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            Author’s Note


         


         All the Right Notes is a celebration of love and music in a variety of forms, but it also contains some sensitive subject matter. Please take care of yourself if any of the following topics are difficult for you.


         

             


         


         Content Warnings: alcohol and drug usage; the sudden death of family members; homophobic language; nonconsensual sex.


      


   




   

      

         

            Chapter 1—Then


         


         Emmett Aoki walked in after sixth period had already started, landing like a bomb in the middle of Handel’s “Hallelujah” chorus.


         As we were steamrolling our way to the final measures, he entered right in the two-beat rest before the last hallelujah, grinding Sunvalley High’s concert chorus to a halt. Our choir teacher—who also happened to be my father—cut us off and, distracted by Emmett’s sudden appearance, didn’t ever motion for us to come back in.


         It was super annoying.


         My dad smiled the way he did every time the mailman delivered whatever gadget he’d ordered from the latest TV infomercial and indicated Emmett should take a seat in the back by pointing to it with pursed lips—a typical Filipino gesture everyone in choir had already gotten used to. Emmett stared at my dad with crinkled eyebrows and then looked around him before finally spotting the chair. He gave a big thumbs-up and walked up the choral risers.


         I watched from the piano bench as Emmett made his way to the top. Unrest bubbled up around him like tar pit goo. Girls whispered into one another’s ears. The boys puffed themselves up but then deflated. He seemed oblivious to the effect he had on everyone. But I wasn’t buying it.


         “Quito!”


         I blinked twice. My dad blared into focus. He waved a baton in front of my face.


         “Yeah?”


         “I said keep rehearsing them. I need to make copies for our guest.” He pointed at the papers clutched in his hand and hurried out into the hallway, mumbling to himself as he exited. He’d been begging the principal for a choir room copy machine for the past two years and hated having to walk all the way down to Mr. Drummond’s band room to make copies. (Also, he hated Mr. Drummond.)


         Thirty pairs of eyes locked on to me.


         “Let’s take it from the pickup to measure fifty-two? Sopranos and altos? At King of kings?” I asked, my voice rising higher and higher with every word.


         No one seemed to hear what I was saying. But not because of my utter lack of authority.


         Everyone had gone rigid, their bodies shaking with the effort to not turn around and gawk at the god in their midst.


         “Super,” I chirped at no one in particular. My hands curled into claws on top of the piano keys. “Here’s your note.” I forced my index finger to open and played an A.


         I counted. “One, two…”


         They came in on beat three.


         It was horrible.


         Somehow, just by sitting there, Emmett had found a way to suck the pitch right out of them. And the rhythm. And for some people, the basic ability to breathe. I should have stopped playing. Tried to fix the aural assault I was enduring. But I didn’t. I was too busy trying to keep focused, to not be more aggravated by Emmett’s presence than they were.


         I was failing miserably.


         It was the way he sat that bothered me the most. More than his letterman jacket or fancy Reeboks, his Jason Priestley hair or the muscle tone on his arms. Even more than the way he made being Asian look not only different but special, almost cool.


         No. It was more than that.


         What really got to me was this: the way he leaned back in his chair, legs spread, knees out to 10:00 and 2:00. Hands behind his head. Eyebrow raised just high enough to show noncommittal interest in what was going on around him. How wherever he decided to be was the right place because everything acquiesced, the brick walls in the room seeming softer around him and the fluorescent lighting making him glow like some sort of saint. Everything about Emmett expanded outward. He conquered every inch of the world, saying, Yo, see this? Look at me. I’m hot shit!


         I could tell he was used to it.


         And it drove me nuts.


         My dad returned with a bundle of music. He stood by the piano, listening to us finish the chorus. “A little off-pitch this morning, don’t you think, anak?” I didn’t even notice it when he called me his son, something I’d asked him not to do in class. Not because he was speaking Tagalog but because I didn’t like people being reminded that the choir teacher was my dad.


         “Yeah. I guess. Not sure why,” I lied.


         Then, inexplicably, I looked at Emmett for a reaction.


         Even stranger, he was already looking straight at me.


         And then…he winked.


         I felt a rush of blood to my cheeks.


         “Dad,” I said, “what’s the deal with the new guy?”


         “Him?” he asked, pointing his lips at Emmett. “He dropped out of woodshop. Allergic to sawdust. He is thinking of joining the choir, which is very good because we need more male voices. And”—he leaned down to whisper—“somebody of his stature can convince even more guys to join, diba?” He tapped the sheet music on top of the piano. “Laney, please give this to Emmett.”


         Our soprano section leader, normally a giggling mop of red hair, froze in place. My dad placed the papers in her trembling hands and gently closed her fingers around them. She was eventually able to bring them back to Emmett, though it looked as if she were learning how to walk for the first time as she did.


         “He will be good for us, don’t you think, Quito?”


         Not only was Emmett a member of the Rally Court (the popular students who hung out in the rally courtyard, a concrete wasteland in the center of campus where they held events I avoided), but he was also the all-time record holder for three-pointers on the varsity basketball team. And was in every AP class available. He’d even been in a Sunday newspaper ad for Macy’s.


         For underwear.


         But there was no way he was right for choir. I could hear him now, attempting to make a sound. Like a dying animal crying for help.


         He didn’t belong here. My dad had worked hard to build up the choral program at Sunvalley High, and I wasn’t going to have some pretty-boy jock intrude on it. Not my senior year, and not in the one place at school I could call home.


         Especially not him.


         Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Emmett trying his hardest to not pay attention to us. His body defaulted into one of those poses guys always force themselves into: chin jutting out, one hand propped up on his knee, the other cupped against his crotch. He was a poseur, trying his hardest to seem cool in a totally not-cool environment.


