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Author’s Note

 In order to protect the privacy of certain individuals, some names have been changed. The rest is told exactly as it occurred.





PREFACE


 

The following pages detail the story of my life as an oxymoronic being—a humble narcissist; a modest megalomaniac; a masochistic pacifist; an irrational pragmatist; a nihilistic spiritualist; a tenacious defeatist; a callous empath; a cynical romanticist; a sophisticated scumbag.

A tangible illusion; the ethereal incarnate . . .

A rooster.
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  CHAPTER


  1


   


  Such a Strange Vibration


  The average child is fully potty trained by three years old. Generally speaking, I’m a slow learner. However, I suppose that when it comes to matters of that nature, I’ve always been ahead of the curve.


  In the fall of 1990, I was two and a half, and I’d just gotten my bachelor’s degree in toiletology. My mother had attended the graduation ceremony, and no one was happier that I’d gotten my diploma than her, as it meant she’d never have to change another poopy diaper again. I was the second of two children—an unplanned blessing—and, barring some sort of miracle, I’d be the last. Not only did I have a natural aptitude for using the lavatory, but I was also a naturally gifted performance artist, and I was always seeking out new ways to exercise my talents. One autumn eve, my mother was in the kitchen preparing supper—a delectable feast of spaghetti and meatballs—and as she stood over the stove putting the finishing touches on the meal, she heard an odd rustling noise coming from behind her. Instinctively, she turned around to see what the sound was.


  She was greeted by the sight of her fully nude baby boy taking a dump on the kitchen floor on top of some old newspaper that he’d laid out like one might when potty training a puppy. I don’t know where I got that idea from. We didn’t have a dog. My mother gasped, and the ladle fell from her hand and floated down toward the ground in slow motion. When it made contact, a spattering of red speckles dispersed throughout the kitchen like blood from a stab victim. My mother was stunned, and she stood frozen in place. The sight of her firstborn son smiling, waving, and pushing out a tiny, toddler-sized turd on the kitchen floor was equally shocking and baffling.


  Now, I won’t pretend I have the ability to reassume my two-year-old consciousness and understand my motivations for that little exhibition, but after spending the better part of four decades observing and analyzing my own behavior, it’s easy to infer that it was an act driven by essence as opposed to one brought about by any sort of cognitive process. Innately, the thing I crave most is the reaction of an audience. I need it like I need oxygen. Whether it be an audience of one or one thousand, that motive doesn’t change. My default setting is to entertain—at all costs. I’m a provocateur, you see. I’m an attention whore. But it’s not the adoration of the crowd that I yearn for; it’s their bewilderment. It’s their stupefaction. As any performer does, I do enjoy the cheers and applause. I appreciate those gestures, as they provide me with feelings of validation. They make me feel like I’m somebody—like my existence is worthwhile. But what satisfies me most are gasps. There’s really nothing quite as gratifying as the look on someone’s face right after they’ve witnessed you do or say something unfathomably bizarre. Over the course of my life, there’s been nothing I wouldn’t do to achieve that feeling—no line I wouldn’t cross, no rule I wouldn’t break. My entire life has been about testing where the boundaries lie . . . and then prancing over them in dramatic, spectacular fashion.


  As time progressed, my stunts would become more outlandish, more absurd, more dangerous. Sometimes I’d go in with an established game plan. Sometimes they’d come about spontaneously, but the underlying impulse was always the same. The inspiration was always the same. In many instances, I’ve incurred severe consequences for my actions. Most of the time, though, I’d just game the system. I’m a gifted escape artist, and I have an uncanny ability to hypnotize authority figures. Those aren’t skills that I developed over time. They’re innate qualities. And just to be clear, I don’t say that out of pride or arrogance. It’s just a historical fact.


  Throughout my life, I’ve had an excessive number of encounters with law enforcement, and most of the time, I’ve exhibited an almost superhuman ability to avoid and/or evade apprehension—and thus, any subsequent punishment. There have been exceptions, of course. However, for the most part, I’ve gotten off scot-free. I attribute that mainly to another characteristic that I possess in spades: charisma. I’m a charming son of a bitch. That makes me a slippery son of a bitch. I use my innate powers of charm to endear myself to police officers. I disarm them and render them incapable of exercising their authority—then I slink away into the night.


  Although that’s nothing to be proud of, it’s also nothing to be ashamed of. At this juncture, I have a good sense of self-awareness. It wasn’t always this way, but I’ve recently come to recognize that I have many, many ineptitudes. In fact, I’m quite a gigantic idiot. I’d much rather have been born with any number of other innate gifts—preferably ones that would’ve been more conducive to my own personal happiness and prosperity. I could have been born a mathematical savant, or someone with genius-level spatial awareness and a propensity for architectural design. I could have been born a chess prodigy. Or a musical virtuoso who could pick up any instrument and intuitively play it with profound beauty and technical precision. I wish I was a superathlete—a perfect physical specimen like LeBron James, Tiger Woods, or that one amateur wrestler with no legs who somehow still dominates the competition. But alas, I was born with all my limbs.


  In all seriousness, though, there’s not a whole lot I excel at. I’m not a physically gifted athlete, I suck at math, and as a kid, I even sucked at Lego, so I had no potential to be a brilliant architect. But having said that, I’d like to think I’m a halfway decent writer. I’m also a halfway decent musician, and although I’m proud of those two qualities, I take no pride in my powers of police puppetry. Now, don’t get me wrong: it has certainly served me well in the long run, but I also recognize that Machiavellianism isn’t a very positive character trait. But, hey, you play the hand you’re dealt, right? Besides, I suppose it could have been worse. I could have been born with a natural aptitude for something totally stupid and pointless. Like math. Or golf.


  I might not be a savant, but I suppose being an idiot savant isn’t all that bad. I’ve certainly had a lot of fun.
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  Since before I can remember, a duality has existed in me. I was a loud, brash, brazen, eccentric, and expressive child with an imagination too large for this world. I was fearless, and the unknown beckoned. I was a thrill-seeker with an insatiable thirst for exhilaration who was in constant need of vivid, external stimulation. But at the very same time, I was afraid of everything. I was also a neurotic, insecure child—an introvert whose primary way of coping with a perplexing reality was to escape into the worlds I created in my mind. It was within those fantastical realms, where there were no limits, that I found solace and felt most at home. The commonality between the tangible and intangible realms was that, no matter which one I found myself in at any given moment, I dedicated every fiber of my being to making things as interesting, and as entertaining, as possible. I was always innovating ways to shake things up, and as my mind developed, my endeavors became more calculated.


