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November 1985


They punched the fat kid first. Then his skinny buddy and these two wannabe stage-divers fell off the boards before we even began. The clattered sound of bodies, knuckles and skin as the security got ugly and began tussling with each of the boys climbing the stage. Heavy men under the glower of two hundred all staring up from the blackened room. This was Nail’s Mexicali down on Neves Ave., the one venue left in the middle of our damp old river town smack on the edge of reality and the west. It was a sweat-stinking dive with a makeshift bar and a rostrum lifted at one end, faces filling the floor to the back as I watched the two body-crossed divers merge with the crowd. Hair, heads and necks in that hypnotic sway and give, the stray energy of loosed teenagers all hepped up on that hell-evoking thing that kept them awake at night.


Yells, the band’s name echoed into the room.


‘Bauen, Bauen . . .’


Half a dozen in a pathetic mantra quickly lapsing into jeers. Then other chants, rising then falling back, dissipated into single shouts, witless, primed by recall because song is memory: assaulting, lying and always on the move and there at the front were the four of us – drums, bass, two guitars. The usual rig of pent-up souls and instrument, tuned and strung tight. Each waiting on the look, the one that’d say: Go. The one that would throw us, heave us into the lights and land us in a howl of distortion and distressed chord. All in a kind of joy, a sung jewel we wished for every sucker out in the pit and beyond; friends, kin and the loves you’re always trying to amaze with something you don’t know the name of.


I prowled the boards, ignorant and strange for it. Spencer hunched at his drums, messing with his hi-hat, the chain assembly and how it got stuck some days. I stalked, this way then back to where my amps sat waiting and Tone stood over the kit, his face glistening, dripping with the water he’d thrown at himself backstage. ‘Yo. The fuck, Spence?’


Spence Finchman shaking his round head.


‘The fuck?’ Tone yelled.


A kind of massing out in front as they argued, the security trying to keep the peace, but this was a kind of peace and they’d no idea. The sense of event and the odd talent of a crowd of punks to make a gig an issue beyond noise and physical urge. Body heat and a hunger for a kind of forced wrath, for the inducement of physical memory. I trod my distortion on, then off. The room lit by a spasm of electric noise, a kind of warped warning written in feedback.


‘Hey, fuckstick,’ Tone said, and Spence mumbled urgent and inaudible under the shouts from out front, the Fuck offs and the house music scraping through the PA like a bucket of iron. Watch me: I didn’t look out, just glanced at the set list and tracked the stage, an adrenal surge and back and forth between the two idiots with their matching T-shirts boldly proclaiming their allegiance to some dead-end security firm hired for the event. I pushed my way through, my mouth dried out on nerves. Though I was never nervous; this was a state unnamed that nervousness seemed to mimic.


Tone shouting. His voice failing like it was seven hours later and he was in hospital, finally. All the world stinking like disinfectant and the impossibly clean.


‘Wait man,’ Spence yelled through the noise. I went to my amp, took the glass of water and threw it on my face so I looked like Tone for an instant.


‘Play!’ Tone yelled at Angel.


Spence’s head disappeared and all I could see of him for the moment was his faint bald spot.


‘Angel,’ Tone said.


I saw our bass player nodding out the corner of my eye, then heard it: Clank, clank. The hard-trebled heft of bass as Angel started low and quick. His pick clacking away and Spence still fiddling. I couldn’t wait, I screamed Fuck it as Spence gave in to something and sat up. He started slaying at his half-open hi-hat while shaking his head. He pumped his kick so I could hear it off the back wall. He waited on me. He waited on the stutter I gave before I jumped up sideways, twisting my torso with the neck of the guitar up by the lights – then cranked, right to the bottom of the strap’s arc, my ring finger on the volume knob and I poured it all on in one flick so feedback filled the room in the instant before the beat. I unwound and put my fist into the strings; all power and chord as I landed. My face demented. Everything a crude shudder. Spence: hair and fists. Angel leaning back, his arms extended to the neck of his machine, his mouth fully open in a howl beside the deep fuck of his bass in with Spence’s kick and snare.


A brute dance then as we threw ourselves at the air and every kid out front, they turned a brownish, thuggish fury. One, two. One two, and watch as our wrists, watch as they flicked open chords and our bodies lurched. Sticks through cymbals, snare and tom. The way light suddenly bounced off every corner of the room, off every shaved head and ripped shirt, every glass surface and every hidden nerd punk. The four of us. The way our wall hit, the sudden terror look on their faces as they leapt and elbowed their way into the sound, swinging and shouting and the security had no chance in the brawl of teenagers and their blunt-cut hair. Fourteen, fifteen, eighteen, because this was an all-agers and most were kids and the way they fell into a form of crippling madness as our amps turned string sound into voltage so the air out of the speakers seemed to rip. And stacks of them. Marshall, Fender, Ampeg. Each of them tearing the air so the hit on the audience was immediate, physical, turning them into butting heads and thrown fists.


Then five of them up on the stage, shoving, jutting legs in a Hermosa strut, that crazed dance imported here from SoCal. Spasmed limbs, all clenched teeth and jerking. Bodies flung back into the audience. Back flip, caught and passed through by reaching arms; no one was left to fall there, always caught, held. And immediately the whole of us, the four of us and the room, soaked. I stood legs apart and leant back before I had to sing, to shout at the mic.


One song, two. The rush and pile of kids and the way they went at each other, the way they held each other and swung through the scrum, hitting and hugging in that punk love thing that nobody was supposed to get.


Song four and this is the room, alive and raw.


I ran in circles as Angel bounced with his bass and Tone flung his head around. The way bass shifted the harmony and you could see it on their faces, a knowing-ness, an uncoupling of something taut and near as the kids danced their spastic dance. At song five Tone stood among the divers, staring through them as they approached and fell back. We chopped into verses and out again, faces snarled and wet. He made sudden jerks in the divers’ direction, stared them into stepping off the stage.


Song seven and these kids don’t let up, they don’t let go of this thing. Two hundred of them all ready to fight the great unnamed. The fat kid again and he didn’t care about his bleeding face and flopped into the crowd on his back, shouting.


One, two. Wood on wood. Teck, teck, teck, teck.


Song slipping into song, and in each song were the fissures, atomic-level breaches in the noise and inside them I watched for Sonya like I always looked for Sonya. For something plain and clearly sighted: a hint of eyes, a lick of mouth, a clue that she was there, keyed in, attuned to the impossible communiqués from these strange assemblies. I swung around, violently colliding with empty space, and caught a glimpse. Her hair, her brown bob bouncing beside Leo Brodkey, our pal out of Rhinosaur: legendary Louisville punkers, slow-core with drug-thirsty twin singers. They stood near Tone’s amps laughing at something beyond the boards. I watched them as I stalked, one end of the stage and back till noise hit once more and I heard her scream, a snatch of delight at this.


‘Hey shitballs,’ she screamed out. ‘Hey fucktards.’ Sonya had a way of appearing wistful when all around her was tearing itself apart. She was there on the tour out of procrastination; at war with her MA, a deserter, hiding in towns far from her desk, typewriter and supervisor. She instead spent her invaluable time screaming at bands, at her brother because Tone hated any kind of heckling. That’s the thing with siblings, they’re always doing the opposite to stay the same. ‘Con,’ she yelled at me, laughing. She was laughing because by now Tone was climbing, lifting himself up his speakers like a madman.


