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COME BACK WHEN YOU GROW UP


I was born recovering. I don’t remember a time before I knew the concept. I’m surprised my first spoken sentence wasn’t “Hi, my name is Patty, and I’m already an alcoholic.” It was the late 1960s, and Alcoholics Anonymous was our de facto church growing up in our community in Marysville, Washington, about 45 minutes north of Seattle. My parents were both in the ranks, and we’d often host meetings in our living room—my brother, sister, and I casually listening in. Somehow I always knew that normal families didn’t do this. For one, things were as shrouded in secrecy as they were out in the open.


My religious upbringing was never about God but “God as you understand him” (which is a difficult concept to grasp if you don’t know what anyone else understands), and our guidelines for living were based on the Twelve Steps. I grew up hearing about my parents’ allergy to alcohol but never once saw them relapse. I understood that when my parents drank, it had been harmful and had caused them to mess up their lives, but I never related how that might have anything to do with mine. In my kid mind, I thought they were like that because they had both come from New York City, a whole galaxy away—and however sick they were before, they’d gotten better.


I’d heard my mother’s addiction story many times, as she relayed it to groups of addicts on a regular basis. She had a way of speaking that connected with every person in the room, from the newcomer in the back to the old-timers right up front. She wanted to be an actress, but her mother gave her two choices: become a nun or marry a good Irish catholic. She married an Irish cop, they moved to Brooklyn, and she became an alcoholic housewife of the 1950s. She had her first cocktail at a holiday party and talked about the way it tasted and the warm way it went down her throat, how after that first drink she had many more that night.


She did her best to keep up appearances, hiding bottles and keeping all the lies straight. She ended up in a psychiatric hospital (the way addiction was treated then), strapped to the bed with the d.t.’s. She found AA when a neighbor came over to welcome her home from the hospital. This woman’s husband had begun going to meetings and hadn’t had a drink in seven months. My mom broke down in her kitchen and asked for help. That evening a stranger came to pick her up for a meeting. In those days they called it a Twelve Step Call. She stayed sober and met my future dad at an AA meeting in 1964. They were both married to other people at the time, but within a year they’d fallen in love, imploded their lives, and camped across America in a Volkswagen bus before settling for a while in Los Angeles.


When an addict in recovery suddenly moves to a different part of the state/country/world, that’s called a geographic cure. My parents believed in big life changes and do-overs of all kinds. My sister, Susan, was born on the road. I came two years later. Mom got pregnant again almost immediately after they had me, and we moved north to Washington where my brother, Larry, was born in 1968, forever marking us Irish Twins. My parents wanted to be artists and actors, but a bohemian life was not in the cards. The coffee-house they tried to open in eastern Washington failed to spark. Instead, Dad would commute every day to Seattle to work at the phone company while Mom would stay home with us kids, packing lunches and organizing AA meetings to be held in our living room. Weekends, we wore corduroy and went camping. It was the 1970s, and we were still a family, learning to fall in line and live out our respective roles. I was in the middle, the one who watched and waited.


WE LIVED IN a three-bedroom rambler-style house in a development on a cul de sac. Susan and I shared a bedroom, and Larry had his own. There were three styles of houses in this development, and that was the extent of the visual diversity there. Thickets of blackberry bushes separated our yard from the neighbors behind us, and fences separated the neighbors on each side. There was a path along the blackberry bushes that cut through the neighbor’s yard behind the house to the bus stop we’d take to school until we were all old enough to drive. For entertainment we had a swing set and otherwise played in the street every day with the other kids in our neighborhood or listened to the trains roar down the tracks nearby.


You couldn’t say we were poor but wouldn’t say we made it all the way to middle class by today’s standards either. The family car was an unreliable Chevy Impala with too many miles on it and an engine that would stall if you dared apply the brakes. Consequently, Mom had to teeter on the precipice of stopping when it was time to drop us in front of the school. We had to kind of jump out and hope for the best. I wasn’t embarrassed or anything—most of my friends’ families were in the same boat. At least my parents’ thick accents were a source of fascination for my friends, who were moved to do impressions. They used words like “soda” instead of “pop” or “sofa” instead of “couch.” I always wondered why they would want to move from the great City of New York all the way across the states to this grey and boring town where it rained all the time. Brooklyn had personality, and we lived basically Nowhere.


I’ve always had a reputation for being stubborn and prone to angry outbursts, even as a kid. In fourth grade Mrs. Johnson wrote on my report card that I needed to watch my “redhead hot temper.” What can I say? I had a lot of unchanneled aggression. I was probably still angry with other adults I considered assholes, such as Mrs. Goodwin, who the year before had told my parents I was “uncoordinated.” I don’t know what she meant by that; maybe she meant “looks uncomfortable in a dress,” which I will own. The bar for elementary schoolers wasn’t set very high; at least I wasn’t eating glue like Brent Stoller.


