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			PROLOGUE

			“What the fuck am I doing here?!”

			These were the words echoing through my head as I awkwardly paced around the crowded izakaya in a random city in Japan. I was the only non-Japanese person in the room, a situation I would become extremely accustomed to in the coming years.

			I was playing guitar for Japanese superstar singer Aikawa Nanase. In America, big bands occasionally have afterparties, but in Japan, it is common for major artists to throw a massive shindig at the local izakaya (sake drinking place) after almost every show. There, band members, tour staff, local big shots, and promoters enjoy tables overflowing with local delicacies and drinks that seem to magically refill as soon as glasses empty.

			These lively celebrations are legendary, and everyone shows up ready to party. For most attendees, it’s a great place to catch up on the latest Japanese music news, and gossip and decompress. Pretty much everyone in the band and crew looked forward to the izakayas—everyone but me. As much as it was literally my wildest dream coming true to be in Japan making Japanese music at the top level, I was still the awkward American. I usually felt out of my element, far from my comfort zone, which left me melancholy and alone.

			I wasn’t alone, of course. These people were not strangers. Her band was extremely popular, and I was an active participant during the show. Nanase, her band, crew, promoters, and fans loved my playing and onstage persona. Whenever I launched into a solo, thousands of air guitars in the audience were played by exuberant, flying fingers. But there has always been a big difference between my onstage persona and my personality offstage, where I am not shielded and emboldened by my guitar. That disparity was magnified exponentially when I wasn’t fully acclimated to Japanese customs and culture. At the izakayas, there was a canyon-sized communication gap between me and, well, everyone else. Most participants were drinking and laughing, gathered in tight circles with their friends. They were buzzed and animated, gesticulating as they chatted away and drank their weight in alcohol. Yet, while I was nearly fluent in Japanese and they spoke loudly enough for me to easily hear them, I could barely understand a word.

			It was more of a social chasm than a linguistic one. They were talking about people I didn’t know, places I’d never heard of, and situations I knew nothing about. It would have been easy to smile, nod, and laugh along, but if I did, it would seem disingenuous. So, I often waited for the opportune moment to quietly slip back to my hotel. I never went to the after-after parties, also common in Japan. I would be long asleep in my room by the time many of the others would be wasted, slurring, and laughing at things that weren’t funny.

			It’s not like I didn’t try to blend in and take part in the fun. At many of the early after-show parties I attended, I bounced from clique to clique, hoping to hear a tiny phrase I recognized or a topic I could relate to, and then slip smoothly into conversation—any conversation. That rarely happened. No one consciously excluded me, I just felt invisible. As much as I added musically to the band, when we were in a social environment, I had next to nothing to contribute.

			For the first time in a long time, I felt like I was really, really out of place, mostly because I was; socially, I didn’t belong. To an outsider, the situation might seem implausible since everyone knew of and respected my success as a decade-long member of Megadeth and the composer of a slew of solo albums. However, despite having a storage locker full of Platinum albums from every continent, I was brand spanking new to Japan’s domestic music scene, and my experience in Japanese music was minimal—non-existent, actually.

			This was the first J-pop band I ever played with, and everyone around me had been immersed in the upper echelon of J-pop for years. I knew very few of the musicians and industry folks these people were talking about, and I didn’t know the stories they were all recalling and laughing about.

			It certainly wasn’t what I expected when I signed up. Megadeth was quite popular in Japan, and I was the lead guitarist on their most popular albums and highest-grossing worldwide tours. Aside from that, I was a so-called “guitar hero,” doing hundreds of global music seminars for people of all cultures. I was an established international artist, and, in most places in the world, that’s how I was treated. But at any given izakaya, those things didn’t seem to matter.

			Looking back, I realize that expecting to be treated a certain way due to past achievements is kind of lame, but, at the time, I felt like I might as well have been a novice in an unsigned Tijuana mariachi band. The problem lay entirely in the fact that I didn’t come of age as a player with these people I was sharing the stage with. I didn’t know them from the club scene, or even share many of their influences and mentors.

			Most of them were quite a few years younger than I was. They were all top-shelf musicians with their own fans. Nanase toured with a Japanese supergroup, and her musicians were cordial and tried to interact with me as I did with them. But for a long time, once they asked me what it was like to be a “rock star” in America, and we had exhausted that topic, there wasn’t much left to talk about.

			For a short time, I thought I stood a chance of being accepted in their circle if I acted like the life of the party, which really isn’t my style. I forced myself to be gregarious, and sometimes I got lucky and said something that connected with the others. When that happened, I was greeted with laughter, everyone’s eyes turned to me, and I was suddenly an active participant in the game, if even just a tiny bit. No one I was talking to had any idea how much that meant to me, and when it happened, I was as elated as a helium balloon set skyward. But I’d inevitably say something they didn’t understand, and I was unable to explain myself. Once again, I’d be sitting there nursing my oolong tea, uncomfortably positioned between groups engrossed in lively conversations. I felt like that unpopular kid in the elementary school cafeteria looking in vain for other students to let him sit at their table.

			That I was American and had toured through every state of that huge country as well the farthest corners of the world were inconsequential to me. I didn’t even want to talk about my past success. I wanted to be in this Japanese music world, right there and right then. By contrast, many of the other members of Nanase’s band and crew had only fantasized about escaping their little island and playing to international audiences. Strangely, that’s a distant dream most Japanese musicians never even attempt to realize.

			Maybe the musicians I was around respected my past so much they were somewhat intimidated by it, and because of that, they never felt completely comfortable around me. Sometimes it felt like they were thinking, What’s he doing playing with us? He must have a screw loose.

			Or maybe I didn’t belong in their cliques. Japan is a one-race society, and America is, as they say, a melting pot. The only way to really know the pluses and minuses of each is to live in both of them for an equally long time. More on this later.

			The irony of feeling like an outcast while, at the same time, living out my biggest dream—playing J-pop in Japan at the highest level—was not lost on me. It was depressing and left me empty inside. I tried to maintain focus in this unusual situation.

			I repeated my mantra: “Keep your eye on the prize.”

			To accomplish huge goals, you have to experience shitty times and overcome extraordinary challenges. I knew that feeling out of place, even somewhat unnecessary, in an alien society was going to be a growing pain for a while. It was kind of like learning a language or becoming proficient at an instrument. I met both of those challenges head-on and emerged victorious. I would overcome this as well. If I could just get through this part in which crippling loneliness and social maladjustment were the norm, I would eventually be in a unique position that could greatly benefit me.