  I wasn’t just a prankster; I was a legitimate terror to anyone and everyone who found themselves within my immediate proximity. I threw tantrums on an almost daily basis. Sometimes, they’d be brought on by a certain stimulus. I had a nasty case of obsessive-compulsive disorder, and if things weren’t just to my liking, I’d flip out. I was the kid who had to be served every meal on one of those rectangular trays split into smaller compartments so that the different food items wouldn’t touch each other. And if so much as a single pea happened to have made its way into my mashed potatoes, I’d fling the tray across the kitchen and have a total meltdown. I was also hypersensitive to textures—and physical stimuli of all sorts, for that matter. My mother had to cut all the tags out of my shirts and underwear because, if she didn’t, the sensation of that itty-bitty piece of fabric on the back of my neck or waistline would trigger the fuck outta me, and I’d throw a fit and perhaps refuse to wear any clothes at all that day.


  I was also an extremely emotionally sensitive child, so if something or someone upset my sensibilities, you were assuredly going to hear about it. In one instance, I had to be dragged out of a science museum kicking and screaming because the pleasant curator leading our guided tour casually mentioned that human beings are animals. I disagreed vehemently with this assertion, and began crying out with great gusto and conviction, “I am not an animal! I am not an animal! I am not an animaaaaaaal!!!”


  Other times, I’d freak out for no apparent reason whatsoever. I suppose I just loved making a scene.


  A year or two after the whole turd-on-the-kitchen-floor incident, in a far less innocent stunt, I locked my babysitter and my six-year-old sister, Heather, out of the house for over four hours. The two of them sat on the back porch in the blisteringly hot Texas sun and stared at me through the back door while I watched television comfortably from inside the air-conditioned living room. They pleaded with me to open the door and let them in, but I ignored them. Finally, my parents arrived home and opened the back door. My mother apologized profusely in the hope that she could prevent yet another babysitter from throwing in the towel, but her attempts were to no avail. That sitter wasn’t the first one I sent running for the hills, and she wouldn’t be the last.


  Then there was the stage of my childhood in which I discovered how scissors worked. The fact that this simple device allowed me to destroy things with a mere squeeze of the fingers was endlessly entertaining, and I began cutting anything and everything I could get my hands on. First it was magazines and construction paper—for instance, I cut out all the pictures from the women’s underwear section of my mother’s Sears catalog and made a collage. When cutting paper lost its luster, I moved on to other, bulkier items: my bologna-and-cheese sandwiches, our ugly floral-pattern curtains, Dad’s socks and underwear, then all the sheets and pillowcases in the hallway closet. Eventually my mother made the necessary decision to hide all the scissors—but I found them, of course. One day she was folding some laundry in the living room when she heard panicked shrieking coming from upstairs. She sprinted up the steps and found me standing in the bathroom with a chunk of brown hair in one hand and a pair of scissors in the other. Behind me, my sister sat on the toilet, sporting a large bald spot on her scalp and bawling hysterically. This time Mom promptly threw away all the scissors in the house.


  Believe it or not, there was usually no malicious intent behind my mischievous antics. I was just a curious and inquisitive child, and I wasn’t yet able to recognize the potential ramifications of my actions. My instincts told me to explore the world and see how much fun I could have screwing around with the various elements that made up my environment. Regardless, I was a completely unmanageable child. Making matters worse, when my mother tried to punish me, I’d always find a way to either wiggle out of it or turn it against her and throw it back in her face. Conceptually, the notion of being grounded (which my mother called “being on restriction,” for some reason) didn’t make any sense to me. How could I be banished to my room and sequestered there against my will? I was a willful child, and all I had to do was walk out the door. So, in a measure intended to prevent me from escaping, Mom drilled a deadbolt onto the doorframe and started locking me in from the outside. I was a wiry, undersized kid, comprised entirely of skin and bones—(and piss and vinegar)— so my mother assumed that little apparatus would do the trick. But she underestimated her son’s will. My response was to destroy everything in my room. I knocked everything off the shelves, then ripped the shelves off the wall and used one of them like a baseball bat to smash everything into little bits and pieces. My mother still wouldn’t let me out, so I ran shoulder first into the door until the screws that secured the deadbolt to the doorframe came loose. I casually waltzed out of my room like nothing had happened, and just like that, I was no longer “on restriction.”


  My mother also learned very quickly that corporal punishment wasn’t an effective means of disciplining me, either. It only took a few spankings before I realized that I could fight back. It wasn’t wise to piss me off. A vengeful David was a dangerous one.


  For my parents, there was no reprieve from my terror—not even at night. I suffered from frequent night terrors in which I’d wake up screaming bloody murder for no apparent reason. My mother would come into my room and spend hours doing everything she could to soothe me back to sleep. In the morning, I’d have absolutely no recollection of the uncontrollable, bloodcurdling howling. I never saw a child psychologist to try to identify the root of my horrific nightmares. I have my own theory, though: Back when I was a baby, I’d been in one of the worst earthquakes in California’s history, the Loma Prieta earthquake of 1989, which registered at 6.9 on the Richter scale and sent shockwaves throughout the San Francisco Bay Area, altering the course of time. The day the great quake struck, at around five in the after-noon on October 17, the San Francisco Giants were set to play the visiting Oakland Athletics in the third game of the baseball World Series, the first so-called Subway Series in the Bay Area in more than thirty years. However, for obvious reasons, the game had to be postponed. When the world began to shake, my mom sprinted across our apartment, scooped me up, and pressed my torso firmly against her bosom in order to shield my tiny, mostly gelatinous body from anything that could cause catastrophic injury. She should have shielded my eyes, too, because as I watched the world seem to literally crumble around me, I entered a state of hysteria. I cried like I’d never cried before. The earthquake lasted all of twenty seconds, but I continued howling until I’d shredded my vocal cords so severely that I could no longer produce sound. An infant’s world is small and self-contained—like a snow globe—and on that day, a malevolent, supernatural entity had plucked my world out of the cosmos and given it a few violent shakes. After that, I could no longer trust it. The world was an unsafe place, and there was nothing I could do about it except observe the horror. I hadn’t the capacity to comprehend what had actually occurred. It hadn’t been a supernatural disaster; it had been a natural one. A fault line in the Earth’s crust had shifted, you see, causing the planet to vibrate at such a high frequency that it rattled my soul. Earthquakes happen all the time in California, and to most residents of the Golden State, they’re no big deal. But to a baby, an earthquake can be world-shattering.


  I used to have a T-shirt that had the phrase “I Survived the Great Quake of 1989” emblazoned across the chest in neon orange. That particular article of clothing had a steady spot in my rotation for years, so the fact that I’d had that vibrant experience was never lost on me. Eventually I grew out of it, and my mother used it in a quilt she made of all my old clothes, which she gave me on my twenty-somethingth birthday. (The quilt also had my pee-stained pants from the Oakland Raiders football uniform I wore as a toddler sewn into it.) Some years later, my mother and I were reminiscing about old times, and the topic of the great quake of ’89 came up. That’s when Mom let it slip that she still harbored some guilt because she felt as though it had caused some sort of shift within me. I told her that it wasn’t her fault. It wasn’t as if she had control over plate tectonics. But my mother was born with an over-abundance of empathy, and it was her nature to absorb the pain of others. In all likelihood, I was on a slew of mind-altering chemicals during that conversation. I never hid much from my mother, and she was fully aware of my issues, so she must have felt as though she could trace all my problems back to that one moment in time—that one moment in time when she was unable to protect me from witnessing what seemed like the end of the world. Perhaps it was the precise moment when my own personal fault line opened up. Perhaps that was when I split in two. Or maybe I was just born that way.


