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			For my brother

		

	
		
			We’ll take on the midnight hour

			In those bitchin’ black leather soles,

			We’ll go where time won’t reach us

			I comb my hair back before I go,

			Feel that dull blade in your hand

			My sworn blood brother, my only friend,

			We’ll meet again

			Somewhere

			But man, I don’t know when . . . 

			There are no soft farewells or sweet partings

			There are no rested bones

			Just stacks of empty cards from empty friends

			That never show,

			Stained white rooms radiate the long black shadow of wasted days

			As my soft sunken eyes grow dim

			Inside some stranger’s face . . . 

			But once, I dreamed I was running through ­hospital halls

			I was blowing off the doors,

			You can pull these needles from my arms

			Man, I don’t hurt no more,

			I dreamed I was running through hospital halls

			I was blowing off the doors . . . 

			And then I woke up alone

			Beneath fluorescent lights,

			Like a love unknown

			Like a ghost in the night

			Don’t you want to die young?

		

	
		
			SIDE A
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			Revolution rock, it is a brand-new rock,

			A bad, bad rock, this here revolution rock . . .

			—The Clash (“Revolution Rock”)


		

	
		
			ONE

			Unknown Road

			1

			I heard it before I saw it.

			We were standing beneath the marquee of the movie theater, trying to decide where to skate, when I noticed the muffled sound of music—hard rock music—coming from somewhere on the street. Nat heard it too. It was in the air all around us, floating in the heavy purple sky among the smell of rotting fish.

			Paul saw the sign—DAVIDSON’S MUSIC—above one of the usually vacant storefronts that lined Fourth Avenue. We’d never had a real record store in Huntington. No one seemed to have much throwaway money in our small little river town, so cassettes and CDs seemed frivolous, and weren’t exactly in high demand. The only time I bought music was at Sears with my parents; or if I ordered by mail from magazine tear-outs. We grabbed our boards and went over to check it out.

			There were no customers inside. There were no employees either, as far as I could tell. But there was music. Man, there was music! It came blaring from some hidden stereo. Shelves of vinyl records wrapped the store like a moat—in the middle was an island of CDs, hundreds of them. The walls were covered in posters of rock bands, black-light skulls, pot leaves, bikini wet dreams.

			It was rock ’n’ roll in freaky 3-D vision.

			The music was too loud for me to speak. The entire store seemed electric, as if the walls themselves were vibrating. I felt, for an instant, like I was vibrating too—like I’d stepped into some sort of conduit, the insides buzzing with raw fucking power.

			I’d never been anywhere like this before.

			* * *

			West Virginia summers are brutal. The heat rises up from the south, and by July the Ohio River seems like it’s about to boil over, engulfing our town in the faint smell of catfish. Big fucking whiskered catfish.

			In fact, the only thing that smelled worse than the river that summer was us.

			We skateboarded downtown every day. The heavy air blew against us as we roared down cement streets like something out of a suburban nightmare. We weaved through cars like psycho-banshees, horrifying drivers, hobos, and adults on their lunch break.

			At least that’s what I liked to think. In truth, I doubt our little gang looked like much more than we were—a handful of bored thirteen-year-olds looking for a way to kill time.

			The lanky one with the acne was Tyson. He was the smart one, not that it mattered. Peter had the bowl cut, and was the one kid in our group fatter than me. The mean-looking one, the one with the three-inch scar on his forehead, was Paul. Paul lived three streets down from me in a two-room apartment he shared with his disabled mom, adult brother, and nine cats.

			Then, of course, there was my twin brother—Nat, my opposite number, my eternal partner in crime. Nat and I weren’t just physically identical—short, chubby, blue-eyed Hitler Youth rejects—we had the exact same interests and opinions about literally everything. In fact, most people didn’t even bother learning our names. They referred to us as one entity—“the twins.”

			I never minded too much.

			Our crew had banded together sometime during our seventh-grade year—we didn’t have much in common, besides being perpetually uninvited to life. We were on the outside of something, and we knew it. That’s how we found each other. It was as if we’d been wilting on the same damn wall.

			So that summer, we took up skateboarding. We took up slacking. We took up rebelling—our small-town version of it, anyway. We started doing all the things that outcasts are supposed to do.

			We claimed ownership of the streets and sidewalks of Huntington. We bombed hills, we ollied stairs, we ruined benches and ledges all over town—we skated our way through the heat, as puberty rang from our bodies like a sponge on the sidewalk.

			It was exhausting, the heat. It made it hard to enjoy yourself. It was tough to fight the urge to go back home, crank the AC, and watch shitty daytime TV until our parents got home.

			By the end of June we were really struggling. We forced ourselves out into the streets. The reign of our skater gang wouldn’t have lasted much longer if it weren’t for that record store opening up.

			Davidson’s Music—a home away from home. A stopping point. A destination. A sanctuary from the fiery hell of a sweat-stained Appalachian summer.

			* * *

			Going to the record store became part of our summer routine. We rarely had money to spend on music, but anytime we needed a break from the heat we would haunt the aisles of Davidson’s, flipping through the shrink-wrapped jewel cases with idle intent.

			Eventually, employees manifested. There was Chris, a white guy with dreadlocks who was always reading magazines behind the register. The other guy, Egor, was six feet tall, with stringy black hair running down to where his ass should have been. Egor’s face was covered in metal—rings and pins stuck out of his nose, eyebrows, ears, lips, chin, and who knows where else. I don’t know if he actually worked there, but Egor was always around.

