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Mike


The first time I drank piss was on a fire escape overlooking downtown Los Angeles. In the course of testing my sexual boundaries, my then-girlfriend (and now my wife), Soma, asked me if I had ever drunk another person’s pee, and I said no. It wasn’t something I was into, but how do you know if you don’t try? We were hanging out on the fire escape of her loft apartment; she told me to take my clothes off and lie down. The cold steel dug into my naked back as she squatted over me. She started pissing on my chest and then moved up to my mouth. I could hear the overflow splatter on the sidewalk below.


Soma later sampled my pee backstage during a show we played with No Use For A Name. Before our encore, I went to the bathroom to do some coke with No Use’s Tony Sly. I had to pee, but as I was about to aim for the toilet, Soma got down on her knees and opened her mouth. Tony watched as I redirected my stream and said, “You guys are just made for each other, aren’t you?”


It really doesn’t taste as bad as you’d think. It’s certainly better than whiskey. It’s like strong oolong tea. At least that’s what hers tastes like. She made me taste my own once, and it tasted bitter and horrible from all the shit I put into my body. Soma is definitely getting the worse end of the deal.


Like many of the weird things Soma and I have done, it wasn’t a turn-on in the traditional sense. The dominant/submissive element was super cool, but pee drinking in and of itself was more about being punk and doing the things you’re not supposed to do. During our shows, I would sometimes finish drinking my usual vodka and soda, and our drum tech, Jay, would mix me a new drink. Soma would intercept it, squat behind my amplifier, and make a little pee cocktail. El Hefe’s wife watched her do it once and immediately turned around and walked to the opposite side of the stage. I would tell the crowd or our friends on the side of the stage what was in my drink, and no one would believe me . . . until they took a sip.


The side effect of my continued boundary pushing is that somewhere along the way my Weirdness Barometer broke. Once you get over the shock of drinking someone’s pee, drinking it the fourth or fifth time isn’t weird anymore. But it’s still very weird to the majority of the non-pee-drinking public. So my perception of what’s fucked up and what’s acceptable to discuss in mixed company has become somewhat skewed. I’ve told people about the time I tied a girl down and milked her, and they’ve said, “That’s so fucked up.” I’ve had to stop myself and wonder if maybe I crossed a line, either in my behavior or in my selection of anecdotes to share publicly.


You tell me:


NOFX played a gig in England, and one of our crew guys brought a female friend to the show. She’d recently had a baby, so we started talking about breastfeeding, and the conversation turned (as it tends to do when I’m involved) to kinky sex. She told me her fantasy about being tied up in a barn and getting milked like a cow.


She had been trapped at home as a single mom for so long, this was her chance to cut loose. I asked Jay to grab some rope, duct tape, and my “special” bag from the bus. I told the girl that if she wanted to go for it she could meet me upstairs in our dressing room in fifteen minutes.


Fifteen minutes later—on the dot—there was a knock at the dressing room door.


I put her facedown on a table and hog-tied her wrists and ankles. Her tits hung over the edge of the table, and I tied a rope around them so they were bulging out. I gagged her and started milking. I had never milked anything before. I had to ungag her for a second so she could explain how to squeeze and pull properly. Once I got the hang of it, the milk started to flow. I saved it in a plastic cup and added some ice and vodka. It was my first nipple-fresh White Russian.


I took a few sips and forced her to drink some, too. It tasted awful. But, as you may have figured out by now, it wasn’t about how it tasted.


Later that night on the tour bus I told the band about my evening. I expected them to dig my White Russian Human Milking story, but instead of laughter and smiles I got a bunch of awkward looks and raised eyebrows. They told me I should probably keep that particular story to myself.


But here we are . . .
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My parents took me to a porno movie when I was four years old.


It was the early ’70s, and porn still played in decent-sized theaters. One sunny California afternoon, we walked into such a theater on Ventura Boulevard near the Topanga Bowl bowling alley. There was a tractor on the screen, and then there was some sort of sex act I was way too young to understand. I guess my parents started to feel awkward because we left just as it was getting interesting.


We never spoke about it again. I’ll never know why they thought it was a good idea to take me there. But it’s one of the only memories I have from when my parents were still married.


My dad was a traveling shoe salesman who was on the road most of the year, so there was barely any difference between how often I saw him before and after my parents split up. He moved into an adults-only apartment building, and I stayed with him every other weekend, but I couldn’t leave the apartment. He played volleyball, drank, and smoked pot with his buddies by the pool, and I sat inside and watched seaweed creatures on Night Gallery. Those were my weekends with my dad.


Years later, when I was in my thirties, he told me he never really wanted to have me over. He worked hard all week and wanted time to himself to party and get laid. I was only “invited” because my mom insisted he spend time with me. It suddenly made sense why he and I had never bonded, and I always held some resentment toward him that never fully dissipated. I was never abused. I was never beaten. I was just neglected. I suppose it could’ve been worse.


I spent most of my childhood at my mother’s apartment in Beverly Hills. In the interest of accuracy, I should point out that there’s Beverly Hills—which is full of mega-mansions and European sports cars—and there’s the Flats of Beverly Hills, a neighborhood south of Wilshire Boulevard that housed all the people who cleaned the mega-mansions and parked the European sports cars.


My mom found work as a manicurist and moved us to the Flats to get me into a good school district and expose me to the upper crust, in the hopes that some class and sophistication would rub off. As it turned out, the affluent parents on the other side of Wilshire welcomed the opportunity for their kids to mingle with the lower class, in the hopes of subliminally suggesting, “Work hard, or you’ll end up being a manicurist!” It was a symbiotic relationship that allowed for a surprising lack of class discrimination. I never felt out of place or looked down upon by any of the other kids because there were no barriers between our stations in life. One night I’d sleep over at a friend’s apartment and four siblings would literally be sharing the same bed, the next night I’d sleep over at a friend’s mansion that had previously hosted the Shah of Iran. It was normal.


I had a friend named Eddie Machtinger who had an elevator in his house. He’d wait until the maid got in and then shut off the power to the whole house, leaving the maid trapped. It’s the kind of prank you can only play when you’re raised in Beverly Hills.


In the summers, I went to camp with kids like Josh Brolin, the Nelson brothers and their sister, Tracy (from the show Square Pegs), and the kid who played Willie from Little House on the Prairie. Strangely enough, it was there, at an upscale mountain ranch nestled in the Sierra Nevadas, that I was first exposed to punk rock.


My parents unintentionally raised me as a musical illiterate. They had a grand total of two record albums: Herb Alpert’s Whipped Cream & Other Delights and the soundtrack to Barbra Streisand’s Funny Girl. And they didn’t even really listen to those; I think they just had them so they could seem normal when their friends came over. I didn’t even discover the Beatles until I was in college.


The first music I remember getting excited about was the soundtrack to The Rocky Horror Picture Show. I caught it on cable when I was in fifth grade, and the next time it aired I held a tape recorder up to the TV speaker and taped the whole thing. I listened to it a hundred times, over and over, and went to see it live several times in Hollywood (and once in St. Louis, randomly enough).


By the time I was twelve my father had remarried, and I had a new baby half-sister, so when I would stay at my dad’s house his seventeen-year-old neighbor would come over to babysit. She would play me Rush and Led Zeppelin and Black Sabbath; she turned me on to the idea of just sitting back and listening to music for its own sake. She also poured me my first real drink: Kahlúa and milk. Now that’s a good drink to turn a kid into an alcoholic. Tastes like chocolate milk!


So, anyway, back to the life-changing introduction to punk: Mountain Meadow Ranch in Susanville, California. The summer of 1981.