Up his two quad boxes and the shitty Peavey he put up against the warmth of the Marshall. He stood there in the hard, invisible air. He let his guitar feedback as the audience started throwing those clear thin plastic cups. Water and whatever bursting in the lights. Tone stood utterly still as we stormed through the two-chord stab and hit of ‘Pig Rental’. Spence the engine of it, clanging the rhythm while Angel and I hacked at the strings in some kinda time that wasn’t four-four but fit in with it just fine. It was a build. Deliberate and manipulative, fraught and waiting on the change to come and hit, to scream the anonymous thing everyone will later claim they knew all along. That narrow point of knowing reached by the sight of us switching key and making some new crude harmony and the way it would twist the inside of your guts and Tone. Tone, he stood there on his amp, balancing beneath the beams. He made exploratory hits on an inverted chord up by the ninth that invited us all to listen closely, exaggerating the build and threatening a change from the noise of this, the distortion, fracture and beat that put our faces into ridiculous snarls.


Then – Bang. Bang, bang.


The double snare hits that meant in eight bars we’d stop, pause in the centre of the song and switch keys, dive into the beaten wave that came rolling in after the silence. The movement to half-time. And there, at its head, Tone jumped.


He turned, leapt while hitting the chord back over Spence’s kit. Tone grabbed the drapes that covered an arched alcove full of restaurant junk and swung, his guitar banging about as we swam through the outro. Then he fell, inelegant, into the kit. Right on top of Spence – and somehow we didn’t stop, just kept ploughing till the last chord was reached and Tone was back on his side of the stage by Angel waiting for the next song. Kids yelling, unclaimed insults and cheers.


And all along Sonya was laughing with Leo. She tucked her hair behind her ears and laughed. She said she loved all-agers because the kids didn’t know when to stop. There was no edge of the pit, just a rallying to an ever-sharpening end she couldn’t get out of.


Half an hour, three quarters of an hour and then the end.


And at the end, once the seconds passed, the minutes passed, we sat out back in a blurred sway of post-exertion sweat and commotion. Friends sat with us, Vicki Mills, Leo and Leroy. We drank beer amid the insults and jokes. One of the support bands, Spurn-Cock up from Phoenix, brought in whisky and what a mess. The grind and grunt of this voice over that voice and we let the heat rise out of our bodies. Burnt off as if the noise and shriek and lightning-crack volume breached that section of the mind trained to purify all this into the flow of believable memory. We drank and laughed, people came by and said: What a brute fucken show, man, and we just sat, drank all sweated-up, making jokes and letting them pass as the security shifted the kids out into the evening.


Two hours later we headed to the van, that ’79 Econoline, and the five of us drove through Burstyn, through the rough streets that nerved our little town, that old college municipality 150 miles west of Chicago on Rock River jutted full of broken jetties and riverboats captured in the mud. We headed back to Tone’s warehouse at dusk, inched through the wide brick entrance of the Eighty-Eight, the name we’d given the old abandoned hulk in the days after he’d taken it over. Imagine us unloading the gear in front of the building, lowering it to the forecourt floor and standing in the vague paralysis such a matinee can put on a band; the aftershock and slow emptying out. Tone stood arguing with Spence about his hi-hats – Fuck you – then it seemed to be over until Spence took a swing at Tone and the both of them tangled for a moment and that was it. They stood panting and then laughing and then all of us found it kind of amusing and we all stood quite exhausted. There’d been 200 at the Mexicali. Bodies and hair, each thrown against the other, the mash of teens, of denim, callow skin and lit nerve. The remainder of this sat in our bodies, Polaroidic snatches, light, sweat and eyes flinted with a kind of terror. All a-glimmer in the adrenal lag.


Watch us, all quite unaware of what was to come next and you have the scene of a clear, practised memory, a cloudless event of time and movement. 


Sonya said, ‘Con, I’m seeing you later?’


I said, ‘Sure. You’re not hanging around?’


‘I gotta get a letter to my supervisor. I gotta send some words. Like every good, pretty student sends some words.’ She screwed up her face making a temporary monster out of mouth and eyes.


And again I said sure and watched her smile out past me. She hugged each of us and left a kiss on my cheek. Then she vanished with the evening.


Once we’d shifted the gear the four of us stood smoking cigarettes as the last of the rush burnt off and the conversation dimmed. Spence announced he was off to feed the two little pups Sonya and I had bought for his birthday and could be seen heading out to Vicki’s because that was where he was keeping them while he stayed with his father. Angel and Tone also slowly dispersing. And once they’d disappeared I dragged the equipment to the basement and set things up for the following day’s rehearsal before we left on the second leg of the tour. Then I vacuumed, emptied the bag, sat for an hour thinking about Sonya, and not thinking about her, then thinking about her again. Such was the intelligence of my girl: to be there when not there. I figured she’d headed to the pub over from the university library, the open-decked bar where the word-haunted sat and drank pitchers of beer looking out to the river, reading Camus, Stein and Kafka. The place we all ate dollar-fifty ribs, caught in arguments about genre and harmonic sequence, trading the names of bands and people, listed albums, notes that shaped into songs, all the epic titles we gave to scales and space. She bought bags of pot from the bartender there and liked to get blunted in the bathroom out back.


It was 7.20 p.m. by the time I heard noises. Voices chiming in and out of the building.


I abandoned the rehearsal room, went to look. I went out into the forecourt, the once roofed space in front of the warehouse all covered in yellow leaves, red and fading brown. I hunted for the voices, the creeping source of nerves heading up my neck. I stood beside the van and gazed into the various sightlines that looked towards the entrance and alley down the side to the back of the building. People were always trying to break into the Econoline, eyeballing it for equipment and junk. I found no evidence of tampering, just felt the wind, the well-bitten howl off the river. I went back into the building, the so-called Eighty-Eight, and waited at the threshold. I moved slow, wary of who might’ve entered the building while I was outside. The slow creep of this foot and that foot, a kind of ambulant whisper. I looked into the ends of the halls as I went about corners. Their long shallow darkness and all the doors. I could hear footsteps, slow and uncertain, a nervous echo of my own. I decided to run, to burst into the main area off the hall and startle the lurker. I imagined some drug hunter, thin and desperate. A fuck threatening with a blunt butter knife. I ran, lurched into a gliding run, took no more than five steps before I crashed, chest and elbows into the full front of Vicki. Bones and breast and fright, our bodies colliding, rolling off into the wall. Her forehead into my shoulder and I grabbed her arm to stop her from falling.


‘Fucken—’


‘Oomph. Jesus, Con.’


The two of us stared at each other there in the hall, hearts thumping like this was some sudden endpoint, flexed and eyes opened in the burst of adrenal thwack. Vicki Mills, five-foot-shooting-fucking-star-nothing out of Athens, Georgia. Her face graced by green make-up-model eyes and a tilted smile. She stood there shaking in a Killing Buddha T-shirt, one that used to belong to Sonya before she’d moved back to Tempe.


‘I thought you were someone else,’ I said.


‘Who?’


‘Where’s Tone?’


‘Don’t know. I was looking for Spence,’ she said.


‘Spence is – I don’t know where Spence is. I thought he was feeding the dogs at yours.’


She shook her head. ‘He was, then he was on the phone to Joan then—’


‘You seen Sonya?’ I asked.