			We never met anyone by the name of Davidson. It was always just these two guys. I don’t know where they came from, or why. They looked like musicians, but weren’t. They looked like skaters too, but they didn’t skate. Back then, they woulda been called “slackers”—except I couldn’t square that, because I only saw them at work.

			To me, they just kinda looked like two guys who didn’t give a fuck.

			And that made a big impression on me. These almost-­slackers seemed like the coolest dudes who’d ever lived in our town. I wanted to read the magazines they were reading, use the slang they were using, wear the clothes they were wearing. I wanted to find out what metal shit they stuck in their face and stick it in my face—these two weirdos were the gatekeepers to something special.

			I knew it, even if they never did.

			* * *

			Anytime I had money to spend, I would ask what they were listening to. Chris usually guided me to the cassettes (they were cheaper) and ran through the new releases. He said it was a great year for rock; he called it the summer of loud. Helmet, Metallica, Smashing Pumpkins, Weezer, Bush, Nirvana, Rage Against the Machine—anything he recommended, I bought. By the time my parents told me that we were going to a family reunion in Richmond, Virginia, over Fourth of July weekend, Nat and I were in the first stages of having a pretty killer music collection.

			We packed all of our tapes for the drive. Dad drove slowly, blasting Van Morrison, Jackson Browne, and then Van Morrison again. Nat and I sat in the backseat with the stack of cassettes between us. The headphones of our Walkmen never left our ears.

			* * *

			The reunion was held at our uncle Tony’s house, right outside the Richmond city limits. It was a pretty good time, all in all, and seeing my relatives meant scoring some late-birthday cash.

			I spent most of that first day with Mammaw Rufus, who loved to freak us out with overly graphic stories of the insane asylum where she worked as a ward nurse. But by the time evening rolled around, I was feeling pretty damn bored.

			The adults sat at the kitchen table drinking Johnnie Walker and playing Rook. Pretty normal Richmond behavior. By ten o’clock the place seemed more like a saloon—­shit-talking bourbon yells filled the kitchen. Uncle Carl’s cigarette ash piled on the linoleum floor. Nat and I were just standing around.

			We were supposed to sleep in our cousin Anthony’s room, which was directly downstairs, in the basement. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d seen Anthony—maybe Christmas, four or five years earlier. I was nervous of what he’d think of me. He was only a few years older than us, but when you’re a teenager, a few years is a lifetime.

			Except we’d been at the house all day, and I hadn’t seen my cousin once.

			Mammaw’s team won the hand—again. Aunt Rose went out for cigarettes, Uncle Tony shuffled the deck, and Dad refilled the drinks.

			“Fuck this,” Nat mumbled.

			He went down the stairs to the basement. A few seconds later, he was back.

			“Dude, you have to see this place.”

			I almost fell as he dragged me down the stairs.

			* * *

			The basement looked less like a bedroom and more like a separate apartment. It stretched the width of the entire house, with its own door leading to the carport—offering Anthony a level of freedom that I never knew kids could possess.

			Photographs were taped to the walls: class photos, a few pictures of snowboarders, some dark pictures from parties or concerts—I recognized Anthony at once. He had that same Rufus smile and jaw.

			More important than the photos of my cousin were all the photos of girls—not foldout centerfolds or Sports Illustrated shit, I mean real girls.

			My cousin in a tux, a too-thin blonde with her hands on a pillar beside him. Here—Anthony’s arm around a bikini brunette. More—snapshots of all kinds of girls, ­wallet-size proof of something. I wondered if he was dating any of them. I wondered if he dated all of them. Maybe he traded the pictures like baseball cards.

			“Bones Brigade,” Nat said, behind me.

			He was looking at an old-school Powell skateboard deck, nailed above Anthony’s bed. I broke off from the girls and checked out the rest of the room.

			There were a few other skateboards—most looked broken—­parked against walls or leaning on furniture. Two unmatched bookshelves lined the far wall. They were spray-painted black, and covered in dozens of stickers.

			There were no books on the shelves—only music.

			The bottom shelves were reserved for vinyl; dog-eared rows of albums ran straight across. On the middle two shelves, CDs were stacked carelessly, many not even in cases. The top shelves held better-organized stacks of tapes, 7" vinyl, and five cases of unopened blank cassettes.

			He had more music than anyone I’d ever met. I wanted to start digging through it but was afraid if I tried, the entire stack would crumble.

			I plopped down on the threadbare couch. It faced a big TV with large stereo speakers on each side of it. Nat crouched down below it, where the stereo console was. It had a turntable, four cassette players, and a six-CD changer.

			“Who the fuck is our cousin, again?” Nat said.

			He sat down beside me and faced the blank screen.

			* * *

			I woke to the sound of a door slamming shut. I’d dozed off at some point in the night. I had no clue what time it was. The drunken jeers from upstairs were replaced with silence.

			I rubbed my eyes and looked toward the carport door.

			“What up, cuz,” Anthony said. He tossed his keys onto the coffee table in front of me.

			My cousin looked different than I remembered. He’d grown into his features, and had an apathetic handsomeness that made me instantly jealous. He unzipped his black leather jacket. Buttons and safety pins ran down the collar. On him, a leather jacket in July made perfect sense.

			We gave each other an awkward hug. Anthony smelled like stale beer. He sat down on the coffee table, facing us. We made small talk about the reunion.

