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For my grandmother, | Felicia Lamport Kaplan

SCALES | RIPTIDE | LATIF 
The fire music soul cascade was Latif's first serenade, clawing its way out of the family stereo and swirling round his head. He was fourteen years of age, and the dull metal tenor sax on his lap hummed suddenly electric as the redhot blue notes spiraled through it, bouncing like frenzied molecules against the instrument's interior. He had never heard anything like it in his life, this muscular horn spiking holes in the air with every honk and scream, puncturing time as it dove through a cresting tidal wave of drums. The horn dipped and bobbed above the amniotic ocean on winged ankles, shrieked and spiral-dive plummeted into it, vanishing inside the grave of Icarus only to reanimate ichthyoid, a toothy green sea monster undulating over brimstone waves.
Latif rocked and jerked in shifting rhythm, soaking in the serenity and tumult of creation. His music teacher watched and knew he'd made his point and then some. The song ended with bass strings thrumming, drum thunder rumbling in vicious summary and one clear ray of intense light, a horn line so clear it ripped a path from the sun straight through the ocean to the bottom and lit the water from within. The whole sea shimmered tranquil, and suddenly the concordance of these pushing pulling elements was clear: the purposed unity beneath the conflict and the probing and the play.
Mr. Gates relaxed his jaw and waited for Latif to speak. The boy had been his student three years now, and Gates knew without being told that Leda James-Pearson had hired him to give her son weekly lessons out of much more than a simple cultured wish to fill a child's head with music. It was preventive surgery, the desire to graft a saxophone on to an idle hand and innocent mouth before they grew so strong and eloquent that other neighborhood teachers, lounging on trafficked corners and in dusky poolhalls, might find them useful. Latif was bending the corner of that age, strong-wristed and beginning to walk home from school the long way. Obligation to his mother and tacit friendship with his teacher conspired to keep the music lessons coming, but until that afternoon Latif had merely been out to do what everyone he knew was out to do: hustle, push a rap star car through the small radius of Roxbury, Massachusetts, and out into the world beyond, do what had to be done to make a killing.
A killer in the making, his mother thought in darkest moments, watching Latif jaywalk the block to cross the players' paths. Nothing sheathed his interest save a fourteen-year-old's transparent cool, one that fell away at the first acknowledging headnod, phrase, or shoulder-bang embrace. But in the minutes between the delicate dusty touch of stylus to vinyl and the record arm's automatic click, rise, end-of-side glide back into standby—in the song's white spaces, the stolen moments between the saxophone's very notes—Latif's vague aspirations froze and shattered in midair like liquid nitrogen confections.
The truculent truncated boom-kick headbanger boogie of hip hop drums seemed frozen too, all of a moment, like ice chips hacked from glaciers. Hip hop was the indigenous attitude of Latif's ninety decca ecosystem, a malaproper melange of tired braggadocio and quickdraw innovation, pimpology and brothersisterhood. America not as melting pot but mixing board, wedged between two turntables and a microphone, amalgamating tortured newness from the scraps of dying sonic dynasties, postmodern like a motherfucker. The inheritor of Amiri Baraka's poetry-of-new-jazz ploy of cleaving words and letting separate juices flow from each linguistic chunk, hip hop was rap/id, dis/missive, a now/here neighbor/hood, u/n/i/verse the world. Hip hop was rugged drumsounds dredged from the diamond-laden mine of recorded history and reverse-processed into blunt lumps of coal that left your ears sootstreaked with funk.
But the rigidity of sampled sounds was child's play against the mathematics of what Latif had just heard. This drummer's accents shed their skin and slithered; his cymbals hissed with minute tonal variations, and his sticks lunged deadly at the floor toms.
And the horn shining on this record eclipsed every lyrical asswhipping ever spit, burned through the cloudy local soundscape with pure raw open honesty, so emotional yet so precise, so far removed from any kind of pose. After three years laboring in service to an unseen master, working his indifferent lazy-fingered way through the simple melodies his teacher gave him, Latif reached consciousness together with conclusion. He understood upon hearing the record that he must learn to blow this climbing angular tangle of ministry, of history, mystery, and misery in synchronicity—knew it like his mother's hands before he knew what it was or why.
His limbs felt heavier, more profound, as if the knowledge had filled some hollowness within his bones. Latif stared at the bronze of his horn until his eyes softened and unfocused, letting the color melt across his field of vision, then blinked it back to clarity and looked up at Mr. Gates, suddenly the second most important person in Latif's life: the conduit to the tenor player on the record, Albert Van Horn.
