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For Kid Ray, Big Jimmy, and the Oyster







No one left here anymore

Everyone’s moved off to one side

Decide if you’re gonna hide

There’s no one left to come looking for you

—Come, “Off to One Side”



He thought of the friends of his youth; they had all been the friends of his youth, whether he knew them personally or only by name, whether they were the same age as he or older, all the rebels who wanted to bring new things and new people into the world, whether here or scattered over all the places he had ever known.

—Robert Musil, The Man Without Qualities

The people really are what make New York City great.

—David Dinkins, former mayor of New York City








ONE

The day after I decide I’m Jack Shit, the Banished Earl steals my Fender Jazz Bass.

Dyl Becker at King Snake Guitars wakes me with a phone call before I even know it’s gone.

“Jonathan,” he says.

“I’m Jack now.”

I stir sugar into a cold mug of yesterday’s Bustelo, stare out my smeared kitchen window at the brick facade across the air shaft.

“Jonathan,” Dyl says. “The Earl was just in here with your bass. I could tell it was yours from that little Annihilation of the Soft Left sticker on the headstock. Hey, I thought you weren’t friends with those guys anymore.”

“I’m not,” I say, “but it’s a pain to scrape that thing off. Did you buy the bass from him?”

“He didn’t have the papers. Even if I hadn’t known it was yours, I wouldn’t have bought it. You’ve got to have the papers.”

“He left with it?”

“Yeah.”

“Fuck.”

“What’s wrong?”

“He’ll just trade it for a measly bag of dope.”

“Hey, it might not be measly. But yeah, that sucks.”

While I hold the phone to my ear, I scan the Rock Rook for any other missing objects. Seems like all the other stuff—not much, admittedly, besides some milk crates full of records and books, ashtrays full of the Earl’s ash, empty forty bottles, a few chipped dishes—is still here. I’ve shared this one bedroom on Avenue B with the Banished Earl for about nine months, though it wasn’t always a one bedroom. It used to be a studio. We threw up a high wedge of plywood to make a little sarcophagus for the Earl. I sleep on a foam mat near the door.

“Hey, Jonathan?”

“I told you, I’m Jack now.”

“As in Jack Shit?”

“Exactly,” I say.

“What made you change it?”

“I just like how it sounds.”

“Cool.”

“Okay. Later, Dyl.”

“Wait.”

“What.”

“I heard you guys are looking for a new drummer.”

“Preferably a girl drummer,” I say.

“I can be a girl drummer.”

“No, Dyl. You don’t hit hard enough.”

“I hit hard.”

“Not in time.”

“I’m better, Jona— I mean, Jack. I’ve been practicing all month.”

“No.”

It’s touching how much Dyl dreams of joining the band, but some were meant to lead, others to follow, and still others to hang around, devoted mascots.

“Well, how about a second guitar player?” Dyl says. “Think about it. A fucking sonic curtain, right? And, no offense, but I’ve got better chops than you or Cutwolf.”

“That’s true,” I say. “But the very fact you said chops disqualifies you.”

“What does that mean?”

“Think about it. No offense. I’ve got to find the Earl.”



In our world, you may not say chops or axe or jam. You may say gwee-tar, fish, tubs, bitch out, beat bag, bag fever.

Every subgroup has its own linguistic code.

We’re not even a subgroup. We’re just the Shits, a fast-disintegrating band. We used to have solidarity. We used to have esprit de corps. We used to have, according to Sour Mash magazine, a “scabrous, intermittently witty, post-skronk propulsion not unlike early Anal Gnosis.”

But then bag fever set in.

The Banished Earl is the worst. The abscess in his arm is a black, ragged wormhole. You could swan dive into it, time travel, get shot out into the future, the year 2000 perhaps, or a few hundred years in the past. Picture old France. Picture beauty-marked men who prowl and preen, in tights, in wigs. Their skinny swords serrate the air. It’s sort of like some of the bars we play. It’s sort of like us some nights. The Shits do like to dress up. The Shits are a writhing, shimmering society of the spectacle. The Shits are fierce and noisy and wounded and sad.

The Shits fear not art.

But you may not say art.

