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Everybody Knows

At almost midnight, Flip came and knocked on the door of the suite where Ziggy and I had, for lack of a better term, fucked each other silly and then passed out. When we'd woken we'd gotten room service, and we had just gotten out of a very long shower when the knock came.

You should've seen me before the shower. "Is it all right to get these wet?" I had asked, while staring at the gold ring on my finger.

"Of course it's all right," Ziggy said. "The whole point is we should be able to literally never take these off."

"I've never worn a ring before."

"Not at all?"

"Nope."

He gave me one of those quizzical looks. Anyway, I guess part of the point of good-quality gold is it doesn't tarnish or rust or anything.

But back to Flip. "Bus leaves in forty-five minutes if you want to be on it, or there's a second group going in a van tomorrow with Mel and the baby. Leaving at eight in the morning, though."

"Oh." I looked at Ziggy. "Are you tagging along or are you heading back or what?"

He kissed me on the earlobe, which was one of his favorite places to kiss me, and said, "Are you sure you're going? That last show...."

He trailed off and Flip picked it up. "I was going to ask you the same thing."

"Wait, wait, wait, even if it turns out I can't, that's a call we shouldn't make until closer to showtime." I wiggled my fingers in front of my face. "Plus, now I've had a day off."

"And it's three shows in a row to close things out," Flip pointed out. "You know, no one would think you were a wuss if you pulled out now."

Ziggy narrowed his eyes at me. "Wrong. There's one person who would think that, and he's standing in front of us."

"I meant, no one else," Flip amended. "D, you've already gone above and beyond."

"No." Yeah, of course I was stubborn. "I should go with you. No matter how much I want to crawl back into bed right now."

Flip shrugged and said to Ziggy, "Well, you coming?"

Ziggy seemed to think it over. "Sure. If you're sure it'd be all right."

I laughed. "Picking up strays is the Nomad way of life."

Ziggy's smirk came out. "Seems familiar."

"Great. See you in the lobby in thirty minutes."

We packed up and were down there in twenty, mostly because there wasn't much to pack. Ziggy's travel bag was small but had a couple of days' worth of clothes in it. Most of my stuff had already been loaded.

You should've heard the shriek when Court saw the rings. We were in the lobby, about half the band there, which meant some of them couldn't help but hear it when she shouted, "What did you guys do!"

I said, in my usual understated way, "We bought each other rings today."

"I can see that!" She was holding Ziggy's hand and admiring the ring. "Did you have a commitment ceremony? They're all the rage now!"

"If you mean did we find a pagan minister or something, no," Ziggy said.

"Did he buy you a diamond, too?" she wanted to know.

"Now, wait just a second," I said, a little more vehement than I intended. "I'm not interested in some kind of freakshow parody of marriage."

"You notice how she immediately assumed I'd be the one to get the diamond," Ziggy said to me.

"Oh, come on." Courtney put her hands on her hips. "You're the one who wore a pencil skirt and pillbox hat to a movie premiere. I'm not making that big a leap."

Ziggy clucked his tongue. "That was a statement. I'm not femme enough for a diamond engagement ring."

I was suddenly worried, though, that he was covering for me. "If you want a diamond, you have to tell me. Truthfully."

He kissed me on the cheek that time. "I'd rather get another tattoo."

Martin came over. "What's all the ruckus?"

"Daron and Ziggy got..." Courtney waved her hands at the two of us. "Committed."

"To an asylum?"

"To each other," Ziggy said, holding up my left hand with his.

"Ohhhh. Gotcha." Martin nodded. "Congratulations? Is that right?"

"Better than 'condolences,'" Ziggy said with a feral grin.

"I bet you guys didn't even take pictures or anything," Courtney lamented. "Hey, Fran! Clar'! You've got to see this!"

Here's where I admit I didn't think through the implications of having a public symbol of our commitment at all. I had been thinking about two things in particular when I had cooked up the idea: what the rings meant to us (i.e., we're committed to each other) and what they'd mean to strangers (i.e., "this one's taken"). I had not given one second of thought to what it would say to the people we actually knew.

Fran and Clarice were all over us with congratulations and kisses and hugs, and the next thing you know basically the whole band and bus entourage including the driver turned me and Ziggy into a two-man receiving line as they each came past to shake our hands and congratulate us. Ziggy was beaming, although he kept giving me incredulous glances.

Last in line was Remo. I should mention that everyone was shaking my hand very, very gently, but after fifteen or sixteen people I was getting the urge to stick it under my armpit again. He gave Ziggy a full-on hug then, and then jokingly said, "Well, that's it, then. You've got dibs on him forever."

Ziggy laughed awkwardly and I suddenly caught the meaning. Remo's joke meant he thought the commitment thing was Ziggy's idea.

It felt important suddenly to set the record strai—um, to correct any misconceptions. "It was my idea," I said, as Remo took my bad hand in both of his.

Remo looked me in the eye. "You're full of surprises."

That surprised me into laughing. "Says the man who threw a surprise wedding last Christmas!"

He chuckled self-deprecatingly. "Yeah, so I did. Don't tell me that's what gave you the idea."

"No, of course n—" I stopped myself to think about it. "I mean, I don't think there are too many similarities between the situation with you and Mel and with me and Zig, you know?"

"Guess not," he said with a heartfelt Remo smile. "See you in Knoxville. I'm staying here tonight with Mel and the baby."

"Be careful," I said, as if that were hazardous somehow. Which, come to think of it, it had been for some of us.

Given that it was an eight hour ride to our next destination, what we should've all done when we got in the bus was go right to sleep. But it turned into an impromptu rolling wedding reception. I'm not kidding. Everyone got into figuring out how to make it a party. Since we didn't have champagne, someone mixed up a pitcher of ginger ale and rye, and since we didn't have a cake, Flip insisted we pull over at a convenience store and he built us a multi-tiered thing out of Ring Dings and Yodels, and people danced in the back lounge of the bus while Flip DJ’d on a boombox.

I quit resisting after about two minutes. It was like everyone had forgotten we were all trying not to drink alcohol, but I guess fortunately there wasn't that much to go around—enough for a toast, and then all that was left was beer. (I never did find out whose personal stash the rye came out of, but I suspect one of the Mazel brothers.)

If I expected any of these people to be weirded out by the fact that Ziggy and I got basically gay married, I was wrong. And I was happy to be wrong. They basically accepted it as a fact of my life. In a way, I think they got used to the idea faster than I did.