			There were no precedents for what I was doing here, and no one to get advice from. Japanese people are unbelievably friendly and accommodating to foreign visitors. There is an entirely different sentiment faced by foreigners who try to make Japan their home. I felt that if I fully acclimated to Japanese culture and others became relaxed and comfortable with me, being unusual wouldn’t make me awkward anymore. It would make me exceptional.

			Whenever I got really dejected, I would remind myself that, for now, I was an utter mystery, and a complete outsider to these people. No wonder they couldn’t relate to me. Just because I played a mean guitar and spoke Japanese wasn’t going to instantly endear me to them. I had already earned their respect as a musician. I had to earn people’s friendships one by one.

			I knew what I had to do: “You gotta pay your dues,” my inner voice repeated. “Stay focused and prepare for the long road ahead. It’s gonna be a wild ride.”

			 

		

	
		
			1

			I grew up believing that the more popular you are in school, the less you know or care about music. Why should you care? If you’re a jock, a cheerleader, or just overflowing with confidence and good looks, you’ve got the world at your fingertips—dates, parties, homecoming dances, sporting events, praise from every corner. For popular kids, music is just the happy, disposable soundtrack to their well-adjusted, busy lives. Kids in that environment don’t have the time or desire to know or care what song is playing on the radio or who the musicians are, never mind all the minutiae about the instruments used to play the songs or the gear to record it. The popular crowd has places to be, fun to have, drugs to take, people to get intimate with.

			In my experience as a musician, I’ve discovered that you’ve got to be somewhat uncool, unpopular, maybe a little bit troubled, and, above all, have a lot of free time to know that the name of the original lead guitarist of KISS is Ace Frehley and that he usually plays a Gibson Les Paul Deluxe. In my school, you can bet that no one on the football team, or any team for that matter, knew those details.

			When I grew up, music, particularly hard rock, was a vicarious escape for kids ignored or victimized by the popular crowd—an aggressive outlet for those of us who didn’t have dates, weren’t insanely athletic or handsome, didn’t dress well, and weren’t going to parties with cheerleaders. Heavy music was, and still is, a refuge for the outcast. It makes the weak feel strong and empowers the powerless. Heavy metal provides an energized environment to dream about and escape to, and a platform to share discoveries with other like-minded losers. Most popular artists were once the downtrodden misfits and geeks of their generation.

			But I don’t want to marginalize loud music as just some happy place for dweebs. It can be a lifesaver, a haven from depression and abuse. The sneering “fuck you!” punch of heavy music is therapy for kids from dysfunctional families. If your parents and peers are verbally (or God forbid, physically) abusive—if they belittle you and make you feel three inches tall—rock and roll can make you a giant. Lots of big-league musicians, rock superstars even, started with a deck of shitty cards. But that’s not what happened to me. Growing up, I was never abused, neglected, or hungry. I never had to throw punches to prove my worth, and I was never kicked out of the house for being a fuck-up. Compared to many musicians I know, I started out from a place of privilege and security.

			I was born Martin Adam Friedman in Washington, D.C., on December 8, 1962, to Jerry and Marilyn Friedman. My dad was raised in an orthodox Jewish home in Jersey City, New Jersey. My dad’s mother, Bessie Kleiman, and father, Morris Friedman, met in New York fresh off the boat, having just arrived in the U.S. from Lithuania and Austria, respectively.
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			They all spoke broken English with thick Yiddish accents and wrote Hebrew. You know those kind of voices comedians use when they do impressions of old Jewish people? That is the exact sound of my Bubbi and Zeyde (Grandma and Grandpa to the non-Jews out there). The entire family kept kosher and diligently went to temple every week, fasted on Yom Kippur, and wouldn’t work, drive, use electricity, or even lift a muscle on the Sabbath—all that orthodox stuff.

			You might figure they were conservative or dull since they were so religious, but that wasn’t the case. I feel like you could legitimately argue that the more orthodox a Jew is, the wilder he or she might be. I always felt close to my Bubbi and Zeyde, because they were loving, hilarious, and entertaining. Their devotion to Judaism was all-encompassing, and they were loud, expressive, and full of action, emotional pathos, and drama. It was exciting to be around them because I never knew exactly what they were going to get worked up about. Or, more accurately, what would set off my grandmother. She was always talking, and my grandfather rarely spoke, but when he did, he really meant it and it really meant something. It was always a well-thought-out comment or a profound statement that ended some kind of squabble. “We’ll cut the turkey after Jerry gets back. Enough already!” I got the feeling my Zeyde might have been keeping kosher to keep the peace at home with my Bubbi. When I was an adult, I used to sneak him out of the house for pork fried rice at this little Chinese joint on Sunset Boulevard in L.A. What Jew doesn’t like Chinese food?
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			By contrast, my mom’s parents were nice, but straitlaced and plain, which was so unlike my mom, who is offbeat and artistic, brimming with vigor and vitality. It was strange how no one in her family had a fraction of her energy or creativity. Her parents were of Russian descent but had zero of the “old country” vibes since several generations of her family were already in America when my mom, Marilyn Steuer, was born in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. Like me, she was always the smallest one in her class photos, and a horribly picky eater. We would rather have starved than eat something we didn’t like. Eventually, her family moved to Washington, D.C., where my grandfather Henry drove for Diamond Cab, a local taxi company. I thought that was the coolest thing, because he drove a cab and made change for customers with a change-maker. My grandfather was much too industrious to limit his career to cab driving. He also had a corner grocery store and took other jobs from time to time. But no matter what he did, it seemed like he was always struggling to make ends meet. Even so, my mom was never discriminated against for being working class or Jewish. She was one of the pretty and popular kids.

			Long before he met my mom, my dad was a well-liked and highly respected member of the National Security Agency (NSA). He got a job there when he was just a teenager and worked his way up to the high rank of GS-15, the equivalent to a colonel in the army. Dad worked on highly classified stuff, and though I had no idea what he did all day, I’m pretty sure it involved preventing the Russians from spying on the U.S. government. At least that’s what he told us. As I grew up, I half suspected (and hoped) that he took part in more scandalous activities than he let on during his many business trips to exotic places like Thailand, Hong Kong, and Korea. One time, he was transported by helicopter to a deserted island near the Marshall Islands and left alone to check on a U.S. missile monitoring facility. For a moment, he was worried that no one would come back for him.

