










I REALLY AM WITH THE BAND: THE MEMOIRS OF A ROCK GODDESS

BY JENNY TROANNI
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When we got to the Palace, there was a line around the block of punks, badasses, rockaholics, and murderers, all of them ready to rock, and all of them expecting to see a different warm-up band. I was terrified. Suddenly the fact that we'd practiced only once together wasn't a minor detail. It was a hippo-sized Achilles' heel.

This was a mostly male, mostly underage audience, which meant raging hormones and pent-up anger. Suddenly our pseudoglam white dress theme seemed glaringly wrong, about as cool as showing up in Western wear. We looked like a bunch of sissies. Dinner was about to be served, and we were the main course.


EMERGENCY NOTE TO SELF:

It is better to have rocked and lost than never to have rocked at all.
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For my excellent mom












I, the undersigned, do hereby solemnly swear that at this very moment I am officially getting off my lazy, oversized, pretending-I-don't-want-to-be-a-rock-star ass and becoming the gigantic rock goddess I was born to be. If I do not try every single solitary thing in my power to accomplish this, I do hereby solemnly swear I will:

1) Do exactly what my mother wants me to for an entire year. This includes wearing what she wants, dating who she picks, and working where she says.

2) Give up cheese forever.

3) Attend every single baby and bridal shower I am invited to and act happy about it.

4) Hand over to my most hated ex-boyfriend ever, Jonny Dutcher, all the lyrics to the love songs I wrote about him before I wanted his head brought to me on a pointy stick.

Signed,

___________ Date: ______

Jenny Troanni, Rock Star

Witness:

___________ Date: ______

Marie Troanni, Mother







March 2



I'm about to drive out to Mom's house to have her sign my declaration of independence. Momentum is key. So is her baked ziti. She had that tone in her voice, though. The same one she had when I called to tell her I was shaving my head and moving to Brazil. Terror, disappointment, irritation, all squeezed out through a tiny, dusty hole in her windpipe. I call it The Croak.

But there must be something about The Croak that I get off on. I'm twenty-eight. What the hell does my starting a band have to do with my mommy? Why not just have the mailman sign this? Why does anyone have to sign it? I guess it's because our lifelong goal is to win our parents' approval, like it or not. Especially when getting their approval is like getting struck by lightning: shocking enough to kill and highly unlikely ever to happen.

Will I ever just accept the fact that I'm that damn child? They even provided me with the perfect sister to keep it all in perspective, should we ever doubt my extraordinary capacity to suck. From day one it's been crystal clear that although Carla's two years younger than I am, she's several rungs above me on the family food chain. This fact reared its head every Christmas, and it became sort of a holiday tradition to sit around and listen to Mom marvel at the differences between the two of us. I think it was the combination of free-flowing wine and Mom's desire to remind us that she, like Mary, is the mother of God.

“My Carla's always been a delight. The easiest child from the moment she arrived. Came out as effortlessly as a sneeze!” my loving mother would slur, waving her wineglass around like a sword. The eight thousand members of my extended Italian family sitting trapped behind a wall of pasta and veal scallopini helplessly prayed that this year she wouldn't go into details. “This one, on the other hand”—she'd glare in my direction, impaling a giant sausage with her fork—“this one put me through twenty hours of labor and a breech birth. It was like giving birth to a sofa. Believe me, she was plenty big even then.”

This was another black mark against me: I had had the audacity to grow to a towering 6′1″ by the tenth grade, making it impossible for me to fit into pants and making my tiny mother look like a hand puppet in my presence.

“Give it a rest, Marie. Can't we for once have a nice family meal without you pissing in the soup?” my Uncle Tony would beg, failing to confiscate the wine bottle before Mom snatched it up and emptied it into her glass. He wasn't on my side or anything (I taught his daughter how to spit): he just hated being out-complained by his sister. Dad was a great comfort too, having long since escaped into a private, happy place in his head. He barely even spoke, and when he did it was clear he wasn't listening to what was going on around him at all. But Mom was The Unstoppable Mouth, and the stories flowed forth while Carla shot me an all-too-familiar apologetic look.

It wasn't until six years ago, when I got my copywriting job at the McCauley & Doyle advertising agency, that the Christmas rantings came to an end. My mother replaced them with self-congratulatory tales of accomplishment, crediting herself with encouraging me to pursue (read: humiliating me into earning) a degree in communications and urging me (read: threatening to kill herself) to interview with her friend at McCauley & Doyle. When I got the job, she threw me a huge party packed to the rafters with all her friends and paraded me around as Exhibit A: Biggest Living Letdown Turned Proud Corporate Employee. She presented me with a smart blue business suit and made a big dramatic show of consoling all her friends whose children didn't have access to full benefits.

Dad, on the other hand, had no idea what I was talking about when I called to tell him my big career news. He'd faded off into Divorced Fatherland when I was sixteen and hadn't asked me a question about my life since. I knew all about his life in New York and the fascinating research his botany group was doing on self-pollinating plants. Meanwhile he could never remember the details of my life, and when I called him from my new office, he was most impressed by the fact that I wasn't calling him collect.

I figured my decision to quit would have a similar, earthshattering effect, so I decided to not even bother telling him.

But Mom would be devastated. I was about to take away the only thing she had to talk about when the ladies at her real estate office asked about me. I figured the least I could do was do it in person.
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BRILLIANT OBSERVATION #1:


You can hear something over and over and over and over and over and still not really hear it. It does not click. No lo comprendo. Until you're ready to hear it. And then it is deafening.