They saw each other every day from then on, playing and listening, learning and teaching, talking as musicians. Mr. Gates, Wessel, strained and stuttered to tell everything he could, to hand down ritual and technique, mechanics and folklore, as Latif sat with his head wide open and eyes wired wild with desire. Wessel studied him, amazed, gazing from Latif's ears to his hands and wondering if there was anything inside him, any bone or blood or flesh to slow the flow of knowledge, because it seemed that there was not. Wessel's words and music's sounds entered Latif's ears and tumbled out his horn with freefall speed.
The kid got bad so fast. Things Wess had played at twenty-six, a grown and traveled man, Latif was figuring out by seventeen. Snatches of frenetic luminosity punctuated his solos; he wrapped superstrong infant hands around the language and spoke by squeezing, snapping, and tapping at its joints. He learned to think in diverse signatures and became a black cat flitting underfoot across the regimented path of America's music marathon parade.
By eighteen Latif was ballplayer lanky and clean headed, with intelligent hands and an undated bus ticket to Manhattan. His soft darkbrown gaze rolled across the inert latenight street outside his bedroom window, but his fingers never strayed from the saxophone balanced in his knee-crook. He traced the rimtop with a thumbnail, pressed his heartshaped lips together flat and imagined meeting Van Horn, firm in the resolution that the musician should know nothing of his existence until he was worth Van Horn's knowing. He imagined himself tiptoeing in the great man's shadow, learning secretly by slow degrees, then springing from the darkness fully formed into the light. Night after night Latif in his bedroom listened at Van Horn honk wail scream lament and chastise, stayed up until weak watery sunlight trickled through the window crimebars and striped the walls. He huddled in a tiny energetic ball, or shadowboxed, or paced the room with long unfurling strides as Van Horn played. Sometimes Latif drifted, letting his mind graze and wander fields of fourleaf clover and deadly hemlock, and other times he balled his hands and bowed his head, concentrating on the music note for note.
He left for New York suddenly one morning, two weeks before his nineteenth birthday, redeeming his dogeared ticket and boarding the Bonzai Bus at six A.M. after a final night of study.
Something had surged over his bedroom in the small morning hours, a wellspring of adrenaline Latif had never felt before. It was as if a python cord of energy had looped through him, turned Latif into a needle's eye, connected him to others in a chain, and lifted him until he dangled legs akimbo. Albert Van Horn was in the chain too, and Wessel Gates; Latif felt them both distinctly within the rich black rope of the tradition. Below it was the music, awesome and ordered perfect like life from an airplane window.
Latif touched down still weightless and jumped into the struggle like a soldier from a chopper. He gathered up his saxophone and soloed with the Van Horn solo that was playing; over and under and around it, answering its questions and questioning its answers, covering Van Horn with bursts of protective gunfire when he charged through open battlefields and sprinting in his wake to safety when there was some. When the music ended Latif laid down his horn, feeling spent and ready. He stuffed a duffel bag, tucked a stack of records underneath his arm and lifted the crimebars from his window, vaulted the ledge and clambered down the fire escape, horn in hand. He ran to the bus station in a crazy hopscotch pattern, the sound and rhythm of his footfalls reprising the solo he'd just played. The metronome of his breathing stayed sure and true as Latif ran, sneakers slapping color onto empty streets.

TIMEKEEPING | SHEDDING | DUTCHMAN'S 
New York was two places. There was Dutchman's, five night a week host to the Albert Van Horn Quartet, and there was the hothouse Harlem block on which Latif's boardinghouse crouched, fifteen degrees warmer than life all year round. In a furnished corner room Latif slept, played his horn, and heated breakfast: cans of hash and instant oatmeal on a hotplate he'd set up against the rules. It was either that or clothes-iron grilled cheese, an entrée too degenerate to contemplate.
Uptown radiated flavors he knew well. It was depressing and comforting to think that black folks were stuck in the same trifling neighborhoods both here and there, the Apple and the Bean. More shit was open late here, ten 24/7 bodegas for everyone back home, and malt liquor was cheaper in the Bean though advertised as prominently in both cities—as though dudes on their way to work or school or church just up and impulse-copped a forty of Olde English because they saw a poster of a woman with some big titties cradling a bottle in her arms—skidded to a halt in front of the store like Hmm, yes, come to think of it I have been meaning to get inebriated as fuck and thus temporarily forget my plight as a walking crime suspect and police shooting target. I believe I shall get me some drank, forsooth.
