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1 The Smiths, “Unlovable”








I don’t believe in the devil anymore. But if I did, he would look a lot like Ari Malcolm Klein. My ex has eyes the same amber color as his skin, with flecks of red-gold in the iris, as if you could see the flames licking behind them.


Ari walked into our dressing room with just minutes to spare. This was our first gig in three years, for God’s sake. Seventies punk rock, CBGB style, flowed into the dressing room from the club outside. He flicked on a red-fringed lamp and leaned against a battered gunmetal school desk serving as the makeup table. I’d been worried about him, but he looked fine…not just as in “Everything’s fine,” but “Damn, ain’t he fine.” Still had his near-feminine leonine grace, an economy of movement, and a way of looking you in the eyes until you dropped your gaze.


He did that to me right now, and when I lowered my eyes, I saw he was holding a small glassine Baggie casually between his index and middle fingers. He lifted it a bit, winked at me. “You want some?” he said. He was naked to the waist, a slight discoloration on his arm where a tattoo of my name had once been, with the suspenders of his pants hanging down his legs.


I felt like cussing him out. He couldn’t be bothered to say hi or hello or we’re gonna tear this muthafucka up. Just, You want some? I took a deep breath and played it icy. “No,” I said, perching on the edge of a couch that looked like it had been slept on. “The only thing I’m on is Effexor.” A little depressive’s humor. “I don’t get high anymore.”


“Oh, you don’t,” he said, tapping a neat free-form line on the back of his hand. Then he held one nostril and—quickquick—it was gone. “Well, it’s here,” he said, rubbing his sinuses. “If you want it.”


“I don’t,” I said. For one, I didn’t even know what it was, not that that used to stop me. But whatever Ari was taking was always trouble, for him and for me. And I didn’t need trouble right now. All I needed was to get this shit right. Just have one killer show, help our friend out, and see what manifested from there.


The last time I was onstage was more than a year ago, just a three-song-solo set at a showcase in Crown Heights. Red, my best girl from college, had put me up to it. Tonight was different, though. Davide, who’d become our drummer after Red left the band, was riddled with cancer. And had no health insurance. And had a girlfriend and two kids. So a bunch of us banded together to get him a little money to pay his bills, and maybe even save a bit for his little girls, if we raised enough.


A month ago, I would have said that the chance of me and Ari playing together was about as remote as the pope announcing he’d gotten married. But Red, who was here now fussing with my wardrobe, guilted us until we agreed to join the three-band bill. Red and the other organizers had wangled a deal where they took both the door and the drink profits from the Orchid—a very good deal.


The Orchid was where the music critics went when they wanted to see what was next. And after college, when I was doing real music criticism, not just being the face for some two-bit video show, this used to be my spot. I was one of the loud ones, you know, who would start talking shit about a weak band while they were still onstage, just to see if they could take the heat. Sometimes they crumbled, and sometimes it made them stronger. I felt like I had earned that power, the right to make or break a band before their album had even hit the streets.


Now, it was my turn to take the heat. And the decision to cross those few feet from the rows of couches and tables, from the safety of the darkness to the glare of the spotlight, seemed more foolish by the second.


We got the five-minute shout from the sound guy, a man with a long white ZZ Top beard. Ari bit his hangnails and I wanted to take his calloused fingertips into my mouth and smooth his eyebrows, just the way I used to.


Red had always been as petite as a pixie, with nappy apricot-colored hair and a delicate face. She tucked my hair into a chignon and asked me if my shirt was too tight. She’d made the shirt herself, in the back of the little boutique she owned on Nostrand Avenue. And somehow in the week between the fitting and the show I’d gained just enough weight to make it seem more like a corset than a blouse.


“Baby, I asked if the shirt was too tight.”


“No, Red. It’s great.” I had to breathe shallowly to keep the seams from ripping, but man, did it look good on me, bloodred raw silk that hugged my rib cage and blossomed like an overripe rose around the cleavage.


Someone came behind me and kissed me on the cheek, his chest brushing my back. I turned around and tilted my head up so I could properly see his face. He had flawless rich brown skin and his eyes were tight, almond-shaped, like a Benin mask. He tipped his head to me and then bent to give Red a hug. “You remember Leo,” she said.


Did I ever. After Red had introduced us at a record release party I had spent two days wrapped in schoolgirl fantasies: me in his arms, his arms around me, some heavy imaginary petting. No dream sex…yet.


We’d met for dinner once since then. Leo told me all about his management company, his hip-hop clients, how he was trying to bring some integrity back to the rap game. And he’d told me I should jump back in the flow, albeit as a solo act.


“You look good, baby,” Leo said. He kissed me on both cheeks and turned toward Ari. I suspected the two of them were too similar under the skin to like each other. Leo was dark; Ari light. Leo had his hair in minitwists; Ari’s was cropped. Leo was dressed in a crisp black suit. Ari, as usual, was punk-rocking it out. But underneath the skin, both Leo and Ari believed they were crusaders in a world of hypocrisy, and that no one could tell them how to live. That was what attracted me to each of them, and what made them insufferable solo and just plain dangerous together.


I tried some fast talking about the wardrobe to distract Leo, but he put his arm around me and turned his body and mine so we faced Ari as a unit.


“You might want to get dressed,” Leo said softly.


“I’m dressed,” Ari said.


“Like that?” Leo said.




“Like this.” Ari sported shiny black shoes, tuxedo pants, suspenders, and, of course, the bare chest.


“This isn’t some high school talent show.” Then Leo focused his eyes on the Baggie, lying on the old desk. He picked it up, drew it close. I’d always had eagle eyes. Even from a couple feet away, I could see the powder’s yellowish tinge and the fine grain.


“Do the world a favor,” Leo said, tossing the bag back on a table. “Keep this shit out of my girl’s life.”


