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      I often think back to the fateful summer of 1991 when I was about to turn twelve, and puberty caused my hormones to run rampant. My voice started to deepen, I suddenly found hair in previously unthought of places, and for the only time in my life I acted like an out-of-control fool around girls.

      Yes, that summer saw Chad Black, Isaac Long, Jeremy Stigler and me as inseparable friends, thicker than thieves while attending the University of Louisville’s Summer of Adventure daycare program at the Stoddard Johnston building. Without much goading from my friends, I rampantly hit on the “leader” of the girls, a blonde named Leanne. Neither the boys nor girls had “leaders,” but nominally I was one of the main group of boys, while Leanne was one of the more noteworthy girls.

      I know my trashy antics had to have embarrassed Leanne. I made no secret of wanting to “bone” her every day, how much she turned me on, and all sorts of sexual remarks. Amazingly, none of the teachers or admins at the daycare called me out on this behavior. Why would they? Act up in school and these transgressions might go on my permanent record. I never acted up in school. But summer daycare? They were happy to collect my mom’s check each week, so why not?

      August 5, 1991

      I awakened Monday morning to hear the phone ringing with shocking news—my maternal grandfather died while on a weekend trip at Nolin Lake. I was stunned and saddened by the news, Papaw’s death being the first of a close family member in my lifetime. I still remember the funeral home down in Clarkson, Kentucky. I remember little about the actual funeral, but mostly this old-style Coke machine with bottles instead of cans. I probably downed ten Cokes that day, sitting alone in the lobby.

      My grandfather’s death had a profound impact on me, sending me into a dark mental frame of mind for the rest of my middle school years. At the time I wondered if I was being punished for how I acted that summer and vowed not to ever behave that way again. I returned for the last week of Summer of Adventure, a subdued experience where we played some kickball, swam at Crawford Gym, and said my goodbyes to the gang. I wanted to find Leanne and apologize to her for my antics, but she had left during my absence and never returned the next year.

      Nearly a decade later I made a point to seek out Leanne once I had home internet access. She, too, was a U of L student so I found her email address on the university website. I profusely apologized for how I acted towards her nine years earlier, not in some attempt to ask her out, but to apologize. Her response?

      “I’m sorry. I don’t remember you at all.”

      I gave her further details, and she finally remembered me, accepted my apology, and we exchanged a few emails. Leanne is hardly a close friend these days, perhaps that is impossible, but I make sure to follow her dog shelter posts on Facebook to this day.

      This is a book about seeking and failing, about loss in various forms. Losing what I already had, or who I had in my life. Some people die. Others drift away over time. Some spontaneously combust, emotionally. Schemes may not work, and sometimes music one enjoyed as a teen fades into the sands of time, but what else is there to do but carry on?

      Since my previous book, Salvaged From the Flood, ended in mid-2022, Walk a Lonely Mile picks up around that time. With a quasi-follow up to my crypto misadventures in the previous book, I share my absurd attempts to use crypto to arbitrage trade Nigerian naira in the “Nigerian Prince” chapter here. This is a lighter story before the book turns serious the rest of the way, with a couple of exceptions.

      The two-part story of creating my own self-produced album, Sonic Screamer, was also a chapter I couldn’t figure out how to write for Salvaged From the Flood. I figured there was room for one major chapter about creative pursuits, and since I had already discussed my script Welcome to Paradise in other chapters, I needed to chronicle my botched filmmaking attempt in “The Sub Par Filmmaker,” instead of my dubious attempt at music. The first chapter is a nostalgic look back at the alternative rock scene circa 1994, and why I first started trying to record anything at home, with the second chapter nearly twenty years later, when I came back to these bizarre demo tapes and decided to do something with them. The isolation of recording in my room as well as piecing the album together in 2014 fit the theme of this book better.

      In the introduction to Salvaged, I mentioned there were stories I skipped over because I couldn’t find the words to tell them. A fair portion of this book consists of those stories. An entire series of chapters chronicles the complicated and sometimes confusing interactions with a girl in Florida, with details of my trips to St. Petersburg in 2003 and 2004, as well as Orlando in 2008. These chapters are steeped in pro wrestling online geekery of the era, since that’s how we first met online and bonded. I had a wistful nostalgia writing about this, especially about the first trip in 2003, especially those first few days. The Florida chapters aren’t meant to be a literal “we did this, then we did that” travelogue, but instead fragments of memorable moments.

      If the Florida story illustrates a long-term stable relationship which never became fulfilling, the second major story of the book is a deep dive into a much shorter term and chaotic online relationship with a fellow writer and Wheeler and Woolsey fan. I won’t discuss too much about these chapters here, but this arc is a payoff to many themes throughout both books: the desire for deep personal relationships, the long running attempts to get my PhD, my attempts to leave Louisville, and projects backfiring when I involve others. While the main storylines of the book are wildly different, both are examples of poor timing in life, dubious communication, and not understanding where I stood with people. I have included the Wheeler & Woolsey piece I submitted to Classic Images as an Appendix, given how central the piece is to the later chapters.