I had a beer, too. And when I felt how hard that hit me, I made sure to stop. People began to drift to their bunks after the sugar high from all the Ring Dings wore off. After a while it was just Flip, Martin, Court, Ziggy, and me sitting in the back lounge while some kind of old-style swing jazz played on the box.

"Remember that story you told about your mother's favorite song?" I said to Ziggy. That had been a back-of-the-bus conversation, too.

"Which story?" Ziggy asked. He was leaning against me. I was glad we'd had a nap.

But in my brain's meanderings I had already moved on from that topic. "What does 'favorite' mean, anyway?"

Courtney looked alarmed. "You don't know what the word 'favorite' means?"

"Well, of course I know what it means, but I'm talking about how it actually applies," I said.

"Here we go," Flip said with a knowing nod at Martin.

I tried to explain. "Like, think about the term 'favorite song.' If you have a favorite song, what makes you call it that?"

"You mean, you like it?" Courtney asked.

"Yeah, but you probably like lots of songs. But what makes one a 'favorite?’ Do you get an extra-special feeling when you sing it or hear it? Something makes you single that song out and identify with it in a certain way. You get a kind of zing, right? And there's something about it that makes you stand up and declare that it's your favorite. That's the difference between just liking a song—or a band, or a color, or whatever—and it being your favorite. You're willing to stand up and tell people, Hey, this is my favorite song."

"Yeah, okay," she said. There were general nods all around.

Ziggy nudged me. "But what about your favorite person?"

"You are my favorite person," I said. "But I wouldn't usually use those words like that because it makes me sound like I'm five."

He snickered. "You are my favorite person, too."

"I know. That's why we did this." I blearily pulled his hand to my mouth and kissed his ring.

"You guys are sappy as hell," Martin said. "I guess that's the point, though."

"So, yeah, actually, it is," I said, my brain finally coming full circle but my mouth taking a while to get around the bend.

"To be sappy?"

"No. That if what makes your favorite song a song that you identify with to the point that you'll tell other people that, or favorite band or favorite color or team or whatever, where you define yourself by it, a favorite person is like that, too." I looked at Ziggy to see if he followed what I said. "I used to wonder if we had an actual relationship. Remember? But now I'm starting to define myself not just as myself but by how I relate to you."

Ziggy's eyes lit with understanding. He nodded. "You just explained why it's called a 'relation-ship.'"

In fact, everyone nodded. None of us were sober, but I think we all understood.

 


Sweet

Ziggy and I slept in the same bunk. Good thing we're small.

We didn't conk out right away. We lay there, spooned, our heads on the same pillow, talking quietly for a little while.

"I guess I really can't get out of going to your family Christmas this year," Ziggy said with a low chuckle.

"Nope," I said, nuzzling the tattoo on the back of his neck happily. I was still buzzed from the beer I'd had two hours before. Or maybe I was just giddy. I sobered myself with a sudden thought. "Actually, though, I know we didn't get a chance to talk about this... I don't want it to seem like just because you're wearing my ring you're obligated to do anything automatically. I was serious when I said I don't want a parody of a marriage. I don't want this to just be a new layer of assumptions we make, and get wrong, and rip each other over."

"It won't be if we keep talking and telling each other what we want," he said. "And that means you have to actually tell me things sometimes."

"I was about to say the same thing to you."

"I'm not the one with the problem expressing myself or prioritizing my needs."

"True." Very true. "But sometimes you play your cards really close to the vest."

He shivered a little in my arms. "Habit," he said softly, almost a whisper.

"I know I'm not the only one who's vulnerable," I said, kissing the "d" note inked into his skin. "I know I'm not exactly a genius at relationships. But you have to trust me, too, for me to trust you."

"I know." He pulled the blanket up over our shoulders. We were sort of half-dressed, having shucked our jeans for sleeping. "I guess the promise I really want to make you is that I'm going to try to stop always putting myself first, and put the partnership first, but to be able to do that I have to have input from you about what you want and how it's going. And I am a little scared, you know? Because not putting myself first is... totally against my instincts."

"I know."

"And you know I'll try to justify things to myself if I don't have checks and balances. This is going to be tricky sometimes."

"Is it?"

"Dear one. We're creative people. Creative life requires a little bit of selfishness, don't you think?"

I knew what he meant. You've heard me rant before about how one has to push back against expectations of others and make space for whatever one's art is, which sometimes means coming off like a pushy asshole or a diva, even if you're not. "I'm assuming we're both going to have artistic side projects that don't necessarily involve each other, just like we do now. If you go to Paris for two months to film a movie, I'm probably not going with you."

"And if you traipse across the country with a blues band, likewise," Ziggy said. "Remind me where we're going next?"

"Knoxville."

"Kentucky?"

"Tennessee. That's Fort Knox you're thinking of."

"Right. Where all the gold is. Or used to be."

"Not all of it," I said, squeezing his hand gently with mine.

"I can't believe you talked me into flying here so you could spring this on me." He had that smiling sound in his words. "What would you have done if I said no?"

"Waited until we were somewhere else. I wasn't one hundred percent sure I had the nerve to do it until we were in the bookstore."

"Something about the bookstore brought it on?"

"Something about you brought it on."

Yeah, we were going to continue to be sappy like that for at least a few more days.

When we got to Knoxville we had only slept a couple of hours, but we pulled up to a hotel in downtown and Waldo came and distributed room keys to everyone so we could finish our night's sleep in real beds.

As I was looking for my shoes, he handed me one with a shake of his head. This expression of disapproval wasn't really any different than Waldo's usual busting of my balls. "Got you two lovebirds the honeymoon suite. Lobby call's at two o'clock."

Ziggy grinned. After Waldo had moved on he asked, "Do you think he was joking?"

"Let's go find out." We went through the lobby to the elevators and navigated our way to the room number indicated on the little envelope the key was in. It was at the very end of a hall, which is sometimes where the suites are. Inside we discovered a corner room, which was probably larger than the usual one, with a very large bed.

"Heh. Should've told him we'd rather have a standard double so we can have one bed to fuck on and one to sleep in," Ziggy said. Then he went into the bathroom. "Oh my."

"What?" I followed him to see a whirlpool tub big enough for two. "I guess he actually wasn't kidding."

"Then that was actually sweet of him," Ziggy said, and kissed me on the cheek. "I think he likes you a lot more than he lets on."

"Waldo? Puts up with me."

"He puts up with everybody. He is in a perpetual state of aggrievement."

"True." I yawned. "I want to get back in bed much more than I want to get in that tub."

"Perfectly reasonable." Zig went and closed the blackout curtains and then called for a wake-up call at noon while I brushed my teeth.

