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			Advance praise for I Buried Paul:

			“In his touching and funny novel, Bruce Ferber comes not to bury Paul McCartney but to celebrate his true believers, the dreamers who carry the torch of their youthful rock dreams well into pension age, and who refuse to sacrifice their passion despite high cholesterol counts and the possibility of embarrassing themselves. I Buried Paul is a tender paean to the music that changed us all, its revivifying and enduring power.”

			—Marc Weingarten, author of The Gang that Wouldn’t Write Straight: Wolfe, Thompson, Didion, Capote, and the New Journalism Revolution

			“Reading Bruce Ferber’s latest novel is like being told a great tale from your favorite and funniest pal—the one who really seems to know stuff—the one you trust—the one who gets you when nobody else does. Long live Paul.”

			—Jason Alexander

			“Bruce Ferber’s prose is music to my ears. I Buried Paul is very funny, and very insightful.”

			—John Densmore, New York Times bestselling author of Riders on the Storm, drummer in a famous rock band

			“Funny, heartfelt, and unafraid... A book for anyone who loves music or has ever tried to keep a dream alive.”

			—Ben Loory, author of Tales of Falling and Flying

			“First, the good news: Paul isn’t dead, and this isn’t an autopsy. Rather it’s a funny, moving novel about trying to find your way home from the Abbey Road of your teenage fantasy life, while simultaneously escaping the shadows cast by your father, your older brother, many failed relationships, and a world that doesn’t like to see people doing what they love—such as making their own music. Reminiscent of Anne Tyler and Richard Russo (if either could keep a steady bass beat), Bruce Ferber writes humorous fiction for grown ups.”

			—Scott Bradfield, author of The History of Luminous Motion

			“Funny, deep, and compulsive, I Buried Paul is a tribute to family, lifelong friends, and the Beatles tunes that unite them. Told with Ferber’s trademark wit, literary verve and big-heartedness, it’s a veritable magical mystery tour of growing up and finding love and meaning in a complex world.”

			—Michaela Carter, author of Leonora in the Morning Light
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			For Queen B, RIP.

		

	
		
			“Information is not knowledge. 

			Knowledge is not wisdom. 

			Wisdom is not truth. 

			Truth is not beauty. 

			Beauty is not love. 

			Love is not music. 

			Music is the best.”

			—Frank Zappa
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			Milestones are seldom what they’re cracked up to be, unless you’re a charmed preppie who inherits the Hallmark gene. My first time kissing a girl turned out to be a mercy stunt, engineered by some douchey linebacker on the junior varsity. The most memorable thing about getting my driver’s license was that I had no car, and my parents’ station wagon was never available. When I put on the cap and gown for high school graduation, it felt like I was going to a Halloween party, dressed as a fraud.

			As I went on to achieve my own versions of milestones, none of them would adhere to society’s definitions or timetable. Instead, they appeared out of the blue like stealth jack-in-the-boxes. How was I to know that the fourth kiss from my third girlfriend would be the portal to life-changing sex? Or that on my first solo plane trip at eighteen, I’d be moved to First Class and treated like a VIP, despite having accomplished nothing? Or that shortly after the plane touched down, I would never again look at the world the same way. 

			It’s not that I’m against the element of surprise. I’m just convinced it would be a lot less stressful to be the Hallmark guy.

			Rarely has anyone so relished the opportunity to visit Bixby, Oklahoma, in August, where the average temperature hovers around ninety-one degrees with seventy-five percent humidity. But I hadn’t come for the sod-growing convention or to attend prayer breakfasts at Oral Roberts University. My mission was to spend a week with my big brother, Eddie Kozlowski, lead guitarist for the popular, small-venue cover band, Traction. Fourteen years my senior, Eddie had invited me to join him on a leg of his Midwest tour, and, after shameless begging on my part, Mom and Dad agreed to let me go. They spent most of their Sunday mornings praying for Eddie to come to his senses and reconsider an intern position with Bob Snell, an accountant they knew. 

			As far as I was concerned, my brother surpassed Neil Armstrong in the role model department. Perhaps if Neil had once slept on the top bunk in my room, he’d have the edge, but I had witnessed firsthand how hard Eddie worked to become a rock star. Even though his band didn’t write original material and might, on occasion, play a bar catty-corner to a wheat field, I was convinced that my brother had reached the Promised Land. He had figured out a way to not be a lawyer or a CPA and make a living doing the thing he loved most—which was the thing I loved most. 

			I’d never seen a better smile than the one on Eddie’s face the day he pulled up to Tulsa International in the band’s beat-up Econoline. To be fair, I couldn’t make out his upper lip, given the Lemmy Kilmister mustache he’d been growing since the beginning of the tour, but it took more than facial hair to contain Eddie’s spirit.

			As I emerged from baggage claim, he shouted “Jimmy the K!”, bolted out of the van, and proceeded to hug me so hard I feared for my upper vertebrae. “Look at that hair!” Eddie exclaimed, tousling my shoulder-length locks that paled in comparison to his layered Bon Jovi ’do.

			I felt blessed to be included in his world, and not just because of the music. Most of my friends had complicated relationships with their brothers, but Eddie and I were always stoked to be in each other’s company. Maybe we got along so well because the difference in age ruled out any sort of competition between us, but my guess is that even had we been twins, I could never compete with him. 

			“Gonna be a killer show tonight, little bro!” He slapped me on the back. “You’re gonna love Oklahoma!”

			I already did. The first night would be Bixby, the next, Tulsa, the following night, the college town of Norman, then Oklahoma City. You always heard about musicians hating the grind of the road, but to Eddie it was salvation. Before he started touring with Traction, he’d spent most of his life on Long Island, so, to him, each stop was a new adventure, no matter how small the town, shitty the club, or meager the crowd. Since I’d grown up just like Eddie, I felt the same way, even though my stint on the tour would only amount to seven days. “So, what are the motel rooms like?” I had to ask.