      Some characters from Salvaged aren’t in much of this book (Chad and Isaac in particular), possibly because the theme is one of isolated loneliness. The book concludes with a sympathetic look at Isaac’s stressful past year, which ranks along my own 1996, in terms of life altering events.

      The goal of the book is not to be bleak or downbeat, even though it is emotionally charged at times. I included cartoon style versions of the front and back cover at the beginning and ending of the book, indicating we are stepping into a world that may not seem quite real. Hopefully readers will find these stories fascinating, heartwarming, hilarious, informative, and yes, heartbreaking. I don’t know if everyone feels the need to walk a lonely mile, but after reading these pages, hopefully you will understand why I do.
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            The Nigerian Prince

          

        

      

    

    
      In the year of our Lord, 2022, I decided to become a Nigerian scammer. Okay, I’m not Nigerian and I wasn’t actually attempting to scam anyone, but I tend to think the Nigerian government would frown upon what I attempted to do in order to arbitrage Nigerian naira with the U.S. dollar.

      My wife, Amanda, left early every morning for her STEM teaching job at Rutherford Elementary. I had to drop my son Andrew off at Stonestreet Elementary, since his morning Child Enrichment Program at the school had been canceled during the pandemic. I became unable to sub high school classes, which had already begun by the time I took him to school and returned. As such, I found myself with an inordinate amount of time on my hands, which isn’t necessarily a good thing.

      I have long since been frustrated by my previous crypto debacles and couldn’t help but seek out new opportunities to right my previous miscues. During my daily boredom, I did what anyone would do. I searched YouTube for crypto arbitrage videos. What platforms were out there where I could buy low and sell high elsewhere? What angle can someone work to generate profits?

      Enter the Nigerian YouTubers. I couldn’t ignore these guys. Especially Mr. Arbitrage or Big Classroom. They were everywhere when I searched for crypto arbitrage ideas, constantly discussing methods for using bank cards on Binance or converting cell phone airtime for profits. At first, I didn’t understand anything they were talking about, and not just because of their accents. I understood little about the naira, the official currency of Nigeria. But the more I watched, the more fascinated I became in what was going on there.

      To make a long story short, during this period of time the naira traded at two different rates. One was the official Central Bank of Nigeria rate, which was the rate you would find if you typed in “USD to NGN” on Google. When I first watched these videos, the official bank rate was in the 450 range (as in 1 USD = 450 NGN).

      However, what blew my mind the more I heard about this was there existed a different rate. The so-called black market rate, which hovered in the 740 range at the time I started watching these videos. 740 vs. 450 is an insane difference in rate and could make for an arbitrage opportunity if I could figure out how to capitalize on it. Most of these questionable fellows were using sites such as Binance or the Nigerian based Remitano crypto exchange, which proved problematic, since neither allowed Americans (BinanceUS is a lesser form of the site for U.S. customers).

      I analyzed the situation, looking for any way I could leverage naira. If I had to involve crypto websites, fine, but I would have preferred to buy and sell naira without the hassle of involving sketchy overseas crypto merchants. The best potential site I could find for this idea was Mercuryo, more of a third-party payment processor than actual crypto exchange. Mercuryo also had an exchange, and for my purposes they were using the bank rate. Even better, they accepted actual NGN bank transfers from some of the leading Nigerian banks such as Zenith or Sterling.

      Sensing huge potential for profit, I attempted to sign up for a Zenith bank account. Alas, as a foreigner I had no chance, and not because I didn’t have a Nigerian address to give them. In order to conduct any banking business, I needed to have a Bank Verification Number (BVN). A BVN identifies a particular individual throughout the Nigerian banking system. It isn’t like a social security number, which is a basic overall ID number for the United States. As I would later learn, the Nigerian version of an SSN is the National Identification Number (NIN).

      But where could I obtain a BVN? Was this even possible in America? Believe it or not, yes. There were locations throughout the U.S. operated by Online Integrated Solutions for the purpose of BVN distribution. I would assume Nigerians in diaspora were the target audience, but nothing on the website insisted on someone being a native Nigerian in order to obtain a BVN. None of the OIS locations were near Louisville, however, with the closest branches being in the D.C. area or Atlanta.

      I had zero desire to ever travel through West Virginia again, after various near-death experiences during my time with the U of L debate team, so the D.C. location was out. I rather enjoyed Atlanta during other debate trips, so a trip south seemed a more feasible idea. I sent the Atlanta location an email inquiring about what I needed to bring for a BVN. I needed to make an appointment online, bring the appointment slip, a valid passport with a recent additional photograph, and the $45.00 enrollment fee. This sounded doable.