But you may certainly say that the new year, at least so far, slurps the sandpapery, drippy johnson of a clapped-out rhino. I’m happy to say it along with you, or even compose a melody, if you think there’s a song there, though such retrograde, faux-transgressive vulgarity is not quite our style, even if we are called the Shits. Point is, it’s only January and I’m almost broke. My girlfriend, Vesna, has ditched me for good and, perhaps most catastrophically, my J-Bass is gone. Point is, I must locate the Banished Earl before he surrenders my fish for a measly, probably half-beat bag of Tango & Cash, which, if word in the bars can be trusted, is the most undiluted dope east of Ludlow Street. Point is, I need my bass and we need the Earl. If the Shits are not utterly atomized, we have a show at Artaud’s Garage a week from this Saturday.

We are guaranteed 13 percent of the door. If twenty-five people come at five bucks a pop that’s… well, you do the theorem.



I don my thermals and various sweaters and shirts—my mother taught me the laws of layering early in life—and step out into the frozen bleakscape. My city is a tundra. The wind whips in off the river like the river is one of those cool dominatrix chicks just doing it to finance her comp lit degree and the wind is, for instance, a whip. Cutwolf’s sister Drusilla was a domme for a time, until she dropped out of the pain game to become a serious cake maker. That’s not even a euphemism. She’s on the American Fondant Team, flies to Antwerp for major competitions.

I’ve never been to Europe. I’ve never been out of the country, unless you count Canada, which I don’t. But a dude in Barcelona has been playing our second seven-inch, “Shits for Real,” on his indie radio show. He sent us a very complimentary postcard. That could lead to something. A few dates in the Gothic Quarter? A European tour? A person can dream. But not without his instrument. No bass, no band. I hold down the bottom.

I also write the songs. I am not exactly music, but I do write the songs. Or at least the tunes to a lot of them, along with Cutwolf and Hera.

The Banished Earl is our front man, our lyricist and lead screamer. His brief includes but is not restricted to howls, whimpers, banshee shrieks, declamations, provocations, semi-ironic rooster struts, blind dives into the mosh pit, simulated or else revocable genital self-mutilation, and, of course, spectacle. Spectacle above all else.

Though now that the Banished Earl is the Vanished Earl, all bets are off until I find him.

But first, sustenance. The pizza joint on Avenue A boasts a permanent special: two slices and a soda for a dollar fifty. Most days, that’s a decent portion of my life savings.

Now I stand at one of the tall, circular Formica tables, shake out some oregano on my oven-blistered slabs. New York pizza is the best pizza, so let’s not have that conversation, but I’m not one of those process fascists when it comes to your eating technique. Fold the fucker, eat it flat, cut it into baby bites with a plastic knife, run it through a blender on frappé at home and chug. It’s a free country, at least when it comes to stuff that doesn’t matter.

Apropos of which, there’s a TV mounted over the counter, and right now it shows a bunch of people in overcoats, a formal procession, almost like a funeral if everybody seemed semisecretly delighted, which I guess is sometimes the case. There is a grinning man with good political hair, a woman in a red plaid coat. Soon the man has his palm on a leather book.

“They all have to drink a pint of pig’s blood before they’re sworn in,” says a gaunt fellow beside me. He’s somewhere between twenty-three and seventy-eight years of age, wears a denim jacket over a torn mesh half-shirt and ragged designer jeans that feature these weird smears and stink like he’s pissed them. It’s a tight look. He plucks a jar of hot pepper flakes off the table, sprinkles some into his mouth.

“Hey!” the counterman yells. “You gotta buy something to use that.”

The fellow shrugs.

“Pig’s blood?” I say.

“Secret ritual. They all do it. Except Jimmy Carter. He refused.”

This neighborhood does crank out the cranks. It’s one of our cultural products, like pocket quarterbacks in western Pennsylvania. But who am I to judge? I’m just a relative newcomer, a callow youth with a degree in modern media, a couple of part-time jobs, and a dream of moderate underground success about to swirl down the crapper. Maybe the Denim Ghoul here knows of what he speaks. Maybe this Bill Clinton guy did knock back a nice warm glass of porcine plasma before he strode out to take his place in history.

The Ghoul taps out more spice flakes onto his tongue.

“This fucker,” he says, flicks his chin at the screen. “He’s from Arkansas. He’ll find brand-new ways to ream us. Be like nineteen eighty-four all over again.”

“The book or the year?” I say.

The Ghoul nods.