I was pretty androgynous then. Until about 8, Mom had been dressing me like my older sister for school each day: dresses and tights, little patent leather shoes. One day I told her I wanted to wear pants, and she said, “Well, this is what all the big girls are wearing.” I remember thinking, Exactly: no thanks. She relented when we discovered the genius novelty clothing line called Garanimals, my saving grace. Match the animal tag on the shirt with the animal tag on the pants and you’ve got an outfit! After that, Mom tried to embrace my inner butch, which I still appreciate. She made sure to point it out whenever there was a woman doing a man’s job. “That lady is driving a dump truck.” Or “Look, that’s a lady climbing that telephone pole! Isn’t that neat?” She encouraged me to play soccer, which I loved and needed to blow off steam.


I knew at a young age that I wasn’t a typical girl, that in some ways I had more in common with boys. I remember tag was the trendy recess game in first grade, but with boys as the chasers and girls as the chased. I didn’t do anything about it, but I wanted to chase the girls, too. By third grade I’d figured out that I had a crush on the prettiest girl in class—Lorna—whom I quickly won over by winning the talent portion of the friendship competition. I discovered that if I could make someone laugh, I was in—they’d want to spend all their free time being entertained by me, and I could spend my time feeling okay about myself.


WHEN WE WERE still kids, our mother was pretty crafty. She had a creative side that she was always encouraging us to explore in ourselves. When Larry and I got it in our heads that we’d like to fly, Mom had an idea. She disappeared from the kitchen table for a few minutes and came back with art supplies: old newspaper, cardboard, some markers, scissors, and duct tape. Within minutes she’d fashioned paper wings to attach to our backs. I thought it was the most magical invention. With actual wings, I could pretend for real.


Growing up, I was a lot closer to my mom than my dad, who was decidedly neither creative nor sporty (though he could be very funny). His fiddling and his ever-present cigarettes were the things that defined him. Even when he took us camping, our hikes were less aerobic activities than gentle walks around the parameter of the tent. He was the type to keep to himself in the garage. You could always find him tinkering with electronics and he had a vast collection of wire spools and screws and odd pieces of metal for soldering, buckets of nuts and bolts, and tools of every kind. He just knew he would “need that someday” for some MacGyver ridiculousness. (C’mon Dad, I thought, If it works, don’t fix it.)


There was always an overflowing ashtray in every single room of our house. He was a brooder, and maybe that’s where I get it from, among other traits. I don’t remember him ever exploding at us in anger, though Larry often cowered in his presence if he sensed Dad was in a mood.


It’s part of family lore that when my sister Susan was born it was estimated that her soul’s age was a confident 27. She knew exactly what she wanted out of life; indeed, she got her first job at 12 in order to save up for the Mustang she’d be driving by 16. It was as if she had never been a kid. I really grew up in her room—musically, for sure. That’s the only time we ever really got along, when she would play her records and was feeling charitable enough to include me. Together we memorized Elton John’s greatest hits. Thin Lizzy. Boom Town Rats. Some punk rock, too, The Clash. Gary Newman. Music was the only thing we had in common, though. Most of the time it was round after round of raging sibling rivalry—screaming and getting in each other’s faces, me getting mad enough to throw a punch, it all ending with a bathroom door slammed and locked. There’s a well-known AA slogan: “We’re all here because we’re not all there.”


FIFTH GRADE WAS WHEN IT ALL BEGAN, the beginning of the end of innocence. My aborted preteen love life began with a slipped note from Scott Benson that read “WILL YOU GO WITH ME?” There were two boxes: one marked “YES” and one for “NO.” I looked up from my desk and saw he had his head down in a book, pretending not to notice me noticing. I marked the YES box, folded it back up, and passed it to Stephen Markham, whose desk was next to Scott’s. Instead of the smooth delivery I’d hoped for, Stephen unfolded the white notebook origami and laughed out loud before showing it to Scott. It was just a joke. I quickly turned back to face the board and tried to ignore their snickering, but my cheeks burned with mortification. I began to feel stupid in public. My social anxiety hit me right in my core, where I began to collect a feeling of heaviness in my chest, a constant physical reminder of my awkwardness.


Mom would tell me often that my curly, auburn hair was beautiful and that redheads were the rarest of the species. “You are special,” she’d say, pointing out that I was the only one in the family to wear the Irish badge of courage. I strongly suspected she’d rehearsed these pep talks and was generally full of shit. After all, she was responsible for 50 percent of my genetic material, so no matter what I looked like she was going to go easy on the criticism. I secretly rejected her acceptance. It wasn’t just the hair, but I wore glasses too, the one-two punch of school picture hell. Unfortunately, my glasses were just like my dad’s, the type where the tinted lenses adjusted to the light (but never quickly enough). I thought it was cool that one could go outside and suddenly the glass would go dark like some kind of mood ring. But inside, they never quite registered as clear, especially during picture day, the images of which made me look like I’d been the recipient of recent cataract surgery.


There just weren’t any options in those days; the nearby Sears Optical department in 1978 was not getting the fashion memos from Paris and New York. The best I could do for a couple years were a pair of simple silver metal frames. When I broke one of the arms of my glasses at the hinge, Dad insisted he could fix it himself in his workshop. He soldered the metal arm together where the hinge had been. Even though I could no longer fold them, and there was a weird blob of soldered metal by my ear for the rest of the year, they were fixed, according to him. That was my style: parent patented. I didn’t know it at the time, but fifth grade was about to get worse.