Same iambic rhythms to the convo on the streetcorners and same trochaic laughter spearing and reshuffling the rhythms. Same predatory glances shooting from brothers' eyes to sisters' asses and same anger and fear falling from women's downcast eyes onto the pavement. Same churches, same bums. Same deep-frying grease, same chicken and whitefish joints, same snipes for rap albums and gospel shows pasted to the scaffolding of buildings. Same McDonald's and Popeyes crowding out the mom-and-pop joints, same corporate philosophies mandating that eateries in black neighborhoods be short on seating space lest customers get comfortable. Same urban-renewal in the form of trendy clothing chainstores, same keep-the-money-in-the-neighborhood backlash fading before the bottom line.
Only major neighborhood difference Latif noticed off the muscle was the Spanish population, the Puerto Ricans, Dominicans, Colombians, and Cubans in the spot. Busybody blockparty mamis held down sidestreet stoops and watched their squealing brightfaced children twist the remote controls of toy monster cars, which zipped circles around the midblock summer domino tables peopled by foursomes of sixty-something caballeros holding ivory bones against their paunches, computations running through their heads. Empty cervezas frías jutted from the pavement like stalagmites, and arroz con pollo mingled in the air with yerba. Merengue lit up some apartments, James Brown others. Hip hop drowned everything when Jeeps rolled by, and teenage smoke ciphers chorused their approval when somebody crept through bumping something hot.
Local Spanish businesses were just as raggedy as the black ones, Latif noticed. The boutique some muñeca had opened up next to the roti spot was as empty as papi's corner deli, tragically understocked with nothing but overripe plátanos, stale Dutchies and Private Stock. The TV repair shop was full, but only with electronic junkheaps and the laughter of four mujeres gordas watching telenovelas and playing hearts in the backroom.
The sole independent business on its feet appeared to be Good Buddy Chinese Takeout Kitchen, which in addition to flipping sweet-and-sour chicken and pork fried rice had diversified in order to better serve its customers, embracing a wide multicultural variety of shit you could fry. Folks were particularly open off the mofungo and the Szechuan-style yucca con ajio, dished up hot out the wok with a little soy sauce. Cheap and generous, the spot had garnered a devoted clientele: The young hustlers on the block ate there so much, people joked, that the staff knew everybody's name, address, and diet. If he notice you ain orderin enough iron, money throw some spinach in with your Kung Pao Shrimp no extra charge. Even got free delivery for when you too treed up to walk a half a street up. Styrofoam combination plate containers lined with emptysqueezed packets of duck sauce blew across the sidewalks of the block, slapping Latif's ankles as he made his journey to the downtown train station each evening.
At Dutchman's Latif studied, ate a liquid dinner, worked his hustle. Everyone has one, he'd realized soon after stepping off the bus and into New York's radiant midday. A dream and a hustle. He thought it now, months later, to reassure himself, repeated it to calm the bile simmering in him over what he was and what he feared he wasn't. Latif sat in bed watching calligraphs of smoke rise from the cigarette between his fingertips, left arm locked flat atop the triangle's peak of his knee like the scales of justice. Outside one window: kids playing stickball. Down below the other: an apparent dice game he could only hear, ears tuned to the clicks of red and green cubes tumbling against the buildingside and to the shittalk of the players, which escalated into threats of violence with parabolic predictability. Latif's eyes, agile beneath awnings that hovered a hairsbreadth nearer to the curves of his irises than they used to, were learning to slide across whole spaces rather than dart from A to B.
The kid got bad so fast. Three months off the bus and he was twice the musician he remembered having been, that vague kid who sat up every night inhaling sounds until he hyperventilated himself into a cosmic meditative frenzy, and three times the man. He'd been all nerve endings then, so soaked in the kerosene of his own sweat that a single distant spark could set him thoroughly aflame. Now Latif was firewalking every evening.
The sudden ducats in his wallet burned holes not through his pocket but his patience; the thirst for confrontation had been mounting in Latif for weeks, tickling the back of his parched throat. The fact that he was a jazz world baby, an infant swimming on mere instinct in a reservoir of untapped knowledge, didn't mean shit anymore. He'd slapboxed the thought into submission.