      I got my passport the previous year, ironically because I needed one to attempt to sign up on the South Korean crypto exchange Bithumb. I wanted to leverage the Kimchi premium there, but the whole idea never panned out because the premium fizzled over time, and there wasn’t much difference in price between American and South Korean exchanges by the time I obtained my passport. Buying BTC low and selling in South Korea at a profit was the main way the now disgraced Sam Bankman-Fried made his fortune, originally. We had the same idea, but he figured out how to make it work. I didn’t have a Korean cell phone or partner in Seoul.

      Thinking about a trip to Atlanta for my appointment with OIS, I finally cashed out of the Kentucky Teachers Retirement System in September 2022, retrieving the money these people had been stealing from me for years (10% early withdrawal fee naturally). To celebrate, Amanda and I planned to take Andrew on a fall break trip to Atlanta over the last weekend of the MLB season. The Braves and Mets were set to play a huge series to determine the NL East champions, so I bought tickets for the Sunday night game at Truist Park. Initially we were going to stay the weekend and head over to the OIS office in Roswell (suburb of Atlanta) Monday morning before we left town. As such, Amanda used Hotwire to snag a fairly cheap room in the Perimeter area, somewhere between downtown, Truist Park, and Roswell.

      I made my BVN appointment for Monday morning, October 3. In the week before we left, the woman from the OIS office sent me a curious email informing me my appointment was off. In celebration of Nigerian Independence Day, the OIS office would be closed on Monday since the holiday fell on Saturday the 1st. This was a frustrating problem. Now the only way I could get the BVN, the main reason for the trip, was to make an appointment on Friday instead. Now we had to stay Thursday and Friday night in addition to the weekend, so we were spending the entire fall break either traveling to or staying in Atlanta. This trip was starting to cost money.

      Thankfully, the trip progressed decently enough, though the mountains as you travel from Tennessee into Georgia can be dicey on I-24. We made decent time until reaching the Atlanta area, where traffic backed up for miles on I-75 due to a car being on fire on the side of the interstate. The I-285 area around the hotel was a chaotic construction zone, but we navigated to the Hilton Garden Inn.

      I had a 10:00 a.m. appointment at the OIS center in Roswell, roughly fifteen minutes from our hotel. Amanda was driving by this point, mainly because I refused to drive in and around Atlanta. I couldn’t help but notice the sheer amount of cops pulling speeders over on US-19 as we crossed the Chattahoochee River. We could forget about laying rubber on the Georgia asphalt, because we definitely would have gotten caught.

      The OIS office sits in a nondescript upstairs office villa. I checked and rechecked to make sure I had everything: passport, application form, photo, debit card. A stern Nigerian woman waited on me upon my arrival, possibly the same one I had been emailing for the previous few weeks. While she didn’t put up a fuss about taking my $45.00, I could tell she wasn’t thrilled with the idea of this American white boy partaking in the Nigerian banking system. I wasn’t the lone white person there, since others were applying for visas. I was certainly the only one there for a BVN, however. She reviewed my passport, took the photo for their records, then did a live biometrics capture.

      “So … what do I need to do now?” I asked. “When do I receive the BVN?”

      “You will be emailed your BVN to the address you provided. Should take a few hours.”

      Odd. No official paperwork sent via registered mail? Nothing printed in the office? Someone’s bank ID in Nigeria is sent to an email address in such informal fashion? Within half an hour I checked Gmail on my phone and the BVN email arrived.

      The rest of the trip was enjoyable enough. On Saturday we trekked downtown to the Coca Cola Museum, where we sampled some truly horrific soft drinks from around the world, some of which need to be banned by the Geneva Convention. After the museum, we walked across the street to Olympic Park and did some sightseeing.

      On Sunday we headed to Truist Park for the Braves/Mets game. I secured a handicapped parking space at the garage after talking to a myriad of Braves employees on the phone. Truist Park is a sexed-up carnival of a baseball park with mountains for kids to climb, batting cages, blaring music, and lunacy at every turn. By the time we reached our seats I had a tinge of anxiety from the bombardment of stimuli. As I predicted, the Braves had taken the first two games in the series from the Mets to force a tie atop the NL East. We had our usual cheap seat view, and Andrew couldn’t see much of the action. The Braves won the game 5-3, and thus the NL East. Neither team went anywhere in the playoffs, as the Phillies won the pennant, despite fourteen fewer victories.