In our room, Susan had this desk with three drawers—the top one was for pot, the middle drawer for booze, the bottom was full of bongs and random paraphernalia. So it stood to reason that the first time I got drunk it would happen right there. It was the last day of school for all of us, and Susan’s boyfriend had procured a fifth of Bacardi 151. Larry was there, too. Susan was 14, I was 12, and Larry was 11. She just wanted us out of her hair, but her boyfriend poured me a double and mixed it with Coke. When I took that first sip and shared some with Larry, I immediately got the appeal. It wasn’t the way it tasted—it was the warm blanket effect. It was the way I could feel the cold-but-warm liquid mixing with my blood, moving through my veins, encircling my spine, pulsing in my eardrum, making everything light, then heavy, erasing all that was negative, awkward, and angry. Instantly, and forever after, I wanted to feel that way all the time.


THIS WAS ONLY the beginning. I was finally free of my body, free of myself, everything that made me me. An insecure, fearful, clumsy, socially awkward redhead, and very likely a burgeoning lesbian. With that first drink it all disappeared. I finally felt a sense of calm, as if under a spell. I felt fearless and smart and attractive. This story is one I hear from all of my recovering friends. With the first drink or drug we feel finally “at home.”


That summer, I began to make a habit of re-creating the experience. Apparently I wasn’t discreet. It drove Susan crazy that I couldn’t keep from slurring at the dinner table in front of our parents after one afternoon cocktail. Why couldn’t I hold my liquor better? She’d whisper-scream to her boyfriend constantly that “Patty can’t handle her drugs.” At 11 and 12, she felt I should be honing my tolerance in private and protecting the sibling covenant—thou shalt not fuck it up for the rest of ’em. She needn’t have worried, though; despite our parents’ vast experience with alcohol abuse, no one seemed to notice.


Right around the time I had my first drink, Dad was becoming a regular at the Horseshoe Cafe—his favorite post-AA-meeting watering hole, where everybody went for recovery fellowship. There, in 1978, he met another woman and began an affair. It was a repeat of the way he and my mom had gotten together, but fifteen years and three kids later. Mom found out through the grapevine, and it wasn’t long before they’d decided to divorce. When they told us at the dinner table one night, my immediate and lasting impression was fury. Yes, lots of people’s parents were divorced—the neighbor girl, Kathy, who Larry and I played with after school, her parents were divorced. It had confused me to know it could happen to other kids (commonly and randomly), and growing up I’d asked my mother if she and Dad would ever consider it. “Of course not!” She’d say, as if she couldn’t fathom where I’d even heard such a thing was possible. I blindly believed her and felt secretly smug that ours was an unbreakable family unit, even if I sometimes fantasized that Susan had been kidnapped or ran off with her older boyfriend.


When reality hit that our whole lives were about to change, I felt betrayed and enraged. My parents were liars; we’d all been living a lie. I was the only one I could count on now.
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FLAMING YOUTH


It was the summer before sixth grade when Dad moved out. It was a surprise to no one that Susan would go with him—she was a real teenager now—and Larry and I would stay home with Mom. The two of them would move to Seattle and get an apartment, and we would visit with him on weekends. That was the idea anyway. The primary upside to my parents’ divorce was that Susan would be out of my hair, and I’d get the bedroom and its dresser drawers all to myself. With her gone I was the oldest in the house—that included my mother, who was as absent from our lives as Dad and Susan.


For the first time in her life, our mother was free to experience her revolution from within. Even though she had to work, it was obvious that she enjoyed it much more than she’d enjoyed staying home with us and playing the role of housewife. Now she was free to reinvent herself once more. She promptly got a job at the General Phone Company (chief rival of Dad’s employer, Pacific Bell) and got really politically active in AA. In short order she’d become the delegate for the entire state of Washington. This meant she had to speak at many conferences, and she left my brother and I alone during long weekends, to our great pleasure.


Once school started in the fall, there was a sharp contrast between our old and new lives. I was entering middle school, and it was the first time I was expected to take care of myself—get my brother up in the morning, take a shower, eat something, and get us to school on time. After school it was Doritos and Pepsi in front of “Donahue,” then later I would prepare frozen Salisbury steak dinners for us in the microwave. At least there was always an array of processed foods to be found in the kitchen. Mom was good about shopping—it was the way she took care of us.


Whenever Mom was going to leave for a few days, she would take us to Sound City (the record store) and buy us anything we wanted. Larry and I would choose posters and records and issues of Hit Parader and CREEM, Mad magazine and Monster Mag. She stopped trying to dictate our bedtimes, so we stayed up late watching Saturday Night Live and monster movies. This is when we discovered KISS. Pop culture as parental penance.


Besides my brother, I didn’t really have many other friends, though we did often play in the cul de sac with Jessica from across the street. She was the first girl to confirm for me that I was probably gayer than I wanted to be. At age 10 and 11, I needed a peer to confirm the weirdness of what was happening to our bodies, and Jessica was the same age. Even if she didn’t live right next door, even if I’d liked Susan more, I would have wanted to hang out with Jessica. She had boobs and a wild older sister who threw parties with soundtracks by Heart when their parents were out of town. The family came from Texas and had a mysterious dad who’d worked border patrol outside Mexico. Once he’d made the switch to Canada, the family brought the Texas up to Washington. Jessica’s mom had a distinctive accent and, like my parents, had different regional names for everyday items—she called a vacuum cleaner a “sweeper.” When she called Jessica in from the yard, she’d always yell her first and middle name together: “Jessica Marie!” As if there was another Jessica nearby who needed that clarification.