Latif's mind had tightened and toughened with resentment for his hero, for the crystal ocean clarity with which life shimmied from his horn. Albert uncoiled every night like Satchel Paige, free for whole unbroken moments at a time. Latif watched Van Horn from a dark lookout near the barstools, letting the notes prick his skin like acupuncture needles. Their points were tipped with a potent truth serum. And one in ten, Latif had begun to think in recent weeks, was dipped in venom, screeching at him Clumsy sucker! Every black motherfucker in here knows exactly what I'm saying loud and long. I'm playing inside your melon, breaking shit down past halfnotes, quarters, eighthnotes, sixteens thirtytwos sixtyfours, cleaving infinitesimal lesions in your brain with surgical eloquence and firetruck delivery—and you ain't done shit but hustle skag in back wall shadows, calling yourself a musician. The burden of proof is to your chest, jim. Stick and move, show and prove, give me something I can feel.
How had this happened? Nothing had mocked him when he first came to Dutchman's, a jumpy kangaroo of a kid padding down the stairs at midnight after two wrong trains, an hour's journey from Harlem. The place was packed and every head was nodding: saxophones trombones and trumpets gleaming with refracted stagelight energy and Van Horn blooming into solo. A poreless mass of cymbals coated the air, canvas for the splatter-strut impressions of the sage, and Latif could hear it all in the pockets of time and air between the phrases, life and all sorts of pain, migration, love and death and war, piss, lava, moonlight, fucking. Musicians lining the back wall moved like marionettes to what Van Horn was doing and Latif looked out over the room, this vibrant humming creature, and felt himself melt into it and become gloriously anonymous, one more swaying synchronized appendage. His mind hovered just outside the moment and he peeped himself with satisfaction, thrilled with his own hipness in navigating time and space and landing in the place to be. He couldn't have felt more privileged if jazz had been illegal and Dutchman's a speakeasy. There was no need to talk with his fellow patrons; just sharing this same dark space, touching these same gleaming brass bannisters and hardwood tables, finding his dim reflection in these same wall mirrors, was dialogue enough.
The club was a universe in miniature, a fractal broken off and wedged discreetly between two unassuming buildings on a quiet Village block, down a flight of stairs and soundproof until the moment you opened the thick walnut door and music wrapped you in its warm embrace. Ahistoricality was some shit you left at the coatcheck when you came in; Dutchman's kept the past warm like a petri dish and everyplace you stepped something had happened that the old Russian cook could storytell in sprained English with his arms wrist-deep in bread dough.
Fifty years the spot had stood, through bop and free and fusion, staring down police raids and the periodic Death of Jazz. A portrait gallery hung on each of two long walls. One was a hall of fame, the other one a cemetery. When there was only one gallery left, the owner always said as he performed the solemn ritual of moving a portrait—most recently those of Joe Williams, Jackie Byard, Kenny Kirkland, Leon Thomas, Don Pullen, and Milt Jackson—he would close the club.
Already Dutchman's was a throwback, the only joint in town which still booked longterm gigs. Van Horn was in week two of a six-month run, a prize equivalent to acceptance at an artists' colony and the closest thing to woodshedding in public. For aficionados and audience musicians, too, longterm gigs were precious opportunities. Only by hearing the same band night after night could you really begin to get inside of what was going on up there.
It wasn't long before everywhere but Dutchman's seemed dead to Latif; the streets of New York, manic with the noise of commerce and industry, furious with crosscurrents of talk, were a windswept desert by comparison. Everything and everybody was inside the club, where time was not linear and rigid but elastic, something one could borrow, bend, return, and tickle. Van Horn's drummer Murray Higgins did it all and every night. He sat high on his drumstool, grimacing and growling like an ocean god and pounding tridents against drums. Latif sat entrenched and entranced at the nearest corner of the bracket-shaped bar, where there was no cover charge and he could jiggle the same drink until it was nothing but melted ice, and tried to follow along. Higgins' conception of time was so advanced that had he so chosen Latif believed the drummer could have been a mathematician or physicist par excellence. Higgins played time without ever bowing to it, without time ever seeming to confine him. He transformed it like a showman's prop: In Murray's nimble overmuscled hands the beat was a vaudevillian's handkerchief, becoming first a veil and then a hat and then a stick-up man's bandanna.
There was no single focus, no trusty fingersnapping accent on the two and four to keep the audience clued in; instead, Higgins conducted a sometimes smirking, sometimes clenchingly serious flirtation with the beat. He sprinted ahead of it like Jesse Owens, searing ground with speed and power, then turned around annoyed and tapped his foot and waited for the beat to catch up. He followed behind it like a child mimicking a friend, copying its walk in subtle parody with an off-cadence doubletime rhythm on the hi-hat or an aggressive tempo-pushing pattern on the bass drum. Sometimes Murray played the beat where it should be for an instant, like a three-card molly hustler flipping up the money card, and Latif seized upon the moment, tapped a metronome-hand on his leg and compared Murray's forays and reconfigurations to the point of origin. It was at such times, when Latif could lasso a context, that the drummer's genius, the way he pushed the band, was clear.
