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    BOYS KEEP SWINGING

    I DON’T KNOW WHY I was nervous for the first day of auditions. I was not the one trying to get a gig. I was the one doing the auditioning—I mean, the auditing? What’s the right verb for that? I guess it’s called auditioning both when you’re the one going in for the gig and when you’re the one doing the hiring.

    That’s weird, isn’t it? Or maybe it isn’t, because all performance is collaborative on some level.

    That doesn’t mean you’re equal. I did not have fond memories of my auditions as a child or from music school. Even when you do well they’re not fun, and I swear some people go out of their way to make them as stressful and unpleasant as possible. Maybe I was having flashbacks to that. I don’t know.

    I do know that I woke up extra early that morning. I kissed Ziggy goodbye, told him where I was going, and he went back to sleep. I was painfully tired from the previous night’s partying and exertions. Not sorry, you understand. Not sorry at all that I had gone out and enjoyed the fruits of being a young twenty-something in New York City with glamorous music-industry friends and a gorgeous lover whose body (and attention) I could not get enough of.

    I medicated with a very large pot of coffee, a chocolate croissant, and a copy of the Wall Street Journal someone had left folded on the seat in the cafe. It was a time of day so early it was one I normally only saw if I had been up all night, though it was not considered obscenely early for normal people. (7:30ish.)

    I caught a cab to the rehearsal space. At first the guy refused to take me. Then I convinced him no one was going to mug him that early in the morning, not even in a slightly burned-out area of Queens. Besides, I told him, it’s not that far to LaGuardia, surely he could pick up a return fare there.

    It was about 9 AM when I got to the warehouse. I spent maybe an hour checking out every nook and cranny of the place. I found a coffee maker in the break room and started it dripping. I found a cabinet with an industrial-size box of toilet paper rolls in it. Good to know. Way off to one side I also found a bunch of movable walls. Imagine one of those old freestanding chalkboards, but going all the way to the floor and covered in acoustic baffle.

    Someone came to the door around ten. They came to the loading dock, actually, where there was a buzzer. I heard the buzzing, but it took me a while to figure out where it was coming from.

    I pushed open the back door at the loading dock stairs and there was a small person standing there looking vaguely familiar, with close-buzzed black hair except for a blond tuft, large almond-shaped eyes, and aggressively large chrome rings climbing up both ears.

    “Hey.” The voice was female, and it suddenly clicked that I knew this person, except I didn’t because I had forgotten their name.

    “Hey,” I said back. “Um, you were in Sugargum, right?”

    “Bradley.” We shook hands. “I was playing guitar, yeah, but I’m here to audition on drums.”

    That was when I noticed the van backed into the loading dock.

    “Thought I’d bring my gear in a little early, if that’s okay?”

    “Um, sure. Here. Let me figure out how to open the door.” I went and found the big panel of buttons that raised and lowered the dock door. Always makes me feel like it’s a scene from Star Wars when a big giant metal door is opening or closing.

    I helped Bradley bring in a relatively large kit for such a small person, and by small I mean smaller than me, which is a little on the rare side for men, not so rare for women. Thankfully I remembered something Carynne had said a while back, about Sugargum breaking up, and about one of the members transitioning from girl to boy. Or at least adopting a male name and persona. I wasn’t about to ask any nosy questions about it.

    It occurred to me that because we were auditioning for a drummer we were probably going to be bringing a lot of equipment in, potentially, and we probably didn’t want to lug it all the way to the second-floor rehearsal room for every drummer and then lug it all out again. It was much more efficient to bring a couple of amps downstairs. Bradley and I moved a few of the acoustic-baffle dividers to enclose a space to one side of the break room, and he set up his drum kit while I arranged the amps and a few chairs to my liking.

    And a couple more chairs for “the judges,” i.e. Ziggy, Carynne, Barrett, and whoever else might show up, in a row, facing the playing area. While I was setting those up, Bradley tested out the kit with some rolls and fills, then a couple of cadences.

    She’s good, I thought, then scolded myself because she was a he—no, he was a he—and I should be able to remember that. And actually he was rushing, but you know, who was I to judge tempo when it was just him warming up, right?

    I wondered if a lot of other drummers were going to need to set stuff up and how much time that was going to take and what to do if they started showing up early, too.

    And then Bradley and I were kind of staring at each other awkwardly.

    “Um,” I finally said, “auditions don’t start until noon. Officially.”

    “Okay.” He looked at me sort of expectantly.

    “Uh, and I don’t know exactly who’s showing up when or how we’re doing this... exactly,” I said. “But I just, whatever.” I guess I had been going to ask him to leave and come back later, except I didn’t know how much later and by then it was almost eleven anyway. I guess I had been imagining I was going to spend a couple of hours alone and I had been trying to somehow get back to that, but then I realized—why? What are you doing here so early, anyway, Daron? So I changed my mind. “You want a tour of the place? Not that there’s much to see here.”

    “Sure.”

    So then I walked Bradley around the edges of the space, pointing out stuff I’d found, the restroom, the coffee maker, et cetera.

    He poured a cup of coffee and asked, “Do you think I have a shot?”

    I shrugged. “I think everyone has a shot.”

    “Isn’t that something you have to say?” he pressed, though why, I couldn’t fathom.

    “No, actually, I think everyone has a shot.”

    “I know I don’t look like your stereotypical drummer.”

    “And Ziggy doesn’t look like your stereotypical human,” I pointed out. “I don’t care what you look like. All I care about is what you sound like.”

    At the time I believed it was true.


    WHY CAN’T I BE YOU

    CARYNNE ARRIVED AROUND 11:30 WITH Bart and Chris in tow. She looked happy to see me and gave me a not-quite-there kiss on my cheek (not because she was afraid I was contagious or something, but so as not to muss her power lipstick, or so she explained).

    She looked less happy to see Bradley. “Tess? Er.” She coughed, and I felt deeply uncomfortable as Carynne blushed to her roots having somewhat obviously blurted out the wrong name. “Brad.” Cough. “What are you doing here?”

    “Auditioning,” Bradley said with a firm deadpan that was eerily familiar to me. Hands in pockets. Chin slightly raised. Feet flat on the floor.

    Heart probably beating a mile a minute if he was anything like me.

    Carynne’s mouth opened as she flipped to a page on her clipboard that presumably had names on it, but before she looked at it I said, “Gear’s all set up.”

    “Daron—”

    “Gear’s all set up,” I repeated.

    She gave me one of those let’s-not-argue-in-front-of-the-children looks. Which I answered with my chin slightly raised and my hands in my pockets. “Is there a problem? How many people are we hearing today?”