      Problems with my plan arose once I returned. I emailed Mercuryo customer service, inquiring about their NGN rates, to which they responded the rate was no longer available and they were re-evaluating what to do with the Nigerian market. Regardless, I went ahead with the plan to apply for a Zenith account, as well as Sterling Bank, two of the top Nigerian banks. The problems I ran into were confusing. Zenith had a five-page application to fill out, but as I would learn time and time again, you need a Nigerian cell phone to do anything relevant in the NGN banking world. I gave OIS my U.S. cell number, so I always entered the incorrect country code on these applications. Further, banks like Zenith insist on tokens (6-digit pins) and I could not figure out how to get one. Sterling went much the same, though I finally managed an entry level One Bank account on the app.

      Several other banks refused anyone without a local address or Nigerian passport. I finally found one, First City Monument Bank, who processed my application and granted me a Tier 1 account. This proved to be a serious problem, since Tier 1 is trash. 50,000 NGN limit per transaction and a cumulative balance of 300,000 NGN, which is like telling someone in America you can only deposit $70.00 at a time and hold $400.00 or so in your account at a time. Was this a joke? FCMB also demanded the token nonsense as well, since I needed one to verify my account to increase my limits, but I couldn’t get the token without being in the country or having the proper cell. Without a token I couldn’t increase my limits. I thought I would go mad.

      Other banking apps such as Mintyn or Alat by Wema were also pointless, giving me the same Tier 1 status. Wema offered me a domiciliary account, which meant I could only transact in USD but not NGN. Kuda proved a better app. I at least got verified at a somewhat higher level after giving them a bogus Lagos address I found on a random address generator website. For all I know there’s a random mailbox in Lagos with a plethora of Kuda Bank letters addressed to me.

      Regardless, I needed to see how any of these accounts worked, even by transferring a small amount. I bought some BTC and signed up for Paxful, a truly sketchy website/app where people from all over the world deal in crypto. On Paxful, one can be scammed in a variety of ways: shady crypto traders, people selling bogus gift cards at a 70% discount, bogus Visa and Mastercard numbers, or those phishing for PayPal accounts to defraud. Name the scam and you’ll find a scammer of your choice.

      There are legit traders there as well. Make sure to check their feedback and reliability. I deposited this trivial amount of BTC on Paxful, linked my FCMB account, and opened a trade. No response. The problem I immediately ran into was few of these Nigerian traders wanted to trade with me. Even though I gained verified status on the site using my BVN, most traders knew I was an American and may well have thought I wanted to con them. Eventually, I found a legit trader who took my offer.

      I was shocked at how amazingly fast the Nigerian banking system operates. I had the NGN in my FCMB account within five minutes. Incredible speed and efficiency compared to the tedium of American banks, where wiring money via bank transfer takes days to clear. We are living in the banking stone age. At least I knew I could complete a trade. I completed a few more trades on Paxful so I could gain some feedback and open myself up to more trading opportunities, since some major sellers block those without much feedback. I was never scammed on Paxful, but the biggest annoyance came from sellers who had discounted rates too good to be true. I tried opening a trade and invariably these swine would then attempt to negotiate a higher rate. When I refused, they dragged out the time limit for the trade. Paxful blocked U.S. customers in April 2023 due to regulatory concerns. A similar site, Noones, emerged, and I signed up for it. Noones didn’t accept Americans either, but my BVN and a rented Argentinian phone number from an SMS website gained me access.

      But what did this matter? I was no closer to achieving the real endgame goal of flipping the NGN back into USD at the coveted bank rate, nor did I have any access to the prime debit cards from any of these banks to potentially use a U.S. dollar card with naira deposits at bank rate. I analyzed other options such as Flywire, but the website seemed more about students overseas being sent money from home. I could hardly send myself money that way since I was no longer a student, and besides, there were limits on how much NGN can be sent. The CBN wasn’t making this easy.

      I finally solved my transaction limit problem after watching another YouTube video about the Grey.co website and app. Grey is a multi-currency platform where one can deal in U.S. dollars, British pounds, Nigerian naira, and a limited amount of other African currencies like Kenyan shillings (no deposit, only withdrawal on KES). Grey offered $5,000.00 daily limits in USD, or the equivalent in these other currencies, which more than suited my needs. The irony? I didn’t even need the BVN. Since the site dealt in USD, I gave them my standard driver’s license and signed up for the platform. I also did the same on another app platform, LemFi, which offered better exchange rates than Grey.

      For much of 2023, I felt stuck. I couldn’t figure out how to gain access to the bank rate. Using LemFi I could easily deposit USD with my debit card and flip it into NGN without a problem, but I needed another way of flipping back into USD and making a profit. I found a currency management platform, Kantox, and attempted several times to call various numbers, asking what I needed to do to gain access to Nigerian bank rate. Kantox was one of the few online platforms dealing in the coveted rate. I finally reached someone, but he told me they didn’t deal with NGN much and he couldn’t help me.

      I also tried Convera, another fintech currency exchange platform. I couldn’t get a hold of anyone at the various U.S. phone numbers, so I finally called a Canadian number. I finally talked to someone after a long wait.