Or was Higgins being pushed? Was there a leader, or did the whole room pulse together? Latif left Dutchman's each night wondering a million things, replaying scenes and sounds nonmusical and musical, retrospectively choreographing an elaborate dance. Was it coincidence that a couple at a side table had argued fiercely during Murray's solo, a hotspiced polyrhythmic stew he'd stirred and churned with mallets—mallets whose soft white heads flew up and down against the sock cymbal so fast that they blurred and streaked through the red of the stagelights like bolts of lightning?
Was it coincidence that when Albert reentered on tenor the couple grew quiet, the man hunching shoulders over elbows and the woman resting her chin on her fist? When Van Horn's trilled opening curlicues engorged and deepened, grew mournful and low, was it coincidence that the couple stopped bickering and stared into each other's eyes? When Sonny Burma layered meditative velvet chords behind the horn and Amir Abdul walked the bass beneath it all like a man ice skating underneath a bridge and a full moon, was it coincidence that the man took the woman's hand, pressed it to his face, and kissed it?
Music danced lead with life in here, and when it was time to go Latif shimmied up the staircase underneath a slategray predawn sky. Weariness tugged at his muscles but his mind was never tired, and Latif walked to the train each night resolved to devote himself only to breath and sound, tightening his fists against the rush of adrenaline which surged through him whenever he thought about his music and the future. It was liquid impatience and he knew he had to beat it back, control it, this hip hop desire to break through the woodshed door and sprint into the world. He reminded himself that he would only stagger like a mad scientist's creation, alive but half-formed and unviable, if he left the laboratory too early in search of companionship, love, whatever it was that made monsters break out of their masters' labs.
Latif woke up each morning fiending for nightfall so he could journey back downtown; it was his reward for a day's work. His saxophone looked dull, unglinting, against the morning washout of the room, but Latif closed his eyes and slid the reed between his lips, imagining the horn as an extension of his body just as Wess had told him to. Think of the circle, the circuit, you're creating, Wess had said. Body to mouth to horn to hands to body. It's unbroken. In flashfloods of romantic majesty, Latif sometimes scripted creation fables for his horn, cribbing from mythologies he'd pored over as a kid because the truth—that his mom had bought the tenor for him at Alphonso's Discount Music in Dorchester—seemed unworthy of his axe. Latif preferred to recall divine mandate: the Arthurian Lady of the Lake chucking the horn at him, a staff of lightning flashing on the water as God boomed Swing, o chosen blower, swing. Or some Homeric hero-test Whosoever can draw forth sound from this, Apollo's saxophone, shall have it as his weapon.
The boardinghouse room also took on epic grandeur, became Latif's woodshed. The shed was both a place and an idea; it could be a downhome Alabama backhouse or a pearl-gray studio with cracked plaster nestled in the ventricles of Harlem. Anyplace you could seal yourself inside, stone or wood or thatch no matter, just so long as your thin stringy sound would bounce back off it pure and let you know how wack you sounded, how far from total tonal fullness you were. The woodshed was where loneliness was never lonely, where solitude was total yet attended by the omnipresent imperative to whittle away deadness, rub off flaking flesh, to chisel life down to just the burning habanero nowstep agitation parts.
The shed, Wess told Latif is where you hole up til you whole up, sprinting til your horn is within shouting distance of your heart. You crouched in the woodshed-as-sauna, rocksteady over fire, fat cells sliding off your brain, tongue tingling with sweat-as-nourishment. Perhaps inside a spare splitsec you relished the offhand wondering you knew was lazyfloating in the air, mingling with cigarette smoke, in the spots you used to hold down as your turf: Where so and so been at? Dunno, man, haven't seen him for a minute, spoken languid with a hidden tinge of jealousy because whenever a cat cuts out unexpected, motherfuckers know he might be shedding and thus fear a triumphant return-slash-asswhipping. And feel lame for sitting, smoking, and bullshitting while the next man is off invisible somewhere getting his game tight.