The funny thing is, I read 1984 in 1984. Perhaps this makes my perspective unique. I cried when Winston’s mother gave him the lion’s share of the rationed chocolate, kept none for herself and just a sliver for his sister. I realized what an ungrateful prick I’d been to my mother and would have been to my sister, if I’d had one. It was a depressing year, what with the cruelty and tedium of high school in New Jersey and my father running off with a paralegal from his office. I missed him, but I didn’t miss the fights, my mother in tears every night, though in a way it was worse after he left, my mother’s fury on full blast, me the stand-in for millennia of dickwaddery.

“When you grow up,” she said, “just promise me you won’t be one of those men.”

“Which men?” I asked.

“Any of them. All of them.”

My father returned to the farce after six months to reprise the role he’d originated, and they live together in occasionally tender detente to this day, but in the interim I spent a lot of hours brooding in my room. I’d stare at the water stain on the ceiling made by our leaky roof, write bad poems about staring at a water stain, beat off. It wasn’t the most nuanced adolescent experience.

But one day I discovered music. Not the kind on the radio. I knew all about that. Some of it, the older stuff, the records my mother played when she did her calisthenics, I adored. But the newest FM pablum made me gag, this music designed by robots for consumer zombies. It was death by a thousand saccharine-sweet cuts.

This older guy, a neighbor, decided to join some snake-and-drum cult in Florida, had to divest himself of worldly possessions. He gave me a ripped A&P shopping bag full of punk rock records. I brought them home and put them on my turntable, each one a revelation, an orgasmic punch, a shock like I’d licked a terminal on the world’s tallest battery. Ferocious and exquisite sound realms beckoned. I’d found the answer to my anger, my suffering. I got monastic, studious, bought a cheap bass guitar, a Hondo. Four thick, glinting, nickel-wound strings: What could go wrong? I wrote a song called “Stain of Water.” The rest is not yet my place in history.






TWO

“Jonathan.”

“It’s Jack now.”

“Since when?”

“Since yesterday.”

The Earl’s ex, Hera Bernberger, stands in the doorway of her apartment on Third Street, near the Bowery. She’s not only the Earl’s ex, she’s our ex too. Ex-drummer. Yes, the departures were related. The sloppiness of the Earl’s drug habit drove her away from him, and the sloppiness of our chord changes drove her away from us. Now she plays in a self-regarding minimalist duo with a dildo named Wallach. He’s a conservatory graduate, one of those smug skill-bullies, a music reader.

I follow Hera into her apartment. I haven’t been inside it in a while, but it looks the same as when the Shits used to muster here, the warm lamplight filtered through amber and magenta shades, the imitation leopard-skin pillows on the divan, the glass bones she blew years ago at art camp on the walls, the throne-like chairs, carved from teak, shipped up from her late grandmother’s house in Key Biscayne. We each now perch on one of these great, wooden seats. Hera lights a menthol cigarette, takes a ponderous drag, the kind that asks, Shall I now train my powerful and pitiless intellect on the problem of you?

“So, why Jack?”

“Why what?”

“Why Jack?”

“I don’t know. Why Hera?”

“Because my stupid hippie mother named me that.”

“Is Hera hippie?”

“It’s not Moonbeam. But it’s pretentious, educated hippie, sure. So answer me: Why Jack?”

“Because… like… Jack Shit.”

“Okay.”

“You get it?”

“I get it. But Jack Shit is a cliché.”

“That’s why it’s interesting.”

“Because it’s stupid?”

“I’m deconstructing it.”

“Are you?”

“I think so.”

“But I always thought Jonathan Shit had a certain elegance. Plus, your name is actually Jonathan.”

“I won’t be a victim of happenstance.”

“And I won’t be a victim of you just showing up whenever and annoying me. I’m not sitting around with my thumb up my bum. I’m embarked on an aesthetic journey here.”

Hera stands, brushes ash from her maroon coveralls, her standard winter uniform. She waves toward the room, I suppose to indicate evidence of her artistic embarkation, but all I see is a drum pad, a few disconnected patch cables, an empty jug of chardonnay, some scattered take-out menus. You can always tell when her anger is genuine. She doesn’t bust out borrowed idioms like “bum.” Hera hails from the Gold Coast of Connecticut.

“Sorry,” I say.

“What is it you want?”

“Your boyfriend stole my bass.”

“You know I’m not with Alan anymore.”

Alan is the Earl’s given name.

“Has he come around?”

“He was here last night. He was all fucked up. Left some clogged works in my bathroom. Really disgusting. I wish he’d go back to snorting. He’s in bad shape.”

“What did he want?”

“First he said he wanted to get back together,” Hera says. “I told him no way. Then he just wanted money.”

