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            Piecemeal Scurvy

         

         I dropped my wallet in the hedges of Walgreens.

         I’d come to Falmouth to go to the dentist. It was February 27, 2021. I’d moved to Martha’s Vineyard in 2013. Those in the know don’t go to the dentists on the island. After twenty years in New York City, the novelty of being a country mouse in the big city had worn off. For me, walking on the beach in the moonlight for a few minutes was more fulfilling than two years of New York City nightlife. Dorothy Gale and Ian MacKaye were right: there’s no place like home. So where am I?

         Martha’s Vineyard has soul. There’s something in the air out there. It’s a singular place. Back in the seventies it was bursting with intellectuals. It was like a piece of Cambridge that had been chucked out to sea and floated away. Not to mention the sheer volume of children’s book authors who lived and wrote there: Judy Blume, Roald Dahl, Jules Feiffer, Maurice Sendak, and Shel Silverstein.

         It’s a little bigger than Manhattan, but doesn’t have a single stoplight, just a couple of flashers. During the summer the population swells from 20,000 people to 150,000. Every summer the number gets higher. The part-time residents used to keep a beater to drive 2around. An old Volkswagen or Jeep made it easy to observe the forty-five-mile-per-hour speed limit. They’d walk onto the ferry, take a cab to their faithful carriage, and they were set for the season. Now they bring their $250,000 cars over on the ferry.

         There’s no bridge to the Vineyard. You have to fly Cape Air or JetBlue or make your way to Woods Hole and initiate a relationship with the tough-loving Steamship Authority. I crashed at my friend and fellow musician Willy Mason’s West Tisbury house for a while, and when I had to leave, he helped me find an old trailer at 237 State Road. Shrouded by yew trees, the trailer had low ceilings and particleboard walls that were decorated with the previous tenant’s art. It had a heady, fulsome odor of black mold and wet dog. I was running out of options and hoped that good will, bad faith, hard drugs, scratch tickets, and the evil eye would sustain me.

         As the years melted away, I knew I needed to do something different. I had come to the island to quit heroin, but I fell into my old habits. Martha’s Vineyard is a tough place to be a junkie. Everybody knows you there. It was impractical and embarrassing. I swallowed my pride and became a miserable pariah. Most of my real friends retreated, hoping things would change. The rest got a kick out of watching me unravel. I was in horrible shape, losing teeth, and living off cheeseburgers—which I could barely chew—Marlboro Reds, purple Powerade (two for the price of one at Cumberland Farms), and a $200 daily drug budget.

         I like the Vineyard during the off-season. Being a double Viking with Swedish and Norman blood on each side of my family, the cold never bothered me. The winters keep the bad people away. That’s what Prince used to say about Minneapolis. That pandemic winter I went a little overboard. I sat around injecting dope, coke, and speed and smoking weed all day. I actually watched every episode 3of Gilmore Girls and I didn’t even like it. Ditto Gossip Girl, but that one was more enjoyable.

         I lose stuff all the time: phones, guitars, pencil sharpeners, gin and tonics, girlfriends, jewelry, bagels, tuners … You get the idea. I had all kinds of methods for keeping my wallet and me together, but when I arrived at the ferry parking lot on Palmer Avenue, it was missing. I’d had it when I checked out of the Inn on the Square that morning, so it disappeared somewhere along Main Street. I started freaking out because the wallet had my driver’s license and a couple of debit cards, but I was really bumming when I remembered there was a photo of Keith Richards with Mick Jones of the Clash hanging by the pool in Ocho Rios that had been given to me by Keith’s son, Marlon. I posted a message on Twitter asking people to keep an eye out for it. I’d recovered a wallet in Toronto that way and also got back a stolen 1967 country and western Gibson acoustic guitar, so I was feeling pretty good about the whole thing.

         In a matter of minutes, a guy named Mike Ghelfi answered my SOS. He worked at the Walgreens on Main Street. He wrote that someone had found my wallet and turned it in at the store.

         I went over to Walgreens and, sure enough, it was there, and nothing was missing. I was so grateful I played a few songs for Mike and the staff and endured the gruesome chore of autographing Lemonhead candy boxes with a smile on my face.

         I hadn’t planned on playing a set next to a rack of Utz potato chips at a Cape Cod Walgreens, but I was happy to do it. It was a way to say thank you. Mike recorded the performance and posted it on Twitter. By the time I got back to my trailer on the island, the video had been picked up by a few music websites. Most of the comments were positive. There were a few negative ones about 4me not wearing a mask, and the usual jokers who expressed their surprise that I was still alive.

         The comments didn’t bother me. What bothered me was how I looked, how I sounded. When I watched the video, I didn’t see me. I didn’t see Evan Dando the musician. I saw Evan Dando the heroin addict. I was trying very hard not to be that person. I didn’t like that person.

         That winter I decided I was done with heroin for good. That meant it was time to go. If I was going to finish writing my stories and composing my songs, I had to get off the island. I’ve been lost and found more times than I can count, but it was time to make a change.
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            Magical Thinking

         

         I never would have become a musician if my dad hadn’t left the family. The Lemonheads wouldn’t have happened if I hadn’t flunked my freshman year of high school.

         The Commonwealth School in Boston is a small, pricey private school that is painfully academic. As the story goes, I was at Singing Beach in Manchester-by-the-Sea, Massachusetts, with my mother and my sister, Holly, and my mother spotted a group of interesting-looking kids. She talked to them for a while and was so impressed that she asked them where they went to school. They said Commonwealth.

         There was just one rule at Commonwealth: no roller-skating in the hallways. The founders didn’t have anything against roller-skating—it was a way to say, “Do what you want, just don’t be an asshole.”