But more than game was being tightened. The shed was a couples' retreat, one of those learn how to listen and become one joints for a musician and the mouthpiece through which he pulled thick sweetness from that big center-of-the-earth guarded-by-a-many-legged-goddess one love honeypot. A cat might stay in there a day or a year: however long it took to formulate what he'd been fumbling with or teach his fingers what his brain was playing. To catch up with himself or the motherfucker that cut his head last time he hit the afterhours session full of pith and vinegar. The shed ain't no quick fix, Wess cautioned. You gotta get your mail in there. Come back from the gig, hatrack your brim, inhale the mildewed necessity of constant struggle and then get the fuck to work.
There weren't too many woodshed stories to be told. No witnesses and not a lot to say, really. What could you say? I went in there looking for something and I found it. Or I didn't, and here I am drunk at the bar. A cat who did have shed stories to tell was suspect, Wess said; more than likely he was in the deep end of the pool, treading water with his brethren in the biggest jazz fraternity of all, the Bullshit Motherfucker House. Certain stuff you were supposed to do in private—fast, pray, woodshed—because to have cats know about it might sully the ritual's purity, shade your motivations with self-consciousness. All of a moment you might find yourself looking left then right before helping a blind man across the street, not to check for traffic but in hopes of being seen.
Alone in the shed, Latif pictured himself as the young Zorro in exile, hand over the smarting sticky wetness of his swordswipe fleshwound, fingers scarlet on his cheek and blade in hand, practicing parry after parry, sidestep combo shuffle stab en garde, brain squeezed tighter than the black spot pirate murder sign and dreaming lucid of revenge. Or as a banished kung-fu student deep in some bamboo sanctuary, slurping rainwater from leaves and mastering his body until every sinew screamed with hardness and a single arched-foot kick was deadly, crumbling the wispy ghosts of as-yet-unfaced foes like faded charcoal.
He played every day until his shadowed form against the wall grew long and slender and the sun slid underneath his window. Latif's shadow looked the way he felt; pure, solid, undernourished, and flowing perfectly into his horn. He barely ate, had neither the desire nor the money. Enough of each to fill his stomach once a day, and that was plenty. The give and take of man woman and child ascended lazy from the street and Latif paid it no nevermind. He needed nothing but the sharp, crisp, weighty feelings of the woodshed. The ritual of his days pleased him; he gloried in his lack of wasted motion, in the drama of his mind and mouth and fingers banding together like lone gunmen in a Western to face down the enemy. Ideas were floating in the air and packed into his horn and somehow, effortlessly, he was snatching them and pulling them out, picking them apart and rolling them together.
Sometimes Latif spent all day on one song, running it through an ever-evolving battery of tests to find a way to make it his. He'd play it through slow first, warming up and feeling it out: where were the curves, the dips and tricks, the hotspots? He and the song tradeoff-psychoanalyzed each other: What emotions was the composition made of? How did he respond to that palette? What complementary tinctures or ideas could he funnel back into the song, and how would it receive them? What had others heard in it; what might they? Latif tried to play the song the way Albert Van Horn would—the young Albert full of passion and power and then the older Albert he knew now, the master craftsman of sensibility who grappled with the nuances of intimacy, delicacy, rage, and love on equal terms, for whom passion and power were not totality but tools.
He put Albert aside, elated if so much as one phrase matched, and tried to play the tune with Sonny Rollins' sense of humor, keen angled phrasing, and dexterity. He swigged some sink water, came back and hit it with as much Thelonious Monk verve as he could, trying to translate that rambunctious piano style onto horn. Latif dug Monk even before he knew what jazz was: That motherfucker bled pure hip hop thirtysomething years before its birth. Monk attacked the keys with percussive b-boy dementia, uncontainable illmatic violent-playful genius, and you could tell from listening to him that he didn't give a damn about no niceties, would no more pause to tune his shit before he started banging than take off his porkpie on command. Or, as Latif's boy Shane had said when Latif hipped him to the Straight, No Chaser album, That's a crazy ghetto nigga if I ever heard one. Soon Shane was bumping Monk back to back with Wu-Tang.
It couldn't go on forever, or even for another month, but until Latif's savings expired and he had to cop a job he'd savor the asceticism of his days: waking up just shy of noon and falling to the floor for several sets of push-ups, sit-ups, and knee bends, wrapping himself in a towel and jaunting down the hall to shower. Then came breathing exercises, warm-ups, three or four hours of shedding.