I’d been focused on avoiding a fight, but I got distracted by the words…my girl. I liked his possessiveness, presumptuous though it was. I liked the fact that we hadn’t even gone on a date and he was claiming me. No one had in a very long time.


“It’s okay,” I said to Leo. “Ari’s just…Ari.”


“And you are a queen,” he said.


The sound guy shouted, “Get the fuck onstage.” He was never one for niceties.


Ari picked up his guitar. Slowly.


I turned to Leo. “It really means a lot to me that you came out. And, as far as Ari’s…stuff…is concerned, I’m not tempted.”


“You shouldn’t be worried about being tempted,” Leo said. “You should get serious about making music your career again. That’s the reason I’m here, baby, to see what you got. And you,” Leo said, turning to Ari, “should really get the fuck dressed.”


“Last time I checked, I wasn’t your punk-ass bitch,” Ari said. His words slurred slightly, so slightly that no one besides me would probably notice. Ari was looking me in the eyes as he said it. And then he turned, parted the velvet curtains, and walked out on the stage.


“Thank fucking God,” the sound guy said. “About…fucking…time.”


Red fiddled with my shirt again. “Honey, if it’s too tight, you can’t breathe. You can’t breathe, you can’t sing. Quick, let’s get you out of this.”


“Just let it go. I’ve gotta go,” I said, pushing her hands away.


“That’s right,” Leo said. “She better get onstage.”


“Leo, I know you mean well, but you better get out of my kitchen,” Red said. And he did, if reluctantly. That was Red, a no-shit-taking Creole girl who could make men twice her size hop to.


“I’m not trying to stress you out, baby girl,” Red said. “But we should probably get you out of this. I’ve got a couple more things in my bag that will make you look out of sight.”


“It’s all good,” I told Red. It wasn’t, actually. I was short of breath, and my palms were sweating. Part wardrobe malfunction, part panic attack. Damn. If I could have given this all up, I would have, a long time ago. But music was my heartbeat, my oxygen, my bridge to the world. My demon, too. Oh, Jesus. Showtime.
















2 Sky, “Confess”








I’d forgotten what it was like to take the first step out of the shadows, to squint past the lights and listen for the first applause. It came quickly, harder and harder, like rain changing to hailstorms. The corners of my eyes began to ache; my nose tickled; and I clenched my eyes to keep the tears from forming.


“It’s been…,” I said lifting the mic from its cradle. I stopped, looked at Ari—who wasn’t looking at me—and took a deep breath. “It’s been a long time, been a long time, been a long lonely lonely lonely lonely time.” I managed a laugh and heard echoes in the crowd. “Thanks for coming. Thanks. And, Davide,” I said, one of those stupid tears running down my cheek. “Thanks for bringing us together again.”


Davide nodded and gave a cheery wave. He’d dyed his hair a shocking platinum and donned a natty retro suit, like the guys from the Style Council. He stood at the back, by the bar, sipping a cocktail through a straw. His lower face was shattered, his mouth wizened. He’d managed to chain-smoke even when he was drumming. His doctor found the tumor a year ago. Since then a stream of surgeons had taken out one side of his jaw and half of his tongue.


I tried to take a deep breath, got halfway there before the fabric of my shirt cut into me. I took a couple of quick shallow hits of the stale club air. “You ready?” I asked Ari, off mic. He nodded yes. And then, just to prove he hadn’t forgotten, he twisted two fingers together—for luck—and put them over his heart—for love.


“This one,” I said into the microphone, “is about the day I stopped believing in God.”


Ari was already playing. Softly. Flamenco-style whispers and thumps. And I knew if I said, “You ready?” again, he would just look at me and keep playing, and I would want to jump the three feet between us and pick up that fucking guitar and smash its beautiful body over his head.


But instead, I started singing. And just as I’d hoped, just the way it was years ago, when I fell forward into the first note, he was right there with me.




Grandma told me God lived in each bead on the rosary


That’s when I believed in things that I couldn’t see





This one singer told me that when she went onstage, it was like being an animal. She could hear bits of conversations amid the babble of the crowd, every note from her band became distinct. Smells got sharper…her eyesight more focused. Those moments, she told me, were the best times of her life.


I was just the opposite. You see, I get invisible, lose myself. First, I fly like a ghost. This doesn’t make any sense, but I see myself from the back of the room, peering through the crowd. When I start to pull away from myself, I can even feel my body, my sense of touch going numb. I used to be afraid of going ghost. But over the years I came to crave it, that moment when I leave my own body behind.


I remember the first time I soloed in the church choir, I got stage fright so bad that the music director had to drag me from my seat beside Mama to the microphone. I remember the long walk between the pews, and the ceiling lights shining down on the altar, and the reassuring smiles from the grown-ups in the adult choir. Right then I learned to do what I did now, fly in my mind to a corner of the room. Back then I saw a little girl in a pink knit dress—made by Mama of course—and white tights with matching pink shoes. Tonight, I saw a woman with a microphone, her shirt the color of a candy apple left to rot, her shoulders hunched high as a kickboxer’s. I also saw the audience, their faces falling slowly into the softness of reverie. When I left myself, I wasn’t the singer but the song, sound waves traveling through the air…no, swimming through the air, sinuous as mermaids.


Ari and I did a brisk march through our songbook of nineties alternative-rock hits and misses. It was good to see people still laughing at our old jokes. This brother with long locks standing against the bar couldn’t stop cracking up when we sang our song “Shadow,” a Devoesque duet with a rap chorus:




We’re the babies of the movement


And we raised our fists in pride.


Took a last sip of red Kool-Aid


And said, “Mom, can we go outside?”


[Me] Shit, it’s hard to be so righteous when all your fucking fans are white.


[Ari] Maybe we should say we’re “white-chus”?


[Me] Aw naw, baby, that ain’t right.





