such a good idea when I heard the phone upstairs ringing. I had neglected to bring the cordless to the basement with me, so I ran up to try to answer it before the machine could get it. That would be a good excuse to go in the kitchen and eat something.

"Yellow," I said, grabbing the kitchen phone off the wall.

"Daron, motherfuck," Carynne said, clearly ripshit about something more serious than the fact it had taken me a long time to get to the phone.

"What? What's wrong?"

"Remember I said I had some kind of legal paper addressed to you?"

"Yeah?"

"Remember how you're a part owner of Digger's company?"

Oh, that sinking feeling. "Was that ever official?"

"It was and it is."

"Did I ever make any money from it?"

"You didn't. But that doesn't negate the fact he gave you stock in the company."

I sat down in one of the kitchen chairs. There were only three of them. I'm not sure where the fourth one was. In the sun room, maybe. "Okay, so what's the legal notice?"

"You're being sued."

"By whom this time?"

"BNC."

"Motherfuck."

"That's what I said."

"I told you I was against this whole nailing-Digger-to-the-wall idea." I laid my head down on the kitchen table, holding the phone to my ear. "Fuck fuck fuck. Well, okay, I don't actually know what this means exactly, but I assume it's not good."

"I have a call in to Feinbaum about it. He might laugh it off. Or he might say we were idiots to not realize this would happen." She sighed. "The other thing that's troubling me is we haven't actually gotten a dime from Megastar."

"Mega—? Oh, you mean the parent company that owns BNC now?"

"Yes. I don't know if Ziggy's seen any of it yet, either, but I have to assume maybe there are more countersuits being filed or something? I don't know."

"Why would that stop them from honoring the contract, though? Won't that just create even more suits?"

"That's just how these companies are sometimes, D."

Ugh. That certainly had been our experience so far. "Okay, so how bad is it?"

"I'm working on the year-end financials now. Courtney's tuition's already paid, but she should probably take the summer off to work. And you should not buy a car unless you're going to get a five-hundred-dollar junker from the want ads."

Well. Nothing like having the other shoe dropped right on your head. "What month will we be short on paying the mortgage?"

"Colin will be fully employed January through April fifteenth as usual..."

"Don't think about Colin right now. I mean just me and Chris and the house."

"Well, you know some songwriting royalties are going to come in, but we don't really know how much those will be for, but assuming similar to last year... May or June if you don't get another gig."

"That's including what Wenco's supposed to fork over?"

"Yeah. Counting that."

"Okay, that's not as dire as it could be."

"True. We've got time to line you up some work. In fact..."

"Don't say it."

"Don't say what, you're about to spend Christmas with some guys who already have their entire summer of shed and festival dates booked?"

"Yes."

"You don't sound happy about that."

"It's just that I haven't eaten yet today."

"Motherfuck, Daron, I'm coming over there right now. I'll pick up Chinese on the way."

"Indian. Get Indian. Please?"

"Okay, Indian."

She hung up without saying goodbye. I decided it would be best if I were showered and dressed before she arrived.

 


Language

So here's a list of my least favorite things in the world: getting up early, talking to lawyers, and dressing up. Guess what I did the morning before Courtney and I left for New York? Yeah. Way to start the holidays, eh?

Courtney and I took the train to the city, though, which was nice. My sister was learning some really fascinating stuff in school, a lot of it from talks given by alumni that weren't necessarily part of her regular classes. I had known Emerson had a lot of performing arts and communications stuff. What I hadn't really known was that Emerson—which I thought of as one of the dinkier colleges among the hundreds in the Boston area—was a kind of a job pipeline into the entertainment industry. So I picked Courtney's brain for a couple of hours while on Amtrak and she was, I think, very happy to have a lot to school me on.

My little sister is cool.

What time we didn't spend deconstructing the vagaries of entertainment capitalism we spent gossiping about Colin, Chris, and Carynne. Court didn't approve of Colin's girlfriend in the same way I didn't approve of Carynne's boyfriend. And Chris just seemed lonely. He was going to come down on the weekend, so at least he wasn't dealing with family baggage for the holiday.

"I mean, who says you have to be 'with' somebody to be a complete human being," Courtney said at one point. "Why does everybody have to be paired up?"

"Well, if most people feel lonely, it's kind of inevitable that they'd glom together to solve that problem, right?" I said.

"I guess. But what about people who aren't driven by loneliness and who just want to have a good time and enjoy the company of other people without it being a, like, soulmates thing? Wouldn't that be healthier for everyone?"

"Healthier?" It was only the middle of the afternoon, but it was already dark and there wasn't much to see of Connecticut going by outside the windows anyway. "That's assuming that loneliness is a symptom of a psychological wound as opposed to... it's just human nature to want to be with someone?"

"True. But isn't it? What about being with multiple someones? Why don't we have more group marriages if it's all about just not being lonely?" Court made a gesture with her hands like she was rubbing the sides of a bowling ball, as if illustrating how touchy-feely a group marriage would be. "The two-person norm is what I see as unhealthy."

"Because jealousy is bad?"

"Yes. And because people swallow the fairy tale of Prince Charming and Cinderella and all that." She cleared her throat. "And I don't mean that in a straight way. Gays and lesbians are just as prone to that cultural programming, and that's a shame since you'd think since we're already having to step outside the mainstream we would examine things a little and leave the rest of the bullshit behind, too."

"But what if it isn't bullshit? Just theoretically speaking. The whole soulmates idea."

"But it obviously is." She waved her hand as if the argument wasn't worth making. Hm.

"When you think about it, Court, I'm part of the cultural machine that promotes the 'soulmates' fairy tale."

"You are?"

"What do you think like ninety percent of songs are about? Love, Capital-L Love. Whether it's falling in love, or falling out of love, or broken hearts from losing the 'one,' or what. But a whole lot of them are about finding that perfect one, that perfect match."

