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    For my friends I lost along the way, without you I would never be me.
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Tokyo, Japan 

2018

Fuck.

Everything was fucked.

I was fucked. My life was fucked. What the fuck was I going to do?

“Please pick up, come on, Shawn, pick up!” I said in more of a hiss than a whisper.

The phone rang for what felt like an eternity. The police officers had let me use my cell phone to make the call instead of using one of the jail pay phones to dial internationally.

With a click, the line was connected.

“Hey, Matty, how’s Japan?” Shawn answered, his voice chipper like always.

Japan was going about as bad as it could be right now.

My heart skipped a beat. I had to get Shawn up to speed and make sure he could get what I needed done as soon as possible. I told myself, If I do that, I’ll be marginally less fucked.

“Hey, I’m in custody with the police in Tokyo. It’s not looking too good. I don’t have long but I need you to help me get going,” I said, trying my best not to freak out and unleash the wave of anxiety welling inside me.

Without pausing, Shawn replied, “I got you, Matty. I’ll do whatever you need.” 

Shawn was militarily efficient, literally. He was a former Army Ranger, no stranger to tough situations and getting shit done regardless of the circumstances. I always joked he’d be my one call from jail—I just never thought that would actually happen. 

Sucking in air and steadying my voice to be as clear as possible I pushed on.

“I need money for a lawyer,” my heart was pounding again, faster and faster, “and I need you to tell my parents.”

Shawn was deputizing for me at a festival in the US with PVRIS, a band I was managing at the time.

“I got you, brother, I’ll get what you need. We’ll get this going—just hang tight,” he said.

The rest of the call was a blur; all that mattered was someone I trusted knew what was going down. I knew as soon as we got disconnected Shawn would go into the zone, start making calls—no panic, all efficiency, one goal in mind: protecting me and getting me what I needed to get out of here.

My mind was racing my heart to see which one could go faster. My brain was winning the race, but only barely. Images flashed through my mind like bullet trains. Tours across the world with the bands I managed, summers on tour in Europe with my own band, countless parties with great friends in my favorite cities, all the hard work and the years I spent building myself. All gone, leaving me wallowing, mourning the immense and insufferable loss. My failures, my bad decisions, had cost me my future. 

I had lost everything over some stupid fucking mistake.

Had I been home, in the States, this would’ve been drastically less bad. I’d get booked in, I’d get bailed, and I’d have to sort out some admin bullshit or spend a few nights in jail before a judge sent me on my way. Ah, the good old US of A. 

If that was a cake walk this had potential to be hell on earth. I didn’t know much about the Japanese prison system, but I knew you don’t have crime rates as low as they do by having jails as welcoming as a vacation resort.

No sooner had I hung up than someone took my phone from my hand and another hand wrapped on my right wrist, gentle but firm. In a swift flick and jingle of keys my wrists were momentarily freed from the cuffs, the guard moved behind me, effortlessly trailing my hands around and closing the cuffs again with my hands behind my back. I didn’t put up a hint of resistance—what was the point?

The guard wordlessly escorted me through a series of cold corridors, firm hands still not forceful as he led me past walls with exposed pipes, a low hum coming from the strip lights above. We reached a door with a small window, the guard called out to someone, a loud buzzer squawked, there was a pop as the door unlocked, and I was led in.

The guard sat me in a stiff-looking chair, metal jingled behind me, and he took a grip of my wrists and shook them, checking I was secured before standing and moving around in front to look me over. I met his eyes for a brief second—they were calm, and his features were emotionless.

Without a word he turned and left, hefting the door into the thick frame with a metallic crash, leaving me in silence.

My body tingled. The sickly post-drinking phase was hitting me—the last thing I needed was a fucking hangover. A tsunami of nausea rolled over me and took my breath away. I felt like I was dying, and I realized part of me actually was. 

I was going to lose everything.

I did my best to stop the feelings on the inside from showing on my face, but my eyes were wide and wild. I must’ve forgotten how to blink as I aimlessly stared into the depths of my own imagination, wondering what other loss or crippling realization was going to hit me next.

A buzzer cut through my train of thought, coming from outside of the square room I was in. My eyes flicked to the small square window on the door; someone walked past but my door didn’t open. I slumped back in the chair, forcing my head down. The laminated floor was buffed so hard I could see a harsh outline of my head and a long bright strip ran across the center in a haunting mirror of the tube light on the ceiling.

Time didn’t really exist here. No clocks. No phone or watch to check. I knew it was in the early hours of a Saturday but in my hazy, drunk delirium I had lost all track of how long I had been here.

How long had I even been staring at the floor? 