Their dad had a stash of Hustler magazines in the garage that he didn’t try to hide and a ton of guns and ammo that he didn’t bother to lock up. Whenever I was over there, I came to expect to feel like I was in danger. It made things exciting. One day during hide and seek, Jessica and I kissed. I think for her it was just practice for middle school boys, but for me it was transcendent. It happened a few times and eventually stopped, which made lying near her in our sleeping bags during overnights in the backyard excruciating. We never spoke of it. Once the school year started up in the fall, Jessica got busier, and I saw less of her. I never expected things would go any differently.


That fall, Larry would become my first drug buddy. We liked the way smoking pot made music sound like we were swimming in an 8-track. That sealed it for me; I needed the daily ritual of substance abuse and rock ‘n’ roll. Vodka and Coke in my collectible Looney Tunes Tasmanian Devil glass went best with the swirly phaser breakdown of “Whole Lotta Love.” Thank god the two coincided in my life while I was still young. What a waste of music not to take drugs!


LARRY AND I visited our father and discovered that he was still openly dating the lady from the meetings—and she had two little kids, who we were expected to hang out with. We were pretty disgusted, but what could we do? He was happy. Parts of his personality seemed brighter and more optimistic whenever he had a new girlfriend. He started listening to ABBA! He wore Jovan Musk! He began wearing a sheepskin jacket with a cowboy hat. Our father who hailed from Brooklyn suddenly preferred to listen to Swedish pop music and dress as if he lived in Oklahoma. Larry and I agreed it was easier to just go with the flow, keep the peace, and suffer through some awkward meals. It was worth it for his new relaxed approach to rules and curfews.


We preferred living with our mother because when we were home, we were usually alone. The joys of being latchkey kids! But it took only about nine months before Mom’s absences alarmed the neighbors enough that they reported our abandonment to Child Protective Services. One day after school, a strange woman knocked on our door and asked where our mother was and if she often left us alone on weekends. Then more questions: What do you eat for breakfast? How do you get to school? I knew instinctively that our mom was in trouble and I should lie for her, but my excuses (“She’s working, but we see her all the time”) were not convincing enough. I felt betrayed by the neighbors and felt watched and paranoid. Which one of you fuckers called the cops?


Dad had to move back from Seattle to take care of us. Which meant Susan was back, too, and Mom moved into a nearby apartment. Susan now possessed a kind of citified worldliness that ensured Larry and I would be corrupted anew. By 13, I was openly carrying a pack of cigarettes—a habit that benefitted the whole family if someone happened to be out. It was a different smoking culture then; I even remember lighting up with Dad at that age in the grocery store. Dad remodeled the spare room that he’d used as a darkroom for his photography and made it into a tiny studio apartment with a private entrance for Susan.


He ran a much tighter ship than Mom, which I resented. There was a chart on the fridge that tracked the days and who was expected to do what, when. We each had one week on call for a specific task—dishes, vacuuming the rugs, making dinner—stuff a mom or a wife should be doing. (At least Dad gave me an allowance of $20 a week to buy cigarettes.) Maybe to make it up to me, he bought me a full drum kit.


WHEN I WAS 13, I’d signed up for the school jazz ensemble. Our band teacher suggested I try the clarinet or the flute, since those were the girl instruments. I did get to play a soft treatment of a Karen Carpenter song for the annual performance, but all the real drum parts went to the other drummer, Jason. The following year, I joined the marching band and had been practicing on a rented snare, learning to play “Yesterday” by the Beatles. I had a standard issue, rubber practice pad to put over the top, and I would play the first Cars record over and over on different parts of the drum, even the rim, and I’d play as if I had a full kit in front of me. Now that I had my own kit, I could practice all the time and increase my repertoire. I quickly learned to play “Riff Raff” by AC/DC. I had it on a record—If You Want Blood You’ve Got It—and every day I’d drop the needle over and over, stopping and starting. I kept the drum set right next to my bed and played as often as I was home.


Maybe it was triggered by my parents’ divorce, or maybe I was feeling weird and defective at the idea that I might be gay, maybe it was in my genes. Whatever the trigger, I had all this aggression, and I needed to channel it. Anger is just one letter away from danger. I liked the idea that I could play an instrument that girls weren’t supposed to, that I could pretend I was someone else. Playing music, I could leave my body. And I loved that drumming hurt.