      “Hello, do you offer naira to USD at bank rate?” I asked.

      “Yes, we do. What type of business do you run in Nigeria?”

      “I don’t have a business in Nigeria, or any registered business, yet. I’m trying to figure out the feasibility of arbitrage trading naira by converting USD at the black-market rate, which everyone uses, and then converting back at the official rate.”

      “In that case we can’t help you. We deal in multi-million-dollar businesses here who sell actual products, goods, or services. However, you have a decent idea here.”

      Amanda had long since been perplexed at all of this. “I have no idea what you are trying to do with all this Nigerian nonsense. But then none of this stuff you try ever works.”

      Nigeria’s banking system became a complete dumpster fire in 2023. Bizarrely, the government tried to eliminate traditional currency in favor of e-naira, a digital form of currency which few people adopted. The experiment was a fiasco. I never understood the purpose, nor did e-naira apply to me, anyway. More frustrating, the news hit in mid-2023 that CBN was desperate to unify the bank rate with the black-market rate to wipe out the black market once and for all. For all intents and purposes, the black-market rate was the rate. Most Nigerian businesses used black market rate. Even banking apps like Grey used it. The solution was to give up and use black market rate as the official rate, so CBN set the official rate around 750. This achieved nothing short term, since the black market merely shifted past 1,000. All the Nigerian government achieved was a devaluing of their own currency.

      Since the chasm still existed between bank and black-market rate, I kept studying the situation. I found another video discussing Swap by Flutterwave, which used bank rate for conversions. Shock of shocks, I managed to complete a transaction this way, a trivial $20.00 deal where I deposited onto LemFi, flipped into NGN, then sent the NGN to the Wema account Flutterwave gave me. A few days later my U.S. bank was credited. I made a few dollars. The problems were thus: I couldn’t repeat these transactions easily, since each took days to clear, because as I mentioned, U.S. banking still operates in the stone age. Further, after YouTube videos were out discussing how to do this transaction, the Flutterwave Swap site was flooded and inoperable for long stretches at a time. After a few weeks of this, the site gave up and posted a notice saying, “We are out of funds for today, try again tomorrow at noon.”

      Flutterwave’s main website was a decent idea, if I could figure out how to register as an individual seller on the site. I tried registering as an American, since USD was available on the site, but I couldn’t get anywhere. I contacted customer service repeatedly, but nothing they said or did ever made sense. I became fed up and told them to disregard my current application, but I would try again with the BVN under Nigerian registration. I managed to verify the BVN but hit the wall once they asked for a National Identification Number.

      I had long since realized I needed the NIN as well, if I wanted to do anything worthwhile, increase banking limits, gain a decent debit card with any of these banks, or apply to Flutterwave. I searched online to see if this was feasible, and even after reading up on the issue, I wasn’t crystal clear whether a non-native could obtain one. Sure, random people from neighboring countries might be able to show up at a location in Nigeria and be rubber stamped, but how could I do this in America?

      October 3, 2023

      I made a last-ditch effort at this entire ordeal on fall break. I found the address of a Nigerian immigration service in Lexington and called to set up an appointment to inquire about the NIN. I convinced Amanda and Andrew to stop at this place, since we were driving through Lexington on our way to Asheville for the break. I brought my passport, debit card, and BVN. The location wasn’t an office of any sort, but instead a residential house a couple of miles off I-75. We pulled into the driveway, and I knocked on the door. A thin, middle aged, Nigerian man answered.

      “Hello, who are you?” he asked.

      “We’ve talked on the phone. I’m here about getting an NIN. I have my passport and BVN with me.” He looked at me as if I had three heads.

      “But sir, you are not Nigerian.”

      “Do I have to be? Nothing on your website directly stated I needed to be. I obtained the BVN, after all.”

      “How were you allowed to get the BVN?”

      “I gave OIS my passport and money. They were fine with it.”

      “But … you are not Nigerian. The software inside has a box to check stating ‘Nigerian origin,’ and I can’t seriously say that in your case.”

      “Bottom line this for me. Are you willing to help me or not?” He paused for a moment.

      “Well, no. Not usually. But maybe for one thousand dollars.”

      Unbelievable. Even someone acting in a quasi-official status for the Nigerian government ran a scam of his own.

      “Sorry, I’m not interested.” We left immediately. Once we returned from fall break I toyed with the idea of signing up for a local Louisville based NIN distribution, which were infrequent but happened at a local immigration center on occasion. However, they demanded a fee up front, and since I wasn’t sure if they would give me the NIN slip even after paying them, I dropped the idea. Over time, I forgot about the NIN, the BVN, or anything else to do with Nigerian banking.