Now, the funny thing was, most of the white folks in the audience—and make no mistake, the audience was mainly white—didn’t even laugh. The number of black folks who’d come to see a Negro alt-rock duet could fit in one subway car with room to spare. We had to make peace with that. Or laugh at ourselves. Or laugh at them. Or all of the above.


Things were going so well with the crowd that I started to relax back into my body. I don’t even know how I was managing to sing, my chest was so tight from that shirt and I was pushing out the lyrics, really selling them, but the breath wasn’t coming fast enough for me to keep up. We started singing the song that our fans knew best, a piece we’d penned when we were nineteen, wearing combat boots and baggy black dusters with matching lipstick. (Yeah, Ari, too.) I tugged at my shirt, the kind of things I’d never wear back then, so girly and tight. This song still gave me shivers because it was so stupid and childish; dramatic, extravagant and lovely. Yes, it was lovely, too.




Confess


Confess


Confess


Confess







And I remembered when I wrote the lines on a page I’d ripped from Seventeen magazine, on the wide white skirt of Whitney Houston’s dress, making up-and-down arrows over the words because I couldn’t read music but I could hear it in my head.




You are hateful


You are human


You are divine


You are alone





Back in school, Ari would sit there as I sang from my scribbles. Then I’d watch him write it down as real notes on paper with lines for the scale, and make it solid and real.


But now, onstage, his voice, dark and raspy, joined mine.




Confess


Confess


Confess


Confess





And every time he asked me why I didn’t learn to read music, I told him it was too hard. I told him my piano teacher hated me and had traumatized me for life. I told him I was too busy studying for my chem midterm.




You are hateful


You are human


You are mine


And mine alone





What I didn’t tell him was, why should I learn when he was there to hear me sing, to interpret my words, to make sure the music matched the lyrics? Back then, Ari was the only audience I wanted. I’d always felt that both of us shared an emptiness, a hole in our hearts. And music could fill that. We could fill it together.




I gathered my breath for the final note, the one I made last as long as I could stand. But the lighting in the room was dim and getting worse. The image in front of me began to pixelate, like grainy TV with a bad antenna, and suddenly I was…


 


Back in the dressing room, lying on the ratty couch. I put my hand over my eyes to shade them from the bare bulb’s glare.


“Gone. Bam, hit the floor. You were completely out,” said Ari. He was lighting a cigarette right under the dressing room’s NO SMOKING sign. Someone, probably Red, had taken off my blouse and dressed me in a T-shirt. Through the velvet curtain that cordoned off the dressing room, I could hear people in the club talking, that kind of furious buzz when something has gone really right or wrong. “Way,” Ari said, taking a deep drag of his smoke, “to end a show.”


“Where’s Red and Leo?”


“Red’s outside, saying bye to Davide. She’s gotta leave in a couple to meet the babysitter.”


“And Leo?”


“That’s what I want to know,” Ari said. “And Leo?”


“And Leo what?” I said, sitting up. It felt good to breathe deeply again.


“Precisely.” Ari never moved a muscle on his body, except to lift up his cigarette, but his eyes were narrowed for the inquisition.


“Jeez, he’s just a guy,” I said. “I met him at this party that Red invited me to. He wants to manage me. But I’m not sure I want to do it.” At least not, I thought, without you.


“Great,” Ari said. “So this Leo guy went to the bar to get you, I don’t know what, a stiff drink. Gin gimlet, if I remember right.”


“Not so much anymore,” I said. When Leo sat me down over dinner and given me this big spiel about managing my career, I’d laughed at first. And then he started wearing me down with that pimp-style rap. How I was more beautiful than I thought. How more people had followed my career than I even knew of. How they were waiting for me to come back and do something meaningful. It was time for me to speak to the younger generation (one, I wryly noticed, I was clearly no longer a part of). “You could be such a vixen,” Leo said. “But there’s something…I can’t put my finger on it. Besides the weight.”


I was about thirty pounds heavier than I’d been when we first started performing. I’d like to think the weight went to my hips and ass, but Leo clearly hadn’t been impressed. Nor was I with his candor. I almost walked away. But that night, Leo’d kept up that tongue massage, a verbal patter that was two parts ego boost and one part lecture. I started to believe him. All the things I’d been meaning to do, but couldn’t, suddenly seemed possible.


“You okay?” Ari said, bringing me back to the present.


“Yeah. It was good…us…again. Ow!” As I twisted in my seat, I could feel bruises rising from where I’d hit the floor. “Are you good?”


Ari nodded. Then he took out the Baggie again and did a little bump.


My stomach tightened. I asked him what he was using and he just shrugged. Later, much later, he told me it was heroin mixed with meth. “If you get the mix just right,” he told me, “you feel just like you’re straight.” He’d always gone for what sped him up or slowed him down; I took the psychedelics. And we used to joke that it was a mixed marriage because of that. When we could joke.


But that night, when I asked about the drugs, Ari just tucked the bag back in his trouser pocket and said, “Wouldn’t you like to know?” And of course I would; of course, me who’d try anything once, or twice, or too many times, like trying to sing a duet with the Devil.
















3 Tony Touch, “P.R. All-Stars”








I decided to go out and find Davide. The club had cleared out a bit, but there was still a throng of people by the bar, ordering drinks, talking smack, and shaking hands with the man of the evening.


Leo was in the middle of a conversation with the brother with the locks. He handed me a glass of water and started to pull me into the conversation.


“No, no, keep talking. I’ll be back. I’m going to see Davide.”


Davide held a pen in his hand, a reporter’s notebook, and a Sharpie. His girlfriend had long blunt-cut hair dyed a metallic red. She held him around the waist with one arm while their kids tugged on her free hand. She took them off for a walk outside.


Davide always loved holding court. Tonight, every time someone asked him a question, he’d write down a short answer and hold it up for them to see. But I didn’t ask a question before he started scribbling.