			“Phenomenal,” Eddie said. “Every night a clean bed, every morning a big-ass mess to remind us of all the partying we did.” 

			“I wish I didn’t have to go to college,” I muttered, lost in the moment. My musical abilities couldn’t hold a candle to Eddie’s, but after sitting in his van for two minutes, I wanted to ride around in it forever.

			“Plenty of time to play music,” he assured me. “Your education is only going to help.”

			I thought of how happy Dad would be to hear Eddie’s speech. Then it occurred to me that maybe they had cut a deal whereby I’d be allowed to visit, provided Eddie encouraged me to stick with my college plan. I decided to put the dark cloud of academia out of my mind, not wanting anything to spoil my first night on tour. 

			Soon we were driving through towns with names like Broken Arrow and Jenks, and, a few minutes later, pulling into the parking lot of the Bixby Holiday Inn. Eddie said that before we headed up to the room, he wanted to show me the lounge where he’d be performing that night. I followed him through the entrance and into a dark, smoky space out of a forties film noir. In front of us stood a nondescript bar populated by a couple of red-faced farmer-types who looked as if they’d been sitting there since the Korean War. The farmers glanced over in our direction, their expressions exuding “who invited this hippie scum?” Twenty years after the Summer of Love, these guys still held a grudge, wearing their entrenchment like a badge of honor. Eddie paid them no mind and led me to the other side of the bar where, at the center of the tiny stage area, sat a drum kit with the word “Traction” plastered across the kick drum beneath the Ludwig insignia. The guitar stands and mics were set up, the other instruments still in their motel rooms. “I think it’ll be a good crowd tonight, Jimbo,” he said, pumping his fist for good measure.

			“How do you know?” 

			“I don’t know. I just think it’ll be good, and usually I’m right.”

			I wasn’t about to question a professional. At the same time, I was clear-headed enough to recognize that a lounge in Bixby was not the most distinguished performance space for a guitar god to showcase his power.

			What made my brother believe that a Holiday Inn thirty miles outside of Tulsa was worthy of his rock ‘n’ roll dreams? Eddie explained that there were a whole lot of Holiday Inns which, when you added up all the people who heard and enjoyed his music on a nightly basis, was nothing to sneeze at. “Keep your eyes on the prize, but while you’re looking—rock on.”

			Normally the band didn’t have dinner until after the show, but once we dropped off my suitcase in the room, Eddie asked if I was hungry. I said yes, and he took me out for pizza. At the restaurant, we were treated to a few more disdainful looks, after which I asked about Gene Klein, the rhythm guitarist and leader of Traction, who’d grown up in our neighborhood and had planted the rock ‘n’ roll seed in Eddie’s head.

			“Gene’s Gene. Found his calling as a toddler and never looked back. In Red Cloud, Nebraska, he’s like Van Halen.”

			“That’s insane.” It really was when you considered the history. Gene’s father had been a Holocaust survivor whose approach to life was to be as invisible as possible, and here was his son, strutting his stuff across a swath of the country that viewed Jews as cheap novelty items. From my brother’s point of view, Gene Klein was bigger than bigotry. Rock ‘n’ roll supremacy had made him an exclusive, in-demand party favor. 

			I offered Eddie a slice of pepperoni, which he refused, explaining that the grease would screw up his stomach and get in the way of the evening’s guitar shredding. When I asked which songs the band would be playing, he said it would be cooler for me to be surprised by the setlist. Of course it would be cooler. My brother’s ideas were always one step ahead of mine. 

			Eddie wanted to know about things at home. I told him it was the same as always: Mom and Dad worrying about finances, missing him, wishing they could have come along. Suddenly, we both burst out laughing. It went without saying that if our parents had the money for two more plane tickets, they would have gladly made me sacrifice my coveted week of freedom so they could observe their other son “wasting his life.” A direct quote. 

			We returned to the motel, and Eddie excused himself to get ready for the show. Showers had to be taken, hair begged to be blown dry, outfits were in need of assembly. I volunteered to go down to the lounge while I waited for show time, and Eddie said I’d probably enjoy that more than hanging around the room.

			It was an empowering feeling, returning to that divey place by myself, bellying up to the now farmerless bar; ordering the first of what would likely amount to four ginger ales. Little by little, the lounge started to fill up, an equal mix of Holiday Inn guests and local kids in their twenties, ready for a night on the town in the only place that could deliver one. Traction was billed to go on at 8, but at 8:45 or so there was still no sign of Eddie or the rest of the guys. I managed to exchange a few glances with a cute redhead, who’d arrived with maybe five girlfriends. After a few cat-and-mouse volleys, she wandered over to my table to introduce herself.

			“Hey, I’m Toni.”

			“Jimmy.”

			“Usually, the guy comes over to my table and asks to buy me a drink, but I guess there’s a lot of us, and you’re kind of shy.”

			Shy and underage was the truth of it. “I would have come over to you but … I left my ID at home,” I explained.

			“That won’t be a problem, since I have mine.” Pulling her license out of her bra, Toni went on to tell me that I would be buying her a vodka tonic, and would I like to buy myself one as well? 

			“Sure,” I said, as the beginning of Independence Week had gone from zero to sixty at warp speed. Still, when Toni held out her hand for the cash, it took me back to the mortifying Makeout Fakeout of 1985, and I began looking around for suspicious linebacker types. There didn’t seem to be anybody matching that description, and the last thing I wanted was to come off as a dweeb, so I slapped a ten and a five in her hand. Around 9:15, just as Toni stepped up to the bar, the room went black. Two or three minutes later, the crowd started to murmur, wondering if what they assumed was the start of the show was, in fact, a power outage. 

			“Jimmy?” I heard Toni’s voice shout out. 

			“I’m over here.”

			“I have your drink.”