  In any case, we moved to Texas shortly thereafter. For the record, it wasn’t the earthquake that prompted us to relocate. It was my father’s job. He worked for IBM as a computer  something-or-other, and apparently Austin was a growing hub for the tech industry. So, just like that, the Barnett family packed up all our belongings, tossed ’em into our stagecoach, and headed for greener pastures. Although I’m a native of California, I’m a Texan at heart—but I believe I also left a small piece of it in the San Francisco Bay (kinda like that awful Tony Bennett song). As for the trauma, though? Well, I must’ve brought all of it with me to the Lonestar State.
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  By the time I was five, I’d become such a headache that my parents had given up on disciplining me altogether. Coincidentally, that was right around the same time they gave up on their marriage—although it probably wasn’t that big of a coincidence. I don’t remember a single thing about their divorce. That’s not due to a lack of recall. It’s due to the fact that, from start to finish, they left me entirely in the dark. From my perspective, things went down like this: One day we were a family; the next, we weren’t. All of a sudden we moved out of our house and each of my parents got separate apartments across town from each other. My sister and I didn’t have to go to court and choose who to live with. That decision had been made for us. We were going to stay with my mom the majority of the time. And if we didn’t like it? Tough. In the blink of an eye, my “family” was no more, but I don’t remember feeling sad about it. I don’t remember feeling like it was my fault, as so many children of divorce do. The only thing I remember feeling is confused. It made no sense that our family had dissolved so suddenly. I’d begun my life with the foundation of family below my feet. Now, without warning, that once sturdy foundation had cracked in half. In my life, there would be no more stability.


  To this day, what confuses me the most about my parents’ relationship is the fact that there was ever any romance between them at all. The fact that I even exist completely baffles me—on every level. My parents are, and were, about as dissimilar as two individuals could possibly be. I assure you that it hadn’t been one of those cliché “opposites attract” scenarios. To their respective cores, my mother and father are completely incompatible human beings.


  On one hand, you have my mother, Linda: a sensitive, emotional, tenderhearted optimist with an artistic streak. She was a free-spirited freethinker who perceived the world through an amorphous, abstract prism. She had a great sense of humor that she’d inherited from her Irish-Italian family while growing up in Farmingdale, on Long Island, New York. She was always laughing, and she always tried to find the humor in life—even the darker side of it. My mother was a social butterfly, a people person, who cared deeply about the Earth and all its inhabitants. Mom would’ve taken on all the misery in the universe if it meant everyone else could be happy. She became a nurse so that she could take away others’ pain in a professional capacity. Mom felt feelings intensely, so although the highs were high, the lows were far lower. She struggled with depression and anxiety, and she’d occasionally succumb to her intrusive thoughts and become despondent. When she’d fall into that dark place, I’d try to lighten the mood by doing something silly, but it would never work. No matter how creative I got, I could never cheer her up—and I began to mildly resent her for that. I felt inadequate, and I projected those feelings of insecurity onto her. To her credit, she never let her parenting responsibilities go by the wayside due to her varying emotional states. She was typically very patient with me, and she’d always find a way to pull herself out of whatever funk she was in and push onward.


  On the other hand, there was my father, Barry: an intensely cynical man whose favorite thing to do was to preach about society’s ills (as he perceived them). Dad also loved to argue. He loved it because he was always right—always—even when he was actually wrong. My father had a unique superpower: Even if he agreed with someone, he’d find a way to either alter his opinion ever so slightly or twist their words so that the two ideas no longer aligned, and thus a satisfying debate would ensue. My dad believed he was infallible, so he’d argue an incorrect point for hours on end until his opponent would ultimately give up from exhaustion and/or frustration. To him, it wasn’t who had the correct argument that won. It was who had the strongest will. It was who could be the most stubborn. Due to this sort of behavior, he alienated himself from pretty much the entire world, and, unlike my mother, he didn’t have a very active social life. He never seemed to mind that, though. To him, everyone was stupid, so why waste your time interacting with intellectually inferior beings?


  If the abstract was Mom’s domain, the concrete was my father’s. He was the consummate pragmatist. He had a brilliant scientific mind and looked at the world as though it were composed entirely of 1s and 0s. He had a PhD in electrical engineering and could look at any technological or mechanical device and intuit how it worked. Dad’s idea of a good time was dissecting an obscure piece of equipment, learning how it functioned, then making alterations to make it function better. He’d even invented a few of his own gadgets over the years. Way before I was born, during the 1970s, he’d conceptualized and constructed a card-counting device that he planned to take to Las Vegas and use to cheat the casinos out of a fortune. It was a pocket-sized gizmo that utilized radio waves to transmit messages to a partner in order to signal which cards had already been dealt. He ended up never using the device, but that was only because his partner wimped out. He also once built a revolutionary device that would vaporize marijuana and get the user extra-super-duper high utilizing a pickle jar, a frying pan, some PVC pipe, and a soldering iron. It wasn’t just the marijuana that soothed my father—it was the creative process. He enjoyed working on technological devices because they had no emotions, and thus were easy to understand.


  But when it came to humans, my father was pretty inept. He was highly articulate, yet a horrible communicator. He couldn’t detect the subtleties in human speech like tone, pitch, inflection, and feeling. He was also pretty terrible at picking up on nonverbal cues. But as bad as he was at deciphering other people’s emotions, he was even worse at expressing his own. Although he could spend hours on end explaining the complexities of particle physics, he was entirely incapable of being vulnerable with another human being. It wouldn’t be accurate to say that my father was callous or coldhearted. He was a generous provider for my sister and me, and he loved us with every bit of his heart—but human beings need to hear those things expressed verbally, and with passion and authenticity. But despite his deficiencies in that department, he’s always been there for me. He’s always loved and supported me, and he’s done so unconditionally—a remarkable feat considering the path I took in life.


  Just like my mother, my dad had also grown up on Long Island. His family dynamic had apparently been much different, though. For Mom, the lines of communication were always open. For Dad, they were not. The Barnetts were a stereotypically Jewish family from Levittown, New York, who argued about every little thing and apparently never had a kind word to share with one another. My father never spoke of his childhood, but my uncle once told me that their parents had always pitted the eight siblings against one another, making them compete for their acknowledgement and affection. And according to my dad, when they were kids, their mother had once attempted to stab my uncle with a kitchen knife. Dad didn’t remember why exactly, but whatever the case, it's rarely okay to stab a child. For the most part, though, the abuse they experienced was psychological. I suppose my father’s pathological need to always establish his intellectual superiority over everyone was a characteristic rooted in childhood. It was a seed my grandparents had planted in him, and it was a seed he planted in me. It took me many, many years to realize just how much of a big, dumb dipshit I actually am. That’s why I’ve always had such deep respect for my father. Compared to him, I was, and am, a mental midget. I viewed him as a genius, and from the time I was a boy, I measured myself against him.