I thought I was s’posed to be the sick one here.


“I always was an attention hog,” I said. And he always was a fashion plate, partial to jackets with gently padded shoulders and pencil-thin ties. I hugged him, and he was skeletal. The construction of his suit hid that well.


You and Ari?


“Always in limbo.”


In the past he would have given me a sardonic smile. This time one corner of his mouth tightened. His lower face was grotesque. I tried my best only to look at the top half, which I’m sure he noticed, but was too polite to say anything about.


And then he wrote about what I’d been thinking all night: what is it like to die?


It feels strange.




He kept writing.


Powerful. Like an orgasm. La petite mort. Except the real thing. Good-bye and hello at once.


My other college girlfriend, Mimi, came up with her useless mooch of a husband, Nestor. Mimi had a pale oval face framed with dark curls. She’d always looked like an old painting from a museum, and I was frustrated I couldn’t remember what era. The four of us were just one big clusterfuck of connections. Nestor and Davide had been in this band called Black. Mimi met Nestor and fell in love at first sight. Mimi and Nestor got married. Nestor got on the wife-with-a-trust-fund gravy train. He quit Black and the band broke up.


Meanwhile, Ari, Red, and I had been performing as a trio—she on drums, Ari on guitar/vocals, and me on main vocals. And then Ari’s love of the junk got too strong, and Red wanted to settle down. So she dropped out, Davide dropped in. Until Ari started being too wasted to even make our gigs, and we called it quits.


“You’re looking good for a dead man,” Nestor said loudly, drunk, and probably on coke, too.


Mimi and I looked appalled. But Davide had a strong love for gallows humor. He just raised his drink in a salute.


Ari walked up and joined our circle. I could tell he was flying. He didn’t bother to talk to the rest of us, but whispered in Davide’s ear rapid-fire, and Davide would nod and occasionally attempt to give his puckered hole a smile. I suddenly felt sick to my stomach.


“I’m going to take off,” I said to D. The words felt incomplete. I hugged him again, putting my head on his chest and squeezing him as tightly as I dared.


He pulled out his pad.


You must again. You must try again.


Leo walked up and shook Davide’s hand.


“Nice party, man,” Leo said. “Good stuff.” He turned to me. “I heard you say you’re rolling. Look, I can drop you off on the way home.”


“I’ll walk you home,” Ari said, coming between us, his speed up like a 33-RPM record played on 45.




“What’s your problem?” asked Leo.


“You.”


“Stop being childish,” I said to Ari, keeping my voice low.


Leo heard and said, “Listen to the woman.”


Ari started to reply; Mimi interrupted; and Nestor stood there like an idiot. Leo raised his voice higher and pointed over my head at Ari. Ari practically shoved me away to yell back at Leo.


I could have done a lot of things. I chose to walk away.


“I’ll see you later,” I said to Davide. I didn’t know if that was true.


Leo and Ari chased me to the door and I gave them both a look of absolute disgust. It must have worked because they stopped at some invisible line, glowering at each other. I walked alone down the stairs onto the street.
















4 N.E.R.D., “Provider”








Thursdays in the East Village were tighter than Saturday nights in other big cities. Pedestrians and cars did a dangerous break dance through lights red and green. It must have rained while we were in the club, because the black streets had that greasy wet sheen that made the traffic lights reflect gloriously from the ground. The cafés and falafel and pizza joints were packed. So were the sidewalks.


As I walked, I thought about the last time Ari and I had been good together. It was five years ago in Ibiza. He had a couple of DJ gigs, not at the big clubs but at a small café on one of the gay beaches. It was one of the most magnificent playgrounds I’ve ever been to. I mean really, if I were a gay European male, I would have been in heaven. All that meticulously kept-up flesh…I mean, there were men there who actually looked good in Speedos.


Ari had his DJ gear set up under a thatched roof, no walls blocking his view of the beach. He’d play what the boys wanted, trance and Latin house and those European dance tracks where the singers sounded like they were on helium. And I loved my gay boys, don’t get me wrong. Back home in New York, I was an honorary drag queen. I’d hang out at The Building or La Palace de Beaute, dressed in the same sixties vintage as Deee-Lite’s Lady Miss Kier. Mimi and I would sip strong, fruity cocktails, and dance around with girls who are boys, who like boys to be girls.


But here, I wasn’t a member of the club. It was all about Ari. He had on creased pants and striped suspenders but no shoes or shirt. I hated the way the men looked at him, because Ari, always the equal-opportunity gawker, looked back. And because Ari looked back, they spoke to him, coming up in ones or twos, leaning in to whisper. Then he’d smile and point at me.




I was lying bare-breasted on the sand next to Mimi. She had the body of a Brazilian samba dancer and wore nothing but a thong. I had on something like the bottom half of a fifties bathing suit, with a flounce of skirt to cover my jiggly bits. I love nothing more than sunbathing on a nude beach where I am as invisible as a grain of sand, but this was different. I felt like I probably irritated the guys. First of all, I wasn’t beach-babe eye candy, like Mimi; and I was definitely blocking the DJ hookup. The boys’d look at me and shake their heads as if to say, Now I’ve seen everything. Some thought Ari was joking when he said we were married and tried to get his attention again.


I was about to tell Mimi this was a wrap and we should head back into the hotel, where her husband, Nestor, was resting up from a long night of E-fueled partying. And then Ari took the mic.


“This is for Sophie Maria Clare Lee, named for the goddess of wisdom and the patron saint of television. A beautiful woman. My wife.”


And I remember looking at him, and him smiling at me, and the sun shining as if all the saints and the pagan gods whose statues lined the bottom of the oceans had willed it, and all was right with the world.