Drumming is a bloodsport, like boxing. It’s not for wimps. Part of developing the necessary stamina is to teach yourself to play through pain, something that women do particularly well. I’m giving this kid lessons right now, and we’ve been doing a lot of double bass work, and the other day he got his first big blister and was surprised by how much it hurt. He really didn’t like it when I told him he had to pop it—that the only way through is to nurture those calluses. Your hands have to be like leather. But that’s just number one—that’s not even the painful part. When I’m playing I am hitting those things as hard as I can. It’s not uncommon to smash a finger on the rim or to open up fresh blisters or old wounds. Some people tape their fingers and ice their knuckles, but I prefer to let it bleed.
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ONE O’ THE GIRLS


Adolescence. Oh God, red hair, and glasses. That was me in a nutshell, the dark side of a John Hughes movie. Also: GAY. A burgeoning lesbian, which seemed like the most embarrassing, obvious thing. When I’d experience a flare-up, such as the time I’d made a pass at my best friend, drunkenly trying to kiss her, stupidly, insanely—that’s when I’d blame it on being drunk. Alcohol gave me the bravery I needed to obliterate my self-esteem. I came out to my mother, who was supportive but unable to make me feel any better.


The only thing that did, at 14, 15, 16, was this intense sense of connection I felt listening to punk music. I’d discovered a weird Canadian radio station, which first introduced me to the Fall, Wire, and the Butthole Surfers, the bands that would ultimately open me up to the possibility of a career spent repeatedly hitting things with sticks until they break. Punk had a violence that appealed to me. Instead of dancing or jumping up and down, going to shows was an excuse to crash into people or experience the delicious thrill of an accidental black eye. In the pit, everyone was equal. Girls were no different—there just weren’t very many of them.


When it came to my blossoming sexuality (so to speak), there weren’t enough girls to choose from, so I’d have to make do with boys. I would have preferred not to be different in this regard. I wanted to want to spend seven-minutes-in-heaven with a guy. My chance came at my friend Debbie’s birthday party in eighth grade. Debbie was hanging out with a kid named Bobby, and Bobby had a friend named Pat, who seemed nice enough and wore the same wire-rimmed glasses as I. Pat and Patty, it was perfectly obvious. As Billy Joel’s new wave record, Glass Houses, played, the four of us danced awkwardly while attempting to make out without using our tongues. I was not excited about or interested in any of it; I just wanted to be doing whatever everybody else was.
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NEW TOWN


You know, it’s always the same. Somehow when you’re 15 years old, there’s always a Matthew McConaughey in Dazed & Confused-guy willing to buy the beer. I learned how to procure the party by loitering in liquor store parking lots with Susan, who was herself 17. It was 1982, and all you had to do was slip the guy $5. My sister was back, and Mom was out—she moved to an apartment ten minutes away in a town called Everett. We saw her on the weekends, and everything changed. At least when Mom had been around, she’d compulsively cleaned up after us.


Now I spent a lot more time partying outside the house. It was the time of ragers in the woods with the other children of divorce in town, the heshers, and the rockers. The heshers were identifiable by their Pink Floyd T-shirts, their ubiquitous roaches, and their Pontiac GTOs. The rockers wore leather jackets and Reebok high-tops with their jeans tucked in. All of the farm kids were into their Country and Western, hardcore. I swear I’ve seen some line dances, a little do-si-do in a parking lot. Chewing tobacco was the great equalizer; in the woods, we were all hicks.


My social life really opened up when I started playing music. That was the common thread for all my relationships. If you liked the Ramones, you could come over to my house and I could play you all the songs on the first record. That’s how my first band Milk-bone came to be. It was made up of five like-minded weirdos—my friends Joe, Erica, Danny, and Kevin (and also sometimes Erica’s sister, Michelle, would hang out and dance, just cause). Band practice launched in my bedroom, but eventually we moved my drums over to Dan’s house where we were able to spread out and record a tape of all our original songs (and our lone cover of a Ventures song). We were pretty confident about our songs and started playing all over town: at house parties, in basements, a barn, and the high school cafeteria. Everybody loved us, even the goths, which was surprising considering we had kind of a B-52s vibe.


Despite the fact that I was typically a person who isolated, I wasn’t nervous when I was playing in front of a crowd. Of course, I was drinking before and during shows. It was beginning to be something I would become known for: up-for-anything-Patty, who didn’t mind a trip down a flight of stairs if there was more to drink at the bottom. I was always taking it too far. Making a fool out of myself, hurting myself in order to prove that nothing was really that painful. My senior year of high school was a turning point, the year I really chose alcohol above all else.


I had a crush on one of my friends, Lucy, who I had a few classes with. Lucy was a cheerleader and had blonde hair and blue eyes. She laughed at my jokes and expressed interest in Milkbone and good music in general. I knew she probably wasn’t gay, but a girl can dream. It was hard not to fantasize about being with her when she was so easy to talk to, and we both liked the same bands. She wasn’t much into drinking, though. That was okay—I could drink enough for both of us.


One night that fall, Lucy and I went to Seattle together to see the Ramones. Her sister went to U-Dub (the University of Washington), and we’d planned to crash on her dorm room floor. I couldn’t wait to see the show, as the Fastbacks were opening, and I idolized Kim Warnick, the bass player who made punk sound so musical. That night, we should have been able to enjoy our slumber party. Instead, I would spend most of it in jail.


It didn’t even take that long. When the show was set to begin in fifteen minutes, I went out to the parking lot with Lucy and a few friends to smoke and down a 40-ounce beer. It was a ritual I craved, almost as fun as the part where we’d drink inside while the band played, and then drink some more after it was all over. Within minutes an unmarked police car rolled up, and two plainclothes cops started barking orders at us. “IDs, IDs… We’re gonna need to see IDs!”