I switched my gaze to the flaked white paint of the wall about nine feet ahead of me. There were doors on either side of me, the one to my right leading back how I’d come in and the one on my left leading, I assumed, deeper into the building. Each had a small square glass window, double glazed with chessboard mesh in the middle. There was a harsh chemical smell, strong like screen wash, and every deep breath I sucked in stung my nostrils. 

I could hear men in muffled conversation on the other side of the door to my left. One shouted something to another. I leaned closer to the door, as far as the slack in the cuffs would allow.

I picked up one word, Amerikahito.

The buzzer screeched, this time sounding like it came from directly outside the room I was in.

A key wiggled in a lock, the handle turned with a squeal, and the heavy door clicked loudly as a guard jarred it open.

The officers who entered were both around my age, mid-thirties, and wore identical navy suits with silver buttons fastened down the middle, mirror-shined black uniform shoes, and black service caps with a polished badge in the middle. They had no spring lock bats on their belts, no pepper spray, only a set of keys dangling from a belt loop, the ends of the metal dropping just below the hem of their jackets. 

Neither said a word as they moved toward me. They placed their hands under my arms and hoisted me out of the plastic chair. I didn’t resist as they began to direct me through the doors on the left, one of each of their arms looped under each of my elbows. The cuffs were now digging into the bottom of my back. I expected these guards to be rough—prison guards always were in movies—but these guys were much more relaxed, softly guiding me in the direction they needed me to go.

My body obliged. I had no need for more trouble.

They shuffled me toward a raised square booth, like a desk on a plinth with a Plexiglass wrap around the top half of it. A man was sitting in the small space inside, eyes fixed on a computer, the bright white screen reflecting against his glasses. To the right rear of the booth was a long, white walkway blocked by a security door of thick iron bars with four thick bands of metal running across it horizontally at equal intervals. 

The man in the booth looked up from his computer as I approached; he took me in for a second before returning his gaze to the machine. The guard on my right gestured to two red stickers in the shape of footprints on the floor before both guards moved to the side and stood with their hands behind their backs.

I aligned my feet on top of the markings as neatly as I could, looking at the guards for some kind of signal or confirmation, but they said nothing.

The man in the booth asked me something, and I looked up, shaking my head.

“I’m sorry, I don’t speak Japanese. I don’t understand,” I said. “American.” I would’ve pointed to my chest had my hands not been cuffed behind my back. “I’m American.”

The man said something to one of the guards.

When he replied it was still all in Japanese.

I had no idea what they were saying. Despite spending years visiting Japan my Japanese was limited at best, mainly because a lot of the friends I had met here grew up immersed in American culture so most of them spoke English. I could order a beer or some food or tell a girl she was pretty but when it came to the intricacies of conversation I was completely lost.

The man sighed, hammered a few fingers into keys on his computer, and huffed out a breath before shaking his head.

“Lawyer?” I said, trying my best to find common ground. “I need a lawyer.”

The man was making hand gestures, pointing at me and then the computer as the two jail officers conversed.

“Wait, I need a lawyer,” I said again.

The guard on the left stayed in place while the one on the right came to my side, hooked his arm in mine, and gestured for me to move forward. The alarm buzzed again, much louder in this room, and the iron door ahead jarred open with a loud click.

“I need a lawyer,” I said. “Please.”

My requests were met with deaf ears. Maybe it was a language barrier, or maybe he just didn’t want to or couldn’t help me.

I didn’t resist as he escorted me through a narrow walkway, stopping in front of another door. The guard pulled the door open and gestured for me to enter.

I obliged.

There were no chairs in here this time, no door on the other side. The room was narrow, three steps across, maybe six deep. A dull metal toilet jutted out of the wall on the left, a pancake-thin mattress lay in the back right corner, and a hand-sized window with bars was cut into the far wall.

Everything hit me at once when I heard the lock on the door behind me turn, followed by the echo of the guard’s footsteps as he paced away.

My memories of Japan were tarnished—sold out shows in Tokyo. Exploring the country with my Ice Grill$ family. Making friends across the country as we toured and ate and drank and partied.

I tried to find hope in my memories, tried to tell myself I hadn’t ruined all I’d ever worked for thanks to a stupid fucking fight and a little bit of party.

A version of myself looked on at me in my mind’s eye, shaking his head, slouched in disappointment.

“What the fuck are you doing?” other Matty said to me.

Honestly, I didn’t even know.

I sat on the floor of my cell, no energy to make it to the mattress across from me. I lay my head on the cold stone floor and felt the first tear roll down my face and into my ear.

I fucking hated myself.

Is this what it is to be a man? 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1

[image: ]


​Rug Burns

1991

The skin on my arm and belly burned as my father dragged me along the carpet, his laughter bouncing off the walls in the hallway. He wasn’t trying to hurt me, but that didn’t stop it from feeling like something hot was scraping my skin off. No matter how hard I kicked my legs I couldn’t wriggle free from his grip.