 


Sometimes the past and the present slid before me at once, and it was all I could do to strain back into one world. I willed myself back to the moment as I walked down St. Mark’s, from Cooper Square to Second Avenue, then made a left. In just that stretch, I saw the grimy teen punks begging for beer money in front of shuttered boutiques; the stretch of cheap restaurants on St. Marks; and then the tonier restaurants along Second Avenue. And then I was home: 156 Second Avenue, above the decades-old Second Avenue Deli. Every single place I’d ever lived in New York was above a restaurant…some kind of cosmic joke. I made it a rule to never eat at the restaurants you lived above. After seeing (and smelling) the garbage go out in the morning, there were some things you just didn’t need to experience.


I used my silver key to open the two sets of doors leading into the building. It smelled overwhelmingly of lemon antiseptic, which meant the grumpy old couple who took care of the place had just done their weekly wash of the cracked floor tile. I used the tiny little key to check my mailbox. Found bills, bills, bills, and one invite to an art opening. Then I walked up the wide stairs to the second floor and used my gold key to go inside my rent-stabilized two-bedroom.


I’d lived here long enough that I didn’t have to turn on the lights at night. It was probably decadent for me to have the apartment all to myself. By New York standards, it was supremely well-suited for a share. Two bedrooms, one bath, eat-in kitchen, wood floors, deep closets. Red and I had lived here together for a while when she was between girlfriends.


Went into the front bedroom, the one I had laid out as a study/ guest room, and looked out on the corner of Tenth and Second. Heard the shrieks of partyers and the constant honking of cars. For some reason tonight the cacophony was comforting. I lay down in my clothes on the guest bed and went to sleep.
















5 The Main Ingredient, “Everybody Plays the Fool”








On Monday I was pissed even before my eyes opened. Alarm went off. I hit Snooze, nearly knocking over the picture of me and my girls I kept by my bedside.


The image was already a decade old. Back then we thought we looked grown and sophisticated; today I saw the same photo and thought we all looked like babies. Mimi had gotten married in Mendocino the summer after we’d graduated. Red and I were bridesmaids. The photographer posed us near a hunk of black rock hurled up by an ancient volcanic sneeze. Red had a flame-colored buzz cut back then, so new wave. Mimi, thick ringlets and ruffled black wedding dress, was already pregnant.


I loved the way we were back in college: like sisters, or maybe like a girl gang whose only mission was fun. But they’d gone on to have real lives, real loves, real kids. I was alone, the sounds of the morning commute already filling the space. It was, emphatically, not fun.


One of the worst parts of living alone: no one to make you coffee. I went into the kitchen and poured the beans I kept in the freezer into the small electric grinder. The clack and growl drove me crazy, but I loved the fresh taste. Once I had the coffee brewing I went to get my paper. Leaned out the front door so no one could see I was only wearing a T-shirt—if anyone was there—and grabbed the stack of rags I subscribed to.


The Wall Street Journal—fabulous news and features, crazy editorial pages.


The New York Times, because it demanded its due.


And finally, my favorite, the New York Post. It read like a cereal box, but boy, did it have great gossip.




Turned to the music page. There was this old queen who wrote under the name The Caped Invader. I hadn’t seen him at the show. Maybe he’d dressed up in one of his wigs or moustaches, à la Ruth Reichl for her restaurant reviews, because he’d devoted his entire column to us.


An illustration showed a man’s hand tugging his ear—the old “sounds like” gesture from charades. I read on.




There’s nothing sadder than a velvet rope with nobody standing by it. But that wasn’t a problem for Sky—the naughty nineties threesome reunited as a twosome for Tuesday’s benefit show at the Orchid. Of course the tickets were gone before they officially went on sale, but that didn’t stop fluttery fans and scenesters alike from showing up to crash the 150 person venue.


Producer/promoter Leo Masters appears to be hot on Sky to hit the comeback trail. That charming man shook the hand of everyone in the audience (even mine, though he had no idea who he was really speaking to—hah!). According to my sources, he kicked off his evening with a rip-roaring war of words with axman Ari. Rumor has it that Masters wants Sky solo. For her sake let’s hope she pops back on the scene as Sky the band, not Sky the pudgy, self-indulgent minor television personality.


But back to the music.


The good news: they’ve still got it. The soul-punk–new wave soundclash of the old Sky has given way to a leaner acoustic sound. Their timing was impeccable. Old standards like “Confess” were just delicious, and the two songs I haven’t heard before (“Victory” and “Needless”) intriguing, if underdeveloped. Even their tedious protest tunes like “Slavery and War” got a pop makeover that took the edge off. I downright laughed (for the first time out of many listens) at “Shadow.” Let’s face it: we’re all getting old. A little research tells me these former wunderkinds are 31. Maybe they’ve turned their personal tragedy into comedy. God bless ’em.


One leetle gripe. Sky’s voice was, as usual, divine, but derivative. I personally hear a pinch of Alison Moyet, a soupçon of Grace Jones, and series of trills that might have been an homage to our beloved downtown diva Afro-Diety…who happened to be my guest (in disguise, natch). Afro-Diety was none too amused by the similarities, but I reminded her that imitation was the sincerest form of flattery.


Sky’s Victorian-style faint at the end was oh too goth perfect. (Depending on who you ask, the cause was stage fright; imbibing; or that tight-but-sexy shirt she was wearing.) Eh, it was a great show, and my alter-ego actually managed to get a phone number. (Now, dare I call? As myself? Hmmmm.) Meanwhile, anyone who has Sky’s ear should tell her to stop singing under the influence. We want more of her, more of Ari, and less of everyone else whose albums she’s ever listened to.


Signed,


Your faithful friend,


The Caped Invader





I couldn’t decide if this was damning with faint praise, or praising with the faintest of damnation. After all, who doesn’t steal a few riffs from other singers? At least he didn’t say we sucked. Thank God.