I swear I've been complaining about my job for years. I've also been whining about starting a band and pretending that my boyfriend, Jason, has good enough taste in music for him to really be my boyfriend. Poor, trusty Henry, winner of the Olympic gold medal for the Most Patient Friend competition, has spent years listening to me wail, with the patience of a social worker. In fact, he's gotten the gold every year since we met in drivers' ed twelve years ago. At sixteen he was already a brick wall of a person, cramming his massive 6′4″ frame into the tiny clown car they gave us to drive around in. He had a huge blond 'fro that made him look as if he were wearing a baby sheep on his head, and I remember watching it flatten out on the roof of the car like a bunch of soap suds. Henry sealed our friendship when he calmly talked me through my fear of parallel parking, using much the same tone he was using to get me through my latest drama.

“Quit your job. Start a band. Dump the drip,” he'd chant over and over, droning on in his nasal voice like a dying bee of wisdom.

Then yesterday I'm sitting there clipping my toenails on the kitchen counter when suddenly I nearly go flying to the floor. I can quit my job! I can be a rock star! My boyfriend loves Hootie and the Blowfish!

I wasn't really even thinking about anything. It was 8:24A.M.A time that means nothing to me. Nothing. I think I just suddenly . . . ripened.

I immediately called Henry and told him of my breakthrough. He was as thrilled as an unconscious person could be and thanked me for the wake-up call before he drifted back to sleep.

Then I called in sick, wrote up my little manifesto, and drove out to Long Beach to have Mom sign it. I sped by row after row of cookie-cutter, SoCal suburban-white-person-type houses and refused to let that familiar feeling of claustrophobia creep its way into my chest.


DECLARATION #1:


I will never live in suburbia. Just because I drive a practical 1998 Volvo V70 station wagon with 4-wheel, power-assisted disc brakes does not mean I lack rock-and-roll cred.


I cranked up the stereo and rolled down the windows. I was on a mission.

When I pulled up to her house, Mom was bent over in the driveway, getting her newspaper, sporting that timeless, early morning casual look of nightgown and hiking boots. She jumped back, instinctively covering her pendulous bralessness with the rolled up paper, no doubt to prevent her boobs from swinging up and taking out an eye.


ME:

Put on a bra or get some pants with deeper pockets, lady!


This was a favorite line she jokingly batted around with my sister (I was exempt from this game, tits being among the many things I lacked). I figured it might be just the thing to break the ice after nearly flattening her with the car, but apparently she was in no mood for games. She ordered me to turn off that racket and get in the house. I skipped in behind her, shoving my manifesto in her hands before she could launch into a tirade about my shameful lack of visits home.

She looked at it like I'd handed her a dead rat and asked me to explain exactly what doing “every single solitary thing in my power” meant. Since I had no fucking idea what it meant, I reminded her instead to focus on the fact that for her it's a win/win situation.


ME:

If I succeed, I'll be buying you a house in Palm Beach, and if I fail, I'll be wearing Ann Taylor . . .

THE CROAK:

Why aren't you at work?

ME:

. . . and dating Mrs. Reilly's upwardly mobile son (whose breath smells like he’s been chewing on the dead).


An eyelock. We are the only two people in the universe. The moisture in our eyes is just drying glue.


THE CROAK:

You can't come back and live at home, you know.


The eyelock is broken as mine uncontrollably roll toward my forehead.


THE CROAK:

You're too old to be farting around with this band stuff. Don't you think it's time you grew up?

ME:

I will regret it for the rest of my life if I don't at least try.


The Croak is silenced. As obnoxious as I am, she'll always lose, because way deep down in her bitter soul, she loves me. Unconditionally. Which really sucks for her, because I'm the queen of conditions.


DO OR DIE-A-BORING-PERSON LIST:


1) Quit Going-Somewhere job and get Going-to-Band-Practice job.

2) Break up with Hootie-and-the-Blowfish–lovin' Jason.

3) Do laundry.

4) Cash in 401(k) and go buy a guitar amp.

5) Give up meat, TV, trying to make Mom understand who I am, and everything else that sucks up my energy.

6) Find a practice space.

7) Practice.

8) Buy cat food.

9) Go to skanky bars. Meet musicians.

10) Do fifty sit-ups a day.

11) Remember I am gigantic and can do anything.
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I'm in the supply closet at work, crouched on the floor in the dark with a glow-in-the-dark Super Ball in my mouth. One of the big ones. Not as good a flashlight as I'd thought. If anyone walked in right now, I'd have to pretend that someone horrible did this to me. But I can't think about that. I'd laugh. Drop my ball.

I'm supposed to be in the Nabisco meeting right now— actually, ten minutes ago—but I didn't have time to quit my stupid job this morning, and I just couldn't deal with it. What's the point? So I'm hiding in here, Land of Free Office Supplies, until they stop looking for me. Then I'm gonna steal stuff and quit. I feel insane! And free! And awake!

And my boss just walked in!

I have just suffered a serious humiliation. Thanks, brain, for really being there when I needed you. She jumped a mile when she flicked on the light. Then I went totally blank. Nothing at all. I just looked at her and spat the ball into my hand and told her I was looking for my pen.

Looking for my pen! That's all I could think of! I should have told her I was looking for a reason to stay at this soul-raping job. But I froze. She glared at me and said we'd discuss it after the meeting.


NOTE TO SELF:



Just because it's your brain does not mean it's on your side.


Now I'm in the meeting. But I refuse to be an active participant, even though the entire ad campaign was my idea. Why does it still amaze me, after six whole years, that nobody notices when I'm too disgusted to comment on my own stupid concepts? Everyone here loves to hear himself talk so much, I swear my sole purpose for being in this room is to provide body heat.

I really have to pee.

Maybe I'll just get up and walk out. Fuck it. I think I will.

Okay, I'm in my office now. I just walked out! I am huge! There's no turning back. Here she comes down the hall. Clickety-clack. Heels like daggers. Mad as hell. Right on time.