			Power outage be damned, at least I wasn’t getting punked again. “I’m holding out my arm,” I told her, reaching around until my hand somehow connected with my drink. “Here’s the chair,” I instructed, guiding her to the seat next to me. Once Toni sat down, I found myself becoming intoxicated by whatever citrusy scent was emanating from her pores. I leaned in closer, figuring I could always blame an inadvertent head-bump on the dark. 

			“Cheers,” she said, and after two near misses, we managed to clink glasses. Then, after only one near-miss, she kissed me. 

			In a split second, my priorities changed from desperately wanting to hear my brother’s band to hoping the blackout lasted till morning. Having no clue as to when the lights would come on again, Toni and I acted as if we needed to accomplish as much as possible in Dark Time, however long that turned out to be. Deep, hungry kisses, the squeezing of breasts and seizing of crotches, all in what could’ve been five seconds or five minutes. Suddenly I felt Toni pull away. She dropped to the floor, unzipped my fly and set to work. Independence Week, Day One, had veered off the track and was now bound for the stratosphere. As much as I wanted to enjoy my good fortune, I was young and nervous. I tried deep breathing, which did the trick until my eighth or ninth inhale—when the stage lights came up. Toni jumped back to her seat and we both tried our best to compose ourselves. It turned out not to matter because nobody was interested in us anyway. All eyes were on Gene, who had launched into the opening chords of “Should I Stay or Should I Go?” Seconds later, Toni was up out of her chair, bouncing to the beat, and looking at me on the line: “you’re happy when I’m on my knees.” 

			It might have been a tiny room in Nowheresville, but to the Bixby crowd, this was the Roxy and the Bottom Line and the Fillmore all rolled into one. Gene took total command of the stage, and Eddie made him look even better, adding power chords, arpeggios—whatever managed to convey maximum energy without coming off showy. From what I could tell, the bass player and drummer didn’t have a fraction of Eddie’s talent or Gene’s charisma. Their playing was serviceable enough, but they were poseurs. The crowd didn’t seem to care as the band uncorked one pulsating delight after the next (“Addicted to Love,” “Jump,” “Vicious”), the adrenaline pumping faster with each successive tune. Then, just as the night looked as if it had peaked, Traction took it to the next level, dipping into the punk catalog. Eddie sang lead on the Dead Kennedys’ “Too Drunk to Fuck,” without ever uttering the f-word himself. He left that to the crowd, which gobbled up the bait. 

			Two hours went by in what seemed like twenty minutes, but the best was yet to come. Gene launched into the finale, a Ramones medley that started with “The KKK Took My Baby Away,” and closed with a sick cover of “Blitzkrieg Bop.” As the band took their bows, the crowd gave them a standing O, and Toni took advantage of the moment to give me a giant hug. We were several vodkas in by then, but she seemed a lot further gone, perhaps having gotten a head start earlier in the evening. “I loved that band so much,” she said, her voice sounding grief-stricken at the thought of never seeing Traction again.

			“They’re the best,” I said. “Wanna meet them?”

			“You know these guys?” Toni sprang to full attention at the prospect.

			“The lead guitarist is my brother. I’m sure there’s gonna be a party after.”

			“Omigod, you’re amazing.” Toni’s kiss was so intense, I wondered if it might be yet another portal to the beyond.

			While I helped Eddie and the band break down the gear, Toni and her friends hung out in the bar, continuing to knock back cocktails. An hour and a half later, the whole bunch of us were hanging in Gene’s room, which he shared with the bass player, a quiet, Bill Wyman-type who, for reasons I had yet to learn, went by the name “Spoon.” Toni now seemed less interested in ushering me through uncharted portals than in getting to know the members of Traction. Much to her delight, Eddie was blasting Hüsker Du’s “Celebrated Summer” on the boombox, and drummer Larry Lizzardo (né Kantrowitz) earned her applause when he announced that it was “party time.” Although Eddie had prepped me for the nightly bacchanals of the road, I was nevertheless confused when Spoon whipped out what looked like a light bulb and a steel scrubber, not unlike the one our mother used to do the dishes. 

			My brother shot Spoon a disapproving look. “Can we not do this tonight, please?”

			“You don’t have to. Nobody does, unless they want to. Anybody?”

			Lizzardo and the girls were eager to join in. The light bulb turned out to be a crack pipe, the scrubber, its filter. 

			Eddie told me to go back to his room. He needed to stay to make sure things didn’t get out of hand. I told him I wanted to hang just a little while, since I was the one who had invited Toni and her friends. I was curious to see how the evening would play out, and if Toni would revisit the enterprise she’d initiated in the hallowed dark.

			In addition to DIY crack opportunities, the room was fully stocked with all manner of alcohol and weed. This crowd was not only up to the challenge but would leave no trace. Spoon, Lizzardo and the girls chugged Wild Turkey in between hits, until a couple of them looked as if they were about to pass out. Somehow, they pressed on. I got up the nerve and went over to Toni to ask how she was doing, but rather than answer my question, she stood up, walked right past me, and planted her mouth on Gene’s. Once she began heading in a southerly direction, I turned away, only to find Toni’s friend, Robin, sitting on my brother’s lap, and Spoon and Lizzardo starting to peel articles of clothing off the other girls. As things continued to get hotter, Eddie kept one eye on the groupies and the other on me, until I finally gave up on Toni and headed back to his room. Naturally, it hurt to get tossed aside on what had promised to be a triumphant first night of freedom, but a part of me understood. Toni was older, plus these guys had already invested the time and done the work. They were the band.  

			Was it really like this every night? I had to wonder. I wasn’t crazy about the getting-wasted part, but the rest of it sure beat filling out 1040 forms with Bob Snell. I also knew that with my beginner’s musical skills, it would be an arduous climb to get anywhere near the level I needed to be. Yet despite the odds, in that moment, I, Jimmy Kozlowski, the brother from the lower bunk, made a vow to work my ass off, become a real bass player, and maybe somewhere down the line, find a Toni who would walk past another guy to be with me.

