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FOR THOSE

ABOUT TO ROCK





EPIGRAPHS

Behold with what companions I walked the streets of Babylon, and wallowed in the mire thereof, as if in a bed of spices and precious ointments.

 —St. Augustine of Hippo, The Confessions of St. Augustine

All this happened, more or less.

 —Kurt Vonnegut, Slaughterhouse-Five





AUTHOR’S NOTE

There was a time when people were in the habit of addressing themselves frequently and felt no shame at making a record of their inward transactions. But to keep a journal nowadays is considered a kind of self-indulgence, a weakness, and in poor taste.

—Saul Bellow, Dangling Man

The following pages are a personal record of a rock band from Massachusetts called The Unband, pieced together from journals, tour diaries, and miscellaneous scraps written between 1987 and 2007, or thereabouts. A couple of the tour diaries included originally appeared as features in New York City alternative weekly NYPress (defunct) as “Tour Diary: The Unband, On & Off the Road” (2000), and “Almost Infamous: The Unband/Def Leppard” (2001), and were the basis for a 2004 book called Gentlemanly Repose, comprised of the same source material used here. Where that book was true, the way an inkblot is truly a cigar-smoking rabbit with alligators for arms, this one means to present things as they actually happened. When my written record was unclear (indecipherable, ridiculous, etc.) I often crosschecked my recollections with other people’s memories, reviewed video footage, correspondence, print articles, tour itineraries, and other documentation, keeping in mind that facts, like odds, and sound advice, were anathema to The Unband organization such as it was, and were chucked out the window of a speeding conversion van as summarily as cashed vodka bottles, video footage, correspondence, print articles, tour itineraries, and other people’s memories, and that dispatches from said speeding van, while rolling down the window, or doing the chucking, form the core of the text here. Still, I did go to some lengths (microfiche) to be true to my school, so to speak, and to avoid misrepresenting anyone involved.

Certain chronological details have been tinkered with, to compress time, and because the actual order some events occurred is simply not believable; along the same lines I’ve taken small liberties combining details of some live performances to illustrate what was in reality a cumulative effect (e.g. getting ejected or banned from clubs, scenes, commonwealths), staying within the parameters of what constituted a typical performance at the time. There are a few composite characters, and some names as well as some circumstances and settings have been changed to protect people’s privacy. Many conversations reproduced here happen to be word-for-word, often corroborated by other people present at the time or by some other means, but in any case my intention was to get across the meaning of what was said, in context. For the sake of consistency, I kept corrections and additional background or expository information in line with my experience during the period being added to or corrected, and I haven’t amended or updated my opinions or interpretations of events. Though most of the above applies, the first chapter is an exception. It is accurate, at heart, let’s say, and more factual than not, but that chapter is intended to be taken with a shaker of salt (and a pinch over the left shoulder).

That’s a suitable approach to this thing in general. I hope that I’ve characterized the real people in this book as fairly and as fittingly as I meant to, and that pages in here serve as some small tribute to those of them who are longer around. In the end, the goal was nothing more, or less, than a sincere portrait of a rock band. An un-band. Which is like a regular band, mostly.

M.R.

Chateau Marmont, May 2016
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FALLEN ANGEL

The fetal piglet, eyes shut tight, tongue lolling, was spread-eagled across a bed of wax in the baking tin in front of Pepillo, sliced open from epiglottis to urogenital sinus by a smooth midsagittal cut, and surrounded by a thicket of its own internal organs skewered on steel pins. Pepillo had followed the same instructions, step by step, as everyone else in the class, yet no one else’s piglet ended up giving the impression it had run afoul of a Byzantine warlord. When it came to evisceration Pepillo had real flair.

I grappled with a formaldehyde headache and labeled organs on a mimeographed diagram—fundus . . . spermatic artery . . . pyloric sphincter—while Pepillo, in latex gloves, lab apron, and safety goggles, launched into his new song, accompanying himself on air guitar, imitating. “It goes: Kill your mother, or we will . . . Kill your mother, or we will . . . Kill your mother, or me and Ed will . . .”

Mr. Lee, wearily pacing the aisles between the lab desks, stopped at our pan and looked closer, evaluating. He arched an inquiring eyebrow at Pepillo, who smiled infernally. Mr. Lee moved on.

“You should join our band,” Pepillo said.

“Who’s in it?”

“Me and Ed.”

Pepillo was convincing. As his Andalusian mother told me later, uneasily—Pepillo could sell hielo to Esquimals.

Ed lived in a blue ranch house down the end of the street I lived on, in a leafy neighborhood off the highway. He dressed in denim everything over a black concert tee—his regimentals—and had a massive, headbanger nimbus of wiry black hair that inspired envy and awe everywhere but church and the teachers’ lounge. Ed had been air-drumming since the womb, and air-drumming with drumsticks for better than a year; it was usual for Ed to be twirling a drumstick through his fingers walking the halls between classes at school, eating his lunch, sitting undeterred in detention, and while air-drumming along to Pepillo’s riffing on a physical electric guitar, during band practice, such as it was. Now that Ed had a physical drum set he and Pepillo (who wore his hair neat, feathered, and above the neckline—apart from being teenaged and Mediterranean, his appearance didn’t suggest metalhead) were in business. They called themselves Fallen Angel. “As in Lucifer,” said Pepillo. “The sickest band name ever. Can’t fuckin’ believe it’s not taken.”

We were getting acquainted musically, down in Ed’s basement. Lurching drum crashes, jagged riffing through Peavey Crapmaster amps, feedback squeals, starting and re-starting our way through the list of songs Pepillo and Ed wanted to get together. Metallica, Quiet Riot, Mötley Crüe, Van Halen, requisite Ozzy, Sabbath, the ubiquitous Cinderella ballad. I was on board with most of it, though I was no metalhead. Normally dedication to metal is the principal qualification for metal band membership, more important than “pro gear,” “own car,” and other minimum standards I didn’t meet, but Pepillo and Ed were open-minded. And bass players didn’t exactly grow on trees.

Pepillo asked me if I knew “Autumn Leaves.” I’d never heard of it, unless he meant the old standard, by Nat King Cole, or someone, which—since Pepillo was a metalhead—I assumed he did not. (He did.) “That’s okay, we’ll teach it to you,” Pepillo said. He and Ed tried to walk me through the song, all inverted chords and noodly bits and unnatural stretches involving the pinky . . . I didn’t get it. Ed did a counting thing on the hi-hat and said, “See?” I saw nothing. We moved on.