         The school was started by Charles Merrill Jr., the son of the founder of Merrill Lynch. His brother was the Pulitzer Prize–winning poet James Merrill. The Merrills had tons of dough at their disposal and plenty of connections. They created a private school in Boston’s Back Bay that championed alternative learning.6

         Commonwealth wasn’t a private playground for rich kids. Over half the students were there on full scholarship. A big part of my high school education was being friends with people from all walks of life.

         My parents could afford it, and it was right around the corner from our apartment building. That meant I was always late for school. The farther you are from where you want to be the more anxious you are to get there, but when you’re close you think you’ve got it made. That’s a lesson I’ve had to learn on more than one occasion.

         Once a week at 10 a.m. we had chapel. It was an elective, but you’d have to be less than a half-wit not to go. People like Buckminster Fuller, Seamus Heaney, Yo-Yo Ma, Mark Sands, Joseph Brodsky, and Peter Cameron, to name a few, came and spoke at chapel. In 1994, I was asked to do one, and I brought my guitar and Australian musician Robyn St. Clare for emotional support. That was something I couldn’t have imagined, and while I’m proud to have been asked, if the roles were reversed and I was one of the students, I would have skipped my own performance.

         I loved Commonwealth. We were encouraged to use our imaginations, not to be too careful, to be aware of dogma, to become our true selves. We were reading Kafka’s diary by the tenth grade. You could fall asleep in a closet, throw pottery, chew the fat with Rusty Crump (who called himself Crusty Rump) from the art department. One of our French teachers would yell, “Smoke pot!” as he passed me and the other Marlboro Red smokers gathered out in front of the school. And there were plenty of cute girls.

         There was just one problem: I struggled with my homework, and by struggle, I mean I didn’t do it. I liked my classes, had plenty of friends, and loved reading. As long as it was something I was interested in, I had sharp concentration skills. But I never did my homework, which was a problem. 7I wanted to make my teachers happy and complete all my assignments on time. I just couldn’t be bothered and that bothered me. Sometimes I’d set my alarm and get up at five in the morning so I could get something done before school, but I’d just stay in bed. Then, the next day, I’d start the process all over again, with that feeling of dread hanging over me that every kid knows. I’d miss deadline after deadline on papers about the Franco-Prussian War or William Faulkner’s The Wild Palms. I still have nightmares about it.

         At the end of the school year Principal Featherstone invited me, my mom, and my dad to his office. The principal indulged in the usual double-talk. “Evan, we think it’s a mismatch. You’d be better off somewhere else.” I felt like I was on trial, except I hadn’t done anything—literally.

         My mom didn’t let the principal get too far along with his spiel. “He’ll do it again,” she said.

         “Excuse me?” he asked.

         “He’ll repeat his freshman year. There’s no rule against that, is there?”

         “No, I suppose not,” he said.

         I could see the wheels turning in his head as he considered the question. Usually, when kids get kicked out of school, especially expensive private schools, the parents blame the school for failing the child, not the other way around. My mom knew me all too well—better than I knew myself.

         “How does that sound, Ev? Do you want to come back to Commonwealth?” she asked, like she was the one calling the shots.

         Before she married my dad, my mom was an art major at Alfred University, which is about ninety miles west of Ithaca, where my dad studied civil engineering and law at Cornell University. He was twenty-one and she was twenty-three when a mutual friend set 8them up on a date. The way my dad told the story, she chose him. She was glamorous and charismatic. She swept him off his feet. He didn’t stand a chance. She had that effect on people.

         I had to hand it to my mom: it was a brilliant idea. There was no school in the universe like Commonwealth. I have to thank her for understanding this and keeping me there. It was a magical place back then and the perfect school for me. If I hadn’t repeated my freshman year, I wouldn’t have been in Bible class with Ben Deily and Jesse Peretz—my future bandmates in the Lemonheads.

         
            * * *

         

         I made up my first melody, my mom tells me, when I was two years old. I was riding in the back seat of my parents’ black VW Bug. My parents were both surfers and we were going to the beach. We were making one of those family trip audio tapes, and among the burps and giggles and putting the microphone out the window, I broke into this melody that was both wistful and operatic.

         “Well,” my mom said to my dad, “that was something.”

         My parents loved music. An old family fable was they got married because they had the same record collection. They loved soul, jazz, and funk, but especially the Kingston Trio, the Four Freshmen, and the Everly Brothers, which is a great foundation for listening to recorded music. A good place to start would be James Brown, Al Green, and Marvin Gaye. Then make your way through the rest of the Motown classics. Be sure to make detours when you have to, like Curtis Mayfield and the Impressions, the Meters, and Parliament, but don’t miss Charles Wright and the Watts 103rd Street Rhythm Band. You can trace all of rock and roll back to Robert Johnson and Hank Williams via Little Richard.9

         The first time I heard “Heatwave” by Martha & the Vandellas it grabbed me. Whoa! What is that? The background vocals, the drum sound. I was only five years old, but it pushed everything out of my head and took over my body. From that moment on I knew I wanted to make music.

         I was always singing, tapping on stuff, and making sounds with my hands. I had a baby ring that I played with all the time. Everyone was happy when I lost that ring. I asked my mom for a drum set.

         “Absolutely not.” In my mother’s book, noise annoyed.

         From the day I was born until the summer of ’76 we lived in a white house from the 1830s on a cute little hill with two linden trees in front on Western Avenue in Essex, Massachusetts. Not quite the suburbs, but not exactly rural, either. We lived next to a farm and had a barn in the backyard. Even with all that space, I couldn’t talk her into buying a drum set. I had to make do with pots and pans.

         I liked singing along to songs on the radio. When I was ten years old, me, my mom and dad, and my sister, Holly, went to a pizza place in the North End. I was singing along to Led Zeppelin when Holly said, “You think you’re so cool just because you know the words.”

         I didn’t see what the big deal was. We both liked Led Zeppelin. I just ignored her, which just made her more annoyed at me.