		

	
		
			GOOD EVENING, CEDARHURST
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			One night, stinking of Jack Daniels and about to play a casino gig in the bowels of South Jersey, I cornered a bunch of Red Hat ladies and begged them to see a Barry Manilow impersonator rather than the genuine article. The startled posse reacted with indignation and fright, both of which increased as I shadowed their synchronized waddle out of the buffet. But I was not to be deterred, as I had a compelling, sour mash whiskey-infused case to make that went beyond the obvious cost savings. Before they could pop their Tums, I looked them in the trifocals and explained why my approach was the only humane choice. “Ladies, we must remember that the Tribute Barry is just trying to make an honest living. The real dude willfully started that shit.” 

			As airtight as the logic seemed at the time, my life up till that point had yet to be graced by the schmaltz-laden stylings of Manilow mimic Wayne Weinberg, whose wretched “Mandy” is oozing its way through the bar and underneath the crack of a tightly closed office door. On the other side, I sit with three other grown men in suits and wigs, stuffed in a glorified closet that reeks of sweat, stale cigar smoke, and bad Chinese takeout, replete with gaseous fallout. 

			The now legendary Gene Klein is mouthing the words to our set opener while his right knee convulses as if it’s been electrocuted. The leg generally starts shaking about twelve minutes before he goes to work, and Gene-o’s been at this for over fifty years. He calls it “Rock ‘n’ roll Parkinson’s” and “part of his process,” a regimen that also seems to include nitpicking perceived flaws in his fellow band members, moments before they take the stage. 

			Mikey’s suit is too wrinkled. Prem’s boots aren’t shiny enough. I look like my mind is elsewhere.

			“I didn’t have to hire you, Jimmy,” Gene loves to remind me.

			For some reason, it never occurs to him that I didn’t have to accept, that maybe I had higher aspirations than spending my evenings playing to beer drunks in a former titty bar that was more prestigious in its previous incarnation. But I shut my mouth because Gene is right. My mind is elsewhere, and these gigs are his life. He’s almost two decades older than I am which, in rock ‘n’ roll years, makes him a corpse, minus the monied cadavery of a Jagger or McCartney. Yet despite being a Medicare recipient with twenty-five extra pounds and a squinty facial tic, the dude kicks ass. He hasn’t lost a step vocally, his guitar playing is sweeter and more confident than ever; his onstage presence as assured as when he won his first talent show at age eight. From schoolboy to card-carrying AARP member, Gene Klein has invested his entire being in doing the only thing he was ever any good at—playing the gutsiest rock and roll he can summon. As a result, whenever one of his players gets sick of being insulted or micromanaged and quits the band, there is always an eager replacement waiting in the wings.

			Wayne is midway through his bloated “Copacabana” finish when Gene turns to me and asks who else I’m working with these days. He knows I play with other bands and musicians and have a non-music shit-job to boot. Like most of my fellow tradesmen, I have no choice. I tell him I’m backing up a couple of singer-songwriters, filling in for other bass-player friends who have other gigs, and continuing to write original material. He registers a wistful smile when he hears about my writing, perhaps flashing back a half-century when he was sure he’d be composing hits of his own someday. Gene is living proof of how dreams get reconfigured, his vision of playing stadium shows now downsized to match his dive-bar reality. The way I look at it, he’s still ahead of the game because, regardless of what never came to be, the man is doing what he loves, night in and night out.

			Wayne finishes to a limp smattering of applause, indicating a less-than-full house. The good news is that he has been singing to pre-recorded tracks, so there won’t be the usual wait to swap out gear before we go on. In a matter of minutes, club owner Carmine Coconato will introduce us, and the night will play out as the gods intended.

			“Good evening, Cedarhurst!” Carmine shouts into the mic.

			“This is Glen Cove, ya mook!” one of the patrons shouts back.

			“Whaddya know?” Carmine barks. “We got one guy who’s still sober!”

			It’s the man’s go-to line, and the regulars are aware he expects a laugh. They graciously oblige.

			“Well, you’re in for a real treat tonight,” he continues. “I can’t think of a better way to finish off Hump Day … except for actual humping.” 

			This draws two hoots and a half-holler.

			“Maybe some of you are having a rough week at work, maybe you caught one of your kids swiping your weed, whatever. The point is, ladies and gentlemen, ‘Help!’ is on the way!”

			And with that, two middle-aged men and two senior citizens pour out of the fart-clouded office and onto the small stage. Mikey takes his place behind the drums, I plug in my bass, and with the opening cry of “Help!” Gene morphs into a transcendent John Lennon. Patrons start to emerge from their “Mandy”-induced stupor. I egg them on, serving up my cute Paul smile and bouncing like a twenty-something bobblehead. The McCartney moves used to make me feel geeky and stupid, but I’ve grown to accept them as benign tools of the trade. Mikey, for his part, has the Ringo nod down pat and seems much happier since Gene agreed to let him play without the prosthetic nose. It is our Quiet Beatle who restores the crowd to full consciousness with the signature descending guitar run in the chorus. The sixth George in the storied history of the Help! tribute band, Prem Choudhary was born and raised in a small village twenty miles outside of Mumbai, and didn’t set foot on American soil until the year 2000. While other tribute bands blanched at signing a GOC (George of Color), Gene Klein had the acumen to recognize “hiring Indian” as a pure Harrisonian move. What better way to honor the icon who introduced the sitar and tablas to American pop music than poach from the culture he had embraced with such fervor? Sure, it might invite the occasional purist (read racist) to heckle a dark-skinned Beatle, but the overriding factor was that this Indian mop top had the goods. Gene would never dare to say the words aloud, but it was not lost on him that Prem owned his lead on “While My Guitar Gently Weeps,” while the real George had subcontracted his to Clapton. Gene’s only real complaint with the Hindu guitarist, other than his lackadaisical attitude toward properly shined Beatle boots, was that he sometimes smelled of curry, one of Gene’s allergy-inflaming archenemies.