         But he’d have to sing at some point. He’d have to prove himself, and I knew he’d fail. We’d all see him for what he really was, someone who didn’t have a musical bone in his body. Then he’d leave us alone, and we’d get back to the way things were.


         I smiled at my dad. “I’m sure he’ll be great.”


      


   




   

      

         

            Chapter 2—Now


         


         Here’s something not every accompanist will admit—sometimes when we play, we’re not actually paying that much attention to what we’re doing. Only in certain circumstances, of course. When our heart’s not in it. Or if it’s something we’ve played a million times before.


         Case in point, virtually every song I get asked to play at Broadway Baby, New York City’s fifth-most-popular piano bar, is something I’ve already memorized. I go through the motions of looking it up on the pianists’ communal iPad, but it’s all already there in my head, each song tucked away for easy access and ready to be retrieved like a book I pluck from the shelf. When I get asked to play “I Dreamed a Dream” or “Memory” or any number of seriously-this-one-again? songs, my fingers go into automatic pilot.


         So when a woman asks me, “Do you know ‘Defying Gravity’?” my mind already starts to drift. It’s not necessarily that it’s one of the most over-sung songs ever. It’s also because there’s something about her that rubs me the wrong way. I’ve never seen her before, so I try not to judge. But it’s hard. She’s squeezed herself into a dress that screams I bought this at full price!, her makeup is layered on so thick it’s impossible to tell what her actual face looks like, and she has so much perfume on that I begin to hallucinate.


         “It’s a song from Wicked, Kevin,” she adds.


         “It’s Quito.”


         “No, WICKED.”


         I nod, smiling through gritted teeth. “Sure.”


         She points to me and demands “Two steps lower.” Her eyes close. She bows her head. She’s making sure everyone understands that she’s preparing.


         I play the intro. She sings the first line.


         Well, not so much sings it as splats it.


         To be honest, her voice is fine. It’s like the voice of almost every other aspiring actress in New York, brassy and belligerent. She plows through, focusing on her own singing, not the song itself. A subtle difference. Instead of communicating the text, she dwells on every note, calculating the sound and timbre and making sure everything spins out at full velocity. She’s showing off. And while a lot of people find the pyrotechnics exciting, to me they’re just another day at the office.


         So, for the next four minutes, I plant a smile on my face and allow myself to drift and look around. The place is super packed tonight. Broadway Baby (which is not actually on Broadway but several blocks over in the West Village) is always busy on Friday evenings, but tonight the people are angling for every bit of space. Even in the frigid February temperatures, a line of people still waits to get inside. I can see them through the window as they snake their way past Joe’s Pizzeria, CVS, a perpetually closed tarot-reading salon, and a new falafel place I keep meaning to check out. Office types, show-obsessed gays, and loyal regulars all stand in line, looking forward to an evening of overpriced drinks and the chance to sing along with an enthusiastic and underpaid pianist. Me.


         A lot of people are crowded around the piano in the main room. Colored drinks sit in front of them on the piano. Or rather the fake grand piano shell that covers an electric keyboard. I’d always wondered who’d fall for the facade, but surprisingly, anyone who ever gets close enough to see the actual electric keyboard is usually shocked. Ohmigod, this isn’t a real piano? they gasp, before spilling their drink all over it.


         It’s their investment in the illusion of the place, perhaps. Everyone here wants to be a star, or at least pretend they are for a few hours, so they give in to the old-time feel—the pressed metal ceiling (rubber), the salvaged-wood bar tables (plastic), the mirrors marked with decades-old imperfections (new mirrors stained with acid)—and accept all of it to be real.


         After a couple of the bar’s cocktails, everything’s real enough.


         The people are still listening to the belter. She works the crowd, punctuating high notes with gesticulations and adding a superfluous run here and there.


         As I motor into the climax, I notice an older gentleman sitting by himself at a table next to the piano, round in the middle and balding on top with a Caesar-like wreath of white hair. His face is red, as if just sitting on a stool is a cardio workout. There’s a slight yearning in his eyes as he listens.


         The singer belts her last notes, “Oh-AHAOHAOO!” and I’m snapped violently back to the song. Her yodel stretches the upper limits of the microphone. The crowd rewards her with applause, and she bows, soaking in as much as humanly possible. She doesn’t thank or tip me.


         “What a voice!” I say into my microphone. “What. A. Voice. Fabulous. Just fabulous.”


         I know I should work off the momentum of her performance and play something else from Wicked so that people can sing along. Or ask one of the regulars to share their rendition of some other crowd-pleaser.


         Instead, on a whim, I whip around to the older man next to me. “Hi,” I say.


         His eyes widen. He looks around to find the person I’m talking to before pointing to himself. “Me?”


         “Yes. You. What’s your name?”


         “Edgar.”


         “Would you like to sing something, Edgar?”


         The color of his face deepens, which I didn’t think was possible. “Oh. I don’t think you’d know any of the songs I know. They’re like me. Very old.” His mouth smiles, but his eyes don’t.


         “Try me,” I say.


         “Do you know ‘If He Walked Into My Life’?”


         “Mame,” I say. “Yes, I know it. It’s one of my favorites. Come here, Edgar. Up to the mic.”


         His left hand trembles. “Oh, I’d rather not. Can we just sing it as a group number?”


         “I’d love for you to do it by yourself. Why don’t you come and sit next to me?” I pat the piano bench.


         He hesitates for a moment before slowly sliding off his stool. His walk up to the piano is a little shaky. I can’t tell if it’s because he’s old, nervous, or drunk, though it’s probably some combination of all those things. When he sits next to me, I feel as if I’ve walked into a cabin. He smells of pine needles and warm dirt. And lots of whiskey.


         I move the mic closer to him and start improvising an intro on the piano. “How’s this key?”


         “Just right,” he says.


         Edgar sings. His voice is a lot like he is. Rough-edged and worn.