			I always thought it was insane that my dad worked for the NSA right out of high school, but then again, my dad is a pretty incredible guy. He’s always been sharp as a razor, instantly likable, and quick to make friends. My dad is someone who has always been socially perfect, which is funny because I’ve always thought of myself as socially awkward. I tend to express myself most articulately through my music and guitar playing.
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			After high school, my dad stayed in Jersey City and went to St. Peter’s College, where he was no doubt the only kosher-keeping Jew at the Christian institution. A top student, and a star on many of the Varsity sports teams, he was a total stud. He played baseball like a pro, was a consistent power hitter and an agile, dependable third baseman—a Brooks Robinson type. He also excelled at football and golf. He was a natural at any sport he played and must have been shocked and disappointed when he realized I inherited none of his athletic abilities. To his credit, he never showed me if he was let down by my lameness in sports. I wasn’t “throws like a girl” bad, and I wasn’t nearly as weak as my shrimpy physique might suggest. But when the gym teacher assigned two guys to pick the day’s team members, I was always one of the last chosen.

			My dad always got fired up watching sports. That was something we could share, since it was much easier for me to watch sports than play them. Whether the big, boxy TV was tuned into basketball, football, or hockey, it was impossible for me not to feed off Dad’s energy and absorb some of his overflowing enthusiasm. We used to joke that if my mom told him she wanted a divorce while he was watching a game, he’d have one eye glued to the TV and be more upset about a bad call by the umpire than Mom’s startling declaration.

			After my dad finished college, the NSA saw great potential in him and moved him to their offices in Washington, D.C. There, he ascended rapidly through the ranks, though working so hard meant fewer opportunities to play sports. He had a big apartment in D.C. and lived with several roommates who all had government jobs. Apparently, he was quite the ladies’ man, as were his roommates. Young guys with government jobs had no problem getting chicks in the 1950s.

			I know almost as little about my dad’s post-college shenanigans as I know about his NSA activities, but I have heard that there was a constant stream of young and willing women parading in and out of his bachelor pad. And he once shared a story with me about one of his roommates marrying a girl who had been romanced not only by some of his roommates, but by all of them. Once my dad met my mom, his ladies’ man days abruptly ended, and his affections were directed at just one lady. Mom and Dad were crazy about each other, and the “honeymoon stage” of their relationship lasted well into my adult years.

			My dad was proud of his top-secret NSA work, but it wasn’t his dream job. He always wanted to be a TV or radio sports announcer. He would have put Bob Costas to shame. He was sharp as a tack and unerringly articulate. He had an intelligent way with words, textbook-perfect grammar, and an uncanny knowledge of sports trivia, stats, and history. His love of sports was contagious. Yet by the time he was twenty-four, he had a highly desirable job in the NSA, so a career in sportscasting was out of the question. People got married and settled down so young back then. That’s what happened with Mom and Dad, and he simply accepted that he would be the reliable breadwinner for the family. As a kid, I never thought about it much. I just looked up to him being this important government guy who knew how everything in the world worked. It wasn’t until I was pursuing my crazy rock and roll dreams that I realized what a sacrifice it must have been for him not to follow his heart and become an announcer. I never forgot how hard he worked to create a great life for us.
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			My mom was, and still is, a creative and eclectic author, comedy writer, stand-up comic, and consignment shop owner, among other ever-surprising endeavors. I’m sure my artistic streak came from her. She’s a constant and dependable source of laughter, and whatever emotion and sensitivity I communicate through my music comes from her genetic code and unconditional love. She was the perfect balance to my dad’s serious, practical personality.

			It was a very traditional household. My dad slaved away at work, and my mom slaved away at home, ensuring the house was a warm and welcoming sanctuary for all of us. I know it’s weird for someone to call their mom a looker, but I’ll put it this way. There’s a ’90s song called “Stacy’s Mom” by Fountains of Wayne about a teenager who becomes obsessed with his friend’s mom. If you’ve heard the lyrics you’ll definitely understand—“Marty’s mom had it goin’ on.” I’m quite sure my dad was drawn to her beauty before he discovered all the other great things about her. I was the only kid in the neighborhood whose mom looked like the sexy go-go dancers on Laugh-In. She had a great body, dressed provocatively, and was very “hip” (to use an expression from those days), especially compared to the other housewives. She was hot before I even knew what hot was.
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			The rest of her family members—not so much hotness. Most of her relatives lived pretty close to us on the East Coast. We lived in between Washington D.C. and Baltimore in a small town called Laurel, so I was obligated to visit them from time to time, and it always felt like a chore. Nothing wrong with any of them. I certainly loved them, but I was in no rush to hang out with any of the kids or adults. Two cousins on that side even played electric guitar and drums before I did, but we never clicked, even after I got into playing music professionally. My favorite part of the visit was when we stopped on the way home at McDonalds in Beltsville, Maryland, on Route 1, and I would get a hamburger. Subliminally, maybe that’s why I still love McDonalds.

			Two years after I was born, my sole sibling, Jill, arrived. She was beautiful from the moment my parents brought her home from the hospital, and I have always adored her. Today, Jill lives in Atlanta with her husband, who is in the FBI. They have three kids, and they’re all model-level gorgeous. Jill isn’t a doctor, but she has more medical experience and a better bedside manner than a lot of doctors I’ve run into. She has worked as a surgical assistant in the ER, prepared patients for serious operations, assisted countless procedures, and handled aftercare, to name only a few of her duties. She is an angel, and exactly the type of person I would want to treat me if I was in the hospital for a life-altering procedure. These days, we Facetime regularly, but due to the enormous distance between us, I only get to see her once or twice a year, which is a crime. Growing up, she was always the good, sweet, and responsible child. I was the mischievous one.

			When she was four and I was six, there was a locust swarm in Silver Spring, Maryland, where my grandparents lived. When we visited them, I caught a locust and kept it in an empty Coke bottle. My cousin Linda and I convinced Jill to play doctor with us. Jill was the patient, Linda was the nurse, and I was the doctor. I explained that Jill needed to take her pants down and undergo a procedure that required me to take the bug out of the bottle and shove it up her butt. That was the idea, anyway. In reality, I just shook the giant insect out of the bottle and onto Jill’s butt cheeks, where it twitched around for a few moments and then flew away. A botched operation, if you will. It was an awful thing to do, and my punishment fit the crime. My dad spanked the living crap out of me right in the living room, in clear view of all my relatives.