“You give him any?”

“What, are you a detective now? The Case of the Missing Bass?”

“Stolen bass. You give him any money?”

“Twenty bucks. All I had on me.”

“Big mistake,” I say. “He can’t handle that much cash.”

“I just wanted him out of here.”

“Did he say where he was going?”

“Back to your place.”

“I fell asleep early last night,” I say. “He must have come in quiet and grabbed the bass.”

“He can get freaky quiet.”

I stand, and it occurs to me I might not be in this apartment again for a long time, if ever. I’ll miss it, or maybe I’m just already missing those days when the Shits hung around here, lolled on the floor, dreamed of dark, impending relevance.

“What happened to us?” I say.

“Us?”

“The band.”

“You don’t know?” Hera says.

“I’m not sure.”

“You were always a naive one.”

“Really? But I’m the only one who’s read Baudrillard.”

“The Shits are the past,” Hera says. “I have new outlets for my talent now. Thorazine takes up a lot of my spare time.”

“All you have is spare time. Thorazine?”

“That’s what Wallach and I are calling our new project.”

“Jesus.”

“It’s a different thing, Jonathan. A different avenue of expression.”

“Jack.”

“Fine,” Hera says. “I wish you the best, Jack.”

Hera smiles that winning smile, the one full of wry kindness, which, along with her small trust fund, used to be our band’s main bonding agent.

“What about Artaud’s Garage?” I say.

“What about it?”

“We have a show next week.”

“You’re not hearing me. The Shits are over.”

“I’m not going to let that happen, Hera. We’ve come too far.”

“It’s so strange to hear you say that. I don’t believe we’ve come any distance at all.”

“Only history can judge,” I say. “Besides, what about that new song we wrote?”

“ ‘Ghost Strap’? I’m actually giving that to Thorazine. It works better with Wallach.”

“But I wrote the bass line,” I say. “And the bridge.”

“We’re not using the bass line. We’ll change the bridge.”

“I came up with the phrase Ghost Strap.”

“Those are just words,” Hera says. “Words belong to everybody. Tell you what, though.”

“What.”

“As a favor? You find Alan and your bass and Cutwolf agrees, I’ll play the Garage. One last show. A farewell performance.”

“You will?”

“And then it’s fuck the Shits. Fuck them forever.”



Maybe Hera is right to move on. Bands, lovers, come, go. How long were the Beatles actually together? Or the original Murder Junkies?

I was in the Annihilation of the Soft Left for a year and a half before I started the Shits with Cutwolf and the Earl, though I was not a founding member of TAOTSL by any means. They were one of the most ancient bands on the scene, bitter elder statesmen (and, occasionally, stateswomen) who’d paid their dues back in the grimy agon of the ’80s, when squatter blood dripped off cop batons in Tompkins Square Park and the crooked political pimps of the broken city sold New York’s ass block by block to the fat-fuck real estate barons. Or at least that’s how the band’s songs explained it.

The Annihilation of the Soft Left had been through about seventeen players. The last original member was this seared crust of a dude with the nom de rock Toad Molotov. Some considered it a rite of passage to play in Toad’s version of the band, to study at his combat boots, as it were, to listen to his harangues about—you guessed it—the soft left (or pretty much any political tendency that failed to snuggle up to his vague, often contradictory, but severely enforced ideology, once characterized by Hera as “anarcho-bewildered”). To watch Toad munch a revolting quantity of his beloved mint-jelly sandwiches, swill Cuervo Gold, and scratch unrelentingly beneath his fatigue shorts at his hairy legs and crotch was to come of age in the rock underworld.

I apprenticed myself to Toad and learned the classic numbers: “Fire in Reagan’s Urethra (Dishonorable Discharge),” “Mommy Got Screwed by the System (and Knocked Up with Me),” “Annihilate the Soft Left”—which Toad always reminded us was the band’s mission statement, and so could be forgiven its melodic shortcomings. The songs were rousing in the briefest bursts and not very complicated. They were also remarkably similar. Toad said he’d written them in a single morning eleven years earlier, after ingesting something he referred to, with cryptic reverence, as a meth burrito.

The Banished Earl never played in TAOTSL but he used to hang around the band, and that’s where I met him. Toad mentored the Earl, though Molotov was much more the Old Testament prophet, an Amos or Jeremiah, whereas the Earl gravitated toward some slacker-Byronic ideal. I think Toad wanted to politicize the Earl, activate him for revolutionist chaos, but that was a doomed dream. The Earl was too much the soul pirate, a rover upon womb-warm seas of introspection. That’s why the dope suited him. It filled his sails, at least for a while. It’s Doldrums City these days.