    “Five,” she said and rolled her eyes, indicating that I had just won a small battle of wills even though I didn’t know why we were having the battle. Did she know something about Bradley that I didn’t? Fine—she should tell me later. I wanted to judge by my ears first.

    Bart and Chris emerged from having discovered the coffee machine, and we set about getting the rest of our instruments set up.

    We had told the people auditioning to prep one solo piece and one M3 song. By “we” I mean I had told Carynne to tell whoever. But I intuited that maybe she and Bradley hadn’t communicated officially about this gig.

    “You got something for us to hear?” I asked Bradley.

    “Sure.”

    “You mind if I tape this?”

    “No.”

    I went to set up one more thing then: a portable tape recorder, nothing fancy, just a cassette to capture it so I could remind myself later if it came down to picking between candidates.

    While I was doing that someone else pulled up to the loading dock. A black guy, with dreads so small it was like they were new sprouts, came in and introduced himself as Marvelle. He had no accent at all, that same generic mid-Atlantic mélange that newscasters and a lot of Canadians have.

    Carynne took me aside and asked where I expected him to go while Bradley auditioned.

    “Go? Is he supposed to go somewhere?”

    “You don’t think it’s rude to let people’s competitors hear them?”

    “Why would that be rude?” I’d been to auditions that took place in a closed room with no one but two judges and I’d been to ones where all the candidates sat in an auditorium and the audition took place on the stage right in front of them.

    “Won’t it make them nervous?” Carynne asked.

    I almost laughed. “If someone’s too nervous to do their best because there’s another drummer in the room, they’re not ready to do it in front of tens of thousands of people,” I said.

    Ziggy came in at noon on the dot with Barrett. Barrett greeted each of us individually and checked around the space a bit and then left. Ziggy was carrying a Thermos of what appeared to be hot lemonade.

    “Sore throat?” I asked, concerned.

    He gave me a sloe-eyed smirk. “Too much screaming while you fucked me last night.”

    I didn’t blink or blush. I think. “You won’t have to sing today. Just listen and opine, all right?”

    Okay, for all my brusqueness to Carynne about auditions, I actually have a lot of sympathy for people who play well but audition badly. It was pretty clear Bradley was a bit green around the gills as he nervously adjusted his stool and tested out his kit.

    The thing is, it isn’t that I don’t get nerves anymore. I still feel nerves before a big show, or walking into a studio with a band I don’t know, or whenever I feel like the stakes are high and I have to impress someone whose opinion matters to me, but over time you develop a couple of things. One is steel cojones, so even if you’re feeling the nerves, it doesn’t show. One is the avatar of your own confidence, of all the times you did it right, played well, blew the doors off a building, et cetera, so that you can project that or inhabit that so the nerves get buried. Experience and skill both play into that, so when I didn’t have much in the way of experience I at least had belief in my own skill to fall back on. And the whole thing about an audition is it’s exactly that—a performance—so if you “play up,” if you exceed your “usual” skill level, well that’s just an indicator that your performance could be better on a regular basis and it’s time to level up.

    “Let’s warm up a little,” I announced to the guys. “Follow me through a little 12-bar blues?” I fell into an easy, standard long-short-diddle, long-short-diddle riff knowing I wouldn’t have to announce the key because Bart would figure it out for himself and the percussion guys (Chris was prepared to fuss around with some Miscellaneous Hand Percussion) didn’t need to know it. Bart jumped in easily and then gave Bradley a look like are you coming?

    Bradley nodded in time, thinking it over, maybe unsure how corny or standard to go. Whether it would come out like rock, jazz, or lounge music was going to depend entirely on the drums.

    He gave himself a snare count in and then slid into a kind of sleazy rock riff, sort of lounge-lizard slow rockabilly.

    We went once through the progression and then I took a 12-bar solo, then we went around again to reestablish the progression and then Bart did the same. Then we went through the progression and... we both looked at Bradley and...?

    Bradley froze for half a second and then flipped out a little trying to catch up and nearly sent sticks flying everywhere but somehow hung on and went into a solo that was utterly incoherent and went all over the place, but he gamely powered through it. It was the right number of beats long, anyway, and then he gave us all the eye like, okay now we go back, right??

    We didn’t get more than two beats into repeating the progression before me, Bart, and Chris were cracking up. Bradley was blushing so hard I worried he was going to pop a vein in his face, actually, but he at least managed a partial smile when I said, “Well, it was just a warm-up, you know.”

    “Oh my god, I’ve never done that before!” Bradley blurted and sounded, well, very very female at that moment, and I tried to erase having heard Carynne say anything that morning from my brain to prevent me from making the same mistake.

    “What, played a solo that sounded like Lincoln Logs in a windstorm, or a 12-bar blues?” Chris asked.

    “Um, 12-bar blues.” He looked about ready to hyperventilate. “I’ve always, you know, learned an actual song and practiced it.”

    At music school I’d met virtuosos who couldn’t improvise to save their lives. Seriously. It was so far outside of their experience. I kind of doubted that Bradley was quite like that, though. “You want to do the piece you prepped, now that you’re warmed up?” I asked mildly.

    “Sure.” He adjusted the stool again. “Sure.”

    “You have a song you want to play back or have in headphones or something?” Chris asked.

    “Oh. I just... memorized it. I mean, I didn’t bring a recording of it or anything like that.” He looked sheepish.

    We were standing in a circle so we could all see each other. “Just play it,” I said. “Whenever you’re ready.”

    “Okay, it’s—”

    “Don’t tell me what it is,” I said, waving my hands. “Just play it.”

    “It’s more fun if we have to guess what song it is,” Bart half-joked, half-explained.

    “Oh.” Bradley stared at the snare and took a deep breath, then another one, and then launched fiercely into something that Bart and I recognized instantly. Ours eyes met. An opening flourish and then it settled into a quick, jolting punk-pop sort of beat, simple and repetitive. Without the flourish I might have guessed it was “Walking on Sunshine” by Katrina and the Waves. But it was undoubtedly “Why Can’t I Be You” by The Cure. My hands were resting on the body of the Ovation, feeling the vibrations.

    We listened through the whole thing without moving, but Bart and I were talking with our eyes. He wanted to jump in, and so did I, but I wanted to give Bradley a chance to get through the entire song without us interrupting.

    He did. It’s not a difficult song, really, but the questions you have to ask when you’re not listening to the vocals or the chords or any of that, when all you’re hearing is the drums, are these: did they keep the tempo? did they maintain the intensity they set or even ramp it up when appropriate? did it sound good? did they play well?

    He was out of breath but didn’t look unhappy at the end. He’d broken a sweat, but that was good. He was warmed up for real.