NOTE TO SELF:


It's better to burn out than fade away.












WHO


ROCKS?












I ROCK!






BRILLIANT OBSERVATION #2:


Today is March 4th. March forth. The only day of the year that's a command, and it just so happens to coincide with my own personal mobilization.


On my way home from my ex–stupid job, I stopped in at Rudy's Barbershop and had all my hair chopped off. It's on Sunset, a few blocks down from my house, and I drove right up to it as if I'd planned this last-minute decision weeks ago. I told the hairdresser to make it look like she'd gone at me with a lawn mower and had her dye huge clumps of it blond and red. Part of me feared walking out looking like a bad spin-art project, but I was on a roll and couldn't help myself.

Much to everyone's surprise, I looked awesome. Chaos suits me, and short hair makes me look taller and skinnier, something I never thought possible. I also learned that few things are more liberating than cutting all your hair off, especially when you've been hiding behind a frizzy brown wall of complacency and denial for six years. I felt like I could suddenly do anything, including finally stick a fork in my idiotic relationship with Hootie-and-the-Blowfish-lovin' Jason. I went straight to his house, stinking of chemicals and ignoring the millions of hairs down the back of my shirt that were torturing me.

It always amazes me how quickly these things go. You can spend every night with someone for six months, and then the actual Big Talk takes a tiny two minutes. Literally.


ME:

Um, this isn't really working for me anymore.

HIM:

What isn't?

ME:

Us. I mean, I really care about you, but I just don’t feel like it's going anywhere.

HIM:

Where do you want it to go?

ME:

Well, I guess I don't want it to go anywhere. I'm not in love with you.

HIM:

Oh. And when did you discover this?

ME:

I don't know. It's been building for a while.


Five-hundred-hour pause. I panic. Am I really going to sit here and hurt this dear sweet person? More importantly, am I really going to voluntarily throw away my only source of regular sex?


HIM:

Well, if that's the way you feel, that's the way you feel. What can I say?


I manage a weak smile and a few tears. I contemplate a hug, think it inappropriate, and stumble out the door.


THE END



I doubt I'll ever really think about him again. This marks another proud achievement in a relationship career that can pretty much be broken down into three categories:

1) Dating guys that I pretend to like more than I do just because I feel like having a boyfriend. They're usually equally as enthralled by me, and the whole thing ends with the same massive yawn it began with (see example listed above).

2) Falling ass-over-teacup in love with morons who treat me like crap. I'll suffer the rudest of humiliations to keep them, and obsess over them long after they've given me the big heave-ho.

3) Treating love-struck guys like shit until I'm finally strong enough to shake them off my leg. Due to the fact that they're obsessed with me, I have trouble cutting the cord and tend to drag these ones on until they really start to stink.

This is not to say the odd semihealthy relationship hasn't sneaked its way into my life from time to time, but luckily, contrary to popular expectation, finding a man isn't first on my list of things to do. So why is it first on everyone else's list of things for me to do? It makes me feel like a loser, even though I'm happy being single and would duck if someone ever tossed me a baby. I swear, if my mother asks me one more time when I'm going to find a nice boy like Carla's John, I'm going to hang her by her freakishly tiny thumbs.

I spent the rest of the day marching forth. I tore apart my entire house and separated the things that needed to go from the things that could stay from the things I could wrap up and give to people as presents.

I also called my friend Katie at Capitol Records for the first time in months. We used to work together at McCauley & Doyle until she got her dream job as a product manager at Capitol. Which she now hates. Which isn't surprising, because Katie hates everything. Which is surprising, because Katie's as blond and blue and pink and tiny and perky-looking as they come. Candy on the outside, piss and vinegar on the inside. I used to find this quality amusing, but after a while I just couldn't listen to her complain anymore (I had my mother for that), so I stopped returning her calls. Even though that meant I had no one left in town to go see live music with.

But now I wanted to celebrate breaking free from the Evil Empire, and Katie was the perfect person to call. Plus, of course, I was going to need her. I had to pump some air into my only record label contact, regardless of how long and hard a bitch session I would have to endure. And I was in for a doozy. Her deceptively squeaky voice launched into a mudslide of complaints and obscenities that went on for over an hour.

“Oh my God, it's you, you fuck. Where the hell have you been? Wait, hold on a second.” She put me on hold. Some terrible, overproduced rock song that I didn't recognize came blasting over the receiver until she picked up again.

“Sorry. Where was I?”

“You were calling me a stupid fuck.”

“Oh my God, hold on again.” I heard the muffled sounds of her talking to someone in her office.

“You wouldn't fucking believe this place!” she continued as she came back on. “Everyone walks around here like they're God's fucking gift. I can't believe I work for these shitbags.”

“Sounds like you love it as much as you loved the advertising-industry.”

“I know, right? So what's up with you? How's everything at the Evil Empire?”

“Well, actually, I walked out today. Right in the middle of a meeting. It was awesome!”

“Hold on,” I was now treated to the bridge of the same bad rock song. Right in the middle of my big news! Between her and the hold button I didn't know which was more obnoxious.

“Sorry. So, no way! You're lucky you got out while you could. So what are you going to do now, call your friends back every once in a fucking while or what?”

“I know, I suck, but I was being crushed by the Evil Empire. You know how it goes.”

“Do I ever fucking know! Those whoremongers screwed me so hard, it's a wonder I can still walk.”

And it went on and on, back and forth, until I was finally put on hold for so long, I just hung up.


BRILLIANT OBSERVATION #3:


Negative people are a B-O-R-E.


I was almost sure she'd gotten worse. Either that or I was getting more intolerant in my old age. Whatever the reason, I realized the only way I was going to get through it would be to take her in tiny doses, like going to the occasional free concert or hooking up for random lunches with powerful people at her company.