Anyway, the Earl used to sit around with the rest of us, listen to Toad lecture the room on the police state, the lessons of Bakunin, and why only a fuck javelin or a kulak would buy a Popsicle at the bodega when you could make them at home with a ninety-nine-cent can of Dole pineapple juice, Dixie cups, and some wooden toothpicks. But every so often the Earl and I would look at each other and he’d get this subversive glint in his eye, like he wasn’t really buying Toad’s rants and guessed that I wasn’t either. I think we both knew our days in Toad’s punk rock atelier were numbered, that soon it would be time to break with the old man, who was nearly thirty-four by then.

I dread the idea of seeing Toad again, and I doubt the Earl has squirreled himself away with our old sensei, but I have to make sure, head toward Toad’s place near St. Marks. It’s four o’clock in the afternoon, already dark. The bars and coffee shops beckon with their neon invitations to creature coziness, and I could really use a cup of java. But now is no time to dawdle. I press on.

Snowflakes flutter in the brittle air, burst in freezing kisses on my face.



Truth is, despite our roots in the Annihilation of the Soft Left, the Shits are pretty soft ourselves. We are not from the streets. We are each of us semi-misfits from one middle-class suburb or another, except for Hera, who hails from serious money. Her father is one of those junk bond guys, almost went to jail. The rest of us are usually broke, but there are family basements with foldout couches flung across the American empire (New Jersey for me, Long Island for the Earl, Ohio for Cutwolf) for us to flee to in case of utter collapse. These are couches of last resort.

The Shits are pretty left-wing, I guess, but our irony smothers our politics.

I know this makes the older types crazy. It made Toad nuts. People think we have no beliefs. Trust me, we do. They’re just tiny, fuzzy, fragile things, like fresh-born chicks. We do all we can to protect them, to feed them plump, life-sustaining kitsch worms and keep those greedy killers, the fucking baby boomers, at bay.

Besides, what exactly are their beliefs? Dancing to the worst Fleetwood Mac song while balloons float down from the rafters?

I once wrote a song for Toad about a certain breed of former flower person. It was called “Deadhead Fuck,” and it went like this:


Deadhead hippie fuck

Livin’ on the corporate suck

Out of time, out of luck

Deadhead hippie fuck



Toad vetoed the tune. Said it was too obvious. This from the man who wrote “Intercontinental Ballistic Butt Plug (in Caspar Weinberger’s Butt).”

Still, he had a point. Protest songs are not my strong suit. I may not have a strong suit. But I do possess a willingness to flash-freeze my testicles on this desperate quest to reclaim my Fender and save the Shits from oblivion. That should count for something.

I lean on Toad’s buzzer, but there is no answer.

It’s too cold to linger. I head across the street to the Pinsk Diner, order a coffee, scratch out a potential set list for next week’s show on a napkin:


The Man Went Out

Spores

Invention of the Shipwreck

Orbit City Comedown

Ghost Strap

Bag Fever (Ain’t Gonna Break)

Orange Julius Rosenberg

Horst with No Name



“Hey, you’re in that band.”

I look up at the woman on the stool beside me. She’s about my age, wears a crinkly polyester nurse’s uniform, her greasy hair pinned back with plastic barrettes. Her wide face and insect-green eyes look familiar.

“Who wants to know?” I say.

“Me.”

“And who are you supposed to be? A nurse?”

“If you’re a lumberjack,” she says, points to the thermal sleeve that pokes past the cuff of my work shirt.

“It’s called layering,” I say.

I remember this woman from a show a few months ago at the Knitting Factory, a club the Shits will one day conquer. A band from Louisville played, acid punk, somewhat algebraic. She stood near the front in the same dress, did this alluring, slightly spasmodic dance, a sequence of languid shudders.

“I’m Corrina,” she says. “I’ve seen you guys.”

“Where?”

“At the Spiral. In the basement.”

“Oh, right. We opened for Vole.”

“You were… I thought it was brave.”

“Thanks.”

“You guys don’t care about all the bullshit.”

“Which bullshit?”

“Like notes and stuff.”

“We have a philosophy.”

“I can tell. I’m into it.”

“Cool. I’m Jonathan.”

“Hi, Jonathan.”