         “Evan, I’ll tell you one thing for sure,” Holly said. “You’ll never write a song and you’ll never be in a band.”

         “You don’t know that,” I said.

         “I do know, because you’re not the kind of person who can do those things.”

         Challenge accepted.

         My mom used to say that I had a better singing voice and that I was more musically inclined than my sister. It wasn’t just my mom 10who thought so. I won the third-grade music award, where I played a snare drum and sang with a bunch of girls behind me. It was a James Taylor song. I also sang lead when we did H.M.S. Pinafore, “When I Was a Lad” by Gilbert and Sullivan. That was when I had the whole class behind me doing backflips. My classmate Grace Gardner used to make fun of me because I would sing in different octaves sometimes.

         Holly was two years and seven months older than me, and three years ahead of me in school (four years after I had to repeat my freshman year). Because we were so close in age we had a bit of a sibling rivalry, and it started as soon as I showed up. A few months after I was born my parents asked Holly if she liked having a baby brother.

         “I like him very much,” she said, “but can we take him back now?”

         Though obviously I never forgot that fateful day at the pizza place, Holly and I got along great. I was way smaller than her until a certain point, and we were both featherweights and could have a fair fight, which for a few months was a bit of an issue. One time, my sister picked me up by my shirt and pants and spun me round and round until I went flying headfirst into a big mahogany dresser.

         Another early memory of a slightly violent event was one afternoon when she moved our cat, Gypsy, out of the way by throwing her off the bed. Because I loved Gypsy, any small indignity done to my cat could bring me to a rage.

         Holly followed the rules, while I would get around them when I could. We were opposites in that way, but it wasn’t just me and Holly. I knew from a very early age that I wasn’t like other kids. I was super skinny, and my hair was long and blond—longer and prettier than some of the girls in my class. I never wanted to have a haircut. My mom made me trim it, but I insisted she not cut above a certain bone on top of my spine. I liked wearing weird clothes, 11like dashikis. I liked all of those things about myself, even though they made me stick out. Being different didn’t bother me because, in my mind, I wasn’t just different, I was exceptional. And I was me.

         The rhyme from the story “The Gingerbread Man” exemplified that feeling. “Run, run, as fast as you can. You can’t catch me. I’m the gingerbread man!” I recognized myself in those lines. No one could catch the gingerbread man because he was different. He was special, and so was I. I felt like I could get away with things that no one else could. I wanted it all and on my terms.

         As I got older the notion that I was different grew into a belief in myself, a quiet confidence that expressed itself in different ways. For instance, I was never going to let myself end up in a horrible job or wear a suit like my dad. Not that I didn’t work many mind-numbing, shit-stupid jobs on my way. I thought a person should love their work. No matter what kind of trouble I got myself into, I knew I would always be okay because you can’t catch me, I’m a gingerbread man.

         That became my mantra.

         
            * * *

         

         From a very young age, I liked doing things by myself. It was perfectly normal for me to go exploring for hours at a time. I loved being outdoors, whether it was cruising around on my skateboard, riding my orange bike with a silver sissy bar, or wandering around the woods. I used to take off on my own without any kind of supervision—like all the kids were allowed to do back then. I would wander off just to see how far I could go.

         Early one summer morning at Alex Hodge’s house on Apple Street, we packed a lunch box with grape juice, ginger ale, Oreos, 12and a compass. I’d stayed over at the Hodges’s for a sleepover the night before, as Holly and I often did. After many bowls of sugary Quisp cereal, which I didn’t get at home, Alex and I took to the woods. We walked for some time and came across a little natural amphitheater of boulders. We sat down, and after a few minutes it occurred to Alex we could swear and no one would be the wiser.

         “Fuck, shit, piss!”

         Maybe it was the latent Calvinism in the hearts of us New Englanders, but we decided we should accidentally get hurt for the swearing to be more meaningful. So we slid down the rocks, half hoping to slip or bang an elbow or something to earn and own our joyful, pissed-off swearing. A couple of bad falls later we tired of our game, but I don’t remember us swearing again that day. We continued through the woods, and it wasn’t long before we were lost.

         We fumbled on, changing our minds about a road with power lines we thought might lead us somewhere, and by the time it started to get dark we could hear very distant shouting of our names. It was eerie, barely audible. Was it our imagination? We figured the folks back home would be wondering where we were by now. Despite all that, I wasn’t the least bit scared. I may have been a little worried about being late for dinner, but I was completely at ease out there. I had to keep my cool, as Alex was a few years younger than me.

         When we didn’t come home Alex’s mom started calling people. My dad rushed home from the office. He called the cops and they alerted the National Guard. He had a hundred people looking for us—an actual search party.

         We got tired of wandering around the woods and decided to camp where it looked pretty comfortable. Should we put leaves on ourselves to make blankets? All kinds of ridiculous ideas were discussed. Alex had had enough, and I was becoming less suave as the 13minutes went by when, God bless his soul, a member of the search party came through the trees and we were rescued.

         No one yelled at me as we were driving home. They were just relieved. Mrs. Holden, our babysitter, said just the right thing. She said the right thing always: “No sympathy.”

         
            * * *

         

         I was nine years old when I went to my first rock concert. Heart was playing a free show and I went by myself. I’ll never forget it because the show took place on the day we moved to Boston.

         I wasn’t thrilled about leaving Essex. I may have only been nine, but I was madly in love with a girl named Emily Getchel, and I was heartbroken when we moved. My dad didn’t want to leave, either, but my mom was set on moving to Boston, and I think that tension put a strain on their relationship. Like a lot of things, you can look backward through the binoculars on this dynamic.