Each week the camp would have a dance, and the DJ (who I later came to know as Joe Escalante from the Vandals) would spin the usual disco fare. But one night he slipped in “Who Killed Bambi?” by the Sex Pistols and “Beat on the Brat” by the Ramones. I don’t know what it was about those songs—maybe it was just because they stood out so starkly among Donna Summer and the Bee Gees—but when I got home at the end of the summer I immediately went to Rhino Records and asked the clerk, “Do you know a song called ‘Beat on the Brat with a Baseball Bat’?” He chuckled and sold me the first Ramones album on cassette. To be honest, I really only liked three or four of the songs on it. But this “punk” thing was intriguing.


Eddie Machtinger—my elevator saboteur friend—met up with me one night soon after that to go to a movie. Once we were safely out of my mom’s earshot, he said, “You know what? Let’s go see this band play. I heard them—they’re really good.” So instead of taking the bus to Westwood, we took the bus to Hollywood to see Killing Joke at the Whisky a Go-Go.


Having never been to a punk show before, we had no idea what to expect. We showed up way too early and walked in as soon as they opened the doors. We went up to the balcony, ordered fries and Cokes from the bar, and stationed ourselves at a table in the far corner.


As first shows go, this was a weird one. Kommunity FK was the opener, and they were awful, but we stuck it out and waited for the headliner. Killing Joke was like nothing I’d ever heard before—pounding and relentless and loud as fuck. Everyone on the dance floor was slamming into each other. I didn’t know what to make of it at the time; slam dancing had not yet been splattered all over the media, at least not any media I was paying attention to. Eddie wanted to go down into the pit. I said, “I’m not going down there!” But he went down and got into the mix anyway. He had a blast that night.


I, on the other hand, was scared shitless. Two skinheads stood directly behind me while Eddie was gone. They were taking drags off their cigarettes and slowly, deliberately blowing smoke down the back of my neck, trying to freak me out. Well, it fucking worked. We were 14 years old. We were in Hollywood after midnight. We were surrounded by creepy older kids slamming into each other like lunatics. And we stuck out like sore thumbs: I was wearing shorts and a pink Izod polo shirt. (I thought we were going to the movies!)


It was frightening and violent and uncomfortable and bizarre. So, naturally, when Eddie called me the following week and said, “There’s another band playing called X,” I immediately agreed to return to the Whisky. We showed up at the same time, sat at the same table, and placed the same order for fries and Cokes. But this time I hoped to fit in a bit better, so I wore a blue Izod shirt instead and put a safety pin through the little alligator logo.


That was how it began. I started going to shows all the time, picked up what records I could at Rhino, and bought a PiL pin to cover up the little horse on my other polo shirts. Not that I had any idea who or what a “PiL” was. I was a total poser (and was called out as such many times). I just took cues from the people I saw at shows and the older punks at my school. I bought a Buzzcocks shirt but had never heard the Buzzcocks. I bought a Dead Kennedys shirt; never heard Dead Kennedys. The music was almost secondary. I liked watching X, but it was more about the attitude and the craziness of the crowd and how dangerous it all seemed.


That’s what kept me coming back. It certainly wasn’t PiL. They were fucking terrible.
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Smelly


If you follow my family tree on my mom’s side, you’ll end up back in Northern Ireland at the turn of the twentieth century, in a small fishing village called Culdaff. The legend goes that my great-great-grandfather owned a fleet of fishing boats and was the king ding-a-ling of the town. The English, as part of their policy of fucking with the Irish, decided they were going to take a chunk of everyone’s fishing catch to feed the English people, which left the town without enough food or money.


My great-great-grandfather stopped making money, but he kept paying his workers out of his own pocket so they wouldn’t starve. He did so until he was flat broke. And then he killed himself.


Two generations later, my grandfather emigrated from Ireland to Canada, joined the Canadian army, and ended up on a battleship headed for the French port city of Dieppe. The Dieppe Raid was an experiment by the Allied Forces during World War II to see if they could capture and hold a major Nazi-occupied port before launching a larger operation like the one at Normandy.


The Germans were tipped off, and the Allies were unprepared. My grandfather was part of the first wave of the attack. He made it past the beach and into town but was taken down by a sniper. Five thousand Canadian soldiers stormed Dieppe; 3,367 were killed or wounded, including my grandfather, who sustained 14 gunshot wounds, was hit by shrapnel from explosives, and ended up in a German POW camp for two years.


But he survived. He made it back to Canada, was awarded over a dozen medals, and married my grandmother—a Scottish immigrant who performed as a showgirl in the Canadian version of the USO. He was a big, jolly guy who liked to drink, and he stomped around like Frankenstein because of his steel hip, his fucked-up foot, and his total lack of a left knee. He died in his early fifties when his injuries finally caught up with him.


That was my mom’s side of the family. My dad doesn’t talk about his family history much, so his side is more of a mystery. I can kind of understand why, based on the stories I’ve been able to piece together.


My sister somehow heard a story about a time when my father’s father took my dad and his brother to a movie theater during the day. He sat them down and said, “Don’t move, I’ll be back later.” He never came back. My dad and his brother were so scared of their abusive, alcoholic father that they actually stayed put for hours. My dad didn’t even want to leave his seat to go to the bathroom. I have no idea how long he sat there in a puddle of his own urine.


I only know one other story about my grandfather: he was bludgeoned to death in a bar fight when my dad was ten years old. That one sentence is every detail I have to offer about the incident.


My father’s mother was a sweet old lady who spoiled me whenever she could and even covered for me when I got into an accident while driving her car before I had a license. But she was also an alcoholic and, in her later years, a hoarder. She would go to the Pic ’N’ Save across the street from her house and buy a hundred of those little green baskets for storing strawberries. She didn’t have any strawberries to store; she just stacked the baskets up in a corner. Sometimes an older person might buy a magnifying glass to help them read—my grandmother would buy forty of them and leave them in a pile on the floor. Her tiny house was filled with old newspapers, magazines, knick-knacks, and bits of trash she couldn’t bring herself to throw away. Her garage was filled to the ceiling with boxes of garbage.


As a kid I thought it was pretty cool that my grandmother had mounds of buried treasure I could climb around in. And I didn’t see anything wrong with her asking me to mix her rum and Cokes, or how she always made herself a drink the minute she stepped through the door when she visited my parents. But I eventually realized her alcoholism and hoarding were symptoms of deeper mental problems. When my grandfather died, I don’t think my grandmother was emotionally or financially equipped to raise my dad and his brother on her own.


Recently I was teasing my dad about how he never bought me a new bike when I was a kid and how I had to assemble my own bike from pieces I dug out of the trash. He told me to suck it up and reminded me that he didn’t even have a single toy until he was twelve. After his dad died, he lived out of a suitcase as he was shuffled around to various family members, eventually finding a home with his Uncle John and Aunt Florence somewhere in up-state New York. They were a truly sweet couple that loved nature and hiking, and they took good care of my dad. I have fond memories of family trips to visit them; Uncle John would teach us about plants, Aunt Florence would read us Steinbeck, and my dad would truly relax in their presence.


But my dad’s scars ran deep from those unstable, toyless, faintly detailed early years. Whatever he endured, it closed him off emotionally.


My parents met on a blind date and married young because my mom was pregnant with me at age seventeen. They settled in La Crescenta, which is like a suburb of a suburb of Los Angeles—it’s as far north as you can get before hitting the Angeles National Forest. Four years after I was born, my mom gave birth to my sister Heather, and our cousin Terry moved in since he was at risk of being put into foster care.aa My mom worked at the library of our elementary school and later got a job as the school’s secretary; my dad did welding and plumbing jobs out of our garage and later opened his own plumbing shop up the street from our house.




Terry was my dad’s brother’s kid. When my dad saw my uncle falling short as a father, he must’ve seen himself in Terry. Whatever the faults were in our family, my dad knew Terry was better off with us than lost in the system, and I’ll always admire him for selflessly opening his home to the kid that I would come to consider my brother.