			Is Help! the best Beatles tribute band in rock ‘n’ roll history? Probably not. There’s a European tribute band (also called Help!) whose “Eleanor Rigby” makes me want to bury ours. The more pertinent question is: are we the best Beatle band playing at ten o’clock on a Wednesday night in a Long Island strip mall? The guy who runs the falafel joint seems to think so. 

			As Prem and I harmonize with Gene on the “Help!” chorus, I notice a pretty, forty-something blonde checking me out. I know the whole flirting deal comes with being a Paul, but I’m not too far from fifty, which seems a little old to play the cute Beatle unless you’re the actual McCartney—who’s earned the privilege of looking like somebody’s hip grandma. I make a mental note that the blonde is drinking white wine rather than beer or a cocktail, and that it’s been a while since I’ve attracted a groupie who wasn’t knocking back Jägerbombs. There’s something comforting in this. I’m looking forward to seeing her reaction to the next tune, where I take the lead vocal.

			There appear to be sixty or so people scattered about the room, some of whom are regular Help! fans, and a whole bunch I don’t recognize. The age range at our shows varies from the sixty-somethings who went to high school with Gene, to people in their twenties whose parents or grandparents loved the music, to the multi-generational flotsam who’d sit through a Hootie and the Blowfish tribute if there was well vodka. Our biggest fan happens to be a frail, eighty-nine-year-old. She (accompanied by her caregiver) occupies a corner booth at every one of our performances, and never fails to cast a beatific smile in Gene’s direction. Gene returns the favor, grateful for the unconditional support of his loving mother, Marcia Klein. As we finish our “Help!” anthem, Marcia attempts to rise for a standing ovation, but is tamped back down for safety reasons by the caregiver. 

			At this point Gene welcomes the crowd in a thick Liverpool accent. Amazingly, it’s not that awful, considering his normal speech lands somewhere between Judge Judy and a Queens cabbie who bought his medallion in 1965. “For our next number, I’d like to ask for a bit o’ help. The people in the cheaper seats, clap your hands … and the rest of you, if you’ll just rattle your jewelry …” 

			This yields mild laughter from the two patrons who recognize the John Lennon line from the Beatles’ Royal Command Performance for the Queen Mother and Princess Margaret. Gene doesn’t care if his patter is too inside baseball. He views it as essential history and part of the fun.

			“Our next number will be sung by Paul. You’ll remember it as the B-side of the ‘’Elp!’ single, which is from our second film, entitled …”

			Gene cups his ear, waiting for the crowd to respond. 

			Marcia’s caregiver, Lupe, shouts “Help!” She’s been through Gene’s basic training.

			“That one knows her onions.” Gene smiles. He looks over to give me the signal. “Paul?”

			I love the first line of “I’m Down” because I get to belt it pretty much a cappella. 

			“You tell lies thinking I can’t see; you can’t cry ’cause you’re laughing at me …” 

			It’s me channeling Paul channeling Little Richard. I get to smile, wink, and howl at the blonde who’s now on her second Chardonnay. I loosen up fast, unconcerned that I might be pushing too hard, or ignoring some of the other Paul fans in the house. In these moments, I get why Gene loves what he does. With all the shitty places real life takes us, when we’re on this stage, singing these songs, the music never lets us down. Never. Even if we’re playing “Taxman” to an audience of three, it’s still fucking “Taxman,” and nobody can make it any less brilliant than it is—well, except Perry Parker from the Ronkonkoma Beatles, universally regarded as the worst of the grade-D Long Island tribute bands. 

			The further I get into “I’m Down,” the more irresistible the Chardonnay blonde looks to me. My adrenaline has converted an amiable-looking possibility into a must-have sex partner who, I’m now convinced, cannot wait to strip off my Hofner bass. As I scream my way to the end, the object of my cuteness claps wildly. I finish it off with a wink, just for her.

			Now it’s “Taxman” time. Prem routinely nails the shit out of this one, but tonight he’ll have to wait a few minutes to get started because Gene has written a special introduction to be delivered in his finest Liverpudlian. This is his first time trying out the new material. 

			“Next up we’re going to hear from the Quiet Beatle. This is a song George wrote one day when we were suddenly in the green, y’know, and he couldn’t believe how much we were handin’ over to the government. The Labour Party slapped us with a 95% supertax, y’know, which wasn’t gear at all. So, George called me and Paul into the studio, y’know—”

			“We know!” shouts a three-hundred-pound beer guzzler in an Anthrax T-shirt. “Just play fucking ‘Taxman’!”

			Gene is taken aback, yet not enough to alter, much less forgo, his prepared text. He has an intro to finish. “As I was about to say, Paul did the guitar solo, I threw in some of me one-liners—”

			The Anthrax guy isn’t having it. “You didn’t do shit, asshole. You’re not John Lennon. You’re a Jewish dude from Long Island—”

			“And you’re daft,” Gene shoots back, refusing to break character.

			“Fuck you, Klein.” The big man starts to rush the stage, at which point Mikey leaps out from behind his drum kit to flash peace signs with both hands, while Prem offers multiple “namastes.” Their well-meaning gestures have no effect on the approaching behemoth who seems intent on strangling Gene. 

			The caregiver moves to shield Marcia’s eyes from what is about to be inflicted on her son. Then, just as Gene’s vocal cords are about to be permanently retired, Carmine and his bouncer burst forth wielding matching taser guns. Several epithets later, Anthrax Man capitulates. As the bouncer escorts him out of the bar, Carmine corners Gene, informing him that “a little Liverpool goes a long way.” Gene responds with a shrug, then turns into the mic and counts down: “1-2-3-4-1-2,” Prem’s signal to rip into “Taxman.” 