On a break we watched a KISS concert video, an older one, from the late seventies. Gene Simmons’s bass solo involved his bass only in that he pounded it with his fist and drooled fake blood onto it, wagging what people said was a cow’s tongue sewed to his own. I lumped KISS with professional wrestling—fake blood, fake danger—and mostly flipped past them in magazines. Ed liked KISS. Pepillo liked KISS, but was proceeding with caution now that the makeup was off. “KISS coming out [of the makeup, he meant] is like New Coke,” Pepillo said.

Ed, while duly outraged by New Coke, defended new KISS by questioning the infallibility of original, grease-painted space creature KISS. “Yeah, but what about Music from ‘the Elder,’ he said. He referred to a KISS concept album universally acknowledged to be a delusional piece of shit. (I was too young to understand what was going on as I watched my friend’s older brother ritually immolate that LP along with his KISS Army patch and, with trembling lip, unzip his fly and piss on the ashes.) Pepillo shot back the only way any loyal KISS fan could: “Shut the fuck up, Eddie.”

Ed also liked Poison, loved Poison, in fact. Pepillo rolled his eyes. It was complicated business. Metal is all politics and religion.

One evening not long after our initial rehearsal the phone rang. My mother answered. “Why can’t all your friends be more like Pepillo?” she said, handing me the receiver. Pepillo, a matricidal Satanist who happened to have impeccable phone manners, had news: a gig. The date wasn’t far off, so he suggested we move band practice over to his house. His basement rec room would be a step up from the daddy-longlegs-inundated arrangements over at Ed’s. “Plus,” Pepillo said, putting aside his ode to chopping her up, “my mom makes the best fucking torta.”

Pepillo’s mother, petite, and as perfumed and emotional as any Andalusian woman, went to Mass daily. She and Pepillo’s father, a Spanish diplomat of some repute who had little time and even less patience for most things, including the Church, helped Pepillo buy his first guitar on the condition that he commit to the proper study of the instrument. Technical proficiency is primary in heavy metal, and Pepillo had mastery in mind all along; he threw himself into his classical and Flamenco lessons, spending hours in his room surrounded by heavy metal posters of ragged flesh, torture, and madness, dutifully adding deft, liturgical flourishes to the song about killing his mother.

Which is not what his parents had in mind. A week didn’t go by without headline news about some mayhem and brutality wrought by kids under the influence of heavy metal music, a phenomenon warranting lengthy, prime-time investigative news specials with doom-inflected voiceover underpinned with haunted house sound effects; emergency preparedness-and-response handbooks were distributed in “at-risk” communities where hysterical parents scarfed valium, convinced their children could be hocus-pocused into committing suicide and mutilating pets by the likes of Ozzy and AC/DC, or impregnated by a dirtbag under the Dr. Mabuse gaze of Kip Winger. There were deprogramming centers being set up, and work camps employing military will-breaking tactics, with published “success rates.” The stakes were that high. Pepillo’s mother, being a good mother, was on a mission to eradicate metal music from her son’s life before it was too late. And the Flamenco guitar bait-and-switch wasn’t going to cut it.

Mrs. Pepillo sought the counsel of her parish priest down at her church, Our Lady of Perpetual Wailing. The priest came by the house with his maraca of eau de Jesú and shook that around while he said some prayers in Latin to no effect—Iron Maiden still shook the house. She had Pepillo examined by doctors, who found him remarkably healthy, polite, and attentive to hygiene. She had him prayed for by everybody she knew, lit pay candles in every Catholic church in a ten-mile radius, and during a brief crisis of faith purchased from a medium operating from some grotto downtown a highly suspect device purported to detect paranormal intruders, somehow. Whether it was superstition or because it was obviously just a wooden box with a bunch of wires in it that did absolutely nothing, Mrs. Pepillo never used it. Pepillo discovered the contraption in the recycling one day and scavenged it for parts to customize a fuzz pedal.

More than a few times when Pepillo was momentarily absent for whatever reason, Ed and I were interrogated by Mrs. Pepillo; silently catechized over (excellent) tortas at the kitchen table, on our way to or from the bathroom, and on a few occasions in a desperate ambush while Pepillo was still present, which led to heated, rapid-fire Spanish, and Ed and I guessing at appropriate exit cues. Often during run-throughs of Pepillo’s “hit,” we heard Mrs. Pepillo at the top of the basement stairs, hot off an afternoon mass, banging a skillet against the railing in a paroxysm of confusion and heartbreak with the Host still chilly on her tongue. “Pepillo! Pepillo! No me gusta! No me gusta! Basta! Basta!” Once, she pulled me aside and closed my hand around a rank bundle of herbs and asked if I would please hide this somewhere in Pepillo’s room, to protect him. I said I would make sure it got in the room. I handed it off to Pepillo, who shook his head and tossed it in a drawer with the others.

At her wits’ end, Mrs. Pepillo threw up her arms and had her son exorcised. Other concerned parents who feared God, and therefore the demonic overtures of Heavy Metal, had gone this route and according to the latest information, it couldn’t hurt. Pepillo’s account: he sat in a chair as a priest incanted—smack-talked in the name of the Mystery of the Cross. Heed! Be gone! Out, tool of Beelzebub!—and so forth and so on, while bopping Pepillo variously with a crucifix. Pepillo rolled his eyes all the way back in his head until only the whites showed (a talent of his), growled, snarled a few lines from The Omen II, and as the ritual wore on resorted to clearing his throat, looking at his watch, whistling, napping, until finally the exhausted priest admitted defeat. Mrs. Pepillo fell to her knees and wailed like they did in the old country, like they meant it. Pepillo comforted her the best he could, then retired to his room, where he knocked off the rest of his AP calculus take-home (aced as usual), composed a thoughtful, Segovia-like number he called “Satanic Vomit,” wrote the phrase tool of Beelzebub in his lyrics notebook, and went to bed.