My dad tried his best, but unfortunately his best included heavy drinking and regular doses of verbal and mental abuse. I was never beaten (aside from the occasional smack upside the head for insubordination), but I was also never hugged. I don’t remember my dad hugging me even once when I was a kid. I never heard “I love you,” ever. And whatever I did, I didn’t do it right.


“Goddammit, Erik! What the fuck’s wrong with you?”


Today my dad is a completely different person, but the dad I grew up with terrified me. All the kids in the neighborhood were scared of him, too. He was 6-foot-4, 220 pounds, always angry, and usually drunk. When he’d come home from work, I would run into my closet and sit in the dark, listening to him storm through the house, bellowing “Erik!” at the top of his lungs. I’d listen to the anger grow and grow, until I had no choice but to come out, at which point he’d make me pull weeds or chop wood until he was satisfied.


I was always twitchy and jumpy because I never knew what to expect. Was I about to get yelled at or would I be ignored? Being ignored sucked but was usually preferable. One day he and his friends were having a few drinks in our garage (which was still his plumbing shop at the time). He called me in, and as soon as I entered he grabbed the waistband of my underwear, hooked me to a crane that he used to pick up pipes, and zipped me up into the air. I twisted like a piñata in front of his howling beer buddies, humiliated for his amusement.


All I wanted was to be accepted; all I got was belittled. Another time he summoned me while he was drinking with his friends in our living room.


“Get in here! Tell me a dirty joke.”


“No, I’m gonna get in trouble . . .”


“You’re not gonna get in trouble, it’s fine, just tell me a dirty joke!”


“No, I don’t want to!”


Finally he convinced me, and I told him my best fourth-grade-level knee-slapper:


“This lady has two dogs—one is named ‘Titswiggle’ and the other one’s called ‘Seymour.’ One day she’s taking a shower and the dogs get outside. So she runs outside naked, yelling, ‘Seymour, Titswiggle! Seymour, Titswiggle!’”


My dad’s friends laughed. My dad didn’t. With fire in his eyes, he grabbed me by the back of my neck, dragged me into the bathroom, and washed my mouth out with soap.


Mom was always the peacemaker. She was an expert at shoveling things under the rug and pretending everything was okay, which was how she coped with her own father’s alcoholism when she was growing up. She warned me when my dad was drunk or in a bad mood so I could make myself scarce. And whatever emotional support my dad didn’t provide, my mom did her best to make up for it.


My parents, of course, had their own problems. Lying in bed at night, I would hear them screaming at each other. My dad held our house hostage with his hostility and it definitely took its toll on my mom.


One afternoon when I was seven, my mom grabbed my sister, my cousin Terry, and me and herded us into the family van. She was crying.


“What’s the matter, mom?”


“Nothing, everything’s fine.”


“Where are we going?”


“I don’t know. We’re just gonna go away.”


She drove and drove, crying and sobbing. I still don’t know what set her off. All I know is she must have felt so fucking trapped. She never had her own life. She married my dad when she was eighteen, and here she was at twenty-five, trying to raise three kids while taking endless emotional abuse from a raging alcoholic.


We parked on top of a hill overlooking the city. Day drifted into night, and we all stayed quiet in the back seat while my mom sobbed. We were gone for at least four or five hours. As far as I know, that was the closest she ever came to leaving him. I don’t remember going home, but we eventually ended up there. Even at age seven I felt bad for my mom. She never had a chance. We were all stuck.
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I don’t want to shy away from the reality of how my dad’s behavior affected me, but I don’t think of him as a villain. Whatever struggles we had, there was a far darker struggle happening inside.


When I was ten years old my mom developed an infection that required emergency surgery, and she was in the hospital for over a week. I was sheltered from the details, but I overheard something about “the size of a grapefruit,” which is never good. I get the sense she was closer to checking out for good than I would’ve wanted to know.


One night while she was hospitalized I awoke to a crash from the kitchen. I opened my bedroom door to find my dad, pulling all of our pots and pans out of the cabinets and hurling them to the ground. He had opened up a cupboard while making himself a late dinner and some of the pans fell out. It was the final straw of frustration that broke him after shouldering so much stress about my mom’s condition. He cracked and tore the kitchen apart.


After the outburst he slumped to the floor, bawling. It was the only time I ever saw my dad break down. He was utterly helpless without my mom, and the prospect of raising my sister and me alone was probably scarier to him than his looming presence ever was to me. I stood in the darkness and watched him cry.


We would clash countless times over the following years, but in that moment, from the doorway of my bedroom, I saw him for what he truly was: a lost and troubled soul.
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aTerry was my dad’s brother’s kid. When my dad saw my uncle falling short as a father, he must’ve seen himself in Terry. Whatever the faults were in our family, my dad knew Terry was better off with us than lost in the system, and I’ll always admire him for selflessly opening his home to the kid that I would come to consider my brother.
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Melvin


The statistics may contradict me, but L.A. seemed safer back in the early ’70s. I grew up in an apartment complex near the corner of Melrose and La Brea, and I walked home from elementary school on my own almost every day. There was an Italian place along the way, and whenever the chef would see me walk by he’d come out and give me a roll and some butter. Sometimes I’d stop at Winchell’s or the candy store for something sweet, then I’d ride my bike and play with my friends until the streetlights came on. I rode the bus to Mann’s Chinese Theater to see the original Gone in 60 Seconds, and the ride only cost a quarter. I sound like Grandpa Simpson—am I really that old?


I had plenty of friends, but I spent a lot of time by myself. One of my favorite games was climbing onto the roof of our garage and then going from rooftop to tree branch to fence to rooftop all the way down the block, never touching the ground. I would cross to the next block and find more garages and fences and rooftops to traverse, and I’d repeat the whole process until I ended up at this one particular orange tree. I’d reward myself with an orange and make my way back home, feeling invincible. From the perspective of a ten-year-old, I had the city wired.


It was an idyllic middle-class childhood. My parents were happily married, we took regular family vacations, I played little league and flag football. So it came as a bit of a surprise to my folks when, in fifth grade, my grades suddenly plummeted and I emotionally withdrew. I had been a good student and a happy kid my whole life, so this change in attitude seemed to come from nowhere.


After failing to solve this mystery on their own, my parents started driving me out to Brentwood once a week to see a therapist. I would sit in his office for an hour and he’d prod me with questions. Mostly I’d shrug him off with one-word answers or mumble, “I dunno.” He put me through a series of tests, which I actually thought were fun. I interpreted inkblots and rearranged blocks to form specific shapes, and he eventually surmised there was nothing technically wrong with my brain. In fact, he told my parents I was a pretty smart kid. After a few months, my parents stopped taking me to therapy, and for the next two decades they remained puzzled by my sudden shift of emotions.


Looking back, it started with a fight in the schoolyard.


It wasn’t my fight—I was watching the new kid in school take a beating from a much bigger kid. I felt bad for the new kid. He was quiet and socially awkward, and he didn’t seem like he wanted trouble. Since it was the end of the day, the parents were there to pick up their children. The new kid’s father broke through the crowd and pulled the bully off his son. We all thought the fight was over, but then the new kid’s dad held the bully’s arms behind his back and shouted, “Punch him!” The son backed down, but the father insisted. “Punch him back! Hit him now!” The son sheepishly disobeyed and the scene fizzled out. It seems pretty horrible and fucked up to think about it now—a thirty-something-year-old man holding a ten-year-old boy’s arms behind his back for a beating. But at the time I thought it was so cool. I wished my own dad and I had that kind of relationship. My dad helped me with schoolwork, took me camping, and built model rockets with me. But this other kid’s dad was like a tough-guy superhero.


And he had a badass Trans Am. One day on my way home from school I saw him working on it in a nearby alley. It was sleek and black, with a glimmering gold Firebird logo on the propped-open hood. He greeted me and indulged my curiosity about the car for a while and then invited me inside his apartment.