			As always, the Mumbai native’s rendition is a wonder to behold, Gene’s minor quibble being that since Indians pronounce their w’s as v’s, it reduces the powerful last line to “you’re vurking for no one but me.” The show proceeds to our “Let it Be” finale without further incident. 

			On a scale of one to ten, I give the evening an eight. Musically, we killed it, but two points must be deducted for the unremarkable crowd size, and perhaps the first-ever attempted assault provoked by a fake John Lennon accent. Mostly, I’m happy that Marcia Klein didn’t have to see her son leave the building in a body bag. 

			Once my wig and suit are off, I head back to the stage to start packing up my stuff. I look up to see my boss giving his mom a big hug. Even though Gene Klein has zero chance of ever becoming a star, he will be treated like one as long as Marcia has breath left to give. I unplug my amp, wondering how much longer that might be, when I suddenly feel a soft tap on my shoulder. It’s the Chardonnay blonde, whom I somehow lost track of after the near brawl. “Oh hey,” I nod, trying to act nonchalant, as the real Paul undoubtedly would.

			“Hey. I’m Amy.”

			“The wine drinker.”

			“You noticed.”

			“I’m the Observant Beatle, not just the cute one.” 

			Amy smiles. 

			“James Kozlowski.” I extend my hand and she shakes it stiffly.

			“Also, the Formal Beatle. Very classy. I really enjoyed the show.”

			“Thanks. First time?”

			“Yep. You guys are a lot better than that band from the Five Towns. What’s their name?” she asks, tapping the recesses of her alcohol-addled brain.

			“Norwegian Woodmere?” 

			“That’s it. Their Paul was my chemistry teacher in high school. His ‘Yesterday’ is even more boring than his compounding labs.”

			“‘Yesterday’ isn’t an easy one to pull off,” I respond, opting to go the magnanimous route.

			“You know, James—”

			“Call me Jimmy.”

			“Okay. The whole time I was watching you—Jimmy—I kept thinking—”

			“Maybe I was thinking the same thing.” I smile.

			“You look really familiar to me. I’ve never seen the band before, so it’s got to be from somewhere else.”

			“I play all over with a lot of different groups.”

			“Maybe it was at a party.”

			“Sometimes I get called to play weddings—”

			“Only one I’ve been to in a while was my sister’s.”

			“Where was it? What kind of band?”

			“Old Westbury. She didn’t have a live band though. Just a DJ.”

			“Wasn’t me then. Old Westbury, huh? I hate when people with that kind of dough hire a musician-killer instead of the real thing. No offense to your sister.”

			“None taken. It’s not that she’s cheap, by the way. The DJ she got is a house music heavyweight. Even did a couple of those Electric Daisy things in California. There were like three hundred people at this wedding. Amazing food, killer bar, trailers just for bathrooms—”

			Now I know where she’s seen me. The details are somewhat embarrassing, but it’s a good bet she won’t remember any of them. 

			“You okay?” Amy asks. “You look kind of funny all of a sudden.”

			“I’m fine. It’s just, you know, the DJ thing is a sore point for people who do what I do.”

			“I’m sorry. I wish I hadn’t said anything.”

			“It’s fine, really. I’d better pack up this stuff. You can hang while I do it, if you want.”

			“I’m not going anywhere,” she says, smiling.

			We’ve been at this exact place before. She just doesn’t know it.

		

	
		
			WHEN JIMMY MET AMY
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			Back in the spring, Gene had wangled us a public parks date playing for the lawn-chair crowd at the Town of North Hempstead Mayday Madness, one of those gigs where the audience doesn’t expect you to be any good because they got in for free. Even though we get paid for our work and people eventually discover that we are good, the mindset never wavers from: “Only a band of losers or middle-schoolers would stoop this low.” Gene’s standard response to such logic is to shake up the setlist at the last minute, which in this case meant dumping the “Let It Be” finale and having Ringo, a.k.a Mikey Ianucci, close with a song we hadn’t done in five years: “I Wanna Be Your Man.” Mikey wasn’t thrilled with the switch, but acquitted himself admirably, despite having to sing through the rubberized schnoz Gene purchased at the 99 Cents Store. Once the show came to its merciful end, Mikey let out a huge sigh and told me how happy he was to have a day job.

			Monday through Friday, Mikey runs Rest Easy, the service company built from scratch by his Sicilian immigrant father, Salvatore. For nearly half a century, the Ianucci clan has prided itself on being Long Island’s premier supplier of construction site porta-potties, as well as luxury mobile facilities for corporate events and private outdoor galas. A few years back, Mikey asked if I’d be interested in picking up some extra cash delivering and monitoring “waste stations,” as he likes to call them. After processing the fact that my responsibilities would include high-powered excrement removal, I realized that this was, in fact, the perfect side gig for me. My dad, the long-suffering bandleader, Lou Kozlowski, always told me to get a real job and play music for fun, but I couldn’t handle a demanding career, plus the hours I needed to practice and hone my craft. If I wanted to be a great player, I’d have to subsidize my income in the most mindless way possible. What could be more ideal than the one profession that would never tempt me to leave music? Through sheer luck, I’d found a shit job that was literally … a shit job. 

			As the Mayday Madness crowd lumbered back to their cars, Mikey asked if I wanted to work an affair the following Saturday. It was in Old Westbury, and called for three “honey wagons,” industry slang for fancy crappers on wheels. I immediately signed on, knowing I would make at least three times more than I did at the depressing park show. It would also be a nice change from having to wear the hot wig and sing “I Saw Her Standing There” to people who are either too lazy to stand, or too obese to try.

			The bottom line is that the first time Amy laid eyes on my fabness, I was in Rest Easy coveralls, pumping a hundred pounds of fecal sludge through industrial hosing. It was probably around 2:00 a.m., and I remember telling her that we were packing up, so she needed to use the facilities in the house. She must have been pretty drunk because she hung around a while to watch me do my thing before going off to do hers. I guess I thought she was kind of cute, but how do you even begin to close the deal with a woman while siphoning gargantuan quantities of shit?