			I asked him about the girls on the wall. Anthony got lost in each one, going into serious specifics—who did which drugs, who had the best body, which girl was willing to do what (and if so, how she did it). It was goddamn impressive.

			Anthony got up and turned on his stereo. The music sounded so distorted that I wondered if a speaker was busted.

			“Man,” he said, “there were some serious babes at our show tonight, though. I mean, damn . . . some wild-looking chicks.”

			“What kind of show?” Nat asked. “A concert?”

			“Yeah, my band played downtown at Alley Kats. I figured my dad told y’all.”

			“You’re a musician?” I said.

			Anthony laughed. “I didn’t say that. Shit, musicians play clarinet. I said I was in a band.”

			“Oh,” I said, clearly confused.

			“Yeah, I play bass in a band called Witness. We are kind of like Inquisition mixed with Avail, and a few songs sound more like 7 Seconds. You know, kinda Youth of Today–ish.”

			I nodded. Nat nodded. Neither of us had any idea what the fuck he was talking about.

			“You guys dig those bands?” he asked us.

			I was about to lie, but Nat told him no.

			“What about Ann Beretta? Or Crass. Or like, Social D, or the Misfits?” Their names were as unfamiliar and dumb-sounding as the first bands he mentioned.

			Again, Nat told him no.

			“Shit man,” he said, “don’t you guys listen to punk at all?”

			“I dunno.” I shrugged.

			Anthony sighed. He stumbled off the table and began rummaging through his records, tossing them out of order onto the floor. Nat and I sat perfectly still.

			Anthony held up a record. The cover was a black-and-white photo of four dudes in leather jackets standing against a brick wall. The band name above them was written in neon pink.

			“What about the Ramones?” he asked. “There’s no way you’ve never even listened to the Ramones.”

			Nat took the album. He inspected it like it was some new technology he wasn’t sure how to use.

			“I’ve heard of them,” he said, “I think.”

			“Fuck! I thought y’all skated! How can you skate and not listen to punk?”

			We didn’t know.

			Anthony shook his head and sat back down on the table. He sighed again.

			“Well, goddamn, I guess that’s what happens when you live in West Virginia, huh?”

			We guessed it was.

			The three of us sat silent. The world outside was quiet and sleeping.

			“Well,” I said, nervously, “why don’t you fucking play us some.”

			“Ha!” Anthony laughed. “There’s that Rufus blood. Fuck yeah!”

			He jumped up off the table and went back to the bookshelves. He pulled a cassette tape out of a pile.

			“This band’s the shit,” he said. “It’s killer jams for skating.”

			“What is it?” I asked.

			“Unknown Road—by Pennywise.”

			He pressed play. He cranked the stereo volume, oblivious to the adults who were sleeping upstairs.

			The guitar came in first. It sounded like a chain saw cutting through my ears. Then, all of a sudden, the entire song blasted into the room at full force. I’d never heard drums played so fast—they sounded like someone hitting trash cans with a baseball bat. The song had so much speed that I might have thought it was a joke if my heart wasn’t pounding.

			The singer sort of yelled, sort of talked over the music. I couldn’t tell what the words were, but I could tell that he believed them. He sounded too pissed off to care about something as dumb as singing. He just wanted to be heard.

			It is hard for me to describe, even now. I’d never heard anything like punk rock before—it was like all the bands I normally listened to, except on overdrive. It was raw. And it was bad, but in the very best way.

			“This is awesome!” Nat yelled over the chorus. “This band is fucking awesome!”

			I rocked back and forth, not sure what to do. I needed to move. I wanted to skate, Anthony was right—I wanted to go fast.

			As the songs sped up, I got more excited. I felt like throwing the coffee table through the fucking TV. I wanted to go fast. I wanted to go down the unknown road.

			I couldn’t make out the words, but I felt like I knew what he was yelling about.

			* * *

			We sat in the basement all night. Anthony flipped from cassette to vinyl, CD to CD, then back to tape. He was the DJ of our future, and he was too drunk to know.

			I never got off the couch. I bounced on the dead springs like I had the shakes. Nat sat beside me, looking through liner notes. The stereo played on.

			The Ramones, the Descendents, the Humpers, Bad Religion, the Misfits, Minor Threat, Strife, Face to Face, TSOL, Screeching Weasel, Rancid, the Clash—all of the songs were high-speed. Every singer sounded angry; even the love songs had an undertone of rage.

			Nat and I passed the liner notes back and forth. The bands in the photos looked different from any I’d seen on TV. The Misfits looked like Satan worshippers. The Descendents looked like four-eyed dorks. The guitarist in Poison Idea looked too fat to stand up onstage. God, I thought, some of these bands are even more tragic than me.

			Which, of course, made them the coolest bands in the world.

			These were musicians I could relate to—I didn’t feel so different from any of these guys. I felt in time with their beat. It connected with me so instantly that it seemed instinctual.

			The guitars played the same chords over and over. The drummers pounded—bababababababap!—like madmen. The singers screamed or sneered or whined or ­mumbled—it all connected with me.

			I felt the power in it.

			Music like this had the power to change people. It had the power to scare people. I knew that from the start. But it didn’t scare my brother. And it didn’t scare me.

			From that first chord, to my last chord, it never scared me.

			Up until that night, I’d felt like I was on the outside of my own life. Forever out of step at school, in the neighborhood, even with my own family. But hearing that music, seeing those photos, reading the lyrics—they made it seem okay to be out of place. These bands made it seem cool.