  Not only did my father have a brilliant mind, but, somewhat counterintuitively, he was also an extremely gifted athlete; Barry Barnett had been an all-state left tackle for the Division Avenue High School Varsity football team, and had led the Dragons to an undefeated season in 1969. He even went on to play a bit of college ball before dropping out to pursue other endeavors. My father wasn’t just imposing intellectually but also physically, standing well over six feet tall and weighing more than 350 pounds. He had jet-black hair, a bristly mustache, and legs as thick as tree trunks. With regard to my physical stature, I must have inherited more of my mother’s genetic material. Just like her, I was short, thin as a rail, and had a mop of long, lustrous, luxurious auburn hair. You might say I resembled a broken piece of uncooked spaghetti dipped in vodka sauce. I knew my skinny ass was never going to be an all-state offensive lineman, and I’d made peace with that. Still, I enjoyed sports just as much as my massive matzo ball of a father.


  It was a strange dichotomy: Dad understood the nuances of how to run the wishbone offense. He knew how to set the edge and pancake block a defensive tackle into the dirt. He knew how to dig in his heels, stand his ground, and prevent the opposition from gaining any ground. At the same time, he understood the nuances of quantum mechanics, and, throughout my childhood, he’d frequently describe the latter in excruciating detail. As far back as I can remember, Dad was lecturing me about all kinds of complicated scientific ideas that I had absolutely no capacity to comprehend. That never registered with him, though, and he’d always keep the lecture going no matter how many times I told him I didn’t understand or that I didn’t care. At the time, it was insufferable, but in retrospect, I appreciate the information he imparted to me. Maybe I didn’t absorb any of it, but I feel like he ingrained within me an appreciation for the machinations of the physical world, which is something that has served me well in life. Now that I have some perspective on the world, I enjoy thinking about those types of things. I’m by no means an expert on quantum physics, and I don’t understand the laws of thermodynamics. Hell, I find magnets absolutely mystifying. To an idiot like me, this physical realm makes absolutely no sense—but I’ll always be fascinated by its elements. I’ll always be appreciative of its, shall we say, chemical compounds? We might as well enjoy this physical realm while we can, because none of this will matter once we dissolve back into the ether.
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  Other than growing up on Long Island, the single characteristic my parents shared in common was their taste in music. They’d both come of age during the late 1960s and had been heavily into the hippie scene of that generation. They’d never let go of their musical roots, and I was raised on bands like the Beatles, the Doors, Jefferson Airplane, and the Jimi Hendrix Experience. Not a day went by in which I wasn’t exposed to beautiful, resonant, audible art. Music is in my blood. It’s in my soul. It was my first love, and there’s never been a time at which it wasn’t one of the most important things in my life. Before my parents split up, they bought me a little plastic guitar and drum set that I played until they disintegrated. They also got me a short-sleeved, blue-and-white-striped, button-down shirt—not unlike the one that had become synonymous with the Beach Boys in their early-1960s heyday—and I wore it every single day until it disintegrated too.
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When I was a child, I had no idea what I wanted to be when I grew up. I wasn’t one of those kids who hung posters of baseball players or firemen or police officers on their walls. I didn’t dream of becoming the big hero who hit the game-winning home run in the World Series or the first responder who rushed into a burning building and courageously saved a bunch of women and children from a blazing inferno. I was, however, drawn in by the allure of one particular archetype: the rock star. I didn’t know why, but everything about it appealed to me—the flash, the flair, the extravagance, the decadence, the subversion, and also that one intangible quality that can’t be articulated. You know: that thing people refer to when they say someone has “it.” I identified with all those qualities. More so, I identified with the icons who embodied them. Although I didn’t explicitly aspire to do it in a professional capacity, I always had an understanding that music would become central to my identity. I always knew it would come to define me.



  Unfortunately, music hadn’t been a uniting factor for the Barnett family. We never had family nights in which we’d throw on our pajamas, slap on an old album, and bond over corny sing-alongs. Music was something my parents enjoyed independently from each other, but it was something they each shared with me, and I’m forever grateful for the genuine passion for music that my parents instilled in me. It was the greatest gift they could have ever given me, and I’ll take that over a sense of familial unity any day. I’ll take it over stability. I’ll take it over anything. I believe in the deepest depths of my heart that my love for music will endure—and that music itself will endure. Music is the only thing that truly makes sense to me. I believe it has the power to transcend time and space; to allow us to escape the corporeal realm. Music will not lie to you. It will not deceive you. You can trust that what it makes you feel is real. When a song possesses the power to move you—when it reaches out and touches you, stirs your spirit—there is nothing else in this world that can compare.


  Music is the only purity I’ve ever experienced. It is the only truth. This world corrupts us all, and although nothing can save us, music can serve as a cleanser.


   


  "Keep listening to music, because it gets you through everything. I promise."


  —Mitch Lucker, Suicide Silence




  CHAPTER


  2


   


  The Age of the Antihero


  Way back in 1891, in an essay entitled “The Decay of Lying,” Oscar Wilde famously wrote: “Life imitates Art far more than Art imitates Life.” While I appreciate the inherent poeticism of that statement, I don’t entirely agree with the idea behind it. Wilde believes that the best art is not a representation of the age in which it is created but that the highest form of art should be a representation of the human condition—which transcends time. It’s a romantic notion, but a fantastical one. While I do believe that art itself is timeless, I also believe that it is a product of its time. I think we can all agree that, as human beings, we’re products of our environment, and by way of the transitive property, so is anything we create. Art is creation; therefore it must be manifested through a creator (it is not self-generative). Even if the creator isn’t the direct source—even if they’re simply a conduit through which an already existing, ethereally originating work of art can be channeled—the intermediary’s perspective is firmly rooted in a singular, earthbound age. The art must pass through something: A human antenna. A stream of consciousness.


  So, if I don’t fully agree with Oscar Wilde’s theory on life and art, what do I believe? Well, in order to answer that question, I’ll defer to another sage, a relatively obscure twentieth-century Austrian writer named Ernst Fischer, who had this to say on the subject: “In a decaying society, art, if it is truthful, must also reflect decay.” I think Ernst hit the nail on the head with that one: Art is a reflection of society—and society is in decay.