    “Can you do it again?” Bart asked and saw me give a little nod, because we were thinking the same thing.

    “Again? Sure.”

    He shifted on the stool and went to start again and I said, “Wait, wait, one sec, give us a count off.”

    Bradley swallowed, nodded, and I think realized what was about to happen. Well, granted, what was about to happen was we might be about to crash and burn on a song that Bart and I hadn’t played in years... but come on, we used to play it all the time. I wondered if Bradley knew that or if it was a coincidence.

    I strummed once to make sure I had the settings I wanted and then signaled him to start. He tapped his foot on the high-hat as he counted off four and then hit that same opening flourish that I knew so well.

    The guitar riff that comes in has a quick strum, and for a moment I wasn’t sure I was going to keep up with the tempo, honestly, but then my blood got moving and we interlocked. The bass came in.

    Then the electronic horns should have come in if it had been the actual song but there was no way that was happening: Chris had not been the devotee of The Cure that either Bart or I had been in our maladjusted teen years. As a maladjusted teen, Chris had been all about Pink Floyd.

    However, Ziggy jumped in without a microphone at the first chorus because I think he just couldn’t stop himself. I found myself singing along, too, though I didn’t have the full grasp of the lyrics that he did.

    The song is only three minutes long. We hit the ending like we’d leapt off a cliff, everyone stopping with a deep breath and the last ring of a chord and a cymbal hit echoing off the bricks.

    “You shouldn’t be singing!” I barked at Ziggy, but I was goofing on him.

    He laughed. “Yes, boss.” He giggled all the way back to the chair next to Carynne’s and sat back down.

    Bradley wiped his sweaty face on the edge of his T-shirt and I caught a glimpse of what looked like a tube top under it.

    Bart bounced on his toes. “Man. I’m having flashbacks. You and I first tried to play that, like, the first week we met, but it doesn’t hold together without the drums.”

    “The first week?” I asked. Five years ago? Six? It felt like a very long time ago.

    “Yeah, and then we got that guy in the computer music department to program it for us.”

    “God, that’s right, the horn line and the drums, he did a MIDI controller version that would play it back through a DX-7, right? Through a Mac.” I’d forgotten about that.

    “Right, and then we got that sequencer box and the FB-01.” Bart looked thoughtful. “You still have that FB-01 somewhere? I don’t think it’s at my house.”

    “I think it’s in our basement,” Chris said. “It’s like a... box, right?”

    “Yeah, it’s like the brains of a DX-7 without the actual keyboard attached,” I said. “It’s so much easier to just have an actual drummer.” The current drummer in question was watching us banter about our old equipment with wide, alert eyes. “Yeah, anyway. Let’s move on. Um, Bradley, did you get the memo about prepping an M3 song, too?”

    Bradley’s eyes got wider. “Um, no. I didn’t. But. Um. But.” He seemed to be hoping he’d think of something to say to redeem the situation but couldn’t come up with anything.

    “That’s all right. Last part of the audition was going to be let’s see how quickly you can pick up and learn something. Guys, let’s see about that arrangement of Do It we worked on.”

    I won’t bore you with the details of how we explained the song or what we were going to do or how the dance remixes had a lot of drum machine but we didn’t want it to sound like a machine. Well, we wanted the band to click like a machine but not be robotic, even if we were going for a nice even feel.

    We got a nice even feel. Bradley seemed to have forgotten people were judging, and as we worked out the parts I kind of forgot it was an audition, too, as my brain went into work mode. We only did up to the first bridge, though, which was all we had planned to do so the process wouldn’t take forever, and then I remembered.

    And that was it. Bradley tucked his sticks into a pouch and stood up. He’d raked his fingers through his sweaty hair and it was standing up in haphazard spikes. Kind of a good look, actually. Or maybe it was that he was letting himself smile now that it was over.

    I shook his hand. “Thanks. We’ll... be in touch one way or the other? I guess? I’ll be honest. I haven’t even looked at Carynne’s list to see who else we’re expecting. It’s my first time on this side of the rodeo.”

    “Thanks back. That was fun. That was more fun than I expected.” He grinned.

    Chris came over to shake hands, too. “Take it easy. Don’t drive anywhere far until the adrenaline calms down a little.”

    “It’ll take a while to get the stuff into the van anyway,” he said with a shrug.

    So we took a break to get Bradley’s stuff out of the way and set up Marvelle’s kit. He’d brought all the pieces to just on the other side of the divider so he didn’t have far to move it, and he and Chris set it up together while Bart and Bradley and I carried Bradley’s stuff to the loading dock but didn’t put it into the van just yet. Marvelle’s van was backed in next to it. While we were contemplating that, a third van pulled up, and yet another drummer got out.

    Lather, rinse, repeat.


    BEAT FARMERS

    MARVELLE HAD A PRETTY DECENT resume for a working musician. He’d just come off a gig in the touring company of a Broadway musical (The Phantom of the Opera), had played jazz, rock, and R&B, did session work, dropped Jordan’s name, and said he’d gotten interested in working with us because he’d been at The Cat Club that night when Ziggy and Sarah’d had their sing-off. He was in his mid-thirties and didn’t seem nervous. All of that should have been in his favor.

    But he rubbed me the wrong way when he got behind the kit, played a fill, and said, “Okay, amateur hour is over.” It wasn’t the bravado that bothered me—remember what I said about an audition being a performance by your avatar of confidence?—but the assumption that I was supposed to agree with him. I also didn’t appreciate it since Bradley was still there and might have overheard the comment. You can be pretty sure if someone is a dick I’m not going to want to sign them up to live in my back pocket, you know? But maybe he was more nervous than he let on, and let’s face it, we all say some pretty stupid things when we’re nervous. Or at least I do.

    The song he’d prepped to solo was something rock, and he put his Walkman-style headphones on and played along to it. Afterward he told us it was Motley Crue, with a kind of “gotcha” look in his eye that made me think he’d chosen something we wouldn’t expect from him. (True.)

    The M3 song he’d picked was “Wonderland.” I had to confer with Bart for a second before we could start. “I’ve forgotten what key it’s in.”

    “You’re kidding.” Bart was trying not to laugh at me.

    “I’m not. It’s a blank. I thought it was the person auditioning who was supposed to go blank.” I was trying not to laugh at myself. “I can’t remember how it starts.”

    “Like this.” Bart played his part and that brought it back to me and my fingers took over.

    “Jeez, man,” Marvelle busted my chops a little. “You want me to slow it down a little?”