‘You scared the shit out of me, Con.’


We stood waiting in the burnt static air left over from our collision, me panting and Vicki looking at her elbows for potential bruising. Eventually she moved me into the lounge, the enormous room of old couches packed full of horsehair, the one large table, the TV and stereo Angel had pilfered from a house up on Corking Road near the hospital and lent to Spence. And Spence had left the speakers and amp here since everything with the hospice, since he’d shifted from his house on Maple and was constantly on the move between my place and his father’s. I offered Vicki the bottle of whisky I’d bought before the gig and watched her swig and wince. She put a record on the player and sat with the bag of grapes. It was the Minutemen’s Double Nickels on the Dime. Punk and jazz and funk and she held the cover over her face so the eyes of the figure on the front covered hers. She lowered it and we watched each other until we matched the looks with laughter.


‘What do you know?’ I asked.


‘What do I know?’


‘Yeah.’


‘What do I really know?’ Her accent and how she liked to play it up all Georgia-southern. All giddy-flirty when nothing of the sort was on the cards. Vicki’d found her way into our lives via alt-rock and shared courses, then friends and houses. She lectured and tutored, killing kids with a wayward glance here and there, a lasered thing of unintended attention. She played in another of my bands – the Ruths – and we were near enough to understand our friendship was beyond the tight corporeality of music.


I nodded. ‘Sure.’


‘What do I know?’ She grinned at me – a challenge of sorts. ‘I’ll tell you, this is what I’ve figured out about knowing.’


‘Give it to me.’


She frowned. ‘Each time we’ve decided shit’s being got—’


‘What?’


‘This is the death of many things. Many, many things.’


I laughed and watched her drink.


‘Death. Finito,’ she said as her face went screwy, eyebrows unevenly arched.


‘Listen to you.’


‘Listen to me. It’s been a long week,’ she said, exhausted eyes like she had an intimate sadness she suddenly wanted to share. ‘Either that or everything I know is something I misremembered along the way.’


‘Weeks are longest near the start of winter,’ I said. ‘It’s a physical truth.’


‘I’m sitting here watching you, wondering if that’s true.’


‘Most things I say are only true once you’ve had tea with me at three a.m. Before that – I’m all nonsense.’


She laughed, eyed me again. ‘You guys were decently savage this afternoon, for an afternoon at least.’


‘I had a nap for lunch, so.’


She drank, wiped at her mouth, talked on. Stories and homespun lies. Vicki could always say what she liked and I’d listen. Especially in the Ruths; that band was always hers more than mine. Voluminous, tricky. Our first album she called Devotional: Songs of Ignorance and Intolerance. Had four chords in total.


‘Spence all right?’ I asked. I was imagining him on the phone to Joan George-Warren, talking about the gig, moaning about Tone and his hi-hats. George-Warren replying in that Texas drawl, describing the sky down Arizona way, a blue full of unspeakable silences and size.


‘Yeah, fuck. I don’t know, Con.’


‘What don’t you know?’


‘What was that about? Tone being such an asshole?’


‘We don’t do fucking around.’


‘Spence was just sorting his shit.’


‘We go on. Slam. Then off. We’re talking fireworks, bang. Off.’


She poked her tongue out at me. Stared as the old Burstyn creeper entered the room, the draught that frequently broke into the warehouse and told us this was the place we were going to die just by sitting around. It ran up my trouser leg and I remembered that one time Spence’d put me on the line and I was drunk and Joan’d sounded like someone’s mother.


‘Why was he calling Joan?’


Vicki shrugged. ‘He purports to be your closest friend, dude.’


‘Nobody’s friends onstage; everyone’s at war.’


Vicki laughed then shut her eyes, purposely sucking the joke out of my words. She was a year older than me and I often felt it. Felt her capacity to know things. I’d watch her in the cafe where we’d sit and notice how she talked, un-abrasive, adorned with the task of listening and addressing misread things, literary and social. I often thought I was in love with her.


‘Doesn’t sound like a reason for being a fuck,’ she said.


‘Yeah, well. Fuck’s a fuck. We’re nerds practising like retards, so we can be as loose as the shits. On, then off.’


‘So? He’s your— He hasn’t got anyone else. Except me. He’s got me and you, Con. He was just fixing his hats.’ She sounded resigned now. ‘He loves you, dude. These are the things he mumbles.’


‘When?’


‘I don’t know. When he’s bitching and aching.’


Aching. I hated that word. I wanted her to use another, something more practical and precisely tuned to Spence. He was permanently miserable. Always at odds with the necessary basics for being. I wanted words that marred the clinical, words that made you clasp your hands together. ‘Of course he loves me,’ I said lazily. ‘I’m prime love material.’


She smiled at me, looking up, gazing from eye to eye. ‘Well, you know. Fuck Tone anyway. Put it in your article.’


‘Sure. Fuck him.’


She laughed. I was writing a tour journal piece for Maximumrocknroll. It’d become a joke because I never worked on it except in splurges. Recalling things I’d no memory of, except for what was still vibrating through my body. Those hungry aftershocks of sound and dance we called music, called hardcore, then not hardcore.


Vicki and I talked on. University, our months and the empty months. The band and her tutoring, lecturing. The tour. Spence, Angel, Tone and I’d just done three weeks in the Econoline: Newport, Philadelphia, Richmond, Washington, Trenton, New York, Bridgeport, Boston, Akron, Chicago (where Sonya’d met us), Milwaukee, then Madison two days earlier. Then there in Burstyn before we were to head out the next day into the killer cold. We talked about the route we were taking; Vicki liked hearing the dates and towns as if they were artefacts of a dusty old idea she had of the country. We talked about Spence and the author Joan George-Warren, the odd rustling of their relationship. He was essaying about her and she was so often lurking in conversations, hiding behind intent and idea like a TV show, videotaped and just waiting to be watched when that specific paper had been written, when the last vestiges of idea had been reached. A woman famed and made in the south, cooked up in the north-east. Vicki’d started with Spence after they’d met at the writer’s art colony in Arizona back eighteen months, an illustrious place of cactus and umber hills. Became a duo. Clothes swapping. Kissing in laundromats.


‘You going to Yuma?’ I asked.


‘I’ll meet you guys,’ Vicki said. ‘I’ll see you in Cheyenne, then George-Warren’s other place.’


I said nothing.


‘The Warrenites’ place outside of Boulder,’ she said.


‘Cheyenne?’


‘It’s on the way – I’ve friends. My old psych tutor got married and moved there with her husband. Works with young women recently released from prison. How’s your Plains Sign Talk?’


‘What do you know about the woman?’ I asked.


‘Joan?’


‘Yeah.’


‘Most things. Spence’s overtaken me in the what-we-know stakes. By a fair chunk.’


‘I spoke to her on the phone for like twenty seconds.’


‘So there you go, you know everything. You’ll dislike her immensely.’


‘I don’t dislike anyone.’


‘You despise anyone who’s not listening to whatever record, then you hate them for uncooling it if they do. Dick in hand.’ 


‘And, I still don’t know nothing,’ I said.


‘Well, nothing’s something, if you want to know.’ We went quiet for a moment. Faces, lips, eyes and the cold air moving between the legs of the rotted sofa she’d lain on as we talked. George-Warren had three colonies; places dotted between cities and towns where bands showed up and played, were fed. Camaraderie was expressed there in drunkenness and accompanying grief. I knew of them only in theory, but Vicki had visited each of them during the spring of the previous year and had friends in each. She named names and watched as I instantly forgot them.