Overall the working conditions over at Pepillo’s were good and soon enough we had a set together. A new number, written by Ed, was called “Any Boo Will Do,” “boo” referring to booze. Don’t care if you think I’m lame / cuz I’m drinkin’ Bartles & Jaymes / I’ll be double-fistin’ daiquiris and Purple Passion too / When I take your bittie to the park and chug a Zima while we screw. Short of the masterstroke of “Kill Your Mother (or We Will),” but certainly nothing to sneeze at. As for “Kill Your Mother,” Pepillo and Ed told me, with due ceremony, that they would add my name to the final chorus, so the new last line went: Kill your mother or me an’ Ed and Mikey will. “Shows an increase in power,” Pepillo said. And so it did. Most of the rest of the set list was drawn from songs on the PMRC’s “Filthy Fifteen” list—classics by Def Leppard, Judas Priest, Sheena Easton—and two power ballads, “Fade to Black” by Metallica (we’d open with this, unfortunately) and Bon Jovi’s “Dead or Alive.” Slow songs like this were called power ballads because they had the power to bend the wills of otherwise disinterested women; in this the Bon Jovi song was flat-out sexual sorcery. “There won’t be a dry seat in the house,” said Pepillo, doing his Mephistophelian eyebrows. I doubted even BoJo mojo could redeem us from “Autumn Leaves,” which was also on the list, and sounded like nothing.

We were as ready as we’d ever be for the gig, a Super Bowl party at the DiFazios’ house. Pepillo drove. He’d gotten his license only days prior and was pleased: his driver’s license photo made the Hillside Strangler look like Winnie-the-Pooh. He banged a left at the Stop & Plop and drove us north a few miles toward Watertown, then south a few tax brackets into a realm of guido starter jewelry and shiny Puma track suits called “the Lake,” though there is no body of water there. As it was an Italian-American stronghold, calling it by its official, Native American name, Nonantum, would have been more disorienting.

The males native to the Lake were called mushes. A mush (rhymes with push) tucked his pants into his hi-tops and wore the jacket of his track suit—his guido tuxedo—zipped all the way up, typically under an outsized neck chain, often with a corno amulet hanging on it to keep hexes away from his testicles. Mushes self-identified, and spoke a cryptolanguage exclusive to the Lake called Lakespeak, a mix of Boston English, Gabbagool Italian, and, it’s thought, a lost gypsy dialect. To the unversed average citizen it sounded like brain damage, but in the public school system you picked up basics, such as divia meant “crazy” and “unreasonable”; a jival was a girl, and she was a quistah jival if she was good-looking. Jivals from the Lake were known to empty entire cans of AquaNet into their hair, fusing it into a semitensile helmet that remained inert whether berating a mush or blowing him—or both, Italian chick synchronicity—from the passenger seat of his Cutlass Supreme. Hydrants down the Lake were painted Italian flag colors, and every Elvis Presley Day the neighborhood was a giant block party, an Aloha-suited local police-escorted through the cheering multitudes, whipped up by Holst’s The Planets. Nonantum was Nonotuck for “place of rejoicing.” That might have been overstating it, but a real sense of community down the Lake, whatever else.

Mrs. DiFazio answered the door wearing a sweater with some kind of holiday animal bedazzled onto it, stretched beyond recognition over her breasts, which we knew about anecdotally. She let us in and looked perplexed when we dragged in drums and amps after us.

The DiFazios’ split-level was a cut above the three-decker dumps around it. Even the bathroom had wall-to-wall carpet, top-end lino in the kitchen, dimmers on every light switch—Mr. DiFazio’s contracting business was doing all right. The DiFazio sons, Tony Jr. and Tony Jr. II, were like mush princes. They kept up their grades and were athletic stars with their choice of baseball scholarships, but they weren’t high and mighty about it. They let you know they tucked their pants into their socks one leg at a time like anybody else.

The pregame was on a Magnavox projection in the paneled family room. We set up our gear behind the couch, as out of the way as a metal band can be in a private home not expecting one. Mrs. DiFazio served manicotti and tended to the sideboard buffet of game day dips and skewers. We plugged things in and tried to figure out why they didn’t work while Tony Jr. tried to explain us to his father.

“What fuckin’ band. It’s fahkin Supabowl, what’s wrong with you,” Mr. DiFazio was saying.

Tony Jr. said, “What. For halftime, Pa.”

“What if I wanna watch the halftime. You think about that?”

“I’m just saying. There’s a band here.”

“I can see that. Why is there a band here.”

I went out the door into the carport for a smoke with Ed. Neither of us knew how to smoke, but we had cigarettes and the notion that this is what you did. Pepillo came out with the set list, which under the circumstances needed adjusting. Not the debut gig we had in mind. But what band’s was? None, probably. Probably Van Halen’s first gig was a lot like this.

We played during the commercials, except during the overhyped new M&M’s ad (everyone was disappointed), and not during the Madonna one, which the younger Tonys wanted to see, Madonna shake her quistah quivals (breasts). When the halftime show came on we took a break and sat on our amps eating Mrs. DiFazio’s manicotti and snacks.

On the television the announcer introduced the halftime show—“Live from Pasadena, California, land of make-believe!”—followed by a confusing graphic about Hollywood.

“What is this,” said Tony Sr., tipping his Genesee, a cream ale, toward the television.

“Halftime, Pa,” Tony Jr. II said, around a manicotti tube.

“I know that. I’m sayin’ what ah they doin’.”

Tony Sr. watched men wearing glittery white cowboy costumes and fake mustaches leap like lords, twirling all over the gridiron to the theme from Rawhide.

“Jesus and all the fuckin’ disciples what is this,” said Tony Sr.

“I dunno, Pa. Up with People or something, they said.”

“Up what with which people?” Tony Sr. said, as the Disney chipmunks pranced onto the field in twee cowboy vests and assless chaps to a tarted-up version of “Footloose.” They locked elbows, and, luminescent with rhinestones and metaphor, skipped toward the End Zone. “Mother ah God,” said Tony Sr. “Mona! Get in heah!”

“Whoa,” said Tony Jr. as Sheriff Goofy appeared on screen, clapping in time as a cowboy in extraordinarily high spirits behind him pretended to ride an invisible horse, though that wouldn’t be the first thing you thought of. Tony Jr. chucked a throwpillow at his brother. “You know you got a wicked woody right now, mush.” Tony, Jr. II whipped the pillow back. “Coo-ya moy! Fahkin’ chooch.” He sprang onto his brother and viciously charliehorsed him; Lakespeak used the same punctuation as regular-speak.