         Unlike the previous song, though, I don’t leave my fingers to play on their own. I do the opposite of disconnecting this time. I focus on accompanying him. Sometimes guiding, sometimes following. He makes a few mistakes, fumbles a few notes. It doesn’t matter. He’s the opposite of the woman before him. His voice isn’t impressive or technically proficient. In some ways it’s even a little out of control. And yet I feel as if every word he sings is something he believes in. Like he’s written the song himself. Like he’s lived the story. Is living it now.


         By the end of it, he’s grinning, and I am, too.


         “Thank you,” Edgar says, breathless. “Can we do another one?”


         I’m about to say yes, to ask him to suggest another song, some other chestnut for me to rediscover with him. But the energy in the room has soured. People’s conversations have gotten louder. A trio of gays at a nearby table is checking their phones. One, a tall pouter with penciled-in eyebrows, puts on his pea coat and motions toward the door. The others seem ready to follow his lead.


         “I’m sorry, Edgar. How about later on tonight?”


         His face sinks into what looks like familiar territory for him. “Of course.”


         I groan inside. I want to keep making music with him, this man who has so much more to give than a loud voice and theatrics. But I have to make as many people happy as possible.


         “All right,” I say into the mic, “who’s in the mood for some Hamilton?”


         Cheers go up. The trio on their way out turn back around. The crowd is on my side again. As I begin to play, dollar bills get thrown into my tip bowl. The crowd starts to sing along, and I notice Edgar quietly lumber out into the cold.


         

            *  *  *


         


         After my shift, I turn the plastic fishbowl over on the bar and count my earnings in the annex, a smaller room with only one bartender and a wall-mounted television showing the NY1 news channel. It’s quieter here. I can still hear the music through the velvet curtains that separate us from the piano area, but only just barely. The late-night-shift pianist, J.B., has taken over. She’s opening with her Disney princess medley, a guaranteed crowd-pleaser. Once, I’d threatened to steal the idea from her. “Over my dead, lesbian body,” she said, her eyes narrowing to points behind her owl-shaped glasses.


         More fives and tens than usual from the tips, plus two twenties. I gave the crowd what they wanted and was rewarded for it, though the thought of it doesn’t make me all that happy.


         As I contemplate what fancy dinner I can now buy, someone sits down on the stool next to me.


         Mark, my boyfriend, plants a kiss on my cheek. “Hi, Quito.” He motions to the bartender, Jaime. “Two Manhattans, please.”


         Jaime, a brute with a baby face, gives me a look, knowing I won’t drink the Manhattan. I subtly shake my head. He nods and proceeds to make one Manhattan and one ginger ale with cranberry juice.


         Even though it’s already almost ten, I can tell Mark’s come straight from work. Sullivan & Cromwell went business casual years ago, but he still insists on wearing a suit and tie. “Better chances of making partner if I dress for success!” He’s been working long hours lately. So long we’re barely able to go out on dates anymore, which isn’t optimal for a ten-month relationship recently gone exclusive. I can see the wear of stress etching more wrinkles around his eyes, though it sort of makes his Midwest-farmer-boy face even more rugged and handsome.


         “I’m surprised to see you here. Why the visit?” After we’d been dating for a few weeks, he visited me at the bar during one of my shifts to see what it was like. An hour into my set, he leaned over the piano and said, “Sorry, but if I stay one more minute, I might never get the sound of this place out of my head. I need to go home and Febreze my ears with the original cast recording of Sweeney Todd.” Mark’s the kind of guy who won’t go to a restaurant that doesn’t have great reviews and won’t see a musical or play unless the New York Times has given it a thumbs-up. Among other things, he’s called Broadway Baby “Broadway Wannababies,” “that place where broken hearts go,” and “America’s Got Talent?” (emphasis on the question mark). Despite my attempts to convince him the singing’s a lot better than he experienced that one night, he’s never come back. Until now.


         He loosens his Bvlgari tie. He has news to tell me. I can tell by the way he tucks a lock of his blond hair behind his ear and how he’s so distracted by what’s on his mind that he doesn’t complain once about the out-of-tune sing-along of “Part of Your World” from The Little Mermaid happening in the other room.


         “How’d you do tonight?” he asks me.


         “Not too bad.” I frap a cluster of bills against the bar top, straightening them into a manageable stack. “And you didn’t answer my question. I thought you couldn’t stand this place.”


         “So, remember how I was telling you about this attorney at work? Dinesh?”


         He’s mentioned a Dinesh to me before, but I struggle to remember when or why. “I don’t—”


         “Get this. When he’s not cranking out contracts, he writes plays. He’s writing the book to a new musical, and he’s looking for a composer.”


         I already don’t like where this is headed. “Okay,” I say cautiously. “What’s it about?”


         “Picture it,” Mark says, framing my face with his fingers, “a musical based on Peter Pan at the height of the disco era. And it’s an immersive experience. Can’t you just see it?”


         Yes, I can. And a part of me curdles inside. Disco music? Another retread of the Peter Pan story? Aren’t there any new ideas? Why do we have to keep mining the same ones over and over?


         “He’s got some producer friends who might back the show. He needs to present a portion of it to them, partially staged. At least one full act. They want to see something on its feet by June. He’s got all the scenes; he just needs a few songs. I told him you’d be perfect for that.”


         I decide not to remind him that I’ve been trying to work on a show of my own for years. Well, working on the idea of a show, at least.


         “That is…incredible. A great opportunity. Thank you.” I try my hardest to sound sincere, but my smile is too big. Mark fails to notice.


         Jaime slides our drinks in front of us. Mark clinks his glass against mine. “To new adventures.”


         “To new adventures,” I repeat and raise my drink. It slows to a stop against my lips.