			Jill got me back once when I was in my teens and we were living in Hawaii. One of her friends had an abortion, and I was teasing Jill about it, making vacuum cleaner sounds and talking about coat hangers.
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			“If you don’t shut up, I’m going to throw this glass of guava juice at your guitar,” Jill threatened. I had a spanking new Charvel Star guitar with a spider web graphic. It was my best guitar up until that point, and it was the one on the back cover of the 1983 One Nation Underground album by my band Hawaii. I didn’t believe Jill would really throw juice on the precious instrument, so I kept taunting her. She threw the entire glass of sticky pink juice right smack in the middle of my white guitar, all over the pickups and hardware. I was pissed but I deserved it. Despite these incidents, my sister and I have always been the closest siblings in the world, and we absolutely adore each other. She is my connection to the real world, as I am in my own space bubble most of the time. The music business does that to you.

			My dad’s parents and his whole side of the family lived on the other side of the country in L.A. and Las Vegas, yet we were all extremely close. Dad’s sister Rita and brother-in-law Don Tell were very much a part of the Las Vegas social scene; Rita worked in tourism, and Don was a casino pit boss at Caesars Palace. I thought it was incredibly cool that my uncle was a big insider in the casino world.

			When we visited, we got everything comped—meals, shows, parties, and events. Seeing them in Vegas was the highlight of my pre-teen years. Whenever we went there, Jill and I were inseparable from our cousins Bonnie and Michele Tell, swept away in a whirlwind of excitement. We went to arcades and stayed out late. It was as close to the Vegas nightlife as kids could get. Sometimes, Bonnie, Michele, and I would hang out near the casinos in the hotels and sneak some pulls on slot machines when no one was looking. Both girls were cute and bright and sharp like my dad. I felt cooler and more mature when I was with them. They were certainly way more fun than the nerdy girls with cat-eye glasses in my elementary school.
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			Every time we flew back to Maryland, I missed my cousins desperately. And whenever we had to leave my grandparents, my heart ached. I always feared that would be the last time I would ever see them. The image of Bubbi and Zeyde standing on the steps of their apartment on Curson Avenue, in the older Russian/Jewish section of Hollywood, waving goodbye to us as we left, is etched in my mind as crystal clear today as it was back then.

		

	
		
			2

			Hormones are a crazy thing.

			It’s amazing to me that up until the age of eleven or so, little boys are supposed to dislike little girls, and vice versa. That unquenchable desire to fraternize and fumble around with members of the other sex isn’t there for a while. Then it flips on a dime. The first time I knew I liked girls was in first grade. There was a little black-haired girl named Jackie who made my heart race every time I saw her. We didn’t cross paths often since she was in a different class. That’s one of the reasons I was excited when the teacher signed me up to be the milk distributor.

			The job took me to the far reaches of all the other first-grade classes in the school. Like most kids, I had no sense of distance at that age, so my delivery route was the equivalent of trekking from Maryland to London and Paris and back again. The highlight was at the end of the journey when I got to Jackie’s class to drop off the milk and collect a penny each from the kids. I’d try to get her attention by turning my humdrum delivery into a dramatic presentation. I hammed it up and did my damnedest to make her laugh. I was thrilled when she acknowledged my efforts with a shy smile. It wasn’t long before the teachers realized I was giving preferential treatment to this one class, or more specifically, this one girl, and I was promptly fired from the milk business. I never saw Jackie again.

			Despite my keen interest in girls, I didn’t focus on them too intently until I was a bit older. Most of my time was devoted to sports, maybe to impress my dad. Since I was a subpar athlete, I latched onto that world by trading sports cards with my friends. Oblivious to any concept of needing to keep the cards in good condition to retain their value, I put my common cards in the spokes of my bicycle (a true childhood joy) and taped my best cards to my bedroom wall, ensuring they would all be worthless in the future.

			I kicked myself for years about that. I was a dedicated trader and amassed a collection that included Willie Mays, Hank Aaron, Joe Namath, and other rare cards. I also had a Lew Alcindor (a.k.a. Kareem Abdul-Jabbar) poster that came inside a basketball card pack. I taped that to my wall as well. That poster was a holy-grail rare back then, and I have seen it on EBAY selling for a few thousand percent more than the fifteen cents I invested in it.

			I collected other dorky things like coins and stamps, just like any other nerdy kid. I also loved records. When I was around three years old, I spent hours with my parents’ collections, slipping the vinyl discs from their colorful sleeves and playing with them.… That’s playing with them, not playing them. I did everything but actually place them on the turntable and listen to them. I threw them around like frisbees, put straws through the play holes and spun them like tops to see which would stay up the longest, and, basically, scratched them beyond recognition. I even put records in the oven and made ashtrays out of them.

			My parents had lots of records, mostly soundtracks of Broadway musicals like West Side Story, Carousel, and Oklahoma. And they had plenty of cha-cha and merengue dance records from before they were married. They must have taken them to parties because they taped their names to the labels. I’m sure they didn’t want their albums confused with the pile of albums their friends brought. My parents’ collection also included an album called 101 Strings: Soul of Spain, which was pure elevator music. I liked it when I was four. But thinking back on it now, my folks were in their twenties when they were buying records, so why were their albums so square?

			Mom and Dad were the perfect age to experience youth culture and rock and roll transforming the world in the mid-to-late ’50s. They were in their late teens right when Elvis was revolutionizing teenage life! Yet they didn’t have any albums by Elvis, Little Richard, Chuck Berry, Eddie Cochran, or even Bill Haley & His Comets. Who buys 101 Strings easy-listening albums in their twenties?