Eventually we quit gabbing and she rose, stood waving from the door and moved into the long hall and I was alone with the bottle and the shell of the warehouse, the cold and shifting, daring draughts. I put on that Modern Lovers LP and went to the cooker in the kitchen area, lit each of the gas burners. I warmed myself there, clapping my hands together until I began wondering again when Sonya was about to appear. I found myself singing random lyrics. I danced trying to keep myself warm. But instead of Sonya arriving, joining me in the kitchen, boogie-ing to that perfect rock ’n’ roll, I started recalling something less perfect. The week Spence and Vicki revealed they’d got together, how it was just a short month after Spence’s mother Ruth had died. Vicki had inherited a wreck and I couldn’t stop feeling miserable for her, sad in the way you feel for loved ones affected by cot death or worse. The whole episode had put a hole in Spence, hurt his capacity to think so bad he had a limp for a week and a half. There was always something smartly temperate in Ruth’s way, something so near to the gentle eagerness that ran in her son that it hurt in strange ways that Vicki never got to meet her. Ruth Finchman was the one to look after us when we were idiots. She was the one who gave us money for strings and fried chicken when we’d none. She made carrot cake and liked us in her kitchen, exasperating her. Putting in the dumbest questions. We love those who let us annoy and frustrate because they know there’s some question in it all – and they know the only way to answer it for us is to be amidst its phrasing. She liked having us there so she could occupy time and keep her from her husband, Frasier. There was always a sense of abrasion there, of hidden events under the long shirtsleeves she used to wear. She found amusement in the things she liked to hide, revelled in her son’s intellectual diversions. Then cancer and how she disappeared, how she vanished into her bones, how we were all caught, haggard on the idea of her slipping so silently out of reach.


I waited on Sonya but instead heard the familiar footsteps from earlier: Vicki reappearing in the dark space out in the hall and asking, ‘You want to go down the rehearsal room?’


‘Why?’


‘I feel like playing drums.’


‘Sure. You wanna hit things?’


‘Wanna exact great revenge,’ she said. A kind of vacant smile spread up her face and into her eyes.


I stood, followed her along the hall to the door that led to the stairs to the room. The whole echoic space following us as we walked to the basement. Vicki had another band with Spence on guitar and her on drums. A kind of pretty pop and jangle they played wearing matching black balaclavas. She sat behind the kit and I turned on my amps. She played in that open-hand style and I struck several chords. The room was covered in sound-limiting foam and flyers rescued from the damp walls of Burstyn’s downtown. We watched each other, the incremental gathering of speed and volume. The loosening of wrists and arms, noise and chord and – as such – so began the events that ghost this story, make white its bones, make me recoil from remembering, then recall just the same.
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Time then. Hours, four of them.


I was wrenched, torn awake. Yanked from sleep by a numb tug and body jerk. Numb and dumb cos I’d been drinking and beyond drunk and stoned and— Thud my head wanged into something hard and a tearing as my body started to wake and my head was thrown into the hardness of the seatback and some fucker was thrusting himself into me. My body chucked forward and I was trying to shout. His hands in my hair, my head forced into the clothes bag and I gagged. The motherfucker grunting and shoving and the nerved skin seemed to tear and then I knew, I knew. I’m in the van and I knew. I was in the van and this was some fucker behind me trying to get off. My body numb from chemical and booze and it was as if I was merely hearing all this and then my body felt it too. I shouted, twisted, but my torso wouldn’t move, nor my legs, arms and head, they wouldn’t move. I shouted but it was all crudely muffled. All of it, tongue and limb muted till the realization my mouth was stuffed. That my body was waking as I was being fucked and the smell of the van. The realization that I was hacking on sock fibres and saliva was dripping on my chin as my ass was being torn and my face wet. Eyes straining and tears. And the tearing. Waking and tearing.


Then shots.


The collision sound of bullet tearing at air.


Bullet sound. A shot. Shots from somewhere outside of the van, then shouting. Voices. Voices. Then. Another shot. One shot, then my body. Hands on my neck, in my hair. Fingers in the soft part of my neck, digging in. A shadowed face because I turned and it was a shadow. Bare legs at the back of mine and that man-grunt noise as he disentangled. The sense of blood and the quick shift of bodies and rushing through the van after the fucker half-clothed with his dick still out. Then the noise of myself. A nervous, tactile whimper like wind whipping slowly through the forecourt of the Eighty-Eight. I fell outside, stumbling, and I saw him – Tone lying jerking in the forecourt, an echo of his body trying to escape his prone, haemorrhaging figure. Shouting then. Shouting, then Sonya.









3


Then. Lights. Then—


Then, the next morning, and we drove out. Headed stunned under the autumn dawn, town-hopping through the fall until, twelve days on, you could find us still in the Econoline, hidden behind the ballooning of yet-spent-time as Illinois slouched behind us. As Burstyn, Chicago, Cincinnati and Evansville over in Vanderburgh County went by. Gig by gig, town by town. Springfield, St Louis. Feedback and beer, sleet and electricity. Fort Wayne, Indianapolis. In Louisville we climbed the fire escape so the rednecks downstairs couldn’t end it all before we began. Just like’d happened two years back when a fuck of truckers over the border at the Calgarian Hotel’d kicked Spence’s ribs in and we’d had to scratch the rest of the shows. Which is precisely what I hoped for as we drove in the freeze. Tone’d shot himself and I’d been muted and fucked and there was no way, no way we should’ve been out there without him. But in the morning we’d congregated at the van as he lay in the hospital two miles to the north and someone’d just said: Let’s go. I don’t recall who, and we packed the gear into the back of the van and left. All I remember thinking was Calgary and wishing those fuckers would find us again and that’d be the end of it all. But on we went, the inexplicable all of us. I spent hours in silence. I learnt it as I drove, practised it until I understood its voice was as bright as colour and as colourless as the cold.


We drove and drove.


Two hours on from Washington U and we headed west, careening without sleep. I found myself mumbling, as if I’d just been woken again by shots and I wasn’t driving at all – but I was. And then, then I felt a certain calm watching the lights peel back from the land – then the tearing and sudden panic. I twisted and writhed and it did nothing. Spencer sat shotgun endlessly unaware, the cabin glow and the dull aura of him banging about, the two of us wagged by the forces of pothole and camber as the road kept coming yard by yard, the incremental stretch of a continent giving up its span, on and on.


And on and on into venues, bars and saloons packed with students, indie-kids and punks, converted warehouses and record stores where our fists smashed at open strings and proclaimed dissonances in the name of punk, post-punk, hardcore and its descendants, antecedents. These were our points of departure and arrival. VFW halls and some kid’s front lounge. Everywhere centre lines, a crude ellipsis on and on, taking us into rooms and floors and beds and sofas and halls and all the real places of the tour diary at the end of routes like these, sparked and shaped like bloodshot eyes, with Spencer stirring in the front, twisting out of dreams as the van was rocked in the wind-blast off swaying trucks.


‘Hey,’ he said, quietly.


‘Hey.’


‘You figured it?’


‘Good morning, America.’


‘You figured it?’ he whispered.


‘What?’