Up to that point, trusting adults had worked out pretty well. They gave me free rolls and taught me martial arts and sometimes took me to Disneyland. So I had no reason to think anything unseemly would happen in that apartment. That’s probably why I didn’t immediately bolt out the door when he said, “You know, I’ve seen you at school. And I always wondered what you would look like naked.” It weirded me out a bit, but I didn’t really comprehend what was about to happen. “Do you wanna show me what you look like when you’re naked?” he asked.


I reluctantly showed him. And that’s where my memory starts to get a bit foggy.


I don’t think he got naked, and I don’t think he fucked me, but I seem to have blocked out a lot of the encounter. I remember his hands wandering around my body and touching my genitals. I remember him asking me if it felt good and if I liked the way he was touching me. I remember looking at the door and wishing I was on the other side of it. And I remember wondering, “If I scream, will anyone hear me?”


He said he wanted to put his penis in my mouth, and I said I didn’t want to do that. I said I wanted to leave, but he wouldn’t let me go until I agreed to kiss him goodbye. He shoved his tongue into my mouth. His breath tasted like stale cigarettes. The kiss seemed endless, but I endured it and held back tears, hoping he would keep his word. He demanded a second kiss in the stairwell as I was leaving, but finally he set me free.


I went home and told no one.


It wasn’t until I was in my mid-thirties that I told a brief and somewhat sanitized version of this story to my mom, but I’ve never revealed this much detail about that day to anyone—including my family and my band mates—until now. It was a horrible experience, but compared to what so many other children go through it could’ve been so much worse. I can at least appreciate the fact that there was strength in that little boy; he spoke up for himself and found courage when he needed it. But that courage didn’t prevent the experience from taking a heavy emotional toll.


The dad and son moved away soon after. Maybe I wasn’t the only one who went into that apartment. Maybe one of his other guests didn’t keep his mouth shut like I did.


I don’t remember their names. And they showed up in the middle of the school year and left before it was over, so the son doesn’t exist in any of the class photos. They were ghosts. And they haunted me for years.
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Smelly


One hugely positive aspect of growing up with my dad was his love of music. He cheaped out on every item in our house except for the stereo, and he started his weekend mornings by blasting Zeppelin, Cream, and Hendrix from huge, powerful speakers. Music was my dad’s escape, and it quickly became mine, too.


I’d come home from school and thumb through my dad’s enormous record collection, which contained as much early jazz and blues as it did rock ’n’ roll. I would strap on the headphones, drop the needle on Pink Floyd’s Ummagumma, and lie on the floor, diving into a world of psychedelic sound. I would fall asleep in the middle of the afternoon listening to the Who’s Tommy, and at night I’d pass out in my bedroom listening to David Bowie on my little clock radio.


When I was thirteen I was flipping through some magazine and saw a blurb about punk rock that featured a picture of the Dead Boys. They were all greasy and slimy. They were dressed weird, and they looked . . . well, dead. Cheetah Chrome’s skin was as pale as a corpse. It was creepy and bizarre and different from anything I’d seen on even the scariest Led Zeppelin album cover. I had no idea what the band sounded like, but I was already a fan.


During one of my family’s weekly Sunday outings to the local swap meet, I came across the Dead Boys’ Young Loud and Snotty album on cassette. I snuck it into my pocket and walked away. I stole my first punk album—how punk is that? I went home, and there it was on the very first track: I don’t need anyone / Don’t need no mom and dad / Don’t need no pretty face / Don’t need no human race.


Fucking. Rad.


Around that time, a kid named Lee moved to my neighborhood. He was tough and beat up other kids—he had that same scary appeal as that photo of the Dead Boys, so I befriended him. The Dead Boys had already sent me down a path of digging into alternative forms of music, but the deepest I got was Oingo Boingo. Lee introduced me to Dead Kennedys, Red Kross, the Germs, the Weirdos, and Rodney on the Roq. He told me if you had long hair and went to a punk show they would beat you up for being a hippie and cut your hair off with a broken bottle. It didn’t sound so far-fetched; I found an article about punk in my uncle’s Penthouse magazine that claimed punks were having sex in people’s driveways and stabbing each other for fun. The photos showed people with bloody noses and shaved heads slamming into each other and fighting. I couldn’t get enough of it.


Media hysteria about punk was standard at the time. Shows like Donahue fed off the fear of punk to boost their ratings. Punks like to cut themselves with razor blades and sacrifice animals! They knock down old ladies in front of grocery stores and steal their beer! If your kid gets into this music they’ll end up in prison! It’s violence and chaos!


Violence and chaos may have scared someone like my mom, but it had the opposite effect on me. I wanted the violence and chaos and razor blades and public sex and stolen beer! I cut my hair, drew the Germs logo on my shoes, and started hanging out with high school seniors with Mohawks.


In December 1981, one of my older friends found out about a punk show at Godzilla’s, featuring Shattered Faith and China White. I don’t know if I had heard either of those bands before the show, but it didn’t matter—I was fucking going. Godzilla’s was a DIY venue way out in the Valley founded by Shawn and Mark Stern of BYO Records. It was a far hike for the L.A. crowd, but it was only ten minutes from my house.


The whole week leading up to the show, Leeaa was psyching me up: “Friday night! Get ready! Friday night!” And he was also psyching me out: “You’re gonna get fucking beat up! You better be fucking ready!” The angst and anxiety gradually rolled to a boil.




Interesting tidbit: Lee banged my mom’s best friend when he was in high school. He was eighteen and she was forty. They’re still together.





Our group pulled into the parking lot the night of the show, and we pounded vodka and orange juice behind a dumpster while waiting for the bands to start. My older friends always teased me for being a poser, but now I was at an actual punk show, about to pop my cherry and become a real punker. My stomach was full of some very non-punk butterflies, and I’m sure it showed. Like when I cockily announced, “Finally, I’m around some other people like me!” and a couple in their twenties walked by and laughed at me.


I was young. I was shitfaced. I was ready to go inside.


There were band names and graffiti spray-painted on the walls behind the stage, and holes kicked in the walls of the bathroom. It was like the inmates had taken over the asylum. I was too hammered to know who was on stage or whether they were even playing actual songs, but it was the greatest sound I’d ever heard.


I went down to the edge of the pit and some random guy grabbed me and chucked me into the middle of the dance floor. I could barely walk, let alone slam dance. I got clocked in the head and my skull rang out: BONGGGGGGG! I felt like a pinball bouncing between a furious set of bumpers. I was being punched and pushed from all directions. Someone grabbed my shirt and it tore halfway down the back. This wasn’t anything like the practice slam dancing I had done in my bedroom—I got completely pummeled.


I finally escaped the pit and stumbled, dazed and panting, back into the lobby area. I had survived my trial by fire. I was no longer a poser. I was a punker. I was bruised from being hit, and my fingers hurt from hitting others. In the morning I would be hungover and in deep shit with my mom for lying to her about where I’d been. I didn’t care. I didn’t need no pretty face. I didn’t need no human race.


I shouted at the top of my lungs:


“FUCK LED ZEPPELIN!!!”




[image: ]


aInteresting tidbit: Lee banged my mom’s best friend when he was in high school. He was eighteen and she was forty. They’re still together.
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Melvin


Partial deafness due to cannon fire was an occupational hazard during World War I, especially when you were the guy who tended to the horses that towed around all the cannons. There’s some painful irony in the fact that my grandfather, Willy Muchnick, moved to America to find better opportunities than those available in Eastern Europe and then was sent right back to Eastern Europe as part of the U.S. Army in order to earn his citizenship. With his service complete (and his hearing forever damaged) he settled in Ohio, brought over a bunch of other relatives, and, to better assimilate, changed his last name from Muchnick to Melvin.