			Maybe they thought Elvis was a fad and that rock and roll was kid stuff, and they just wanted to dance at parties. I don’t know. I just know I would give anything to have been a young man growing up in the mid ’50s and early ’60s—from 1954 to 1963 to be exact—and I will always consider that period as having the most glorious music in history. Possibly, my nostalgic image of that rebellious time was overly romanticized by American Graffiti, The Buddy Holly Story, and American Hot Wax. Maybe the reality of those years was a little less James Dean and more Doris Day. I sure hope not.
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			My folks never once yelled at me or punished me for destroying their records. They liked music but didn’t listen to their old albums much. And they never seemed bothered if an album sleeve was a little torn or if a record got warped in the sun—or the oven. They might not even have noticed all the albums I scratched the shit out of before replacing them in their sleeves and putting them back in the cupboard. They just weren’t obsessive about music the way I became. As a teenager, I cherished my record collection and would have noticed a new scratch or skip on any song. I started buying music when I was seven at the local Woolworth, which was like an ultra-primitive Walmart. The music department, basically a big table, sold packs of ten seven-inch singles in a box for fifty-nine cents. Everyone called the singles 45s because you played them at 45 RPM instead of the standard 33 1/3 RPM. I had no idea that these singles were overstock products the store would have been just as happy to throw away. To me, they were a huge bargain and allowed me to start my music collection without breaking my piggy bank. I bought loads of 45s from those tables and still have a lot of them.

			Had I known they were unmarketable rejects, I’m not sure I would have cared. I just enjoyed them, and, subliminally, they taught me a valuable lesson. A song doesn’t need to be a smash hit to be enjoyable to someone. Occasionally, a clerk screwed up and a hit song wound up in one of the boxes. The Osmonds’ “One Bad Apple” found its way into a box I bought, and when I heard it on the radio, I was dumbstruck. “One of my records is on the radio! Oh my God!” Of course, that was a fluke. Usually, Woolworth’s boxes contained a big variety of songs I’d never heard by “B” and “C” level artists, or songs that flopped by “A” artists. As a kid, it never dawned on me that most of those records represented someone’s life dream, extremely hard sacrifices, and unwavering dedication. In many cases, the bargain bin was a reflection of brutally shattered hopes and careers gone up in flames. Those were lessons for another decade.

			Whenever I wasn’t listening to music, I was usually watching TV, especially comedy and variety shows. Some of my favorites were Sanford and Son, Laugh-In, All in the Family, The Honeymooners, The Johnny Cash Show, and of course, all the cartoons. TV was incredible back then, and I feel fortunate to have grown up in that era. I was such a big fan of The Partridge Family that I quit the Cub Scouts because their meetings were on the same night the show aired. I wanted to be Keith, David Cassidy’s cool heartthrob character, but I related to the clever and slightly precocious Danny more. I’ll take any of those old shows in favor of pretty much anything that’s aired since. The writing was brilliant, the jokes hilarious, and the plots cutting-edge for their time. With few exceptions, funny, innovative sitcoms are practically nonexistent today. It wasn’t just Cub Scouts that took a backseat to TV. There were many times I faked being sick so I could stay home and watch TV all day. If I looked at the local listings and analyzed all six or seven channels we had, I could map out an entire day of viewing pleasure in about a minute or two.

			Don’t get me wrong. I didn’t hate school. There were lots of kids I loved hanging out with. I just loathed the classes. I was no genius, but I felt like I already knew everything that was being taught. Sitting in class was a boring waste of an otherwise perfectly good day. Recess, lunch, and breaks between classes were when most of the actual learning happened. These were life lessons on the blacktop playground, and they couldn’t be replaced by algebra or lectures about the industrial revolution. What kid cares about that? I didn’t pay much attention to my teachers. At the same time, I didn’t sit quietly in the back of the classroom. I wasn’t the class clown; I just had a problem with laughing. All my friends knew I was easy to crack up, and they exploited every opportunity. My sister had the same condition, which got us both in trouble during serious family discussions, at synagogue, and when visiting relatives.

			The first time I suffered a disruptive laugh attack was in first grade. I couldn’t stop giggling. The teacher called me a baby and, during recess, made me stand outside wearing a big sign around my neck that read “I AM A BABY.” I was humiliated, but, thanks to some quick thinking, I turned the tables on my teacher by telling everyone within earshot that I was in a band called The Babys, and that we were the children of The Mamas and The Papas, who were all the rage at that time—not a bad lie from a seven-year-old. Incredibly, most of the idiots at recess bought my story. Unlike most of my peers and eventual bandmates, I wasn’t one of those kids that dreamed of being a rock star, let alone a guitar hero.

			[image: ]

			But since I loved music and played my 45s constantly, my parents gave me an acoustic guitar for my seventh birthday, and, at first, I was happy. They signed me up for lessons, and I diligently followed the teacher’s instructions. This went on for three solid years before I decided that playing guitar was stupid. All the lessons were simply step-by-step instructions for how to play lame stuff like “Mary Had A Little Lamb” and “Hickory Dickory Dock.” Even though I did everything exactly as my teacher showed me, in no way, shape, or form did my playing sound like the loud, twangy, and distorted guitar I heard on the radio or on my Woolworth 45s. I figured I just wasn’t talented enough to play guitar. If someone had only told me to get an electric guitar and an amp, I might have advanced way earlier than I did. Instead, I quit guitar altogether.
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			When I was in fourth grade, my dad got a big promotion from the NSA, which was a real honor. But there was a catch. The entire family had to move to Patch Barracks in Stuttgart, Germany, for three years. I was there from fifth through seventh grade. Just like in Maryland, I got along equally well with guys and girls. I would never be the homecoming king, but for a scrawny kid, I did okay. When I was about twelve, I hooked up with my first-ever girlfriend, Caroline.

			She was Chinese and skinny, like me, but taller, which was a little awkward. Thanks to her, I got my first actual grope; she let me shove my hand down her shirt. It wasn’t a tender or romantic moment. We were in a movie theater watching The Adventures of Captain Nemo (ooh romantic!) when my sweat-soaked hand slipped down her neck, into her shirt, and touched her training bra. At first, I rubbed up and down on the slightly rounded fabric. Then I got bold and maneuvered my hand under the bra. I rubbed and squeezed her small nipples with all the skill of a blind kid playing darts. I wasn’t especially aroused, and she sat there nervously, like a patient in the waiting room of a dentist’s office. Despite not thinking she was particularly attractive, I dated her for a while because it was incredibly cool to go steady with anyone at all. She probably stayed with me for the same reason.

			Anita McGuire was a different story. She was a cute little blonde, and her dad was an enlisted man, a GI, so she lived on Panzer Kaserne, a different army base than the one I was on. That meant the only time I could see her was in school. But our distance only strengthened my feelings for her. When I peered around the corner and caught a glimpse of her in the hallway, my heart started racing. Being with Caroline could be fun, but Anita made me feel that jittery nervousness that fuels the lyrics of so many up-tempo, lovey-dovey pop songs. I thought about her constantly, but I was way too shy to talk to her. So, I got one of her friends, Ina, to tell Anita I really liked her, and not just as a friend. Then, Anita wrote a note for Ina to give me. It was folded twice over into a square, and when I took it from her, my hands shook and my mouth was dry.