			This was it. Even if I didn’t say so, I knew. Now I had something to relate to. I had something to claim, and I had something that was willing to claim me. I finally had a flag to fly under—one perfect and fucked up and black.

			* * *

			We listened to music until four in the morning. Anthony spent those last hours sitting on his knees, surrounded by cellophane and blank tapes. Whenever we really liked a record, he dubbed over a bootleg copy for us.

			We didn’t wake up until way past noon.

			Anthony drove us into Carytown, a neighborhood on the north end of Richmond, where there were skate shops, bars, tattoo parlors, and record stores. My cousin was hip to it all.

			The freaks, the druggies, and the punks were all there in the flesh. We passed a gang of Mohawked kids with neon hair and black T-shirts. I saw a group of tattooed guys sitting on the stoop of a town house smoking cigarettes. Everyone we passed on the street could have walked straight outta Anthony’s record collection.

			More weirdos loitered outside of Plan 9 Music. I was careful not to bump any of them as I followed Anthony inside.

			Plan 9 was the size of a warehouse. Large windows ran three stories high, giving everything inside a natural glow. There were thousands of records, CDs, tapes, mags, and comic books within my reach. In the back were cases of patches, posters, T-shirts, and buttons. Shit, this place made Davidson’s Music seem like a joke.

			I was a silent observer.

			Who wore what? Who bought what? Who talked how, and why? I spied on the entire store, picking up what I could.

			We pooled our birthday money together, ready to blow it all on stacks of cassettes, black T-shirts, and issues of Alternative Press and Maximum Rocknroll.

			We stood at the register behind a long line of record shoppers.

			Nat flipped through the magazines, studying them like they were punk rock syllabi. I just studied the checkout girl.

			She had tattoos—leopard spots running halfway down her left arm. Her hair and her lips were a matching bright pink. Two silver rings stuck out from her bottom lip, weighing it down in a permanent pout.

			The line inched forward. I focused on her lips. When the light reflected off the rings, they looked almost like fangs.

			She rang me up and took my money. I couldn’t look away from the vampire lip.

			“Solid choices, man,” she said, smiling and handing me my bag.

			“Fuck yeah, man,” I squeaked back.

			I tripped over myself on the way out the door.

			* * *

			The next morning, we left for home. I dreaded going back. Our friends, our record store, the town itself—everything seemed even smaller now.

			I’d had my first taste of counterculture, and it lingered in my mouth. Huntington didn’t even have any culture to counter! I wanted to stay in Richmond. I wanted to be part of this!

			But as soon as we pulled out of my uncle’s driveway, the city faded quickly away. I sat in the backseat of the car, watching blurry colors of brick and black blend into a sea of endless green. Trees ebbed and flowed on the mountains around us. The interstate cut through them like a huge cement snake.

			Soon, we were back in nowhere.

			I looked over at my brother beside me. His headphones were on. His eyes were shut, but he was awake. He was nodding, just barely, with the music. He tapped the empty Brain Drain jewel case on his knee.

			He didn’t look depressed. He didn’t mind that we were going home. He didn’t care where we were going. He was already gone.

		

	
		
			TWO

			My Basement Life

			1

			Nat wanted to transform our basement into a carbon copy of the one in Richmond. I considered it a useless cause—mainly because our basement was complete shit.

			Stained carpet was glued unevenly to the corners of the floor. It stopped suddenly, as if the contractor had simply run out of material. There was an old love seat in one corner. A dusty shelf hung above it, and a single-pane window above that. Like I said—shit.

			But Nat was convinced that the basement was a key factor in the power of the music. He said it sounded better when it was a private thing.

			So that first week home from Richmond, he stayed in the basement for hours, killing the last days of summer vacation. He angled the love seat into the corner. He put his small boom box beside it, and taped up pages of liner notes around it. He plastered the rest of the walls with the torn pages of skateboard and music magazines.

			I was really impressed by his progress, until all the tapes, CDs, and magazines began disappearing from my bedroom.

			I went down to ask him about it. He was sitting on the floor in front of the stereo and poring over one of Dad’s yellow legal pads.

			“What are you writing?” I asked.

			“See all these liner notes? I was going through them, ya know, and got to reading the ‘thank you’ sections—they all have one. The bands always thank other bands, so I’ve been writing down all the band names that I don’t recognize. I figure once we get some funds, we can go to Davidson’s and see if they carry any of them.”

			“Dude,” I said, “that is fucking genius.”

			He handed me the list. There were probably sixty bands on it. I’d never seen him put so much work into anything.

			“Hey,” I said, “speaking of—where are the tapes you took outta my room? I wanted to listen to Everything Sucks.”

			Nat nodded to the shelf beneath the window. “I figured we can keep them all down here from now on. They’re in ABC order, though—don’t fuck them up.”

			I had to stand on the love seat to reach the shelf. I couldn’t see many—just Nirvana, Everclear, and the treasures we’d brought back from Richmond. There were only about ten CDs total, in a neat little row with cassettes stacked three deep beside them.

			“Where are the rest of our records?” I asked.

			“That stuff from before, it didn’t belong down here, man. It’s out in the alley.”

			* * *

			Bon Jovi. Boyz II Men. Weird Al. Ace of Base. The Lion King soundtrack. There were dozens of CDs and tapes, broken and blackened, melded together in the alley behind our garage. Nat had burnt them all.