         On the TV behind the bar, a man is being interviewed live. A face I haven’t seen in years looks at me. A face I haven’t seen in person, that is, because I, and everyone else in the world, have become accustomed to it on countless billboards, movie screens, and magazine ads. Set against the red, high-gloss walls of a Salvadoran restaurant in SoHo, smiling that smile with the crooked tooth, that familiar face is in full-scale animation telling some story, punctuated by two hands carving pictures in the air, claiming all of the surrounding space.


         Emmett Aoki is in New York City.


      


   




   

      

         

            Chapter 3—Then


         


         My childhood memories are permeated by music.


         Sometimes, I swear I can recall my mother singing to me before I was even born—the brushing of her fingers against the skin of her belly as she sang folk songs and church music while I rolled around inside her and grew.


         “Your mother’s voice sparkled like light on water,” my dad told me once. “They called her the nightingale.” They’d met at a church in Echague, where he played the piano and guitar for Mass. One Sunday, she’d come up to him afterward. “You’re good,” she said, “but your singing could use some work. Would you like some help?”


         My father was charmed by such boldness coming from the young woman, her cheeks full like a chipmunk, the wide gap in her front teeth so beguiling that it didn’t even occur to him until much later that she’d just criticized him in front of the priest.


         He accepted her offer and asked how soon they could meet. My mother was amused by the way he tripped over his own words and kept scratching his nose as he talked to her. She smiled and said she’d be back next Sunday, and they could start working then.


         That following Sunday, they met in the small multipurpose room after Mass, the church’s sacristy, office, storage closet, and rehearsal space. My mother showed him how to breathe (fill your lungs like you fill your belly; do not be stingy), how to stand (back straight, one foot slightly in front of the other, as if you are about to go on a journey), and how to use the muscles of his mouth and throat correctly (relax your tongue, make it soft like a bed so that your voice can bounce off—not stiff or it will become trapped).


         They went for a walk together after that first lesson. The next week, they had lunch together. The week after that, dinner.


         Then marriage came.


         Then me.


         They moved to the United States, where living a life of classical music was more of a possibility. Not like the Philippines, where, unless you were a famous actor or popular singer, the arts were often considered merely a hobby. Playing and singing wouldn’t put food on the table.


         They settled where so many other Filipinos had, in the San Francisco Bay Area. First with relatives in Daly City and then in a small house in Martinez, where the hot summers made them feel more at home than the fog-induced chill of South San Francisco. They took a variety of odd jobs while trying to pursue their dreams, cleaning homes, custodial work, babysitting. My father slowly built up a reputation for being an inexpensive traveling piano teacher, while my mother sang in the church choir.


         By the time I turned two, they had finally saved up enough money for a used piano from a defunct community center. Even thirdhand, it was still an extravagant purchase. We’d be eating only canned sardines and rice for weeks, but it didn’t matter. They had me, a home, and a way to make music in it. Everything they needed.


         My mother found steady—though nominally paid—work as a cantor at the nearby Catholic church, Queen of All Saints. She sang for all the Masses, weddings, and funerals. And with a piano in the house, my father was finally able to teach lessons at home. There were days when hours would go by without a single break in the piano playing in the living room or my mother’s vocalizations emanating from their bedroom. When they weren’t practicing, they were listening to the radio or records they bought from the mall. Other children might have been annoyed by it—adults bombarding them with the sounds of their own lives. For me, it was the lifeblood of our family. It ran through everyone’s veins, keeping us alive and happy.


         As my father tells the story, he had finished with a piano student and was just seeing him out when my dad became dazed. He wondered if he was suffering from some form of aural déjà vu because he was rehearing the past hour. What puzzled him most was that, even if it were some sort of auditory playback he was experiencing, it couldn’t have been of his previous student. Because what he heard was better. No mistakes. An innate sense of phrasing.


         He came running back into the living room and saw me sitting at the piano. I was playing “Frère Jacques.” I was three years old, and I’d never had a piano lesson in my life.


         It was all just a game to me. I’d been sitting on the couch as I usually did, listening and watching my father teach. I watched his fingers dance on the black and white keys, a pattern that was simple for me to memorize. The notes manifested in my brain as a rainbow of colors. For as long as I can remember, music has always existed like that to me, like a textured painting or sculpture, something I can reach out and touch. That day, it simply dawned on me to connect the pressing of the piano keys with the colors in my brain.


         All I’d done was solve the puzzle.


         My father picked me up off the piano and twirled me around in the air, my insides tickling so much that I laughed until I ran out of air.


         He started giving me daily lessons. By the time I was in middle school, I was filling in for the pianist at Queen of All Saints, accompanying my mother whenever she sang. I didn’t think anything could feel better than playing solo piano until I began playing for her, learning how to not simply play the notes while she sang but to support her. Anticipate her actions. The synchronicity made me feel as if I could read her mind. I adored that connection to her.


         Then, the summer before I entered Sunvalley High, I lost that feeling. When the unspeakable happened. When my mother died.


         I started my first year of high school with no mother and no desire to make music.


         February of my freshman year, signs went up around school for the Spring Talent Show.


         “Your song, Quito. The one you wrote in seventh grade and played and sang for us? The one your mom…” My father looked straight ahead as he drove us home from school. We traveled for another mile in silence before he was able to continue. “Why don’t you perform it for the talent show?”


         I was barely speaking to him or anyone else at that point. My playing had stopped to practically nothing. If it weren’t for the fact that he’d recruited me to be the concert choir accompanist and his assistant in class, I wouldn’t have been doing anything musical at all.


         “Pass,” I murmured.


         “It’s a good song. Other people deserve to hear it.”


         I shook my head. I didn’t feel like showing that, or any other part of me, to anyone. Particularly not the rest of the students at school.


         “Your mother would have wanted you to.”