Tony Sr. sprang a finger from his beer can, jabbed it at the TV. “Look at this! Mona! Look!”

“What, Tony. I’m looking,” said Mrs. DiFazio.

“First your cousin, now this. Look at ’em! Now they got football.”

“Don’t be ridiculous.”

“Who’s bein’ ridiculous. Look at ’em. Look! Look at that!” The image on the expansive projection screen cut to the blimp-cam high above the gridiron, as the performers pranced together forming a humongous, twinkly, glittery, anti-Reagan dodecahedron that undulated kaleidoscopically to “Flashdance (What A Feeling).” Tony Sr. watched it shapeshift. Adapt.

“Holy Jesus. Holy . . . See? This is exactly what the Russians are waitin’ foah,” Tony Sr. said. “The Chinese.”

“Cahm ya horses, Anthony,” Mrs. DiFazio said, re-upping everyone’s manicotti. “They’re just Broadway people dancing.”

“Hell they are,” said Tony Sr. “That’s Dukakis’s ahmy right theah, he gets his way. He gets in the White House, mahk my werds, we’re sittin’ ducks. One day—boom! and we’re waitin’ in line ta take it up the—”

“Oh fachrissake, Tony! That’s crazy,” said Mrs. DiFazio, circling the room with the hors d’oeuvres plate. “Dukakis couldn’t get in the White House with a gawddamn tooah groop.”

“You don’t know that, nobody knows that,” Tony Sr. said. “They can do subliminals now. On ya mind.” On the television showbiz cowboys danced an interpretive hoedown, swinging bullwhips. “The powah of suggestion,” said Tony Sr., quietly.

“Nah. That’s just in the movies, Pa,” said Tony Jr.

“Oh no, smart guy. They can do ’em in TVs, magazines, everywhere,” Tony Sr. said. “Who knows,” he added, returning a pig-in-a-blanket to its decorative platter.

The halftime show was ramping up to a finale. Batons twirled and brass crescendoed as drum lines curlicued and the Disney mascots broke out of their conga line and paired off. Whatever they made-believe out there in Pasadena, California, anyone in the Greater Boston area, regardless of social viewpoint, would recognize what Goofy and those chipmunks did next as humping. The cowboys and cowgirls were going at it, too, all over the field, with whips and ropes—Disney goes Gomorrah. Tony Sr. appeared to be levitating.

Pepillo, reading the room, flicked on his Crapmaster Pro and amid the squealing torrents of feedback launched, “Kill Your Mother (or We Will).”

Reception was mixed. The young Tonys grinned, headbanging. Mr. DiFazio remained motionless as his face cycled through colors like a malfunctioning chameleon. Mrs. DiFazio stood there holding the drooping foil tray of manicotti and gave us a hard look. A look Pepillo had no trouble reading, and had prepared for. He gave Ed and me the hand signal that meant: after the guitar solo, go straight into the Bon Jovi ballad.
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THE CONNECTION

In the standard hirerarchy of rock star archetypes The Bassist is subordinate to The Guitar Hero, The Messianic Singer, and The Madcap Drummer, above only The Keyboard Player and, usually but not always, The Oversexed Roadie. Which is why in the average high school music scene there wasn’t much competition for the bass playing job. If you could play two notes in succession on the same day on a bass, there was a band who’d have you, and if you could do any better than that, the challenge was saying “no,” before you found yourself spread too thin.

I played bass in five, six, bands, regularly. One covered Chuck Berry, the Beatles, the Kinks, plus “Good Lovin’,” “Dock of the Bay,” and so forth, all wholesomely enough to play school dances; another played Bachman Turner Overdrive and Stevie Wonder, with a drummer who rendered them all but indistinguishable. The Rush—Pink Floyd—Yes “experience” (no name, just a symbol, like an ankh, but more . . . whatever) had two drummers, one of whom used a drum pad to control a laser light show he built from scratch while I controlled huge, byzantine synthesizers with a modified set of Taurus foot pedals, which seemed like a good idea at the time. There was Wellbaby OK (as in the infant has been safely extracted from the waterhole), fronted by my friend and, according to a letter sent by the school to a couple of dozen parents, “co-conspirator,” Gabe. Gabe had what a gearhead supporter of ours called “wicked pissa choral skills, but not in a gay way,” in other words, in addition to anthemic punk we could pull off deep cuts from Tommy that tanked at dances—the crowd wanting “Kokomo” and “Hungry Eyes” got a twelve-minute version of “See Me, Feel Me” straight into the Misfit’s “I Want Your Skulls.” There was the project with Kaspar, an orphaned music prodigy temporarily living at our house. (Not the first or the last troubled classmate to move in with us—my parents were consummate Samaritans.) Kaspar played an electric violin that looked like a weapon designed to kill Picasso, drove a brand-new BMW, and had a functioning credit card not in his name. A couple times a week he drove us—at two hundred miles an hour, Bauhaus whumping from the Blaupunkt—out to an industrial park somewhere in Medford, where we would record horrible, irritating noises for a shock-haired Belgian wacko who said he was a neurologist interested in testing “highly stressful frequencies” on people strapped to chairs with electrodes on their head. I’m not sure that counts as a band.

I also had the odd, paid, solo gig on the session circuit I’d stumbled onto, after agreeing to be in the pit orchestra of the school musical because there was an interesting woman in the cast. You can’t unsee someone participating in a musical, I learned, but, as that shut a door on a romantic pursuit (dead-bolted it) it opened a window. I got calls to play in pit orchestras in other towns, one gig leading to the next by word of mouth. A church production of The Amazing Technicolor Dreamcoat in Copley Square was interminable; at times nightmarish, and nearly drained me of the will to live, but I got three hundred dollars to basically sleepwalk through it; that begat a gig with a community theater group out in Randolph bumbling through Cats (landing on everything but its feet), where I got two-fifty cash, plus all the honey-ham sandwiches and Nescafé I could swallow to endure a long weekend of jazz hands and Prozac stares that made your blood run cold.