			“Marty, thank you for the note,” she started. For a heartbeat, my stomach clenched with fear that she was going to say she was with some other guy, or that she only liked me as a friend: “You’re cute and I like you too.” I was walking on air. There are tons of amazing pleasures in life, but one of the sweetest and most memorable is the feeling of mutual first love. Alas, Anita and I were both too shy to ever talk to each other. I’d see her and my cheeks would get all hot, and when she got too close I’d turn the other way. She pretty much did the same.

			Living in Germany was incredible for a pre-teen just old enough to enjoy another culture, the language, and traveling to Copenhagen, Venice, Paris, Innsbruck, and all over Germany. Back then, kids simply didn’t travel, especially to other continents. My favorite overseas experience from back then was when my folks went to London and sent me and Jill to Camp Kadimah, a Jewish summer camp in Kent, England. All the kids had adorable British accents, which, outside of the 1968 Academy Award–winning movie Oliver!, I had never heard before. Camp Kadimah was the first place I could share my love for music with cute girls. There was a discotheque where kids mingled and danced to the latest UK hits. It was all glam/bubblegum rock with pounding drum beats, big guitar riffs, and shamelessly fun, catchy choruses. T. Rex, early Sweet, Gary Glitter, Alvin Stardust, Mud, and The Rubettes were the perfect adrenalized soundtrack for running around with twelve-year-old English girls. That music was so much livelier, more exciting, and just plain happier than the U.S. hits of the day, which were folksy songs with profound lyrics, or grown-up love songs. I remember us campers running around the amusement park at Margate with Sweet’s “Teenage Rampage” blasting and thinking, This is the greatest place ever!

			When I returned to Maryland after three years, everything was different. None of my old friends wanted anything to do with me. I couldn’t figure out if they were jealous of me for going to another country or if they still saw me as the fourth grader they knew before I left for Germany. Whatever the reason, they ignored me, and I wound up with no friends. Even my best friends who I constantly hung out with before I left didn’t acknowledge my existence. It was fucking weird. I hadn’t ever wronged them, yet they treated me like a leper and looked the other way if I passed them in the hall. So, in eighth and ninth grade, I had no one to talk to. It didn’t help that everyone was wearing expensive brand-name sneakers, and my mom bought me five-dollar maypops at the grocery store. But, I don’t think anyone even cared enough to look at my shoes. Somehow, as soon as I returned from Germany, I had slipped deep down to the bottom rungs of the popularity ladder, which meant the best I could do was make small talk with the geeks and nerds.

			Eventually, I found acceptance amongst some stoners. They weren’t even the cool, popular stoners. They were a bunch of kids from the older part of town, who didn’t seem to notice that I was a total nerd. The only credentials to join these lower-tier stoners was the ability to smoke pot or drink beer. In my desperation for any human interaction whatsoever, I dove deep into that lifestyle for quite a while. One of the girls in this new crowd was Rhonda, and we would bump into each other occasionally when we were both cutting class to smoke weed in a wooded area behind the school we called the Munchkin Trails. It was the perfect spot for skipping class, or just taking a short pot-smoking break. Rhonda kind of looked like a cross between Patty Duke and Deborah Harry, a real blue-collar beauty. Most importantly, she had breasts, a pulse, and, oddly enough, gave me the time of day.

			One day, we were together in the relatively deserted woods. I broke out some weed, and we smoked a couple of bowls. It was the first time I was totally stoned while talking to an actual girl. I struggled with my buzz to remain cool and collected. Meanwhile, my heart was thumping, THC was coursing through my system, and my brain was racing so fast I could only keep track of every second or third thought. One that stood out was, I really hope I don’t throw up.

			Then nature took over. Rhonda and I went into a treehouse to have a little more privacy while we smoked. I don’t remember her leaning over to kiss me, but suddenly her tongue was deep down my throat. Holy fucking shit! I was shocked, but so aroused that I shot a load in my pants. In my marijuana-induced ecstasy, I thought that might happen every time I was kissed like that. The first kiss seemed to last for an hour but was probably only five minutes. Thank God we didn’t go any further. If she had reached into my jeans and emerged with a sticky hand, I would have fallen another rung down the social ladder.

			I went out with Rhonda for about three weeks. We never actually went on any dates. “Going out” was the term used back then when you would make plans to get together and then not do anything. We talked on the phone every day after school for at least forty-five minutes and said absolutely nothing. I don’t mean nothing of interest, but literally fucking nothing. You’d pick up the phone, and after “Hello” there would be dead silence. Maybe one of us would cough, or there’d be the sound of a throat clearing, maybe an unexcited breath. Other than that, zero. Do you know what forty-five minutes of total, uninterrupted silence between two people feels like? It lasts forever. This was even stranger than the throat tonguing. Are all girls like this? Is this how it works? Still, it was better than not having a girl. I knew guys who were even worse off than I was.

			 

			After my first real sexual encounter with a sweet girl from school named Debi, everything changed. Sex became an all-encompassing, essential, and indelible part of my life. Back then, there was no clinical term like sex addiction—as if too much sex is a bad thing. Unless your dick falls off, there can never be enough sex. Even before I lost my virginity at sixteen, I had a detailed masturbation regimen that I followed pretty much every day. We’re all friends here, so I’ll share it with you. What the hell.

			Most days, I smoked pot before class and/or during lunch break. By the time I got home around 3:00 p.m. my high had worn off, so I would start my routine. First, I would go into the kitchen and prepare a pizza. Sometimes I would make it from scratch, but most of the time I would take a box of frozen pizza called La Pizzeria out of the freezer. That was seriously good ’70s pizza that laid to waste all the modern brands like Celeste, Tombstone, and DiGiorno. I’d preheat the oven, go into my parents’ bedroom, and open my dad’s top dresser drawer. That’s where he kept his cache of porno mags.