         I could see my mom when he said that. Sitting in the auditorium. Eyes as wide as the first time she’d heard my song. It was just so unfair of him to bring her up.


         I kept looking out the window, watching as the scenery passed by us in a dull blur, and agreed.


         Months later, at the talent show, as I stood backstage waiting to go on, I remember the scent of the packed auditorium being heavy, ripe from the heat of an unseasonal heat wave on top of the nervous energy from everyone around me.


         Two acts had already gone on, a jazz combo and a garage band called Boo Yah, Bitch! I was on after Straight-Up Sexy, five girls in purple spandex dancing to a medley of Paula Abdul songs.


         My palms and armpits were so wet that I was certain I’d pass out from dehydration. The exit sign glowed just beyond the backstage door. My heart pounded.


         Applause for the dance team. It was my turn.


         I’d been on stages almost my entire life, playing the piano without thinking twice. Now the lights felt unbearable, the sight of the audience a weight around my neck.


         I whispered to myself, “For you, Mom,” and began.


         

            I get into place


            Put a smile on my face


            They’re all waiting for me to begin


            To get to this night


            I’ve practiced all of my life


            To change who I am to fit in


         


         Halfway through the song, I began to let go of my fear. The silence in the auditorium meant they were listening. I felt my mother’s presence with me, could almost see her in the backstage wing, watching. I kept going, driven by the belief that the audience loved the song as much as she did.


         When it was over, everything went completely still. For a moment, I was convinced they’d understood me. They’d seen the real me behind my song.


         A deep, prolonged silence.


         Then a shout. “Fag!”


         It was a football player sitting in the third row. I could tell from his voice, shoved down an octave. A child’s idea of what a real man should sound like. His hands were cupped around his mouth in a megaphone of hate. Laughter rang out from the audience around him.


         I pushed myself away from the piano and ran offstage, past my father, who’d watched me from the wings and heard everything. I knew he’d go out and chastise everyone, give some sort of stern warning about profanity or threaten to shut the show down if everyone didn’t behave themselves. And I knew he’d eventually make his way back to the choir room, where I’d be hiding, not able to talk, only wanting to go home and forget about everything. The song. The audience’s reaction. And what I saw as I fled.


         As I was leaving the stage, I saw Emmett Aoki in the audience, right next to the football player. Dead center of the Rally Court contingent. I would’ve recognized him anywhere. I’d been painfully aware of him all year. He was one of the few Asian students at Sunvalley that didn’t need Chess Club or Model UN or the Asian Pacific Alliance to survive in a predominantly white high school. He was an athlete, already one of the most popular kids, even though we were only freshmen. On top of everything else, he was beautiful. To be honest, he was the kind of guy I wish I could’ve been. He’d found a way to not only fit in but to stand out. Everyone loved him. And he was laughing at me.


         The expression on his face became a poster of that year, the sum of my pain from that entire horrible time of my life. It hung in my mind. His smug, flawless face so wrenched with disgust at my song that it looked like he was in pain.


         Now I was going to have to look at that same face in choir every day until graduation. A face I never wanted to look at, ever again.


      


   




   

      

         

            Chapter 4—Now


         


         Mark’s snap in front of my face jolts me to awareness. “Hello? Everything okay?”


         I clench the stem of the cocktail glass. My hand is shaking. Droplets of cranberry and ginger ale trickle onto it and down to the bar. “I’m fine.”


         I glance quickly back at the TV screen; the interview with Emmett is live. I recognize the restaurant. Mark and I have eaten there numerous times. It’s not far from Broadway Baby, only a few minutes’ walking distance. My neck muscles tense into hard wire.


         “Did you hear what I said?”


         I shake the wetness off my hand and try to focus on Mark. “Something about a Dinesh?”


         He traces the direction of my helpless stare and turns around to the television screen. “I didn’t know you were an Emmett Aoki fan.”


         “I’m not.”


         “God, it’s so unfair how hot that guy is.”


         The remnants of spilled drink stick to my fingers. I take a swig. “I’ve never noticed.”


         He watches the news interview, reading the slightly delayed closed captioning. “He’s doing a promo for that new Apple TV miniseries he’s in. The one about bioengineered superspies.”


         Mark is always in the know about pop culture. Every time we do trivia night at Phoenix Bar, we slay the competition in that category. I haven’t been following what’s going on in Hollywood lately, so I’m in the dark about the new show. I wish I still were.


         “Sounds interesting,” I say.


         Mark makes the sound he always does when he disapproves of something. A cross between a psh and a tsk. It makes the hair on my neck rise. Like the premonition of an imminent threat. “Personally, I think everything he does is way over-the-top toxic male,” he says. “There always has to be an explosion. Or boobs. Or both.”


         I nod in agreement.


         He turns back around to me. “So, about Dinesh’s musical—”


         The velvet curtain separating the back annex from the piano bar section is shoved to the side. Metallic hoops squeal as they scrape across the pole.


         “Guess who’s back in the house!” My roommate, Ujima, poses in the frame of the doorway. They tower over the room in clear Lucite platform heels. Colored lights and a sing-along of The Sound of Music stream past them into the annex.


         As they catwalk toward us, they unzip their puffy pink parka, revealing a sequined Supergirl crop top, tight against their torso. The deep black of their naked belly gleams. Long legs stretch from a denim miniskirt. Their Diana Ross wig is a supersized Afro globe, and their face is a mix of Vogue editorial and Salvador Dalí.


         They pull me up off the barstool with no more effort than picking up a handbag and surround me in a mama bear hug. They smell of flowery perfume and cinnamon chewing gum.


         “Girl, that last set at Escándalo wore me out. I need some dinner. All I’ve had to eat today was a handful of Tic Tacs and—oh.” Mark turns around on his stool. Sparks flare in Ujima’s eyes. “How nice to see you again, Mark.”