      As far as the naira goes, eventually the CBN managed to unify the bank rate with the black-market rate. Both now hover around the 1,500-1,600 range, a complete and utter destruction of the currency, which brings to mind the hyperinflation of post WW1 era Germany. But no major war caused this. On the contrary, these fools seemingly crashed their currency on their own.

      My attempts at making huge profits and becoming a Nigerian prince were ill fated, another poorly thought-out plan in a series of them. Knowing an opportunity, even a fleeting one, is out there but being unable to navigate the red tape and nonsensical bureaucracy was incredibly frustrating. Now if you’ll excuse me, I must go. I have more YouTube crypto arbitrage videos to watch. One of them has to work someday … right?
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        What in God’s name is that racket?!

        My mom, anytime in 1994

      

      

      

      Let me take you back to a time when alternative rock ruled the charts, and my creativity, from a musical perspective, was in full flourish. Mind you, I have never taken a guitar, drums, or piano lesson in my life. I can’t play any instrument. I’m not a vocalist whatsoever. But hey, why let a complete and total lack of musical talent stop me from delving into the world of music?

      I never cared much for popular music in middle school. I drifted so far out of the mainstream during those years as to not know any relevant songs or albums. I was slightly young for the initial popularity of bands like Nirvana or Pearl Jam, but by the time I reached high school I was more inclined to be interested.

      For Christmas in 1993, I had two CDs on my list which excited me: Nirvana’s In Utero and Pearl Jam’s Vs. Technically, I opened those a day or two earlier when we visited my paternal grandmother’s house in Henderson. She looked negatively at the bizarre baby imagery on the back of In Utero, nor was she happy to see a song called “Rape Me” on the album. As far as my parents, eh, they didn’t care.

      I vividly remember listening to these CDs once we were home. I put on Vs. first, since I figured it was less abrasive than the Nirvana album. After the album played, no one in the room was especially thrilled. My dad’s verdict: “I mean, you can listen to it, but that’s all. Nothing bothered me about it, but I wasn’t compelled, either. Anyway, why don’t you listen to the other CD on headphones? We’re going to bed.”

      So, I did. I put on a pair of headphones and cranked up In Utero on the stereo system. Our stereo was one of those early ‘90s massive systems with a CD player, dual tape decks, a record player, and AM/FM radio. My life has never been the same since. From the opening of “Serve the Servants” I was blown away. Forty-one minutes later, and I sat there, not believing what I had heard. I quickly made a tape off the CD and wanted my dad to listen to it in the car. This time his verdict? “Those boys are too hard for me. It held my interest, though.” Ah. I found something to terrify my parents. After all, who wants to listen to music with their parents when they are fourteen? Hell, if I wanted that, I could have kept listening to the Spin Doctors.

      That Christmas, my brother Eric received a rather curious present of his own, namely a cheesy Fisher Price kid’s keytar, complete with a microphone headset. The keytar was shaped like a kiddie guitar, featuring various buttons for keyboard sounds, as well as a demo button which played “It’s a Small World” incessantly. Eric also received a kiddie tape recorder. He never thought of anything to do with these presents, but I certainly did.

      As 1994 dawned, I became immersed in this exciting world of alternative rock music, in due part because 1994 was an amazing year for the genre. Every week some all-time classic album was released, featuring songs still in heavy rotation to this day. Alice In Chains’ Jar of Flies, Beck’s Mellow Gold, Soundgarden’s Superunknown, Nine Inch Nails’ The Downward Spiral, Stone Temple Pilots’ Purple, Green Day’s Dookie, The Offspring’s Smash, Weezer’s self-titled debut, and so many others.

      The two albums which struck my fancy in terms of an approach I wanted to do were Mellow Gold and The Downward Spiral, alongside In Utero. The Beck album fascinated me because at times it felt like this guy’s absurd home demo recordings were done with minimal production, except a major label decided to release this to the masses. Mellow Gold is hilariously brilliant. One criticism of grunge or alternative rock was that the music sounded too depressing. In the case of some bands that might be true, whereas Beck was laugh-out-loud funny. “Truckdrivin Neighbors Downstairs” is still one of the funniest songs I’ve ever heard.

      The Downward Spiral isn’t necessarily one of my favorite albums these days, mainly because I can’t stomach the lyrical content anymore. It’s the perfect album for a rage filled teen and also holds the record for the album my parents ordered me to turn off in the quickest amount of time. Once the intro to “Mr. Self-Destruct” finished and the song truly kicked in, they were mortified and immediately yelled, “Turn that crap off now!” Trent Reznor was doing something right.

      The most fascinating aspect of Reznor was the idea of him as a one-man band. Sure, NIN were also an actual touring band, but in the studio Reznor did everything. Since I had zero musical training, I could hardly audition for someone’s band. The only person I knew at school in a band was Chris Owens, singer/guitarist of Snoit. I wasn’t taking any of this seriously and had no designs on a musical career, so the Reznor method of being a one-man band and trying things at home seemed the way to go.