It was all slight variations on flimsy ham sandwiches, kick lines and choruses of Lithium-chomping theater people, and degrees of the guy next to you holding a guitar and a grudge against the world, perpetually up to the eyeballs in payments on the pseudo-sports-car (yellow, often) he “cruises chicks” up in Revere beach every weekend, cranking neo-be-bop and inadvertently deselecting himself from the gene pool every way possible, for which we can be thankful. Maybe a perfectly nice guy if you get to know him, certainly a taxing hang meantime, while he’s there quizzing you on aspects of guitar theory, and providing unsolicited advice about “babes” though he doesn’t seem to know any.

The apex of the session biz was jingle money. You heard big fish stories about just how good it could get. Tales of the Jordan’s Furniture theme song composer buzzing around Nantucket in his hovercraft, swimsuit models hanging all over some Bono of supermarket ditties. Kings of the earworms—tunes so catchy they seem to tunnel into your brain and burrow too deep to dislodge with less than a shotgun blast. I didn’t want that blood on my hovercraft.

On the other hand, there is a definite advantage to assuming the position of a working instrumentalist, mainly because you improve your chances for free travel, I knew. When I learned—through Gabe, conspiring—that the school choir, on the eve of a three-city tour of Canada, lost their glockenspielist (Melancholia? Dropsy? Glockenspiel malfunction? Who knew how a glockenspielist was lost, or what one was) I went and found Mrs. Taylor, the choir director. She was in the music room, swooning, the back of one hand glued by despair to her forehead, the other steadying her costume wig. She got “the vapors” like this when she got a parking ticket, or stepped in a puddle—all crises had the same, unbearable, weight. I told her I could play the thing, the glockawhatever, and would be happy to fill in. I figured it was a horn or something, and I could get notes out of a trumpet well enough. Forty-eight hours later I was in front of a full house onstage in a Toronto music hall, whacked out of my skull on Alaskan Thunderstick, holding a bound score I could only maybe read some of, waiting for everyone in the orchestra to take their positions, on the principle that whatever instrument wasn’t taken would be the thing I was supposed to play. Glockenspiel. Not a horn, it’s like a xylophone. Close enough.

All of that felt about right. At three that morning (or was it the next?) I was drunk under a pool table somewhere in a foreign country, latitude and longitude unknown. Didn’t matter that it was only Canada, and I probably could have walked home if it came to it. I felt some deep machinery locking into place; armed and engined, as Kipling said, about something else.

I was out on the bleachers in the lacrosse fields, riveted to the latest edition of the CVS prescription drug guide, and a punk girl I knew came and sat down. We were talking about music and bands, ones we knew. She said, as she had in the past, sensibly, that playing in a zillion bands wasn’t going to get me anywhere, and that I ought to meet her friend Matt. Matt played guitar in a punk band called Afghanistan Spoon Festival, a phenomenon from monolithic North High, across town. I’d seen their handmade shirts around, the lopsided logo on the front and their slogan on the back: EAT CHEAP FOOD, BUY CHEAP CLOTHES, PARTY WITH NO MONEY. LIFE WITH ASF. That was enough to get me to one of their shows, in a lobby at Brandeis University—I couldn’t get in, it was beyond sold out, a pile of humanity, bodies airborne. The punk chick, who I liked but had a lip stud that always made me want to hand her a napkin, said ASF had just broken up, mainly because her friend Matt decided he’d taken it as far as it needed to go, to that effect. An unusually wise move. She didn’t have his number offhand, but said he worked at the Coffee Connection, a coffee shop not far from my house. A few days later I walked down there to introduce myself.

This was Newton, “the Garden City,” a few miles west of Boston. It was divided into thirteen neighborhoods, called villages, ranging econmically from Chestnut Hill, its Beverly Hills, with outsized homes, lush streets, twinkly shopping areas, to others closer to the Charles River—the Lake was one—where you found the three-decker homes with minimal yards more typical to Boston’s urban areas. There wasn’t any wrong side of the proverbial tracks in Newton, mostly there was a whole lot of middle. Newton had the highest-rated school system in the country, according to certain people who rated things, which is why my family moved there, from Hingham, a small town about forty miles to the south, near Cape Cod, on what is known as The Irish Riviera. With the Cape as a human arm flexing its bicep, the Irish Riviera is a string of shore towns that runs along the deltoid, Hingham at the bottom edge of the trapezius.

When you told a kid from a place not known for rampant solvency, like Southie (South Boston) or Eastie (East Boston), that you were from Hingham, that was plenty for him to go, “So, what. You think you’re better than me?” or more succinctly, “Well! La-di-da!,” galled by the idea that you wiped your ass with handtowels, and would do the same with his father’s paycheck if it were handier. The most egregious offense to Bostonian mores is putting on airs—acting above your station, and by living in places like Hingham you were guilty of this until proven innocent, to the extent that you could be. Your family’s financial reality and actual social standing were irrelevant. Newton was affluent, too, and was known even in Hingham as “Snooton.” Also, “Jewton,” because around thirty percent of Newton’s population was Jewish. Few kids on the uniformly gentile Riviera knew what a Jew was, beyond a type of kid enviable for his eight Christmas mornings, to our lousy one. La-di-da.

As if in the Boston area a coffee shop other than Dunkin’ Donuts wasn’t already dubious—this Coffee Connection, in Newton Center, was like a shadowy recess in a bazaar in Eritrea; a beatnik hovel smoldering with foreign aromas, the sidewalk out front crowded around the clock with musicians, painters, undeclared artists, and professional degenerates, vibrating on African rocket fuel, shoving handbills and bad poetry and demo tapes at each other and at commuters exiting the T stop across the street who failed to pick up their pace.

Toxic Bill was there, as usual, and as usual, he had a new demo tape. His metal-punk crossover band, Toxic Narcotic was insanely prolific, and there wasn’t a telephone pole in town that didn’t have a gruesome T.N. flyer on it. His new tape was called Wunt Dunt Dunt, onomatopoetic for the sound of the quintessential thrash metal riff. Toxic Bill was burnt out nonpareil and had what you’d have to call a goatee, since there’s no name that I know of for a misshapen Hitler mustache on your Adam’s apple. He popped the tape into a Walkman and snapped the headphones on my head to play me “Silence Equals Death So Shut Up and Die.” A new high and low, simultaneously.