  From the time I was born, in 1988, until I reached adolescence, America was undergoing a drastic cultural shift. I was a product of the times, and I grew up during the age of the antihero. What is it that differentiates a hero from an antihero? Both are liberators of the oppressed and exposers of corruption. They’re both idealists who don’t hesitate to act upon those ideals. They both serve as the voice of the voiceless, and they both fight against whatever evil forces aim to control and exploit the poor, innocent souls of this earth. They’re both leaders—fearless, courageous warriors who never surrender, even in the direst of circumstances. So, if they share all that in common, what is the distinction? Only one thing separates the hero from the antihero: ethos. What is it that drives this person? What is their belief system? And how do they put it into practice? How do they go about making the world a better place? Do they work within the confines of the system or do they act against the established order?


  The hero is a traditionalist who lives in accordance with the moral orthodoxy of the times. They espouse the contemporary, collective belief system. They have faith in the system. They have faith in society, and they aspire to return it to its original, utopian form. The antihero is, well, the antithesis of all those things. The antihero is a rebel, a radical, a revolutionary. The antihero doesn’t believe in fanciful notions such as utopian societies. They’ve seen too much, and they’ve become cynical. They see the decay that exists all around us, and they recognize that the only effective way to get rid of rot is to destroy the host body. The antihero’s goal is to burn society to the ground, then, once the canvas is blank, they can rebuild it in their own image. The antihero recognizes that humanity is flawed and that the perfect work of art should reflect that.


  The 1980s had been the age of the hero. The biggest movie star in the world was a muscle-bound meathead named Arnold Schwarzenegger—a feat which he accomplished despite being an undeniably awful actor. He always played the role of the good guy, and he always overcame the evil forces and saved the day. But Arnold wasn’t just the consummate protagonist of the big screen; he was a real-life hero. He preached about things like hard work, physical strength, determination, overcoming obstacles, and living a good, clean life. Eventually, he parlayed his popularity as a Hollywood star into an even more prominent and powerful position as the governor of California.


  While we’re on the subject of “clean” living, there was another real American hero who encouraged the youth of the nation to say their prayers and eat their vitamins so that they could grow up to be big and strong just like him. His name was Hulk Hogan. He wore a pair of yellow spandex man-panties and a red bandana to cover his rapidly balding dome, and just like his fellow meathead Mr. Schwarzenegger, he always defeated his evil enemies.


  Great Britain’s Princess Diana was the quintessential heroine, and she was the idol of every little girl in the Western world. She was a proper, sophisticated woman who exuded style, class, and grace. She was both elegant and down-to-earth: a philanthropist and a humanitarian who dedicated her life to helping the lesser advantaged and providing aid to those in need. She was world-renowned for her selflessness and her tireless dedication to her numerous charitable endeavors. The virtuous Princess Diana was far more concerned with adopting noble causes than flaunting her hereditary wealth and nobility. She was the shining, shimmering visage of purity and chastity, and her 1981 wedding to Prince Charles—dubbed the “Wedding of the Century”—was broadcast to seventy-four countries and viewed by 750 million people. It was an extravagant affair that reminded the entire world that true love truly does exist and that it conquers all, and what could be a more noble accomplishment than that?


  As for the sociopolitical landscape of the 1980s, America had undergone a renaissance of traditional values. The previous era had seen the rise of the hippies, but their species had all but gone extinct, and the handful that remained had either become nomadic “deadheads” who followed the Grateful Dead around the country in Volkswagen buses or had wound up penniless on the streets of the Tenderloin in San Francisco. As soon as the dirty, greasy, long-haired druggies went extinct, the pendulum swung back in the opposite direction, and, as is human nature, there was an overcorrection, and we took a step back toward the dark ages. People threw away their smelly ponchos and moccasins, then dug their starched, button-up shirts out of the backs of their closets. The men hiked up their pleated khakis, tightened their Windsor knots, and got back to business. The women put on their tie-neck blouses and their pantsuits, complete with the requisite NFL linebacker-sized shoulder pads. Society was just fed up with foolish notions such as free love, freedom of expression, sexual liberation, and expansion of the mind. Instead, the eighties were defined by repression, order, authority, and military might. Ronald Reagan had become President of the United States, and the former awful actor turned politician vowed to restore America to its former greatness and mold it back into the world power it once was. He brought his nagging narc of a wife, Nancy, along with him to the White House, and, with her loathsome “Just Say No” antidrug campaign, she revitalized the war on drugs. There was also the ongoing Cold War between the United States and the Soviet Union, which various vested interests used as justification to engage in excessive military spending to unnecessarily restrengthen the American armed forces. Citizens were told that the government had to spare no expense in order to fight off the evil Communists. Ultimately, the war ended without a single battle being fought, with the breakup of the USSR in 1991. But by the end of the 1980s, people were tired of having the wool pulled over their eyes by the powers that be. They were also tired of all the party pooping, and, as it so often does, history repeated itself once again. The pendulum swung back in the other direction and did so with such force and velocity that it broke off entirely. Thankfully, society had reached a point in which grandfather clocks had become obsolete. It was the dawn of the digital age, and from now on, our clocks would operate accordingly.


  As the decade came to a close, a return to decadence was imminent. Although the transition between ages was gradual, for purposes of emphasis, clarity, and symbolism, I’ve chosen to identify the singular day when society reached its tipping point. It was January 11, 1992, and on that day in history, the reflective relationship between art and society was on full display. It was the day that the rock band Nirvana’s Nevermind ascended to number one on the Billboard magazine album chart, knocking the undisputed “King of Pop,” Michael Jackson, down a few pegs. It was completely inconceivable: a trio of paupers from Aberdeen, Washington, had usurped the king, and the significance of that, my friends, cannot be understated. From then on, traditional values and beliefs were no longer en vogue. There was something new in the air—rebellion—and henceforth, it’d be something to aspire to.




  In order to properly and thoroughly set the scene, I’m going to take this opportunity to provide a few more examples of the art–life reflective axis. Generally, I gravitate toward more obscure, avant-garde art, but for purposes of establishing narrative context, we’re going to examine some of the most prominent cultural artifacts of the times. When I think about pop culture, the first thing that comes to mind is music (obviously). More specifically, I think of musical icons. I think of the stars.


  Since I just brought him up, let’s start with the aforementioned King of Pop. During the eighties, Michael Jackson was unequivocally the biggest star in the music industry. He had been an international star since the age of eleven, when the group he led with his older and younger brothers charted their first number one, “I Want You Back,” in 1970. Both with the Jackson 5 and as a solo artist, he was a perpetual presence in popular music (scoring a total of thirty-four Top 10 hits through January 1992), peaking commercially with 1982’s Thriller, the best-selling album in music history. He wasn’t merely an American superstar; he was a global phenomenon. Mike was accessible to almost every demographic of human being on planet Earth. Both his music and his image were inoffensive, clean, and pleasant. His songs had uplifting messages and groovy beats that listeners could tap their feet to. Mike’s appeal was ubiquitous, and he was every bit as palatable to little old grannies as he was to their whiny grandkids.