I fell into bed around three o'clock the next morning, giddy, exhausted, and still covered with my own hair. My head was now against the north wall of my bedroom (did I mention that I also found time to rearrange all my furniture?), ensuring that the polarity of the energy was flowing in a positive direction. Or some shit like that. I read it in a hippie magazine once. I've officially decided that from this moment on, every single thing in my life will be pointed in the right direction. No matter what.
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UNEMPLOYED OBSERVATION #1:


Cats do not lead very interesting lives.


I swear Schmoo slept for ten solid hours the other day. It was an impressive display. He rose only to eat, of course, and to lick his butt. My other little overachiever, Neil, manned his usual post on the windowsill for five hours. Then he demanded I let him outside, where I later spotted him sleeping under a bush. This is what my cats did all day while I was hard at work? What the hell do they do that makes them so exhausted anyway? I guess maintaining their holier-than-thou cattitude requires more energy than I realized.

Henry came over and played cards with me while I had a little sidewalk sale. I needed to purge. He needed to kick my ass at gin rummy. I swear, he may be quiet, but he's deadly. I win about one in every fifteen games with him, and the only reason I don't flip the table over in his lap out of frustration is because I figure it's all part of the balance of life. I get to be the dumb one, he gets to be the dork. Still, it wouldn't kill him to let me win once in a while.

It feels great to have unloaded all my stuff. I made a hundred and seventy-eight bucks and found the bike-lock key that's been missing for over a year. I also uncovered this eerie picture of Carla and me stuck to the back of a shoebox. We're standing side by side with matching haircuts (abstract bowls with crooked bangs, compliments of Mom) and weirdly identical faces. It looks like there's one head slapped onto two different bodies. Genetic proof that my parents are totally uncreative people.

I'm making huge progress. Henry says he's never seen me so hell-bent. I got a few leads on some practice spaces that I'll look at next week. Since escaping my job, I've transformed my home, done my laundry, and practiced guitar every single day.


ROCK-AND-ROLL TRUTH #1:


Real jobs are for people who are too lazy to practice.


I also sat down and wrote a letter to my oldest and bestest friend ever, Ms. Lucy Stover Hanover II. I've got an address for her in Kenya, but writing to Lucy is a lot like writing to Santa Claus. I'm never sure if she actually gets my letters or if she even really exists.

FACT: Lucy's only capable of keeping in touch with you if you're standing right in front of her. (Her incarceration at Miss Thom's Boarding School for Girls doesn't count. I was her suicide hotline. It was either letters to me or a hunger strike.)

FACT: Lucy's one of the best guitarists on earth. She's also more fun than a barrel of monkeys.

FACT: Lucy's a flake and deathly allergic to commitment. The best way to get rid of her is to ask her to stick around.

FICTION: No matter how hard she begged, I'd never be foolish-enough to count on her if she wanted to, say, start a band. Lucy and I met at the supermarket the summer before our sophomore year of high school. Both of us were tall and cranky, slouching around behind our mothers as they pushed their carts and chatted up every boring housewife who came down the aisle. Lucy was home from boarding school for the summer and was just as bored stiff as I was. She went to the aforementioned Miss Thom's Boarding School for Girls, which she eventually got booted out of for driving butt-naked while standing up in a convertible. (She drove right through their homecoming ceremony steering with her foot, wearing nothing but ski goggles and a roach clip dangling from her nipple ring. Some cops have no team spirit. He even gave her a ticket for not wearing a seat belt.)

We ended up getting stuck in the same checkout line together, but she looked way too cool for me to ever talk to. She was wearing tons of makeup and had boobs. She smelled like cigarettes and was talking to her mother in a tone I'd be blindfolded and shot in the woods for using. I almost capsized when she said she liked my guitar-pick earrings.


ME:

Really? My mom hates them.

LUCY:

That means they're even cooler. I'm Lucy.Want to sneak out and see The Cure tonight?


It was full speed ahead from then on. She had every U2 album and I had a T-shirt signed by Prince himself. Every inch of wall space in my room was covered with rock posters, and I had a stereo system that could blow a hole through a wall. And by the age of fifteen, we could both play every note of Zeppelin's Houses of the Holy with our eyes closed. It was a match made in heaven. We had the same blood rocking through our veins.

When she got kicked out of Miss Thom's, she came to live with my family and finish out high school with me. It was the greatest time of my life, even though both our worlds were taking serious nosedives. She witnessed my parents' marriage swirling down the toilet bowl while I watched her try and deal with the fact that her crazy mother had abandoned her. She's got major intimacy issues and tends to disappear before you can disappear on her, especially since her dad pulled the ultimate ditch-out and died when she was five.

So I cut her a lot more slack than I'd give most people, even though she flakes on me all the time. In fact, in our adult lives, she's only ever written to me once. And then it was only a postcard. And then it was only one sentence: JENNY, HAVE YOU EVER NOTICED THAT AN ANGRY WOMAN ISN'T A POPULAR LADY?

This touching and revealing note arrived about eight months after I dropped her off at the airport for her big trip to Guatemala. I checked it a hundred times for clues and/or secret codes that she'd been kidnapped and was crying out for help. Why else would she suddenly write? What kind of trouble had her big mouth gotten her into this time? Why did she cross all her t's in the middle?

I didn't learn until she pulled into town four months later, after I'd pictured her bound and gagged in a white slavery camp somewhere, that that line was an idea for a song lyric. She'd started a one-woman, punk-guitar sidewalk act in her small, peaceful Guatemalan town. It wasn't a hit. Lucy was dubbed La Furia Gringa. The American Fury. Nobody got it.

I told her to either write or not write, but never to send a cryptic message once a decade unless she wanted me to put her head through a wall when she came home. She promised to never, ever write to me again.