And then we got into a very large bed. Okay, it was probably just king size, but after sleeping squished together in a coffin-sized bunk, it seemed even larger than usual. It was like eight in the morning at that point, and outside we could hear traffic and street sounds, but that didn't bother me. I felt very dislocated, though, and I don't think all of it was from having slept only half a night or from being in so many different places. It wasn't the usual tour dislocation.

It was that now that we'd made these promises to each other, the whole world had shifted. I had changed—voluntarily changed—and that meant nothing was quite the same.

We had a giant bed, but we slept squished together just like we would have in a thirty-two-inch-wide bunk.

 


Cruising for Bruising

On the bus to the venue, Flip sat down with me to strategize pharmaceuticals management. We decided on one Flexeril thirty minutes before soundcheck and another one thirty minutes before showtime (five hours later), and we debated whether there was something else I could do in between the two that wouldn't interact badly (i.e., no booze) or wreck my singing voice (i.e., nothing smoked). He had been doing some research, he said—though he didn't say how—and didn't think it was wise for us to mix in most other downers or relaxants (i.e., Valium), but he'd see what he could come up with.

The venue was an indoor sports arena at the local university, and it was big. Twice as big as I expected from that description, anyway. This place was bigger than Madison Square Garden.

By the way, no one's explained to me why arenas like Madison Square Garden are called "gardens." In Boston there's the Boston Garden (now the TD Garden, thanks to naming rights). There's no field or grass or flowers at these indoor stadiums, so why the name? Just to make us think of a time when all sports were outdoor sports? I don't know.

I was more glued to Ziggy than usual. I mean, I was normally not one for public displays of affection where anyone outside of our very closest people could see us. But I couldn't resist. I had my arm around him, or my hand in his pocket, or was rubbing his neck, or he was massaging my hand, or... you get the idea.

"You better come with us," Clarice said to Ziggy. "Or we'll never pry him off you to get him to do his exercises."

Ziggy seemed delighted both with me being a barnacle and with their reaction to it. It's possible the rest of the entourage was less thrilled with it, but they hid their disapproval well, if so. Maybe they were just happy for me. "Well, it's my fault he skipped doing them yesterday," Zig said.

"Mm-hm. Thought so." She wagged her finger.

We ended up in a very large team-sized shower that was labeled for the "Lady Vols"—whatever that was—and we ran through a warm-up and then about half the usual exercises I was supposed to do. And then I got worried Ziggy was getting bored.

"Hey, teach us another gospel song," I said.

"You still remember 'It's Me, Oh Lord'?" Fran seemed skeptical.

Ziggy clucked his tongue. "You don't know Daron very well." Or himself, he seemed to be implying, because he started to sing, and I joined in. After all, it wasn't that long ago they'd taught it to us. Two verses in, they joined in, and we finished the song together.

"All right, all right." Clarice looked at her partner. "What should we try them on next?"

"How about the way we used to do 'Amazing Grace'?" Fran asked.

"I know 'Amazing Grace,'" Ziggy said.

"Everybody does," Clarice said, "but not like this."

So they taught it to us with a harmony that wasn't really like anything I'd heard before. Ziggy took the high part and I took the low part, and we had so much fun working on it that Flip had to come find us when it was time for me to take a pill.

Ziggy sat in the pit while the band got plugged in and set up for soundcheck. Remo seemed a little haggard, but I didn't ask.

"So, who's got a lounge act today?" I asked, once everyone was ready. "Nobody? Don't tell me you guys are slacking off just cuz there are only three shows left."

"What was that sweet sound I heard coming out of the women's locker room?" Remo asked.

Alex busted his balls a little. "What were you doing lurking outside the women's locker room?"

When the chuckling died down after that, I said, "We can do that one. Can't we, ladies?" I turned to Fran and Clarice.

"If you and your beau join us," Clarice said with a playful half-curtsey.

Ziggy climbed onto the stage without bothering to go around to the stairs. "Sure."

So the four of us sang a spiritual for the lounge act that day. Vitamin F was starting to kick in while we were singing it. As I might have described, it didn't really get me high. But it did make it feel kind of like there was a cellophane bubble between me and the world. When I had first started taking it, it also made me feel like a wet gym towel, heavy and inert. Now I didn't get that feeling so much, but the cellophane wrapper remained.

After soundcheck was done, Ziggy read my mind. Well, more likely he guessed accurately what I was thinking, but I wouldn't put it past him. "Maybe if you try hard to relax, the muscle relaxant will work better," he said. "Like you could prolong the effectiveness if you don't tense up."

Of course, playing music required a certain amount of tension, but now that the soundcheck was over, I was all for the idea. "Sure."

"Let's go lie down in the bus."

So we went back to the bus, and he lay down along one of the long benches in the back lounge and I lay down more or less on top of him, and lo and behold, the wet towel feeling returned. Or maybe I was just sleepy.

We dozed like that. As was not unusual at that time of day, Randy was also taking his afternoon nap in his usual bunk (the bottom bunk in the very front), and the bus was quiet except for the HVAC hum. After about two hours, though, we both got restless again, and a little hungry, so we went looking to see what catering had set up.

Flip found me eating salami rolled around celery sticks. "All right, I think I have a solution," he said.

"Yeah?"

"Yeah." He handed me a hot to-go cup full of what appeared to be... coffee? I pried the lid off carefully. No, it was hot chocolate with melted whipped cream and a sprinkle of cinnamon.

"Mexican hot chocolate?" I asked, before taking a sip.

"It's got hash oil in it."

"Aha. Okay." I could live with the dairy, voice-wise. I wondered if I could taste the hash oil or if that was the cinnamon or what. It was too hot to do more than sip, but as it cooled I was able to finish it.

The next thing I actively remember is Flip prompting me to take Vitamin F, meaning two or three hours went by while my brain was essentially turned off. But at least I was relaxed? But I don't think I said anything. I'm not even sure I was having thoughts. I don't remember what Ziggy was doing at the time. Maybe Court distracted him. That's two hours of my life gone.

I looked up at Flip and watched his mouth form words.

It felt weird to know that when I answered my mouth would be doing the same thing. "I'm not sure I should," I said. "I think that hash oil was kind of strong."

"Too strong?" he asked.

"I'm not sure I can move."

"I'm pretty sure you can, it's just you're on autopilot."

Autopilot I could do. I could play this show in my sleep at this point. "Maybe I should try standing up."