			He didn’t have any super hardcore porn from Europe or anything. It was always titles you could buy at the local convenience store, like Cavalier, Oui, Playboy, Penthouse, and the occasional Hustler. Back then, no one could imagine anything more graphic than Hustler, much less easily accessing it. The idea of modern websites like xHamster and YouPorn would have made our minds explode. But I digress. I would eyeball the stack of porn, usually nine or ten mags, and see which one I could remove easiest without disturbing the way the pile looked. I’d remember exactly which one I took, what was above and below it, and precisely how the stack was positioned. I had to make 100 percent sure that when I returned the mag to the pile it was in the exact spot it was in before I took it. I went to my room and put the mag on the bed, then returned to the kitchen to put my pizza in the now-preheated oven. I set a timer for fifteen or twenty minutes and went back to my room. My cock was against the clock, if you will.

			I took my Gatling bong and pre-loaded it with five or six hits of pot. It was called a Gatling bong because you’d spin the wheel like a Gatling gun after each hit, so you didn’t have to keep reloading. Even when marijuana was an underground and illegal industry, there were lots of creative people working in the weed business. Many of them were the Blue Öyster Cult fans in my shop class, building paraphernalia on school time. I’d slide open my window, do the hits, hold them in as long as possible, and blow the sweet, pungent smoke out the window. I still had about ten or fifteen minutes left before the pizza was ready—plenty of time to get my remaining business done. Then, I would beat off to the magazine, being sure not to muck up the pages.

			I always played music during this sacred ritual, and it was usually something heavy. Some of my favorite go-to songs were “Below the Belt,” an instrumental by Ted Nugent, and “Daydream” by Robin Trower. Even though I wasn’t a Led Zeppelin fan, The Song Remains The Same also seemed to work when I was stoned. Often, I switched to The Runaways when I was just about to bust a nut. I liked hearing a female rock vocalist as I was having an orgasm, and I thought girl guitarists were the sexiest creatures on earth. These days, there are lots of chicks in rock, but back then they were almost non-existent. To me, Lita Ford was practically a goddess. The way she slid her fingers up and down the neck of a guitar was tantalizing, and this teenage nerd was mesmerized by her.

			I cued up a Runaways song with a long Lita Ford solo, like “Fantasies,” and timed it so I got my rocks off right when Lita’s solo was peaking. Getting off took the high to a higher level. Then, I’d clean off, return to the kitchen, and scarf down an entire large pizza, but not before ever so carefully slipping the porno mag back into the pile in my dad’s drawer, to exactly where it originally was, which was extra challenging since I was always pretty wasted by then.

			I usually finished the pizza around the time I reached the ideal level of marijuana intoxication. Then, I dug into a box of Twinkies or HoHos, and often ate the entire box while watching The Gong Show, Tom and Jerry, or anything else in the 3:30 p.m. time slot. Next day, same routine. It is truly a mystery how I remained so skinny.
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			John Lackey was one of the few kids who spoke to me in junior high, and we’re still friends. He owned an electric guitar, so I begged my mom to buy me one. I didn’t care about playing guitar, I just thought that having one would give me something in common with another human being my age. I can’t stress strongly enough how badly kids need real friends, not just faces with “likes” next to them on social media. If John had been into martial arts instead of guitar, I would have asked Mom to buy me a karate outfit and sign me up for lessons.

			She took me to a small music shop in Laurel called Rosso Brothers, where I convinced her to spend ninety-nine dollars on a Rythmline (complete with spelling error) electric guitar, a fifty-dollar Alpha amp, and a twenty-five-dollar Univox Super Fuzz pedal. That was a lot of money for her to spend on me all at once. I felt obligated to do something with this guitar so the money she spent wouldn’t go to waste. I was not a spoiled kid, I appreciated when my folks gave me things, and the guitar was by far the coolest thing I’d ever gotten. Then I picked it up and tried to play the damn thing. It was impossible and I wanted to return it right away. My little adolescent fingers curled into what resembled fetal positions on the neck. I tried to form simple chords, which didn’t happen, and I struggled to play even single notes.

			My weak hands weren’t strong enough to hold the strings down, and I couldn’t even keep my fingers on the strings without feeling like shards of broken glass were piercing my fingertips. Trying to coerce any kind of sound out of the guitar was excruciatingly painful. I was so dejected. I already knew I was too frail and uncoordinated to play all the sports I loved. Apparently, I was also too scrawny to pluck a guitar. I felt feeble and worthless. Maybe guitar just wasn’t for me. I didn’t enjoy playing acoustic guitar when I was seven, and I definitely wasn’t having any fun on an electric. It seemed like my only real skills were getting high and jerking off. I worried John wouldn’t want to be my friend if I couldn’t do the simplest things on guitar. What would we do together? He could play. I couldn’t.

			I was so completely clueless about what was cool that I seriously considered buying one of those horrible “entertainer” organs that come with all these musical instrument sounds and play the absolute lamest pre-programmed drum beats. Back then, the shopping malls devoted entire music shops to this kind of abhorrent instrument. I have no idea what I was thinking, but I even dragged my poor dad to a few of these stores. We were always greeted by some balding salesman in a polyester suit playing something hokey like “Home On The Range.” And I was too lost in life to realize how pathetic this scenario was. Fortunately, general apathy kicked in (or maybe it was a hint of good taste), and I no longer cared about getting a stupid organ.

			Out of sheer boredom, I kept trying to play the guitar. I had plenty of free time and nothing else to cling to for gratification (besides, well, you know…). Slowly, I got a tiny bit better. I found that I could play more than one note without having to stop from the intense pain, and I could even hold simple chords like “E” and “G”, but the “A” form bar chord, which is in every Ramones song, was nearly impossible. To make that sound good, you need to hold both your index and ring fingers across three strings and hold them down as hard as you can. At first, I couldn’t do it and it hurt like hell. But, eventually, the pain slightly subsided, and the notes sort of rang out clearly for the first time. That’s when a light bulb went off in my head. I latched on to the guitar as something that I knew I could get better at, as long as I didn’t give up. I had just enough evidence to believe that even if playing guitar seemed completely undoable, in time, I could figure it out. With an enthusiasm I hadn’t experienced before, I methodically took one tiny step after another and did every single thing possible to get good enough to be in a rock band. I would give up all other interests and hobbies and devote my life to playing guitar. Suddenly, I was driven.
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			What makes an ambitionless kid like me suddenly wake up and find purpose?