In the late 1980s in Seattle there was a movement against the all-ages rock show—part of a crackdown on the teenage “riots” people feared were incited by punk music but were actually the product of kids being menaced by the police. As soon as they descended, most of the kids in the parking lot dispersed, not wanting to miss the show. But I held my ground, not wanting to put my bottle down. I didn’t want to not have it just because of these clowns.


The cops turned their attention on me. “How old are you?”


I looked them in the eye but didn’t answer. “Why don’t you put your drink down and show us your identification.” I was emboldened not just by alcohol but by the small crowd that stayed to watch, including Lucy. “What’s your name?”


I came up with a clever answer: “Fuck. You.” And that was the first time I was ever handcuffed and arrested.


At the precinct they called my mom. I seem to remember choosing her over my dad for that conversation, thinking defensively that maybe this wouldn’t have happened if I weren’t the daughter of a professional recovering alcoholic who hadn’t been much of a disciplinarian to begin with. Plus, she might not be as hard on me since she herself was in trouble with CPS and was now living alone. She was pissed, but she did come to pick me up, and while I would be grounded for more than a month by my parents, my punishment from the county was minimal. I had to write a letter of apology to the officer who I’d offended with my use of the F-word. That was all it took to get that cleared from my permanent record, to ask nicely.


I could tell my mom anything, but I would never tell her how much I drank or what drugs I’d started using. When I started to realize that I was gay and the pain of that secret was too much, I had to tell her. I got my chance when I got drunk on New Year’s Eve and made a pass at a straight friend and was so full of shame and humiliation that I let it all out. I sat on my mother’s couch and put my head in my hands and cried. I wanted to disappear and then kill myself (in that order). Mom sat close and listened to me tell her that I was in love with a girl and it would not be reciprocated.


She hugged me tight and told me that it was okay and there was nothing wrong with me, that there was a whole wide world out there outside the small town of Marysville, and I would find my people.


My greatest fear was that everyone would know, that people would talk. I just hoped that if people were gossiping, it would be about my drinking and not my being gay. After all, only one of those things was socially acceptable.















| 5 |



CREDIT IN THE STRAIGHT WORLD


When I met Raegan Butcher (not a pseudonym) at Railmakers warehouse in Everett, I was inspired to make him my boyfriend. We had mutual friends who were starting a punk band; Raegan would be the singer, and I would play the drums. The guitarist Danny had a Fender Telecaster and played a lot of Clash and Husker Du songs. Tommy, the bass player, was a great musician but had only ever played jazz. He thought that punk rock was funny and a bit beneath him. These guys grew up together in an even smaller town than Marysville called Snohomish; it’s all farms and football there. We called ourselves the Primitives.


It was the summer of 1986. Our first real show where we were paid actual money was at Industrial Noise in Tacoma. We were on a lineup with the Melvins and were paid $6 apiece (or $24 for gas). To celebrate after the show we did speed and drank forty ouncers outside. Afterward, the guys went back into the club, and Raegan and I made out in the van. He was cute and funny, and I loved playing music with him, but most of all I was determined to be straight. Sex was awkward, but that seemed to be expected based on what I’d heard and imagined; the first Stooges record was playing, and when Iggy sang “No Fun,” I agreed. So I went on birth control and just accepted that this was the way it would be for me.


One night the guys and I went to Seattle to see the Beastie Boys during their “Licensed to Ill” tour. We were there to see the hard-core band Murphy’s Law open for their friends from NYC, but the show wasn’t what I’d expected. It was my first experience with what I guess you could call feminist rage. The Beastie Boys were pouring beer on the floor of the stage and telling the girls in the audience they could come on stage too, if they mopped up the beer. The guys in my band all thought it was hilarious, but I was furious. During the drive home they kept telling me to chill out and lighten up—“It’s only a joke, and it was funny.”


I liked being one of the guys, but these situations kept coming up for me. I realized that I’d grown up just accepting that if you were a girl, especially a girl drummer, the guy at the music store was gonna talk down to you. The guys I worked with were going to make gross jokes and call their ex-girlfriends bitches, and I would go along with it because that was the way of the world, just the reality of being a woman. Raegan and I stayed together for about six months, and when we broke up, so did the band.


Ultimately, I wanted to be in a band that stood for something, a band whose songs weren’t about the joys of pizza day in the high school cafeteria.


BEING IN A BAND is like having a girlfriend, and when you break up you think you’ll never find another person like that again, but then you do. When I’m in between bands I feel lost, like I’ll never have that again, but then the phone rings.


I was living in Everett, sharing a place with my mom and working as a subcontractor installing telephone wiring into commercial buildings, carrying on the family tradition of working for the phone company. I hated the way guys would talk about women on the jobsite, hated being the only one that had to pick up the lunch order, hated being talked down to. I wanted to play drums in a new band. Playing drums made all the shitty jobs a little bit less shitty.