NOTE TO SELF:


Learn better communication skills.


But as prone to spontaneous disappearance as she is, I want to play with her. We have that thing. She's the Keith to my Mick. The mayo to my tuna. When we were in high school, we started dorking around at open mic nights and stuff, and I swear we were getting huge. We had real people who didn't owe us favors showing up to watch, and some guy who knew some guy at some label was really interested. We started looking for apartments and agreed to put off going to college for a year and give it a go. There's no doubt in my mind that we could have really made it.

Then, the morning we were supposed to sign the lease on a two-bedroom shithole in Hollywood, Lucy disappeared. She called a few weeks later from New York, teary and apologetic, saying she just needed some space. I was crushed at first, but after a while my homicidal fantasies subsided and I missed having her around. That's when I realized: I'm obsessed with Lucy Hanover. Not in any psycho, sexual way, but I swear there's something about her that makes me feel like I can do anything. To this day, she's the most inspiring person I've ever met.

And now she's off flaking around Africa and I'm on a mission. If there's any chance in hell I could actually have a successful band, there's no one else I'd rather have it with. I had to give it one last chance. I wrote her a note on the lid of a donut box and sent it into the void:


Mama Africa!

Behold the newest member of America's unemployment force! I finally puked up that hairball known as my job in the interest of handcuffing myself to my guitar. Don't yet know how the dough will flow, but I promise to take you out to eat at my favorite Dumpster when you get back.

Enclosed please find a photo of me and my new power hairdo.

Just wanted you to know what's up in case you suddenly noticed a shift in the Force and weren't surewhy. Get your ass home so it can join mine on stage. There's no one else I'd rather rule the world with. Me love you long time, Jenny
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UNEMPLOYED OBSERVATION #2:


I'm everyone's airport shuttle. They know I'm home. I'm a sitting duck.


As dumb luck would have it, it turns out I have a pension and a 401(k). I thought they were the same thing. When you're an idiot, the world is full of happy surprises.

I cashed in the pension—a hefty $2,331, thank you very much, after major penalties that I won't describe—and then I went shopping.


A TINY TALE OF THUNDEROUS GLORY
BY JENNY TROANNI



I go into Black Market Music with my axe and my new stealth hairdo, looking the part, talking the talk— a big fat poser. I have no band. I'm shopping for an amp that could deafen people three states away, and I have no reason to turn the volume up past 2. Guys with bad hair and tight pants wank away on guitars at top volume, and I'm suddenly reminded of the six hundred dollars worth of camera equipment taking up space in my closet. I have a natural eye. I enjoy photography. Getting me to go out and take pictures is like sucking a horse through a straw.


BRILLIANT OBSERVATION #4:


Just because something is expensive doesn't mean you'll actually use it.


But then I see it. A 1969 Fender Twin Reverb with two twelve-inch speakers and a devil smoking a pipe hand-painted on its side. It stares straight at me. I freeze. Suddenly the sales guy has his arm around me. “Go ahead and crank it. That's the only way you'll know how she sounds.” He leans over, flicks the power switch, and gives me a knowing grin.

Within five minutes I'm handing over the equivalent of two months' rent and rolling the new electronic love of my life down the aisle and out to my car.

The rest of my 401(k) is now safely locked away with the aforementioned pension, wearing a chastity belt until I'm ready to make a CD. For this reason, I need to get a job immediately.

I can't stop staring at my amp. It's the one I've always wanted but refused to get myself until I started a band. I just broke my own rule. I don't care.

I'd sleep with it if I could fit it in my bed.

THE END







March 15



QUIZ FOR PROSPECTIVE BANDMATES:


1) Were you born to rock, or do you just look good in supertight pants?

2) Put the following in order of importance:

Music Your job

Renting videos with significant other

Privacy

Jane's Addiction

Sleep

Being on time

Getting stoned and watching TV

3) Have you ever sported or would you ever sport a mullet?

4) Do you think Courtney killed Kurt? Please explain.

5) What would be your ultimate band experience?

6) Do you have a van?

7) On a scale of 1 to 10, how big is your ego?






March 16



Downtown storage spaces for use as artist studios and practice rooms. $250 per month. (213) 555-6323, ask for Brett.


[image: 0743453913-005]


Practice space to share w/2 other bands. Available Tuesdays and Thursdays. $150 month. No pussies or narcs. Call Ajax. Pager: (323) 555-0564.


[image: 0743453913-006]


[image: 0743453913-007]


Killer practice space to share with one other band. Must be responsible, clean, and respect other people's shit. Come to practice, not to throw parties, please. Adam, (323) 555-7634.


[image: 0743453913-008]








March 18



I cannot find a practice space. I can find every homicidal freak in this city who has a smelly, scary room for rent, but I can't find a decent place to practice. The only near miss was with those four guys in that huge loft downtown. But it was way too expensive, and they were way too sexy. I would have slept with any and all of them in a heartbeat. I'd probably never even get a band together. I'd just fill the place with candles, mirrors, and a giant spiderweb and wait for one of them to stumble into my lecherous trap.


SEX TRUTH #1:


If you don't have sex for a long time, it sucks, but you're calm about it. If you haven't had it for sixteen days, you're dangerous.








March 19


There's nothing more humiliating than getting turned down for a job you don't even want. I just got rejected by three— count 'em, three—temp agencies. What reasonably educated person knows half the shit on those tests anyway?

Apparently, not knowing Excel is worse than showing up drunk.

Time to move on to Plan B.