I stood cautiously. I did not fall over. That was a good sign. I walked to the stage to see if I could, and that was fine except that Happy Occident were playing quite loud and I didn't have my earplugs in yet. I went back to Flip. "I'm impaired," I said. "Have you seen my earplugs, by any chance?"

Flip made sure I had my earplugs and guitar and guitar pick, and that I could actually play, before he wound me up and pointed me at the stage for showtime. "When do we think this'll wear off?" I asked, before I went on.

"Best guess is four hours, but if it's hitting you harder than expected, maybe five?"

"Total? I can't do math right now."

"Total. In other words, it should last you through the show."

"So let's skip the second Vitamin F."

Flip put both hands on my shoulders. "Daron. You already took the second Vitamin F."

"I did?"

"You did. You seem fine. I think you're going to be fine."

"Okay." Believing him was easier than arguing.

He was right: I was fine, at least during the show. I was fine through the encores. I was fine right through to the final bow. But then as we were making our way off the stage, I started to feel dizzy. And then a nagging headache started, milder than what I'd been having, but I couldn't tell if it was a concussion headache that was being dulled by what was in my system or if it was a hangover headache starting to blossom now that my system was partly cleared.

I won't go into detail, but it was a miserable night in the bus, overnight to Birmingham. I felt every kind of awful. Ziggy was there, and made me lie across a bench with my head in his lap while he massaged my head and sometimes rubbed between my shoulder blades. Thank goodness he was there, though I said to him at one point, "I'm sorry."

"What are you being sorry for?"

Good question. For making him take care of me? Keeping him up all night? I settled for, "Ruining your honeymoon?" with a weak laugh.

"Hah. You're cute. I think I'll keep you," he joked back. "Now hush unless you can think of anything else I can do to make you feel better."

I'd already taken some plain old ibuprofen and drank a Gatorade, so I couldn't think of anything else. "If you're tired, you should get some sleep," I said.

"I'm not tired," he said. "We can work on sleeping when we get where we're going."

Alabama was our next stop.

 


Talking Heads

I don't understand arguments. I don't understand what happens or why. I feel like other people must understand them better. Am I wrong?

"Listen to me, you don't have to push yourself," Remo said. We were backstage at the venue, which was another outdoor amphitheater type of place, alone in a production trailer where the air conditioner was working overtime to battle heat and humidity in the mid-nineties. It was a losing battle.

"I'm not pushing myself," I claimed. It was a complete lie and we both knew it, but I couldn't stop myself from saying it. From insisting, "I'm fine."

Okay, so I discovered I couldn't out-and-out lie. Which is good, because it'd make me a hypocrite. "Or, I will be," I amended. "I'm not making it any worse by playing." I held up my hand and fluted my fingers like that proved something. "And it's only two shows to go."

"I'm more worried about your head than your hand right now," Remo said.

"My head will be fine, too," I said. "Flip will make sure I don't walk into traffic."

"Don't joke about that sort of thing."

"I'm not joking." I wasn't. Not really. I knew going onstage unable to tell if my shoelaces were tied—or if I even had shoelaces in the first place—was not ideal, but as long as I stayed in the pocket and could minimally communicate with the band, we could get through it. No, it wasn't the best situation. But at the end of the tour, we weren't making any big changes. I wasn't going to pull any surprises. Not intentionally, I mean. "It's only two shows," I repeated, like that made all the difference.

He tried a different tack. "If Carynne could see you, she'd have my balls in a sling."

"Court's been watching me every night, and she's fine with it."

"Your sister worships the ground you walk on. And your health isn't her priority."

"And it isn't yours, either." I know. I was getting downright stubborn about this. But come on, it was Only Two More Shows. "Look. You're the boss. You don't want me to play, you tell me to sit out."

He made an unhappy face.

"Was last night's show that bad?"

"No," he admitted. "But last night?"

"I was okay by morning."

"I thought I was going to have to take you out back and shoot you like Old Yeller to put you out of your misery," he said with a shake of his head.

Okay, yeah, I was miserable, but if I only had to do that twice more, I'd live—and besides, we weren't going to repeat yesterday's plan again, but I didn't want to go into the fine detail of my drug regimen with Remo. It felt... weird. Instead I said, "Tonight if I'm really hurting, I'll keep it quiet."

I wasn't expecting him to be angry at me then. "Dammit, Daron! That is not what I'm trying to say!"

So I was angry back. "So what do you want, then? For me to give up? Do you want me on that fucking stage or not? I'm here because of you, motherfucker! You, and no one else!"

And then I shied away from him instinctively, but he wasn't trying to hurt me. He was trying to hug me.

Okay, fine. I hugged back.

"I'm sorry," he said.

"For what?"

He was silent a moment. His jacket smelled like smoky honky-tonks. "For raising my voice," he eventually said, but I'm pretty sure that wasn't what he was apologizing for.

"Me too," I said, and we broke apart. And although a second ago we'd both been clenched-fist angry, now I felt, actually, like this was the best I'd felt about Remo in weeks. Months, maybe.

I still don't understand it.

 


Kiss the Dirt

I don't understand my own ego.

How can I be so invested in self-expression that I'll tell people it's my reason for living, and at the same time be so self-effacing I almost erase myself sometimes?

Flip tapped the watch on his wrist to tell me it was time for Vitamin F. I took the bottle out of my jacket pocket—remember, I was carrying it around like a talisman—and tapped one out into my hand. I counted the ones left.

I counted them again. Hadn't he told me I took two yesterday? But then there should have been one fewer. We were down to single digits in that bottle, so it was easy to tell.

Why would he tell me I'd taken one if I hadn't, though? It was more likely that I misremembered the number of pills left, right?

Unless he was trying to do it for my own good, somehow. I felt suspicious. I hated feeling suspicious. I took the pill, though, and soon felt calmly disconnected from the world.

Ziggy joined me and the gals for a warm-up. There was no large shower stall here, so we did it in the room designated as their dressing room. We sang through "Amazing Grace" just him and me, and Fran held her hand to her cheek and said, "Beautiful."

"He's got pipes, all right," I said.

Clarice swatted me. "Don't you be putting yourself down."

"I'm not, but come on, Z's got a Voice with a capital V."

Ziggy rolled his eyes a little. "She's right, you know. You've got a fine voice, too, dear one."

"I have the world's most generic voice," I said, and I knew they'd heard me say it before. "It's nothing special. My pitch is good and Priss's exercises are helping me be stronger throughout my range, but my voice quality itself? Come on."

The three of them looked at each other. "You really don't know what you sound like," Fran said. "Do you."