All the while, Latif teased himself by ignoring the hunger twisting his belly. It vanished, chased off by the concentration with which he practiced, and returned vengeful in the late afternoon. Only then, when it weakened him, did Latif take a break and go to the store for something to sate it. Rice and beans, beans and franks, canned soup, mac and cheese, bags of potatoes he would slice and fry in the always-empty communal kitchen, sandwiches. He ate voraciously while looking out onto the street, serene in the separation he felt from the aimlessness with which so many people seemed to walk or loiter on the block. He realized the snobbery of such thoughts, but Latif indulged himself; anything which might increase his sense of the mission was worth cultivating.
The music settled somewhat during lunch, worked itself out under the supervision of his subconscious. When Latif got back to business, turning his attention to the task of playing the same tune as much like himself as he could, he felt fresh and studied and surprisingly coherent. The exposition and excavation of the morning gave him a buffet of ideas to dismiss, build on, and synthesize. Latif documented his work on a little miked Walkman, and once or twice a week cupped cushy foam headphones to his ears and walked downtown along the westside water, memorizing and wincing as appropriate. Although he'd been archiving himself since fourteen, Latif never went back to any tape more than a month old.
Around eight-thirty he showered again, dressed, and made his nightly trek downtown. Vine-wise, he couldn't afford to be dipped, but Latif was inventive. Four-button suits were the baddest shit going, so Latif bought two new buttons and some sewing scissors and transformed his only jacket, ironing the lapels until his black church suit was jazz world hip. He spent the downtown trainride itemizing what he planned to focus on that night: Would he hover in the wings, beneath the exit sign, and concentrate on Van Horn's fingering, breathing, and stance, the precise progression of his every solo? Or would he sit at the bar and take in the band holistically, as he did most nights, shifting his attention when he felt like it?
Perhaps he would allow himself the luxury of room-roaming, people-watching, indulge his growing habit of jazz club voyeurism. Latif was beginning to recognize a cast of regulars, and he found himself wondering about them as he rode the train back up to Harlem every night. The musician-looking brother with the brown sueded fedora who always tapped his straw against his Scotch and soda. The cute young waitresses who bustled through the room during uptempo tunes and glided delicately, lifting their trays above their heads, during the ballads. The chintzy, overdressed women who flashed large glinting teeth at the bartenders on their way to the bathroom and then returned to their husbands or boyfriends and slid their hands together. The cleansuited whiteboys who nodded studiously at back tables in threes and fours, as if afraid to venture closer. The constant human backdrop of middleaged whitefolks and Japanese tourists—so many that Van Horn ended his opening remarks with Nihonjin tomodachi, kitte kurete arigatou and got big applause. The population breakdown brought to mind a joke Wessel had told him:
Whatchu call a black man in a jazz club?
A musician.
Latif exchanged headnods with a handful of familiars, but he never gave them any opening to chat. He didn't want to add anything, even an errant word, to the sauce lidded on his stove, simmering whether he was in or out, awake or asleep, and growing richer every time he took a taste. The most Latif said some days was two sentences: Take it easy, to the supermarket clerk and Lemme get a vodka tonic, thanks, to the bartender at Dutchman's. Latif saved language for his horn, as if there was only so much of it. He allowed himself to sink into superstitious silence, verbal reclusion, with delight. It was a game Latif was playing with himself, and he won every time he picked up his horn and found himself stronger, his fingers pinpointing ideas as fast as his brain generated them, the process of translation smoothing itself almost flat. His courtship of himself engulfed him.
The thought of ruining it with a job was repugnant, but there was no choice. What could he do? What kind of gig wouldn't throw open the woodshed doors or infringe on his study time at Dutchman's? In his eagerness to play, Latif was only sleeping six hours a night as it was. He was on the verge of answering a help wanted sign posted in the window of a diner down the block when a better solution, or what seemed like one, jumped up on the jam session bandstand and called out a blues.
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The middle set concluded with a piece like an unclenching fist, a flower opening. Bookended by bowed bass intros and outros, Amir Abdul's “A-tension” was a study in how hard you could play softness. Amir anchored the tune with a low Early Music drone sound, dragging the bow slow across the strings so that it hummed in a way that was half mournful yet unsentimental. The constancy was life and death at once, slow growth and slow decay. In it was an awareness that the world is made of cycles that are longer than our lifespans, or so it seemed to Latif as the soloists made their statements one by one and faded, leaving only the ageless drone. Even Murray Higgins was displaced from his stewardship of time on this one; Amir's bow slid with hourglass-sand steadiness and Murray worked around it.