  The King of Pop’s reign had been long, but on that fateful day in ’92, a band of miscreants under the bridge ascended from the depths, then stormed the castle and drop-kicked the king right off his platinum-encrusted throne. Yup, there was a new king in town, and he wasn’t quite as squeaky clean as the former ruler of the airwaves. In fact, the new monarch was the filthiest idol of all time. His dissonance invaded the mainstream and triggered a world-wide paradigm shift. He was a true artist who brought a new genre, grunge, to prominence. Although I can’t say that his grimy essence and unsanitized aesthetic inspired the genre’s name, it certainly epitomized it. Grunge music took elements of punk rock, indie rock, and heavy metal, and fused them together to create an unholy alliance of rock and roll that drove the purists of those respective styles mad. But grunge was unpolished and unpretentious, and it was accessible to anyone. The song compositions were straightforward and simple. There were no bells and whistles, and they epitomized the notion of “beauty in simplicity.” Fittingly, the godfather of grunge was a humble, unassuming, dirty, stinky, wiry junkie from Seattle. He wore tattered rags and had greasy, unkempt, dirty blond hair, and he played the guitar with an abrasive, unpolished style and tone that no one had ever heard before. His name was Kurt Cobain, and he was the icon of all icons.


  The popular rock music of the previous era, dubbed as “hair metal,” or “glam metal,” was all about cultivating an image that the public would associate with the proverbial “rock and roll lifestyle.” The genre’s two monikers stemmed from the fact most of the musicians would blow out their hair to comical, cartoonish degrees. They looked as though they’d all walked into the hair salon and said to the stylist, “Gimme the Jackie Kennedy, and then strap me into the nearest electric chair and hit the switch.” Hair metal concerts were ostentatious exhibitions in which band members would come on stage wearing gaudy outfits made of leather and leopard-print spandex bedazzled with rhinestones, ribbons, tassels, lace, chains, sequins, glitter and other supplies from their local Hobby Lobby. They wore platform shoes and garish hats, and some of the performers even fashioned codpieces. They lived lavishly, they flaunted it, and their songs—replete with shallow lyrics about partying and engaging in copious sex acts with their army of groupies—reflected that.


  Now don’t get me wrong; I enjoy Mötley Crüe, Skid Row and Twisted Sister as much as the next guy. And I certainly enjoy a good party. Sometimes the moment calls for some jams that don’t make you think too much. However, I believe music is an art form that should be just as resonant when it exists independently from the image and culture associated with it, and being that I’ve always been one to prioritize comfort over style, I just can’t reconcile that, accumulatively, these bands spent more time applying their makeup than they did composing their songs.


  Then there was Kurt Cobain. Although his visual aesthetic also sparked a worldwide trend in fashion, that was never his intention. I’d be willing to wager that the thought never even crossed his mind. He wore grungy clothes because that’s who he was—not because he felt like he needed to project an image. His music was honest, and it spoke to the disillusioned and disenfranchised youth of the early nineties. Bands like Pearl Jam, Alice in Chains and Soundgarden rode the wave of murky water into the mainstream as well, and in doing so ushered in an era in which various forms of rock and roll reigned supreme for almost a decade. Not only did the new king of the airwaves, Kurt Cobain, bring grunge to prominence—he inspired an entire generation. He was the quintessential antihero, and in keeping with the qualities of the archetype, he started a revolution.


  The next thing I think of when someone invokes the term “pop culture” are movies, so let’s take a look at a few more cultural artifacts that served as defining components of their respective generations. In the 1980s, the most prominent artist of the silver screen was director and producer Sir Steven Spielberg. I refer to him as “Sir” because in 2001 he received an honorary knighthood from the British Empire (despite his poor swordsmanship). Sir Steven was the creative force behind the über-popular Indiana Jones franchise, but his most successful film was 1982’s E.T. the Extra-Terrestrial, which received unanimous critical acclaim and held the record for highest-grossing film of all time for an astounding eleven years. It was a heartwarming film about an innocent child who helps a friendly alien stranded on Earth return to his home planet, and, in the process, they both learn a valuable lesson about the power of love or friendship or whatever. What a snoozefest, right? Booooooooring. The entire narrative is contrived. It adheres to a tried-and-true storytelling formula known as the “Hero’s Journey.” It is essentially cut and paste. Choose a setting, flesh out some characters, make up a conflict, go through the motions, and . . . voilà! You’ve got yourself a summer blockbuster!


  Thankfully, the films of the 1990s came along and upended traditional narrative structures. Movies like Fight Club, starring Brad Pitt and Edward Norton, and director Quentin Tarantino’s Pulp Fiction employed a nonlinear method of storytelling that completely changed the game and proved to directors that they don’t have to adhere to formula to make good art. Those films also taught us that you don’t have to pander to your audience. Your main character doesn’t have to be a noble hero who saves the day. You don’t have to have some explicitly positive moral or message at the end of the story. More often than not, for me, a good story is morally ambiguous. As a viewer, it’s more fun to analyze the content of the film on your own and draw your own meaning. The nineties taught us that an artist doesn’t have to pretend that the world is a wonderful place where every story has a happy ending. It taught us that sometimes things just happen for no apparent reason. It taught us that sometimes you accidentally shoot Marvin in the face.


  Now, you might be thinking to yourself, Hey, David, I understand the point you’re trying to make here, but Pulp Fiction and Fight Club weren’t bigtime box office smashes that set all-time records for highest-grossing films, like E.T. You’re just cherry picking those movies because they’re convenient within the context of this debate. Those movies aren’t accurate representations of the cultural zeitgeist of the 1990s. Now, I must admit, that is a totally valid argument. However, I have a counterpoint: The highest-grossing film of the nineties was Titanic, and it’s my assertion that the main character of that film, Jack Dawson, is one of the greatest fictional antiheroes in the history of storytelling.


  Your turn: No way, David. You’re totally wrong. Jack’s a straight-up hero. He’s got all the traditional qualities you’d associate with a heroic hero-type. First of all, he’s really into heroism. And he’s handsome, charming, loyal, handsome, and brave, right? I mean, he’s so damn handsome I can hardly stand it. He even saves the damsel in distress! I rest my case.


  If you allow me another rebuttal, I’d be much obliged: Young Jack Dawson, who is portrayed by the incomparable and shockingly handsome Leonardo DiCaprio, is a starving artist street rat from Chippewa Falls, Wisconsin, who wins a pair of tickets in an illegal underground poker game to sail on the maiden voyage of the RMS Titanic, a luxury ocean liner thought to be unsinkable, from Southampton, England, to New York City. After boarding the New York–bound ship with a friend in Southampton, England, he steals the arrogant, snooty aristocrat’s American socialite fiancée, Rose DeWitt Bukater, bangs her in the back of a Renault Coupe de Ville and subsequently introduces her to a world of forbidden pleasures she could never have imagined existed while she was living her sheltered life among the hoity-toity elites. Jack shows her what’s truly important in life. He teaches Rose that the color gray is the most beautiful color of all. He teaches her what true love is. Ultimately, at the film’s end, after the supposedly indestructible ship has struck an iceberg and sunk in the frigid Atlantic, Jack sacrifices his life so that she can live on—hopefully to keep his subversive message alive. Oh, and also, he’s really handsome. Like, reeeeeaaaallly handsome. In summation: If Jack’s not an antihero, I don’t know who is.


