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​Dedication
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For Nate, Astrid, Ruby, Etein, Dante, James, and Jada.

Thank you for always believing in me and my loud, ridiculous rock 'n' roll dreams—even when no one else would. Here’s to the dreamers and the rock 'n' rollers.

––––––––
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Keep dreaming; you're doing alright.
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​Lying Flatt Trilogy
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BOOK ONE: Glory Days

BOOK TWO: Love is a Battlefield

BOOK THREE: Rock ‘n Roll Suicide
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​Lying Flatt: Playlist

[image: ]





	"Glory Days" - Bruce Springsteen

	"I Want to Know What Love Is" - Foreigner

	"Blackeyed Blonde" - Red Hot Chili Peppers

	"A Horse with No Name" - America

	"Rock 'n Roll Band" - Boston

	"Peace of Mind" - Boston

	"Jack and Diane" - John Mellencamp

	"Cherry Bomb" - The Runaways

	"Pink Houses" - John Mellencamp

	"Bang Your Head" - Quiet Riot

	"Alone" - Heart

	"Paradise by the Dashboard Light" - Meat Loaf

	"Here I Go Again" - Whitesnake

	"Joy to the World" - Three Dog Night

	"Celebrate" - Three Dog Night

	"Leaving on a Jet Plane" - John Denver

	"Road to Nowhere" - Talking Heads

	"Take Me Home, Country Roads" - John Denver

	"American Pie" - Don McLean

	"Old Time Rock and Roll" - Bob Seger

	"Badlands" - Bruce Springsteen

	"I’ve Got a Name" - Jim Croce

	"Brother Love's Travelling Salvation Show" - Neil Diamond

	"Run Through the Jungle" - Creedence Clearwater Revival (CCR)

	"You Don’t Mess Around with Jim" - Jim Croce

	"School’s Out" - Alice Cooper

	"I Wanna Rock" - Twisted Sister

	"Love on Love" - Bon Jovi

	"It’s a Long Way to the Top (If You Wanna Rock 'n' Roll)" - AC/DC

	"Life During Wartime" - Talking Heads

	"Wild Side" - Mötley Crüe

	"Sweet Thing" - Mick Jagger

	"Killer Queen" - Queen

	"If You Want Me to Stay" - Red Hot Chili Peppers
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Some Options for Opening Quotes:
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"Being a teenager is not for the faint of heart!"

"My god is rock 'n' roll. It's an obscure power that can change your life. The most important part of my religion is playing the guitar."

-Lou Reed"I love all of you,

Hurt by the cold,

So hard and lonely too,

When you don't know yourself."

— "My Friends," Red Hot Chili Peppers

​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]



​Prologue

[image: ]




H

erb Bean took a deep breath, a rare moment of respite for a YouTuber. He checked his analytics and let his finger hover above the trackpad as he stared blankly at the computer screen. Dejected, he exhaled before finally pressing the record button. The instant the little red light flickered on, his droopy frown transformed into a wide, well-rehearsed grin.

“Hey, Beanies! Welcome back to my channel! You’re just in time for Music History Monday! Don’t forget to subscribe and smash that like button below! Today, we’re diving into the life of a pretty controversial figure with a wild history—one that I bet most of you haven’t heard of! So, you know the drill: most of today’s spicy content is going to get... you guessed it, demonetized! If you guys can donate to my Patreon this month, it would be a huge help! You’ll get lots of cool perks, like extra videos of me eating a sock full of whipped cream, and videos about why capitalism is super-duper bad, while I make rainbow cocktails for Pride month naked, covered in glitter foam in my bathtub... No pressure, though! But hey, ya boy’s gotta pay rent and eat too! Also, I know you freaks keep asking if I have an OnlyFans. The links to all that are in the description below. Anyway, back to the video. What the hell was I talking about?”

“Look, Beanies, I know Daddy’s been off for a while, and no, I didn’t get Covid or Monkeypox. I’m fine, but all of your millions of messages were so sweet, even the ones from my stalker—love you, Stalker Pete. (Still have that restraining order against you, but nice to know you’re keeping busy during Pride month!) I just took some time off for my mental health. I went to some concerts, changed some lives, and now I’m back full time!”

“So, for this video, I know you guys voted in the poll on my community tab for a deep dive on underrated queer figures in punk history. And since it’s Pride month and I am a man of my word, I thought I’d treat you guys! So, who is this unsung hero of punk, the Beyoncé of the American underground punk movement on everyone’s mind? Honeys, I hope you have your popcorn ready! So get yourself a White Claw, grab your bestie, and get cozy, because, baby, do I have a story for you!” He paused, checking the smeared makeup on his monitor to make sure he looked snatched as he braced himself to talk about such a serious topic.

“We on my channel pride ourselves on spotlighting underrated rock ‘n’ roll icons, and today we’re going to talk about one of my personal heroes, Mack Lasher. His story has everything, Beanies: orgies, outings, New York and New Jersey, identity theft, Church Punk, Black Power, gay infighting, and a Frankie Goes to Hollywood record that is still missing to this day. I mean, what more could you want?! It’s a goddamn crime that the world has been denied his story for forty years. I’ve spent the last two days of my very busy and interesting life researching this, all for you guys, because I love you, of course, and for no other reason...”

“Ahem! If you remember from our last video, we talked about CBGBs, Max’s, the Mudd Club, and the Limelight. If there was a hot spot, he was all over it at its height, babydoll. Those were some of the most influential punk rock venues in New York City in the 1980s. Some of the bands that came out of there changed the shape of music history forever. Baby, oh, I would have given my last Louis Vuitton mini purse to be at one of those shows. You have no idea...”

“You know the club headliners, the names. Bands like the Ramones, Blondie, Television, The Stooges, the Velvet Underground, Talking Heads, and the Misfits all graced their greasy stages at one time or another. But Lester was the wildest of them all. The only difference is, you’ve heard of all those guys before. Your folks probably loved them, or maybe you even got into them because of my channel or other music history channels like mine. (Am I giving myself too much credit? Never.) But at the risk of sounding like a broken vinyl, the main difference between the subject of our video today and those CBGB punk rock alumni is that Lester, tragically, never ascended to household name status. But I’m going to try to do him justice. Oh, I’m going to need a drink for this one. This is going to be a long video, Beanies!” Herb took another swig of White Claw.

“His career had many ups and downs, and lots of controversy always followed him. Similar to many other punk bands from that era—The Cro-Mags, Suicide, and the Fleshtones also come to mind—Lester faded quickly into the ether around ‘89. That was soon after he and his band, Gross Indecency, and their big debut album Politics and Religion started to turn heads. He disappeared all at once in a swirl of rumors. After that, he was never to be heard from again. Out not with a bang, but with a fizzle. But, out of the forgotten punks who left a mark, Mack Lasher was by far the most outrageous thing in punk rock since, well, ever! And if you know anything about that scene, honey, that is saying a lot!” Herb pressed pause on his laptop recording.

“Hmmm...”

But he did another take just to be sure, reading his perfectly typed script in double-spaced Comic Sans, with a bit more pizzazz, just to emphasize that this was important content, so the algorithm wouldn’t abandon this video in the sea of deep dives, leftist infighting, reviews of the Barbie movie, and other videos designed to get views and clicks and not much else. It was an uphill battle. Herb was used to fighting as a full-time YouTuber, but this topic felt personal, a rare feeling. He had to get it right. He prepared for a third take but then stopped himself.

“Nah, I’ll fix it in the edit...” Herb muttered.

“Herb! Time for breakfast, come on, you're going to make me late!” Herb’s dad called from downstairs.

“Coming, Daddy!” Herb grabbed his furry Bratz bucket hat, slid on his New Balance slides, and yanked his selfie stick and iPhone X off his dresser. He pressed record on his phone without even looking up, shuffling down the tight stairs and almost tripping over the dog toys scattered along the stairwell.

“Okay, Beanies, the thing you need to understand about Mack Lasher is that no one knows anything about his real life because everything he’s ever said about himself has been disproven. He’s a liar, a true mystery of rock ‘n’ roll. He was the lead singer of this band in the punk ’80s, Gross Indecency (the one I mentioned earlier), who opened almost a dozen times for The Germs and were actually groundbreaking for their outrageous lyrics, stage presence, and shameless gay antics on and offstage. From everything I read, Mack was barely even in the closet, breaking all kinds of boundaries, even creating a new genre called ‘Church Punk.’ They were apparently crazier than all the other punk bands, more openly queer, and got a lot of hate for it—despite the scene being experimental and all that. Being super queer back then could actually get you canceled, and I don’t mean on Twitter—”

“Son, no twitching at the table—” Herb’s gruff dad kicked his chair out for him as Herb groaned, shutting his phone off.

“-Okay, I’m going to edit that part out, Dad, shut up, ugh for the last time! I told you, it’s not called twitching, it’s livestreaming on Twitch!”

“Son, it’s too early for this. I can’t listen to any words until I have my coffee.”

“Okay, Boomer.”

“You're such a cliché, you know that? Now, put your phone down and eat your eggs. I told you, cocaine rabbit, you’re going to make me late for work.”

“These are actually really good... is this a runny yolk?”

“No, they’re eggs. Now shut up and eat.” Herb’s dad smiled, removing his bucket hat briefly to ruffle his hair. They both smiled and chuckled as Herb's dad adjusted the wedding ring on his chapped thumb, as if to secure himself. Herb gulped and swallowed the yolk in his sunny-side-up mess before looking at the collection of pictures of his dad in high school framed behind him. Herb smiled at the photos of his dad in his old rock band, and of him and his mom as kids—both mop-haired hippie freaks, unrecognizable from the grizzled, hard-working bear he had become. Herb never really looked at those framed pictures on the kitchen counter; they faded into the background as he was so wrapped up in his YouTube career and being a music history icon. This made him sad but also humbled, which he could use. And this brief memory gave him an idea.

“Hey, Daddy...”

“Yeah, kiddo?”

“I’m making a new video...”

“Oh, that’s awesome, kiddo! Back to making money, then? Maybe even enough to buy your own eggs... and maybe pay some rent?” Herb thought to himself, hopefully soon. For now, if his gold-tier patrons came through, he should be alright financially. But he acted rich and famous, and that’s all that really mattered. His next few videos needed to be algorithm-friendly—topics like how Bro Country charts and the radio in Nashville, even though the music is largely lyrically misogynist, or how touring companies scam musicians and fans and should be regulated... or something uncontroversial and boring. Herb looked up, smiled, and laughed nervously.

“Of course, Daddy! Loads of money, wads, trust funds, just like the good old days. But not in the pro-capitalism sort of way... of course, just enough to pay you rent! This one’s just another deep dive.”

“What are we diving deep into this week, kiddo?”

“Mack Lasher.”

“...” Herb’s dad spat out his drink, eyes widening as if the name knocked him back to a different time.

“Holy shit... isn’t that a blast from the past! Mack Lasher, dude, how the hell do you know him? No one, and I mean no one who wasn’t at CBGB, the Limelight, or King Tut’s Wah Wah Hut remembers him! Holy fuck, kid!” Herb's dad wheezed, almost choking on his nostalgia and hash browns.

“Yeah... It’s for my video. My fans requested a deep dive into underrated queer icons of punk rock history. Isn’t that amazing? I had no idea you remembered him so well! You should have told me—you could have helped me with research!”

“Well, fuck me... I wish you’d told me. Though I never understood your whole YouTube thing. But underrated is a bit of an understatement, son. Mack was hardly even ‘rated’ back in his heyday, which just so happened to be mine. Grossy D was a very hip band only to those in the know. I never thought I’d hear his name again. Holy shit, hey, eat your eggs... He was never even famous enough for a record deal, man. Though my kid is still making videos about him. Is that legacy?”

“Are you asking me?” Herb asked with a mouthful of eggs.

“I mean, what is fame anymore? Now with the internet, people are getting famous selling their farts, OnlyFans—anyone can be famous taking pics of their ass and feet and selling that to 40-year-old perverts in Staten Island. Any old schmo can become famous by accident just by being a normal average Joe who films themselves taking a shit twice a day, and the algorithm picks it up and people relate to it at the right angle. You don’t even have to be good at anything anymore. So what’s the point? Back in my day, to be famous, you had to be the best of the best at something. Now people are making suckers famous who back in the day would never have been famous, by talking about them on podcasts like you and your friends out in LA. Some Victorian prince was ‘underrated’ and a ‘gay’ icon, and just like that, you kids can make him famous all over again! People can also just undo or re-correct fame from the past, and if someone is too famous now, you can just cancel them, take them down a peg, or take their whole life away for nothing. They fuck up once in 1971, and then bada boom—they’re not famous anymore! Like Louis C.K. or Woody Allen. I liked those guys; I grew up with them, but all of a sudden, everyone decided they didn’t like their marriages, and now... oh! Not famous anymore? Maybe... Now this is just my opinion, but that is too much power for a bunch of iPad babies with no college education to play God and decide who gets to be famous from their parents’ couch... I’m just saying!”