POSSIBLE JOBS I COULD GET SO I CAN PRACTICE, STAY OUT ALL NIGHT GIGGING, AND STILL AFFORD TO BUY SUPERGLAM STAGE CLOTHES:


1) Waitress

2) Dog walker

3) Babysitter

4) Bike messenger

5) Airport shuttle driver

6) Security guard

7) Seller of things at flea market

8) Clutter consultant

9) Clerk at record store

10) Camping equipment salesperson






March 21. I think.



Last night I went to Spaceland to hear this band called Treadmill play. My recently revived “friend” Katie recommended them but couldn't go because she was staying in and renting a video with her new boyfriend, Chris.

How does this happen to people? Few concepts sicken me more now that I'm single again (sleeping with Jason when I went to his place to pick up my stuff doesn't count). Especially when it's Katie. She loves going out to see music as much as she loves to hate everything else. When we worked at McCauley & Doyle, I'd get calls in the middle of the night because she just had to tell me about some new fucking awesome song she just heard on the radio. Or we'd stay out until 3A.M.the night before a huge presentation because one of our favorite bands was playing.

Now some dopey guy had derailed her, making her just another body in the mass grave of once-fun friends who now say “we” all the time.

So sad. So much of life ahead of her.

Ennnneeeeway, Treadmill! Awesome. Huge. They rocked like pigs and totally inspired me. I somehow had the guts to go up and talk to the bass player (“somehow” = drank three shots of tequila). I said I was starting a band and would he be interested in a side project, and guess what? He asked me to drop off a tape.

His name's Jake Novicoff. He looks sort of like Bruce Springsteen, if Bruce had squinty blue eyes and some serious hat-head. He makes hilarious faces when he's deeply rocking, like he's going to suck his chin into his head. I noticed he had on a wedding ring, which was a relief since he's kind of cute and I'm trying to get a band off the ground here. I just hope his wife is cool.

I followed him to the bathroom and waited outside so I could talk to him alone—an old stalking tactic I picked up from Lucy. Jake came out in all his tattooed, working-class glory and offered me a wet hand to shake.


NOTE TO SELF:


Stop waiting outside men's bathrooms.








March ?



Here's the scary thing: being unemployed sucks you into this weird world of being incredibly busy doing nothing. I'm amazed at the chaos having nothing to do can create. I don't know what day it is and I can never find my keys. Maybe not moving around as much makes me breathe less and brings less oxygen to my head.

Maybe I'm just turning into Dad.

I tore my house apart and finally found the demo tape Lucy and I made two years ago before she ran screaming off into the sunset. Thank God. I realize it's kind of cheating, but they're all my songs. And I'm not about to leave a giant, stinky turd (meaning a tape of me playing guitar into my answering machine) in the mailbox of someone as devastatingly talented as Jake Novicoff.

It's such a weird thing. Pouring your guts out onto a tape and mailing it off to a perfect stranger. I feel like I'm up for review in every part of my life. Handing out demos and résumés all at the same time. It's like getting a full body physical—being naked, spread-eagled, and rated by strangers who you blindly assume know what they're doing.

Then I sat down and wrote out a strict practice schedule for myself. I swear I've been trying to follow it, but my ability to focus ranks up there with my ability to give up meat.


2-HOUR PRACTICE SCHEDULE:


5 minutes of scales

5 minutes of chord changes

30 minutes: pick a song off any album and learn how to play it

10 minutes of theory

30-minute lunch break

5 minutes of finger exercises

5 minutes of picking practice

1 hour to work on original stuff


TODAY'S ACTUAL PRACTICE SCHEDULE:


5 minutes of scales

25-minute phone call from Henry

3 minutes of chord changes

35 minutes to check and read e-mail

10 minutes to learn song of choice; end up listening to whole album instead while making a lasagna.

0 minutes of theory, followed by entire evening of having friends over for lasagna and then going to a movie


I need a live-in nurse.






March marches on.



I still don't know what the hell day it is, and I'm far too lazy to go find out. It's like one giant Saturday around here. I swear, time goes by faster when you're standing still. Or lying down. I have got to get a job. I have got to get a job immediately. ASAP. FYI. PDQ. XYZ.

It's definitely harder than I thought. As if the temp agency mockery weren't enough of a blow, I just loused up an opportunity to be employed by the world-renowned dining establishment, the Taste Castle.


DEGRADING JOB INTERVIEW #4:



22-YEAR-OLD

MANAGER:

Why do you think you'd make a good member of the Taste Castle team?

ME:

Because I really love the food. I really believe in it. I've been coming here for years.

MY BRAIN:

Because I will degrade myself by answering the most idiotic of questions. In the most idiotic of ways.

22-Y.O.M.:

Have you ever waited tables before?

ME:

Yes. When I was in college. It was fun.

MY BRAIN:

I'm lying.

22-Y.O.M.:

What kind of establishment was that?

ME:

Well, let's see, there were a couple. One was a burger place and one was more fancy.

MY BRAIN:

Speaking of burgers, could I have a free one?

22-Y.O.M.:

What kind of system did they have? How was it set up?

ME:

Well, one had the bar to the left as you walked in. . . .

22-Y.O.M.:

I mean what was the system for ordering and running the food?

MY BRAIN:

I am leaving. You are on your own.

ME:

Oh, that! People would order it and I'd give the cook the slip and he'd ding the little bell when it was ready and I'd go get it.

22-Y.O.M.:

Did you pool tips?

ME:

No. Yes!

22-Y.O.M.:

How did that work?

ME:

Oh, just the usual way. Actually, what does pooling tips mean again?


And that was pretty much it. I have to hand it to her though, because she could have had some real fun playing with me. Captured me, maimed me, and batted me around while she went in for the slow kill, quizzing me on napkin folding and garnish placement to keep herself entertained while the life slowly drained out of me.

The part that really sucks is now I'm too humiliated to ever be seen in that place again, and they do have the best burgers in town. Luckily, I'm giving up meat.