Because my grandfather came from the Ukraine, English was his second language. He didn’t want his sons to have accents, so he purposely didn’t speak to them very much. The unintended result was that my dad learned not to talk much either, and the general quiet demeanor of the Melvin men was ultimately passed on to me as well.


My mom was more verbal than my dad but equally as economical with her words. Her mother was a nurse, and I guess watching people die from time to time turned her a bit morbid, so she passed down a certain harshness to my mother. I’m not saying we were a cold, emotionless, silent family. We just kept most of our thoughts to ourselves. And we internalized emotions and experiences (like, for instance, being molested) that maybe would’ve been healthier to share.


Beyond that, I was hugged, I was encouraged, I was told I was loved. I was extremely lucky to be born a Melvin. But I only learned to appropriately express that sentiment over the past few years.


Willy Melvin (or Grandpa Bill, as I knew him) owned a movie theater in Cleveland in the ’50s where my dad worked as an usher and my mom was the popcorn girl and doesn’t that sound like the beginning of the cutest story ever? It almost ended when my dad moved to California to go to college for engineering, but thankfully he convinced my mom to move out and marry him soon after. For the next forty years he worked on classified projects for companies like Aerospace, McDonnell Douglas, Boeing, and Hughes. Possibly for satellites, possibly for doomsday devices—who knows? His ingrained silence was an asset to his career.


My mom was the artist of the family. She eventually became an illustrator, painter, and ceramicist, and when I was younger she was very much into singing and playing guitar. She only knew a handful of songs, but she played her Martin acoustic for my sister and me, and I sat and listened to her practice all the time. The guitar became a focal point of my young life. Even though we were Jewish we celebrated Christmas every year, and after a while my mom started placing our presents around her guitar case rather than a tree.


Sometimes I talk to people who are intimidated by the idea of learning guitar, but it was such a familiar object to me that it seemed inevitable I would pick it up. My mom befriended a well-known folk musician named Bob Baxter and worked as an accountant at his guitar shop and performance space in Santa Monica. Soon enough I was learning the chords to “Yellow Submarine” from one of the instructors.


I hated it. I didn’t have any finger strength or calluses, and the strings on the acoustic hurt my fingers, so I grew impatient, quit, and didn’t pick up a guitar again for years.


Not that I didn’t love music. I listened to my parents’ collection of mellow ’70s records, like Carole King, James Taylor, and Elton John. As I grew older, my friends turned me on to ELO, Queen, and Kiss (the latter was a little too harsh for me, having been nurtured by folk rock for so many years). When I was thirteen or fourteen my parents enrolled me in an after-school program at the Jewish Community Center, and one of the counselors introduced me to Adam and the Ants and the Go-Go’s (and took me on different occasions to see both at the Greek Theatre in L.A.). I latched onto the new wave trend of the early ’80s, thinking I was listening to punk rock. That summer, I went to day camp at the JCC and at the end of the season we took a trip to Magic Mountain. To mark the occasion, I painted a white stripe across my eyes, just like Adam Ant. While we were waiting in line for one of the roller coasters, some older, fat guy sneered at me and said, “Punk is junk.” I was intimidated and scared, but it felt cool to be an outsider.


When I returned to school in the fall, all my friends looked and acted different. They told me they had been going to these things called “gigs” at a place called Godzilla’s out in the Valley. Some of them had shaved their heads. My friend Bob Bonehead showed up to school wearing his pants inside out and his hair chopped into a Mohawk. My friend David Lustgarten played me the Circle Jerks’ Group Sex record and said, “What if you became a punk right now?” We both laughed at the absurdity of the idea.


Group Sex opened my eyes to what punk really was. I still love that record. The time signatures and the lyrics and the furious speed of it all wasn’t just a novelty, it was something that marked me permanently. I never knew music like that was allowed by law. I discovered all the English punk stuff next. I was a huuuuuge Crass fan. If you want to talk about a different sound, Crass was as far from Elton John as you could get. I had no clue what they were talking about half the time with their heavily layered references to British politics, but it was still so fucking cool.


Around that time, I befriended an older punk named Ed Brown, who had a souped-up flat-black Dodge Charger. He drove me to my first gigs, speeding the whole way and disregarding all stop signs. It’s a wonder we weren’t killed. A few years later, one of the temporary singers for NOFX died at one of the very same intersections we blew through to get to my first-ever punk show.


Despite my Ukrainian heritage I had never been to the Ukrainian Cultural Center on Melrose and Vermont, but that’s where I experienced one of the most important cultural moments of my life. From the outside, the building looked like a medieval castle, with terra-cotta tiling and dramatic arched windows. The inside looked like a church, with art deco columns lining the walls, a curved ceiling, and a former movie-palace stage framed by velvet curtains.


The priests in charge of my conversion: Bad Brains. I’m pretty sure it was their first performance in Los Angeles. Ed wasn’t planning on sticking around to watch them. It sounded like a silly name for a serious band, so we decided just to watch the openers: Jodie Foster’s Army, the Lewd, and Bad Religion, each of whom put on sets with enough volume and energy to sufficiently push me further down the road of punk rock. During the show, I ran into my friend Benny, and we grabbed each other by the shoulders, screamed into each other’s faces, and pulled each other into the slam pit. We spun through a blender of humanity and got clocked in the face and kicked in the legs, and we bounced out covered in bruises. And then we went back in again.


Ed told me we’d stick around for the first Bad Brains song just to check them out. But anyone who saw Bad Brains in the early ’80s probably knows that once that first song started we weren’t going anywhere.


The singer, H. R., was a blur. He ran all over the stage, throwing himself to the ground and then flinging himself back up again. He pulled off standing back flips and handsprings right on beat, all to the sound of the fastest, most amazing punk music I’d ever heard.aa




Apparently Henry Rollins joined Bad Brains on stage to close out the night by singing “Pay to Cum,” but I had no idea who he was at the time, so I wasn’t as excited as everyone else in the crowd.





I shaved my head within days. That was the show that officially made me a punk rocker.


My parents never said anything about my torn jeans or missing hair—like I said, we just didn’t talk about that kind of stuff—but not everyone was so accepting. The day after I shaved my head a friend at school introduced me to a big, olive-skinned, square-jawed kid with intense eyes and an Israeli name. He was part of the Jewish Defense League, so I said, “That’s cool, I’m Jewish, too.”


“You look like a skinhead to me.”


“I’m not a skinhead.”


“I think you’re lying.”


He grabbed me by my collar and slammed me against the wall, almost lifting me off the ground. “Prove it!”


I opened my mouth and the traditional Hebrew blessing for the wine came spilling out in song:


“Baruuuuch ata Adonaiiii . . .”


As I finished the blessing he released his grip and smoothed out my shirt.


“All right. My mistake.”


Maybe I should’ve just stuck with the Adam Ant makeup.




[image: ]


aApparently Henry Rollins joined Bad Brains on stage to close out the night by singing “Pay to Cum,” but I had no idea who he was at the time, so I wasn’t as excited as everyone else in the crowd.
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Mike


One night at Mountain Meadow Ranch summer camp someone stole some Bacardi from the owner’s house, and we all mixed it into our sodas. It was my first time drinking with people my age. Super fun times.


I went back to the cabin to go to the bathroom, and while I was gone everyone else got busted and kicked out the next day.


This would prove to be a theme in my life: dumb fucking luck. When I was a kid, I owned a tabletop football game. An electric motor vibrated the board and your little plastic players moved randomly in every direction. You could only control one player at a time via a small magnet under the board. I feel like I’m that one player with the magnet under him. I don’t believe in God, and I don’t believe in destiny, but I can’t shake the feeling that there’s possibly a race of mole people living in the Earth’s core playing a world-sized game of electric football and using some huge magnet to somehow always guide me to safety through the chaos.