“Dad... we are not having this conversation again! Ugh! But wait, back to Mack Lasher. Was he really not that famous when you were a kid? I thought his band was a big deal in the late ’80s?”

“He was never that famous, kiddo, or at least not how you Zoomers think of it. But he was always notorious—infamous even, which I didn’t think was possible for a guy... like him, if you know what I mean. He was a sort of chameleon in that way. One minute, he was the most charismatic, sexy guy you’d ever seen. Despite how ugly he was, he could command a room full of celebrities and legends, and make people more powerful than him wrap around his finger. The next minute, he was just the most pathetic, submissive, annoying leech, fawning over a new lover and idol each night. It was like Jekyll and Hyde—you never knew what you were going to get. But by God, could he sing. You just had to be there, especially at the Limelight. Those shows were the wildest. His band, with the leather and that whole scene, oh my God, it was like Sodom and Gomorrah. Being at the center of hell when Satan fell from paradise. There was nothing else like it. That’s why so many people overlooked his flaws. He was a fucking master at what he did. He set us ablaze and reminded us what rock ‘n’ roll was really all about. Why do you think Lou Reed was so keen on him? Mr. Rock ‘n’ Roll—everyone loved him. They didn’t care that he was fat and ugly because he was electrifying and insane. He was kind of magic, but oh boy, that doesn’t even scratch the surface.” Herb’s eyes widened as he whipped his phone out, but he was a second too late.

“Hey, Dad, can you just say that again for the camera...”

“Oh God, son, what did I tell you about putting me on your dang YouTube channel? I didn’t sign any consent waiver or nothing first. You’re always the one talking about consent this and consent that—”

“Oh my God, you’re so right. It’s fine, I’ll just quote you anonymously. I just had no idea you knew him so well.”

“Well, I didn’t, not personally anyway. I don’t think anyone really knew him, to be honest. I was just in the punk scene when he was the name on everyone’s lips, for better or worse. Hey, your dad was cool too, you know. Had some good times back in the day.” Herb’s Apple Watch alarm went off, blasting the chorus from “Bennie and the Jets.” Herb swiftly knocked back the rest of his orange juice, grabbed his backpack off the back of his chair, and headed out.

“Okay, Dad, as juicy and eye-opening as this is, I gotta bounce.” Herb kissed his dad on his stubbly cheek.

“Okay, good, talk to you later, son.”

“And by the way, Daddy, you're still cool... mostly.”

“Well, thanks, Herby. At least someone thinks so.” He grabbed Herb’s sleeve. “Hey, I love you.”

“Love you more. Gotta run—hey, you still got a little egg...” Herb pointed, motioning for his dad to pick out a piece of egg from his salt-and-pepper beard.

“Here?”

“Yeah... there you got it.”

“Hey, hot shot! Where are you off to in such a rush anyway?”

“Gotta film the rest of my video!! Duh. Got a load of sexy interviews lined up with people all over the city, from all generations, including ancient Boomers, as old as yours! I need to preserve them for posterity!”

“Oh gee, thanks!”

“Fuck yeah! I’m booked and busy, bitch! I’ve got interviews today with queer elders, fellow veterans of punk and alternative scenes, AIDS activists, old flames, lovers, enemies, and new fans discovering Mack Lasher for the first time. So my viewers can see what people on the street think of him. It’s just like those street interviews on TikTok I showed you, except some are pre-planned, unlike those fakers who pay hot girls at Washington Square Park to tell them they’re hot and call it ‘an interview.’”

“Wow, I would join you, son, but that all sounds very high blood pressure. Besides, some of us have real jobs. Speaking of which, you’ve officially made me late for work...”

“Well, that works out perfect, Dad, because you literally weren't invited.” Herb’s dad sighed. “But have fun, and stay safe! Be home by eleven! And happy Pride!”

“Okay, bye!” Herb signed off and slammed the door.

Later at Washington Square Park, the gonzo interview capital of New York City in 2023, Herb and his small camera crew were immediately met with pride floats, gay people cloaked in flags, beads, beards, daddies, queens—the whole deal. The park was as hot, sunny, and played out as ever, with anti-gay protesters feeling just as proud and visible as they had in recent years. The streets were packed, with everyone either in or on their way to the parade or having gay picnics in the park where the parade would inevitably end up. Herb found himself there in booty shorts, a bucket hat, and a full face of makeup, with his camera crew in tow.

Never one to overlook a juicy perspective, Herb quickly jotted down everything his dad had said on the back of a friend's unused George Michael napkin to use later in the edit. He was now prepared to get the best interviews for his star video of the summer. Herb ran around New York City next to naked, with a bucket hat and full face of makeup, holding a hot Hello Kitty microphone, a camera crew, and a massive internet following for five straight hours. He barely had to go far—most people were willing to open up easily.

His first interview was with a guy who looked like he’d lived through the punk years. He reeked of cheap beer and bookings, looking like he’d just crawled out of the last few crashes, cocaine orgies, and bitter divorces with blonde Russian thieves. With a massive greenish-blue mohawk that had birds nesting in it and shopping carts filled with his life’s sum, he had many tattoos and an incredible story to tell. His friends, initially reluctant, backed off when he smiled at the camera crew and Herb’s bubbly, bright demeanor. The guy seemed happy to see them and told his friends to chill out. He grinned and jeered at Herb's cute, scantily clad, conventionally attractive body as he approached and shoved a mic in his scruffy, filthy, heavily tattooed face.

“So, sir, I’m doing a YouTube documentary deep dive into Mack Lasher and his legacy as an unsung icon of punk rock. Do you know him?”

“Mack Lasher? HOLY SHIT! I haven’t heard that name in forever, man!” He spat out the blunt onto a freaked-out homeless woman sitting next to him. As people gathered around, he prepared to reveal some deep, long-forgotten lore.

“Oh my God! Fuck, FUCK, dude, yeah, we used to get so freaking spun at his shows at CBGB back in its prime, man. Back when he owned the place, I can’t even tell you the kind of shit that went on backstage. Some chick named Darcy I used to babysit for apparently got knocked up in the CBGB’s bathroom during one of Jude’s infamous guitar solos. Word on the street is that baby grew up to become best friends with Alice Cooper’s baby mama, and now he’s in the fucking house! And his name was on the Epistin book, man. It’s all connected, I’m telling you!”

“Okay, sir, I’m sure it is, but can we connect it back to your wild times with Mack Lasher for a minute? Tell us, everyone is dying to know—what were his shows really like in his prime?”

“Ohhhh, his shows were crazier than all the rest, man. They gave sex, drugs, and rock ‘n’ roll a whole new meaning, ya feel me? Plus, bro, he was totally gay as hell! He was like... the only guy back then who went out of his way not to hide it. I mean, really fucking bold, too, bro. Even now, most of my homies are still on the down-low, those macho guys with more patches on their lungs than leather jackets, and even the artsy fools with the sunglasses who be fucking with Andy and shit. Yeah, out of those poser freaks, Mack was the only one I can remember who had the balls to say he was gay, sing about it, and not take shit from the other bands, the cops—no one. Nowadays, everyone’s a freak, but he was the first freak in punk rock, no for real. He was the only. Now, don’t get it twisted either—he took a lot of shit. It cost him his career before it started, too. Besides, he was by far the only one—they didn’t like that he was always exposing that side of the scene from the inside. I know at least half of those guys swung both ways, but they wouldn’t dare risk their careers by singing about it, like David Bowie. He went back in the closet when AIDS was going around, but man, he was gay as all hell. All your favorite rock stars—all fucking each other, man. All of ‘em gay as a peach! I’m being for real, man. All of these guys, these suckers worship now as being ‘great music’—all of ‘em fags, and they should be cheered on for it... But for real, come here, man, between us, I know EVERYONE thinks people used to be all anti-gay shit, but none of us cared that he was sucking great cock, man. Great, because—he was also making great music, you hear? He had the best hair, the best drugs, the best parties, and the best after-parties! For real! Man, any idea where he is now?”

“Mack Lasher? Pfft, yeah, I have no idea, man. I heard the name for sure back when these were my stomping grounds, but now I’m just passing through. Last I heard in the late ‘90s, he quit the industry and has been pretty private, so I wouldn’t go snooping, but everyone—”

“Pfft, yeah, I used to snort catnip with him in the Mermaid Den. Said he was a wild card. I heard a different story about him every night. He was a rock star, but then he got screwed over by the establishment, and the AIDS activists cut him down. He’s from the future. His brother became the shaman of a tribe in Africa and married their queen. He got kidnapped by aliens. He’s like 20 different people. He started a cult that’s still active somewhere as we speak. He was like a freaking religion, man, but it’s anyone’s guess what the fuck happened to him now. Hey, can I bum a cigarette?”

Herb and his crew decided to move their interviews downtown to Tompkins Square Park to get a more varied perspective and escape the more feverish paradegoers. He had to wade through many uncultured street strangers who couldn’t even place Mack Lasher in a Spotify playlist, let alone a record store, before he could shake his ass and shove his mic in front of some real old heads again, who knew what was up.

“Huh? Mack Lasher? Oh yeah, I remember him. I heard he was a maniac. My sister said he used to play covers of his own songs and have sex with just about anyone or anything in the park. That guy was an animal. They don't make ‘em like that anymore.”

“I used to steal his ‘prized guitar picks’ to get him all hot and bothered one summer when I’d come here to sell wax figures of myself, to make some extra cash for my sister-in-law’s sex change. Yeah... well, it’s Pride Month, so I love what I do. What can I say? Why? Does he still have my address?” an older goth lady said, walking a pet iguana and painting her nails black, ready to cast a hex on Herb.

“Mack Lasher, lead singer of Gross Indecency? You’re so young; how the hell do you remember that band? The twinks are getting younger every year, I swear to god...” Herb nodded, running around to interview someone new every five seconds. He was out of breath, barely looking up from his Apple Watch.

“Mack Lasher? I love that guy—wait, who?”

“He has three different songs about gay orgies in space, and two of them are on my Spotify wedding playlist.”

“Yeah, the bloke went bloody missing, just like Richey Edwards!”

“God knows why his Wasp boyfriend stayed by his side as long as he did. The cock must have been retrograde or something, to make someone stay in a relationship completely devoid of trust or sanity. I love your nails, by the way.”
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"It's about time people talk about him, but I wonder if the kids now are even ready for his message. He was the last true punk rocker. Now everyone thinks they're punk, but don't get it twisted—if you're not down with queer liberation, you're not really punk. Mainstream punk music used to be so macho and not really what punk is at all, man. He was one of the only real punks in mainstream music, one of the first to take things the farthest in his message, style—everything about him was in your face, over the top, larger than life, and challenging the status quo even within subcultures. We still don't have enough artists like him, man, to this day, and that's the truth. His music was also sexy and joyful, but he never got his roses. I hope if I ever see him again, it's on his 40th anniversary tour. Why, is he making a comeback?

"Who the hell is Mack Lasher, and why are you recording me?"

"Mack Lasher, that was his stage name, not his real name. But unlike all those other rock stars, no one ever did find out his real name or true identity, did they? You know, I did my graduate thesis on this whole conspiracy. It's still a mystery to this day. How did the greatest rock star in the world—up there with Mick Jagger and... Jesus Christ—after being accosted in a parking lot by one of his biggest fans during the final leg of his comeback tour in '96, just disappear without a trace? Lester Flatt and Mack were two different people, you see; it's a huge misconception. If I have the timeline right, he used Mack as a stage name for years, from the late '80s to the early '90s, when he disappeared, only to pop up half a decade later in '96 on CCTV cameras, on the last legs of Mack Lasher’s big comeback tour, in a furious blow-up with one of Mack’s prized groupies. Then, for Mack to disappear off the face of the earth as if no trace of him or his long illustrious career ever took place—not his star on the Walk of Fame, the evidence of his many tours, Grammys, album sales, pictures he took with Madonna and her mother in her home—all gone. It has to be evidence of an alternate timeline in which Mack Lasher was never born, or Lester Flatt is a time traveler who went back in time and prevented Mack Lasher’s birth, all in an elaborate scheme to truly replace him. Just one of my theories, anyway. I have more—you can read them on my blog. It’s www.MackLasherIsNotDead.net—"

"Mack Lasher, I haven't heard that name in years. That jerk... slept with my brother on our wedding day. Twice!"