‘When he’s getting out, when Tone’s getting out.’


‘Of hospital?’


‘Yeah.’


‘I’m driving: I’m figuring out everything, dude,’ I said.


‘You’ve done the mathematics?’


I tightened my scarf. ‘Sure.’


‘How many days?’ he asked. He’d the map on his lap, crinkled in the places his skills at folding had let him down.


‘Five more,’ I said.


‘Five days? How’d you get that?’


Five days. This based simply on the numbers Sonya’d given the night before in St Louis. She’d been on the phone to her brother’s doctor, slipping quarters in the slot, crying and straightening out her voice. She’d this thing she did when people couldn’t get her accent, she’d go all mid-Atlantic. Her mouth changing its shape into something I didn’t recognize. I glanced into the back of the van to make sure she was still sleeping and there she was, her eyes shut and her head on Angel’s shoulder.


‘We’re talking muscle and teeth, right?’ Spence said. ‘Tone. Just muscle and teeth.’


‘I don’t know, man.’


‘We’re living in a freak show, dude.’


He listed all the things we’d imagined every night, the parts of Tone falling away. The blood out his mouth, the skin rent and terrible. I felt the psychic core of me clench. That body panic and fear. Tone’d placed the barrel in his mouth and fired. I’d heard the noise of it, the rip and tear as I was being fucked and God knows why. Then we drove and some mornings and nights I woke to the sound and I’d find myself bleeding down there till it stopped. Days and nights playing to hundreds of kids and the fear of fluids showing through as if I’d shat myself. I’d taste metal. Iron and blood. That was what I knew and Tone was now 800 miles away, a hospital bed, drip-fed as we drove. Spence, Angel, Sonya, Leo Brodkey and I. We’d been operating as a three piece with Sonya playing the occasional guitar. Then she decided couldn’t anymore. Something about being a stand in for her brother, something about imitating his strum that made her pale. Half the songs were impossible, the other half stumbling and newly raw.


‘What you think?’ Spence said. ‘We just cancel his insurance or something?’ He opened the glove compartment and closed it.


‘Or something,’ I said. Every mile had a kind of discrete hurt attached. My own and then I’d turn and see Sonya behind and remember her own hurt. How each night she cried and asked what the hell she was doing in the van and neither of us had an answer to that, just vodka and the odd pill popped like thought balloons in the back of our minds.


Spence opened the compartment again and took out my camera. ‘You ever, ah,’ he started then stopped. ‘You ever had sex, Con, like in a hospital?’


‘—’


‘Dude, I’m serious. You like ever, porked in a hospital?’ he asked. ‘Like, in a ward, man.’


‘Half a dozen times,’ I said.


‘I’m serious.’ He was holding my camera now. My old ’68 Canonflex.


‘Maybe seven, eight times. Put that thing back, dude. You’re fucking with shit.’


I had the feeling he was smiling. That he’d asked as a joke but now really wanted to know.


‘Depends what counts. Three times, maybe, I think. Twice.’


‘Twice?’


‘I’m nineteen,’ I said and shifted on the seat, moving my ass around to find some comfort. Angel’d accused me of having piles, warts or some grotesque perianal abscess, but it was just the remains of pain and with pain there’s always fear, body fear, panic and the mind not functioning like the mind should.


‘You’re like twenty-two.’


‘No, I was nineteen, and I’m visiting Sonya visiting a friend at the university hospital. She sits on my knee in the gardens. Later we found a cupboard with two nurses.’


‘Really?’


‘You asked,’ I said.


‘Don’t be an ass-bitch.’


‘To stop me being an ass-bitch, right now –’


‘Yeah.’


‘– at this moment –’


‘Yeah,’ he said.


‘– it’d take brain surgery.’


He snorted. He lit another cigarette and leant against the window. His smallish head and light skin. Spence wore a scarf up to his neck that made him look fourteen. Twice the age he was when I met him in grade school. I almost felt sorry for him, that I wasn’t going to tell him about what really happened to me. I realized then that he wasn’t quite that person in my life, not yet. Nobody was.


He put on a tape. Some blackened LA fury and we drove silent inside their howl, silent until their noise, its violent crush of chord and coda, said this was the nature of silence, to know the destructive urge of one’s own weight, when weight is measured in the things of pause, of waiting and want, of wanting and hiding until nothing else can be heard but the stern reflection of the road and the way the road is always beneath us, telling us its inaudible things.


Twelve nights earlier Sonya had found me in the front of the warehouse stumbling away from the van. It was cold and it’d been raining. There was mud under my feet and I walked in a deliberate circle around Tone. I saw his face tangled and ripped. I couldn’t look at him, couldn’t look at his face. I wandered in an ellipsoid around the van, looming close, drawn by the gravity well of his body, his nose in the air and the tangle of skin and blood, the hint of teeth. I came close then veered. He seemed rent. Sonya soon came running out of the alcove of the front entrance. Tone coughing and spitting blood, twisted up like Holofernes after Judith had had her way. The gun still in his twitching fist like some inflamed nerve in his arm had been left open to the elements.


I was talking slow like a child. ‘Sony. Sony.’ My voice paced by my steps. I sounded high, like an adolescent near to the age he’s got to be shipped off to war.


‘Con?’ Sonya said.


‘Sony.’ I sounded pathetic.


She said, calm and stern: ‘Con? What’d he do?’ She was staring at the firearm.


And I made a noise, panicked and petty-sounding. She was walking towards me, trying to predict my trajectory so she might intercept and grab me, shine her face into my own and ask again what’d happened. But I wasn’t stopping so she went to her brother in the grass. She leant over him and started whispering, her hand on the flap of his mangled cheek.


Then ambulance and lights.


I don’t recall the drive, but was soon stationed outside his hospital room with Sonya. By then the shock had drained out and she was crying, by then she was shouting at me, then calm.


Baby, she said, and apologized.


By 4 a.m. we were asleep, leaning against each other. I woke with her hand on the inside of my thigh. Her nose nuzzled into my neck. She was warm despite the cold out. Her face was beside me, the saddest eyes quite out of focus. We upped and held each other, began to walk in the halls until we came to a small room, disused and empty. It occurred to me that this was something she needed, an act specific and utterly physical to lure back a sense of normality after the sight of Tone in the grass, of him in his bed, breathing strange among tubes and nurses. But there was no normalcy, just fear. Fear and a sudden shame. A panic that rounded and pinched as she reached at me. Her hand in my fly and I was shaking and ragged. Horrified she’d see the blood in my underwear, that she’d know. Horrified she’d see the bruises on my neck and wrapped round my collarbone. That she’d know, and suddenly everything. I was panting, certain someone was going to come and grab my hair and crack my head on the stainless-steel basin in the corner. Hurt us both, break us. I sat on a stool barely hard and crying. And she was crying, sliding my limp erection between her thighs, weeping and wiping my face.


And it wasn’t sex really, it was an echo of sex. I felt her body, and felt the inside of mine, hollowed out by something furious, the flash and rush of ill-defined memory.


Early the next morning we’d driven to Spence’s – his father’s huge house on Jarvis and 3rd, near campus – and knocked. Spence was living on funds from his scholarship and trying to get out of the family home since he’d returned from his place on Maple, but there was something there he didn’t seem to know how to leave. Frasier Finchman answered in his large robe, the heavy Prussian-blue set in place by clean, white piping. He was established in the English department, there since the early seventies and known for his calling out of students late to class with a hard, vicious wit. His large bulbously ball-like head made me think of the sound soccer balls make when tapped with a hammer. He stared at us. Said Spence’d gone out to the Eighty-Eight.