I flipped to the next page. That’s where I saw it. A picture of Leo with his arm tight around Kristal, the hip-hop starlet du jour, leaning in for a kiss.




At times like this most people’s minds go blank. Mine does not. I have an overactive ego that chatters to me all day, sometimes as unintelligible as a monkey on a tree, other times as clear as a priest’s homily. Cinderella, it said, it’s time to find another prince.


Now, it was at Kristal’s album-listening party that Red introduced me to Leo. He’d only spent a moment with me before someone cornered him to talk business. Then Red had been dragged off by someone looking for her to do costume alterations. So I had to walk the gauntlet alone. The triplex loft had as many bars as floors, all of them crowded with journalists angling for a drink. The space smelled like spilled champagne and blunt smoke. Women in spray-on outfits strutted for men who touched them like they already owned that ass.


“Ain’t this some shit,” I’d said under my breath. And then Leo was there, looking me up and down like I was a candy cane and he was a tot on Christmas morning.


“Yes, ain’t it,” he’d said. He had the smooth good looks of certain movie stars, men like Blair Underwood and Denzel Washington. I’ve never trusted men like that. They’re too beautiful, too sought after. And just then Kristal came up, trailed by a string of photographers, kissed Leo casually on the lips, and moved on toward the rooftop lap pool. While she posed for photos with her feet dangling in the water, Leo worked to open me like a puzzle box, teasing and cajoling me until we set our first dinner date.


And it was just that, right? Dinner. Or was it a date? Leo told me straight up that Kristal was a client. It was just good for her image, and his, if they looked like something was going on. Why was I sweating it? I wasn’t his girlfriend. I hadn’t even kissed him yet.


But I was sweating it, wasn’t I? Fuck. I could say he’d been leading me on, but that would mean I was as gullible as a girl of twelve. (Actually, I was.) So from now on with me and Leo, things had to be straight-up business.


Why did that thought depress me so?


I didn’t really understand men. Honestly. I blame it on going to an all girls’ high school. Wasn’t fast enough to get a boy from the neighborhood, sweet enough to get one from the coed school next door, or interested in dating one of the girls from the basketball team. (Not that they were interested in me, either.) So every night I went to bed dreaming about Prince Charming—usually some mash-up of stars, like Emilio Estevez and LL Cool J.


And obviously, I hadn’t grown that much emotionally…not even through a marriage and a divorce.


My friends tend to be psychic about my mental states, so I wasn’t surprised when the phone rang. It was Red.


“Yo.”


“You see…”


“Page Six, yeah,” Red said. She had the same addiction to the morning gossip pages as me. “I know you were sweating him.”


“For what? He’s not my boyfriend.”


“I just feel bad that I hooked y’all up.” A broad Southern y’all. “It was s’posed to be strictly business, but I get the sense you’re catching feelings.”


“Maybe,” I said.


“Now you’re mad. At him, at me, I don’t know…”


“I’m not mad, I’m angry. People with tertiary syphilis are mad. But,” deep sigh, “I don’t even have a reason to be angry. You made a business introduction….”


“And you told me he was on you like Super Glue.” Red must have turned her head from the receiver for a sec, because I heard her telling her girlfriend Lin to make sure the baby wasn’t dressed too warmly. “Scout’s honor—did you give it up to him and not even tell me?”


“No!”


“Just asking. Okay, I’ll check in later,” she said.


I hung up. Shit, as usual, I was going to be late for work.


 


I was sound-tracking my way to work, floating on a cushion of music from my Discman, creating my own music video out of my commute.


The train was crowded. The train was always crowded. I’d angled to get a seat but was beaten to it by a crafty old lady who weaved between the slow-moving secretaries and investment bankers. The best seats were on the edge of the row, by the door. Then by one of the rails in the middle. Then anyplace you could plant your ass. The best place to stand was by the door, so you could lean. Then by a pole. And finally, nowhere near a pole, just sandwiched between other swaying commuters, like me.


One man had a starburst of pale scar tissue across his windpipe. Someone in the corner had pulled a hood far down across his face to more effectively sleep. Several women did the high-heel wobble as the train cut quick around the curves. Name tattoos adorned short-sleeved arms, some the name tag of the wearer, others marked with birth and death dates. One was fresh. Worrell. 1972–2000.


I should do that for all the men who left me. Kevin, 1993–1995. Liam, 1997–1998. And now Leo, true-life player and imaginary boyfriend, 2000–2000. And then I thought: nobody gives a fuck. And nobody gives a fuck about Worrell. Except this one woman with his name on her arm, which is more than I could say anyone cared about me.
















6 Craig Mack, “Flava in Ya Ear”








After I’d left the band I found a gig as a music critic for this little rag with offices on Fifth Street and Avenue A. It paid as much as McDonald’s, but it took my mind off the divorce. They threw great parties, right in the office, the kind where drag queens mixed with the lit crowd and a few adventurous bankers. We were having our usual Christmas debauchery—a sad little tree and substances galore—when this beet-red man walked up and asked me his name. Not my name: his. He was that far gone. And I’ll never forget that my boss at the magazine leaned over my shoulder and whispered, “That’s Fat Red Rich. But you can just call him Richard.”


Richard bragged about launching this new cable outfit called The Video Channel. After a couple of cocktails, he put his hand on my leg and started hinting that I should come in for a job interview, after I went out for dinner with him, that is. I was totally blotto those days, floating on a cloud of cocktails from five PM to five AM. Can’t remember much about our dates. I’m pretty sure I let him stick his hand up my skirt all the way to Virginia at a bar once, but I know I didn’t sleep with him.


He gave me a host job anyway. And moved on to younger women. He was forty, but anyone over twenty-five was out of his range.