"Oh... yeah, I used to be a roadie with him for the Red Hot Chili Peppers’ first tour back in '87. God, he was obsessed with that band. I wonder if they ever got a restraining order against him, especially Flea."

"He was my therapist, but turned out to be a fraud. Can you believe that?"

"The Genie's real, like I’ve been telling everyone for years. The magic is real. He used the Genie’s three wishes to change rock 'n' roll forever and then disappear forever, or so the legend says. Hey, you wanna try some Kitten, straight from the source?"

"His music was never that good. Just because you're gay doesn't mean your music is automatically great all of a sudden. This is why this woke culture bullshit needs to go—wait... who are you talking about again?"

"He’s dead, isn’t he?"

"Who?"

"Mack Lasher? Don't remind me, that’s his silly little stage name... Yeah, I know him. We went to high school together. I taught him everything he knows. Yeah, I know what people are saying online, digging up old demos, but 'Dirty Harry' from my first unreleased album, God Is a China Doll from '87—stream on Spotify now—is not about, nor secretly written about, Lester Flatt! That is just ridiculous, man. I mean, who would write a sexually charged, hard rock ballad of repressed longing, heartbreak, and all-consuming desire... for another man? Who would do that... hehe."

"He’s getting his big comeback now, but you weren't there. He was a predator, no different than all those other greasy rock stars, thinking they're gods when they are just gross, talentless old men on power trips, being worshiped by the celebrity, cock-struck masses..."

"Wouldn't you like to know..."

"I miss him..."

"Honey, that’s not his real name."

"My dear, Mack Lasher isn't even real. He’s like Chris Gaines or Ziggy Stardust—an alter ego, a character, a fucking vanity project, a mass fever dream! Mack Lasher is no one, and all of us, darling! And we are better off for it!"

"That’s a good question. Whatever did happen to him after his comeback tour? He was so massive, and then, suddenly, nothing. Is he still making music? Is he making another comeback? Is there gonna be a musical biopic? Do you know where he's been? Where is he now?"

"Where is he now?"

"Where the hell is he now?"

Where was he now? This was the question on everyone's mind, it seemed—especially Herb's, after spending what seemed like a few days in the editor’s chair. He was extremely tempted to find out where Mack Lasher was now. That’s where most videos of this nature tended to end up. It was like the deeper he dove into Mack’s life, the more confused and lost he became—often how these things tended to go, but this one was really stumping him.

This was really getting to Herb, more than most Music History Mondays tended to. For some reason, he really wanted to know—like at some point, it had become more than just a video for him. Herb kept going over the footage, over and over. It sounded like after a bizarre concert in the mid-'90s, Mack Lasher fell off the map. That was the point he had zeroed in on in the Adobe Premiere timeline. Why, why wasn't it adding up? In his original video script, he wanted to paint a picture, aggregate the evidence to back up that Mack was... a great role model, a great figure in music history. But now Herb wasn't even sure who Mack Lasher was anymore. He felt like he was back at square one. Some people said Mack was a bad person, an abusive boyfriend, and a horrible queer role model who got in the way of AIDS activists and hated not being the center of attention. Others said he had fake names, faked his own death—it sounded like he was never even who he said he was... at all.

But with all these conspiracies about identity theft swirling around him and the Mack Lasher case, where was he now? Who was he? Herb was a sucker for true crime, mysteries, deep dives, Icebergs—he used to make conspiracy content himself before he switched to music, so he needed to know! But Herb also respected celebrities' right to privacy, so he wouldn't dig any deeper than that. If Lester wanted to be left alone for 20 years with his partner off the grid, that sent a message in itself. If he wanted to be known, he would have come forward by now to claim his fame again. He wouldn't go out bugging him for a quote, but... just one email, to respond to this video, wouldn’t hurt. He couldn’t help himself; Herb had always been an attention whore. He knew he wasn’t owed this; he was crazy for even trying, but he had to. So Herb gave in to his base urges. He just had to know the answer, and what Lester thought of all this. Where was he all this time? Wouldn’t he want to come out and be on Herb's video about him or even Herb's Rock N Roll Baddies podcast? I mean, who wouldn’t?

Herb wasn’t proud—he could be canceled on Twitter for this—but he just couldn't resist the temptation for the subject of the video to comment on his own segment! That’s just like that time he did that video on actor Elliot Page, and he actually gave a brief interview at the end of his video on why the indie band The Moldy Peaches are actually the voice of a generation and how them doing the soundtrack for Juno was actually perfect filmmaking in the making. Herb considered that the highlight of his career, and Elliot's. Besides, everyone seemed to jump at the chance to want to give their two cents about Mack and old, unsung Rock N Roll icons today. It’s about time Mack Lasher got to tell his own story, in his own words. What’s the harm in one little email? Besides, there’s literally no chance in hell he’s gonna ever see it, right?

Right...?

So Herb called his friend Jeev Doodz from his iceberg, true crime, internet, and real-life investigation days—the guy who could find anyone’s contact info, no matter how off the grid they were.

“Heyyyy, Doooz, how’s the wife?”

“Hey, what’s good, my man? She’s... doing just dandy.”

“Is she still made of plastic?”

“Hey, for the last time, sex dolls are still worthy of love, and our marriage is legally binding in the state of Missouri! You are being... doll-phobic right now, you know that?”

Herb snickered.

“But seriously, Dooz, I need a favor.”

“Hmmm, I really shouldn't, but a deal’s a deal. Whose ex-boyfriend are we doing this time? You’re lucky I love you. If I get banned from White Pages one more time—”

“No, babe, no child's play this time. This is for my biggest video of the year. Can you find me the email of an off-the-grid celebrity? He’s been allegedly missing for 20 to 40 years. No one knows what happened to him, where he is, or even his real name. Can you get me his socials—Instagram, Snapchat, Twitter... WhatsApp, something?”

“Well, alright, but I’m gonna need a name first.”

“Mack Lasher—not his real name probably, but it’s all I got.”

“Mack Lasher... hmmm, nothing’s coming up in my database.”

“Come on, baby, work your magic.”

“Oh, I found this... email address, not used since 1999: Mack.Lasher/Thefourhorsemen.MusicEnterprises.@hotmail.llc. That’s all I got, Herb. Sorry, it’s coming up empty on everything...”

Herb started writing down the email address on his Hannah Montana post-it notes furiously.

“Was I any help? I’ve got to go, the wife is calling.”

“You were a lifesaver. Go do your thing, bitch... byeeee.”

“Ugh, that guy is such a weirdo,” Herb muttered to himself. Herb hung up in a hurry, praying this was the right email. If anyone could find it, it was the Dooz master. After a good few minutes debating in his head back and forth about the morality, pros, cons, ups and downs, ins and outs of the situation, but after much self-reflection and forethought, Herb decided to email Mack Lasher before he uploaded his video. One little email couldn’t hurt, asking about doing an interview section in the video and just... after today, Herb had so many questions of his own he was dying to get answers to from the man himself. So Herb opened his laptop, wrote up a quick little email without even really thinking, and clicked send. He almost immediately regretted it, then forgot. He put in the last of his edits. Premiere Pro was acting laggy, so it was taking longer than normal, but since the video was now almost done, and he honestly felt satisfied with how he put everything together—from his starting introduction, reading out his research, to adding in his dad’s anonymous past experience with Lester from his youth, which was read by Herb's friend and fellow YouTuber, LizzyLemon, in her signature perky E-girl quote-reading voice. As well as editing all the best interview footage, B-roll footage, and surviving clips of Mack himself performing live from various stages of his career, mostly ancient shaky-cam footage of him on stage at CBGB or in outdoor concerts in various wild outfits, taken on a Super 8. Damn, he really was something else. Look at that hair, those wigs, those corsets, and makeup. He could pull off any look, no matter how ridiculous—old Russian princess, Queen of England, glam rock star, evil Hays Code villain stroking his crow and cane, plotting murderous revenge, virgin businessman, or Satan himself. Didn’t care he was fat as hell, didn’t care they kept throwing shit at him from the mosh pit—he would just throw it right back down. They were right, they really don't have guys like that anymore. Herb wistfully gazed up at his screen longingly and sighed.

As the night dragged on, the video was finally starting to come together. After hours of the hardest labor one can perform, Herb finally felt he was closing in on the end—another night, another video in the bag, another bill paid. Sitting back in his gamer chair so long his butt ached, Herb took a sip of White Claw from his Flash Gordon mug and felt like Freddie Mercury must have felt after finishing his Live Aid performance, truly proud of a truly incredible creation that millions would undeniably enjoy. Regardless of what was to be his fate afterward, Herb was confident his mostly young, LGBT, music fans were going to love this one. So, after a long day of slaying, he turned off his Rolling Stones lips nightlight, laid his head on his "The Fame" Lady Gaga album cover pillow, and slept soundly that night. Knowing everything in life was perfect and absolutely everything in his life was under his control and nothing could go wrong.

The next morning, before Herb had a chance to even stretch or open his sleepy eyes, he was woken up with a start by his Elton John alarm clock, blasting "I'm Still Standing" at top volume to remind Herb how far he had come in life. Herb stretched, frazzled-haired and crusty-eyed, prepared to go back to bed, but instead, his eyes darted to his bedside table at the sound of his phone blowing up. What the hell, Herb thought to himself—1,000 missed calls, Instagram DMs, snaps, and emails from his friends, agents, and other people he had literally never met. Herb's eyes widened instantly as he jolted out of bed, threw on his Ziggy Stardust print robe, and started doom scrolling with lightning speed. All of these people were blowing up his phone about...Mack Lasher? Holy shit, his video had gone viral, overnight!? Not only Herb's YouTube video but an entire viral TikTok trend! Overnight, his YouTube video had yanked Mack Lasher’s whole wild career and the yawning rabbit holes of drama, scandal, forgotten songs, and the most wild music history Gen Z had ever heard about, onto all of their 4U pages, oversaturated with political hot takes, hot girl, clean girl trends, and what BookTok tropes are problematic in the next artificially inflated YA fantasy bestseller. Herb could not believe it—his dream in all his 19 years of life, of being an influencer and being TikTok viral, had come true, and he had this one random mystery punk rocker to thank. He almost passed out looking at the views as he scrolled and scrolled through the endless videos of kids his age talking about his video, about Mack, about...the discourse.

Suddenly, before Herb had time to do his morning yoga, take his morning weed gummies sponsored by BetterHelp, and go for the first half of his morning jog on his Peloton (also sponsored by BetterHelp, the second half sponsored by Noom), he was thrust into an abrupt, unplanned, and non-consensual phone call with none other than his YouTuber friend LizzyLemon, who had helped him record lines for the video last night (if you recall, it was like three days ago in YouTuber years). The second Herb picked up the phone, she was squealing and dump-trucking boatloads of emotional labor on the already highly flabbergasted Herb, who wasn’t even technically awake yet by this point because he hadn't even had his Starbucks Frappuccino yet, so this was...a lot for Herb to say the least. And he was a three-year-in-a-row Streamy winner, champion multitasker, professional influencer, Gen Z hot dog eating contest watcher, power napper, Yelp and Grindr’s #1 Bottom of the Year, so he’s no stranger to taking A LOT at once. Like...can this generation ever catch a break?

“Herb!? Oh my gosh, have you heard the news!??? #BRINGBACKMACKLASHER on TikTok already has 1.8 billion views!? We are trending!?! Officially viral, like I mean viral viral!?”

“Girl, no way!?”

“Yeah, bitch, way, way, like all the way!? AAAAHHH! Viral overnight is crazy, like the Depp v Heard trial didn't even get this much in that short time!? You're literally more famous than Johnny Depp—I was totally team Johnny by the way, Jack Sparrow was totally innocent...”

“Yeah, because you're a total pick-me.”

“No, bitch, shut up.”

“No, you shut up...”

“Bitchhh!!”