         Our new address was 172 Beacon Street, Apartment #7, and was right on the Charles River. My dad was doing well at his law firm, and our 3,300-square-foot apartment took up the entire seventh floor of the building between Beacon Street and Back Street. We had five bedrooms, four bathrooms, and four fireplaces. It was huge by any standard, and my dad bought it for $45,000. The living room and my parents’ bedroom were on the river side; my and Holly’s rooms looked down onto the corner of Beacon and Clarendon Streets. This was a fantastic place to listen to horrific late-night car crashes because Clarendon was the highway exit. A hallway that ran from the back alley right to Beacon Street separated our bedrooms from the rest of the apartment, so Holly and I had lots of room to spread out and do our own thing.14

         While we were moving in, I heard a band playing at the Hatch Band Shell, which was directly across from our building. Amid all the hustle and bustle of moving our stuff into our new home, I snuck off to check out the concert.

         Heart was up onstage rocking away. They sounded like a female Led Zeppelin. I don’t recall a whole lot about the concert. It was early in the band’s career, and they played “Barracuda.”

         The people in the audience made as big an impression on me as the band. I remember walking through the crowd with my skateboard. There were lots of bikers at the concert, which I’d never seen before. Who were all these guys in leather with motorcycles? There was a funny smell in the air, which I knew was weed. These tough-looking dudes and hard-looking women saw this long-haired boy walking around and smiled at me. I felt welcome there. I didn’t know anything about anything, but I’d somehow stumbled into the world I would inhabit for the rest of my life.

         The thing I remember most vividly about that day was that the music was extremely loud, a physical thing. It was a different kind of feeling than listening to records on my parents’ stereo or WBCN on the radio, which was on all the time. I could feel this music hitting me. Live music through a big PA is an experience like no other. When I like a record by a band, I still have to see them live to know if I love them or not.

         
            * * *

         

         I was ten or eleven years old when I started playing guitar in earnest. When my father moved out, I sank into the Beatles songbook, with the dots where your fingers go. “Golden Slumbers” was the first song I learned. The first chord is Am7. Ring finger, second fret, fourth 15string. Index finger, first fret, second string. I enjoyed playing the guitar for its own sake, but I really loved singing songs, and the guitar would let me do that more completely. I learned guitar to accompany myself. It took a year before my left hand caught up to my right hand to become proficient.

         My parents’ divorce surprised and saddened me. Me not doing my homework was a direct result of my parents’ messy split. I felt like they weren’t holding up their end of the family contract, and when they divorced, all the rules went out the seventh-floor window and smashed on the pavement. If they weren’t going to make an effort, then neither would I.

         All through that difficult, lonely time, I kept busy learning songs from the Beatles book, and playing along to albums like the Rolling Stones’ Flowers and Hot Rocks, Rod Stewart’s Every Picture Tells a Story, and Beatles for Sale, which was one of my favorites and included the songs “I Don’t Want to Spoil the Party,” “Eight Days a Week,” the cover of Buddy Holly’s “Words of Love,” and the life-affirming cover of Larry Williams’s “Bad Boy.”

         My parents were good-looking people. My dad was handsome and athletic and looked like Lee Majors—the actor who played The Six Million Dollar Man. He had a wry sense of humor. We were very close, and through all our ups and downs we had this weird ESP going on between us where I could usually discern his presence in the sound of the telephone’s ring when he called. I remember singing along to “One Way Out” by the Allman Brothers and my dad said, “Your voice sounds good, Griff !” My dad called me Griff, short for Griffith, which is my middle name. “Maybe you’re the rocker of the family!”

         You could say my dad is responsible for my career in music. Learning how to play gave me something to do and made me feel good at a time when I needed it.16

         My friends Alex Star and George Bolucas turned me on to the Stooges, the Velvet Underground, and the Modern Lovers, among many other bands. The first record I bought myself was a weird bootleg that Kim Fowley put out on his label, Mohawk Records: The Original Modern Lovers. I learned about the Ramones from the Dogtown articles in Skateboarder magazine. Tony Alva, Stacy Peralta, et al., were my real heroes at the time, and the Dogtown crew’s favorite band was the Ramones, and so I took their lead.

         I loved music with a passion, but I wanted to be a writer. James Joyce and Dylan Thomas were above the skaters in my personal pantheon. I wrote my first short story when I was eleven years old. It was called “The Aqua Slide.” It’s about my friend Helen Hoar, a girl my age who was epileptic and died suddenly. In the story I describe a few scenes from our friendship: riding horses around and swimming in her family’s pool. In the story I can see Helen at the top of the pool slide about to let herself go. The image haunted me in flashes, the surrender to what was about to happen being some kind of harbinger of her death.

         We went on a family vacation the summer after third grade, and I read my mom’s copy of Papillon on the beach in Portugal. It was the first long, bulky hardcover I read.

         I loved to read: The Phantom Tollbooth, James and the Giant Peach, Journey to the End of the Night. Short stories by Fitzgerald, Hemingway, Guy de Maupassant. “A Mother’s Tale” by James Agee, D. H. Lawrence, Tom and Thomas Wolfe, William S. Burroughs’s Junkie, The Ticket That Exploded, and Naked Lunch.

         At eleven I went on a serious Kurt Vonnegut and Carlos Castaneda jag. Looking at it now I can’t see myself enjoying Vonnegut or Castaneda as much at any other age. I wonder what Kurt would make of that. I can’t imagine he would have been anything 17but proud. Those books seem like they were written for eleven- to twelve-year-olds. When I picked up Slaughterhouse-Five recently, I didn’t get as good a hit.

         I was fourteen the first time I took LSD. I was hanging out with this kid who was in the jazz band with me. We’ll call him James, and he played the drums. I’d bring my guitar over to his house in Brookline after school and we’d do drugs and play music in his basement.