And The Video Channel…well, in the five years I’d been there, the company had been bought and sold over and over, absorbed like one of those characters on Star Trek captured by the Borg. We’d gained millions of viewers, and you could say we’d lost our soul along the way. Okay, that would be an exaggeration. I’m not sure we ever had a soul to begin with, but we did have a lot of naughty, silly, music-fandom fun. (I’m remembering one specific Madonna album-release party, and how I ended up in a grope in the handicapped bathroom with our intern.) Now that TV-C was big business, the stakes were higher and the vibe was a lot less freewheeling.


Of course I didn’t tell anyone at work about the show at the Orchid. But the first thing the receptionist said as I walked through the frosted glass doors into the waiting room full of music video projections was, “Hey! Heard you slammed it at your show!” She waved a copy of the paper at me, like a good-luck charm.


So much for keeping things under wraps.


I went and checked in with our writers. The scripts were running late as usual. Grabbed some coffee. Some evil, evil person had left doughnuts. I took a chocolate one and headed toward my office, where the walls were encrusted with gold records and signed band photos.


“Are you just getting in?” Fat Red Rich had stepped out of some doorway and I turned to face him.


“Yeah, but…”


“You’re forty minutes late.”


“It’s cool. I mean, we had the lineup nailed yesterday.”


“What if there was breaking news?”


Like what? Another Kurt Cobain? If so, someone would have called my ass.


“Sorry, Rich,” I said. Then, “Gotta go!”


Weird. We were always late, all of us. Why was Rich riding me now?


Didn’t have time to think about it.


I took a deep breath and popped my head into my office just in time to hear the phone ring. The voice on the other end of the line said, “A low of sixty-four degrees, partly cloudy with gentle evening showers,” and hung up.


By the time I said good-bye, Ari was gone.


Walked toward Makeup, waving at a flock of interns gossiping in the open kitchen. Smiled at them. They were shocked at first, since I was known as a sourpuss in the mornings, and then they smiled back.


I was getting too old for this. All of the other hosts were in their twenties, and I was thirty-two, and it wasn’t that I looked my age (I didn’t, and I probably never would) but I felt it. I got tired of listening to the shit that passed for new albums. I let the discs the labels sent pile up behind my desk and spent the days listening to my favorites from college, like Public Enemy, New Order, and The Cure. And then I went back further. Old Aretha and Marvin; Van Morrison, Miles and the Beatles; Billie Holiday, Cab Calloway, and Eubie Blake. The interns knew more about new music than I did, and they were slavering with anticipation of taking my job. I wanted them to go for it, honest, but not before I had something new, another bird in the hand. I couldn’t be as poor and hungry as I’d been the last time the band broke up, I just couldn’t. This job had saved me.


The makeup lady finished layering my face with color. Hair took her turn with the curling iron. I was who people saw, a perfect, empty visage. I wore my own black jeans under the froufrou top that Wardrobe had picked out for me, one of those things with extra curls of fabric that hide extra pounds.


I loved the studios. They were glass and chrome like the inside of a TV spaceship, with walls of video monitors and geometric carpet. All totally outdated of course. So 1992.


I high-fived the cameraman, sat behind the anchor desk, and put in my earpiece. Told the director good morning and yes, I could hear him fine. The new crop of interns gathered at the back of the studio. The CEO walked through, smiling as if the last profit/loss statement hadn’t been “sub-optimal,” and then the director cued me and opened my mic so we could make the magic of TV. And maybe it was the way they’d lit the studio, but I felt a sudden optimism. Maybe I’d be able to leave this place soon and for good. And then I had a burst of nostalgia, as if I’d already left, and I missed the place like a long-lost friend.


“This is Sky Lee,” I said, my smile genuine for the first time in months. “And this is Your Day in Music.”


 


Here’s how you do TV.


Look into the flat black eye of the camera. This is your life. Act like it.




This is your mother, your father, your boyfriend, your girlfriend, anyone you’ve ever had to lie to.


Don’t read the prompter. Blink.


Ask your guests the questions slowly, like you care. Then cut them off in twenty seconds. Move on.


Smile. Unless someone died.


Don’t gossip during commercial breaks. The booth can hear you.


Keep reading, keep acting, keep smiling ’til it’s over.


 


After the show, one of our camerapeople pulled me aside. I liked Kay. She was a heavyset, fiftysomething woman who couldn’t care less about the videos we played but was damned proud of having a union job. Kay had a big mouth, so I tried to listen more than I talked. She was part of the Cabal, a not-quite-top-secret group of black female employees who met every month at the Pink Teacup. I was an honorary member. I would never commit to the meetings but I usually showed up anyway. A girl gotta know what a girl gotta know.


Kay leaned in, all obvious and whatnot, and whispered, “You better take care of your timing, Sis. They’re looking at layoffs.” Kay loved using the unspecified ofay, head-office “they.” I had no idea who her sources were, but her proclamations were right about 60 percent of the time.


“We’re at the Teacup next week. You coming?”


Why not? “See you there,” I said.


On my way back to my office, I rounded the corner to find a human traffic jam. In the center was a caricature of a rapper, baggy black pants and shirt hanging down midthigh; platinum fronts (either that or tinfoil); and a piece of diamond-encrusted jewelry the size of a dessert plate hanging from a thick chain around his neck.


The twentysomething employees clustered around him, too cool to ask for autographs but not to bask in the glow. I remember when I used to feel that way about rappers. I’d go backstage after shows just to get a tingle and buzz from standing near them. I remember seeing the Fugees and Busta Rhymes in some basement venue for a Vibe event, and dancing next to Tupac at the Copa at the premiere of Juice. I would never say to the kids in the office that those were the good old days. Too many people got shot. But musically and socially, they were the bomb.


I stood aside and watched the crowd until a woman from our marketing department dragged the musician toward me and launched into a fawning introduction. “Ill Meds, this is Sky Lee. Sky.”