‘What on earth was he doing with a gun?’ he asked as we turned to leave. ‘What kind of levels of idiocy are you up to now?’


‘Excuse me?’ Sonya said.


‘What kind of levels of idiocy are you people up to?’ 


‘Excuse me?’ Sonya said. 


‘Look at the world.’


‘Why?’


‘Look at the people in the history of the world.’


‘I’m looking at you,’ Sonya said.


‘Look at everyone.’


We stared, the shape of him framed by the house behind and I felt a tremor in my arm and Sonya walked towards him. A vibrating pulse in my forearm and down to my hand which began shaking.


‘Who does guns? The drug drunk do guns, the paranoid and dull. Look at you. And thieves, and the drug-fooled. What kind of so-called musician carries a gun?’


‘So-called-fucked-if-I-know, sir,’ Sonya said mutely in her thickened accent as she began walking away.


‘Don’t you come around my house dirty-talking, Miss Seburg.’ He stared at us, a rent grimace on his face as if he couldn’t use the muscles with any natural aplomb.


‘Sorry?’ Sonya said. She turned hard and took a step towards him. They stared at each other. He always seemed apprehensive of Sonya, whether it was her voice or her lack of hesitation, I couldn’t tell. When I was young Spence’d have me over and Ruth’d make jelly moulds and let us play in the backyard, improvising various games of deep-wrought importance we’d once observed on TV and repeated in the grass cuttings and she’d watch and clap and join in if we needed a third body before going back inside to make dinner for her husband and sometimes I’d stay. Sometimes I’d watch and listen and feel that tuned elegance of family life slowly compromise itself at the fall of a discordant comment. I’d seen Spence’s father turn and smack Ruth with the back of his hand, knocking off her glasses, stand and take the newspaper to the living room where he’d watch the TV with the sound turned down, furious at any noise in the house. I was terrified, but sixteen years on Sonya had an eagerness to watch his threats become babble. And as they stood considering each other on the front step Spence’s father eventually gave in to her slow movement towards him and retreated into the house.


We drove across town and found Spence in the basement room. He was packing up his drums into cases, saying we had to hit the road early. He’d been crying; there was salt in the corner of his eyes. We asked if he’d seen anything and he just said: ‘Do we take his guitars? Or, what the fuck?’


‘Your father’s a cunt, Spencer,’ Sonya said.


‘Of course he’s a cunt, Sonya. Why the fuck you think I’m down here and not getting a head full of him?’ He was standing in his immense coat, shivering and still twitching with last night’s drunk.


Spence, now he made noise like he’d just woken as we hit a cloud bank rushing out of the black and we drove momentarily inside its ghost. Angel began playing chords huddled in the black back of the van where he sat beside the nodding-out Leo and Sonya. Whenever we walked from van to venue, from bar to deli, we felt hard, equalized by intent and reason, when we merged on the stage we felt an identical force – but here we were shadows lurking, waiting. Angel stopped playing, then started again. Slow chords with the same high note ringing through. The strange fact I could hear the notes quite clearly over the charge of the vehicle as we went west through plains and rolled hills, damaged trees here and there, birch and pine and deciduous things I can’t name. Angel played those few chords, the ache of notes harmonizing. And our Spence looked into the rear where Sonya was wearing his enormous coat, a shearling fur-lined leather thing almost living. He and Angel watched each other, the rumble of the van and the air on the outside. The last note Angel hit rang on, the way it vibrated and touched against the pick and the two of them watched each other as if confirming the thing they had both thought for the last ten days. Tone wasn’t coming back any time soon, no matter what numbers were said. He was in hospital until we didn’t know when. We passed the lit entrance to the Callaway power plant, its immense cooling tower lit up. The yellow street lamps flickered through the fence and trees and it was as if eyes were catching us with their cameras, holding us for a moment of obscure fame, shadows coming and going. Sonya reached with her mitten and muted the strings.


Spence went back to leaning against his window with my camera in his hands, his eyes closed, the world flashing millimetres from his head.
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We’d driven out of Burstyn ten cities earlier, following the lines pinned to the map on the wall of our office in the Eighty-Eight. The huge array of linked maps marked with red ink, tacks supporting little flags. Dates, venues. I didn’t like to drive more than ten hours at a stretch, which worked out at near seven inches on the map. I set a compass at that width, gauging the distance and planning the routes. Everywhere inside that radius held the kind acts of friends and citizens of punk and DIY determination, dudes deep in the scene never before met but somehow they were people who knew us and their willingness to feed us and house us made unknowable towns open. Patterns of friendship and apartments, conversations and family like gestures, offerings of drink, floor and names – the linkages of town, road and city. We’d arrive and sit on crates sharing these names, laughing and trading tapes among junked sofas and the discards of takeout and other lives that had nothing to do with music. And once there I spent hours in strangers’ bathrooms trying to see what kept bleeding, wadding tissue and wedging it there before I drove us once more because it was always I that drove.


And as I drove I was plagued by dual terrors: that what happened could happen again, was about to happen again; that what happened was communicable, knowable to others by smell, smile or look. In Springfield Spence’d knocked on the bathroom door where I sat with Sonya’s mirror trying to see. I’d been in there an hour and he was letting me know how many minutes had passed since I’d left the couch where everyone was sitting playing Road Runner on Atari and drinking vodka. I came out and he was loaded up on smartass remarks, but they seemed to drift out of him when he saw my face. The tag was sticking up from the back of his shirt and I watched as he reached to tuck it in. Then he sidled past into the filthy bathroom and the smell. I’d felt sick then because I swore that by that stench he could know anything about me suddenly.


I’d never been nervous for myself before this, never shy of shouting some muscular phrase to anchor our shared anxieties to the gigs and rehearsals. I was constantly within the unconscious of us all, looking for communiqués of pain and depressed motive. I was greedy to know the force of others’ torment, wanted to harness it, kill it with the noise we wished to flatten the entire country with. But here an inversion was at play: I could no longer hear the interior monologues of others, just the ever-shifting shape of my own silence.


Before the tour me and Spence had spent hours trying to find the rational route from here to there within those seven inches set on the compass, figuring support acts, available venues, and when there wasn’t a venue, some crude alternative. We’d do the scheduling alone, or with Tone when he was around. We came to know our small habits in the cold dark, the things we didn’t learn by playing or drinking or horsing. These were the things learnt when working exhausted. There was always something calming about the measuring. Drawing up the means of our escape by staring at something so small as a map.


Then, two days before the tour started, we completed the itinerary and the two of us celebrated by walking. We went ambling down to Neves Ave, where I’d been living for years in a shitty house with a blanket across the window. We wandered west, then north on 7th through the pitiful grey induced by light drizzle, the two of us making a pattern in the street grid as the sun came up in the vague east. We walked, naming the cities in order, then said them in reverse, as if this reversal told us the nature of completed things. I bought cigarettes at the gas station on 4th Street, then stopped in at the next 7-Eleven to buy a box of matches because neither of us, we realized, had a light. Two chemistry students we knew from the college were hanging at the trash cans. They tried to get us to come over and smoke pot at their vaguely infamous house on Kingchester Street.