    “No, no, I got it now. It’s been a couple of years.” I’d figured on the three of us being able to remember the songs. Maybe I had figured wrong though, in which case it would make it an interesting gauge of any drummer’s ability to hold us together.

    We did the song three times, once that was really a refresher for me and Bart, then a run that was decent, and one time where I tried to see if Marvelle would let me push the tempo after the key change. Nope. He and Bart worked well together, and they wouldn’t let me run away with it.

    He was a pro. We taught him the ballad “After the Storm,” which I wanted to make into a full-on power ballad, and it came together pretty quickly.

    I still hadn’t heard anything that made an actual impression on me, though. Maybe I didn’t have to, though?

    Bart and Chris could see the wheels turning in my head, I think. I just didn’t look finished with this guy.

    “Let’s do a round of 12-bar blues?” Bart suggested.

    “In seven,” I said suddenly. By which I meant 7/4 time, but they all knew that.

    “Oh man, it is on,” Marvelle said, half-standing up off his stool and hitting a fill to punctuate his sentence. “You want a beat first?”

    “Sure.”

    For those who aren’t musicians, and without getting into what the second number in 4/4 or 7/4 means, I’ll explain. Typical rock music is in four. Think about how a march goes: one-two-three-four, left-right, left-right. It’s very even, right? Whereas a waltz is in three because instead of marching around you’ve got a swing of three beats. I don’t waltz, but I think of it like a pendulum: one-two-three, one-two-three is left-middle-right, right-middle-left.

    Left-middle-right, right-middle-left.

    Seven, though: do the math. Seven is one bar of four plus one bar of three, one bar of four plus one bar of three. So march four steps and then waltz. Left-right, left-right, left-middle-right. It’s very far from typical in pop music—in fact, the only song I can think of in seven is “Mother” by The Police, the one Andy Summers-written track on Synchronicity. Oh wait, and Pink Floyd’s “Money.”

    So it was a kind of music nerd test to ask this guy to play in seven. And not only that, but to do it as an improvisation. I cooked up a riff on top of the beat he laid down. We did like you do in blues, and passed the solo around. Chris even got in on it on the keyboard with one hand and a shaky egg in the other for some of the time.

    And then it was Marvelle’s turn and he cooked up a nicely crookedly unexpected solo that played with the seven a little, swung it, pushed it and pulled it like taffy, never breaking it but making it sweeter all the time. To top it all off, as he came to the climax of his solo he bounced a stick intentionally (I think) so it flew straight up in the air, spinning like a baton, and then he caught it and brought it down right on the beat to finish, which made Chris laugh and shout, “Show off!”

    Okay. Now I’d heard enough.

    “Yeah,” I said, slipping the strap over my head. “We should get on to the next candidate, but yeah.”

    Meanwhile, two more drummers had arrived.


    THERE’S NO OTHER WAY

    IN THE END, WE AUDITIONED seven drummers. Yes, seven. Bradley wasn’t the only one to show up without confirming with Carynne first. Hey, I’m sure if I got wind of a gig I really wanted and didn’t manage to find out all the details in advance, I would’ve shown up at the drop of a hat, too.

    I was perfectly content to give each of them a test run. There was an older guy who was pretty exclusively a jazz drummer at that point but who’d been in a rock band in the ’60s. There was a guy who dropped Trav’s name and said he’d come in handy because he spoke Spanish—except it turned out I spoke more Spanish than he did, or at least enough to make it obvious he was bullshitting. There was a guy who chainsmoked through the whole audition. And there were two who didn’t make enough of an impression for me to tell you anything about them.

    We ordered in a couple of pies for dinner and then me, Ziggy, Carynne, Chris, and Bart started comparing notes. We were gathered around the table in the break room with pizza boxes in the middle of the table and ourselves arrayed around the table in various ways. Ziggy had his ankles crossed on the empty chair next to him and a notepad in his lap that it looked like he had doodled all over.

    We started talking about the most recent audition and worked backwards, and basically by the time we got to talking about Marvelle and Bradley the other five had been pretty much eliminated.

    “Marvelle can do the job,” Bart said. “I’d have to work with him some more before we got comfortable, but he seems like the best-equipped out of everyone.”

    Ziggy, who hadn’t said very much up to that point, flipped the doodle page over and looked at what was written on the page under it. “I liked the first one best.”

    Bart looked thoughtful. Nodded. “Stayed in the pocket better than I expected.”

    Carynne sat up straight. “You’re not serious, are you?”

    We all looked at her quite seriously, I assure you. “Why wouldn’t we be serious? Is there something about Bradley we should know? You don’t think he can hack it?”

    She seemed surprised. “I didn’t think he could be that good, I mean, he only started playing the drums because Sugargum had such a hard time finding and keeping female drummers. She’s—fuck, he’s been playing maybe six months.”

    “No way,” Chris said. “I don’t believe that. He was a little nervous, but he was a lot smoother than you’d get from someone who just started. Like, Dar’ the thing that impressed me most was when you were trying to explain that section in Do It? And she, dammit, he was tapping out the rhythm on the high-hat like it was second nature. Just a natural.”

    Ziggy chewed the end of his pen. “You sure he only just started? Maybe he used to play and you don’t know?”

    Carynne huffed. “Maybe. But seriously, what’s wrong with Marvelle?”

    Bart barked with laughter.

    “What’s so funny?” she asked him.

    Bart pointed at me. “Daron doesn’t like dick-sizing.”

    “I don’t?” I sat up a little straighter. “I mean, it’s kind of a necessary step, so I’m not holding it against him.”

    Bart shrugged. “You looked like you didn’t appreciate it much this time around.”

    “Eh.” I thought back to the guys at The Cat Club hazing me and Bart until we proved we could cut it. “If I’d wanted to cut him down to size I would’ve asked for something in like 13/8 instead of 7/4.”

    “Ha, except none of us would’ve been able to do that,” Bart said.

    “Pffft,” I joked. “Everyone knows some Bulgarian folk music, don’t they?”

    “Okay, but seriously,” Carynne said, “we’re looking for someone who can do the job, right?”

    “And you don’t think Bradley can?”

    She shrugged. “I just... he’s young—”

    “A year older than Daron,” Ziggy said, looking at the resume in his hand.

    “—inexperienced—”

    “So were we the first time we played in front of ten thousand people,” I pointed out.

    “—and just not what we’re looking for.”

    “Ah.” Ziggy twirled his pen around his fingers. “And just what are we looking for? Exactly?”

    “A drummer?” Carynne turned in her chair toward him, trying to see what he was getting at.

    “And what is a drummer? A human being who can hit things at the times when we want them to. Bradley seems adequate in that regard.” Ziggy raised an eyebrow.