			Cusswords and anarchy signs had been carved on the backs of CDs. Spools of tape lay dead in the alley like discarded snakeskins. He’d arranged the pile neatly atop his old Boy Scout kerchief. Baseball cards and a Troll doll seemed to have been used as accelerants. A tin of lighter fluid was propped against the garage.

			It was all represented in the pile, everything we’d once claimed. The sports we’d tried—and failed—to play. The groups we’d tried to join. The music we’d bought mindlessly, without even knowing if we actually liked it. Different styles and phases we’d tried on for size—all there in the pile.

			What would Anthony have said about Nat’s old Aerosmith tape? What would vampire girl think of my Hootie & the Blowfish CD? It didn’t matter anymore. The slate had to be cleared. Burning meant that.

			Now, for once, we were committed.

			Nat walked up behind me. We stood there looking down at the rubble.

			“The crazy thing is, it only took one match.”

			2

			It was too hot out to skate, so Paul and the guys started hanging out in our basement with us. We played them our punk records, introducing them to the music the way our cousin had. They reacted almost as strongly as me.

			Some days, if any of us had cash, we made the death-march up to the record store to try and mark another band off Nat’s list. Since we were their only steady customers, Chris and Egor began ordering more punk music from their record distributors—but if they did manage to get a punk album in, it was only one copy. Meaning whichever one of us bought it did so with the knowledge that he’d have to dub copies for everyone else.

			* * *

			Mom was worried that we spent too much time in the basement. It was unhealthy, she said, to listen to that noise all day instead of being in the fresh air. That’s what she called it—noise.

			But it was all we wanted to do. I wanted to have the same attitude that these punk rock bands had. I wanted to have the balls to take on the world the way they did.

			So, as the sun shined through that small window, we sat down there, my brother and my friends and I, playing the same records over and over and over again, like members of a cult who were trying to brainwash themselves.

			3

			School was harder on all of us now.

			Paul got beat up the third week of school because he “dressed like a fucking faggot”—it was four guys, behind the bleachers after football practice. Paul didn’t dress any different than he had the year before, except for a chain he now wore as a bracelet (like the guitarist in Rancid did). None of the fucks responsible got in trouble.

			It wasn’t like we’d suddenly become mutants. We wore a few chains and buttons, maybe some band T-shirts, but that’s all. Otherwise, we were the same boring-ass white boys we’d always been.

			But the other kids treated us differently. It was as if they sensed we no longer had an urge to fit their definition of “cool,” so we got treated with a special kind of disdain.

			Whenever the final school bell rang, my muscles instantly loosened. I’d rush to my locker, maneuvering through the halls as if I was scared I might get trapped inside the building. After what had happened to Paul, I started using the side exit.

			The guys still came by our house most days, to hang out in the basement with Nat and me. We sat around until dusk, talking shit and replaying whatever album we were hooked on at the time.

			But whenever my parents got home, the guys split.

			Our dinner table was silent now. Mom didn’t know what to say to us anymore, and we didn’t know what to say to her. School had made me more sensitive than I used to be. Any question or comment that came from my parents felt only like a judgment, a continuation of the vibes I got from my classmates and teachers.

			Once the table was cleared and the shitty sitcoms came on, we could all relax. Mom and Dad watched the TV, and I went up to my bedroom. I always locked the door.

			I put on my headphones and strapped my Walkman to my pants. Then I stood in front of the mirror. When the tape came on, I would shred the air guitar, and sing to my reflection with the showmanship and passion of a goddamn pro. I did it for hours some nights, rocking through albums like I was filming my own music video. I got so immersed in it that by the time I quit I’d be sweating.

			I don’t know why I never thought of playing music for real. I was staring at the possibility every night—right there in front of me. And by the time my private concerts were over, the bullshit of my day was all lost in the feedback.

			* * *

			One day after school, Nat told me that we were starting a band.

			“Who is?” I asked.

			He shrugged. “Me. You. Whoever. Who cares? Us, dude!”

			“We don’t play instruments.”

			“Sean does.”

			“Who?”

			“Sean, man, shit,” Nat said, annoyed. “He just transferred here this week. His dad works for the railroad or something. He’s in my English class. He fucking plays guitar, dude!”

			“Is he any good?”

			“Jesus, man, it’s punk—who cares if he’s good?”

			“Well,” I said, “what am I going to play?”

			“Drums.”

			“Drums? I don’t know.”

			“I do,” Nat said. “Because we are the only ones who even have a basement. The other guys can’t fit a drum kit into those shoe boxes they live in. Besides, I’m playing bass. So we need a drummer.”

			“Why do you get to play bass?”

			“Because it was my idea—and because I called it first.”

			I sighed. “Well, who would sing?”

			“Maybe Tyson, Paul, or Peter. I don’t know yet. Whoever is ballsy enough to get onstage and do it, I guess. It doesn’t matter who sings.”

			“Well, how are we gonna get instruments, or shows, or . . .”

			“Do you not wanna do it?”

			“I mean of course I want to do it.”

			“Well, then shut the fuck up,” he said.

			I shut the fuck up.

			* * *

			Nat promised he’d talk to our parents about it. If they could spring the money for some instruments, we would do odd jobs until they were paid back. I didn’t think they’d ever go for it, especially Dad. A college wrestling champion turned Vietnam vet, our father had been given the awkward job of raising two sloth-like apples who couldn’t have fallen farther from his tree. Our off-putting taste in music and fashion seemed like something he would want to ignore, not encourage.