			Here in Glen Cove, it’s once again close to 2:00 a.m., and, thanks to the forty-five minutes spent in Carmine’s office, I smell only slightly better than I did that night in Old Westbury. Amy doesn’t seem to mind, though, and suggests we go somewhere to hang. 

			“You don’t have to work in the morning?” I ask.

			“That depends on how much insurance I want to sell. Who knows? Maybe I’ll sell some tonight.”

			“So, you’re hustling me?”

			“Yes. But not for insurance.”

			“You put it all out there, don’t you?”

			Amy nods. “Doesn’t always work out. I scared the crap out of Greg Agababian.” 

			“Agababian? Isn’t he the Armenian Paul from Eight Days a Week?”

			“Uh-huh. Great bass player. But, to paraphrase John, his ticket ain’t much of a ride.”

			I now realize that what’s happening here is anything but a standard hookup. “Amy, are you into trying out different Pauls and comparing them?”

			“Not every Paul. I mean, doing my former chemistry teacher would be like necrophilia. And it’s slim pickins’ when it comes to the Suffolk County McCartneys.”

			“I’ve got to say, you’re not like most of the groupies who come around.”

			“You think I’m a groupie?” she snaps, either hurt, insulted, or both.

			“Maybe that’s the wrong word—”

			“I happen to love the Beatles’ music, especially Paul’s. And I would guess that the people who play Paul have a similar affinity for his body of work.”

			“Okay—”

			“So, you tell me, who do I have a better shot of connecting with? Those guys, or one more schmuck I meet on Match.com?”

			It’s a fair point. Like most everybody else, I tend to pigeonhole people because it’s a lot less work than taking the time to explore who they really are. I decide to keep an open mind with Amy and see where the rest of the night takes us. “So, where do you want to go?” 

			“Home,” she says. “I called an Uber.” 

			“I have my car. Should I follow you?”

			“Not unless you want to get the police involved.”

			“I thought—”

			“You’re an asshole, Jimmy. I don’t care if your ‘Here, There, and Everywhere’ got a special mention in the Williston Park News. The real Paul would be sickened by your assumptions about women.”

			“I didn’t mean anything by the groupie comment—”

			“You should have thought of that before you opened your mouth. I could’ve been your Linda goddamn Eastman, for Chrissake. But we’ll never know, will we?”

			And off she goes to meet her Uber driver. It’s a very weird thing being a fake Beatle, especially when you realize you’ve been doing this longer than any of the real ones ever did. 

			


		

	
		
			THE TERMS
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			I step out into the drizzly North Shore night to load up my Honda for the short drive to Albertson, a 0.7-square-mile suburb, one of fifty hamlets comprising the fifty-three-square-mile Town of North Hempstead, New York. It’s kind of a weird place to be from because the mini-communities all blend into one another. Few have anything resembling a downtown, and, with as many as twelve hamlets to a single school district, kids grow up with little sense of hometown identity, or a desire to put down roots. Most of my high school buds went off to college and never came back, but there are still a few of us left. (Gene, Mikey, and me for starters.) We’re only about eighteen miles from Manhattan, but good luck trying to pay the rent there, or anywhere in the city, for that matter. I’m lucky to have my basement apartment in Bill and Jan Girardi’s little Cape Cod place off Willets Road. Bill was best friends with my brother, and I’m pretty sure he rents to me as a way of keeping some part of Eddie in his life. I’m grateful for that, as well as being allowed to adopt my rescue cat, Jaco. 

			Since it’s such a cramped space and I own a lot of equipment, I have to make sure things are super organized to keep from feeling boxed in. Only after bass, amp, and pedalboards get returned to their rightful places do I allow myself to chill on the sofa with Jaco. It’s not luxury living by a long shot, but that’s by design. Small, inexpensive digs, an animal instead of a partner, a cat instead of a dog—these are the articles of containment I’ve deemed necessary to survive as a musician in today’s world. The excesses of the past have been swapped out for proletariat resolve. No drugs for this modern-day rocker. A worker bee can’t afford them. Sure, I’d like a bigger place, but the way I look at it, everybody has to make compromises in life. You weigh the middling versus the soul-crushing and cast your lot accordingly. The basement may be a little damp, and low on natural light, but it’s quiet and peaceful, especially once the rest of the hamlet goes to sleep.

			Like his namesake, the bass master Pastorious, Jaco can be an asshole at times, but that holds true of everyone I’ve ever lived with. In the grand scheme of things, I’ve had litter box turds kicked across my floor fewer times than I’ve had my wallet emptied for coke money. And tonight, the little bugger is golden, his purrs seeping into my brain like melatonin. I can feel my eyes start to close and am prepared to fall asleep in my T-shirt and jeans rather than disturb the blessed calm. 

			Tranquility is fleeting, as the stillness is broken by the ringtone on my phone. I look at the screen and see it’s Gene, the one person I know who never seems to sleep and presumes nobody else does either. I consider not picking up … but what if it’s an emergency?

			“Hey, man, what’s going on?” I whisper, hoping the muffled voice conveys my wish to keep the conversation brief.

			“Nothing much,” he says. “Just wondering what you thought.” 

			The postmortem call. Gene needs to recap every performance, and I’m his sounding board. He used to wait till the next day, but lately he can’t seem to live without immediate feedback.

			“I thought we were great, Gene. Really solid.”

			“You don’t think the audience was distracted by the heckling?”

			“It was one guy. And most people were too drunk to give a shit.”

			“Maybe we weren’t doing enough to connect with the audience.”

			“Some things are out of our control. We just have to be the best musicians we can be.”

			“That’s not enough,” Gene scolds. “The Beatles were way more than good musicians.”