"What are the other ten percent about?"

"Dancing. Or music itself. All other topics are statistically insignificant." Yes, even songs about nuclear war.

"Hm. I never thought of it that way."

"This is why the silver lining of bad breakups is you get some good songs out of it."

Suddenly a face was looking back at us from the seat in front, moon-round and brown. She held onto the seat back, looking over the top. "Excuse me, I couldn't help but overhear your conversation and I'm finding it fascinating. I just had to ask who you are?"

"Who are you?" Courtney asked without missing a beat.

She smiled. "Sanders. I'm a sociology and women's studies professor at Brown, and you sound a lot like some of my students, yet I don't recognize you."

I laughed. "Close, I guess! I went to RIMCon and took a couple of classes in the Brown music department." We shook hands and I introduced myself. "Daron Marks."

"I'm his sister, Courtney, and I'm at Emerson right now."

"And you both identify as non-heterosexual?"

I appreciate that Court glanced at me to check in before answering. "Yes. I identify as bisexual, and he's supposedly gay."

I poked her on the arm. "What? What do you mean 'supposedly'?"

"Oh, come on." Court rolled her eyes. "You know you've exhibited bisexual behavior in the past."

"Hey, how do you know that wasn't just me succumbing to pressure to conform? Isn't that what we're talking about? Social norms warping the way we relate to people?"

"Well, I guess." She frowned. "It's just, you know, there are so few of us identifying as bisexual because people get drawn to the poles and don't stay in the middle. Would you agree, Professor Sanders?"

"Oh, please, just Sanders." The woman gave a no-nonsense half-laugh. "How much weight should you give to self-identification versus behavior? Is a bisexual person not bisexual until after they've had a certain type of experience? Wouldn't say that about a heterosexual person, certainly. No proof required."

Court's frown deepened, but she nodded. "I guess I just want there to be more bisexuals. But Daron, you really barely identify as gay."

I wanted to know what she meant by that. "What do you mean 'barely'?"

"You said it yourself, you're not gay-gay."

"Only in the sense that I don't fit the stereotypes. I don't look or dress or talk like a lot of guys do."

Sanders nodded like she knew what I was talking about. "So you identify as gay without identifying with the community."

"Yeah. It's like Jonathan said, I'm not culturally gay the way he is."

"Even though you lived in West Hollywood," Court pointed out.

"And felt like a tourist the whole time I was there," I answered.

The woman's eyes lit up. "You don't mean Jonathan McCabe, do you? The writer?"

Small world. Small, small world. "I do," I said. "He was in LA for a couple of months—"

"I know, I know. He was a student of mine, and he's kept in touch. He just sent me a draft of his first novel."

"Is it good?" Courtney asked. That was really not the first thing I would have thought to ask, but Courtney's mind worked a lot differently from mine.

"Well, I'm not a literature professor, but I think it was pretty good," she said. "Certainly better than some of the self-indulgent crap I read."

"I think we're going to see him this weekend in the city." I wasn't sure exactly what was happening when, but I assumed we'd run into him at some point.

"Well, tell him I said hello. In fact, I owe him a letter. I was going to write some Christmas cards on the train but somehow I always end up sucked into some fascinating conversation."

"The train is like that," Courtney agreed. "That always happens to me."

It almost never happened to me, but I had a tendency to put my headphones on and then go to sleep against the window. I didn't say that, though. Instead I said, "It's wild that we know someone in common, though. Isn't it?"

Small, small world.

 


Groove Is in the Heart

When you come from the New York area, you grow up learning a certain disdain of tourists. So it was distinctly weird to be staying in a hotel in the city for an honest-to-god vacation. It really hadn't sunk in for me that we'd be playing tourist in what was, really, kind of our hometown. Well, mine anyway. But there we were, like something from a Christmas movie, waltzing in and out of a lavishly decorated lobby on our way to and from leisure activities like seeing the tree and the windows at Macy's.

The tree. You all know about "the tree"? Every year they cut down a huge pine tree somewhere, three or four stories tall, and set it up in Rockefeller Center and decorate it with lights. This is the tree that Sarah Rogue had wanted to be photographed holding my hand in front of. Going to see the tree was a regular tradition of sorts for my family back when we still did things as a family. What's odd about it is that it's just this tree, you know? It's just a really big Christmas tree. It doesn't really look different from year to year. You'd think once you'd seen it, you wouldn't necessarily need to see it again.

But lots of people make a yearly pilgrimage to see it. It's just A Thing To Do. Even if you're a New Yorker and trying to act like you're not a tourist.

I said something like this to Courtney while we were standing in a throng looking at it. "It's just a big tree, you know? Why is it such a big deal?"

"I think it's excellent," she said with a grin. "World's biggest pagan symbol."

"Is it?"

"Christmas trees and wreaths? Oh yeah. It's a whole pagan thing."

That made me feel a lot more charitable toward the tree.

A large number of us also went to see a Broadway show. The debate around the table at lunch one day in the hotel restaurant went something like this:

"Well, the show that's getting the best reviews is this new one, City of Angels," Remo said, doing that patriarch thing of talking while reading the paper and drinking coffee.

"No, no, Gypsy," said Alan. "Tyne Daly was born for this role."

"Eh, I heard her singing is kind of inconsistent," his brother said.

"Inconsistent incon-shmistent." Alan waved his hand. "It's the winner this season."

"You know what show isn't doing so hot?" Martin said, while spreading jam on a piece of toast. "Threepenny Opera."

"Oh, is that the one Sting is in?" I asked, snagging a piece of toast. We were done eating, but someone had gotten a pile of toast with whatever they had ordered and hadn't eaten it, and Martin and I were good at being sure nothing went to waste.
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