			I thought the music we listened to seriously bothered my mom and dad—but in truth, the thing that really concerned them was that their kids sat down in a basement all day. We didn’t do anything else. We were achieving a level of chronic laziness that went unsurpassed.

			So at dinner, when Nat told them about his idea to start a band, they stared at him over their leftover spaghetti with looks of genuine shock.

			“Okay,” Mom said, “if we could help you find instruments, if we let you guys turn the basement into some nightclub, are you going to take it seriously?”

			We said that we would.

			“No, I mean seriously—as in committed,” she said. “I mean practicing, lessons, the whole bit. It can’t just be like everything else.”

			We swore that it wouldn’t.

			If they could help us find some instruments, we would do extra chores, slave labor, whatever—we’d do anything.

			“You know,” Dad said, “Ronny from Mack & Dave’s Pawnshop still owes me some money for doing their books. I could give him a call tomorrow, see what instruments they have.”

			“That would be awesome,” I mumbled, while my brain screamed, Holyshitholyshit!

			For once, maybe something would come easy. Maybe, in a single day, my brother had just kick-started the career of a band that didn’t exist just hours before. I looked over at him. He was smiling too big to say anything.

			* * *

			A week passed. Dad didn’t mention the pawnshop again. I thought he’d forgotten about the instruments completely.

			But the following Saturday, Mom woke me up and told me to get downstairs. I looked out my bedroom window—there was a white moving truck with MACK & DAVE’S stenciled onto the side. I got dressed right away.

			Nat was already downstairs, holding the front door open. A couple of guys carried the contents of the truck inside. Their shirts were soiled like they’d been doing heavy lifting since dawn. They glared at us when they passed—spoiled little fat-asses—and I was too nervous to ask if I could help.

			The last thing they brought inside was a long black case that reminded me of a coffin.

			* * *

			The drum kit had probably been white at some point. But it was old now, and its finish had been timeworn into the yellow hue of stained teeth.

			The heads of the drums were stretched to the rims like burnt wax paper. The kit was stacked in pieces around the room. A cymbal the color of a dirty penny leaned against the wall, with a pair of chipped drumsticks on the floor beside it.

			“Fuck,” I heard Nat say. He was standing over the open case.

			“What?”

			He pulled out his brand-new, used, bright purple Ibanez bass. I started cracking up.

			“Whatever,” he said. “I was gonna cover it in stickers anyway.”

			Dad came down to the basement. He was grinning.

			“Well, gentlemen, looks like there is no excuse to be bored anymore.”

			Mom peeked down a few times too, watching us try to organize the room. The two of them looked happy just to see us doing something.

			It took over an hour for us to set up the drum kit. I had no idea how to do it, where the drums went, what they were called—I had never even seen a drum kit in person before. All we had to go on was what we’d seen in music videos.

			But it was simple enough—snare, tom, floor tom, kick drum—with a cymbal and one broken stand. We covered the stand in duct tape. There was no drum throne, so I used an old painter’s stool.

			I hit the snare and Mom’s hands flew to her ears. My parents didn’t come back down to the basement pretty much ever after that.

			There was a Bass for Beginners book and an electric tuner inside the guitar case. I sat hunched over my stool, watching Nat fiddle with his bass. He was trying to use the tuner.

			If the note was out of tune, the tuner flashed red. If it was on the right note, the lights turned green. Nat concentrated, biting his lip as the string stretched tighter over the neck of the bass. I thought it would snap.

			But finally, the light turned green.

			He plugged the bass into the little amplifier. He strummed an open note. The volume sent sound vibrations up my chest and into my throat. I heard the basement door slam shut.

			“You wanna play something?” Nat asked.

			“I don’t know how to play yet.”

			“Well, why don’t you start by hitting the drums?”

			I laughed. “Okay, dickhead, cover your ears.”

			I took the sticks into my hands and hit the snare drum and cymbal. It was LOUD—every little addition to the drums seemed to increase the volume a thousandfold. No stereo speakers could ever have matched this sound.

			Nat waved his hands for me to stop.

			“No, no, dude!” he yelled. “You have to count off!”

			“Oh yeah . . .”

			He turned his amp up as loud as it would go. I could hear it humming. Nat looked at me and nodded.

			I swallowed hard, and my arms tensed. I held the drumsticks up—X—above my head. I nodded back at my brother.

			“One!”—click—

			“Two!”—click—

			“One! Two! Onetwothreefour!”

			The room exploded.
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			Everyone You’ll Never Know
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			Those years were spent underground.

			We took the music seriously, just like we promised we would. We picked it up by ear, slowly trying to learn every song in our growing record collection. Other kids came over to jam with us, all of them basically strangers.

			For years we struggled at forming a band. Every time we thought we’d found other members, it always seemed to fizzle out after a few rehearsals. It wasn’t until we met Brody, standing at the register of Davidson’s with the only copy of a Bouncing Souls CD, that things changed.

			We’d never met before, because he went to the Catholic school across town. He was tall, with birdlike features. He wore a cabbie hat low on his face. To tell the truth, his spastic energy made me uncomfortable. But he played bass. And he loved punk rock. So fuck it.

			Having two bassists was pointless, obviously. So Nat went back to the pawnshop and traded his bass for an electric guitar. He picked power chords up easily, and took to it like a quasi-prodigy.

			Two weeks after Nat became an official guitarist, Brody came over. We learned a cover of “Do What You Want” by Bad Religion. Nat sang it, because no one else would. After playing the same song about a hundred times, I had to admit that we sounded pretty good—we sounded fucking great!