    “And as we keep saying, that’s not the only concern with any of these guys.” Carynne looked back at me. “Right? We’re not just talking about whether someone can play the parts in an album session. We’re looking for someone who can handle touring, live performance night after night, get along with everyone, all that.”

    I nodded. “Yeah. But this is going to be a major production tour, fifty-person entourage or something, it’s not like everyone’s got to be buddy-buddy.”

    “Within the band?” Carynne pressed me.

    She was right, but for some reason I had dug my heels in about this. In fact, the reason might have been that she was so quickly dismissive of Bradley, and I said so. “I’m not saying Marvelle isn’t the stronger candidate, but I am asking why you’re dismissing Bradley so quickly. He was the only one who really showed me something right away.”

    “It’s just that he was the first one,” Carynne said. “So he made an impression.”

    “I don’t think that’s why,” I said. “Is it really just that he’s inexperienced or is he some kind of a problem child? You really seem more set against him than I expect.”

    She sighed. “Okay. It’s just I worry that it’s not going to work to have someone on the team we all have to walk on eggshells around.”

    “Eggshells?” Ziggy’s eyebrow got more sharply arched.

    “You know, every time I fuck up and use the wrong name or pronoun it’s super uncomfortable,” she said.

    And it clicked. I got it. I got why I was against Carynne being against him. I almost stood up, but instead I just leaned forward. “And that’s why I want him to stay.”

    “So we can all be super uncomfortable together?” She cringed slightly.

    “I think we’d get used to it—” Ziggy started to say, but I cut him off before I could lose the thread of my thought.

    “Because that would be ditching someone for being queer. It’s not Bradley’s job to make us comfortable.”

    “Of course not, that’s not what I’m saying—”

    I didn’t let her finish either. “This is what I’ve been afraid of all my life!”

    I might have been kind of louder than usual at that moment. I certainly got all their attention. I repeated it more slowly, more quietly. “This. Is what I’ve been afraid of. All. My. Life. That the people I depend on for jobs or gigs or to do what I do are going to decide my talent isn’t enough. That talent isn’t enough to overcome the fact they’re ‘uncomfortable’ with me being queer.”

    That time when I said the word “uncomfortable” I had a wave of hot and cold anxiety/nausea/anger so intense it felt kind of like getting smacked in the head, making my eyes smart and my nose run instantly.

    Judging from the looks on their faces, I must have looked like I was about to murder someone or keel over myself, I’m not sure.

    Carynne took a deep breath. “I know, honeybunch. I didn’t mean it that way. I just... want you to think it all the way through.”

    “Speaking of which,” Chris piped up, “has anyone asked Marvelle if he’s okay with... everything?”

    From the silence that followed I took it that no one had.

    I stood. The blood that had pounded into my ears ebbed just as quickly. “Call them both back. For tomorrow. Couple hours apart so they don’t cross paths. We’ll put them both through some more stuff and decide after.”

    “Okay.” Carynne jotted something down. “And remember, maybe we end up with neither of them if they don’t cut it. Maybe we end up calling around some more.”

    In other words, keep an open mind. If only it were so simple.


    MAN IN THE BOX

    ONE OF THE THINGS THAT sucks the most about things sucking is that the suck is contagious. Outer suckitude eats away at the walls holding back the inner suck.

    At least, that’s how I explain the fight I had with Ziggy that night.

    We finished off the pizza, washed it down with beer, and then decided if we were going to have call-backs the next day we shouldn’t do something like try to rehearse right then. We’d played for hours already that day and it was not a good time to push ourselves. So we called it a night.

    After we locked up the rehearsal space, Ziggy and I went back to the apartment, tired. But I was antsy because I was so upset inside about what Carynne had said. I wasn’t mad at her, but I was... well, there’s that word again... uncomfortable. But I thought I’d let it lie until the next day.

    Instead I had the fight with Ziggy that I should have had with her. I unwittingly started it by saying, “Am I being too sensitive about this?”

    “About what?”

    “About... why we have to give Bradley another shot.”

    “I already told you he was my favorite,” Ziggy said with a shrug as he stripped out of his clothes and tossed them into a stylish black-and-red clothes hamper built into the side of a modular shelf/wardrobe/dresser unit.

    “Yeah, but.”

    “Do I think we’re being unfair? No. Do I think queers need to give queers some extra breaks to make up for the opposite effect? Yes.” He yawned, and his ribs were visible under the sleek muscle of his torso as he stretched.

    “If we were starting another band, a real band,” I said, sitting on the corner of the bed with all my clothes still on, “I’d grab him in a heartbeat. But maybe Carynne’s right. We need someone who can jump right out of the gate—”

    “What do you mean, real band?” He lay across the bed next to me, stark naked, but you know Ziggy, always robed in his self-possession.

    I should have heard the edge in his voice. Well, I mean I heard it, but I should have paid attention to it. “You know what I mean. If we were forming another actual group, a permanent group.”

    He took my emphasis on meaning for a criticism and sneered. “Oh, since the previous one wasn’t very permanent, thanks to me?”

    And I was too fucked up and sensitive right then to de-escalate. “Fucking well right.”

    Remember the time when I said something really stupid and Sarah slapped me across the face? This was nothing like that. This was like a mountain lion pounced on me and clawed my head. He didn’t hit me exactly, it was more like a grab, I guess, and I didn’t try to hit him so much as I tried to wrestle him under control. Ultimately the struggle ended up with me on top of him but him with some kind of a headlock on me and both of us crying our eyes out.

    Well, okay, maybe it was just me crying my eyes out at first, but when the headlock changed to a clinging hug, I’m pretty sure I’d gotten to him, too.

    It took a minute before I could hear the words he was saying. “It’s okay,” he was repeating over and over.

    It’s not okay, I wanted to say, but I couldn’t really say anything right at that second and the fight had gone out of me—I didn’t want to argue. When I got my breath back enough to say something, what I said was, “What the hell is wrong with me?”

    “Nothing’s wrong with you.” His voice was right in my ear. That voice I tried to hear in my head all the time while he was in India; that voice there was not another one like. “Although I think, maybe, we should lay off drinking for a while.”

    I was about to say we had barely drunk anything that night when I realized that was exactly the kind of justification an alcoholic would give. Also that I couldn’t actually remember how much we had drunk, but if we were acting like idiots maybe it was best to eliminate exterior reasons why. And I thought, yeah, okay, if I’m not an alcoholic I’ll stop without a problem, right? “Okay.”

    “Nothing’s wrong with you,” he repeated, and I realized he was petting my hair, which was long enough that it felt like his strokes went a long way down my back. “You’ve got a life of trauma to get past.”