"Of course I do." I'd been hearing my voice on tape and through PA since I was ten or twelve. "My voice has no special qualities to it. It's not smoky, or exceptionally clear, or anything."

"Why do you think that is?" Ziggy asked, cupping his chin with his hand.

"Why? It's just how it is. I don't have a burr or an interesting resonance or anything. I have a completely generic voice."

"Generic." He and Fran shared a glance. "But you try to sing without adding anything. Without flourishes."

"Adding flourishes to my singing would be putting sandals on a pig." I'm not sure if that's the actual analogy I used, but trust me, it was something equally stupid if it wasn't that.

Ziggy tried asking the question a different way. "What makes you think that what you hear is a generic voice?"

"Because that's what I hear." I was bewildered by this line of questioning, and it felt like they were ganging up on me. "What is the problem?"

They decided to let the subject drop and make me do my exercises instead. Which was fine with me. The exercises took concentration but no thought. That was good for my mind.

Some time after soundcheck, though, Ziggy picked up the subject again. "Priss doesn't work with generic voices."

"She does when they're close friends of her two most famous clients," I said.

"Tsk. Sarah and I are far from her most famous clients." He'd put a little eyeliner on that day and just gelled the front of his hair to give it a bit of a controlled wave in the heat and humidity. "I want you to think about something."

I climbed astride his lap, making the folding chair he was sitting in creak, and laced my fingers through his. "I want to not reevaluate my self-image with two shows left on this fucking tour," I said.

"Honestly, Daron. It's just this. What if the reason you think your voice is generic is that... it's your own? It's the voice you've always heard, it's in your own head, so you've made it a kind of default sound—"

I got up quickly. "I told you I didn't want to reevaluate my self-image."

"But—"

"La la la not listening!" I went looking for Flip with my hand clenched into a fist.

When I found him we considered our options. "I still think hash oil is the best," he said. "But half the dose. And have the other half at midnight before we hit the road. And come to think of it, I wonder if instead of a second Flex you do half of one of those, too."

"Seems worth a try. You'll have to keep track of—"

"Not to worry. Already on it. Couldn't find hot chocolate, so I made you coffee—Daron style."

In other words, creamy and sweet. I couldn't tell if he'd used some kind of flavored creamer, you know, hazelnut or something, or if that was the hash oil I was tasting.

I was calmer after that. And I didn't get into any arguments with anyone because the drugs made me quiet. Ziggy took the opportunity to be quiet with me. We sat together in the bus, him reading a book and occasionally running his fingers through my hair, me staring at nothing except sometimes the ring on my finger. I'd gotten used to the red streaks in my hair more quickly than I was getting used to the ring, but that shouldn't have surprised me, I guess. The ring meant more.

Court found us at one point and asked Ziggy, "He doing all right?"

"I'm right here, you know," I said. "You could just ask me."

"He's in a mood today," Ziggy replied to her.

"I'm tired of everyone treating me like I'm barely hanging on and might not make it," I snapped.

Ziggy kissed me on the cheek and looked me in the eye. "Daron. Dear one. You know why people treat you like that?"

"No, and it bugs the fuck out of me."

I think Courtney was suppressing a laugh.

Ziggy was dead serious. "Because they think that you are barely hanging on and might not make it," he said quietly, but firmly.

"Don't be ridiculous."

"We might all be wrong, but the only way to change what we think is to prove us wrong," he said. "You got, what, maybe three hours' sleep last night?"

"And you're wondering why I'm irritable?"

"Not wondering at all, dear one."

"Well, stop worrying. Adrenaline will get me through tonight's show, and then hopefully I'll crash on the bus tonight. In a good way," I added. "If I can make it through tonight, we're golden."

"If you say so," Ziggy said with a nod. "But for someone with what you've got in your system, you seem unusually high strung."

"Maybe because everyone is on my case all the time?"

Court shrugged. "He might be right about that."

"Or he might not," Ziggy said. "I'm going to take a nap. You want to lie down with me?"

"Sure. Court, will you tell Flip we're in my bunk?"

"Will do." She hopped off the bus and Ziggy and I climbed into my bunk side by side. He fell asleep almost immediately, while I was left awake wondering, why exactly was I so anxious? Was worrying that my hand was going to cramp up making me anxious? Or was anxiety what made my hand cramp up? Those two thoughts chased each other around and around, winding me up even more, until Flip came to tell us it was time to get ready for the show.

 


Foolin'

I don't understand why people love me.

And that's probably what a lot of my troubles that tour boiled down to. I was coming to terms faster with the fact that I could love other people without understanding it than I was with the fact that other people could love me.

By showtime the heat had let up a little, so it was hot but in a bearable way. There were large fans set up on either side of the stage, strategically placed to make up for the lack of breeze.

"Is this my first time in Alabama?" I asked Flip.

"Beats me," he said, while he was giving one of my guitars a last tuning before the show. The side areas of backstage here were just random sections of space under the main stage roof but out of sight of the crowd, road cases piled at the edges. "But quite possibly, yeah."

"I can't say I'm going to remember much of it." I vaguely wondered why I hadn't seen much of Jam since the fight with Ziggy, and vaguely wondered if Ziggy had told him to make himself scarce. Not that I minded. I just wondered. Happy Occident had played their set and retired more or less immediately to their well-air-conditioned bus.

"What's your impression so far?"

I looked around. "It's hot. And we're in the middle of nowhere. But that'd be my impression of Great Woods on an August night, too."

"It's September, officially," Flip pointed out.

"Details, details." I made him give me the guitar so I'd have a place to rest my hand. The rest of the band were starting to filter over.

Ziggy flitted through, kissed me on the ear, and said, "Break a leg."

"I will. I mean, thanks." I watched him walk back toward the green room. I wondered if he was going to watch the show. I wondered if it mattered to me if he did or not. My brain was doing a lot of wondering and not a lot of answering things right then.

Shit. My right pinky felt stiff. It was the finger I didn't actually have to use, but it still wasn't a good sign. I rubbed it with my other hand, and I could feel it was tingly, too. I dug my left thumb into my right palm, trying to work out the kinks.

I know I've said before that I don't believe in god, but I believe in prayer. Why, then, did I make a deal with the devil instead of praying for a miracle? I thought, if it's a choice between playing through pain and not being able to play at all, let me choose pain. I'll pay that price. Just get me through this.

At that time it didn't actually hurt, but I was more afraid of a cramp that would make my fingers useless than I was of whether it would hurt.

I shook it out. It felt a little better. I tried to put it out of my mind.