         “Hello, Gerome,” Mark deadpans.


         To Mark, Ujima is always Gerome Jenkins. Music ed dropout and son of a Baltimore pastor. No matter how they look.


         But Gerome is also Ujima. Drag superstar (in their own mind, at least) and my roommate of two years. Their face always seems to carry traces of their various gigs, smatterings of neon and glitter, hair perennially tied back and at the ready for any number of lace-front wigs. It took me a bit of time to get used to their preferred pronouns of they and them but now it’s second nature to me. I also often call them “Jee,” a shortened form of Ujima.


         “Huh,” Jee huffs. “You can see that I’m Ujima now, right? You know, for a lawyer, you don’t actually seem to be that smart—”


         “Dinner!” I interject. “Yes, that sounds lovely, Ujima.”


         “You can’t go to dinner now,” Mark says.


         Ujima bristles. “And why the hell not?”


         I give Mark a warning look. “We were just celebrating because Mark got me a gig.”


         “Doing what?”


         “Writing music for a new musical,” I say. “Partnering with a book writer.”


         Ujima twists their face into a question mark. At least they remember I’ve been trying to work on something of my own for a while now. “What’s the show about? And who might this book writer be? Are they any good?” They glance at Mark with a sideways look that says because if they’re a friend of Mark, they aren’t any good.


         Mark checks his watch. “His name is Dinesh. I told him we’d come meet him. Tonight. Right now, in fact. For dinner. In Hell’s Kitchen.”


         “Oh, uh-uh.” Ujima’s head waves back and forth, hair sweeping the air around us like a giant gay mop. “We already have plans.”


         They’ve done it to me again. Put me in the middle of some squabble that always seems to erupt when they’re in the same room.


         “Let’s see if we can work something out,” I offer. I try to decide who to go with and who to postpone. Multiple no-win scenarios trample through my head.


         Ujima points a jeweled nail at the TV screen. “Ooh, baby, look. Your favorite actor is in town.”


         Another one of Emmett’s interviews is on. Or maybe it’s still the same one. He has his arm draped around some young actress whose name eludes me. A perky millennial who seems very aware of her best angles because she keeps presenting only certain sides of herself to the camera.


         “Wait a second,” Mark says to me. “You just said you weren’t a fan.”


         I eye Ujima. “I’m not.”


         They raise a heavily outlined eyebrow. “Aren’t you the one always dragging me to see his movies right when they come out?”


         Somehow Jee’s managed to make a connection between my movie-viewing preferences and an interest in Emmett. Ujima has many talents, not the least of which is excellent perception. They’ve locked on to something that I don’t want anyone to know. Particularly not Mark.


         I try to change the subject. “What if we kill two birds with one stone? Ujima, why don’t you come with us to meet Dinesh? And, Mark, you tell us where to go. Easy peasy, lemon squeezy.”


         Mark frowns. Ujima crosses their arms over their padded chest.


         Almost an entire refrain of “The Lonely Goatherd” goes by in the other room before I finally say, “I’ll pay.”


         Mark sighs. “Fine.”


         “You owe me,” Ujima says to me with a glare.


         

            *  *  *


         


         In the cab, Mark texts Dinesh while Ujima checks their makeup. I sit between them, right smack-dab in the middle of a tension sandwich, with me as a slab of buffer boloney between two slices of drama.


         Mark snaps his leather cell phone wallet case shut. “Dinesh is in. He’ll meet us there.”


         “Where?” I ask.


         “Mess Hall. One of my new favorite restaurants. It’s kitschy but chic. It’s divine.”


         Ujima grunts. “Sounds lovely.”


         We look straight ahead and say nothing as our driver weaves in and out of the lanes of traffic. The car’s overly heated air sits on my forehead. “Honey, can you roll down the window a bit?” I ask.


         Both Ujima and Mark press their window buttons but stop when they realize they’ve both responded. The winter air rushes in and flushes away the excessive warmth, though I’m more uncomfortable than ever.


         After an interminable six-minute ride, we hurry into the restaurant. Strategically placed focal spots welcome us. I’m momentarily stunned by the bright lights. It feels as if we’ve stepped onto the set of a carefully choreographed production. The restaurant amps up the garish fluorescence of an actual military cafeteria, with aquamarine lights instead of puke green, though it feels more of an exaggeration than an homage. Like a canteen on poppers. But it’s Mark’s choice, so there’s no escaping it.


         We’re led through the restaurant by a host wearing a Naval Academy T-shirt and pants so tight I fear for his health. Every detail of the place goes up to the edge of camp and then tips right on over. The servers walk around in formfitting military uniforms, homoerotic pictures of service members in different states of undress line the walls, and marginally military-related music (currently an EDM remix of Village People’s “In the Navy”) thumps throughout.


         We go down the length of two long tables that take up the center of the main room. The dining appears to be communal, a trend that I find annoying. As if New Yorkers didn’t spend most of their day trying to carve out personal space for themselves in the waves of people we get continuously drowned in.


         A man checks his phone at the end of one of the tables. His hair is shiny black except at the temples, which are the type of gradated gray that looks airbrushed. He’s older but still in incredible shape. Much better shape than me. Or even Mark, for that matter (and he spends way more time at the gym than anyone I know). From the way Mark makes a beeline for the man, it must be Dinesh. The host mindlessly motions for us to be seated.


         Dinesh stands up. Holy hot pants, he’s tall. As tall as Ujima in heels. “Ah, so you must be Quito.” His accent is a mix of British and Indian. He shakes my hand confidently. “I’ve heard so much about you from Mark. We work together quite a lot, you know,” a fact I don’t think Mark has ever mentioned to me. Inappropriate scenes of them at the law firm immediately flicker through my mind: the two of them leaning in a little too closely while going over contracts, laughing while going over edits, flirtatiously smiling at each other at the coffeemaker.