Exhibit A is merely the fact that I survived the early ’80s punk scene in Los Angeles without hospitalization or any major visible scars.


Southern California has produced some of the best music and the most famous legends in punk history. It was, and still is, the biggest punk scene in the world. But if the ’80s L.A. scene was known for one thing above all else, it was violence. It’s funny how some of us romanticize that era. I guess that’s because it was so fun and exciting . . . to those of us who managed to keep our original teeth.


L.A. had the only scene populated by actual punk gangs. The Suicidals were from Venice Beach, spawned by the band Suicidal Tendencies. The Family was led by John Macias from the band Circle One. FFF was from the Valley, the L.A. Death Squad (L.A.D.S. for short) was from Hollywood . . . there were enough of them to fill a whole book of their own.


With gangs come rivalries, so basically every five or ten minutes at any given punk show people were beating each other to a bloody pulp. Bystanders got it just as bad as gangsters: once, the drummer from my first band was drinking from a water fountain at a Scream/Subhumans show and someone bashed his head from behind and fully ruined his mouth. Another time, my friends Eric and Albert were beaten with golf clubs outside the Olympic Auditorium. Once, we found Skinhead Ed (who would later become the singer for Royal Crown Revue) knocked unconscious in an alley behind the Cathay de Grande.


Everyone was on the wrong side of a beat-down sooner or later. It was just our reality. A lot of the people joining the scene weren’t just doing it for the music or the fashion; they also wanted to kick the shit out of people without suffering any consequences. It was a scene with no rules taking place in DIY venues in the weirdest parts of the city. There were no cops around, and on the rare occasion when there were security guards they were usually friends with the thugs. Who was going to stop them?


My scrapes were relatively minor. At a backyard party hosted by the band Neighborhood Watch, a bunch of Suicidals jumped me and chopped off the Darby Crash rat tail I had been cultivating, but that was more friendly hazing than unchecked aggression. In front of the Cathay de Grande, a guy I knew named Bob Bonehead shoved me to the ground and stole my boom box, but that was more getting-money-for-heroin than spiteful robbery. And there was the GBH show at Perkins Palace where Mike Knox from the band Rigor Mortis grabbed me and head-butted me out of nowhere, but that was more . . . actually, that one was just because Mike Knox didn’t like me.


Mostly, I had a lot of near misses. One night my friend Steve and I were outside a show, and Shawn MD from FFF (who had just gotten out of prison) walked up and asked Steve for a sip of his beer. Steve handed over his bottle; Shawn used it to bash Steve in the mouth. Three of Steve’s teeth splintered into fragments, and his mouth overflowed with blood. I went with him to the hospital, but he had to drive himself: We had taken his car to the show, and I didn’t know how to drive a stick.


It turned out Mike Knox had seen me from across the street and told Shawn to go fuck me up, but Shawn thought he was pointing at Steve. Thank you, magnet-wielding mole people.


One of the reasons I managed to go mostly unscathed was because I had friends in all the different gangs. At various times, I was invited to join the Suicidals, the L.A.D.S., and FFF, but I figured I was better off as an independent. Once I was walking with three of my Suicidal friends when ten L.A.D.S. started a brawl with them. I just stood by and watched. No one cared enough to beat up some random bystander, and there was no way I was going to put a permanent target on my back by picking a side. On the flipside, my best friend from third grade, Jordan Hiller,aa went on to join FFF and was dead a year later.




I knew Jordan from growing up in Beverly Hills. I went over to his house one day, and Jon Voight was playing Ping-Pong in the backyard. We played, and he beat me. But it was close.





Of course, the friendships that kept me safe weren’t always string-free. One night I was picking up some friends to go to a Circle Jerks show, and Mike Muir from Suicidal Tendencies got into my car. This was huge for a sixteen-year-old punker, so it took some energy for me to play it cool as we drove from L.A. down to a venue called Flashdance in Anaheim. I don’t know if Mike cared so much about seeing the show as he did about selling Suicidal Tendencies shirts to the audience afterward out of the trunk of my car.


On the way home, Mike made me speed the whole way, yelling at me to “Take it up to 90!” Whatever he would’ve done to me had I disobeyed would have paled in comparison to a mere speeding ticket, so I kept my mouth shut and floored it. When we finally got back to L.A., we stopped at a taco place. After we ate, we were walking back to the car when some guy rolled up on a Vespa. Without a word, or any provocation, or even the smallest break in his stride, Mike bitch-slapped the guy as hard as he could and knocked him off his scooter. No one said anything; we just thought, “Fuck!” to ourselves as we got in the car and drove away.


My casual friendship with John Macias from Circle One and the Family was even scarier. John was an infamously violent figure in the scene who was eventually shot and killed by police in 1991. John didn’t “get into fights,” John just “beat the fuck out of people.” I watched him throw someone off a 15-foot drop at a construction site near the Whisky a Go-Go, and no one else watching was surprised or shocked.


When NOFX first started we played with Circle One a few times, and for some reason John took a liking to Eric Melvin and me. So one night when Circle One and the Vandals were playing together at a rented hall in a rough part of South Central, John asked us to hang outside while his band played to make sure no one’s cars got broken into. Which was ridiculous because we were sixteen-year-olds who looked like twelve-year-olds; no way were we going to intimidate any potential criminals.


Eric and I were alone outside once the show started, until two members of the Family came out of the hall with a girl slung over their shoulders. She was obviously wasted, but she grabbed Eric Melvin, looked into his eyes and said, very clearly, “Help me.”


I should maybe mention that members of the Family often wore military green and black face paint as part of their gang uniform. These guys were not only part of one of the most vicious gangs in L.A., but they also looked like Arnold Schwarzenegger in Predator.


One of them pointed at Eric and said, “You didn’t see a fucking thing.” And they took the girl down a dark stairwell behind the hall into the basement.


I wish I could say we helped that girl, but we knew the consequences could’ve been fatal if we’d tried. Even if we had called the police, we knew they wouldn’t be in any hurry to help out some punks in South Central. And if they did show up everyone would’ve known exactly who called them, and we would’ve paid the price for ratting.


So we just went back into the show. The Vandals were performing, and the singer, Stevo, was standing on stage without pants on, flossing his genitals with a studded belt. Everyone in the room was laughing. Eric and I just stood there with blank looks on our faces, feeling worthless.


I may not have any visible scars from those days, but I’ve got demons. The guilt and shame of not helping that girl will always sting. If I could go back in time, I’m not sure that we could’ve done anything differently, but I’m haunted by it to this day either way. I’m sure Eric is, too.


I couldn’t tell you what her face looked like, but I can still see her hand clamped on Melvin’s shoulder. This was the punk scene we were a part of.
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aI knew Jordan from growing up in Beverly Hills. I went over to his house one day, and Jon Voight was playing Ping-Pong in the backyard. We played, and he beat me. But it was close.












7


Smelly


I was always drawn to the dark side. Whether it was the punks at Godzilla’s, or the bikers in my neighborhood, or the Afterschool Specials where Johnny smokes marijuana and gets swirling diamonds in his eyes and thinks he’s a chicken and jumps off a building, it always aroused curiosity instead of fear.


I was destined to be a drinker. My dad gave me the first sip off any beer I fetched him as a kid, and I was sneaking booze by age ten. Drugs were much more intriguing.


Some of my dad’s friends lived in a trailer parked in our backyard, and I knew they smoked pot in there. One day when I knew they were out, I went in and found their bong. I had no idea how it worked, so I tried putting my mouth over the mouthpiece and sucking in air. Then I sucked on the stem of the bowl and got a mouthful of burnt ashes. I coughed it all out, picked the grit from my teeth, and decided to do more research.


Soon after, my friend Mark brought over a pipe and showed me how to light it. I turned into a total stoner overnight. I didn’t even get high the first few times; I just loved the idea of a stoner identity. It was all about “Hey! Look at me! I’m the cool counterculture guy doing drugs!” so I smoked whenever I could, but it’s hard to be a stoner when you’re not actually getting stoned.