      I first attempted a recording in the Spring of 1994. I played around with the keytar for a while, trying to figure out what this thing could do. One critical aspect revealed itself when I accidentally placed the microphone next to the speaker and ear-splitting feedback resulted. From a kid’s instrument, no less. Oh, I was going to have fun now. The first “song” I recorded was little more than me blathering lyrics from “March of the Pigs,” and the aforementioned “Truckdrivin Neighbors.” Midway through I busted out my feedback solo and tried playing a few notes on the keyboard.

      The bizarre nature of this recording was evident once I played it back. The awful kiddie recorder messed up the basic sound and the music played back ultra slowly and freaky, akin to the songs parents would be sure had some Satanic elements. I played this for my mom, as well as a second instrumental (with some feedback of course). Her mouth dropped. “Is that you? How did you even do something like that?”

      For the next few days, I kept recording bizarre songs featuring titles such as “Hair,” “Teeth,” “Skills,” “Jurassic Prick,” and the like. I had no idea what I was doing, hammering away on this keytar, creating feedback, and I even dragged out an older Casio keyboard and played some of the demo patterns. I titled this demo tape The Beatnik Vampire, a wacky comic character I created while bored in Mr. Orwick’s Algebra 1 class.

      I couldn’t wait to have some of my classmates listen to my twelve song epic demo, lasting little over twenty minutes. Jim Hitchens, the closest thing I had to a decent friend in high school, was the first victim. I let him borrow the tape, and his review the next day proved revealing.

      “I laid down on my bed with headphones on, put your tape in my Walkman, and a few seconds later I was so shocked I fell off the bed. What the hell is this!?”

      Ah, perfect. I wanted to freak people out with these recordings. I also subjected Jessica Herbert, with whom I had several discussions of popular music, to various demo tapes as I recorded them, to which she replied in rather puzzled fashion, “Um, these have been … interesting.”

      Owens, for his part, was not a fan. He took this stuff seriously, and he resented a total hack amateur, who had zero idea what he was doing, trying to record demos. He listened to these early tapes I recorded, which also included demos titled Masked Man and Bathroom Noises, but wasn’t shocked, and didn’t find them funny.

      Early on in the recording of Bathroom Noises the mic for the keytar died, and I sadly could no longer conjure up feedback, which limited what I could do. Hence, the title of the demo. I used the washer and dryer as drums, flushed the toilet on one song, made fart noises on another, and other inanities. My attempt at a concept album, but not one of my better efforts. Since the mic died, and I hated the crappy kiddie recorder, I ceased recording … for the time being.

      I wanted two things for my birthday in August: a new keytar with a working mic, as well as a decent tape recorder. Shockingly, my wishes were granted, and by the time school started up again I was back in business. One of the early attempts included Chad Black sitting in on acoustic guitar for a few songs recorded in my grandma’s basement, though he knew as much about playing guitar as I did keytar. I also tested the new keytar and tape recorder by recording the most insanely loud fever dream of a “song” you can imagine. Classic end of album extra track noise. I played the tape back in front of the hall bathroom door while Chad took a dump. When he came back downstairs, I told him I had been busy while he was indisposed, to which he replied in deadpan fashion, “Yeah, I heard that.”

      My first solo attempt with the new equipment was the Guber Boy demo. The demo was largely forgettable, mainly serving as a test of the new keytar and recording. The sound was bone crunching now, so this alone created solid improvement.

      As Keith Richards said about punk rockers in 1977, “They’re going to get better. You can’t not get better.” That was true here, as well. I started to figure out how to play this thing. In the following months, I developed my own deranged style of playing on the kid’s keytar. Instead of using the mic for merely feedback, I discovered playing notes while using the feedback created wild distortion. Further, I leaned into the demo button, but instead of letting it play the same irritating song, I kept hitting the button repeatedly while also playing the keytar. This gave a wild, crunching effect which sounded like an entire band playing multiple instruments. The mix of this approach with the softer acoustic numbers became the original demo tape, Sonic Screamer. I even started writing full-fledged lyrics for some songs while bored in homeroom, such as “Smoking Rope.” I can still recall these Parental Advisory level lyrics:

      
        
        
        And once I was a little boy …

        Hey, you

        I know you

        You're the kid from the neighborhood

        You're the one that's always smoking rope

        Hey, you

        I know you

        You're the one I caught that's been fucking my daughter

        Hey, you

        I know you

        You're the one that fucked my wife

        Hey, what's up?