“Told you I’d catch ya,” he said, still pulling me along.

I shouldn’t even be with him today. I’d begged and begged my mother to let me skip a week at my father’s so I could go to Nick O’Hagan’s birthday party—they were going bowling then for pizza. They’d all be talking about it at school on Monday. But my father insisted—it was his weekend—so I’d have to miss out on spending time with my friends.

It wasn’t the first time. Wouldn’t be the last. To make things worse, there weren’t even any kids my age around my nana’s house, where my father lived, for me to hang out with.

That meant my days with my father were usually spent doing what he wanted, playing by his rules, his fun.

“You’re too rough with him, Christopher,” I heard my nana call from the kitchen.

“He’s fine, Mom,” my father called back. “We’re only joking around.”

My father was right. I knew he didn’t mean to hurt me; he was just a little too aggressive when it came to play fighting. If we were reenacting matches from the WWF, it would only take a handful of minutes for him to forget I was only seven, for the Powerslams to get a little too hard or the Camel Clutches to get a little too tight.

He let my legs go and then scampered into the living room, laughing like a kid. Sometimes it felt more like spending time with an older brother than with my father.

I rolled over, finally free, and looked at my stomach—the skin around my belly button was rubbed raw and stung like hell. I checked both my forearms—the same angry red, a thin layer of skin rolled slightly on the left one. I pushed myself up off the ground and pulled my shirt down, wincing as the fabric rubbed the sore skin, then dusted off my elbows.

I peeked around the living room door before going all the way in, wondering if my dad was going to jump out at me, give me a scare, and deck me again. Thankfully, he was lounging in a brown leather chair in the far corner of the room, freeing a can of his favorite beer, a Heineken, from the plastic rings. The top made a satisfying pop sound as he opened it, bringing it up to his lips and gulping down a mouthful from the green can.

I didn’t need to look in the kitchen to know what my nana was doing. The tangy smell of the tomato sauce, infused with the perfect amount of garlic, had filled the whole house. I always ate good when I was here; my nana made sure of it.

“Matthew, I’ve made too much pasta. I’ll give you some to take with you for your mother tonight,” my nana said. She walked into the living room, right past me and over to the window next to where my dad was sitting, unhooked the latch on the wooden frame, and lifted it half open. “Got to let some air in this place or it’ll take me weeks to get that garlic out of the fabrics.”

She turned and gave me a smile, ruffling my hair as she passed me on her way back to the kitchen.

The wall clock read 4:15 p.m. I’d be here for another two hours or so. I looked at the cabinet to the left of my father’s chair, the doors half glass, half wood. The open top half was filled with my nana’s good dinner sets; hidden behind the lower wooden half was a treasure trove of board games and Lego sets my father and I would play with.

Stratego was a favorite of ours. We spent countless hours learning the different kinds of moves for each piece and strategizing our attack. I understood all the rules—every move, every special attack—and yet, I had never beaten my father. 

Not even once. 

I used to think he wasn’t “letting” me win like some parents do for their kids, kind of building me up to not expect winning for nothing. But now, looking back, I understand he just didn’t like to lose—not to a kid, not to anybody. 

My father took a long gulp from his beer can, holding the liquid in his mouth for a second before swallowing. “How long until the pasta is ready?”

I started to walk into the room, headed for the cabinet, when someone clutched me from behind, pinning my arms to my side.

“Long enough for you to take Matty to the basketball court for a few games.” My Aunt Karen was behind me, swinging me from side to side gently with her arms still wrapped around me. She gave me an affectionate squeeze.

My father tutted in response, the TV coming to life as he flicked the buttons with one hand, beer gripped in the other. Smiling and stopping when he saw hockey highlights on the small screen, he placed the remote down.

“Like father, like son, eh?” My aunt said over her shoulder, still hugging me.

“Uncanny,” my nana responded from the kitchen.

“Matty, you wanna go to the mall again?” my aunt asked. “We have time, right?” She tilted her head back again, directing the question to my nana.

“About an hour,” Nana called back.

My father sulked and sat forward in his chair. “Come on, we’re going to play hockey,” he said. The words were aimed at my aunt.

I didn’t want to play hockey; I’d rather do anything else. Before I could even open my mouth to suggest we play a board game he wrestled me free from Aunt Karen’s embrace, pulling me close in a playful, but still rough, headlock.

“Come on, let’s get the sticks,” he said, before letting me go.

I mean, I like hockey, I love the Bruins. But we always played hockey, and like most other games we played my father always beat me. I wanted to play something he couldn’t just embarrass me at, but I knew it wouldn’t be an easy yes.

“Can we go shoot some free throws instead?” I asked.

“What, you don’t like hockey now?” my father replied.

“No, it’s not that, I just... I prefer basketball.”