“Ill Meds. Unique handle. Nice to meet you,” I said, offering my hand. He gave me the hard-thug look for a minute, then smiled, shook my hand, and shook his head, like, Who this bitch think she is. At least that’s what I thought he was signifying. But then he said something I would never have expected.


“I am a big fan of the Confess album, no joke. I even sampled Shadow on my song “The White’s Shadow.”


“Oh, that’s where those little teeny royalty checks been coming from,” I said. I wish it didn’t come out sounding so harsh. I was flattered, honestly. I cashed the checks but had never bothered to listen to the song. I didn’t want to be disappointed.


“Well, I gotta go. But if you ever wanna collaborate on some shit, let’s hit it.”


The kids hanging around him looked at me with newfound respect, or maybe it was straight-up shock.


“Really?” I said, my voice squeaking like an eager schoolgirl’s. “I might be headed back into the studio. I’d be honored to take you up on that one.”


“Cool, cool, cool,” Ill Meds said. Probably his real name was something like Gary Moses Durant III, and he had grown up in a neighborhood like I had, right on that taut line between middle and working class. His parents were probably appalled that he had gone into hip hop until his royalty checks started rolling in. I imagined he had younger sisters and learned to braid their hair, and he even liked doing it until his boys got on his case. He’d definitely been one of those record store–haunting crate diggers who sampled everything from rock to electronica, old 78s, and new hip hop. And maybe this whole ridiculous getup was just that—a ridiculous getup, a comment on where the music had gone instead of a straightforward rehashing of the over-the-top gangsta archetype. Maybe he had a sense of humor. That would be cool.


So I imagined a whole history for MC Ill Meds based on our one brief conversation. Thought: maybe I should start listening to some of those CDs piled up in my office, including the ones Ill Meds cut. God, I wanted to leave work early but I needed to gather some intel on rumors about cutbacks at TV-C. That meant meeting with the Cabal, plus hanging out in the lunchroom instead of eating in my office the way I liked to. But before I went off on my recon mission, I stood and watched the MC as he pressed on through the throng. Was that even what I wanted, to go hop on the publicity go-round again, and sell myself like a product? Well, I guess I did that already on TV, but I’d never felt like this job was me. That meant I’d fall easy if someone hungrier was gunning for my gig. My job sucked, but I wanted the bird in the hand and the two in the bush—my nine to five and the chance to hit the stage again. So I had better find out ASAP what the hell was going on or I’d have no bird in the hand, none in the bushes, and no way to even keep a roof over my head.
















7 Air, “Sexy Boy”








The train was crowded. A woman with an enormous goiter on her neck cradled a small pigtailed child. Three men sat with their legs so wide they could have had elephantiasis of the balls. But no, like most of the people on the train, they were just rude. A pregnant woman got on. No one offered her a seat.


I was rocking this new electronica joint on the way home. The people flattened out and looked like cartoons to me, like a video game. I was just on the outside looking at the screen.


Got off at the next stop. It had started to rain. I wrapped my jacket over my head so my hair wouldn’t ’fro and quickstepped back to the house. Just as I was fumbling for my keys, my cell rang. I checked the number. Mama.


I contemplated not picking up, but that would be counterproductive. She was like a stalker sometimes. I gave my hello and said, “Hold on, I’m just trying to get the door open.” By the time I did, I was soaked…and she had the nerve to ask me what took me so long.


“Hold on, I’m just getting into the apartment,” I shouted into the phone, sighed, and threw my wet jacket on the bench by the door. I probably shouldn’t. It could warp the wood. That’s the kind of thing my mother would say. After all these years, it didn’t matter if she was near or far. She was inside my head.


She was also on the phone calling my name. Guess I’d zoned out.


“Sorry,” I said. “How are you?”


I could hear the hesitation in her voice. It scared me for a second. Maybe Nana was sick, or my brother Matthew was acting up again. I know it wasn’t about Erika, because Erika was the perfect daughter that Mama had always said she wanted. Maybe Mama should just focus on her and leave me alone.




“I’m fine,” Mama said. “I was waiting to hear back from you about the travel plans.”


Oh, right. I had made the mistake of telling her that I was getting an award at Harvard reunion next month, and then she had gone and assumed that she could come with me.


“You really don’t have to come, Mama.”


“I want to come.”


Now that was the problem. “Okay,” I said, “I’ll book you a train ticket to come on Friday. The award is on Saturday. What time do you want to leave?”


Then I heard the old-school ring of my home phone.


“Hold on a second, Mama.”


I picked up, “Hello?”


“Hey, girl.” It was Red.


“I gotta go,” I whispered, squeezing the cell receiver against my thigh. “I’m on the line with my mom. She is driving me crazy!”


“You always say that.”


“Which means?”


“Which means the problem is your attitude, not hers. You choose your own reaction to stimuli.”


“Don’t get all metaphysical, new agey, chakra khan on me right now. I don’t need it.”


“Well, Mimi and I thought you might need a girls’ night out.”


“Bet. Where and when?”


“The Creamsicle at eight.”


“It’s on.”


I hung up and went back to Mama on the cell.


“Sorry,” I said.


“All you do is say ‘sorry.’”


I let that one go. “So what time do you want to get back to Baltimore?”


“Well, I’m sure you want to see your friends alone,” she said, as if that was a crime. “So why don’t you put me back on the train after the ceremony.”




“Okay,” I said.


“And I can book my own ticket if you want,” she said.


“No, Mama, it’s fine,” I said. If I booked the tickets, at least I would know that she really was going to leave, so I could have a little fun. “We’ll have a good time together,” I said, even though I was not sure of any such thing.


 


An hour later I was folding up my umbrella and pushing open the pearly white doors of the Creamsicle. It was a universe of rounded plastic retro-futuristic furniture, all white and orange, with matching orange walls, white floor, and swirly-striped ceiling.
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