NOTE TO SELF:


There is a Lying Gene. I do not have it.


Mom thinks I should get some freelance advertising work. I think she should get some freelance Nazi work. That's like telling a shark-attack victim to teach surfing.







April Fool's Day



Singer/guitarist looking for musicians to start a band with. Must have sense of humor, car, and be unable to focus on a conversation if a good song is playing in the background. If your will to play music is stronger than your will to live, please call Jenny @ (323) 555-1884.


THE FREAK PARADE:


1) “Hi. I saw your ad for musicians and am calling to let you know my boyfriend Glen is a brilliant guitarist, but for some reason he just will not get out there and get in a band. Please page him at (213) 555-8944. You won't be sorry. And please don't tell him I called. He'll kill me. Thanks! Take care.”

2) “My name is Rodney and I've been playing bass since I was eight. I'm only seventeen now, which seemed to be a problem with my last band since I couldn't hang out in clubs, but I don't really care. I just want to play. And I just wanted you to know that so you don't get mad or something. My number is (323) 555-4546. Thanks. Bye.”

3) “Hey, yeah, this is Rob. I don't have any drums and I haven't played in a couple years, but we should hook up. I'm thinking of moving out of town, but if you're, like, cool or something, maybe I'll stick around. (213) 555-9998. That's my pager. Cool. Later.”


DO OR DIE-A-BORING-PERSON LIST, revised:


1) Quit Going-Somewhere job and get Going-to-Band-Practice job. Do not ask Mom to call her friend about that job at the bank until you are fully, totally, completely desperate.

2) Break up with Hootie-and-the-Blowfish-lovin' Jason. [image: 0743453913-009]

3) Do laundry. [image: 0743453913-009]

4) Cash in 401(k) and go buy a guitar amp. [image: 0743453913-009]!

5) Give up meat, TV, trying to make Mom understand who I am, and everything else that sucks up my energy. Hello?

6) Find a practice space. Do not get sliced into tiny pieces in the process.

7) Practice. This is what you want to do with your life, right?

8) Buy cat food. Again! Teach cats to eat less or kill for their supper. I can't afford them.

9) Go to skanky bars. Meet musicians. [image: 0743453913-009]

10) Do fifty sit-ups a day. Ahem?

11) Remember I am gigantic and can do anything. Even find a practice space.


My list is as pathetic as my answering machine messages. I'm attempting to think positive thoughts and visualize success, but I'm much better at taking naps.

I haven't showered in four days.








A dark day in April.



THE SOUND YOU HEAR IS MY WORLD SUCKING:



Rent is due soon. I'm dipping into the money put aside for my first CD. Again.

It has come to my attention via a strict practicing schedule that my skill level on guitar seriously plummeted during my long career as an advertising loser.

I haven't heard from Jake Novicoff. He said he'd call the second he got my tape, and I sent it weeks ago. What if the mailman put it in the wrong mailbox? What if I forgot to put my phone number on it? Should I call him to make sure he got it? What if I call him and he did get it, and it's like a post-one-night-stand, why-are-you-calling-me kind of talk?

My sister, Carla, attempted to hook me up with a job. She has some friend with a catering company to whom she allegedly gave my number a couple weeks ago. She must have really talked me up, because the woman is clearly intimidated by the idea of meeting someone as fabulous as I am. I've heard not a peep from her, or anyone else for that matter. I swear, I've forgotten how to answer the phone, it's been so goddamn long since I've had to.

I haven't gotten any more calls—not even from the scariest of freaks—regarding my ad for band members.

I also didn't get that job answering phones at the doctor's office. And the Coffee Grind hired someone with more experience.

Henry's in the Bahamas. He sent me a postcard of a bunch of peoples' asses lying on the beach. It says,“Beach Bums.” People get paid to write these things, and I can't get a job selling mocha lattes.

I saw Jason holding hands with some blond chick wearinga very scary tube top the other day. They were definitely together. Isn't that a little fast? I mean, he's still on my caller ID box.

I think I was in love with him.

I haven't heard from Lucy.

I have nowhere to practice and no one to do it with.

My cats lead more interesting lives than I do.







April 26



Okay, it's been a few weeks since I've written, but I was too depressed to lift a pen. Nothing was going right, and I was starting to seriously doubt my ability to do anything other than write a good toothbrush ad. I totally unraveled and hit rock bottom—hard. But then I did what I had to do to come back. Like a virus, I am now unstoppable.


HOW I CRASHED AND BURNED:


I checked out three more “practice spaces” located in various ghettos around L.A. and have since decided that it's way too dangerous a task to undertake without an armed escort. I sold my fancy new car and bought a 1987 Honda Civic with a leaky sunroof and a “Party Naked!” bumper sticker cemented to its hind end. I got a job at a snotty clothing boutique but was fired two days into it for falling asleep while folding. I also left my day planner at the DMV office and accidentally flushed my favorite earrings down the toilet.

In light of these events and countless others, I threw an impressive pity party for myself that lasted about two weeks. Festivities included:

1) Sitting on Mom's couch, eating mashed potatoes and watching Mary Tyler Moore reruns in my cat-hair-covered stretchy pants and sweatshirt.

2) Having a huge blowout fight with Mom when she accused me of trying to move back into her house.

3) Sitting on my couch, drinking cheap beer and staring at the wall in my cat-hair-covered bathrobe.

4) Napping. Ignoring the phone. Early to bed. Late to rise.

5) Playing with my growing stomach roll.

Then, somewhere between complaining to the cats and color-coordinating my bath beads, I figured out what would revive me. I needed to check into Mother Nature's rehab clinic.