My father pushed a long breath out of flared nostrils, rolled his eyes, and turned away. He was gone a second then he came back with the scuffed, burnt orange Wilson basketball from his room.

“Fine.”

I took the ball from his hands, feeling my cheeks flush and a smile spread across my face. I took off without a word, heading down the hall and out the front door.

There was a community hoop about two blocks from my nana’s house, and usually at this time it was free. Sometimes some of the guys my dad’s age would run pick-up games there in the summer.

I dribbled the whole way down the street, straight through the open gateway that led to mid-court, the sound of the bounce changing as I reached the blacktop tarmac of the court. I threw a shot up from about halfway. It sailed through the air, landing short of the hoop or the backboard. I did this every time I came here, and I was getting closer with each attempt.

I chased the ball down at the bank, dribbling back to the free throw line, set my feet, and took my shot.

The chain clinked as the ball eased through.

“Nice shot, kid,” my father said, smiling as he walked onto the court. “So, one on one?” he said, turning to me with a familiar, cocky look in his eyes.

I wasn’t surprised he wanted to play against me. We hadn’t really done anything he could win at today so I assumed he needed his affirmation he could still beat me.

“Nah, I need to practice free throws. School tryouts are soon.” I pushed my hands out, waiting for the ball from him.

The cocky smile dropped, replaced by a warm one.

“All right let’s get you shooting then. But next time, you're mine.” He pulled his face into a playful scowl before positioning himself just underneath the hoop and passing me the ball.

I shot free throws for the better part of a half hour, making a decent amount of them. I could tell by the way my dad watched some of the shots go in that he was a little impressed.

We headed back to my nana’s house to eat, and my grandfather was there by the time we got back. Normally my grandfather and I would watch Disney’s The Sword in the Stone together when he got off work. No matter how tired he was he would sit right next to me on the couch, wrapped in the adventure of Arthur and Merlin. 

There wouldn’t be time for it today, though, because my mom was having a Wrestlemania watch party.

It always got to me how similar my father and grandfather were. They looked and acted like one another; they even spoke the same. Staring at them over the dinner table I even saw them hunch over their plates almost identically, chew the same, cut the same—like two bodies controlled by one mind.

My grandfather would always try to one up my father, giving him very little room for error or weakness, so I guessed that’s where my father got it from. Even at that young age, and despite their good characteristics, I was concerned I’d end up just like them.

I didn’t want that to happen.

After dinner my father drove me home. My nana gave me half a dish of pasta to take with me for my mother’s family. She was a sweet soul, always doing things like that, always sending loving gestures toward my mom through me.

When we arrived home my stepfather, Ron, answered the door, pulling it wide to let us in. He was a tall man with a thick mustache and thick-rimmed glasses. 

“Hey, Ron,” I said with a smile, angling past him with the dish in hand, chest puffed like I had prepared the food myself.

“Hey, kid. Damn, that pasta looks good.” He smiled back, dropping it as he shifted to look at my father. “Chris.”

“Ron,” my father replied curtly.

The house was alive with the typical Sunday evening buzz: my Aunt Anne and Uncle Bobby talking, their kids—my cousins Sarah and Andy—running around, my mother running the Hoover over the rug.

I couldn’t wait to imitate Hulk Hogan and rip off my Hulkamania shirt when he got in the ring to take on Sgt. Slaughter. Even though my favorites were Ultimate Warrior and the Legion of Doom, who were on the undercard, I was stoked to watch Hulkster kick Slaughter’s ass.

As my father pulled his car out of the street and drove off, I saw my friends Cuneo and Booga from across the road emerge from their houses. We all shared a nod, and I looked up at my mother.

Without a word from me, she smiled. “They can come watch, too.”

“Thanks, Mom.” 

Those were incredible times.
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​Southie Boys and Girls Club

1994

My life in the early nineties was much like a typical youth of that time. The world was exploding out of the ashes of the Cold War, capitalism was running amok, and technology was producing things that gave kids my age a new way to experience childhood.

Culture was also flooding us with all things aggression: if it wasn’t violent movies, it was the World Wrestling Federation or music laced with expletives and adult themes. This was the turning point in what people consumed and how readily available it was.

At the time I didn’t think of things like that—all I was thinking about back then was if the Bulls could add a fourth on to their first three-peat without a newly retired Michael Jordan. I was listening to endless R&B as Boyz II Men dominated the charts with the mega hits “I’ll Make Love to You” and “On Bended Knee.” I was playing basketball in school, getting better month after month. Life was good, for all it felt complicated then; looking back those were some of the glory days.

One day in the summer of ’95 my mother sent me to Southie to spend the day with my cousins. They were a different breed from me; to them I was the soft kid of the suburbs, and they were the battle-hardened youth of the inner city.

Maturity was forced upon them due to some of the things they had to
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