“Biiiiiiiitch! Ugh! Do you have any idea how long I have wanted to be famous? This is literally all I wanted since I got on that reality TV show in Japan in 2005, that was the closest I ever got. This...this is like our big break right now!? I mean for you to be famous, this is crazy!! Like Bitchhhh, check your YouTube too! Your original video, the one you posted last night on that Mack Lasher guy, it already has like 7.8 million views and counting overnight!? With ads, and it was sponsored by...NordVPN, girl...For your channel, that is insane girl!? The algorithm is literally recommending it to everyone right now. I saw a guy on the train on the way back from Cubbyhole who was definitely homeless, and it popped up on his burner phone!? It's a legit phenomenon girl, a full-blown thing, we did a thing!? Did we just...do a thing right now!?”

“Girl, this is not real right now.” Herb muttered as he opened his sticker-studded laptop to look at his subscriber count, growing rapidly in real-time from 8 million to 18 million—all he could see was dollar signs.

“Oh, it’s real, babe, this is real life...hey, if you're at Sephora today can you pick me up the new collection? Oh my God, how much money do you think it’s gonna make, I mean on ad revenue alone?” she said, as Herb heard her stuff her face full of Takis. Herb checked his analytics on his computer, confirming how much money his monetized video was set to make him with how many views it had made him already, considering it had already started a viral TikTok trend.

“Ohhhhh gay Jesus in heaven.” Herb whispered, almost passing out.

“Daddy, don't you worry about money ever again, I’ll send you that rent money alright...straight from my high-rise in the hills,” Herb muttered under his breath as he stared, dumbstruck at just how fast his count was growing—he never dreamed he would get this big. “Herb, you beautiful, slutty, useless himbo! Yeah, this is huge, this is all finally happening for us! You got this Mack Lasher guy trending everywhere—I can’t go five minutes on gay Twitter or Instagram without someone talking about him or this fucking video. Now everyone’s starting a dialogue about homophobia and fatphobia in the music industry and how it snubbed so many great stars in the ‘80s and how so many of them never got the recognition they deserved. Everyone is looking into this Mack Lasher conspiracy, everyone wants to bring back his band for a viral reunion concert, and they want to dig him up, to see who can get an interview with him first. You, my friend, have started a movement, and you know what that means?”

“What?”

“Big bucks...which we deserve more than our parents because our parents screwed us out of getting to ever own property, and they caused climate change, and my mom killed my fish and ate all my Rice Krispies Treats, so I'm right and we should milk this for all it’s worth. Like I always told you, once you find your niche and get your big break, take that shit and run. Anyway, I love you, babe, drinks tonight, Max Brenner’s are on me, see you then!”

“Ok, babe, I’m so there—”

“—But wait, this Mack Lasher guy, wasn’t he kind of problematic though? I mean, if you really look into all that shit he did with those AIDS people and how he treated his boyfriend...and that guy from the Chili Peppers Band, what’s his name, Bug? And—” Herb tuned out Lizzy’s rambling, as he scrolled through his endless emails from all these producers and agents that seemed to pop up in his inbox, until suddenly, one email caught his eye. The subject line read:

Re: You don't know shit about me, kid. Sender unknown.

“Hey, babe, I’m gonna have to call you back.” “Ok by—”

“What the fuck is this?” Herb mumbled, dumbfounded, as he opened the email right away, his hands trembling with fear and excitement coursing through his skinny, limp, bracelet-covered wrist. To his shock, the email was a response to the email Herb himself had sent last night, sent from none other than Mack Lasher himself. Herb gasped and jumped up, almost dropping his computer. He could not believe his eyes—Mack Lasher...actually responded to him, and overnight no less...!? Herb read the email with bated breath, clutching his guitar pick choker for dear life.

THE EMAIL READ:

Dear Herb Bean,

First of all, fuck you. Second of all, no, this is not your wildest groupie fantasy come true or a fake internet prank. I am, indeed, the man, the myth, the legend, the real rock 'n' roll icon himself, Mack Lasher, lead singer of your shitty ex-boyfriend’s favorite band, otherwise known as Lester Flatt. And yes, I saw your little video on YouTube, along with the rest of human civilization, and boy, oh boy, did you outdo yourself with this one. My partner in crime and I were scrolling last night in bed after a passionate round of lovemaking (yes, love gets better with age), and your video came across our timeline. In fact, it was basically inescapable on the internet. We watched it in horror, knowing our time off the grid was up after years of living a private life. After decades of being a rock 'n' roll sage and having my reputation dragged through the mud, we decided enough is enough, man. Enough is enough, and... enough is enough. And you get it.

That’s why I'm writing to you now—to get ahead of this, you little shit. You think you're the first little man to use my name in headlines to get some free money, booze, and legs up in the biz, huh? You're not even the millionth to try and drag the Mack Lasher estate through the mud in the last thousand years. Well, you know what? Your little video stunt was the last straw, man, because guess what? The bitch is back! But it inspired me to tell my own story, unlike all the millions of times I have on Letterman or Carson. This one will be on my own terms. And also... I will finally get a chance to show off my mad book writing skills—no ghostwriters here, bitch. This is not a haunted house. I'm not going to lie to save my image while trying to paint myself as some kind of phony rock 'n' roll badass like The Dirt. No, this is real life. You want it? You're gonna get it.

But if you really want to talk, you’ll promote my book on your channel when it comes out. Again, free press and getting paid in exposure is a scam! Attention isn't everything—something your generation can’t seem to understand. So I made up my mind. You forced my hand, but this has been a long time coming, so don't give your grody ass all the credit. Last night, I reconnected with my old team. Okay, he’s just one guy named Jerry who used to handle my books in the '80s, but he means business. You can let all your follower minions know that I will be coming out with my own tell-all, bombshell autobiography soon, titled Lester Flatt, Lying on His Ass, Taking Bullets for Rock 'n' Roll. It’s a working title. Anyway, it’s gonna be even dirtier than The Dirt or Just Kids—any so-called rock 'n' roll memoir you ever read where they deny how much cock they’re sucking and how fucked up in the head they are to get more sales, as if being rich from years of touring, making half-ass music, wasn’t good enough! It’s gonna be more filthy and real than your little Gen Z TikTok-obsessed mind can even wrap itself around! Yep, you can spread the word to all your little followers. I'm finally telling the whole truth—what really happened, my way—and no one can stop me. I know all you young freaks are just dying to know every sordid detail of the true life of a rock god, one fucked over by this bitch we call history, as you well put it. So let it be known, this is the last you’ll hear from me until this fall, when my bombshell memoir comes out. You will all finally know my truth, whether you like it or not.
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​CHAPTER ONE
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​GETTING HAD, GETTING TOOK
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O

k, you all want to finally hear my story and do it justice? Well, that’s great, man, it really is. But for decades, I let you drag my name through the dirt—no more! You freaks got it all wrong. You called me a liar, an identity thief, a fake rocker, and everything else under the sun! But I’m none of those things, man. I'm not dead. I've been here all along, man. I never changed for no one, and it’s time to set the record straight! You talk about letting me finally get to tell my own story—well... here it is, man. Take it or leave it.

It all started at the origin of all bullshit: New Jersey. Ewing Township, 1973. I was born in the eye of the bullshit storm. Nothing crazy, I wasn't raised by wolves; I just had the classic soul-crushing New Jersey upbringing. But I get it, you came here for the guts and grime, the green room sleaze. You probably don't wanna hear about my totally lame childhood—where I grew up, my siblings, crushed dreams, the rents, all that Freudian crapola. Well, too bad! It’s my life story, my rules. If you don't like it, get lost! Well, anyway, where was I... oh yes! The rents.

For starters, my parents were both overly Catholic, mindless TV-dinner mavens, libertarian taxpayers with two chips weighing down on their shoulders. Trust me, dude, I'm just as bored as you are, but it gets worse. They were both remnants of the ever-fading middle class, left in the current, ever-resentful working class, working ever hard for totally microscopic pay as both housewife and autoshop slave, respectively. Burt and Florence Flatt were two grody freaks straight out of an all-American test tube—nothing but two squares with sticks so far up their asses that I'm shocked they weren’t made better puppets of the state. And as the proud rock ’n’ roll sage you see before you, I'm still deeply ashamed and shocked to be descended from such a bloodline. Dude, it haunts me to this day. Even now, I get visited by the ghost of Bono in my sex dreams just to prove to me that I'm adopted and I’m actually his biological son! Anyway, they were both raised Mennonite in Pennsylvania's famously racist and cheese-friendly Amish country. I believe Burt’s father was Amish but still let him marry my mother, a Mennonite, which was very controversial at the time, somehow.

They married in their late teens, in ’64, but unlike most young people at that time, they were absolutely afraid and wholeheartedly determined to convert every last hippie on the face of the earth. They hated them. They wanted hippies, Black people, Jane Fonda, cars, modern medicine, technology, and just about anything outside of their own little sheep farm to either join them in pious boredom for all time or burn in hell. But naturally, since being religious zealots is a lot of work and doesn't make much bank if you're starting out broke and all, especially in the swinging sixties, it was even harder for them growing up in Amish country when most people in yee old Hershey, PA, didn't wanna join their cult—I mean church—especially the hippies or even the normies and townsfolk. So, my rents—God fuck their souls—as the middle children of two massive families, both with 15, 16 children each, felt compelled by the Lord above to do the next best thing to make up for their lack of hippie converts and disappointed families: have a fuck ton of kids. And so they did go forth and multiply, just like their parents (or at least they tried). Because that sure turned out... great for them the first time around. My “wonderful” parents and brothers are clear evidence of that. For the record, I'm never having children. Eight billion of us is more than enough. Besides, being a father of rock is already so much responsibility; there's only so much one guy can take.

But, even though my folks tried to have children, life doesn’t always go as God plans. So, after years of trying to conceive, my mother must have been desperate for kids to brainwash. She really was pushing 25 now and still hadn't popped out a little rugrat. What was going on in Wombville? Trouble in paradise, one might say? Well... at this point, you might be wondering why my folks were so gung-ho about making babies and why they didn't attempt to pop some offspring earlier in their lives? Why didn't they adopt or have any other purpose in life besides procreating, other than the whole replacing their failed hippie converts thing? Having kids was always gonna happen, but it was always gonna be for the wrong reasons. To this day, I wonder, did they have some kind of scheduling conflict? Burt’s blockage, or was Florence maybe out of bullets, or vice versa? You know, the truth is, attempts were made. My mother was never the warm, nurturing type. I like to think the holy ghost of Janis Joplin cursed them for wanting kids solely to be hippie haters, but either way, dude, shit was getting outrageous because now they were both starting to sweat and turn to some weird shit.