			I want to remind him that we’re fake Beatles, and that while the bar needn’t be set to rock bottom, neither should it be unattainable. I know this is the last thing he wants to hear, so I pivot. “How’s your mom?” 

			“Marcia’s good. She thought you could’ve smiled more on ‘I’m Down,’ incidentally.”

			“Gene. If I’m down, and I’m really down like the song says, why would I smile?”

			“Because you’re Paul,” Gene reminds me. “Paul smiles.”

			The critique, of course, has nothing to do with his mother. This is Gene being Gene: not particularly pleasant during business hours, balls-out excruciating at two forty-five in the morning. I need to end this conversation ASAP. 

			“Tell Marcia ‘thanks.’ I’ll act less down the next time I sing ‘I’m Down.’”

			“I don’t know. Sounds like lip service—”

			“It’s the best I can do at the moment. Unless you want me to come over, wake up your mother and her caregiver, and sing it to them right now.”

			“The caregiver doesn’t sleep when my mother sleeps, just so you know, and that won’t be necessary. Don’t forget. It’s almost time to order our new Beatle boots, so I’ll need a check.”

			“I’ll give it to you next week; I promise. JP Murphy’s, Tuesday night, right?”

			“Right. So, Jimmy, what would you think about doing a UK tour?”

			“Sounds awesome. I’m in.”

			“I’ll get to work on it. See you Tuesday.” 

			After Gene hangs up, I realize that this is the third or fourth time he’s brought up a prospective UK tour. I always tell him it’s a great idea, even though there’s no way it will ever come to pass. First off, he won’t leave his mom, who’s not allowed to fly, and, secondly, who in England is clamoring to pay hotel and airfare for a Grade-B Beatles Tribute band from Long Island? The strangest part of it is that every time Gene brings up the tour, he acts as if it’s something he’s just thought of in the moment. 

			In addition to having grown quirkier over time, Gene has gotten more intense in his commitment to the band. Help! has evolved into his tribute religion. I, on the other hand, am on the verge of becoming a lapsed Paul. As much as I love the two-hundred or so songs the Beatles officially recorded, Help!’s been playing the same eighty for the last ten years, and I’d welcome a break. I’d probably hang it up entirely if Gene and I didn’t go back over four decades. Somewhere along the line, I became the accidental consigliere, a position of vital importance in his world.

			My world, on the other hand, would have no trouble weathering the breakup, and might well improve as a result of having more time for my own projects. It’s not like I owe Gene undying loyalty or anything. If you take one look at the history, you’d wonder why I have anything to do with the man. Gene Klein was the only person my father actively despised, his dying regret having been that he didn’t get to see “the fuck-up,” as he had dubbed Gene, buy the farm before he did. Lou’s logic was that since the fuck-up had been a magnet for every casualty rock ‘n’ roll had to offer, there was no justice in his having emerged unscathed. Dad couldn’t see that Gene had been wounded plenty. Or maybe he could, but didn’t feel the wounds were big enough, or cut as deep as Gene’s transgressions warranted. 

			My take is different. What Lou perceived to be narcissistic and evil, I recognize as damaged and vulnerable. And even though I’m in no way obligated to be Gene’s therapist or babysitter, the essence of who he is speaks to me on an elemental level. How could I not be moved by someone who lives for music and on music, knowing how fragile that bargain is should any part of the arrangement breakdown. In a way, it’s like I’m waiting for a horrible train wreck I hope never happens, knowing full well that in rock ‘n’ roll, the odds of a collision are right up there with death and taxes.

		

	
		
			A DAY IN THE LIFE
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			I’m not a big morning person, but since most of my workdays don’t start before happy hour, I set aside time between 10 a.m. and 1 p.m. for writing and laying down scratch tracks. A musical bonus of our digital world is that you can have a studio in your laptop and record a bunch of songs on your phone before you even get out of bed. The many downsides come later, when you need to refine the songs for the album, have to scrape to pay other musicians to play on it, and then, God forbid, try to break even on the thing. At my age, I have no illusions about being discovered and becoming an overnight sensation. I never really expected it when I was younger, so at least my dreams didn’t have to go through a drastic reinvention like Gene’s. Yet, even with diminished expectations, they still seem as far away from being realized as they did when I was eighteen. 

			The goal has always been to record at least one album of kickass original tunes—original, not merely because I wrote them, but in the sense of not sounding like everything else that came before. Given the amount of music that pre-dates me, and the availability of it on every streaming service, this is a tall order. How do you turn heads when the complete catalog of every brilliant artist is a swipe away? The other obstacle is “supporting player syndrome.” When the majority of your work is for someone else’s team, you develop the self-image of a journeyman, which makes you question if you have the ability to create something of your own. I’ve learned to clear these stifling thoughts from my head because otherwise I’d never finish a measure or write a word. Whatever the odds, I’m not ready to admit that my career has peaked with Cute Paul.

			The past few mornings, it’s just been a pad, a pencil, and an acoustic guitar. I’m trying to come up with the right lyrics for the bridge to a song called “SSRI,” a sonically punk-ish, lyrically Randy Newman-ish tale of a Neo-Nazi who realizes the error of his ways thanks to Prozac. Suffice it to say, I don’t know of anybody else out there who’s rhyming “shameless, evil white-trash exhibitor” with “Selective Serotonin Reuptake Inhibitor.” Whether it’s genius or career suicide, nobody will ever confuse me with Ed Sheeran. I start to contemplate how I might work “Mengele” into the chorus when the phone rings. Gene’s calling again, but this time I won’t pick up. The antidote to neediness is setting boundaries, and, with Gene, voicemail is my first line of defense. He doesn’t like texting or email because he thinks they’re too impersonal, yet he refuses to understand that most business doesn’t need to get personal. 
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“Ferber has captured lightning in a bottle,
chronicling a generation’s attachment to the Beatles.”

— Bob Spitz, author of 7he Beatles
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