  Now that we’ve completed our comprehensive, scientific analysis of eighties and nineties cinema, we might as well delve into television.


  For the most part, the popular TV shows of the 1980s were either uplifting family sitcoms like The Cosby Show, Family Ties, and Growing Pains or police procedurals like Magnum, P.I., Knight Rider, and Miami Vice in which the cops always got their man. These shows appealed to the average viewer because they espoused traditional values and portrayed their protagonists as traditional heroes. By the time we’d reached the late nineties, however, things had taken a drastic turn. In order to illustrate just how substantial that shift was, I only need to mention one show: South Park, which became such a cultural phenomenon that it caused a shift in the television paradigm. The animated program about four foulmouthed boys from Colorado always served as a crystal-clear reflection of the evolution of society’s youth. It was topical, culturally relevant, and frequently provided biting commentary on controversial societal issues. South Park proved that vulgarity could be endearing, and despite its unrefined charm, it provided its audience with bits of subtle wisdom.


  Before I get back to my story, there’s just one last form of entertainment I’d like to discuss. It’s a highly stigmatized form of entertainment that most people dismiss as lowbrow, gratuitous filth—but it’s something I grew up on, and something I’m proud to call myself a fan of. That art form is professional wrestling. Some might snort dismissively at the notion that I referred to it as an art form, and indeed, a great deal of the negative stigma surrounding wrestling is entirely warranted. It’s a product that centers around violence. It’s soapy, unrefined, and, historically, it caters predominantly to white trash and other stereotypically uneducated cultural demographics. Above all, generally speaking, people’s main gripe with wrestling is that it’s “fake.” I resent that assertion. The snooty bastards who employ that argument are always so arrogant about it. They turn up their noses and look down on us wrestling fans as if we’re uncultured swine. Look, this point hardly needs to be made, but I’ll make it anyway: Are movies legitimate representations of reality? Was The Lion King a nature documentary? Was Star Wars a factual accounting of a real-life struggle for intergalactic supremacy between two warring factions of space sorcerers? Of course not. Movies are scripted productions with predetermined outcomes and resolutions. Just like pro wrestling. Calling it "fake" is reductive. It’s an oversimplification, and it’s lazy.


  Although wrestling isn’t a legitimate competitive competition, it requires comparable athleticism. It’s every bit as dangerous—if not more so—as the so-called legitimate competitions. Do you know how difficult it is to make it appear as though you’re dropping someone directly on top of their head without injuring them? Do you know how much trust you have to put in your partner-opponent to allow them to perform such a dangerous stunt on you? Do you know how much conviction it takes to put your own personal health at risk to entertain a crowd? We should revere the men and women who dedicate their lives to this craft. We should stop tearing them down and give them the respect they deserve. But honestly, that’s beside the point. The people who call this beautiful art form fake are looking at it all wrong. If you place wrestling in a vacuum and allow it to exist free from the scope of historical events or cultural stigma, at its core, wrestling is performance art. It’s theater—combat theater. It’s a brutal, bloody, barbaric ballet—a savage, sadistic symphony—and, as a society, we should do away with all the pretense and learn to appreciate it for the magnificent spectacle it is, because there truly is nothing else like it. Think about it like this: wrestling consists of multiple individuals working together—in tandem and in real time—to craft the illusion that they’re actually working against each other. It is oxymoronic in nature, which I find both beautiful and captivating.


  Despite being a lifelong fan of the art form, that’s not why I’m bringing it up. I’m bringing it up because, in regards to the popular culture of the eighties and nineties, pro wrestling was every bit as important as music, movies, and television. In addition, due to the unique format of the show, it serves as a perfect prism through which to observe the aforementioned reflective relationship between art and life. So, if you’re one of those people who thinks pro wrestling is stupid, just bear with me. I’m not asking you to become a fan, I’m merely utilizing it as a literary device. I implore you: Allow yourself to become immersed in the process. Allow it to serve as a looking glass. Take my hand, and allow me to be your guide. We’ll get through this together. I promise.


  As I previously mentioned, back in the 1980s, Hulk Hogan was an iconic figure. He wasn’t just an American hero; he was the American hero. The Hulkster was the ultimate good guy, or as they say in the rasslin’ business, a “babyface.” He was such an inspirational dude that his presence alone sparked a form of hysteria so powerful that it radiated throughout the entire universe. Yep, Hulkmania was runnin’ wild, brother, and there was nothing anyone could do to stop it! He faced off against bloodthirsty Russian Communists; monstrous Middle Eastern sheiks; turncoat Iraqi sympathizers; loudmouth Scotsmen; unscrupulous businessmen; and macho, jealous, overbearing, insecure, emotionally abusive husbands. He battled corrupt cops, ruthless warlords, perverted playboys, barbarous barbers, and backstabbing behemoths. And the Hulkster vanquished them all! No matter how high the odds were stacked against him, he always triumphed over evil.


  But by the early 1990s, the traditional babyface wrestlers had become passé. The entire industry had also experienced a reckoning of sorts. Pro wrestling had been exposed as a cesspool of steroid abuse and exploitation, and the public lost faith in the hulked up heroes of the past. The overly tan bald dude in the yellow man-panties who evangelized about living a healthy, holistic lifestyle could no longer be trusted. He’d once preached to the kids that they could accomplish anything if they believed in themselves and lived their lives with honor and integrity. However, in 1994, the chairman and CEO of World Wrestling Entertainment (then known as the World Wrestling Federation), Vince McMahon, was charged with conspiracy to distribute illegal anabolic steroids and tried in federal court. In that trial, the Hulkster took the stand under his legal name, Terry Bollea, and testified under oath that he’d used steroids. After that, the honorable American hero no longer seemed so honorable, and the people started tuning out in droves.


  But then came a savior. His name was Stone Cold Steve Austin, and he hailed from my home state of Texas. He was the antithesis of the Hulkster in every conceivable way (except for the steroids—allegedly). Stone Cold didn’t say his prayers or eat his vitamins. No, the vile, venomous Texas Rattlesnake was a blasphemous serpent who guzzled beer like it was the holy sacrament and spit in the face of authority. In his crowning moment, after defeating an ex-alcoholic named Jake Roberts, who was also, coincidentally, a snake, but who’d recently been born again as a Christian and saved by the grace of God, Stone Cold doused him in whiskey. Then he grabbed the microphone and uttered these infamous words: “You sit there and you thump your Bible and you say your prayers, and it didn’t get you anywhere. Talk about your Psalms, talk about John 3:16 . . .