Remo stepped into place beside me. The lights changed and prompted cheers from the crowd. It was fully dark night out there now; sunset had happened before Happy Occident had gone on. The gals and horns went on first, taking their places without fanfare but drawing a few more cheers of anticipation anyway. Then Alan went out and started holding a chord. Alex went next and, after a quick wave to the crowd and plugging in, added a thump of bass beat to it. Martin waved and started people clapping in time from the edge of the drum riser by beating his sticks together over his head and then settled himself behind the kit to add a full backbeat to it.

When we'd started the tour it was me next, Remo last. Then for a little while it was me last, when we were kind of faking out the audience about whether I was upright or not. We'd gone back to Remo last more recently, though.

"Let's go together," he said.

I had no good objection to that so I said, "okay," and although that meant I still walked in front of him, we were still basically taking the stage at the same time. Remo was ready. I gave a quick look around and counted off, and we kicked into the real intro to the first song.

I did fine for about an hour, and then the "be careful what you wish for" portion of the evening set in. There was a segment we did where the band basically just laid down a super minimal backbeat and Remo would solo on top of it for a while, kind of Santana-esque but without the Latin flavor. It was when I usually had a Gatorade.

This time, though, just as Remo was about to launch into it, he broke a string, and so I jumped in and played a solo—it came out really good, too—that was a couple of minutes long, since it took a bit longer to get him a replacement guitar than one might have hoped. Not a big deal, this kind of thing isn't unusual. The only problem was that there was a pain starting to build up between my thumb and first finger, the two fingers holding the pick.

I poured what I could of that pain into what I was playing, but that didn't mean it hurt less. Hell, for all I know I made it hurt more.

By the time Remo came back I'm not sure how I was holding it together, but I was. And then he jumped in and played with me, and we traded off back and forth a bit, and thankfully the cramp eased off. I completely forgot to drink the Gatorade, though. Which was not good for the rest of me.

By the time the first set ended I was shaking, and Flip practically force-fed me the bottle of Gatorade. I tried to explain that my hand was killing me, and he said that he had crushed the remaining half Flexeril pill into the drink. I guzzled it.

We did the two "loud" encores. I made it through without collapsing or puking. I considered it a good thing.

After, though, I was very hot, and parched, and apparently saying incoherent things (I don't remember that part), so they called me an ambulance. I knew I must really be feeling terrible, because the only thing I felt about seeing the ambulance was intensely grateful.

The medic was a gruff, older guy, and the driver was a younger guy, and after being informed of my tendency to heatstroke they decided to try to treat me there instead of the hospital. This involved a lot of damp, lukewarm towels, which was interesting because I would have thought they'd use cold water but I was kind of glad they didn't. I was apparently coherent enough to ask about it, and the old guy explained that if you shock the skin with cold, the blood vessels will constrict and pull even more heat into the body. "And so if your brain wasn't already boiled, then it would be," as he put it.

He went on to tell me about making that mistake in Viet Nam (or was it Korea, I'm not sure) and sending the patient into a seizure.

Anyway. They got my core temperature down, and rehydrated me, and sent me on my way.

"Good thing tomorrow night's indoors," Remo said as he and Flip helped me into the bus. All my muscles felt weak, and I couldn't tell if that was from the aftermath of the heat or from the drugs. Flip had the clothes the medics had taken off of me and added them to the show laundry. I tossed him my damp underwear and put on a clean pair and a clean T-shirt. The A/C was going full blast in the bus, and I put on the pajama bottoms I always packed but seldom actually wore.

Ziggy pulled aside the curtain enough to show his face from inside the bunk. "You coming in or am I getting out?"

"I'm coming in."

"Any headache tonight?"

"So far, no." Well, it had hurt a bit at the peak of the fever, but not like it had some recent times. "One medical emergency was my quota, I guess."

Court peeked out of her own bunk. "You okay?"

"I'm fine. Better than last night, in fact," I said. Which was technically true, I guess. At least right at this moment I wasn't in pain. We'd see how I felt when the last of the Vitamin F wore off. "Get some sleep."

"I plan to."

"Me too."

Ziggy scooched over and I climbed in with a small towel. It really was ridiculous to both be in one bunk, and yet I wouldn't have had it any other way. It meant we didn't need to clear a separate one for him as an extra unanticipated passenger and—come on, like I wanted him anywhere but glued to me?

"Well, that could've gone better," I said, folding the towel in half and laying my head on it. My hair was wet because they'd also gently doused my head with the lukewarm treatment a couple of times. "I guess I can see why everyone thinks I'm not going to make it."

"We don't 'think' that you're not going to make it so much as worry that might be the case," he said. "To be precise about it. Don't make it sound like we're not on your side."

"Thanks, I guess?"

"And no one likes to see you suffer."

"I'm fine."

"If you say so," he said, which clearly meant I don't agree but I won't argue. He changed the subject. "Carynne's going to meet us in Mississippi."

"She is?"

"Yes. I think Barrett wants to make sure we both come back intact, so he sent her in person. She's there already by now."

I studied his face in the glow of the reading lamp that was built into the alcove. "What about you? Are you doing all right?"

He sniffed dismissively. "I'm fine. Worrying about you is doing a number on my nerves, but I'm fine."

"This time tomorrow you can stop worrying." I think maybe I actually believed that. Thinking about it now, of course, it's obvious that just because the tour was ending didn't mean my problems were going to magically disappear. But the main difference would be that for a couple of weeks I wouldn't have to cope with those problems in front of thousands of people every night. I couldn't remember if we had eleven days or seventeen days before we left on Ziggy's tour. I didn't want to know. Long enough, I told myself.

"All right." He agreed to be agreeable. He agreed to be snuggly. I was content for the next couple of hours to doze on and off while he slept.

I crept out to piss maybe two hours later. All that hydration had to go back sometime, after all. I pissed and then took some regular old ibuprofen just as a prophylactic. Part of me was starting to think that a lot of the physical symptoms I was having were actually all in my head.

If that was true, then fooling myself into thinking I was fine was the only way to handle it.

 


Real Real Real

On Labor Day 1991, we played the Biloxi Coast Coliseum. If you've been to the Biloxi coastline, chances are you went for the casinos. Back then, the casinos hadn't been built yet. Or if they had, I don't remember them. We had taken over a somewhat fleabag hotel where Nomad had stayed before. I was reminded of Australia for a couple of reasons. The proximity to the beach was one.

Waldo and co. set up shop in the main suite on the second floor (it was only a two-story building). "Can't believe Holiday Inn or Hilton haven't come in and bought up all these places," he grumbled about the lack of voice mail.