I had a steady supply of weed from my aunt and uncle, who lived next door to us, and happened to be bikers and drug dealers. They had a huge horizontal freezer filled with hundreds of one-pound bags of pot, so I skimmed a bit from each bag every time I babysat my cousins and it supplied me for years. It was their weed that finally kicked my ass after a good amount of posing. I was walking down the street while smoking with some buddies when everything started moving in freeze frames. It was like the sun had turned into an enormous, slow-acting strobe light and every moment existed on its own, disconnected from the moment before and after it. Now we were talking! (Although I was so high I was unable to actually talk.)


When I got to junior high, I smoked every day before and after school. I even made my own pipe in woodshop class and smoked during school. I grew my own marijuana plant in the back of my closet in this little plastic terrarium that originally contained a Venus flytrap (a random gift from my packrat grandma), and I had a Styrofoam cooler buried in my backyard filled with drug paraphernalia.


The pot turned into cross tops. The cross tops turned into Quaaludes. The Quaaludes turned into amyl nitrate. It was the classic experimentation and progression that I was ineffectively warned about on all those corny Afterschool Specials. And all of this before I was thirteen years old.


As I graduated from junior high to high school, I also graduated from pot and pills to acid. When I was fifteen my friend Monica and I took the bus into Hollywood to shop for records. I don’t remember where I got the acid, but I remember walking along Hollywood Boulevard and laughing at everything. Some homeless guy was bugging us for change, and I was cracking up. The hilarity didn’t subside until several hours later when we were at her parents’ house. I started to feel paranoid because I knew her parents were home, and I was afraid they’d know I was high.


As I sat in the kitchen, I heard a ruckus coming toward me and my senses went to full alert. In ran two seven-year-old twin dwarves. I wasn’t hallucinating: Monica’s brothers were actually identical twin dwarves! I freaked out. “OH MY FUCKING . . . AHHHH . . . SCARED . . . WHAT THE FUCK’S GOING ON?!”


Monica tried to calm me down. “Be cool, be cool!” Then her mom came into the kitchen. I knew her mom didn’t like me—she had probably seen the same Donahue show about punk as my mom did—and that escalated the paranoia. The dwarf kids were running around, the mom was staring daggers at me. I got up and bolted.


My mind convinced me I couldn’t walk home on the usual streets because my parents might drive by and bust me, so I hopped a fence and climbed into a 12-foot-deep cement drainage trench that I knew would eventually lead me home. The trench, however, ran past the yard of a juvenile detention facility, and thirty or forty kids came running up to the fence at the edge of the yard. They were throwing rocks, shaking the fence, and shouting, “Fuck you!” from 12 feet over my head. I was whimpering like a frightened puppy. I ran to my mom’s friend Dee Dee’saa house. She was an artist and a hippie; I knew she’d be cool. I showed up at her door with tears streaming down my face.




Interesting tidbit: Dee Dee illustrated the flames on the cover of the Dead Kennedys’ Give Me Convenience or Give Me Death album. She was also the one who slept with Lee.





“I’m on acid, I can’t fucking handle it. I need to sit down and relax.”


“Sit down, honey, it’s okay, everything will be cool. You’re in a safe place.”


She talked me down from the mindfuck overload of the dwarves and Monica’s mom and the drainage trench and walked me through the rest of my trip for the next three hours.


It was such a fucking frightening experience, you’d think I would have sworn off acid forever. But like everything else that was designed to push me away, it only drew me closer. Just like with that first punk show, I had been through the spin cycle and survived. And I wanted to go again.


Instead of taking my chances in the outside world, I would just go to Dee Dee’s house and do acid with her son Josh, so I was always in a safe place. She never supplied it, but she let us do it safely under her roof. I was dropping acid at least once a week, and over the years the good trips outnumbered the bad. I remember once watching a freckle on my arm turn into an ant, crawl to the tip of my finger, turn into a droplet of water, drip upward, cause a ripple pattern on the ceiling, which turned into a swirl, out of which emerged a horse that drifted toward my face, and when I was nose to nose with the horse, the skin peeled away from its head until I was staring into its skull.


Life on the dark side was fucking cool.
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aInteresting tidbit: Dee Dee illustrated the flames on the cover of the Dead Kennedys’ Give Me Convenience or Give Me Death album. She was also the one who slept with Lee.
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Melvin


Chuck Norris taught my dad karate.


Well, technically, Chuck Norris’s partner, Pat Johnson, taught my dad a Korean martial art called Tang Soo Do, but Chuck taught a few of the classes my dad was in, and Pat was the guy who played the referee in The Karate Kid, so that’s still pretty cool.


Before he was a movie star, Chuck opened a small chain of karate studios in Southern California, and my dad regularly attended classes at the Mid-Wilshire location. I wish I could brag that Chuck (or even Pat) taught me, too, but I was only nine or ten when my dad started bringing me along to the studio, and a separate instructor taught the kids.


Since Chuck was tight with Bruce Lee, the students from all of Chuck’s studios were part of an exhibition to celebrate the premiere of one of Bruce’s movies at (where else?) the Chinese Theater on Hollywood Boulevard. They closed off local traffic for the occasion and had one of those Chinese dragons weaving down the street while I, and several dozen of my fellow students, showed off our Tang Soo Do skills in the middle of it all. We weren’t really organized or doing any of our drills in unison or anything; we were just randomly kicking, punching, and blocking the air. We felt like badasses, but we probably looked spastic and ridiculous.


I can only think that it was my Tang Soo Do training that gave me the confidence to continue exploring the L.A. punk scene, because I can’t think of any logical reason why a kid with my skinny teenage frame would’ve otherwise felt safe at a place like the Olympic Auditorium.


The Olympic was a massive concrete sports arena with 55-foot ceilings and room for over 7,000 people. It was constructed for the 1932 Olympic Games in Los Angeles, and before it became a nerve center for the the ’80s hardcore punk scene it hosted dozens of historic boxing matches and was used as a filming location for movies like Rocky and Raging Bull.


This was fitting because every time there was a punk show at the Olympic, someone was getting knocked out. Even before you walked inside there were probably at least two guys duking it out in the parking lot. One night I watched from the balcony as a swarm of Suicidals ganged up on one guy on the venue floor. It was just fists and elbows and arms, and no one was even trying to stop them. It was a massacre.


And at the end of the night the police helicopters circled overhead, and sometimes you’d have to dodge billy clubs on the way to your car. It wasn’t a place for normal, sane people. I’m thankful I avoided any serious tangles down there because my Tang Soo Do green belt probably wouldn’t have amounted to much.


It certainly didn’t help when I was running from the cops after the infamous Dead Kennedys riot at the Longshoremen’s Hall in Wilmington. When the DKs finished, the cops were waiting for us in two lines on either side of the back exit. People were trying to leave and the cops whaled on us as we ran out. A billy club cracked me on the hand as I ran the gauntlet and it stayed swollen for a week. My hand was covering my head, so that club could’ve landed in a far worse place. In fact, I watched in horror as other people suffered that exact fate.


But I kept coming back for more. As much as the scene was plagued by bloodthirsty psychopaths and barbaric cops, it was also populated by a fascinating cast of characters. People sometimes say Mohawks are part of a punk rock “uniform,” but no two Mohawks were alike. Everyone spun the punk rock style his or her own way. Plus, you know, the music was pretty good.


It was the three-chord simplicity of punk that gave me the confidence to pick up a guitar again. My friend Benny showed me how to play a power chord with two fingers. I made a $25 down payment on a Randy Rhoads model Charvel owned by an acquaintance at school, but when I couldn’t come up with the rest of the cash, he took the guitar back and kept my money. Later I bought a $170 Peavey guitar with a natural woodgrain finish and a black pickguard with money I had saved from lifeguarding at the Jewish Community Center pool, and Benny and I started our first band.