Finally my friend Helen called—she was getting an all-girl thing together, would I be willing to make the commute? She and the guitarist, Cathy, both lived in Seattle, and Mara and Annette (vocals and bass) lived in Tacoma. I packed my drums into my convertible Volkswagen and happily made the long drive to Annette’s house. We tried out a few ideas, found that we clicked, and started practicing every weekend. I liked the fact that we were all girls, but I wanted our band to be heavier, like Mudhoney. If it couldn’t be heavy, I preferred something bigger, or more atmospheric, like Galaxie 500. Our sound was lighter, more pop, but it was better for me to be making music than not.


Doll Squad’s first show was at Community World Theater in Tacoma, opening for our friends in Girl Trouble. On the way home from the show, I was drunk and driving back to Everett when I hit a light pole getting onto the freeway. Totaled my car, lost my drums, and of course the police came. I was charged with driving under the influence and had to pay the city for the light pole. This was the second time I’d been arrested in regard to my drinking, and I wasn’t even legally allowed to consume it.


Now that I didn’t have a car, Cathy was my designated driver to and from practice. She lived on Capitol Hill in Seattle, had a lime green 1960s Nova, and her apartment looked like a kitschy vintage shop—she was the queen of collectibles. She worked nights as a lab tech at the blood bank but was one of those people who always expressed herself with clothes; she would usually finish off an outfit with a hat. I would go to her apartment before practice and listen to records while she got ready to go. I was sitting down on the floor in front of her records holding that first Psychedelic Furs record when the phone rang. It was Helen saying that practice was cancelled.


I put on the Furs record, went to the refrigerator, grabbed a beer, and drank it fast. There was always a six pack of some imported beer in Cathy’s fridge, which puzzled me. Who keeps a six pack of beer sitting in their fridge for weeks? Beer was meant to be obtained and consumed in the same night. I wouldn’t hold it against her, though; I felt safe with Cathy, like I could tell her some secrets and it would be ok.


“What do you want to do now that there’s no practice?” I asked.


“I guess this is it,” Cathy looked at me, half smiling. “Drink beer and listen to records?” We kissed against the wall, and as the drums kicked in on “India,” we tripped backward over her guitar case.


I moved in a month later.
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DOLL SQUAD


It was 1987, and I was living in Capitol Hill in Seattle. When I moved into Cathy’s, I didn’t have much, just my clothes and drums. A friend of my mom’s sold me his MG convertible, a small two-seat sports car (probably not the best choice considering how I totaled my last one). It had a cassette player but no room for drums. Instead we’d loaded my drums into Cathy’s Nova. I got a job as a flagger for a construction company. I would get up early and drive out to wherever the work site was, always in some rural area on these country roads. I liked being out in the middle of nowhere most days, and it was an easy job to do with a hangover, which I always had. When I got home each day, I’d see Cathy for an hour before she would leave for the blood bank. While she was gone, I’d grab a bottle of vodka and tomato juice and make giant Bloody Marys to drink throughout the night.


I wouldn’t turn 21 until April, and I had never been to a gay bar, so Cathy suggested we go to Canada, where the drinking age was 19. Our neighbor Jake was from Vancouver. He was always in a chair in the courtyard garden listening to Barbara Streisand. We would stop and talk on the way to our car. “GIRLS, you will love it up there!” He took out a pen and notepad and gave us the address for a gay club called Numbers Cabaret. That weekend we made the two-and-a-half hour trip across the border, and we found our way to Davies Street and the club.


I was really nervous. There were a lot of men and just a few women. We found a booth to sit in and watched the dance floor and the pool table. The music was all disco, Madonna, and Janet Jackson. There were leather daddies in chaps, the straight-up Tom of Finland style. There were a few Don Johnson wannabes, with their perfectly coiffed hair and pastel Izod shirts. A few new wave boys with full makeup would only dance during a Communards or Marc Almond song. I brought a pillbox filled with cross top speed (ephedrine) that I’d purchased from one of the guys at work. Over the course of the night, I took about ten of those just to stay up. This was technically the first time I smuggled drugs across a border.


After I came out and started living with Cathy, I got really inspired by activist groups like the Lavender Ladies and ACT UP, and I attended my first gay pride parade. It made me feel like part of a huge community instead of a small one. Gay pride also meant day drinking. The parade would start before noon, so everyone would meet beforehand for breakfast and Bloody Marys. When I started drinking, I couldn’t stop. Everyone else had a mimosa and eggs benedict, and I had a Bloody Mary, four shots of bourbon, and a couple beers. When the parade ended, it’s more drinks and preferably some speed or cocaine. I never made it to work the day after.


DOLL SQUAD REHEARSED at Music Bank, a well-known rehearsal space for bands in yet another warehouse. Inside there were a bunch of practice rooms, and we shared one with the Sub Pop band Catbutt. Music Bank was later known as the home base of Alice in Chains and Mother Love Bone (later Pearl Jam). Layne Staley and Jerry Cantrell practically lived there; they definitely had all the keys. The scene at MB was more metal than punk and what would be called grunge, a kind of hip-ified garage metal that became synonymous with Seattle in the early 1990s. One day we were loading our gear into our room, when a sweaty, long-haired rocker guy sticks his head into our open door, and says, “Oh, hey, you guys are all girls.” To which we said, “Yes.”