Their baby-making attempts were getting so wild. In fact, God must have started feeling bad for them, which is a scary thing when you're starting to feel bad for the worst two squares on the geometry board. Even though I still wouldn’t be born for another three years by this point, some days I wish they had kept it that way and gone off to convert poor suckers in South America or something. But by now, my poor, awful mother was so stuffy and bitter even her eggs turned to dust. She would never give birth to the perfect baby boy to impress her neighbors, pastor, and judgy parents back in the backwoods of Amish country. But both of them being too dirt poor to adopt, however, and too young to retire, put a wrench in things for sure. Not to mention my father being too drunk, useless, and pushy to remarry. So after all that, as a last resort, my narcs of origin decided the only option left on the table was to return to their second home: church. So they prayed to Jesus. Oh lord, they prayed for days and nights by the altar like they were chained to it. They wept, slept, and had revelations of the rapture at that altar—all for the Lord to bless them with a son because they didn't think a daughter would work for their overarching evil plan. After a lot of hard work on their knees, Jesus finally granted their wish. Nine months later, my parents returned to that same corporate Baptist church on the side of the interstate to baptize Kent, their first son. The next year, they returned again to baptize Kevin, and I was baptized there only a year later, in 1973, the same year my parents tried to ban us from listening to the radio because "Crocodile Rock" by Elton John came out that year and they were convinced it was promoting bestiality with actual crocodiles. Only church radio for us from then on. They weren’t shy about raising us from birth in their image. They had a burning hatred for what America had become. They wanted us to replace the “infidels” they saw walking the streets wearing slutty clothes, kissing in public, and listening to “the devil's music.” So to uphold the last remaining tenets of the American dream, they needed children to carry on their legacy. What legacy, you may ask? Just one of the boring Christian minority, living unlived lives in Newark, dying virgins, and loving Nixon—consisting mostly of yelling at hippies to get off their lawns. Either way, that was their plan: to raise their three “perfect boys” in their holy image. Boys who hate change, love America, and most of all, grow up to make a ton of money that they can use to retire to an overpriced, tacky Miami condo and never have to see us ever again.Oh, and how could I forget? Never question them in any way, or you'll suffer at the mercy of the belt and years of unrelenting Catholic guilt—not to mention guilt, dude. How do you think I helped invent the new genre of music “Church-Punk”? But I'm getting ahead of myself. Suffice it to say, they didn't really raise me; they more just brought me into the world hoping I’d be the “third miracle.” Instead, I was their third mistake they could never quite erase. If they knew how I would turn out at birth, I'm convinced they would have killed me right then and there, changed their views on abortion and everything. Not shy about it, they talk about it all the time. Because they hate hippies, but I'm worse than hippies. At least hippies have the decency to sing about peace and love and be happy in the face of injustice, instead of being angry about it, being in the hardcore, punk rock, stantioc-loving, rock ’n’ roll crowd I run with. The rents really do think I'm the devil. Whenever I refused to go to church or do what they said, they burned my clothes—even all my shirts. They would go so far as to burn my neutral Guns N' Roses print pajamas for being “idol-worshiping” cult uniforms, forcing me to have to go to the mailbox in Kent’s boring plaid all week, which is a fashion crime. Or that time they stole my DIO shrine, or my many, many photo FLEA stash, or old porn collection, or even didn’t give me a band-aid when Noodle, aka the bully from ninth-grade gym (we called him Noodle because he’d stretch your arms into noodles if you came on his turf, but everyone’s more afraid of his two little sisters everyone calls “Draw and Quarter”—they’re the real demons), pulled out my piercing after he tried to steal my bike. Or all those posers who work at Camelot Records who refuse to give me a job because I'm “not for real” and can't hold down a job. Or my folks saying it was my punishment from God. Everything in my life started going wrong, and no one did anything to help me because I was not... the type of thing you needed to be to elicit sympathy from other people then and... from what I’ve seen, now. From how my parents generally were with me from birth, I have every reason to believe they think I am the reincarnation of the devil himself, in a totally non-joke, somehow serious way. But they just told me I was a baby and to walk it off. Even though rock 'n' roll was in my blood, no matter how much they tried to spill it.

It was around this fateful era, the summer of ’84, my parents realized I was the odd kid out. They just couldn’t handle my raw animal magnetism. Legend has it, when I was a newborn, the doctor dropped me on a pile of Black Sabbath CDs and it cracked my little skull right open. There was blood everywhere. My parents screamed and almost blew a vein or two. But after the surgery, a piece of my brain had been replaced—the one that controls impulse control, of course. So I was reborn, like a rock ’n’ roll Frankenstein. The rock gods blessed me to survive, and as I emerged from the operating table like Jesus Christ Superstar from the cross, the heavenly light flooded me as I sat up and cried tears of destiny. It was that moment I knew I was destined to be a rock star. But I didn't choose rock ’n’ roll; rock ’n’ roll chose me. That’s also how I got this gnarly scar on the back of my head.

Aside from thinking I'm the devil himself, my parents bought into the widespread panic around all things rock ’n’ roll at the time. They believed that satanic panic was running rampant and metalheads were sacrificing little girls to Satan, who was also being summoned by Dungeons and Dragons and playing Led Zeppelin backwards. So naturally, as the signs of my emerging rock ’n’ roll ethos became undeniable, my parents started to sweat and wonder if the Lord of Darkness was somehow involved. I mean, just look at my track record so far (these are just the highlights): When I was 10 months old, my first words were “Let’s get it on” (Marvin Gaye had the number 4 song of the summer). When I was two, I sharpened my teeth into fangs on my mom’s nail file so I could bite the hand that feeds me more successfully. When I was four, I stole my mom's eyeliner and never gave it back. And when I was five, I formed my first band with some first graders who couldn’t play for shit. Dude, they were babies. They couldn't keep up with my clear path to rock ’n’ roll mega stardom.
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When I was six, I refused to get a haircut so I could grow out my full hair metal shag (as God intended). When I was eight, I broke a kid's leg in the schoolyard while pulling my hair. But there was a silver lining: that year, Mötley Crüe was formed, so I realized I was gay. But even when I was in middle school, my parents had already made it extremely well known to every family in the neighborhood that they “did not approve of my lifestyle.” They tried so many times to take me to church with them, Bible school, Boy Scouts with my brothers, football camp, put me in a suit, brush my hair, introduce me to neighborhood girls, burn my rock shirts—they were just fascists, dude, you have no idea!? From day one of parenthood, they did everything in their power to squeeze me into their oppressive, All-American mold that Kevin and Kent slid so neatly into. Well, I’ll give it to them; their brainwashing worked on my brothers for fifteen years, but it never worked on me, and they hated me for it. I was living proof America was a dying empire, and they wanted to hide the fat, rock ’n’ roll proof at all costs, in case I made too much sense to the neighborhood rejects. My parents, by this point, were desperate. They did what they always did in times of great desperation. They returned to the church’s doorstep to give me the appropriate number of exorcisms. And as you know, the church was known for its totally not traumatic treatment of children.
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But when that didn't work, and the demons had refused to leave my body (probably because they were having such a great time in there), our local pedophile priest, Joseph Angles, decided I needed “professional help.” So after the electric shock therapy, hypnotizing, homeopathy, crystal healing, and helping to get a radio psychic’s ratings up, everyone declared that I was absolutely, totally, undeniably beyond help. But if anything, their futile attempts at “setting me straight” only gave me more ideas for rock songs. Also, demons are hot and cool, actually—funky red naked dudes who wanna take over your body and make you horny and evil, but in a cool way and give The Big J a hard time. I don't know, man, sign me up. Yeah, the church had a way of making sin seem totally gnarly each time they wanted us to fear it, like a way to backfire hard. Keep at it, guys, see where that gets you!

I was only thirteen years old...what’s the rush?! They had loads of time to try to shove me into that conformist mold. If they could have, they would've sent me off to war, but I was too young. Plus, the Vietnam War was over, and their patron Saint Nixon was old news. So for now, they were stuck with me and all that came with it. But on the “bright side,” they just elected this movie star guy named Ronald Reagan to the White House, so we’ll see how that goes for them. Meanwhile, my two older brothers were the most perfect little angels. They were as smart, obedient, Catholic, heterosexual, sexist, and boring as my folks could have ever hoped for. Then there was me, always cast aside, ignored, and put in a cage like a feral pit bull. By the time we hit middle school, my parents had totally given up on me, and man, they were not shy about it either. They constantly shoved their favoritism down my throat. They ran our household like a horse race, I swear to God. They would pit us against each other to compete for every little sliver of their approval, and you know just who the judges favored. They were so blunt; they even cut me out of family photos and burned my birth certificate on the back porch. My mom lied to her ladies at the hair salon that she only had two sons, and my dad constantly denied that I was his flesh and blood. As a cover, he started claiming I was an orphan from Las Vegas they took in briefly, out of the kindness of their hearts. My brothers themselves were absolutely pampered. My folks made sure they had the best tutors, the best schools, the best school equipment, even when they could barely afford either. Not to mention getting them both the prettiest girlfriends (mostly daughters of their church ilk, trying to marry off their eldest daughters before they developed a personality). My oldest brother Kent was, expectedly, a royal cunt. He inherited the douchebag gene from both our parents. Kent really was just an extension of our parents’ reign, getting straight A's and being a straight-A asshole from 1st grade to 8th. So of course, as soon as we hit high school, Kent was at the top of the food chain. He did all the classic bullcrap popular nitwits like him got up to in 1985, like bullying the nerds, being star quarterback, and banging and claiming every pretty virgin from here to the city limits. So, naturally, every teacher, parent, student, and McDonald's worker in town expected him to go to Harvard, even when their grades and coaches were all pointing them towards a football scholarship. Our folks always had to push extra hard. They wanted my brothers to become big-shot corporate lawyers and bring the township a bunch of money, or something. Which gives them a get-out-of-jail-free card for just about any crime you could think of. Never gonna happen if you ask me. Their heads are in the clouds, and either way, all that shit grosses me the fuck out. Sellouts like my folks and my brother are the enemy of a rock god like myself. Well, I had to learn early.

But then there was Kevin. He was a rare gold nugget in an ocean of mediocrity. I held off talking about him until now because he was the only fond memory of my childhood, so I had to save the best for last. He was absolutely crushed by our parents’ ungodly pressure to be perfect and get perfect grades and pull the family out of poverty. Kevin and Kent were in constant competition, our folks constantly pitting them against each other, because no matter how perfect Kevin was, Kent was always better. And Kent was anything but good—the douchebag of the year award went to him every time, future lawyer for corporate buttfaces no doubt. I hated his guts almost as much as he hated it when I blasted AC/DC at 3 a.m. But Kevin was actually a good guy, and after a while, he grew up and quit being such a kiss-ass. I mean, he still had to be perfect or else, but he managed to do it without being a raging dickweed in the process. He was the only person who didn't participate in the constant dog-piling and hostile climate against me that everyone seemed to be totally wrapped up in. He actually enjoyed spending time with me without being paid. In fact, he often fought to do so despite the pressure. And lucky me, he had good taste in rock music to boot! He wasn't satisfied with listening to Bruce Springsteen in the corner and sucking his thumb like the rest of them. He even stood up against bullies and our parents when they were bringing down the hammer on me. He was a popular kid too, so he could get away with that, but unlike most, he used his powers for good. Including playing with me in all my rock bands, even when it cost him big time. Kevin gave up a lot for me; this is just as much his story as it is mine.
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​CHAPTER TWO
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​PLAYING IN A ROCK N ROLL BAND
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September, 1985

I

was still a freshman in high school, yet I had already been in and out of more short-lived bands than Robin Hood. I’d been starting, forming, and rocking in bands since I was in the 1st grade. Probably younger, but you know how stupid memories can be, besides the rents trashing all Kevin’s photo albums once I turned out this way. Most of these musical operations were short-lived, just grody, unsuccessful shots in the dark with more shuffling in and out, Fleetwood Mac laying a game of Musical Chairs.

But I had two standout members who were in almost all my bands since the beginning of time. Dude, I’m talking about my long-time drummer Beans, real name “Ulysses H. Frankfurt III,” youngest of ten children, or some fancy crap. He’s the son of some German lord. He’s old money, lives in Newark, but the Chillies are here most of the time, and Beans stays with his best friend and our keyboardist Lenny when his family is away, which is most always. And lucky for us, his don't seem to notice, nor do his parents.

Beans was a skinny, pale, sort of dark, shy, and introverted type, always wearing dark purple and black, lots of skulls, and tight satin and silk, with a black pixie cut covering half his face. And then there’s my other man: Lenny, keyboardist, a wild, dopey, incredibly stupid wannabe California surfer type, has family out in California including this uncle out there who works at Capitol Records he’s always talking about. The ladies think he’s a joke, he thinks he’s the greatest thing since sliced wonder bread or gnarly waves that he hasn't caught since the summer of '82, but he likes to act like he surfs in the Olympics and gets his tan in San Diego and not at Long Beach over spring break, and that his buns don't burn.

Beans and Lenny are attached at the hip, best friends I can always count on to be in my band. It’s getting the rest of the lineup in this town that’s always a challenge. Sometimes my brother will fill in as lead guitarist; I’m hoping this will be one of those times. Some of our best bands over the years have been: Monkey’s in Berlin, made up of me, Lenny, Beans, these neighborhood triplets, Rain, Pangea, and Lionheart. Lucky for us their parents were hippies (before they got chased out of town). Man, those were the days. Ya see, Monkey’s was a psychedelic rock band. We were recording several songs entirely backwards, including our biggest hit “Moss Tank Sex Carmel Ride Back Home,” a song about bringing the troops home, and also why homosexuality is beautiful and should replace heterosexuality. We did a lot of acid the whole time, as you do. Acne Creamers, Ape Meat, and Time Out of Memoriam were some of the best bands we formed over the years. Honestly, you’ve probably heard of us...