    I snorted but didn’t raise my head. “You make it sound so dramatic.”

    “The two of us trying to kill each other is pretty dramatic. Even if it was for just a second.” His lips brushed my ear. “But seriously.”

    “Yeah. Okay. It felt like all the... homophobia I haven’t been experiencing lately suddenly hit me like a ton of bricks earlier.” I realized my fist was gripping the sheets and I tried to loosen my fingers. “You’d think Carynne would know better.”

    “She does,” Ziggy murmured. “It just takes time.”

    I started to cry again suddenly. “What is happening to me?”

    “Shhh. It’s all right. It’s okay.”

    I realized then that what he meant was it was okay for me to be a mess like that. But I was still worried about the fact that I could be such a mess in the first place.

    Eventually I felt calmer, though, and we ended up lying side by side looking at the ceiling and the diagonal stripes made by the street lights. His hand rested on my chest, that comforting weight as I breathed in and out. “You really think it’s that I’m... what, finally crying for all the times I couldn’t cry when people called me a sissy in the past?”

    “Something like that.” He scooched closer. “All those years you survived it by telling yourself it wasn’t that bad. But now, when you can see it happening to someone else, it all comes back.”

    I turned my head to look at him. “Somehow you didn’t get so traumatized, though.”

    “I didn’t have Digger Marks and Remo Cutler trying to crush me into a narrow coffin of masculinity all my life,” Ziggy said.

    I opened my mouth to argue, but there wasn’t any argument left in me. I just stared at him, unwilling to agree with such a harsh assessment of Remo but unable to really refute it either.

    He brushed my hair out of my face, combed it back with his fingers.

    “Don’t people mistake you for a woman all the time with it this long?”

    “Not very often. Once in a while in, like, the checkout line at the convenience store. That doesn’t bother me.”

    “Why do you grow it so long?”

    “I like it long,” I said softly. “I always wanted it to be longer when I was a kid and I couldn’t get away with that.”

    “Because Digger would get on your case?”

    I nodded. “Yeah. Now that I think about it, the thing that bothered him the most was that people thought I was a girl. But people thought that when my hair was short, too, sometimes. You know, little old ladies in the grocery store or whatever think anyone with big eyes and apple cheeks is a girl. I never took it personally.”

    “You were a beautiful boy, and they think anyone beautiful must be a girl,” Ziggy said.

    “I was not beautiful.”

    He snorted in disbelief. “Think what you want. I guess I should let you keep growing it, then.”

    “My hair?”

    “I want to cut it.” He raked his fingers through it again. “Well, maybe not cut it. Maybe just style it.”

    I caught his hand and kissed it. “Maybe after tomorrow.”

    He kissed me on the eyebrow. “I think I scratched you.”

    “Did you? Does that mean I shouldn’t apologize for breaking my vow of non-violence?”

    “Pretty sure it’s my turn to apologize,” he whispered, and kissed my forehead again. “I’m a little sensitive about some things, too.”

    “It’s okay,” I told him. “It’s okay. We’re going to lay off drinking for a while, remember?”

    “Right.” He nodded.

    I had a sudden chill of panic, though, and he felt or saw it go through me.

    “What’s wrong?” he asked.

    “Just realized I broke another promise to myself,” I said. The flash of panic left nausea in its wake, as usual. “Damn.”

    “What was it?”

    I decided to tell him. Honesty was the only way to get anywhere in this relationship. “I promised myself I’d tell you I loved you every day. But I think it’s been two days since I said it.”

    His eyes misted suddenly and his teeth gritted and for half a second I was afraid I’d offended him somehow by saying that. But no. It was just that everything was cutting us close to the bone that night. His voice was rough with held-back emotion. “You promised yourself that?”

    “Promised to say it until it stopped being true,” I said, then added, “I love you.”

    He kissed me softly then, a lingering touch of mouth against mouth. “Don’t beat yourself up about saying it when sometimes it’s more important to show it,” he said.

    I got an idea for a song then, trying to tie the term “show business” to the idea of showing someone you loved them, but there was no way I was going to jump out of bed to write it down at that moment. Kissing him back was much more important.


    BE MY NUMBER TWO

    THE NEXT MORNING I FELT the effects of having hardly slept two nights earlier. I felt like I could barely roll over as Ziggy answered the phone. Through the haze I gathered he was talking to Carynne about today’s plan.

    After he hung up, Ziggy said nothing, just kissed me on the cheek before he folded the blanket over me and went into the bathroom. I understood it as you sleep a little longer while I take the first shower.

    When he woke me up the next time it was with a damp kiss in my ear and water dripping off the ends of his hair. I crawled to the edge of the bed shaking my head.

    A shower woke me up somewhat, though, and we finally said our first words to each other after we were dressed. Mine was, “Morning.”

    His was, “Yeah.” I think we had identical still-sleepy half-smiles on our faces. Then, “Marvelle’s going first.”

    “What time?”

    He looked at the clock on the microwave. “Forty-five minutes.”

    “We better get going, then.”

    “Tony’s on the way. I had him pick up bagels.”

    He must have talked to him while I was passed out the second time.

    As it was, Tony had picked up enough bagels for a small army, so when we got there we set out a spread. I made some very strong coffee and tried to think of exactly what I was going to try to have our prospective drummers do today.

    I realized I could ask for suggestions. Chris had just taken a bite that got whipped cream cheese on his nose. Perfect time to ask. “What should we have them do?”

    He had to swallow before he could answer. “Teach each of them a track from the set?”

    “The same song or different ones?”

    He thought about it. “Teach Bradley After the Storm and teach Marvelle Do It.”

    In other words, reverse which songs each of them had worked on the day before. “Yeah, okay.”

    I hid upstairs with the Strat for a little while, with headphones on so only I could hear what I was playing, reminding myself of some of the changes, and giving myself some time inside my own head. I felt a little bad about not helping to set up the drums, but then again, that wasn’t my job.

    When I emerged Marvelle was jogging lightly in place to warm up. He was wearing a tank top, and I found my eye drawn to his tattoos. His skin was pretty dark, which made them hard to make out, but the design was something elaborate, covering his deltoids like black lace.

    We warmed up the band with another round of 12-bar blues. Everyone was playing pretty laid back, and I didn’t know if that was because we were all tired or if Marvelle thought he had the gig in the bag so he relaxed a little, too. Whatever. We were a little sloppy, but the jam had a nice feel.

    Feel. I should explain feel, except the thing about feel is that it can’t totally be explained. Common wisdom says you can’t teach feel. It’s not the same thing as rhythm and it’s also not the same thing as expressiveness. Maybe it’s where those two things overlap.