			The band was on.

			We decided to call ourselves DOA—Defiance of Authority. We thought it sounded tough, like a spelled-out middle finger.

			We deemed Nat our lead singer by default. The three of us practiced almost every day, learning three or four cover songs a week. It wasn’t long before Nat started writing his own material.

			Mostly he wrote vague rip-offs of other songs—­political shit, love songs, whatever. It was exciting as hell. Whenever I saw him alone, hunched over his guitar scribbling lyrics onto notepads, I felt like I was in a legitimate band.

			Not a jam band. Not a cover band. A band band—the kind of band that could actually do something. The kind of band that could make it, whatever that meant.

			* * *

			Except we couldn’t get a gig.

			We were too loud for open-mic nights. And at fifteen, we weren’t old enough to play in the bars. It sucked. We couldn’t even play parties, because we were never invited to them. After months of looking for shows, I started thinking that our band might be DOA for real.

			It was Paul who had the idea—if no one would book us, we should just put on a concert ourselves. He found two event halls—the VFW and the YWCA—who were willing to rent to minors. Once again by default, Paul became a concert promoter.

			The Y was a basically abandoned building on the west end, used for AA meetings and support groups. Paul haggled them down to fifty dollars a night—just $12.50 between the four of us. If we charged five bucks, and ten people came, we could break even. If we got more people to come, we agreed to put the extra cash toward having another show.

			We started looking for bands to play with. The more bands we could find, the more people might come to the gig. The college was good for a few bands (usually white-dude reggae), and small towns are always good for a few middle-aged heavy metal bands. The guys who begged for change outside of the library told Brody that they had a band—an anarchist punk group called Mountain State Militia. They agreed to play the show (if they could borrow our instruments).

			Nat made a concert flyer using cutout letters from magazines. I thought it looked more like a ransom note. Dad let us run off copies at his office—we made a hundred. The black ink was hot to the touch.

			We skated all around town with the flyers. We taped them up on poles and storefront windows, in bathrooms and on stop signs. Davidson’s put one on their door. The only place in town that we didn’t put up flyers was school—if the show sucked, I didn’t want anyone there to see it.

			* * *

			Nat and I showed up to the YWCA early, so no one would see our parents drop us off. We helped Paul move all the folding chairs into a corner, while Brody set up the PA on the small stage. The other bands arrived around six, and soon it was almost time for the show to start.

			I can remember standing in the corner, watching people file in as Paul worked the door. Everyone looked at least ten years older than me. A few seemed wasted. I saw tattoos of roses and faded barbed wire. One guy wore a cutoff Misfits shirt down past his knees. A group of crusty punks showed up out of nowhere, all wearing camo and black. Paul told me later that they smelled like old dog food, and paid the cover in change.

			Twenty-two people showed up for that show.

			Twenty-two people saw a handmade poster for a punk rock concert in an abandoned YWCA and came! It was fucking amazing—all these semi-punks and loners had been living in my town, and before that night I hadn’t even known it.

			* * *

			When the first band started, no one was sure what to do. No bands ever came through Huntington, and none of us were used to being at concerts. All we could do was imitate what we saw in videos and magazines. A couple guys headbanged, and one tried (unsuccessfully) to start a mosh pit.

			But by the time Defiance of Authority went on, the crowd was all warmed up. We played mostly cover songs, and snuck the few originals that Nat had written into the set. Playing to an audience was so different from jamming in the basement. I could barely focus on what I was doing.

			The crowd finally started moshing a little, and when we played our Bad Religion cover, the guys who were dancing ended up on the stage. They ran into each other, pushing and spitting at us, bumping into our equipment.

			It was one of the best nights of my life.

			* * *

			And so that was that.

			Nat kept writing songs. Paul kept putting on shows—and the crowds kept growing. Some kids came to check out the music. Most just came for something to do. But for those of us who considered ourselves punk rockers, the chance to meet other like-minded losers was huge.

			A few others started putting on their own shows. A lot of kids decided to form bands of their own. Soon there was a show at least every two weeks. Time was now measured by concerts.

			* * *

			My brother soon turned from a “singer” into a front man. He wanted to look like a lead singer—he dyed his hair jet-black, contorting it into a pathetic replica of a Social Distortion pompadour. Onstage he would wear only black.

			By the time we entered high school, we both needed glasses. I ended up with a pair of thick-rimmed black frames that made my eyes look huge. Nat refused to wear any. He said it would “fuck up his stage presence.” He said he’d rather go blind.

			* * *

			When we were sixteen, Nat convinced me to bleach my hair from blond to white. He thought it would help us stand out more onstage. I ended up with a burnt scalp and hair the color of unhealthy piss. I dug it. I spent a half hour each morning using gobs of glue to spike it into brutally sharp points.

			Nat was right—for the first time, we weren’t identical. You’d never be able to tell we were twins, unless you saw us together.

			And we were always together.

			* * *

			By the time I was seventeen, we were pulling in about a hundred kids a show. We were sure we could get a big-time record deal now—we just weren’t sure how to make it happen.

			We recorded demo tape after demo tape of our original material. I mailed copies out to Epitaph Records, Nitro Records, Lookout! Records, Fat Wreck Chords—all the record labels that specialized in punk bands.

			I’m still waiting to hear back from them.

			* * *

			In terms of business, it was Brody who really started guiding the band. He found countless books on the music business—touring, management, promotion. After reading a few, he realized some contained lists of contacts.