But out of all of those bands, despite our colorful history of rocking harder than anyone has rocked before in this galaxy or any other, we still have yet to achieve long-term mainstream success. We never had an agent, a rock ‘n roll spirit guide, or anything like that to help us grow into the massive unit we are today. We are self-made, but there’s so much as a band we still haven't done, as we were on the cusp of manhood. Puberty will make you rethink things like this. And the big times were basically calling our names, dude. But now that I was in high school, I was finally ready to heed its primal call. I wasn't messing around anymore, man. I needed a real band this time, one that has what it takes to handle my overbearingly monumental talent, and I was ready to put in the work as band leader to take us all the way. So Kevin and I had vowed to start that very band, Sunday, September 5th, 1985.

Right now, we were sitting on the floor in my room reading my latest face-melting lyrics for our new band. No more genre bending, trend hopping, no more hair metal lameness, no more messing around. Our new band was gonna be badass, the real deal. We were gonna be a real rock ‘n roll band this time. These lyrics were really gonna melt some faces. Dude, I can already tell Kevin is gonna totally dig these.
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My room was the perfect place for great minds to incubate. My room, or “the tornado of shit” as my mother tenderly referred to it, was the only place me and Kevin could ever get any peace of mind. (You know, like the Boston song, one of their best next to “More Than a Feeling.”) Kevin was leaning on my bean bag full of old shirts and trash. The door was bolted shut and had a massive dartboard, metal “keep out” sign, and several nails sticking out where I used to hang my rape whistles. I had two lava lamps on my desk (both stolen), all my school junk, binders, scattered pencils, and incomplete algebra worksheets next to my second-hand Sony Walkman. Next to my desk was my weed stash inside my piggy bank and my condom stash mixed in with my leftover Halloween candy in my empty NASCAR helmet. Next to that was all my rock ‘n roll equipment I couldn't fit in my closet, like my bass guitar, my drum set, amp, stereo, and stolen keyboard from music class. My messy-ass room was covered wall to wall with band posters, even on the ceiling: I got rare tour posters and full spreads of the Crue, Zeppelin, Europe, Guns and Roses, T. Rex, Aerosmith, The Talking Heads, ZZ Top, The Misfits, Poison, The Dead Kennedys, The Cramps, Iggy Pop, Lou Reed, The Addicts, Suicide, Ratt, Meatloaf, Boy George, The New York Dolls, David Bowie, and of course, my favorite band of all time, my heroes, my gods, The Red Hot Chili Peppers. I had three giant posters of the Peppers covering up my windows. Out there, my family worshiped Jesus Christ and the Holy Spirit. But here, I worshiped my rock gods and prayed to them nightly. I know if it came to it, I would do anything for them. Right now, Kevin is reading my lyrics. He is helping me come up with a name for the latest band, the one I was forming out of our garage. The same garage I was fighting Dad over since he still hadn't found anywhere to relocate his auto parts. I ran some of my best band name ideas by Kevin, dying for his approval. He was the only person whose rock ‘n roll opinion I valued other than Flea’s—if he ever talked to me again (Flea, if you're reading this...call me):

“Lester...are these all of them? What about your backups? Can’t we pull from one of those instead?” Kevin handed the list back to me, unsatisfied, reaching under my messy shelf for one of my many songwriting notebooks filled with badass, unused band names for the gods. But none of those would be right for this. We had to try something totally new.

“No, no, none of those will work! Look, dude, our name has to be something new, something sexy like ‘Polyamorous Python,’ ‘Lavender Scare,’ or ‘The Flying Purple People Eaters.’ You know, something bold and attention-grabbing!”

“Attention-grabbing, not...senses assaulting. Besides, is this a rock band or what’s left of one? What are we meant to do with a name like Andy Warhol’s Explosive Holes?”

“Man, that name is great! What are you talking about, Kev? Andy is so rock ‘n roll! He discovered the Velvets, man, the Velvet Underground that invokes sexy-mysterious-underground mystery. Okay, choir boy? That's what we should invoke.”

“Yeah, dude, well, right now, with these names, all you're invoking is Austin Powers in a porno with the cast of Jesus Christ Superstar. They just sound too goofy! I thought you told me we were going for a serious band now, not whatever this is! You always talk about wanting to get a record deal, make rock ‘n roll history or whatever. Well, we need to start somewhere, and I’m sorry, this...isn't the way. ‘Mr. Punk Rock.’ Hey, you wanted my professional opinion, well here it is...”

“Okay, since you're now the all-knowing president of rock ‘n roll all of a sudden, do you think you can come up with a better name? No, no, dude, in fact, why don't you ‘invoke’ a whole new list, huh?”

“Real mature. I think it’s a sign of a great man who can admit he needs to rethink...everything.”

“No, no, hey! Come on, man! Don’t you know I worked hard on this? I played hooky two weeks in a row!!”

“Sorry, just I didn’t mean to diminish your accomplishments...these are clearly a result of a very passionate creative process.” He peeled the composition notebook page, very sticky and gross, something only between me and God.

“Maybe I’m being too closed-minded, heh. You’re right, names like ‘Friends Who Have Sex on the Full Moon,’ ‘Rasputin’s Russian Fiddle Riddlers,’ and ‘Loony Bin Hooker Hour’ could clearly only come from a very...deep and intimate place. I’m sure they would be a great fit for...something, someday.”

“Uh-huh.”

“Just not, our band. You know, in real life.” I glared back at him, rolling my eyes at his stupid perfect smile you just couldn’t bring yourself to be mad at.

“But hey, dude, on the bright side, at least they have fewer spelling mistakes this time...”

“Jesus Christ, Kev, what happened to us? It didn't used to be so hard to come up with band names when we were kids. Are we really this washed up and creatively bankrupt at 15? At this point, why don’t we break our guitars, throw in the towel! Why don’t we just give up now, call our band the ‘Stupid Idiots with No Ideas from New Jersey’? Hey, that’s not that bad—no, NO THAT’S AWFUL! WHAT THE HELL IS WRONG WITH US, UGH!” Kevin sighed.

“Nooooooo, come on, chillax! Don’t give up yet! It’s like you always used to tell me when Mom and Dad would rag on me for getting 99 instead of 100 on a test: true brilliance comes from all sorts of places, you just gotta let it flow naturally, like Dad’s liquor cabinet!”

“Very nice.”

“Like, for instance, you always claim you came up with the name for Ape Meat after stalking some dude working in the gorilla cage at the zoo all day who you swear was the spitting image of Eddie Van Halen...you and that guy had a special connection...” He had a point. I’ll say, he was hung like a tractor full of government cheese... I wonder if he still gives those stupid gorilla presentations about gorilla mating seasons for the kids, somehow more erotic than anything on Dateline. Does he still wear those stupid sleeveless tank tops and short jean shorts that barely fit his god-like leg muscles, that always sent the primates into a frenzy whenever it was feeding hour, to his inevitable cluelessness at how attractive he was to every animal in sight, including the zoo-goers? I wonder if he still works there, is he still single?

“Hello! Marvin the Martian, anybody home?” Kevin snapped me back to focus.

Kev didn't even notice how zoned out I was—what was it now? Oh yeah, bands, bands, right... I bet Gorilla guy’s got a really shitty futon, a really shitty apartment in Trenton that smells like fish...I bet he goes to those porn movie theaters by himself...I bet he feeds the birds at the park and gets along with his mother. I bet he has a complicated relationship with his bellybutton. I bet he can get away with being head-empty because of his good looks, kind of a George of the Jungle situation, nothing but love under all that hair.

“Hey, Earth to Lester.”

“Sorry, dude, I’m in the process!”

“Nah, you’re on another trip, that’s where you are.” Kev rolled his eyes, kicking the pot bag sticking out from my beanbag back under, as if to assume I was just high, but no dude, I wish.

I threw my lyric book at the wall. Come off it, man, this is the last straw! My brain fog and lack of endless stream of rock ‘n roll genius were sending me into a minor panic. It’s hard to be inspired when you’ve drifted to the planet where you’d much rather be.

“What? I’m here, I’m here, fine, you got me, I can’t think of any better names! Fine, fine, dude, you got me!? You’re right, whatever! Ugh! As always. But you're not helping, you’re just reminding me of shit I already know because I’m a genius and you’re a professional. We can do better than just talking in circles like this, man.”

“You know...I could not have said it better myself.”

“Ugh! Yeah, so what are we doing then, having a tea party!? Let’s think of some, dude. You’re supposed to be the smart one!? COME ON, BRO, YOU’VE BEEN MY LEAD GUITARIST HOW MANY TIMES NOW? We need a name and fast. This is supposed to be the easy part! God! Hey, does that Ape Meat guy still work at the zoo!? Jesus, it’s hot. Can someone open the windows here?!”

“Okay, okay, dude! Calm down. No need to wig out so hard. No one’s getting nuked. Gods on our side—we can just keep things in perspective here. Let’s take it back to square one, alright?” Kev said, rolling over on his side to peruse my cassette collection, as I grew restless, horny, and impatient—a deadly combination, suffice it to say, our comeback was off to a rough start.

“Let’s put on some tunes that always used to help grease the old idea engine back in the day...” Kevin said with a smirk. I rolled my eyes at him as I shuffled through cassette tapes to put on for inspiration. Expecting to play some Chilis, T. Rex, or...even something we haven’t heard in a while to shock us out of our sonic comfort zone. Damn it! Did Kent steal my Aerosmith again?! Argh! I charged towards the bedroom door, fuming.

“KENT, GIVE ME BACK MY FUCKING AEROSMITH OR I’LL BURN YOUR FUCKING PRE-LAW TEXTBOOKS RIGHT NOW!!!” I raged through the door.

“FUCK YOU, LESSIE, I DIDN’T TAKE YOUR TRASH MUSIC! WHY DON’T YOU CLEAN YOUR FUCKING ROOM, OR I’LL TELL MOM YOU JUST THREATENED TO BURN MY SHIT?!” He was gonna be invaluable for Big Tobacco, I could just see it.

“SCREW YOUUUUUUUU, KENT! YOU NIMROD BUTTPLUG! GIVE IT BACK OR I’M GONNA SHOVE IT UP YOUR BACKED-UP, LAWYER ASS, YOU NARC!”

“No. Aerosmith is low art. Besides, Steven Tyler’s a filthy homewrecker!”

“YOU TAKE THAT BACK, MAN!!!!!!!!!!”
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“MAKE ME, DIPSHIT!”

“AHHHHHHHHHHHHHH! Shut the fuck up! Man, don’t you have like...a test to be studying for or something?” I sneered, unlocking the door. I aggressively swung it open, ready to tackle him. Kevin rolled his eyes and intervened, like always, stepping between us and shutting our fight down. As he slammed the door, sending Kent away in a huff, Kevin crossed his arms and looked down at me with boredom and disappointment.

I blushed, blurting out:

“Jesus, fucking Kent! What’s his fucking problem, man! He gets everything he wants and still he takes my only tape. I have this tingly feeling in my gut. He’s still got my tape, man. I know his tricks! Like, dude, he’s not gonna even listen to it, he’s just gonna hoard it just so I can't listen to it! Just ’cause he can! Plus he knows it’s the last thing you ever gave me for my birthday, back when they still let us celebrate those!! Now I’ll never get it back! AND WHO KNOWS WHEN THE NEXT ACTUALLY GOOD ALBUM RELEASE WILL BE!!” I whined incessantly.

“Just forget him, dude. I’ll get you a new Aerosmith. They’re having a sale at Camelot this weekend, okay?”

“Whatever, man, just another distraction from our rock ‘n roll mission at hand.”

“That’s the spirit. Just hold on a second...” Kevin’s smile quickly disarmed me. Kevin stepped out of the room to talk to Kent, agreeing with him not to tattle on our parents about our fight. I overheard him warmly whisper something to Kent like, “God tells us to forgive thy brother or blah blah, something like that.” I overheard him tell Kent in the hallway. I peeked out at them from the floor as Kent glared at me and rolled his eyes so hard it was a chore, before turning back to Kevin to placate, brotherly diplomacy, talking about fathers and God and keeping the peace and all that. Pfft, God? I forgot Kev still lives by that crap, but one day he’ll wake up. My God is rock ‘n roll. It’s an obscure power that can change your life. The most important part of my religion is to play guitar...Lou Reed said that, or was it Jesus? Either way, Kevin is better off with me than with the church or our whack-job family—just more broken promises. At least with rock you can have fun.

“So, what’s his damage?”

“We’re in the clear. He still denies having your tape, but I have a feeling it might be lost in your closet anyway. We really need to clean that whole vortex before it sucks you whole. And no, he’s not gonna tell Mom, on the condition that I owe him a favor now. It’s always something with him, isn’t it? Oh dear.”