    Then I went into a spiel about “Do It” that went something like this: “So, this is a song that only exists as dance remixes. There is no canonical version of it that is the ‘single’ that all other versions are a remix of. So we have a lot of license to mess around with it. It’s also probably going to be a dance number, so whatever we do, we’ll have to nail it down and not change it. Right now, though, there’s nothing nailed down, so we’re experimenting with what’s going to work.”

    “A’ight.” Marvelle punctuated his agreement with a drum fill.

    We built the song up section by section, first chorus might go like this, bridge might go like that, verses might go like this, finale might go like that. There wasn’t much of a verse to speak of, but there was a little. Two short ones.

    Ziggy’s eyelashes looked very long and thick to me as he watched us work, not saying anything, not looking at me directly.

    I got a really good idea for a bridge I could do with the Ovation and discarded it because that was not the right direction to take this. I knew it. Not for this show, not for this incarnation. It would mean recreating one of the synth lines with finger picking and just no, not now, not this time. It just wouldn’t have been right and I knew it.

    It hurt though, physically, like a cramp in my diaphragm, to set the idea aside.

    Marvelle was rock steady—so steady it was almost boring. But that was good, right? Dance-track-done-with-a-drum-machine perfect. Right?

    “What do you think about jazzing it up?” I asked him.

    “I’d love to,” he said.

    “By which I don’t mean actual jazz but, you know, fancying it up.”

    “Sure. You want a little island feel, maybe?”

    I shrugged. “Maybe? Just curious what else we can do with it.”

    So we did a kind of island-y pseudo-reggae rendition, but I could see Ziggy giving that the side-eye. I tried to reassure him with a look that it was just an experiment for the sake of testing out Marvelle’s chops. I broke it off halfway through. “Okay, yeah, enough of that. Worth a try, though.”

    “What do you want, chief?” Marvelle asked.

    “We call him ‘boss,’” Bart said.

    “I’ve been trying to get them to stop calling me that for years,” I said, trying to figure out if, when Marvelle had said “chief,” there was a little sarcasm in it, or condescension, like you’d say when driving a child home from school: “Where to, chief?” Or if it was my imagination. The thing is, he got a skeptical look on his face when I said “for years"—as if I couldn’t be old enough or something.

    I decided I was being hypersensitive, looking for excuses. “And I don’t know what I’m looking for. Trying to find something that gives this song something.” I shook my head slowly.

    “I know what you want,” Bart said. “Let’s do it from the bridge. Just straight up like before.”

    “Sure.”

    Bart, as usual, was right. It wasn’t the drums that needed to be snazzed up, it was the other half of the rhythm section, and as he applied much more of a walking bassline, Marvelle found a couple of places to add a little cymbal fill, too. Ziggy was nodding his head in time with the rhythm.

    When we got to the end of that run-through, I unslung the Strat and put it in the stand. What I really wanted to do now was ask him, somehow, if he was okay traveling with a bunch of queers like us. But I didn’t think just blurting that out was the right way to do it. I’d meant to ask Carynne more about that, but then I’d gotten sucked into my own head and had forgotten to talk to her.

    I decided to ask about that later. In my head I was getting twisted around the question of whether it was fair to let my own queerness dictate someone else’s hiring. It didn’t make much sense, but I wanted to make a decision that didn’t make me feel like shit, you know?

    In the end we told Marvelle to make himself scarce while we conferred and to come back at dinner time when he’d either get his drums or a job.

    We didn’t actually confer right away. We ran through some stuff to show Ziggy what we’d been working on arrangement-wise and got his input and talked over various ideas and options. I made notes.

    Then Bradley came in.

    I’ll cut right to it. We taught him the power ballad, and he was not afraid to whack the shit out of the drums. I’m not saying that hitting the drums harder is better—in fact, it’s the opposite usually—but I just really liked it. Liked his performance. In everything we did, he wasn’t 100% technically perfect, but he was 95% there.

    And that’s what I’d said after we kicked him out so we could talk. We were in the break room again. “I think we could bring him up that other five percent.”

    “But why, Daron? When we’ve got another candidate who you’ve said’s one-hundred percent?” Carynne asked.

    “I’m not totally sure. It’s... talent, maybe? Feel? I don’t know how to describe it. When we play I feel like Bradley really... shows me something. Marvelle—”

    “Does what he’s supposed to,” Carynne insisted. “Marvelle understands that this is a backing band, not a... a—”

    “Real band,” Ziggy said under his breath so only I really heard it.

    “—collaborative effort in freedom of self-expression,” Carynne finished. “You—”

    “I get that,” I said, maybe a little more shortly than I should have. “Trust me, C, I get it. But if the decision were completely mine, which by the way it technically could be, I’d be... torn. Because I do get what you’re saying. Musically Marvelle’s the sure choice, the safe choice.”

    “He’s also a good guy. I got a recommendation from Jordan on him, you know. Talked to him last night.”

    Ziggy piped up. “Did Jordan say he’s queer-friendly?”

    “Yes.”

    “This is the thing,” I said, putting my hands on the table, spreading my fingers all the way out flat. “On the one hand, I know we want to create a reliable backing track for the dance numbers and all that. But I feel like if it’s too... dance-centric, too much like it could be done like a machine, then the whole show is going to come off run-of-the-mill. Bart can do a lot, but he can’t fix everything. Most of the choices that would snazz things up would take us too far from the—”

    I stopped speaking, staring at my hands, as the solution hit me. Each hand was like a drum riser on the stage of the table. That’s literally what gave me the clue.

    I looked up. “Let’s hire them both. Two drum sets. Two drummers. Playing in unison most of the time. I want to fill up those South American arenas with sound. That’ll do it. It’ll be electrifying live without us having to deviate from the album.”

    Ziggy nodded slowly in thoughtful approval.

    “Do we know they can play together?” Bart asked.

    “They can if you take charge of the rhythm section,” I said. “They’ll both look to you for the lead, at least while we’re learning it all.”

    Carynne rubbed her chin. “You’ll have to talk about the stage design and all that—”

    “But it’ll work,” Ziggy said. “It’ll work. And we did say there’s the budget for a few more.”

    We went down to the McDonald’s a couple blocks away where Marvelle had said he’d be hanging out until it was time to come back. I could see through the window that Bradley was sitting with him, sucking on a shake through a straw.

    “Here’s the deal,” I said as I marched right up to their little Formica table. “We’re taking you both. Two drum sets, twice the fun. Sound good?”