         His family lived in a mansion. James’s parents were never around and there was usually a bunch of kids hanging out at his house. The kids were a bit older than me. James was a total pothead, but he was into other things as well, like cocaine, mushrooms, and LSD. The first time I took acid it was pretty cool for about four hours. My fingers in front of my face turned into bowing nuns in full habit. There was a lot of arsenic and speed in the stuff we took, and the last hours when I was at home unable to sleep were a little scary. There was no one to confide in without losing my skateboard privileges for a month.

         I felt like there had to be more to this drug thing than that. Nevertheless, I kept doing it. I took a lot of questionable drugs with James, including angel dust by accident.

         Once I got my hands on some liquid LSD, I had a different experience. That was the real deal. I finally had the kind of trip that resonated with the things I’d read about in books. I dropped acid the night of the jazz band’s Christmas concert. I borrowed a friend’s Les Paul guitar and did a ripping solo in “God Bless the Child.”

         I was eventually kicked out of the jazz band, but not because of drugs. My teacher realized I was playing everything by ear and that I didn’t actually know anything about music. I was playing around on one of the school’s jazz guitars when he interrupted me.

         “Evan, play a major scale for me,” he said.18

         I couldn’t do it.

         “Will you hand me the guitar, please?”

         I thought he was going to show me what a major scale was, so I handed the guitar to him.

         “That’ll be all, Evan. You can go now.”

         I had a real passion for music and was invested in learning how to play to the best of my ability. Shouldn’t that count for something?

         I thought so. It’s funny to me now, but at the time I couldn’t really believe they kicked me out for such a petty reason. The teacher was right, of course; being in the jazz band required that you could read music and I couldn’t, so I was out.

         I was way too young to be doing coke and taking acid and hanging out with all these older kids in James’s basement. I see fourteen-year-olds today and it doesn’t seem possible that they are doing half the things I was doing when I was their age. But what do I know?

         My friend Jesse Solomon and I performed “A Child’s Christmas in Wales” for the school at lunch. Christmas break was a few days away. I read as Dylan Thomas, copying his whimsical Welsh-singing voice from the record. My effete pseudo-intellectual phase ended with a bang! The recital went over well with my teachers, I got a lot of laughs from my friends, and I was allowed to come back for another semester. I didn’t know it yet, but my life as a Lemonhead was about to begin.
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            Maybe You’d Like Some Brains in Your Face?

         

         One day, my friend Alex Star and I decided that jazz and classical were superior to rock and roll. I wanted to play jazz—I wanted to do a lot of things—but I couldn’t play the guitar fast enough to fake it. I took a class to learn how to read and write music, but decided playing by ear with my tape recorder was good enough—like when I learned to snowboard but went back to skiing.

         During the winter holiday break Ben Deily and Jesse Peretz took me to a punk rock show and it changed my life. I met Ben in Bible class. At Commonwealth all freshmen were required to read the Old Testament—not as a book of faith but as the most influential work of literature ever written. Ben and I hit it off when we realized we were both into wacked-out comedy records like the Firesign Theatre, Beyond the Fringe, and Steve Martin. Jesse was already in a band called the Drainpipes that played pool parties and school dances.

         The first kid to go punk at Commonwealth was Patrick Amory. Patrick came from an old Boston family whose members had gone to Harvard every generation dating back to the 1600s. He dyed his hair red, donned black army boots, and wore a jacket with a patch that 20declared think for yourself on the back. When Patrick turned punk, me and my friends were interested. Everyone was saying that punk was dead. We all fell in line championing the lost cause of punk.

         It was 1984, and I was excited to be going to my first punk rock show at the Channel—the only big rock club in Boston that had all-ages matinee shows on the weekends. There were always some drunk skinheads with two-by-fours roaming around. The way to the club from South Street station was a concentration of graffiti, much of it sprayed by the bands themselves: kilslug, gang green, mission of burma, jerry’s kids, ssd. As we entered, a sign warned: no spikes in the pit. I’d clearly come into the hardcore world a little late. The party was almost over, but I didn’t care.

         The band that was playing that day was Flipper from San Francisco, and it was like nothing I’d ever seen or heard before. The Channel was the place. I saw Motörhead three times there and the Minutemen twice. It was a dark, cavernous space, covering three or four acres. Flipper was roaring away and kids were losing themselves in the music. Some kids I’d met on the way to the show brought a dead squirrel into the club and I saw it flying around the pit.

         No one sounds like Flipper. Ted Falconi didn’t look like a punk: he looked like Rambo up there on the stage in his army jacket. He played his guitar with such abandon it seemed as though he was making up the songs on the spot. His riffs were all over the place. Watching him play, I realized it was a well-formed and deliberate performance. It was all so messy and beautiful.

         The next day, Flipper inspired me to pick up the cheap Japanese Epiphone electric guitar that my dad had bought for me. I started bashing away on it in a way that felt exciting and new. I realized I could mimic the sounds I’d heard at the Channel on my guitar. That was the day I started to listen to rock again.21

         I had learned how to play the guitar by playing along to records. Same thing with singing. The first riff I learned as a kid was “Back Street Girl” from Between the Buttons by the Rolling Stones. The open A with the way-up-the-neck B-and-G-string melody line. It came naturally and easy. I was a sensitive eleven-year-old then, going through puberty without my dad around. Playing the guitar and singing comforted me immeasurably. Alex Star and I used to play “Run Run Run” and “There She Goes Again” by the Velvets, “Not Right” by the Stooges, “Looking for a Kiss” by the New York Dolls, “(I’m) Stranded” by the Saints, more Rolling Stones, and then it was all Minor Threat, Black Flag, Agent Orange, Government Issue, the Replacements, and Hüsker Dü, ad astra.