“Yeah, always some new nonsense he gets away with, leaving us in the dirt behind.”

“But trust me, he’s not worth it...people with him, it’s best to treat with honey, not venom...generally speaking,” Kevin said in his classic comforting tone, giving me a noogie-hug combo as we sat back down, getting right back to business.

“Pfft, easy for you to say...”

“Anyway, is that it, man? Are you sure those are the best new band names you got? Jeez, I can see the latex purple jumpsuits and lighting now.” He said, looking back at the list of wild names he rejected offhand for being too out there.

“Look, if we want to do this for real this time, we gotta stay on track here and start asking ourselves the big questions.”

“Like what, Kev? Like what the hell are we doing with our lives...”

“No, ha, I’m doing just fine with my life, thank you very much. Like, what kind of band are we trying to be? You know what happens to the bands that never consider this question? They become one-hit wonders, man, just another shot in the dark.”

“But everyone loves one-hit wonders, like...” I couldn’t think of any, okay, point taken.

“I mean, that’s true. They are fun, and they are loud, and have great riffs and are fun to listen to on the radio, but is that all you want to be? Knowing you, before we think of the name we gotta know the basics, you know?”

“No, I don’t know, definitely not, dude, so—”

“So, look at these names, think about us being announced as...any of them? Can you picture it? No, I didn’t think so. I mean, the vision for us as a band, at this point in our lives, it’s just all over the place. Like, I read some of your lyrics and compositions and even they seem like they’re coming from different bands, man, like who clearly don’t have a clue who they’re playing for—you got this crazy riff that I don’t even think Jimi could play without a synth, and these lyrics...you just sound like another Queen wannabe...all these anthems about ‘going to space’ and ‘finding a better race.’ It’s just another hollow moonshot with no depth. Or these lyrics about ‘the ass of a cheetah but the brain of a god, you know I could live off nothing but ideas and the fruits of that bod.’ Like...what is that supposed to mean, man? Are you trying to say something with that last one?”

“It’s up for interpretation, dude, like all great art or whatever,” I said.

“No, it’s nonsensical, pretentious, and just plain cheesy! I’ve heard better stuff from Cinderella on MTV last week? Now I love hair metal as much as the next guy, but they at least are crowd-pleasing and fun. If you want us to be different, more deep and real, what does that actually mean, man? I thought you wanted us to be better than those guys, but this stuff isn’t even as coherent or competent lyrically, musically, or conceptually. You can’t stand out if your stuff can’t even stand up on its own. You know what I mean?”

“Damn, dude, talk about harsh!”

“What? Are you kidding me? You take that back, man. We are nothing like those guys! They are total hair metal clowns, we’re nothing like them! Besides, we write our own lyrics!”

“How do you know they don’t?” He snarked, flipping through my notebook, rolling his eyes the more he read.

“What do you mean, you think Quiet Riot, Twisted Sister, or Cinderella writes their own songs?! It doesn’t matter, dude. They are the lowest of lowbrow either way, and everything in that book is still better than their crap pumping into the unsuspecting ears of the masses. How about that!”

“Wow, get off your high horse, dude. We all listen to the radio, MTV. You’ll never get anywhere trying to outsmart our audience. Come on. Besides, hair metal isn’t so bad. Don’t be so dramatic, you know. It’s good to want to be better, but don’t bash people for liking what they like.”

“They only like it just because they don’t know what else is out there, dude!”

“That may be true, but come off it, man. We’re not gonna all of a sudden be great just by wanting our band to not be what’s popular on the radio. Just being anti-hair metal and nothing more doesn’t make us inherently superior. We have to find our own identity, not solely in superficial opposition to mass culture. All the best bands had their own shit going on too. Being unique and simply not being what’s popular is the same as being good.”

God, I hate it when he talks smart like that. I crossed my arms.

“Says the Catholic, straight-A jock who everyone already likes...”

“Look, all I’m saying is, I know we can do better than this, dude. We gotta agree on the band's identity before we can even think about silly names. A rose by any other name, and all that. And hair metal-hating aside, though your hair begs to differ... these lyrics scream identity crisis, so no biggie, but first order of business, we gotta fix that...” As usual, Kevin was right. So I rolled my eyes and slid the Sheer Heart Attack Queen cassette into the boombox. “Killer Queen” started playing. Queen was the perfect upbeat backdrop for moments of raw, uncomfortable soul searching just like this one. After a few minutes of lyric writing, idea having, and life reflecting, I finally scooted back over to Kevin, who looked like he’d forgotten all about me, gazing off into space and playing with a magic 8-ball I had lying around. His eyes lit up when the new band ideas were shoved in his face. As you can see, they were much more coherent this time. Less cheesy... our band wouldn’t just be everything all the mainstream hair metal crap on the radio wasn’t, the corporate, unchallenging, fast-food stuff, like Quiet Riot, Twisted Sister, Warrant, Aerosmith making more cheesy love ballads than true rock 'n' roll, not even aware they look like $5 drag queens and their songs could have been written by a monkey at the zoo.

They have no soul, they don’t want to tear down any system, and the masses don’t even know why they love it. Hair metal has made people easy and stupid, just like everything else in corporate American culture, and has made people forget what rock 'n' roll is, the grit, the danger, the revolution fighting our broken system that always needs to be fought until it’s torn down, and needs a musical movement that won’t be co-opted by that very system, while parading around the mask of it all, so well we didn’t even realize it was a mask. Our band, though, would be edgy, would be real, we would go back to basics and embody everything rock 'n' roll truly is, like sages returning to their culture after a long holy war, and the world isn’t ready.

“Okay, I got it.” I grunted.

“Wow, that was fast.”

“But before I tell you—”

“Oh, here we go.”

“Answer me this, Kev, what is rock 'n' roll really about?”

“Um, stealing black music?”

“NO! I mean, yes, that is a troubling part of our history... but—”

“Get to the point, Les. It’s almost dinner time.” Kevin checked his watch.

“Okay. Three words, brother. Sex. Drugs. And... rock 'n' roll? Right? That’s what it's all about! It always has been. So, as a band, we gotta eat, sweat, and breathe it. Down to the bare essence, man. The world is hungry for some raw, untainted, wild stage power in their music! Like my old friend Iggy Pop, you know our sound has got to be like his, but different, taking things even further! Music that isn’t just badass sounding but revolutionary! But also stylish and has showmanship without the cheesiness, the gaudiness of some of these acts now who have lost all sense of tact and camp and legit art in their presentation and just throw everything in your face and are being praised for the lowest common denominator stuff, for catchy hooks, and hot bods and skin-tight lizard skin pants and being surrounded by vixens and wild, unbelievable sets and tacky mansions in their MTV music videos, like... it’s all been done before! We could bring back the rawness of the performance of Iggy Pop, the lyric quality of the Velvets, with the style and glam, rock 'n' roll personas of David Bowie’s Ziggy Stardust. We could do all of that, just like the glory of our old bands, like we’ll mix genres, Glampunk, MetalGlam, New Wave, MentalPunkGlam or something new altogether!”

“Okay, dude, it’s coming together I think! I mean... that is different,” Kev smirked, eyes widened as he read my notes, lyrics, and whole vision plan for our new band and the next five years of our career scribbled across my notebook, complete with illustrations of us in wild outfits with makeup and glitter-tinted leather crop tops. Iggy Pop would totally dig it and has, last time we talked when I ran a similar band idea by him, a couple of years back.

“Yeah, you see we’re gonna be our own thing, like... and all our songs are gonna kick ass, even if some of them have to pander, you know, to people in town who will actually come to our shows, who probably only listen to what’s on the radio and go to work and church every day, but I’m sure they will get with it... eventually. Our whole thing is like, pushing boundaries. We are gonna really reignite the fire and start our own revolution. Forget the purple jumpsuits, we gotta be the epitome of rock ‘n' roll, redefine what it means to truly rock! It’s our destiny, hello? Can’t you see it?”

“Yes. A little ambitious but... a good start.”

“These days to stand out you have to be totally punk rock, you have to be this genre or that, and the best at it or NME will shoot you to bits with a shotgun behind the scenes, the gatekeepers, if the rock gods and goddesses, you need to be either the best or the best at being the best. You can push boundaries really because the media can really fuck shit up in the world, let alone the industry anymore, man. Boundary-pushing and out of this world! But this time, dude, we’re gonna be more insane than ever before! Unlike all our other bands, this one is gonna go big time but we won’t pander to the mainstream. We will make them pander to us. We will be so unique, so singular they won’t be able to ignore us, like the next big thing on the scene! We’ll break every rule, we’ll hang with every misfit and loser we can find, all the outcasts of the mainstream, we’ll take ‘em in! We’ll go to Skid Row to find the drummer and the jail yard to recruit the bassist!” I belted, as I burst up to my feet.

“Yes! Now you’re talking!” Kevin said, with a renewed fervor in his eyes.

“We’ll write songs that get banned on the radio and piss off every conservative in New Jersey! We’ll have the Christian Sunday book club picketing right outside the Sunset Strip! We’ll do every kind of drug on earth and perform nude, covered in wax and whipped cream!”

“Hail yeah!” Kev nodded along, sinking deeper into the beanbag, singing along to “Killer Queen” in the background, tapping his finger to the melody, getting all caught up in Freddy’s falsetto.

“Hello, are you even listening?”

“Yes, we’re gonna be rock ‘n' roll’s rock ‘n' roll. I’m with you!”

“I don’t think you are, man!”

“We’re a killer queen—sorry, okay what else? What else are we gonna do, man, lay it on me?”

“We'll take a new lover backstage every night! And show up on the cover of Cream and NME every morning.”

“Yes!”

“We'll have tons of regrets on the road, but even better memories. And we’ll never win a fucking Grammy, or change our lyrics for Veterans Day. We’ll never look back, and we’ll finally get out of fucking New Jersey!”

“Yeah, now that’s what I call a vision!”

“And don't forget, it’s crucial we get arrested and record a protest album from our cell! We’ll get into bar fights at CBGB's and have backstage orgies that will make the front page of the Village Voice. We’ll live and die on tour, with no regrets, and we’ll die young from a heroin overdose at the age of 27!!!!” I said with crazy in my eyes, the passion seemingly consuming me, body and soul. Kevin suddenly pulled back, his hands running through his hair like a nervous broker on Black Monday.

“Woah! Woah, here, well... You really have this all planned out, huh? But, you know, maybe that’s a little far, Les. I mean, it sounds bodacious as hell, but our band can't just be about making bad decisions.”

“That's it!” I said, snapping my fingers, as a final lightbulb went off. “What now?”

“Bad Decisions! Now, that's a name!”

“...Oh my god, Lester, you're a genius! IT’S PERFECT!” Kevin shrieked as he lit up, lunging at me. He pulled me into a huge bear hug, where he swung me around, jumping up and down and cheering like we’d just won the World Series.

“Bad Decisions has a nice ring to it, man!” Kev said, finally winning his true approval in this moment I could never leave. As the song faded out, though, reality came crashing.

“Oh my god! Now, there’s only one thing we're missing!”

“Ugh dude, what? We’re not missing anything, we got this, we got it all!”

“No, I mean, you, me, guitar, lead vocals, Lenny and Beans are probably gonna come crawling for keyboard and drums. Not like they have anything better to do this year. But who’s gonna play bass? Remember what happened to last year's guy?”

“Uhhhh, well, I thought we agreed not to talk about that ever again, man?” Let’s just say, just because someone can play bass, looks and acts like Flea from your favorite band, is hot as hell, and a total tease, doesn’t mean they don’t also have a very robust criminal record and won’t steal your record collection and your pants.

“We don’t need bass—yes we do, we do. But we don’t know anyone? I hang out with you and obviously all the bands in New York, who are totally famous but they’re busy...”

“Don’t worry, I know just the guy.”

“You, who the hell do you know?” Kev, Mr. Goody-Goody only hangs out at church, at school in all his extracurriculars, with his stupid meathead friends on the football team. His friends suck; everyone acts like him and Kent and the most popular guys at school, but it’s our school so just because they know everyone doesn’t mean they know anyone cool. Who the hell would he know to play bass, be the final piece, the final edge in our new, hardcore, heavy metal rock ‘n roll band to take the world, but first our little shithole of New Jersey, by storm? I raised my eyebrow in suspicion, welcoming to be proven wrong.