The drone lingered long after Amir had eased off into silence, and Latif reflected that it was a good thing that another set was coming; send folks home on a vibe that deep and there's no telling what they'd do. Van Horn picked up his soprano sax in one hand, cradling the bell of the tenor hanging from his neck in the other. Wess had told Latif that early on Let it dangle from your neck and you're asking for back trouble. Seeing what he'd been taught confirmed, knowing facts beholden only to musicians, made Latif feel locked into apprenticeship. He felt like sending Wess a postcard from the Holy Land.
Tonight, he'd laughed with The Quartet and The Quartet alone at a joke Sonny Burma had made onstage—a reference to something Latif had hovered close enough to Burma to observe. Just before the hit Sonny had been talking to a woman, smiling intimately, standing close to her with his hands in the pockets of his suitpants and his jacket open and drawn back behind his arms, a pose Latif had already cribbed and practiced in his room because Sonny looked so goddamn slick when he did it. Out of nowhere, just as he was leaning close and making her laugh, some overenthusiastic clown had clapped Sonny on the back, offered him his meaty hand, introduced himself, and begun asking music questions.
Sonny'd had no choice but to shake the cat's hand, smile, introduce him to the woman, and spend his last five pre-set minutes chatting with this cavalier, oblivious dude. When Burma took the stage, the cat offered Sonny's chick a seat at his table and she took it. Cockblocking motherfucker, Sonny muttered to Amir as he sat down. When it was time for Sonny's first solo, his new best buddy in the audience shouted out Yeah Sonny! giddy with camaraderie. Burma responded by playing a long series of block chords. Amir broke into a smile and leaned low to tell Higgins, whose laughter boomed out over his bass drum. Latif cracked up with them and noticed the people to his left and right staring at him with respect, wondering what he knew that they didn't.
You can dig a record, Latif thought as the band played on, but you can't get it all unless you're there and in the know. If you don't see the chick who dissed the trumpet player walk into the light, you won't understand when he weaves “Get Out My Life Woman” into his solo. And unless you know the piano player remembers her for giving his bandmate some head once in a cab, you're outside the joke and busy analyzing the harmonics when he responds with just one bar of Bob James's “Theme from Taxi.”
The band filed offstage after Van Horn and Latif followed them down the winding back corridor that led to the dressing room, hoping to overhear something of interest. He was hovering closer to the band lately, still staying unnoticed but unable to resist eavesdropping on the intimate details, the backstory behind each performance. Sonny and Amir often stopped to smoke a cigarette in the corridor before going inside, but tonight they weren't there and the locked red door of the lounge cut short Latif's pilgrimage. Bereft of other options yet unwilling to reassimilate into the audience he'd left behind, he idled dumbly. The graceful clack of heels on parquet floor dissolved his contemplation of limbo and Latif turned to face a dapper pinstriped cat and inhale a blast of noxious cheap tobacco.
Say, brother, you looking to cop?
The words squeezed together past and present, Boston and New York, so familiar was the tone of the refrain. It matched the automated greeting of every cornerman in Latif's neighborhood; it was a mysterious solicitation he had overheard a thousand times growing up and never dared investigate further. By the time he was tall enough for such entrepreneurs to address him as he walked the block, most of them knew Latif well enough to know better than to bother. In response to the inquiry of any street pharmacist who didn't, Latif would slow his pace slightly, shake his head once across the right shoulder, and mouth a jowled Naah, naah while walking on, as if declining a discount shopping flyer.
Say Brother had none of the nonchalance of Boston's cornermen. Against Latif's Naah man, I'm good thanks he drew again on his cigar and leaned forward confidentially, polishing upper teeth with tongue behind closed lips and raising bushy eyebrows. Say, brother, this shit is goood, he drawled, basso profundo. Latif smiled, iterating his refusal with a headshake, and slid past the man to return to the barroom. Suit yourself, replied the dealer, head cocked like These kids today! and rapped solid on the red lounge door. Latif froze flat against the wall as the entrance swung open and was filled with Murray Higgins, an unlit cigarette like a matchstick in his leather hand. The dealer disappeared into the room, dwarfed by Higgins' arm around his shoulders, and the door clicked shut behind

OPS/images/Mans_9780385505369_epub_001_r1.jpg
DOUBLEDAY | new yorklondon taonto sydrey auckland

SHACKLING|WATER

adam mansbach





OPS/images/Mans_9780385505369_epub_cvi_r1.jpg
SHACKLING
WATER

Adam Mansbach

$

Doubleday