         “And I suppose this lovely vision is the person Mark told me would also be joining us. Uh…Gerome, is it?” Dinesh says with a bemused look.


         Ujima tries not to roll their eyes at Mark. “Ujima Decadence Fabricant Jones. It’s a pleasure to meet you. Hope you don’t mind me crashing your little party.”


         “Not at all. Please.” Dinesh pulls out a chair, and Ujima raises their eyebrows at me. Most of the men Jee tends to meet in New York—particularly at the establishments they work at—have zero manners. I can tell they’re impressed with this rare gesture of chivalry.


         Dinesh puts his elbows on the table and steeples his long fingers. His biceps bulge against the sleeves of his tailored shirt. “So, what has Mark told you so far?”


         Even though the question is clearly directed toward me, Mark says, “Peter Pan at the disco! It’s brilliant. And Quito would be the perfect composer for it. He’s completely on board. Right, Quito?”


         I smile politely and drink some water. In the background, the soundtrack to Top Gun has slipped into rotation. Kenny Loggins tells me I’m headed right into the danger zone. “I’m interested to hear more about it.”


         Dinesh looks pleased. “The book is mostly done. Certainly enough for the first act’s worth of scenes that I need. But I need a partner for the music. I’ve got some ideas for the songs, a few basic melodies to go with the lyrics. But I don’t have a musical background myself.” He traces his finger over the rim of his water glass. “I’ve heard you’re an incredible piano player. Have you done any arranging or composing lately?”


         For the past fifteen years, I’ve been working as a pianist in New York, accompanying for auditions and voice lessons, playing at piano bars like Broadway Baby, even subbing in for a few Broadway shows. At this point, I’ve memorized the keyboard books for at least six different ones.


         But when it comes to composing, I’ve been stuck. I haven’t been able to finish simple songs, let alone an entire show, no matter how hard I try. The move to New York after college was meant to inspire me to get back into composing. I was supposed to swim in an ocean of creativity. But I’ve only been treading water for years.


         I had tried to explain it to Mark once before when he asked me why I wasn’t writing any music. I was missing something, I said. Waiting for the right inspiration. Truthfully, I knew why I wasn’t composing.


         I still hadn’t gotten over the thing that had caused me to quit in the first place.


         I didn’t tell him that, of course.


         “Oh, sure,” I say to Dinesh. “I mean, I don’t have any new stuff, but I’ve got some old pieces I can play for you.”


         Mark adds, “He’s an incredible composer. He mostly just plays piano now, but he majored in composition in college.”


         “I, ah, never finished my composition major, actually,” I say.


         He looks surprised at this, though I’m 100 percent positive I’ve told him before. Part of an annoying habit of Mark’s is to only hear or see certain things about me. Only the parts he wants, I suppose.


         “Oh?” he says. “Well, it doesn’t matter. Dinesh, you should hear some of his stuff.”


         “Oh, you should,” Ujima says. I didn’t think they were even paying attention to our conversation. Up until now, Jee’s been perusing the waiters as much as the menu in front of them. “I’ve only heard the stuff he wrote back in school, but trust me, honey. Quito’s music is beyond.”


         Dinesh leans back against the metal chair. “How about this, then? We do a show-and-tell. I show you mine. You show me yours.”


         Ujima purrs. “Sounds kinky.”


         Dinesh smiles. His teeth are so white that they might actually be glowing. “We go over what I have of my play’s book. You play me some of your songs. My place? Next week, perhaps? Sorry to put the screws in, as it were, but they want to see a reading of the entire first act by June. Preferably partly staged. That’s about seven numbers. With a workshop cast.”


         My heart sinks. It’s a ton of work to get done in four months. And the thought of working on someone else’s story isn’t ideal. Yet I’ve been trying to compose something of my own for years and have come up empty.


         Maybe the simple truth is that I just don’t have it in me to do it on my own. Maybe Mark recognizes this. Instead of looking for something to inspire me, Mark realizes I need someone to push me in the right direction. Even if the show wouldn’t quite be my own, it would still be mostly my music. It’s possible I won’t ever get another offer like this. It might be the only hope I have of composing again. And after all, it’s better to write music for Dinesh than to not write at all.


         Isn’t it?


         Mark and Dinesh look at me expectantly. Ujima stares at another waiter. Streaming from the speakers above, Martika sings about toy soldiers falling down.


         “Yeah. Let’s do it,” I say.


         “Excellent,” Dinesh says. He signals to one of the busboys passing by. “Excuse me, Benjamin? Private Benjamin?” It’s charming that he tries to be respectful enough to address the busboy by the title on his name tag, even though it’s more likely he’s been in a military-themed adult film than the actual armed forces. “I think we’re ready to order.”


         “Yes, sir. I’ll go get your server, sir,” the busboy says, saluting.


         Ujima watches as the private marches dutifully back into the kitchen and fans themself with one of the menus. “We have to come to this place more often.”


         Mark, in the ecstatic mood he was in when he first told me about Dinesh at Broadway Baby, actually laughs at this.


         My iPhone vibrates against my thigh. Who would be calling me this late at night?


         I pull it out of my pocket to see a picture of my father staring at me. I scowl at it, confused. It’s a FaceTime request. My dad barely knows how to turn his iPhone on, let alone use FaceTime.


         “Excuse me for a minute.” I walk to the restroom area and click to accept the call, prepared to ask him why he’s calling so late. But the person I see is not my father.


      


   




   

      

         

            Chapter 5—Then


         


         My dad stood at his podium as people trickled in for choir. His brow furrowed as he tried to organize his stack of music. I sat at the piano, absentmindedly going through my binder while thinking about Emmett.