I looked at this skinny rocker with unfortunate facial hair (his beard had a braid), who was also wearing a conch belt that was holding up shorts over long underwear—it was Layne Staley. Not long after, Alice in Chains bass player Mike Starr made an appearance. He was almost too pretty and had this soft, flowing hair down to the middle of his chest. After that first meeting, I started to see a lot of those guys, but especially Layne, since we also shared a number of mutual friends.


Our band sometimes played at the Community World Theater—this great big old converted movie house in Tacoma—and that’s where I first saw Nirvana at one of their early shows. They performed this incredible set, where they memorably closed with a cover of CCR’s “Bad Moon Rising.” (This was pre-Bleach, their debut on Sub Pop.) The drummer then was this mustached guy named Dave Foster, who looked like a 1970s porn star or a cast member of Magnum P.I.


I’d known Kurt Cobain from around the scene since probably 1986. He’d roadied for the Melvins when the Primitives opened for them in Tacoma, and we went to a lot of the same shows in Seattle and Olympia, where he lived. Kurt was easy to be around, and we were the same age. We shared a legacy of broken homes and high school alienation in working-class Washington, getting jumped in the Dairy Queen parking lot, being outcasts. And we liked the same bands and movies from the 1970s—Over the Edge, Times Square, and Foxes—all about hell-raising teenagers, all best friends; we knew all the lines. As much as I liked him, I don’t think anyone was like, There’s a prophet among us, or anything—we were too in the middle of it. At that point, Nirvana was amazing in the same way the new Mudhoney record was amazing. Kurt was great, but he was no Mark Lanegan.


I should clarify that Kurt was just like anyone else until he picked up his guitar. There was definitely a buzz around his abilities. Back then the way insiders traded music was with duplicated cassette tapes. Larry had a Maxell tape of Nirvana playing a live set on “Audioasis,” a radio show on KCMU—the UW college station. They played “Paper Cuts,” “Floyd the Barber,” and some early Bleach outtakes. There was something about his singing voice—when you heard it clearly, you could feel it physically.


Doll Squad was set to open for Nirvana at the Central Tavern a little later that year when Chad Channing was playing with them. I remember watching the band unload their equipment. Chad’s drums were notable because they were North drums, which have open-ended toms that look like upside down pieces of elbow macaroni and filter sound outward. I’d only ever seen them in magazines. Anyway, as soon as they got everything out to set up, something happened that made it impossible to play, and the whole lineup was cancelled. It was okay because this affected the night of about forty people.


One night I went to see Black Flag with a couple of girlfriends, and afterward, in the parking lot, we met three big, imposing dudes wearing trench coats over flannel shirts. They told us they were in a band called Screaming Trees. We listened to their cassette on the way home, and it was like, holy shit, these guys are awesome. Then I saw them play not long after with Beat Happening. This was a typical Thursday night in Seattle—it was just that easy to be blown away.


I knew this couple, Faye & Tad; they lived in Capitol Hill, aka the “gayborhood.” I found out soon after our first meeting that Layne lived right upstairs from them. A bunch of us would hang out at Faye & Tad’s, just drinking and getting high. After my tween years, pot lost its effect. I considered it a waste of time, like if there was nothing else, I guess I would maybe give it another go (and I would feel sorry for myself as I did). Layne was a classic stoner, and I was a classic drunk. It all seemed so innocent then. Of course, even when it happened to Nirvana, nobody could imagine that any one of us would ever go on to have any impact ourselves.


THE FIRST TIME I took heroin I injected it, or I should say my friend injected it for me. One night Angela and I went to a show in Seattle, and after we felt safely drunk, she mentioned that she had some dope, but nowhere to take it. I knew that Helen, our singer, had her own place—we immediately went there and shot up in Helen’s bathroom. I had never taken heroin before, but for some reason I didn’t think it was a big deal, even injecting it—I don’t think I was aware that there are other ways to take it. I was an equal opportunity substance ingestion specialist. I asked Angela to do the honors since I didn’t want to mess it up, but she seemed nervous about the dosage and ultimately gave me just a little bit. I would have characterized the experience as just okay, nothing mind-blowing. Just another thing to do in Seattle.


I met Bruce Pavitt, the founder of Sub Pop records, when Doll Squad played one of his Sunday showcases at the Vogue (3 bands, $2 at the door). I was 20, and he was in his 30s at the time, but somehow he didn’t seem so old. We became fast friends, and he invited me over to his apartment, which was a few blocks away from ours; I went over a few days later. Bruce had just quit his job at Muzak, which is a company that distributes background music for stores, offices, and elevators. (In the late 1980s in Seattle, Muzak was the place to work if you were in a band. Mark Arm from Mudhoney worked there, Ron from Love Battery, Tad Doyle). Now he could focus full-time on promoting the bands he championed.


He had more records than anyone I’d ever met—vinyl in every color covered every wall. He showed me the first Soundgarden EP called Screaming Life; the cover image was by Charles Peterson, who would go on to become a notable photographer of the scene. Next Bruce handed me the latest Green River record called Rehab Doll. They had just broken up, but Mark Arm was already in a new band, Mudhoney. He showed me the cover art for their upcoming first single “Touch Me I’m Sick,” which was destined to be a hit.
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