‘Dudes, we don’t do the pots,’ Spence’d said as we headed out. ‘Can’t afford the hunger.’


Light banter, addressing the pussy-assed nature of our competing faculties and we were on our way through the dull lit streets with the new knowledge that Humanities could die and no one’d notice. We walked through the outlying edge of the closed business district till we rounded the corner of Delany Street. We walked on and it seemed the two of us had always been walking, since the first time he realized he could escape his house, that there was a way out and we’d be wandering. But how this was an escape was like asking me to explain a book I’d never read, a room never entered. We’d been friends since elementary school. We chewed the same gum, watched the same cartoons and learnt how to be cruel to my sister and mom. Then we didn’t see each other for half a decade when his folks moved away to Evanston. Then he turned up at high school with a dog chain around his neck like the world had been suddenly rebooted in some horrific and startling error. He looked great and I got one also. We formed our first band sitting around his mother’s piano, me banging on a can: The Mock Genders, which is still a great name. Then we were ExSpence & the Con. Then, at seventeen, Dick Saw, after convincing Angel to learn the bass back when he was a sophomore working at Big Tune, the record store on Neves and 7th.


Angel was book mad, music mad. Hemingway obsessed. Marlowe crazed and he’d no idea what Finchman’s life was like. How Spence used to bolt as soon as he heard Ruth and Frasier start up fighting, come and creep into the shed in my parents’ backyard where I’d hid a roll-up mattress. He’d throw stones at my window and I’d know he was outside. We’d hang out till morning, talking, joking. Most nights without sleep. We’d nap at recess in a closet. One day he walked in on me getting a hand job from a girl in that same little room and we didn’t speak for two months. Then college and we all stayed put in Burstyn, which felt right, but in the future seems so strange. Like there was a way out and we never took it like all our friends who dispersed blindly across the country.


‘It’s always chemistry kids hanging out the back of garages,’ Spence said. ‘You notice?’


‘Someone once told them that’s where the girls are at. So they’re still there, sniffing for evidence.’


He laughed at me then went still and quiet. A couple of cats scrapped over leftover chicken bone and meat and we heard the sound of women shooing them inside. ‘Fuck this,’ he said. He started walking back the other way, back towards the gas station and the guys.


‘What’s up, man?’ I asked.


He stayed silent until we were back there beside the garbage cans and abandoned pallets. There was no one there.


‘You want to get stoned?’ I asked.


He looked concerned. ‘No, I just . . .’


‘What, man?’


He went over to the Coke machine around by the front door. He put in some quarters and listened as the coins made their way through the machine and the can fell out into the tray. He stared at it, mist rising off the cold metal. He left it there and turned around, looking for something.


‘I just want someplace to stay,’ he said.


‘Stay at mine.’


‘I’m not staying at yours. Your roommates’ll burn the couch if I’m there one more night.’


‘You want to stay at the chem-heads?’


He shrugged. ‘I think we can define safety as the place where complexities are simplified by idiocy.’


I laughed, but he stayed plain-faced. Eyes like the deadened prose of essay and thesis, those things slowly killing him. He lugged large tomes around on tour, writing strange marginalia to the gods and wearing looks like they were talking back to him in impregnable code.


‘We’ll head out soon,’ I said.


‘Yeah, I get this. Con, here’s a thing.’


‘You got a thing?’


‘I’d like to know what it’d be like to kill the fucker, you know? I’d like to know what it’d be like to feel the depth of that particular shock; that a human is capable of that kind of shit; that I’m a human and . . .’ He spat into the gutter of the Coke machine.


‘Let’s get drunk someplace,’ I said. ‘We deserve unremitting drunkenness.’


‘Just want to sleep, dude,’ he said. ‘I’ll sleep in the van. Someone’s got to watch it.’


‘What about the Kingchester crowd?’ I asked.


‘Fuck ’em. I’d just argue with them till my brain breaks anyway,’ he said. ‘Then I’d know nothing.’


I went to get the can of Coke. He grabbed my arm.


‘Leave it,’ he said.


I left it there and we walked in the hazy dawn. The odd car now, a bus empty and dutifully waiting at a deserted stop. The windows of bedrooms sudden lightboxes, silhouettes and dogs barking at the half-state of a waking town. I went back an hour later after Spence’d crashed out in my bed and grabbed the can. It was still cold, as though the sun hadn’t yet begun creeping through the streets. I put it in the dumpster and went and slept on the couch.


Two days later we drove out for Newport on the first leg of the tour, eight hours, two tanks. Then Burstyn, then on. Ten cities and finally Springfield and Spence came out of the shitter and sat beside me amidst all the noise from the TV and all the shouting as the little roadrunner on the screen failed again and again. Spence spoke quietly, as if he knew secret things, things of domestic ritual, inward and dense.


And then, as the sun rose in Missouri three days later we took the road east from a village named Big Piney. I drove three miles of gravel feeling gracious that I could feel sorry for him instead of myself, but it didn’t last long, it couldn’t. Trees hung over the drive, leaning as if we were in the summer and this was the place we could stop and the boys and Sonya would jump in the water in their underwear – or in the flesh if there was no one to see. Breasts, cocks, buttocks and hair. We were a landlocked species, always on the lookout for watery space to wash out the worst of ourselves. Then I was turning to Spence to ask about where the hell we were and he banged on the dashboard as a flock of crows burst up.


I turned quick, said: ‘Yeah. I got it.’ I had, I saw it: a dip and a ford.


‘You got it?’


My hand on the gear stick and the sound of the engine wound up as I went down into second from fourth. The physical memory of vibration and voice and I braced myself. Spence turning to the back of the van. ‘Ford,’ he shouted so Sonya, Angel and Leo could ready themselves. It was unexpectedly there, a cut in the bank and a rough descent to the floor of the creek. The sight of boulders and scree.


‘F-Ford,’ Spence said.


‘We’re fording!’ Angel said.


‘Ford!’ Leo shouted out. He often rode with us to escape his brother and bandmates in the Rhinosaur van. Their specific stink and lines of verbal and personal abuse. He was using then, sticking needles in his arm and jumping in the back of the van where it was quiet.


‘We’re fording, fuckers. In a Ford,’ Spence said and I turned, a micro glance his way and caught his grin.


‘The fuck’s this doing here?’ Angel called out. The processes we went through were always turning to questions; their answers always a substitute for intelligence. I went down into the gears, the van and its peculiar patches of grip in the outward pull of the clutch. I let the engine slow us, then accelerate us out – revs high, water low.


‘This is,’ Spence said looking down at the map, ‘Argot River, so we’re near.’


Angel leant into the front. He had a heavy man smell about him. The kind of smell some women wanted bottled. Then he fell backwards into the rear, laughing as the bottom of the van scraped. The sump, the differential.


‘That’s—’ he said. ‘Fuck.’


‘It’s all right,’ I said. My voice felt tired and worn.


‘This had better be the fucken, I don’t know –’ Angel said, leaning into the front once more.


‘This is the place,’ Spence said.


‘– Northwest Passage, El Julfar. Whatever.’ Angel’s hand pressed against the dashboard, his fingers spread. ‘Whatever. This is whatever.’ His knuckles were white like there was only bone under his skin and nothing else.