Inside, amid the clutter of postcards of perturbed-looking llamas and sun-caked indigenous peoples sent by former baristas on spirit quest leave, I introduced myself to Matt, the Connection’s lone non-hippie employee. Matt was slim, pale, mild-mannered, and a few years older than me. We drank coffee, talked a bit. He’d renewed his driver’s license that morning, in the Butthole Surfers T-shirt he was wearing; his grinning photo cut off just below “Butthole.” We got along, and made a plan to play some music at my house, which seemed to me would have happened even if I had met Matt for some other reason.

We lived in a seventeenth-century saltbox, one of the oldest houses in town. Empty of furniture it was like a house you’d see in a reenactment village, an actor in garters hanging around pretending he didn’t know what a television was. At the open house the realtor said Edgar Allan Poe had once lived up on the third floor. She said she didn’t know which room, even though as she spoke only one of the rooms had a freakish crow on its gable, staring at us. The house sat ten feet from the highway on-ramp, which meant the price was right.

I had a little musical setup in a corner of the basement, a dirt floor with colonial artifacts strewn everywhere; fossilized nails, tool handles, crock shards; we learned it was likely a station on the Underground Railroad after a cable guy fed a hundred feet of coaxial wire into a walled-off room behind the root cellar. Matt came over one night with an acoustic guitar, an old family heirloom, and a bulky cassette machine, “Property of Newton North High School” singed into it. We recorded a song, very ponderous, about whether a man’s head weighed more when his thoughts were heavy. We called it “Weigh Your Head.” The recording ends abruptly with the voice of my father, scolding us from the top of the basement stairs, saying, “This is bad stuff. A very dangerous road you’re on here. Very dangerous.” Nothing to do with the music, which he generally supported. He meant staying up late, which could screw you up “worse than any drug,” he said. My father was under a lot of pressure at the time. He was about to enter the priesthood in the Episcopal Church, which at some point would involve a ritual called the “imposition of hands.” Probably not as bad as it sounded, but a phrase that might lead to some experience with losing sleep, if not full-bore panic attacks.

Matt and I occasionally drove to Brighton, to Dwayne’s, Matt’s blissed-out, dreadlocked, muumuu-wearing manager at the coffee place, to listen to music. Listening to music was a primary activity, something you drove or rode the T somewhere to do.

Dwayne’s apartment was floor-to ceiling with records, CDs, cassettes, and all manner of counterculture ephemera, alphabetized and organized in his own Dewey decimal system. It was customary there to smoke debilitating chillums of hash—perfect, said Dwayne, expounding lotus-legged, for “clearing the mind of shadows.” Each record Dwayne put on the turntable (invisibly white-gloved, fingers never touching the grooves) he accompanied with his own, extensive liner notes. Early blues and Depression-era reefer jazz—Bill Broonzy, Oscar Peterson, Jelly Roll Morton (Jelly Roll Morton sledgehammered the piano at neck-break tempos, singing If you don’t shake, you don’t get no cake/If you don’t rock, don’t get no cock/You don’t fuck, you don’t have no luck, on a 78 record as thick as a manhole cover, pre-everything, and accompanied by a clarinetist who also happened to be a contortionist—this made an impression); Dwayne could, and did, go on about Sol Hoopii, king of Hawaiian steel guitar, who we couldn’t get enough of; German experimental rock like Can, and weirder; Ornette Coleman and other free jazz wackos; the Skatalites’ ska and proto-Reggae and early Bob Marley were predictably an area of expertise for Dwayne, and the deeper you dug there the better it got; and, if Dwayne’s living space wasn’t tribute enough, he kept his prized collection of Alan Lomax field recordings in a special bookcase. Dwayne was also something of an authority on Don Van Vliet, aka Captain Beefheart, who we could listen to all day, flipping through Dwayne’s Freak Brothers comix and back issues of Mad magazine, while Dwayne reposed in his breakfast nook with superlatively exotic tea, and feathered hash cakes with the tea pick.
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AN UNBAND

Matt lived in a duplex in a village on the other side of town. His room was in the eaves, a refuge full of records and books behind a couple of Indian blankets hung for a door. You could only stand fully upright in the middle of the room because of the eaves. His record collection dwarfed mine (Stones, Mission of Burma, Gregorian chants, Frank Sinatra), and he had a stereo system suitable for audiophiles; components, and vinyl care accessories. We spent a lot of time up there, scrutinizing Thelonious Monk, Pretty Things, Beefheart, Velvets, Peter and the Test Tube Babies, Sidney Bechet, Venom. Matt had just hit legal drinking age and would sometimes have a six-pack at home. He liked his beer imported, bitter, milkshake-thick, that I’d wash down with Scotch from my flask. Often I’d stay for dinner with Matt’s family. His father, Harry, was an attorney with an anti-authoritarian streak and an ethical backbone (some lawyers would say polio) that sometimes made him gavel the dining room table with a chicken drumstick regarding the tribulations of the Little Guy. If he went too long or too far, Matt’s mom, Barbara—like my mother (also Barbara), non–New Englanders might mistake her sarcasm and natural practicality for two different traits—might signal him to wind it up, by invisible tomahawk. Harry would oblige, apologize for raising his voice if he had, check that everyone was getting enough to eat, and either drop the matter or proceed to his summation, often re-incensing himself. Matt’s sister was in the same class at North High as my sister, and he had two younger brothers, one of whom wore Coke-bottle glasses and a Red Sox jersey, home or away, depending, and seemed unusually organized and responsible; his youngest brother held a fork upside down in his fist sat on phone books, and that’s as much as he let you know. Matt was the black sheep. If the concept even applied at the Pierces’ table, it wasn’t a negative.

We were playing in earnest by now. He had songs, I had songs, others we would make up together, if not expressly writing any. There was no process, you held instruments and did it, without discussion. Then you had to go find a drummer. Locating one was no problem; you could spot them on the street. They wore T-shirts printed with drum equipment logos and air-drummed all the time. Some carried drumsticks and went around practicing repetitive drumming patterns as loud as they could on trolley seats, school desks, and car steering wheels, when they were sore from doing it on their thighs. If you saw one sitting on the T twirling a drumstick and accidentally made eye contact he might stick his chin out at you and say, “You lookin’ for a drummer?”