"One good hurricane could wipe ’em out," Remo answered. "Just like the Jersey Shore. What corporation's going to take that chance?"

It being the last night of the tour, various friends and family were flying in, and then Remo's plan was to stay there for a couple more days, resting and recuperating. Another reason it reminded me of Australia. I don't know if Remo planned this tour to end at a sleepy little beach resort or if that was just convenient.

This time, me and mine were not going to be able to stick around. I regretted that somewhat, but no rest for the wicked, you know.

There must be a band called that, right? The Wicked? Probably more than one.

Ziggy and I had a room on the ocean side, but there wasn't much to see from our window. The bus had pulled in that morning during a driving thunderstorm, and we'd stayed on the bus until it lightened up a little before noon. It was still raining now, but not in such biblical proportions. I'd heard a clerk downstairs say something like two inches had fallen. Not a good beach day.

"What do you want to do now?" Ziggy asked.

"Are you getting restless? Because you're a menace when you're restless."

He looked back at me from the window with a slight smirk. "You know me well."

"Experience brings wisdom," I said, sitting down on the edge of the bed. "Honestly, I think I could stand to just lie here and stare at the ceiling..." I trailed off and looked up, then at him again. "Or you could lie on top of me, and then at least I could look at you."

So much for me not exerting myself. You can guess how we spent the next hour or two before we had to wash up and make lobby call. I do not regret it one bit.

Flip and I had our pharmaceutical discussion after we arrived at the venue. Me and Ziggy and him put our heads together in the green room, which was a converted team locker room of some kind. They'd pulled couches and tables into the room, but the walls were lined with narrow wooden stalls and shelves.

Think about that for a second. At venues like this, they had to have a storage room somewhere where they piled up all these couches and things to keep them out of the way while athletic events were going on, and then they dragged them out for times like this. No wonder they often seemed rather beat up and musty. (Nowadays I know some artists whose tour riders actually require new furniture in their dressing rooms. This is why.)

"Yesterday's regimen worked pretty well, didn't it?" Flip asked. "We've still got that half-pill."

"Plus Daron's more relaxed today," Ziggy said with a snicker.

Flip brushed that off with a half-nod. "Problem is we're out of hash oil, and this town isn't exactly a place where we have a known supply. Even Jam doesn't have a contact down here."

"What's the alternative?" I asked.

Flip thought it over. Before he could answer, though, Ziggy jumped in. "The alternative is you power through like the stubborn son of a bitch you are?"

"Well, yes, but I really don't want the last night to suck," I said.

"Does it matter? It's just one show," he countered.

"But it's the last one," I said. "Don't be stupid, Ziggy. You know opening night and closing night are special."

"But why? What if the tour was in a different order? There's not something inherently special about Biloxi, Mississippi."

"Because they just are. Everyone gives a little extra effort."

Flip broke in. "Which is why I don't want you hurting yourself."

"Playing the guitar is not dangerous. It's not like I'm going to break a finger doing it."

Ziggy wrapped his fingers around my forearm. "If the show is going to be different for being the last one, then your adrenaline is going to carry you through, anyway. Maybe you should leave off the extra drugs."

"You were the one just criticizing me for powering through," I snapped back at him. "Now you want me to just do it on adrenaline?"

"Not just adrenaline," Ziggy snarled. "Take your fucking chill pill, but there's no need to overdo it, is all I'm saying."

I know I sounded surly as hell. "I'm not overdoing it." Why was I resentful that he was butting in? Wasn't this hard enough?

It dawned on me then that Ziggy was this glued to me, this invested, this present in my moment-to-moment life right now for one reason. The reason on my finger. I blinked. I suddenly resented it a lot less. I put my hand over his. "At least, I think I'm not. Do you think I am? Is that why you're jumping on me?"

"I am not jumping on you. But you have to admit it's concerning."

"This isn't like... it was that other time," I said, not wanting it to sound like I was accusing him in front of Flip, otherwise I would have said something like that time you were on painkillers.

Flip looked back and forth between us. When no one said anything for a couple of seconds, he started over from square one. "So let's do the same thing as yesterday, but instead of the hash oil, either nothing, or, honestly Daron, the safest alternative for keeping you loose is to smoke a bowl. Jam's happy to share."

"No," I said, not wanting to go into why I didn't want to get into anything with Jam and also not wanting to turn it into a federal case of why I didn't want to try to get some weed from him but not smoke it with him, you know? I could still be the king of avoidance when I wanted to be. "How about we just stick to legal drugs while we're in the deep south anyway, hm?"

"You want a shot of bourbon instead?"

"Yeah. That'll do. And if I feel like the adrenaline is actually cramping me up worse," because that's what I assumed would happen, "pour some into my Gatorade, too."

"Sounds like a plan." Off he went to prep his next task, and I took the Vitamin F that started the regimen.

Ziggy's eyes were shaded as I swallowed it. But he didn't say anything. I couldn't tell if he was worrying about me, or if he was thinking the same thing I was, which was how he had crashed and burned last tour. The tour where we never made it to closing night.

I wondered if he was as haunted by that show we never played as I was. Most of the time I didn't think about it. But you know how my brain works, and the kinds of things I considered sacred. When I think of all the things that didn't keep us off the stage, like illness and injuries and explosions, for pete's sake, the painkiller-fueled mishap that led to Ziggy being institutionalized wasn't even that bad... except for the being-institutionalized part. But the missed show. Like I said, most of the time it didn't bother me, but once in a while it really haunted me. A ghost show. I'd felt a little better having played Great Woods myself now, but it wasn't just the show, of course, it was the whole ghost of Moondog Three that loomed up and made me grieve for what could have been.

Right before a show was definitely not the fucking time to go into a maudlin downward spiral about the band that no longer existed. I had just pseudo-married Ziggy after all, wasn't that enough? Wasn't that what I really wanted? Weren't these questions just the perfect thing to send me into a downward spiral?

Yes. Except I had medicated and so I didn't care. Vitamin F was kicking in. I could sink into a lovely cocoon of not caring.

But I had to be careful, didn't I? I didn't want it to seem to Ziggy like I didn't care—about him. "Would you... work the kinks out of my hand? Please?"

He made me sit, then scooched in next to me on the couch and picked up my hand and kissed the scarred skin. He wasn't wearing lipstick, but he'd put a little Chapstick on, and it left an invisible smear of minty grease in the middle of my palm. He worked it in quietly, methodically, without saying a word. I watched the ring on his hand, my eye drawn to it like a snag on a piece of cloth, the one thing that was different, the one thing that was new.