“I mean, Jack,” I say.

“Okay, Jack.”

“I changed my name. To Jack Shit.”

“Just now?”

“Yesterday.”

“Gotcha.”

“Because that’s my band. The Shits.”

“Oh, you’re in the Shits?”

“Yeah, what did you think?”

“I don’t know. I just remembered seeing your band. Not the name.”

Corrina slurps up the last of her borscht, tugs an intricately folded piece of green paper from a vinyl coin pouch.

She holds up what looks like a duck, peels it open into a five-dollar bill, smooths it out on the counter.

“I call it money-gami.”

I laugh.

“What’s so funny?”

“Nothing.”

“I can sell you one.”

“How much?”

“Seven bucks.”

“For a fiver?”

“For a one.”

“How much for a five?”

“Five.”

“That doesn’t make any sense.”

“That’s because you’re thinking about the money. Not the object.”

“I have to think about the money. I only have a little bit until my next shift.”

“At the lumberyard?”

“What? No, I work for a plant service, and sometimes I do phone surveys. Other stuff too. Dishwashing, or whatever I can find.”

“Well, good luck, Jack Shit. Stay warm.”

Corrina slides into her parka and leaves the Pinsk. I swivel on my stool, watch her through the big booth windows. The snow has picked up. Corrina unlocks an old Huffy bicycle, pushes off into the flurries.

I have some of my mother’s old records, including Big Joe Turner singing “Corrine, Corrina.” I wonder if the fake nurse has heard it. This false woodsman would like to play it for her.

There was always some kind of music in our house, though nobody played an instrument. When my mother did her calisthenics in that lavender leotard on our shag rug, made side three of the Rolling Stones’ Hot Rocks skip on our Fisher turntable with every squat thrust, the sounds rainbowed out of the speakers, poured into me. Bill Wyman’s bass bobbed up my gullet and locked in with Charlie Watts’s snare, Keith’s magpie shards of glinting guitar, and the mythic fibbing of Mr. Jagger.

“What can a poor boy do, except sing for a rock-and-roll band!” I screeched along with Mick.

“He’s not a poor boy,” my mother said, her legs up now for bicycles. “And he went to the London School of Economics.”

Who knew what the hell that was, but it didn’t sound like a place for a street-fighting man. Later my mother and father would point out the academic achievements of other noted musicians. Lou Reed studied poetry at Syracuse. That guy from the band Boston went to MIT, where he developed several important guitar pedals. (Too bad their music was overproduced tripe.) Even the Lizard King, Jim Morrison, majored in film at UCLA. Chuck D, as my father discovered in a newspaper article he clipped and presented to me last Thanksgiving, had met Flavor Flav at Adelphi University, not that my old man knew any songs by Public Enemy.

I guess I got the hint, because I did get a degree before I devoted myself to hard, spare modes of sonic expression, to the perpetuation and refinement of a radical stance vis-à-vis the rock mainstream, and to my personal dream of seriously bitching out on my bass guitar before an assembly of my punk and post-punk and art noise near-wave peers.

I throw a buck on the Pinsk counter and head down the avenue. The snow slants in harder, leaves a thin, slick coat on the sidewalk. Nobody is out here except a bundled-up old woman who sells clean needles from a fanny pack. The Earl calls her Our Lady of the Sealed Works. I’ve steered clear of that particular drug delivery system, except for once or twice, but maybe she’s seen me with the Earl, a steady customer, because she nods as I walk past.

Sometimes I wonder why the Earl fell so hard for the heavy stuff and I didn’t. I guess it’s partly how we’re wired. I did, a few months ago, dally with a glaringly unenviable speed-lord lifestyle, but I’ve sworn off powders since then. I also tried junk a few times before that. After the requisite upchuck, it felt exactly like the songs said it would. But something in me resisted the sensation. I didn’t quite trust the warm cradle of it. Too much abyss underneath. It reminded me of an older, hollowed-out sadness, my bedroom water-stain year. Now I stick with beer and whiskey. Maybe booze rots you even worse over time, but at least I can I drink and still stay upright enough to tend to the Earl, our band, my sporadic employment.

When I get to my building there’s a note scrawled on loose-leaf glued with chewing gum to the vestibule door: Hit the Pit. C-Wolf.

I crumple up the paper, turn back to the street. Somewhere in this polis of frozen stone are my bass and my bandmate. Perhaps they are together, perhaps apart. Either way, I must find them, save them.
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