  “Austin 3:16 says I just whipped your ass!”


  In Steve Austin, wrestling had found its savior—its antihero—and from then on, the business experienced a resurgence in popularity and cultural relevance the likes of which no one could have expected. America fell in love with the brash, unapologetic, unpolished redneck from South Texas. And, my friends, as they say, the rest is history. The superstars of the new era weren’t squeaky clean like they’d been in the past. Nowadays a superstar had to have attitude. They smoked cigarettes and pounded brewskis on the way to the ring. They pushed the envelope. They fleshed out their gimmicks and added more depth and substance to their characters. There was a wrestling pimp, a wrestling porn star, a wrestling satanist, and an androgynous wrestler who wore a golden latex bodysuit and a sparkly silver wig and liked to get into his hypermasculine opponents’ heads by grinding up against them in a sexual nature.


  The bad guys—or the “heels,” as they say in the biz—had become so popular that even Hulk Hogan did the unthinkable by turning his back on all his loyal fans and becoming the leader of a rebel faction of outlaws hell-bent on destruction. “Hollywood Hogan” showed his true colors by donning the black hat (or, rather, the black bandana), and instead of fighting against corruption, he became the corruption. He tossed his yellow panties into the garbage can and politicked his way back to the top of the industry. And the people loved him for it— because being bad was cool.


  One of my favorite wrestlers was a morbidly obese Samoan named Rikishi, who wrestled in a thong. His ass was so large that you could have used the thong as a parachute, and as his signature move, he’d mush his gargantuan, dimpled, cellulite-laden butt cheeks into his opponents’ faces until they began to suffocate. And as if that wasn’t enough to hold the attention of a young boy, there was also a steady stream of female eye candy in skimpy attire. On an almost weekly basis, there would be “bra and panties matches” in which the competitor who stripped her opponent down to her skivvies was declared the winner. The wrestling pimp was always flanked by a bunch of “hoes” on his way to the ring. And in one infamous segment, a seventy-seven-year-old woman gave birth to a giant human hand.


  There was also a group of female wrestlers known as “PMS” (short for the Pretty Mean Sisters) who were involved in storylines that included such things as fake pregnancies, forced abortions, and miscarriages. PMS even had their own male love slave named Meat, who lost all his matches because he was always too exhausted from being forced to pleasure his female masters.


  To say that wrestling objectified women would be an understatement, and although the industry deserves a large share of the blame for its degrading treatment of the fairer sex, it was also just a sign of the times. That doesn’t excuse it—not in the slightest—but that sort of undignified, debasing stuff was just par for the course during the nineties.


  It wasn’t just the sleaziness of wrestling that appealed to me. The thing I liked most about it was that it blurred the lines between reality and fiction. Occasionally, it was done so effectively that it became impossible to distinguish one from the other. That’s the real goal of wrestling: to create a story so captivating that it allows you to suspend your disbelief and become wrapped up in the spectacle. There’s an old saying in wrestling that goes something like this: “The best characters are just the performers’ real personalities with the volume cranked way up.” Guys like Stone Cold Steve Austin and the Rock were just extensions of the human being beneath the costume. That was the single element of wrestling that appealed to me the most, because I aspired to live in a similar fashion. I aspired to be a character. I craved attention, and in order to achieve the gratification I so desperately desired, I’d need to become the loudest, flashiest, most animated, most flamboyant version of myself. If I wanted people to take notice, I’d need to plug myself into an amplifier and crank that sucker up to eleven.
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  Before we move on, let’s do a quick recap of our traditional heroes. Actually, let’s turn it into an exercise of sorts. I’ll list them, and while you read the names, see if you notice any recurring themes or commonalities. (Just for giggles, let’s throw one more previously unmentioned 1980s hero onto the list.)


  Michael Jackson


  Arnold Schwarzenegger


  Hulk Hogan


  Princess Diana


  Sir Steven Spielberg


  Bill Cosby


  O. J. Simpson


  All right, so what did you notice? Did anything stand out? My main takeaway was this: People who present themselves as heroes never turn out to be the beacons of virtue they’d like us to believe they are. There are always some skeletons in their closets. Actually, that’d be putting it lightly. Most of them are heinous monsters. The wicked and depraved crimes of both Michael Jackson and Bill Cosby are rather well known: The King of Pop was alleged to have molested at least five children, while Bill Cosby was convicted for the rapes of over sixty women. It’s important to note that although Cosby’s conviction was eventually overturned, he was never acquitted. Essentially, he got off on a technicality. Although the heinous acts of those two men have become rather infamous, the transgressions of some of the other people on that list aren’t quite as well known, so allow me to elucidate:


  Arnold Schwarzenegger is an admitted serial sexual assaulter who groped six women over the course of three decades, then, years later, expressed his “regret.” In addition, he had an affair with his housekeeper, which resulted in a son born out of wedlock, and led to the dissolution of his fifteen-year marriage to journalist Maria Shriver.


  Princess Diana may have been a generous humanitarian, but her marriage to Prince Charles ultimately failed amid bitter accusations of infidelity and emotional abandonment. Yep, the Princess was also an admitted adulterer who had multiple extramarital affairs. Ultimately, she divorced the Prince and, in doing so, proved once and for all that true love doesn’t exist and that we all die alone.


  Hulk Hogan was a proven pathological liar who evidently wasn’t too fond of Black people, based on an audio recording that surfaced in July of 2015 in which he repeatedly spouted racial slurs and expressed staunch disapproval that his daughter, Brooke Hogan, was dating a Black man.


  Oh, and as for Steven Spielberg? What were his crimes against humanity? Well, you know that movie he made about the friendly alien? It turns out the oh-so-noble knight plagiarized the idea from an eminent Indian film director named Satyajit Ray. Sir Steve’s never admitted it, and when Ray filed a lawsuit against him, the case ultimately got thrown out of court because it was impossible to prove under United States law—but it was never disproven either. Sir Steven can deny it till he’s blue in the face, but it’ll always be something that follows him around. And let’s just say that, hypothetically, Sir Steve didn’t steal the story. It was still a boring, formulaic Hero’s Journey narrative, and for that alone, he deserves a life sentence.


  So, what lessons can be learned from all this “heroic” behavior? I really hate to rely on cli-ché, but if the figurative footwear fits, you might as well lace them shits up and get to steppin’, you know what I’m sayin’? It’s often said that you should never meet your heroes because they’ll only disappoint you. Although there’s certainly some truth to that notion, I don’t think it quite suffices anymore. So, to conclude this chapter, what I’d like to do is submit my own updated version of that old adage that I feel is far more befitting of our modern times: You should never
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