‘What do we call these dudes?’ Sonya asked.


‘Warrenites. They’re nice,’ Spence said. ‘Interesting at least.’


‘And who are we?’ Angel asked.


‘You know who we are,’ Spence said. ‘I’s at their other place last year, kiddos. They’re fine.’


Sonya leant forward, pushing Spence out of the way. She roughed up my hair. It was long and heavy with ten nights of playing.


‘So this one of Joan George-Warren’s?’ she asked.


‘Which one’s that?’ Angel queried.


Sonya put her chin on my shoulder. She pouted, then said: ‘She’s the one with the whips.’


‘There’s no w-whips,’ Spence said. He sometimes put on a stutter. Sometimes it came without thinking, like an idea or a visitor with strange intentions. We teased him about it because that’s what young men do.


‘She’s the one with the dungeon and the iron maiden,’ Sonya said.


‘They make their living off selling postcards and art for Christ’s sake,’ Spence said. ‘She’s the one from down south. Beardy guys and sand. She has that big party in Phoenix every Christmas. Every dumbass band.’


‘Is that in the diary?’ Angel asked.


‘The gig’s in the book. Booked,’ I said.


‘Is she here?’ Sonya asked. And when Spence said no, I felt a kind of relief. ‘Do people still do beards?’ she asked.


‘Depends who they’re scared of,’ Angel said. ‘All facial hair has something to do with fear.’


I pulled out of the creek as the road returned to dirt and it was obvious only vehicles with a high wheel base could make this journey regularly. I felt the bottom of the van scrape. We ducked under tall long-limbed trees with their arms hanging and a breeze signalling the way towards the farm whose details Vicki had passed on to Spence. My chest began thickening, a heart-grabbing panic sent from the gut. I huffed and Spence looked over.


I drove slowly up out of a gully and onto a piece of flat land, farmland and then a fence and then the signs of the commune. We only wanted to get to the Warrenites’ compound so we could eat then sleep then whatever.


‘Dance with that one,’ Angel said.


We saw women in loose-fitting dresses, two men with beards and another with a moustache strolling rogue in the countryside, half clean-shaven, and I felt momentarily disappointed: I wanted ordinariness when I saw ordinariness; I wanted repetition when I saw belief. The sense of certainty written again and again in the look and walk and stitch. I stopped the vehicle at the gate. A man came jogging.


‘You guys the sand hillers?’ he asked.


‘Sure,’ I said.


‘Which one of you’s Finchman?’


‘Which one of you’s Joan?’ Angel asked.


‘I’m Spence,’ Spence said.


‘And Vicki?’


‘We have no Vicki,’ I said.


‘We were expecting a Spence and a Vicki.’


‘I’m Vicki,’ Sonya called out from the back and poked her face through.


‘What kind of band are you guys?’ the man asked.


‘Ecclesiastical,’ Angel said. He’d usually look at the ceiling when he was joking, but this time looked straight at the guy. Beside him on the gate, handwritten in an elegant script on a split and sanded log were the words: Be among those who renew the world, be there to make the world progress towards perfection. The man tapped the roof of the van. Rust particles fell through the door, making a light, hollow sound.


‘Hallelujah,’ Angel said, and the man watched us head through into George-Warren’s camp in the lowlands of the great Missourian valley.


We angled note against note, note against rhythm. This stressed beat, this flat-fifth. Played hard for forty members out of the art colony. Four amplifiers and we were really just having fun. I spread them about the stage set-up in their common area, splitting the signal and using my echo unit on one side and Tone’s amp on the other. Men danced, the older men. We hit out covers. We played Wire. Here we were, monstrous on ‘A Touching Display’. Played it for ten minutes. Angel feeding back his bass on the eternal solo. Things got jammy when we stopped bothering with songs and just sat on a chord and played at being German like we did in the rehearsal room when there weren’t any songs left to practise and it was midnight and we didn’t feel like dispersing. We just felt like listening to the sound of amplifiers and rhythm. Krautrock. Strict beat. Homage to our name.


The crowd swayed, eyes closed and I closed mine for the moment and imagined we were somewhere else where this stuff made sense. Chicago perhaps, Cubby’s, or The Channel in Boston. The kids throwing everything they had in the air, bodies and friends, raw teenagers screaming and teetering. Here it’s painters, sculptors and writers and kids. Children flopping about, a toddler falling on its bulgy rump. And then slowly we weren’t playing the song, I was tuning and people were clapping. A hard rain of hands in a room full of artwork, of large triptychs and desert scenes. The walls jammed tight with evidence of thought and the expanding mindscape. Vicki’d been here some months earlier; she hadn’t said anything about the sheer mass of work when she told me about it during practice. Just that it was teetering somewhere between innocence and insanity, that she’d fallen in love with the place.


Teck, teck, teck, teck.


And then fuck it. Now I’m Johnny Thunders snarling at the pretty girls. I’m Greg Sage with a perfect right hand. I’m the Minutemen’s D. Boon bouncing on the spot, a singular pogo amidst the ghosts of punkers lost. I’m Sterling Morrison dazed in abandoned blues runs.


‘What you guys do for head around here?’ Angel yelled between numbers. A woman said something back. A mild retort, giddy-sounding, and I thought perhaps she was once a school teacher, that perhaps she still was. ‘No, I mean it,’ Angel said. ‘What you guys do when you’re sick of jerking off?’


There was a titter.


Then Spence on the kick and snare, the ping of the ride cymbal and Angel and I following each other – A and A#. People laughing and we felt easily alert. But then the chords caught. The stern groove, the brute rhythmic juxtaposition. I felt our facial expressions lock. The quickness inside the beat. Kick, kick, snare, snare, snare. And then no one was laughing because they saw our faces change as we remembered the music. The flex of muscles, firm chords and the contort under our skin and the people stared or they started to look away as we recalled the force of the song.


And Spence there at the back, hammering a kind of pattern born deep in the harmony of the whole chugging chunked sound. Kick, kick, snare. Kick, kick, snare, tom, snare. The patterned walloping of fists and hair. He used to play the piano at school, then converted to the drums when he was fourteen and his mum had moved them out of the house for a while and there was no piano to play. The whole keyboard thing my guess as to why he was so damned musical in these specific arrangements. He’d place toms like notes – rise the beat up and against the structure and hold its pressure. Angel just slipped in next to him and let the guitars be a modulating growl, a mongrel noise hinting at melody, slipping back from where it desires to careen into the obvious sentiment of fabricated key shifts we’ve all read somewhere. And we sang, I sang. Tone and Spence wrote the songs but I was always the singer. The one to take the blame when it all went wrong.


Each night the song altered, changed, no matter how much we desired it to remain a precise replica of the tune in our heads because each tune is the performance, the enactment of memory. And perhaps that’s why there is never one tune in our heads. On any given occasion any song could be dominated by the pull of one or other of our maladies. And with no Tone, this was all exaggerated, yanked out of place. The songs half there, staggering without him as we tried to remember their source. Each song is a ghost and there I was, against the mic, crouched. Mouth pointed upwards, eyes into the lights. Sometimes I’d howl, sometimes I’d hack, sometimes my voice went and I was mouthing utter dread because it would stretch open the eye of the Eighty-Eight and show that what happened in the back of the van wasn’t larking, wasn’t a prank and my voice became the explicit one-note chord, knotted by a scream.
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