         The day before, he’d spent his unannounced visit just sitting and listening and looking bored, even after Laney had given him a stack of music (and nearly killed herself doing it). My father asked him afterward if choir seemed like something he’d be interested in. He just shrugged, shook my dad’s hand, flashed that snaggle-toothed grin of his, and ran off to basketball practice. So I thought (and hoped) that Emmett wouldn’t be back.


         After the final bell rang, I relaxed, convinced that Emmett had decided to stay away.


         Then, without even looking up from the piano, I knew. A cloud of cologne and briny jock sweat wafted by me, and the room went quiet again.


         “Where do I sit today, Mr. C?” Emmett asked in the stilted silence, not quite looking at my dad or anything else, really. I hated that calculated nonchalance. The aggravating fakeness of it, like purposely ripped holes in jeans.


         Dad rearranged sheets of music without looking up. “Nelson, where are you?” A nervous hand went up. “Go sit next to Nelson.”


         Emmett jumped up to the last row of risers and offered his hand to Nelson, a six-foot jangle of limbs who was having a very visible mini anxiety attack. Emmett took the blue plastic chair and swung it around to sit on it backward.


         “Emmett.” My father shook his head and made a circular motion with his finger.


         Without a trace of embarrassment, Emmett turned his chair back around and sat in that same, arrogant way he had the day before. I felt my neck get red and tried not to look at him by forcing myself to study my music, note by note by note, until the pages went blurry.


         I was so focused on trying to focus that I completely missed my father’s signal to start the vocal warm-ups.


         “Psst. Hoy, Quito! Pay attention please.”


         “Sorry.”


         He demoed the first warm-up. The choir stood. This time Emmett did, too.


         And then something interesting happened.


         As I accompanied, I listened to them sing. More confidently than yesterday, as if they’d already started to get used to Emmett being there. Then I watched him. His body looked as if it had traded places with Nelson’s, who was standing up straight and singing with confidence. Emmett’s hands and feet squirmed, as if they were trying to escape his body. He looked at my dad, the other kids, and finally, at me, as if he’d been asked an unsolvable question and needed one of us to provide the answer.


         Emmett Aoki was nervous as hell.


         “Quito,” my dad said, turning to me, “slow down.”


         “Sorry. Got carried away.”


         I smiled down at the keyboard. Maybe Emmett wasn’t so great after all.


         For the rest of choir period, he seemed similarly lost. I knew I shouldn’t have enjoyed his confused looks at the sheet music or his failed attempts at watching and following along. But I did. I soaked up the sight of him flailing, savoring the moments when I could tell that he’d stopped singing altogether and was only mouthing the words.


         To be fair, he did try to pay attention to everything my dad said, scribbling in his music when he stopped to give them all notes—though I could see by the way Emmett looked at everyone else’s sheet music that he often didn’t have a clue what my father was talking about.


         Dad didn’t seem to notice. I decided it was my job to tell him. It was best for everyone involved that he be made aware that Emmett was completely out of his league and had no place in the choir.


         At the end of rehearsal, almost as if he’d heard my thoughts, my dad asked all seven of the tenors—including Emmett—to stay after to audition for the short solo in Moses Hogan’s “I Want to Thank You, Lord.” I didn’t need to tell him after all. He’d get to see and hear Emmett’s painful lack of abilities for himself.


         “Mr. Cruz, I really should get going.” Emmett had his letterman jacket on with his backpack slung over his shoulders. His body was aimed out toward the hallway, gravitating toward the rest of the choir already leaving.


         “You have better places to be?”


         “I’m supposed to be at basketball practice soon.”


         “This won’t take more than ten minutes. Why don’t you go first, since you’re in such a hurry?” Dad said, the tone of his voice as amiable as his smile.


         But I knew my father. He didn’t let anyone get away with anything in his classroom. His office was a mess, his conductor’s stand a disaster of sticky notes and disorganized music, but his music-making was flawless, and he demanded the same out of his singers. It was this kind of discipline and hard work he instilled in me from my very first piano lesson.


         Emmett went back to his chair and flumped down on it, dejected. He slumped, looking uncharacteristically not in control of the situation. “No, that’s okay,” he said. “I’ll go after everyone else.”


         “That’s very gentlemanly of you,” my father responded. This time I couldn’t tell if he was being sarcastic or not. “Quito, stay and listen. I want to have your input afterward.”


         “Hells yeah. I mean, of course.” I wasn’t going to miss Emmett’s humiliation for anything.


         The tenors took their turns.


         Nelson went first. Fitful and anxious about most other things in his life, Nelson was truly comfortable only when singing and delivered the excerpt with calm assurance.


         As the guys sang one after the other, Emmett fidgeted in his seat, his face tighter than a surgical glove.


         Second-to-last was Kenneth Sanford. If Emmett was nervous before, he was going to be a mess after this. Ken was the soloist at the nearby Baptist church as well as Oakland Youth Chorus’s golden boy. He had the pipes of a million-dollar organ. And as expected, Ken didn’t just tear up the solo—he chopped it into little pieces and threw it all over the room like party confetti.


         My dad beamed. “Fantastic, Ken.” He was proud of all of his singers. Sometimes he liked listening to them even more than they liked to sing, I thought. “And last but not least…” He turned to Emmett.


         The poor guy was terrified. His eyes were dilated with anxiety.


         I felt a twinge of guilt. This was pure torture for him. I saw the same look of empathy on my dad’s face that was probably starting to form on mine. Why did Emmett join choir in the first place if this was so hard for him? Why was he here, when he and all his Rally Court friends thought that singing was…gay?


         Well, if he was going to learn how to be in a choir, he had to learn how to perform, and sometimes that meant singing by yourself in front of everyone else. My mind flashed back to freshman year and the talent show. My face hardened. Time for him to know what it felt like to be made a fool of in front of other people.
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