         For our junior class project, Ben and I decided to record a couple of new songs he’d written. We could both sing and play the guitar a little bit and we’d taught ourselves how to play the drums. We wrote a song about a kid who killed himself during class. We recorded it after school in the Spanish classroom with John Lorch’s black Yamaha drum kit on a Tascam 4-track. In any other school, “So I Fucked Up” would have gotten us in trouble. They did mention something about it sounding like someone falling down a very long staircase, but we had a blast!

         I remember a few lyrics:

         
            
               Maybe you’d like some brains in your face

               Or splatters of blood on your leatherette briefcase

               Won’t let me live my life at all

               But I don’t need life so fuck you all

            

         

         Ben and I were meeting more and more in the basement of his parents’ house in Cambridge to record cover songs like “Lick It Up” 22by Kiss and the theme to the children’s TV show New Zoo Revue with a full mosh breakdown. Jesse frequently joined our group down in Ben’s basement. He got into punk rock because it was the opposite of cool (thus the coolest). He loved the idea of being in a punk band long after it had been declared dead. Jesse thought going punk in 1985 was the lamest thing you could possibly do, so he was all for it.

         We started working on some songs and backed each other up on drums. If I wrote a song, Ben would play drums on it, and vice versa. Our songs were short. People thought our unpolished anti–show biz approach was refreshing. Kind souls. If we weren’t playing in Ben’s basement, we’d jam beneath the front stairs at Commonwealth.

         The band name had become an enormous issue. We tried all kinds of angles. Alcohol: the Drunk Pigs, the Drunk Hogs, the Drunk Swine, Drink Drive Kill, Drunk Fuck and the Algae. Incredibly stupid: Yipes Stripes!, Stain X, the Mayan Artisans, 23" of Latex, Amerifucks. Nature: the Nebulae, Guppyhead, the Peg Legs, the Bad Fish, the Other Fish, the Liz Fish Experience. Food-homoerotic crossover: the Fried Chickens, the Citrus Fucks, Tender Vittles Fucks, Popcorn Fucks, the Candy Dicks, the Fruit Rolls, the Citrus Dicks, the Fucking Clocks, Ill Willy and the Tendershoots, the Ovalteenagers, the Piggy Popcorn Queers, and many others. If you need a band name, I’m sure that all of these are still available.

         Finally, Jesse came up with an unbelievably and gratuitously offensive name that I’m not even going to register here, which we actually adopted—for about three minutes. Then, when we remembered this name might potentially be, like, limiting, we decided to go with the Whelps. Our new punk friends were horrified.

         “You can’t do that!”

         “That’s a terrible name!”

         “You mean like little dogs? That’s hackneyed!”23

         During summer break, Ben went on a trip to Brazil for a month or two. Jesse and I took advantage of his absence to change the name of the band. Our friends were right: the Whelps totally sucked. So we started again with the band names. A Commonwealth classmate, Ali Clark, whose father was dean of Harvard Law School, gave me a list of sixty names. Kids were calling me and Jesse on the phone, suggesting possibilities, and then hanging up. Our friend Ivan Kreilkamp got those calls, too, with someone yelling a word, usually an abstract noun, and then banging the phone into the receiver. It was Ivan who finally came up with the name Lemonheads. No definite article. He had a wrapper for Lemonhead candies tacked up on his bedroom wall and we went with it.

         When Ben came back from Brazil, he was so pissed off that we’d tossed the name the Whelps and adopted Lemonheads without any input from him. He even threatened to quit, adding that “drummers are a dime a dozen.” That was interesting. Ben knew damn well that drummers were actually quite hard to find in Boston. Also, he thought of himself at that time primarily as a drummer, not a singer-songwriter. On our first EP I’m listed as playing “guitar, drums, vocal,” and Ben is “drums, guitar, vocal.” Keep this incident in mind. Finding a good drummer would be the bane of the future Lemonheads.

         Ben’s family supposedly had something to do with the Tootsie Roll empire, which maybe explains why he didn’t like our candy-themed name. In any case, the seeds of discontent were sown at a very early stage of the Lemonheads’ development.

         Jesse’s dad, Marty, was the publisher of The New Republic and his mom was a serious artist and photographer. They had a lot of money, but they were great people, which is a rare combination. For someone who came from so much money, Jesse was one of the most 24well-adjusted people I’d ever met. He was compulsively creative, and it was fun to be around someone like that.

         For a while our punk rock records were supplied by Tipper Gore. The Peretz family was friendly with the Gores, and Tipper had started up the Parents Music Resource Center, the group that succeeded in slapping Parental Advisory stickers on records with profane or provocative content. Tipper was always sending Marty Peretz supposedly offensive records and trying to get him to write about the PMRC in The New Republic.

         Those records went directly into our collections. Thanks to Tipper’s outrage, we were listening to the Dead Kennedys’ Frankenchrist and other extreme examples of rock and roll that we might not have found on our own.

         Although Ben’s parents were wealthy, Jesse’s parents were really wealthy, but also dyed-in-the-wool liberals. My dad became quite conservative, but he didn’t start out that way. In the sixties he sang and played the guitar with his friends in college. Eventually, he gave up playing music to focus on his studies. I think he reached an understanding that if he was going to get into law school, he had to keep his nose to the grindstone.

         My father fell into the Jerry Rubin yippie-to-yuppie “fiscally conservative” camp. In the eighties he stopped wearing his American flag T-shirt with a pot leaf in the middle. That said, conservatism wasn’t part of my upbringing. My parents hung out with Cambridge intellectual types and hobnobbed with cool and interesting people, real heavyweights in arts and science and culture, which allowed me to meet people like Shel Silverstein and David Mamet. My parents encouraged us to do whatever we wanted to do in life.

         
            * * *

         

         25“Why don’t we make a record?” Jesse said.

         We were on the verge of graduating from Commonwealth and we weren’t sure what to do about the band. We wanted to play some shows that summer before we all went our separate ways to college in the fall, but we had no idea how to go about doing that. The Lemonheads was basically an after-school project.