My voice came out a whisper and I don't even know why. "Have I told you I love you yet today?"

"Not in words," he said in a conversational tone. "Not in words, dear one."

 


Rush

I waltzed into soundcheck feeling pretty good from Vitamin F kicking in. "Who's doing the very last lounge act of the tour?" I asked.

No one moved a muscle. I gave it another couple of beats before I said, "Am I going to have to do it myself?"

"C'mon, Daron, you hardly ever do it," Martin pointed out.

It occurred to my foggy brain that they expected me to have something up my sleeve for today. Huh. If I hadn't been as drugged up and distracted as I had been for the past few weeks, I probably would have thought of that myself.

"Okay," I said, adjusting my mic down to my height because it was too high by about six inches, while racking my brain. What song could I do? What song should I do? "You guys want to hear the first song I ever wrote?"

"You mean we haven't heard it already?" Remo asked. "I remember some pretty early ones. Like the one about the train."

The only thing that kept my cheeks from getting red at the mention of that one was the "chill pill," as Ziggy had called it. The song itself wasn't as embarrassing as the fact that at the time I had written it I had somehow thought that a song about a train that had a locomotive rhythm would be a cool, novel idea. I was mortified to learn that not only was it not novel, it was pretty much a cliché. Later, in music school, I'd even find out there were songs in other languages and cultural styles that used the train that way. Pretty much every folk music from a country where there were trains, from India to France.

"Not the one about the train," I said. Besides, I had quit playing that one after that and didn't remember it. But some of my early ones I played from time to time, and they were better ingrained. Some without words, some with. "Flip, swap me?" I handed him the Fender and slung on the Ovation.

I had practiced this one some when I had been trying to get used to playing with the pick after the accident. So it was still relatively fresh.

To mess with everyone, though, I played "Mary Had a Little Lamb" first, just the first couple of bars until they had burst out laughing. "Just kidding, just kidding, here's the real song."

"What's it called?" Martin yelled from the drum riser.

"Doesn't really have a title anymore," I said. "I never found one I liked."

The melody was a run of notes that had been inspired by a song on the radio at the time. Do you remember an instrumental piano song called "Music Box Dancer" by Frank Mills? I was so excited that an instrumental song was in the Top 40 that I used to imagine myself playing something similar, but with the guitar. There have not been a lot of all-instrumental Top 40 hits in my lifetime, you know. Chuck Mangione's "Feels So Good," "A Fifth of Beethoven" by Walter Murphy, not many other than movie theme songs.

So I plucked out this song, which had a plucky melody but a minor mode, punctuated by little chords here and there. What's funny about it is the song is actually kind of hard to play because I didn't know how to play that well yet, so I didn't have any idea what I was doing. I approached from what I wanted it to sound like without the kind of intrinsic feel that I have now for what works on the guitar. And if I were writing the same thing at age 24 instead of age 11 I wouldn't use a pick it all, I would do it finger-style.

Except who knew if I was going to be able to play finger-style again? The only thing keeping me from worrying about that was Vitamin F.

Kind of a precious, sad little song, I guess. Probably a little bit influenced by "Longer Than" by Dan Fogelberg, too. But I guess I was a kind of precious, sad little kid when I wrote it.

When I was done they were silent, and I felt like I'd done something terrible, like broken all their hearts.

Or maybe time was moving extra slow for me, and they were just taking a breath as they watched Remo come toward me and hug me. They started clapping on the hug.

Maybe I need to work on the ending, though. The song just kind of stops.

"You're a gem, you know that?" Remo said. "How old were you? Ten? Eleven?"

I nodded at eleven and he let go of me.

We played through one of Nomad's regular songs, but I had put myself into a real autopilot daze by playing that song of mine. I'd sent myself deep into my own head.

Melissa even liked it. She gave me an unprompted hug when we came offstage.

So did Carynne. "Be careful where you point that thing."

"The guitar, you mean?"

"Your music in general," she said. "You doing all right?"

"Drugged to the gills and feeling mostly nothing," I answered. Which didn't directly answer the question but let her draw her own conclusions.

"For someone who's feeling almost nothing, you wouldn't know it from the way you play."

"Good?" Right? "Um, have you seen Ziggy?"

"He was watching from the seats." She gestured toward the arena.

I found him in the men's room, though, since he had no interest in hearing Happy Occident's soundcheck.

"Let's hide in the bus," he suggested.

"That is an excellent idea." I followed him through the corridors to the loading dock. The bus was parked outside. I barely felt the heat and humidity in the short walk from door to door. Inside it was dim and cool. For some reason I was dreading Ziggy asking me how I was feeling.

But he didn't ask. He put a pillow on one of the long padded benches in the far back and patted it. I lay down, and he pulled off my sneakers and socks and proceeded to rub my feet much the way he would rub my injured palm. Except this was my feet and there was no injury to work around.

I just about passed out. In fact, maybe I did pass out for a little while. Later, when I was awakened by him cracking the knuckles of my toes by tugging on them gently, I asked, "When'd you learn that?"

"Reflexology? Some girl in art school used it as an excuse to touch me," he said. "Supposedly different points on the feet correspond to different parts of the body so you can massage someone's feet instead of all of them."

"Huh. I'd think if she wanted an excuse to touch you she would've gone for the whole-body massage. Right?"

"Well, she did eventually, but it took her a couple of weeks to work up to it, and meanwhile she was actually pretty good at the feet so I didn't say no. Also, the feet were more appropriate for while we were waiting around for class and such in public. When she finally suggested the full-body treatment, we went back to her room, and the only massaging up there was a euphemism."

I chuckled, imagining it. "You let her make the first move?"

"Yeah. Sometimes you just know pushing isn't going to get you anywhere. Besides, if it had stayed just an awkward friendship with great foot rubs, I was okay with that." He put my jacket over my feet and moved to sit by my head.

"Was it less awkward after you slept together?"

He rubbed my temples and I felt myself melting again. "Yes and no. Our interactions were less awkward because once I had the green light to sex, I kind of ran the show. But she was still an inherently awkward person. So it took a lot of work on my part to make sure it all ran smoothly. A lot of work."

I admit I was curious. Probably to an unhealthy degree, but I couldn't hear any alarm bells right then. "How'd you break up with her?"

"I left art school after that semester, so I didn't see her anymore."

"You mean you told her you couldn't see her because you were doing something else?"

"No, I mean I just never ran into her again."

I tried to let that sink in, but nothing was sinking in through the haze. "You mean... you never called her? She never called you?"
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