        I know you

        You're the kid that's smoking rope

        I know you from way back when

        You're the one that fucked my dog

        Hey, you

        I know you

        You're the kid that's been smoking rope

      

      

      

      I kept plugging away and recorded another demo, Beats R Us, which even Owens found to be one of my better efforts. “Well, at least you are learning how to put together a memorable riff or two,” he said, with faint praise. Another classmate, Justin, was in a Christian rock band, and he volunteered to see what he could do with Beats R Us in a professional studio. After a while he gave up, noting, “There isn’t anything I can do here. There’s no actual coherent song structures on the tape.” As I would later prove, there were songs, but they needed a backbone added to them.

      I recorded one last demo tape circa 1994, Treble Rebel (AKA The Black and Tan Tape), a title taken after Jim Hitchens jokingly referred to me as such a rebel after listening to my first demo. I ran out of blank audio cassettes, and my parents weren’t in a rush to buy more, given what I had been doing with them. I typically recorded these demos in my bedroom with the door shut, but there’s no way they couldn’t hear the insane racket being created. I would surmise the neighbors down the hall probably heard as well, though no one complained, oddly enough.

      Treble Rebel was the most adventurous and wild demo I recorded. I figured out how to do the style I attempted but also created crazier songs where I played the demo button, keytar, and used the mic to create feedback all at once. Was this stuff unlistenable? Of course. That was the point. I started creating a different type of feedback by placing the mic on the back of the keytar, creating an uncanny underwater feedback noise in the two instrumentals, “Submarine 1 and 2” songs.

      I could tell the mic was going out again during the recording of this demo tape. By the time I finished it had kicked the bucket. I had abused the hell out of this kiddie equipment, doing experimental noise music never intended. By late 1994, my enthusiasm waned for recording music, anyway. I was out of ideas. I had exhausted what I could do on the keytar, so I quit recording.

      Over the years these demos stayed in my bureau drawer, and on occasion Eric and I would pull them out and listen to them for a laugh. Make no mistake, these unedited demos were hilarious if you were in the right mood. When Amanda and I first met, I had her listen to The Beatnik Vampire, as she laid on my bed at my apartment with headphones on and prosthetic leg off. Seconds later she was in tears from laughing. But for the most part, these tapes sat in a drawer collecting dust for years, and I never had much interest in doing anything with them.

      Alas, similar to my own interest in recording demos, the early to mid ‘90s alternative rock boom was destined to fade, even if I hoped at the time it would last for years. I feel a deeper and deeper sadness about the death of Kurt Cobain as the years pass. I still remember being on spring break when the news broke on April 8, 1994. Given how huge of a Nirvana fan I had become in such a short amount of time, Cobain’s death hit hard. I recall even Owens being deeply affected the next week at school, and he never showed much genuine emotion over anything.

      The alt rock movement of the 1990s was a special time—until its inevitable post Nirvana slide into mediocrity by decade’s end. I only wish I’d realized it at the time. Maybe I would have had more fun and appreciated those years more. But the ‘90s wasn’t a decade about having fun. That was the ‘80s. The ‘90s carried a type of cultural inferiority complex, always trying to mean something, even while everything felt vaguely unsatisfying. The rage was palpable. I felt it. But why, and against whom? I didn’t know. Cobain exemplified that feeling of inscrutable angst, the “Voice of a Generation,” who mostly spoke in cryptic lyrics only he understood. In the end, Cobain defined the ultimate cultural failure of the ‘90s: a decade with so much potential, yet so little of it actually realized.

      The first movie I recall steeped in ‘90s era nostalgia was Juno. I laughed out loud at Jason Bateman’s character saying his favorite song was the Sonic Youth cover of “Superstar” from the Carpenters tribute album circa 1994. I used to tape 120 Minutes back then on a weekly basis and my dad occasionally watched some of the videos with me. One week they hyped the epic debut of that Sonic Youth cover, and my dad took special interest, since he always swore Karen Carpenter was the greatest singer he’d ever seen in person. Even drunken WKU frat boys stopped dead in their tracks when she started belting. Imagine the sheer horror he felt as the bizarre feedback started on the Sonic Youth version, then Thurston Moore’s eerie whisper of the lyrics. Dad sat stunned, mouth agape, before finally ranting, “Jesus Christ, what is this shit? Someone take the mic from that asshole! Hell, they have a girl in the band! Let her try and sing it!”

      People romanticize the era now, but here’s the truth: the ‘90s is a far better decade to look back on than it was to live through. Sure, there are TV shows and movies set in 1995, celebrating the dawn of the internet age, but I wonder—how would a young person today react if they hopped in Doc Brown’s DeLorean and traveled back in time to 1995? They would probably find it boring. And they would be right. 1995 was boring. There was no YouTube back then, so if you wanted to watch a music video MTV never played you had to call The Box, spend 99 cents, and hope it played an hour later. Yet that boredom was filled with small moments that only became special years later in hindsight. I recorded these demos mainly out of sheer boredom. What I wouldn’t give to be bored like that again.
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