         We figured the best way to get a gig would be to make a 7-inch EP, which was what we could afford. With a lot of cheering on from Patrick Amory, we decided to put out a little record. We pooled our money and went to record it at a joint with an 8-track machine presided over by the exquisite Tom Hamilton from Cleveland.

         We practiced every day at Jesse’s house in a room that had a Rodin sculpture, a black figure in a fetal position, and, that summer only, a Rembrandt painting, which is so over the top that Jesse asked me not to write about it in this book. Also represented were Pissarros, Picassos, and a Paul Klee. You name it, they had it.

         It wasn’t all work and no play. One weekend Jesse’s parents went out of town and he had a little party with about forty of our friends. People brought their own alcohol and weed. It was fairly mellow as high school parties go, but the next day, one of the art pieces was missing, the small black sculpture by Rodin. We woke up in the morning and there was literally just an empty pedestal where the sculpture should have been.

         This was way more serious than any Risky Business situation. We tried to keep our cool. Jesse got busy looking around outside and finally found it in a garbage can a block away. Thanks, guys, very funny!

         Meanwhile, the Lemonheads were ready to rock. Patrick helped us figure out the logistics of making a record. The day after we graduated from high school, we recorded five tracks with Tom Hamilton: “Glad 26I Don’t Know,” “Mad,” “I Like To,” “So I Fucked Up …,” and a cover of “I Am a Rabbit” by Proud Scum from Auckland, New Zealand.

         It took two days to make the record. We put four of the tracks on the 7-inch. I was miffed because my song “Mad” got left off. It was the first Lemonheads song I wrote, but Jesse said it was generic, and he was usually right. I still love that recording, and it came in handy later.

         We had a blast in the studio and I think you can hear it on the record. My vocal style was pure plagiarism. On a given song I might pretend I was Joey Ramone, Richard Butler from the Psychedelic Furs, Paul Westerberg, or even Mick Jagger. Mostly I just screamed. I’ll never forget hearing our songs played back to us when we were done. Holy shit! This kinda sorta sounds like rock music! 

         I think at that moment we realized we’d made something cool. We weren’t a “real” band, and we knew it, but we sounded like one. More important, this was how all the bands we looked up to started out. The question as to whether we were a real band went out the window. Who the hell cares?

         I came up with the title, Laughing All the Way to the Cleaners. It’s basically laughing all the way to having no money, which seems appropriate because we were broke teenagers with zero expectations. We took the recordings, got them mastered, and had a thousand copies made at Rainbo Pressing.

         It was time to start looking for gigs.

         
            * * *

         

         The first Lemonheads show, if you could call it that, was on Friday, July 18, 1986, in a basement in Central Square, Cambridge. The house on Green Street belonged to the guys in a punk-metal 27crossover band called Meltdown. The Meltdown House had the distinction of sitting squat in the middle of the worst-kept block in Cambridge, but it had the advantage of being indestructible. When the single-room occupancy next door was gutted in a five-alarm fire, the Meltdown House wasn’t even touched. The concept of those parties was to cram as many people as possible into a very small basement, encourage everyone to get totally wasted, and then unleash the sounds of Meltdown at pain level. The band took its name from the Chernobyl disaster, which had happened a few months before. Our friend Corey “Loog” Brennan got us the gig. Corey was a disc jockey on WHRB, the student-run radio station at Harvard University and the lead guitarist of Meltdown.

         We played the three original songs from the EP plus a bunch of covers. We did “I Wanna Be Your Boyfriend” by the Ramones, “I Think of Her” by the Forgotten Rebels from Canada, and “Ice” by the Screaming Tribesmen from Australia.

         We’d been exposed to all kinds of punk rock on a show that aired on WHRB called Record Hospital. Patrick Amory was one of the DJs on the show and he helped organize an event in the spring of 1986 called the Punk Rock Orgy—168 consecutive hours of punk rock from every corner of the globe. We taped as much of the show as we could. We even skipped school to make sure we recorded it all. If we missed the show we’d trade tapes with our friends. We were obsessed with the Punk Rock Orgy.

         Curtis Casella, another DJ at the station, wasn’t a Harvard student, but he introduced WHRB’s listeners to proto-punk bands beyond the Saints and Radio Birdman. He hipped us to the New Zealand comp AK79, which featured a bunch of bands from the Auckland punk scene in the seventies, including the Scavengers, Toy Love, Spelling Mistakes, and Proud Scum.28

         We got our punk rock education from Harvard by way of WHRB. We became friends with many of the disc jockeys, some of whom became important as the band expanded its following outside the Boston area.

         Patrick Amory had enrolled at Harvard and worked at WHRB beginning in fall 1983, my junior year at Commonwealth. He continued to serve as our punk guru and unofficial adviser, along with fellow Commonwealth student George Bolucas. WHRB and other prominent local college stations are among the reasons why Boston and Cambridge went on to have such a big impact in the independent music scene in the late eighties and early nineties. With the rise of college radio as an industry force at the national level, it was some kind of epochal bonanza we were living through.

         A few days after our mini-triumph, Jesse wrote a “press release” in an attempt to get some club dates:

         
            The Lemonheads are a rocking melodic punk trio from Boston and environs. All recently out of high school, the Lemonheads play a ’77-style thunk that’s well-documented on Laughing All the Way to the Cleaners, their forthcoming 7" EP on Patrick Amory’s Angry Arms label. Their radio tape “Glad I Don’t Know” has received massive play on WHRB and WMBR [the MIT station]. The Lemonheads have played Cambridge parties to enthusiastic crowds of over a hundred people.