    Marvelle held out his hand and Bradley grasped it, not in a regular handshake but in the interlocked-fist style, and they nodded to each other. “Congratulations, brother,” Marvelle said. “Now you better get your union paperwork done.”


    IT’S DIFFERENT FOR GIRLS

    I’LL RELATE TO YOU ONE more Bradley story before I get back to talking nonstop about Ziggy.

    The night we’d told Bradley and Marvelle we were hiring them both, we ended up at Jordan’s. When Carynne had talked to him to vet Marvelle, he’d mentioned we should drop by the loft late if we were around.

    Apparently there was some music-industry function—I don’t remember what—and it was Jordan’s usual M.O. to get people together socially because that so often led to them maybe working together professionally, later, with each other as well as him. Maybe. (Or maybe Jordan just liked to have parties and that’s what happens when you know people.)

    Anyway. The upshot was we went, and I figured now that I had hired Marvelle I could ask Jordan to tell me more about him, but I never actually got around to it during the party. Instead I found myself sitting in the corner by the keyboards and recording equipment watching everyone and wondering whether it was really true that other people enjoy parties more than I do or if it’s that they’re just better at acting like they’re enjoying themselves.

    And that led me to thinking about the definition of enjoying one’s self. I mean, it wasn’t like I was having a bad time. I wasn’t in a bad mood. I wasn’t hungry or deprived or afraid of anyone there. It was kind of pleasant watching people I knew talking to one another. If I didn’t feel bad, and I felt okay-good, why was I worrying about it? I dunno. Somehow I was still convinced that I was missing something—in myself, or in the way being a human was supposed to work.

    But it wasn’t bad, really. I’d had a couple of conversations that night of the content-free type that I was pretty sure was just meant to be so they could later tell people they had met me. It was a fairly large party, as one of Jordan’s gatherings went. Fifty, sixty people? More than I could easily count, anyway.

    Bradley came and sat down next to me but didn’t say anything. He had a bottle of beer in his hand but didn’t appear to be drinking it so much as carrying it around like a movie prop. We watched the crowd together for a long time, I think.

    Then at one point I looked at him instead of at everyone else, and he looked back at me, and we just kind of nodded to each other.

    When I felt ready to say something, which was a while later, I said, “I often end up sitting alone at parties.”

    “You seemed like you wanted to. I hope it was okay I decided to sit alone with you.”

    “Totally okay. What’s funny is I’m trying to figure out why that worked.” Right? Why did it still feel like we were sitting alone, if we were sitting together?

    “Maybe because neither of us is demanding a lot of social interaction from the other.” He crooked his neck. “That’s why I wanted to sit by you.”

    “Because I’m not demanding socially?”

    “Yeah.” He seemed to be staring into the beer bottle instead of looking at me. “I don’t know which is more exhausting, trying to work my way into conversations or dealing with the people who jump in and want to talk to me when they see me standing alone. They both are.”

    I nodded. “It’s different when I know everyone.” Very different. My gaze strayed across the couch where Ziggy and I had won the blow job competition.

    Bradley seemed to agree. “So this is what the big time is like.”

    I thought about that. “I guess? Trav’s parties aren’t like some of the parties I’ve been to.”

    “Yeah?”

    “Mostly in LA, but I’m sure they happen here, too. Coke and people being stupid. At least at Jordan’s parties people don’t seem to be stupid.”

    He nodded. “So he’s Ziggy’s producer?”

    “He produced M3′s second album, and he’s kind of kept me and Ziggy in his sphere ever since.”

    “He’s the one who got you back together?”

    I had to turn and look at his face then to see if he was serious or not. He was. “Is that what people are saying?”

    “People aren’t saying anything; I’m just trying to figure out how everyone’s connected.” His cheeks grew mottled red, though, as if he’d said something wrong.

    Which he hadn’t. I suppose technically there was a way you could look at it that Jordan did get me and Ziggy back together, musically, in a roundabout way, with “Breaking Chains.” But instead of trying to get into that explanation, I said, “I’m trying to figure that out, too.”

    “You mean, like, on the cosmic scale?” A half-smile.

    “Yeah.” I suddenly wished for a beer bottle in my hands, too. Just to have something to do with them. There was no guitar in sight or in reach, either. I suddenly remembered that was my “normal” way of dealing with parties and group social situations. How weird to have forgotten. I guess I hadn’t needed that crutch in a while. “The one who is the real expert on who knows who and how is Carynne, though. I always end up having to ask her later who everyone was because I can’t remember at the time.”

    “Is she mad at me?” Bradley asked.

    “I don’t think so,” I said honestly. “I think she’s mad at herself and it comes across as her being mad generally. She usually comes right out and tells me if she’s pissed off at me directly.”

    “Oh.”

    “I think she’s mad about you, a little, though, if that’s what you’re wondering.”

    “Maybe?”

    I didn’t want him to be freaked out first day on the job so I tried to explain. “I think she’s still beating herself up about not getting things to work for Sugargum, so she feels she failed you, and I think she’s also mad at herself for not dealing with your transition well. But she’ll just have to get over it.”

    Bradley nodded. “That’s pretty much my attitude with everybody. ‘Get over it.’ Thing is, anybody who can’t get over it, I pretty much need to cut them out of my life. That’s kind of hard to do if she’s your boss, though.”

    “She’s not your boss. I’m your boss,” I said then, not even sure why my hackles prickled. Feeling kind of protective/defensive, but I’m not sure who I was defending, myself, Bradley, or Carynne. Or all three of us from each other’s stupidity. I don’t know. “And she’ll get over it. I assume. I’ll be honest. I think you’re the first transgender person I’ve met going in this direction, and my brain is flipping out a little trying to figure it out.”

    “This direct—? Oh, you mean FTM.”

    That might have been the first time I heard that term, “eff-to-emm,” but it was immediately obvious what it meant. “Yeah. And by flipping out I mean just trying to get it right. And by get it right I mean, not just pronouns but... trying to see you for who you are, for who you want to be.”

    Bradley’s mouth hung open slightly like he wanted to say something to that but wasn’t quite sure what words to use, and my anxiety spiked and got the better of me and I spilled out the following: “I mean, my entire life all I’ve wanted is for people to judge me by my talent and to value me for it instead of for what I look like or who I’m attracted to or any of that shit. And so I try to treat other people like that, but I really can’t get on a high horse about it because I fuck it up regularly, I’m sure.”

    “Um.” Bradley looked at the beer bottle and then back at me. “Thanks. I... thanks. I feel like... there’s more to say about that but I don’t really know what to say right now.”

    I chuckled at that. “That’s me in every conversation at every party, ever.”

    That made him laugh and smile, too.
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