“Oh dude, he’s actually totally perfect! He sits next to me in my honors class, he’s a total metalhead, a classic freak. Trent is a beast on the bassline, he would be great for our new band, in the direction it’s going. Oh, and you know you two would totally get along. He also HATES his parents—and society.”

“Wow, dude, we have sooooooooooooo much in common,” I droned sarcastically, coming down from the high of the moment. Now, I realized, came the hard part: actually forming the band. But, in Jersey, there wasn’t a surplus of esoteric personalities or raw talent. So beggars can't be choosers.

“Yeah, though he can be kind of intense, pretentious even. He might be just scary enough to play bass, keep Lenny and Beans in line, and take us to the next level just like you wanted. He’s just the extra edge we've been looking for! Like your ‘main man,’ Flea, he’s pretty wild. With all his pale face zombie makeup, he could bring a real presence to the band. Besides, he’s more Viking Death Metal than the badass new vision of hair metal-punk rock fusion we're aiming for or whatever. I'm down to figure it out as we go. But I think he’d be a welcome addition. It’s a band decision, though, so dude, your vote, should we recruit him tomorrow?” Kevin said, real proud of himself. I looked around.

“Is he a queer?” I asked.

“Pfft, wouldn't you like to know?”

“He’s probably out of my league, anyway. Sounds like he’s into some weird shit.” We had to be quiet; if anyone heard us talking about this stuff, we were both screwed. Kevin was the only guy I knew who was even a little chill about me being gay. If anyone else knew, it would be like rock ‘n roll (and not the David Bowie song).

“Dude, don't be silly, no one’s out of your league. Trust me, all these cul-de-sac closet cases want nothing more than to play in your league. Especially now that our band is gonna be back, everyone is gonna be all over us, especially those guys.”

“Yeah Kev, you're so right. They're just society’s bitches, so they’ll never admit it. Known fact of life... Once we're in a band, we are gonna be swimming in it, including you, choir boy. Still can’t believe you don’t have a girlfriend, nor can the rest of humankind... Starting to think you’re just saving yourself for marriage at this point?”

“No, just for love... which I’m not expecting to find anytime soon, band or not.”

“Well, get ready for that to change, dude. You know being in a band always makes you irresistible! Just like Rubin Smith; they're smoking... they get so many babes, even though that song they played at Homecoming last weekend wasn’t even good.”

“It was fine... Rubin always annoyed me but, it’s just because he flaunts it, you know.”

“Man, we can do better. Rubin won’t be the only bodacious band in town for long. Just because he’s popular and... hot, and totally amazing at everything, doesn’t mean we can’t surpass his reign, and get all the babes he gets, and... play at all the local and school gigs with everyone talking off their pants and shirts for us instead... Yeah, totally.” God, Rubin was so hot it was absurd. He was actually out of my league in every sense of the word, and was definitely straight, but I could dream. Why all the heteros were the best hotties and the best on stage was beyond me. He was our main competition, clearly the only high school band at our school or in our town anyone gave a shit about, which sucked royal balls because he was cheap hair metal personified. Every time I saw him in the halls, I was either filled with the most overwhelming fiery lust, or rage wanting everything he had, especially as he just seemed to tease me as Kenny and half the bullies would give me wedgies daily, almost like he was entertained by it, but also intrigued by me being less lame than all their other victims but still too lame to save. Him and his stupid abs, their stupid Van Halen covers, and stupid jean vest with the ripped sleeves, and his stupid shit-eating grin, and curly blond hair that just gets everywhere! Really needed to be taken down a peg. Ugh!

“Why don't you put your pen where your mouth is, write better stuff, you know they don’t think they even have to try. So, write killer songs like you do and swoop in, and do your thing. Just because they cornered the market now doesn’t mean we aren’t a force to be reckoned with,” Kevin said, firmly shoving my lyric book back into my chest, with a wink.

At that exact moment, our party was pooped on. We heard our stupid Dad and his beat-up old Hummer speed into the driveway. I winced as the front door violently slammed open.

“KEVIN! GO HELP YOUR MOTHER UNPACK THE GROCERIES! WE’RE MAKING MEATBALLS AND MEATLOAF PASTE!!!” Burt the brute barked, his voice echoing through the house like a wrestling coach over an intercom on the verge of hemorrhaging. Fun fact: Observe the heavy drinking, neglectful, working-class father in his natural habitat. Notice how he never uses his inside voice or carries his own meatballs, or improves anyone's lives by driving into them.

“Guess that’s my cue,” sighed Kevin as he cracked his back, standing up, stretching his sleeping legs before running out the door. Oh no, Kev, don't go; we were just getting started!

“GET YOUR ASS OUT HERE, KEVIN. YOUR BROTHER KENT CAN’T CARRY ALL THE JAMS BY HIMSELF. WHY DON'T YOU EVER HELP OUT LIKE YOUR BROTHER? YOU SELFISH DICKY, COME ON, I'M NOT GETTING ANY YOUNGER OUT HERE!” Dad always took every opportunity to remind Kevin he was still the second-place son. I just lay down on the floor and sighed. I lit a smoke, lying flat on the floor, staring longingly at the ceiling, like I'm sure some romantic might. The lava lamps lit the room like a supernova in the night sky, on the brink of burning our house down. I lay there just staring at the Red Hot Chili Peppers poster above, like the chapel, honing in on Flea's famous lips. I let my mind wander to all the lengths I would go for them, the Peppers, and they had no idea of the true extent of my loyalty, my religious devotion. I thought, even if this new band doesn’t work out, at least I’ll have them. Flea was the only one who understood me; someday I’d make him proud.

[image: ]

Hell, even if I end up dead tomorrow in an abandoned swimming pool, or lose my hearing and can never put the Led on again, or get in some kind of gay booby trap, at least I’ll still have my rock gods looking down at me. They always looked out for me; I knew God doesn't give a shit about anyone, but they would never let anything happen to me. When I survive to rock another day, I know I am blessed with their rock god beams of light. I know I am their prophet...a prophet of rock. Sent to earth to spread the word of rock and the teachings of Jimmy Page, John Lennon, Mick Jagger, Eric Clapton, and all the other saints. I must serve them until I perish, even if I have to be sacrificed and nailed to a mic stand to prove it. Even if I never become anything more than a failure, at least I will have dedicated my life to rocking, something most people can never claim. A holy crusade, if you will. It’s a comforting thought at least. I turned the lights off and slid the Chili Peppers' second studio album, Freaky Styley, into my Walkman and turned it up to 11. Letting their holy hymns and Anthony Kiedis’s sultry voice wash over me and drown out the loud dinner prep chatter outside. In my room alone, with nothing but my music and thoughts, briefly enjoying peace on earth—or the closest I could get to it. But of course, my perfect moment of tranquil oneness was shattered as soon as it began.

“LESTER, DINNER IS READYYYY! GET OUT HERE, EVERYONE IS WAITING ON YOU TO SAY GRACE. YOU CAN’T JUST LIVE ON CIGARETTES, PIXIE STICKS, AND THAT FAIRY MUSIC FOREVER, YA KNOWS!!!” My mother howled, her shrill command cutting through the musical harmony like a knife.

“AGH! I'm not hungry!” I yelled back, flusteredly shutting off the Queen cassette, then somberly willing out to play the game, as if that's all I was ever doing.

“Leave me alone, you don’t love me!” I cried out in vain, every night the same back and forth.

“Feh’, you know Lester, don’t waste your breath,” Kent muttered to my father.

“I had a hard enough day at work, why me, cursed with such a son!? Why does the boy do this every night! He’s getting special treatment, we can’t keep letting him just lay in his room every night, doing whatever he wants in there. What would Father Angels say? We do everything for that boy, and look what he does—”

“Dad, careful! Don't you think three beers is enough?” Kent said, his genuine worry making me scowl.

“I swear to God, that boy is gonna be the death of me.”

“Just forget about it!” I could hear Florence turn to my dad, trying to turn down the volume on his inevitable rage and give him that nightly reminder that I'm not worth the effort or the meatballs.

“Honey, please, he’s not worth the energy. He can get fat off pixie sticks and smelling salts for all I care. He does this every night; good food is earned.”

“YA HEAR THAT, LESSIE? STAY IN THERE AND STARVE! AT LEAST THEN YOU’LL LOSE SOME GODDAMN WEIGHT!!!!” My dad making sure I heard every syllable. Kevin’s silence was deafening. A sad song came on just in time. As you can see, our household was clearly a functional one. Just rimming with love and understanding. The kind of childhood that in no way becomes a tragic supervillain backstory that was too lame even for Batman

That night, as Queen’s “Now I’m Here” came on, as if to ground me, I remember sneaking out my bedroom window, and like every other night, I went where I knew Kevin would find me after dinner: the hill. I let the music guide me wherever I went; this physical realm was recording, the spliff I’d taken from my room didn’t hurt either, as I took a few long puffs, getting as high as I could without flying away. I took the classic road from our suburb strip of cardboard pop-up houses and white timeless quiet, only penetrated by the crickets chirping and the distant din of highway traffic and whatever New York City sounds like. I walked by the high school, overrun by ivy and bird shit; it almost seemed abandoned in the fading twilight, no doubt infested with zombies. I knew it was bad, but I could not resist vandalizing the front wall of the school. I whipped out my spray paint and covered it with the most gnarly set of words I could think of. The massive words read: “Bad Decisions, the most badass band of this or any other century. Bad Decisions, new band—Try-outs after school at the Flatt residence, come if you dare.” I guarantee tomorrow at school, this will get people buzzing. Kevin would be proud, maybe. He might not have approved of my methods, but he appreciates a good old-fashioned publicity stunt; after all, headlines are headlines. I strolled up the usual hill to the hilltop Kevin and I claimed as “Flat Earthers' Point” because the hill is so high, it really feels like the earth is just totally flat, so much it would make you think maybe Galileo was wrong all along. The view of the highway and the river is always humbling, as well as the untouchable New York City skyline. Kevin and I always come up here to get away, especially on bad nights like tonight, like most nights, when your home feels like a crime scene waiting to be investigated, like being trapped in a burning church, swallowed up in the fire and brimstone like a road with no end or a horse with no name. It was all so off; there was no escape, but here. So, like a bunch of lousy B-side tracks tainting an otherwise great album, up here, I do my best to drown out the noise with music, the life with less. If you had a brother, you’d understand. You know, you had your own private little backstage where the world just fades to black and it’s just you two against the world. Like Dad would never let us build a treehouse, we never had some cave or clubhouse, local diner, or secret hideout like some kids. It was just a flat earth hill that no one seems to care about or know exists that overlooks the highway and the full postcard spread. We had the finest industrial view in the tri-state area. Especially at sunset, it’s simply too beautiful to describe, and I'm too cool to spend my nights rambling on about the beauty of sunsets, so you’ll just have to use your imagination. But trust me, this one was really a sight. The clouds were violet and peach. I'd rather just watch the sun take its time and see it turn into bad moons rising. I usually just come here, think about the next song I’m gonna write, how pissed I am, but all I could think tonight was of the future. I was never more sure of it.
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Lester Flatt has been dealt a raw deal in life.
Growing up the youngest of three brothers, in
Ewing, New Jersey, in the unforgiving 1980's, the
height of hoagies, hair metal and Reaganomics.
Lester's always been a uanunreaible narrator,
having a propensity for chronicly lying to make
himself seem more impressive. Probably because
he's been called a failure his whole life and
wholeheartedly rejected from the world of white
American, picket fences and private universities.
Because ever since Lester was a kid, all he wanted
to be is a rock star, like his idol, Flea. But
everything changed, in the summer of 85, when in
his Junoir year of highshcool, Lester decides to
start a rock band. Thus, the band, Bad Dessions
was formed. With Lester on Lead vocals, Kevin on
Lead guitar, Trent, Kevin's goth friend on bass,
and Lenny and Beans, the dopey duo, on
Keyboard and drums. Lester is a bit of an
overbearing band leader at frist, but he would
soon come into his own. Unlike all his previous
attempts at starting a band, now Lester had faith
this time would be different, and Bad Decisions
would be different. Throughout the late 80's, Bad
Decisions has a brief run with success, playing
local gigs and even cutting an album with the
help of Lenny's uncle Frosty, a fruity record
excessive helping the band get off the ground. But
after a while when that doesn't take off, Lester get
pissed, and rethinks the whole direction of the
band, by trying to make it go in a darker, more
protective, direction.
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