Matt was particularly burnt when it came to drummers, having gone through something like eleven of them in a year in ASF. I suggested we try getting something together with Danny Harris, who played drums in the frat rock-ish band I played in. Unlike a lot of drummers, Danny maintained a standard rock drumset (not one with bell trees and tunable tom-toms, chimes . . . ), and didn’t hit the cymbals gratuitously, though he admitted that was due to his fear of losing the beat. He also had access to a place to play for free, in the basement of his folks’ house, a serious consideration.

Danny was clean-cut, gregarious, college bound, and dating a cheerleader, all around likely to succeed, and he and Matt, suit jacket and air of raggedy erudition hardly disguising that he was a punk rocker, looked at each other with the mutual bafflement of an uncontacted tribesmen and an astronaut. To Matt, Danny looked “like a TV weatherman” (and so he soon would be) and privately Danny asked me if Matt’s accent was Eastern European, and if he was wearing makeup. Matt did sometimes employ a sort of drawl, for emphasis, and his non-Irish side was Hungarian. Hungary, Danny pointed out, was not far from Transylvania, “As the bat flies.” We wouldn’t be a permanent configuration.

We started auditioning lead guitar players. We were after the right kind of lead guitar. “You Really Got Me,” and “Taxman,” as opposed to showy solos. Unfortunately, most lead guitar players didn’t aspire to Dave Davies and George Harrison, or even Jimmy Page. Most had to be Eddie Van Halen, or an unrelenting “shredder,” like Steve Vai and Yngwie Malmsteen. There was usually a hold up while they plugged in a ton of effects pedals, delays and phasers and things, and then tried to figure out why they didn’t work, and after every song you found yourself standing around while they tried to perfect some pseudo-classical finger-tapping thing for a half hour: Diddly-diddly-KAAANG . . . “No, wait, hang on, I got it,” . . . diddle-diddle . . . “Shit! Wait, it’s like,” diddle-diddle . . . “Shit! Wait, no . . .” And so on. Either that or they were expert at it, and scribbled weird scales all over your songs indiscriminately. It soon became clear that lead guitar players were neither necessary nor tolerable and we did the first show as a trio, in the cafeteria of my high school.

While we loaded our meager equipment onto the huge, linoleum-tiled stage, Matt mentioned that Eugene, the singer from Afghanistan Spoon Festival, might come down to sing the Go-Go’s cover we’d sort of learned, “Our Lips Are Sealed.” Eugene did come down and sing, as in leap, thrash, mosh, flail, flip, spring, punch, dive, roll, and scream. He was as good a punk singer as people said he was—better. He’d also brought a drum kit with him, a starter kit made for seven-year-olds, it looked like. He set the kit up next to Danny’s and bashed along with the rest of our set, winging it. Danny looked on confused, not least because he found himself barely audible on a kit thrice the size. The next day on the phone Danny said that Eugene’s drumming sounded like bowling balls rolling down a flight of stairs. He agreed that was a much better fit for us, and nobly bowed out.

Eugene, whose last name, Ferrari, turned out to be his birth name, not a stage name, skated. He had a knack. He didn’t drink, smoke, or use drugs; as long as no one needed him for anything, he’d be in his driveway working on his ollie, or zipping around an empty swimming pool. He wore camouflage cutoffs, a short rotation of T-shirts (his handmade A.S.F. shirt, and one or two others), sweatsocks, and a pair of Vans, almost no variation, and took all his clothes off to play drums for the same reason he took them off to get in the shower, so they didn’t get wet. He carried no money on his person (when you turned to him in the supermarket line he’d say, “Jo junney,” his own rhyming slang, or he’d just make a quick squeak with his lips), could subsist on sliced bread and peanut butter, seemed virtually impervious to physical pain and duress, and when he was tired, once every few days, he simply deactivated himself, lying down on the spot to sleep, whether amps cranked all the way up were a foot from his head, or he was beneath an active skate ramp. It was as if he’d been created by a secret military experiment, a punky supersoldier.

Eug lived with his parents, an engineer and an English professor—father and mother, respectively—in a turn-of-the-century Victorian, a maze of formal rooms, and not-so-formal rooms. He had the top floor to himself, and his bedroom was more than enough space for a band. And he kept it neat—ascetic compared to Matt’s and mine. The longest wall of the room was papered with hundreds of flyers for shows he’d been to. Meatmen, Dead Kennedys, Bad Brains, Minor Threat, Black Flag, Meat Puppets, Circle Jerks, Descendants, Fear; and local bands—SSD, the Freeze, Gang Green, Jerry’s Kids, Anal Cunt (A.C. in mixed company). He and Matt went to the hardcore matinees at the Channel, the Paradise, skate parks, VFWs, wherever; a scene I heard about mostly adjunct to hearing so-and-so got his head kicked in at a thing at a place. Hardcore kids had rules up the wazoo and it seemed they were always crawling up people’s ass something or other. Clothes, music, underdeveloped dietary ideas, whatever. And Straight Edge hardcore punks crusaded against alcohol and drugs, sometimes violently—no ringing endorsement for categorical sobriety. Eugene was Straight Edge but the only thing he was dogmatic about was not being dogmatic. And hardcore was dead. There had been proclamations, and puzzling (to me) obituaries, circulated in Xeroxed zines. For how long it had been dead was still debated, with fists. Eugene could trace the pathology along his wall, and had narrowed the time of death to an area near his window that represented a four-month range, about a year prior. The onset of rigor he could nail down to the hour, pointing to a single flyer. “Right there.”

Summer then: cruising, coffee. We played music almost every day, whenever we were around musical instruments, between fits of laughter that several times made me wonder if anyone had ever been hospitalized for one. Songs came quickly, between marathon viewings of “The Young Ones,” Python’s “Flying Circus,” and This Is Spinal Tap, often a byproduct of trying to make each other laugh using only musical instruments. Any hesitancy about how a particular song should go, whether an original song or one we’d decided to cover (Everly Brothers, Bo Diddley, the Vapors, Gary Glitter, Black Flag, Zeppelin—kind of), would be immediately interrupted by Eugene’s hyped count-in: “It goes like this,” then smashing his high hats, doubletime onetwothreefour. We’d shut up and barrel into it, always for the best. We kept the music fairly basic if not exactly straightforward (maybe the reverse of that), and lyrics were literal, and personal in the sense that they often described an object or experience occurring in the room with us at the time. “Where Are My Pills,” for example, was a hectic rave-up, yet simple enough to play while continuing to search around for a particular Altoids tin. “Wake Up, You’ve Been Asleep Too Long,” a Bavarian-sounding number, was composed as Eugene napped behind his drum kit, which he sometimes did, suddenly. You’d hear the drums drop out and look over to see he’d deactivated and curled up. It wasn’t uncommon for us to make music until we all passed out. Sleep deprivation was as much a creative tool as the vats of coffee that supported it.