Okay, “band” might be a strong word. We didn’t have a name, we didn’t write any songs, we didn’t have a drummer, bassist, or singer, and we never performed publicly. It was really just the two of us hanging out at Benny’s house, showing each other guitar parts we had figured out from Black Flag and Descendents records. But we called it a band, and who are you to say we weren’t one?


The problem was that Benny lived way out in Eagle Rock and I didn’t have my driver’s license. I wanted to start a real band, with real songs and real gigs. I was sick of the older kids at Fairfax High laughing at my friends and me and calling us posers. I read the scene reports in Maximum Rocknroll, where punks from around the country wrote about the bands, clubs, and drama in their area. I wanted to get on the road and explore exotic places like Texas and Florida and Idaho.


My friend Dylan was a drummer, so he was my first recruit. Dylan knew a straight edge punk kid named Steve from Orange County who was supposed to start singing for a band called America’s Hardcore. We convinced him to sing for us instead. And Dylan knew another musician who could fill the last remaining slot in our lineup:


“I’ll call a guy I know named Mike. He plays bass.”




[image: Mike during the...]





Mike during the False Alarm days.
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Mike


Chris, Mitch, and I wanted to get laid. There was a punk girl named Laura at our school, so we figured we could start a band, get her to sing, and somehow, in the process, convince her to sleep with one of us. Mitch’s dad bought him a guitar for Christmas, so Chris said he’d play the drums, and I volunteered to play bass.




[image: Eric Melvin.]





Eric Melvin.


I bought a used Hondo II bass and a Fender amp at a guitar shop on Sunset, and we started jamming under the name PTA. But Mitch never really learned the guitar, so he just played on one string. And Chris ditched us to join Mike Knox’s band, Rigor Mortis. And we had no PA. So the whole Laura plan never panned out.


I figured being in a band would still eventually help me get laid, so I started a new group with my friend Floyd as the singer/guitarist and our friend Justin on drums. We called ourselves False Alarm, and you could almost say we were a real band because we actually played one show.


We managed to write and record nine horrible hardcore songs and send a tape to Maximum Rocknroll for review. Tim Yohannan wrote, “I can’t hear the words for shit as they’re spit out at 150 mph and subjected to the kind of recording techniques that were probably used in the 1920s,” and then he went on to (rightfully) mock one of the songs Floyd had written called “Fags Suck.”


We booked a show at a cool underground punk venue called the Anti-Club, but Floyd’s mom found out about it and wouldn’t let us play, so we had to cancel. So our first—and what would turn out to be our only—gig was at a house party in Beverly Hills.






[image: Eric Sandin.]








Eric Sandin.


We performed our nine songs, and people were polite enough to watch us, but apparently they didn’t feel the need to humor us by dancing. But the one cool thing that came out of that night was meeting my first girlfriend, Natalie.


I guess she had a thing for sloppy Jewish musicians, because right after we played she pulled me behind a bush and made out with me. In hindsight, I should’ve probably known that she’d eventually cheat on me and nearly get me killed, but none of that mattered to my sixteen-year-old virgin self. Being in a band was starting to pay off.aa




False Alarm only lasted for a few months. After I left I didn’t speak to Justin again for almost thirty years. He’s a hairdresser now. Floyd kept the band going for a while, and they released a CD, which is advertised as “featuring Fat Mike from NOFX!” even though I didn’t play a note on the album. Floyd is currently a lawyer, so I’m guessing it would be pointless to sue.





[image: ]


My mom couldn’t help but notice my spiked hair, weird friends, and the occasional black eyes and bruises. She was upset that her plan to move me to Beverly Hills and keep me on the straight and narrow had somehow backfired. I think her breaking point was probably when I called her from the Wilcox jail.


My friends and I were drinking in the alley behind the Cathay de Grande before a Personality Crisis show when four police cars surrounded us. As they rounded us up, Bob Bonehead (the “friend” who stole my boom box for drug money) tossed some heroin on the ground in front of me so he wouldn’t get caught with it in his pocket. The cops found the heroin, assumed it was mine, and slapped the cuffs on me. They took us all to jail, and mom was my only out.


There I was, sitting with all these junkies and punks on a bench when my mom walked in, threw her purse at me, and launched into a rant: “What the fuck are you doing?! Why are you out so late?! I told you about this stuff!” The cops, junkies, and punks were all cracking up.


But in classic Mike-always-squeaks-by fashion, they dropped the charges and let her take me home. It was a Friday night before a holiday weekend. Everyone else was locked up through Tuesday. So who’s laughing now?


My mom forbade me to return to the Cathay after that, and she put me in therapy. I disregarded her order to stay away from punk shows, but I agreed to the therapy. What teenage kid doesn’t have problems that could use a little talking out? For about six months I vented about my issues with my dad and everything else that was weighing me down. Then things took a turn . . .


After that first False Alarm show, Natalie and I continued making out on a regular basis, and then one night after a Peter and the Test Tube Babies show she came back to my mom’s apartment to spend the night. We were kissing on the bed, and I nervously started to put my penis inside her vagina. She stopped me and said, “I’m on my period.” I said, “That’s okay,” because, seriously ladies: guys do not give a shit. Especially when they’re mere centimeters away from becoming a non-virgin. She explained, “I gotta take my tampon out,” but I just said, “Let’s do this!” and started fucking her. After five minutes or so she said, “This feels awesome, but I gotta take this tampon out. It’s too weird.”


She went to the bathroom while I looked down at my blood-soaked dick and thought, “Yeahhhh!” All was right in the world. Except for Natalie’s vagina. Her tampon was wedged inside her and she had to go to the hospital the next morning to have it removed. Whoops.


Two therapy sessions after losing my virginity, my psychiatric problems seemed to completely disappear.


[image: ]


Natalie was a tough chick. She ran with an all-female gang called the Girls Brigade. They beat up other girls and stole their shoes and purses. And she was wild: We fucked in cars, we fucked at construction sites, and she once gave me a blowjob under a table at the Cathay while Crucifix played. I was a teenager in love.


I even sort of defended her honor when I found her ex-boyfriend pulling her hair with one hand and slapping her with the other outside a show in the Valley. He was a member of FFF and a gnarly dude. But I gathered enough courage to walk up and say, “Um, can you stop doing that?”


He shoved her away and suddenly I was surrounded by a dozen FFF members. He punched me in the face and I went down. Two other guys tried to grab me but I somehow slipped away and ran to my friend’s car. I dove through his open window and he drove off. Considering the circumstances, this was the height of ’80s L.A. punk chivalry.


So you can imagine how crushed I was when, four months into our relationship, some Suicidals threw me against a wall at the Olympic and said, “If you ever talk to Natalie again we’re gonna kill you.” That’s how she broke up with me.


I had no idea anything was wrong between us. After we “broke up” I ran into her outside the Olympic. She screeched, “What the fuck are you doing here?!” took off her spiked belt, and whipped me repeatedly with the buckle. In no time, we drew a crowd of probably a hundred people. I knew if I hit her back I would be destroyed by the salivating wolves surrounding us. They were all waiting for the smallest excuse to tear me to pieces, so I just ran as fast and as far as I could.


They say you never forget your first kiss. They say you never forget your first lay. I say you never forget the first time you get the shit beat out of you in public by a sixteen-year-old girl.
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aFalse Alarm only lasted for a few months. After I left I didn’t speak to Justin again for almost thirty years. He’s a hairdresser now. Floyd kept the band going for a while, and they released a CD, which is advertised as “featuring Fat Mike from NOFX!” even though I didn’t play a note on the album. Floyd is currently a lawyer, so I’m guessing it would be pointless to sue.
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