The CD fund was raped and pillaged again. The car was loaded up and the cats were deposited at Henry's, and I went to the desert—the place where life cannot exist but does anyway. Rocks are blue and trees grow upside down off cliffs with no water. Wimpy little streams carve canyons the size of God's buttcrack through massive walls of stone. Huge boulders balance on top of anorexic pillars of rock like ten-ton lollipops.

The desert doesn't give a crap about the rules. The desert is punk. Period.

I returned a mighty superhero, with my cape and tights pressed and cleaned by the life-affirming, purple, blue, and red freakshow of in-your-face magnificence that is Utah.

I went through the looking glass and came out the other side ready to give the world a big fat spanking.


INSPIRATIONAL NOTE TO SELF:


Flowers grow in sand.

I can do anything.






April 27



It's weird how your house always looks a little different when you get back from a trip. Welcoming, but kind of alien. Just for a few hours. Like your stuff had all these experiences without you and is now somehow changed.

The cats are insulted and giving me their usual bratty silent treatment. Hell hath no fury like a cat scorned. Neil went outside immediately and will return at 4 A.M. to press himself against my bedroom window, screaming like he's on fire.

Schmoo repeatedly makes a dramatic show of walking up, turning his back on me, and sitting down just within petting distance, making sure to aim his gigantic ass in my direction like a cannon. If I dare touch him, he turns and glares.

I called Carla's friend at the catering company and told her to just hire me already, which she did. We were on the phone for an hour. She is hilarious and wants to start catering biker rallies and truck pulls along with her usual art shows and fancy parties.

I called Jake Novicoff when I figured he wouldn't be home and left him a message. Which I of course wrote out beforehand, because my brain is still on probation for betraying me at the Taste Castle.

“Hi, Jake, this is Jenny. I met you at one of your gigs and mailed you a tape about a month ago. I'm kind of glad you're not home because you may have gotten it and thought it sucked big fat ass or wasn't your style or something, but, because I think you're such an awesome player, I just had to double check that I had the right address and put my number on it and everything. I'm at (323) 555-1884. No need to call unless you're interested. Thanks. Bye.”

I practiced for five hours and wrote a love song about driving. I put my ad for musicians in the paper again and resolved to call every single person back, no matter how much of an axe murderer they sounded like.

I built a shrine on my dresser to bring good people my way. In the center I put the receipt for the first guitar I ever got (age twelve, $145 Fender Strat made in Mexico, bought with babysitting money and meager allowance). I surrounded it with guitar picks, my signed picture of Courtney Love, a mirror, candles, song lyrics, and glitter.

I unpacked, did laundry, went grocery shopping (no meat), and lint-rolled all the cat hair off my clothes, bedspread, oven, tongue, and every other goddamn surface in my apartment.

I got myself a guitar teacher.

And now I will sleep the sleep of champions.






May 8



All of a sudden I'm so busy I feel like I don't have time to do anything.

I've catered two weddings and an art opening already. The people working with me are funny as hell. It's such a huge relief to be around people again! This one chick taught me how to whistle through my teeth and (drum roll please), there's this food prep guy named Matt, who's a drummer looking for a band. He's this little bearded guy who can juggle knives and loves, loves, loves my demo tape. He was so enthused about it that I forgave him his mullet (permed-in-back version) and his annoying habit of sometimes looking me in the chest when he talks. I realize that he's a good six inches shorter than I am, but I suspect he could make the climb up to my eyes without getting too dizzy. He's going to sniff around his friend repertoire and see if he can find any guitarists or bass players or practice spaces.

Jake snoozes. Jake loses.

Tonight I got home and Schmoo had coughed up a hairball the size of Neil. He somehow managed to deposit it right in the middle of my recently erected shrine. Which definitely means something profound, but I don't know what.


NOTE TO SELF:


When you have a hairball in your shrine, prepare for the worst.






May 9



I had my first guitar lesson today, conveniently located five minutes away in Echo Park. My guitar teacher is a true genius named Jimmy Flowers. I found him on a bulletin board at the Laundromat, and I could tell I had scored the second he opened his door. He was wearing glitter, eyeliner, jeans, two heart-shaped nipple rings, and nothing else. I guessed he was in his late thirties and spent some quality time at the gym every day. He greeted me with the deepest, most baritone “Ms. Jenny, I presume?” I've ever heard.

“Nice to meet you, Jimmy.”

“Call me Flowers. Welcome to my humble cubbyhole.”

He'd transformed his gigantic, one-room studio into a glittering freak forest. Huge fabric trees grew up the walls with giant orange, red, and purple branches covering the ceiling. Human-sized plastic bunnies were nailed to the walls, and curtains of shimmery pink mylar hung from the rafters, making the place look like the inside of a drag queen car wash. I'm not describing it well, but suffice it to say that anyone who's ever tripped on acid has been there.

I learned that along with being a guitarist, he's also an artist.

“. . . as well as a pianist, a feminist, a Buddhist, a costumist, an optimist, a colorist. I'm basically a fabulist,” he said as he took my coffee and poured it down the drain. “Sorry, but you said you planned on being a singer too, and coffee is the best way to dry out your precious tubes. Apple juice?” he asked. “It's either that or breast milk. My neighbor leaves her baby with me every morning. I'm not as weird as I appear.”

“Your house is awesome.”

“So's your hair.”

He handed me some juice in a Bugs Bunny cup and steered me over to two chairs set up by a piano. A giant papier-mâché jelly donut loomed over our heads as he told me to unpack my things.

“Now, I'd love to chat, but we'll have to do it later because we have a lot to cover today.”

No nonsense, all the way. Just what I need. He made me show him everything I know and coached me through a painful series of finger-strengthening exercises.

“Don't forget to breathe!” he'd scream like an army sergeant.

I left with four hours of homework, blisters, some teal nail polish, and a new spiritual leader.
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