Saying we were in a band felt affected, and beside the point, so we said we were an un-band. We didn’t intend that to be a band name. It was just how we felt relative to your average band around us at the time.
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GOOD MUSIC

Take that record off, it sucks.

Put this one on—shut up!

Why do you shake your head?

Didn’t you hear what I said?

I said good music.

—The Unband, “Good Music”

At one of the mini-mansions skirting the golf course five-hundred-plus recent graduates were flailing, humping, vomiting, ramming their heads together, pissing, keeling over, and drinking potentially lethal quantities and combinations of booze through giant funnels attached to rubber hoses, commensurate with educational acheivement. In the ravaged formal dining room a mush blowhard called Spats botched a flaming shot, deleting his unibrow, and social standing, maybe forever. He wailed, disfigured, people chanting his name.

Somewhere a band was playing Hendrix’s “Fire.” Coincidence? Maybe. I went to check it out. On my way through the kitchen a guy wearing only Reddi-Whip and a hockey helmet bowled himself through a pyramid of empties and straight through a cabinet door, where he lay egregia cum laude. I went down onto the lawless lawn.

Up on the second-story deck the singer—fingerless gloves, tank top, white-guy funking Hendrix’s verse, “spicing it up,” took his hand off his sparkle-finish Charvel bass just long enough to overtly scratch himself when he sang “itchin’ desire.” Suggesting he had crabs, in case the Charvel and the fingerless gloves hadn’t. You could see how baked the drummer was from any vantage, including space, but he held on. The guitar player was the show, though—pogoing all over the deck in a Carnaby Street flower shirt, windmilling and pummeling a Gibson Standard Guitar, blind drunk and probably a lot more than that, headlining his own private Woodstock. Townshend’s flight-suited acid freak-out came to mind. He pulled a violin bow from somewhere and ground it across his guitar strings, producing a monstrous, psychedelic whinny, then smashed the bow to splinters against the porch rail, to wild, crapulous, acclaim and upthrust plastic cups below that seemed to inflate him physically. He tore off his guitar by the neck and detonated it against his amp—a Peavey, of course—and rammed the pieces through the speaker grille, then kicked the whole clanging, reverberating mess over and grabbed somebody’s drink as he walked through the slider and disappeared into the house, leaving the unholy Peavey-Gibson feedback creature shrieking on the porch—to more upthrust cups and wild, crapulous acclaim from the crowd below. The other two band guys, who the guitarist may or may not have known he was playing with, had their hands over their ears going what the fuck. That guitar player had a lot going on.

Later I caught up with him—Mink Rockmore. Didn’t sound like a birth name, but neither did Newt Gingrich, or Eugene Ferrari. These were strange times. Mink sat in the passenger seat of the drummer’s pickup. We passed a bottle of Jack through the window making conversation about him coming to play some guitar with Matt, Eug, and me. Lead guitarists were still tits on a boar, but Mink was more event than lead guitarist. Not that he couldn’t play. He was beyond good—he sounded original. Mink said many things; very few were what you’d call conclusive, and exactly none confirmed whether he was actually British, or what decade he presumed to be living in. The drummer got in the truck, grumbling, and started the engine. As they pulled away Mink snatched the bottle from me, assuring me, for some reason, that I had nothing to worry about, he’s a professional. I wasn’t worried, it wasn’t my bottle. A wasted guy in a mortarboard with puke on it jogged after the truck, angrily wagging the destroyed violin bow. “What the fuck! You said you’d be careful!” and something about antiques, and explaining to his dad. Mink leaned out the window (his head narrowly missing a tree trunk), definitively British. “You must be looking for the violinist, dahling! I play the geetah! Tally O!” The bottle slipped out of his hand and smashed on the street. Mink let out a prolonged agonized scream all the way down the block. Porch lights flicked on and dogs started barking, as they do.

When Eugene’s parents were at their cottage in the woods, which they often were, we would set up in—all over—their house and play for days on end, cycles of guests, a continuous, low grade bash. One long weekend we rented an eight-track tape recorder, a professional machine the size of a kitchen table. It looked more like a flight than a step up from the cassette four-track we’d been recording to (piling dozens of overdubs—accordion, sound effects records, party ambience, farts), but it was a natural progression and Mink knew how to operate it. To control sound reflections we constructed rooms-within-rooms with blankets and quilts and couch cushions, using skills and techniques learned a decade earlier, when you called it building a “fort.” Audio cables snaked up and down the bannisters, microphones dangled from chandeliers. We put on the first of a hundred pots of coffee, and commenced a recording session-cum-house party that ran most of the summer, until whenever it was that Eugene’s folks pulled into the driveway. We called the new demo tape Good Music.
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A CENSUS-DESIGNATED PLACE

Across the Charles River from Harvard Square is Allston, a student ghetto of brick row houses anchored by a dodgy roast beef takeout and a humongous, central packie. I was living there in a typically Allstonian one-bedroom with touch-and-go knob-and-tube wiring, getting knocked out by random gas leaks all the time, and one night I went out for a smoke on my balcony, where it was safer to strike a match. I was on the second floor and on the street directly below a junkie was rifling the glove box of my car. Statistically Allston was a high-crime area, particularly when it came to cars. I could have taken the guy without spilling my Scotch if I’d been down there. He was old and his limbs looked like dirty pipe cleaners. But, as he pointed out after I’d gotten his attention, he’d be long gone by the time I got down the stairs to do anything, and he knew as well as I did that the cops never came around for any reason except Twin Donuts, or shots fired. So I told him where I hid the cigarette boxes of change, and we negotiated the remainder of the robbery. I smoked and sipped, he robbed. A couple of times he asked me what I thought a certain thing was worth before putting it back in the car or into his pocket. When I asked him to leave me the sixty cents for the toll in the morning
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