			So—like my brother with his liner notes—Brody plowed through each book, making spreadsheets of label addresses, booking agencies, tour promoters, phone numbers, e-mails, and contacts. He was sure that it was common sense, not songwriting, that would finally score us a record deal.

			His latest plan was to get us on the Warped Tour.

			Magazine ads for the past five Warped Tours were taped on the walls of our basement—Pennywise, ­Social D, Sublime, Bad Religion, FEAR, Descendents—all of our favorite bands went on this tour! It was like a punk rock circus, all these awesome bands in one place—every summer, when the tour kicked off, I ached to get to go to a show. But we lived in West Virginia. No tours ever passed through.

			In the back of the book Everyone You’ll Never Know: An Insider’s Guide Through the Music Biz, Brody hit the fucking jackpot—he found the contact information for Kevin Lyman, the organizer of the tour.

			So he mailed him our latest demo and a handwritten letter of adoration. Brody was sure it would butter him up enough to put Defiance of Authority on the tour.

			If we could get on Warped, we could get a record deal. When record-label fat cats came to see the bands on their rosters, we would be waiting. We’d beg, we’d plead, we wouldn’t let them leave until they watched us play.

			Brody was certain his new plan would work.

			I had faith in the plan too—why wouldn’t I? It was nice to imagine leaving our town, nice to imagine the band having a shot at the big time. It was nice to have a plan.

			So, at seventeen—while school got harder, the girls got scarier, and adulthood loomed on the horizon—I didn’t pay anything much mind. All that shit seemed secondary to me now.

			School was nothing but a waiting room.

			2

			Nat and I shared a 1986 Ford Astrovan named Sheena. Her windows were tinted, and her left brake light was cracked. She was painted the color of pond scum. We’d covered her backside in stickers and hung dice from the rearview mirror. There was a tape deck that worked okay, and the previous owner had installed a CD player. But her upholstery—covered in stains and cigarette burns—showed her age.

			Other kids might have been embarrassed to drive an old van, but not us. We fucking loved it. Because we only thought of Sheena in her official capacity—tour van.

			Of course, we had no tours to go on. But that wasn’t the point.

			Touring was eventual—if we didn’t get on the Warped Tour, something else would come along. Maybe one of our demo tapes would finally be heard, and we’d score some huge record deal—it didn’t matter how we got the record deal; we’d get to go on tour and promote the rec­ord. So having a van put us ahead of the curve—when the future came calling, we would be ready.

			* * *

			While we waited for Epitaph Records to track us down, we mostly used the tour van to drive to school. Paul rode with us every morning, although he cared about school even less than me. By eleventh grade, he didn’t even bring his books.

			Huntington High sat on a steep hill outside of town. Only one road led to the school, and each morning we took our place in the clogged line of buses and muddy pickups. On top of the hill was a flagpole where the Christian kids did a morning prayer. I ignored them on my way into the building.

			The walls were lined with massive trophy cases, which were mostly a shrine to then current sports heroes. I often saw them smiling at themselves through the dirty glass. Our same little gang stood together beneath the stairwell.

			When the first bell rang it meant I had to leave my friends. I strolled down the hallway alone, into the fuck-off that defined my high school existence.

			I sat in the back singing songs, undressing girls, and watching music videos all in my head—but mostly, I thought about my band.

			I wrote setlists for imaginary tours, I chose outfits to wear onstage, I dreamed up countless album covers—­anything not to focus on how slow the minute hand moved.

			* * *

			If there wasn’t a punk show going on, we spent Saturday nights just driving around. Nat, Paul, and I—sometimes more, never less—would just get into the van, crank the stereo, and go.

			We would cruise all around the town—past the park and its empty benches, past the public pool now drained and abandoned. We took the winding hill up Washington Boulevard, where the houses grew larger by the block. On the other side of the hill, the houses got small again. Drunken railroad workers spilt out of dive bars, onto the sidewalks. From there, we drove into downtown, past rows and rows of boarded-up storefronts.

			We always ended up at the river.

			We parked past the flood wall, which blocked out the few lights still burning behind us. We’d sit in the van with our seat belts off, barely speaking. The moon was bright on the river, floating eternally downstream.

			After we had driven the entire town, there was nothing left to do but circle back. Back to the east end, or maybe to the west. We didn’t care where we ended up. There was no destination. We covered ground aimlessly, like animals pacing in a cage.

			3

			I tried to talk to the girls in my class. The attempts were pathetically executed. Nat said that I was overly ­complimentary; I focused on small things—nail polish, ­perfume—stuff I figured their boyfriends never noticed.

			Sometimes the girls were nice enough to let me ramble on, until they could break away from the conversation politely. But I knew they didn’t take me seriously—fuck, how could they? Everything I said came off as grossly innocent.

			So mainly, I just watched them.

			Not like a creep or anything—I just mean that I admired them.

			A lot.

			I admired the way they brushed their hair behind their ears as they smiled, and the sound of their laughter down the halls. I was amazed how these creatures seemed so unaware of their sex—their breasts, their curves, all perfect by existence alone. I memorized the quarter-inch gaps between the bottoms of their shirts and the tops of their pants.

			I focused like my glasses gave me X-ray eyes.

			I stood in the hallways, and I leaned on the walls. I watched girl after girl after girl after girl after girl after girl after girl after girl after girl after girl after girl after girl.

			I felt lucky just to be that close.
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