         

         People were stoked about our show at the Meltdown House, which led to the Lemonheads’ first club gig the following month at the Rat in Kenmore Square in Boston, in August 1986. We gave a copy of Laughing All the Way to the Cleaners to our friends at the Harvard station and they kept playing our record and hyping the 29show. This had a huge impact because when the Lemonheads hit the stage at the Rat, we had three hundred people in the audience. That’s crazy for a Tuesday night in August.

         Holly was finishing up at Trinity College in Hartford, Connecticut, and couldn’t make it, but my mom went. She wouldn’t have missed it for the world. The night of the show she had a big dinner party at the apartment and brought a bunch of her friends to the Rat, including Ben Zander, the conductor of the Boston Philharmonic Orchestra—and he liked it. You won’t find a bigger fan of the Lemonheads than my mom.

         About twenty of our former classmates from Commonwealth came out to support us. So did a bunch of locals from the music scene, like Chris Brokaw of Come; Billy Ruane, the promoter at T.T. the Bear’s Place in Cambridge; Corey from Meltdown; and all the people from WHRB. We’d been to lots of shows at the Rat with much smaller crowds.

         I loved being onstage and thought we played well. I wasn’t nervous and didn’t find it difficult at all. It was a little bit like the first time I had sex: effortlessly fun. When I was fifteen, I lost my virginity to a classmate. We were dancing at a party and she came up to me and started banging her butt against mine. Then she asked if I wanted to fuck her. We found an empty bedroom, and one thing led to another.

         We gave traveling punk bands that played in Boston and Cambridge a tape of our music, and the next time they came to town they invited us to play a show together. Not only did we get a lot of gigs that way, but we met all the people who booked shows at the clubs in town.

         Everyone was supportive of each other. Nobody had a “career.” We worked hard, put up flyers, and went to a ton of shows. Some 30might say there was a lot of cronyism involved, and there definitely was, but the DJs at WHRB put a lot of work into promoting us on the show Record Hospital. We were loyal listeners, and they appreciated our support.

         The Lemonheads had its ups and downs. Our second club gig was much more subdued. We played a Nu Muzik night at T.T. the Bear’s Place with a band that was also playing its second show ever: the Pixies. I’ll never forget that show. The first couple of times we saw them play, there would be thirty people in the audience. We must have seen them ten times before they got famous. They seemed fully formed and ready to take the world by storm even though they were using little tiny guitar amps set on chairs.

         Word was starting to get out about the Lemonheads. Ben had a van, and we spray-painted The Lemonheads on the side so that people would get to know the name. We circulated tapes of our EP all summer, and Laughing All the Way to the Cleaners finally came out in August. We put the sleeves together at Jesse’s parents’ house. We were the proud owners of one thousand Lemonheads records. Now what?

         We met and became friends with the guys in Gang Green, a hard-partying punk band that started in the suburb of Braintree and moved to Boston. Their first single, “Sold Out,” was the first release by Taang!—a local independent punk label started by WHRB DJ Curtis Casella. Curtis introduced us to Gang Green. The legend goes, Curtis signed them after listening to their tape in his car in the parking lot of the Channel while waiting for Bad Brains to show up. If Bad Brains had been on time, Curtis might not have started his label, but Bad Brains were never on time.

         We met Chris Doherty of Gang Green at a show with Jerry’s Kids and Society System Decontrol (SSD) at the Paradise in 1984. 31It was billed as “the Last Hardcore Show.” Springa, the singer of SSD, announced from the stage, “We started hardcore here and we’re ending it here tonight!” Before the show I met Springa at McDonald’s. Me and my friend John were snorting Excedrin off the table in the middle of the restaurant, trying to be cool. Springa just shook his head. “Kids, get some real drugs.”

         We got to know SSD and all the bands. The Taang! bands used to hang out at Curtis’s house, dubbed “the Taang! House,” in Auburndale, west of Boston. Curtis suggested we put our EP in with the press kit for the new Gang Green album, Another Wasted Night. That was the turning point of us becoming something.

         One of the places that sold our record was Newbury Comics, a legendary independent record and comic book store on Newbury Street, with a second location in Harvard Square. The Newbury Comics people were huge supporters of Boston punk and indie music. They had this place in the store where they displayed the top twenty singles. Every week they’d rearrange the singles display to reflect the popularity rankings. I used to go to the store just to look at it, and it was a thrill to see our record move up the charts. I don’t remember how high we got—but we went through all one thousand copies in a matter of months.

         We knew that certain punk bands like Black Flag put out their own records. We stood out from the pack—not because we were any good, but because we had a record. We also had our fair share of bad shows. The thing about Ben and I switching from drums to guitar all night messed with my muscle memory. It was a real hassle. Sharing a vintage Gibson SG meant constant tuning problems.

         The best thing that happened to our little record was it getting reviewed by Spin magazine. The Spin review was a direct result of being included in Taang!’s official mailing to a variety 32of punk-friendly publications. Spin plucked it out of the pile and covered it, and not only did they review it, they liked it. Spin wasn’t the only publication to show us some love. We got a lot of coverage from that Taang! mailing, including a review in the punk zine Maximum Rocknroll.

         All this love from the press led to some incredible gigs. The Angry Samoans were huge for us. When they came to town, we brought them a cake. Our friend Andrew Hendrickson frosted a cake that expertly reproduced the cover of the Samoans’ Inside My Brain EP. We brought it to their hotel and gave them a tape of Laughing All the Way to the Cleaners. The following year they invited us to open three shows for them on the East Coast, including a gig at the legendary Anthrax club in Norwalk, Connecticut. That was our first big out-of-town show.

         All in all it was a successful summer. We’d made a record, heard our songs on the radio, and played with bands we loved. Not a bad start!

      



OEBPS/images/title_page_online.jpg
RUMOURS
OF MY DEMISE

EVAN DANDO

faber





OEBPS/images/landing_online.png





OEBPS/images/9780571368631_cover_epub.jpg
. A MEMOIR