			I come from a well-educated family. My parents and my sister were smart and responsible, and it seemed like they could do anything without exerting much effort. I was not a bad kid, but compared to them, I was the least coordinated of the family. Maybe I had the genes to be a bit brighter than some other kids, but as far as scholastic or social accomplishments went, I had none, and I hadn’t aspired to do anything meaningful. I liked smoking weed, having a wank, eating pizza, and listening to music. Now, I had something to focus on. The guitar was a means to an end. I admired my favorite bands like superheroes. Beyond the records they made, the lives they lived seemed like dreams. The lure of being surrounded by blasting music, flashing lights, traveling in Learjets, playing to screaming fans, and most importantly, having tons of sex with lots of groupies, lit a wildfire under my ass.

			As a thirteen-year-old goof-off, the closest I had previously come to studying hard and focusing intently on anything was memorizing and reciting the long and complex Torah reading in Hebrew for my Bar Mitzvah. That was the first time I discovered that if I could be motivated, avoid distractions, and refuse to be lazy, I could chip away at a challenge bit by bit until I succeeded. I was pleased to discover that I could still party hard and work hard, providing I never lost sight of my rock and roll goals. My guitar teacher even told me to reward myself with a bong hit every time I played an exercise correctly. I became a pretty decent guitarist in a short period of time. I developed calluses on my fingers, so it no longer hurt to play chords, and I was digesting everything my teacher showed me. After six months, I started teaching some of the neighborhood kids guitar for three bucks for a half hour. I taught them exactly what my teacher showed me the week before, but they didn’t have to know that. If I had been playing for six months and they had only played for three months, as far as they knew, I was the all-knowing God of Guitar. I was fortunate to grasp this profitable concept at such an early stage. No one knows how good you are, and there will always be things you know that others have yet to learn.

			John Lackey and I were both KISS fans and could struggle our way through most of their songs on guitar. John’s older brother, Mike, liked KISS too, but he was also into heavier bands like Black Sabbath, Judas Priest, and Scorpions. He turned us on to lesser known but amazing guitar heroes like Frank Marino, Robin Trower, and Uli Jon Roth. Mike painted the logos of all his favorite bands on the wall and ceiling of his room. He must have had twenty-five different designs rendered in exact detail. For John and me, those walls were our barometer of cool.
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			KISS were up there, but they must have been one of the first bands Mike painted. For older teens like Mike, KISS were once very cool and heavy, but were quickly becoming “kid stuff.” John and I were only fourteen, so we loved them. KISS were still rocking hard with Rock and Roll Over and Love Gun, but Mike saw the writing on the wall before we did. He’d call them “bebop” or “Top 40,” and we’d get pissed and argue with him. We were crushed when KISS lost their edge with their wimpy 1979 album Dynasty. Mike saw it coming several albums back. Looking to Mike with new reverence for his amazing prediction of KISS’ sellout, we sought his guidance to find harder and heavier music.

			John and I jammed together all the time, turning our amps all the way up and making hellish noise, with wild feedback and mindless noodling. We may have sucked, but we had the time of our lives. I had a Marantz cassette deck that could make seamless edits with the pause button, so I took the twenty seconds of audience cheering at the end of KISS’ Alive and made a five-minute-long loop for us to jam over. We recorded that jam on another cassette recorder, so it sounded like we were playing to a stadium of screaming fans (little did I know that in some respects, Alive was done in a similar fashion). I slipped our live jam onto a mix tape between songs by Robin Trower, Black Sabbath, KISS, and Blue Öyster Cult, brought it to school, and cranked it on the cassette player I used to carry everywhere. No one could tell any difference between our chaotic dissonance and the other tracks—not that anyone paid much attention to the music some pothead played in the school halls. To most kids, it was just noise.

			The first drummer I ever jammed with was a good-looking blond kid named Maurice Miller. He was from my school and my sister Jill had a big crush on him. I brought my guitar and amp to his house, plugged everything in, and started playing a random riff. Maurice listened for a couple seconds and then started playing along. It was the first time I heard my guitar playing with drums, and I was blown away by the sheer force a simple beat gave my basic riffs. We played some Black Sabbath stuff like “Sweet Leaf” and “Symptom of the Universe,” and boy, was I hooked. Maurice was feeling it as well, so we put together a little band with a couple other guys to play at a backyard party, but first, we had to come up with a name. First band names are often incredibly cringe-worthy, and ours was no exception: Skyward Movements. Bowel Movements would probably have been more suited to our sound. We were too naïve to notice or care that we didn’t have a bass player.

			The neighbors gave us a list of lame songs they wanted us to play, and we bit the bullet and learned them. “Colour My World” (Chicago), “Night Fever” (Bee Gees), and “The Way We Were” (Barbra Streisand) were galaxies away from the stoner rock songs that got me off. And they were composed of chords I hadn’t yet mastered, or even wanted to master. But we got twenty dollars each for the gig, and I got a good picture of how the whole “band” process unfolds: assemble the players, decide on material, work on it, perform it, get paid. That’s basically it.

			I still hadn’t been playing a year yet, but shortly after that show, I got an offer to play bass in a band that was doing paid gigs on a semi-regular basis. Somehow, they had an even worse name than my first band. Pinchalof Blues Band (as in “pinch a loaf”) was made up of dudes that had all been playing five years or more. They were into prog-rock, and that shit was tough to play. Thankfully, their setlist included easier grown-up rock songs by The Rolling Stones, The Allman Brothers Band, Grateful Dead, Kansas, and Edgar Winter. Their willingness to give the people what they wanted got them booked at local venues for real cash. I didn’t like any of that old-people music, but I had a decent ear, and they loaned me a Hofner Beatle bass. It was way easier to play that stuff on bass than it would have been on guitar, and it was fun to play with experienced musicians. When I asked the guys in Pinchalof Blues Band what they thought of KISS, heavy metal, and punk rock, they laughed and told me they hated that kid stuff. They were typical progressive rock snobs and thought that just because something was basic and repetitive, it was below them. Whatever. They could play well, I was getting paid (a little), and they were serious potheads. I actually had a hard time keeping up with them, and they were as snobby about their drugs as they were about the music they liked. John and I didn’t have tons of money, so we opted for quantity over quality. We were happy buying nickel bags of Mexican pot at school and smoking it before class. This cheap stuff was already cut with something, and we cut it further with catnip and that funky African Yohimbe bark, which you could buy at record stores. I first learned about the bark from advertisements in the back of porno mags. They usually depicted a tough-looking Black guy and a sexy blonde in a moody bedroom setting. Using that shit was probably about as effective as smoking oregano. Eventually, we wised up and invested in Colombian pot, which was twice as expensive but provided a much better high. We smoked hash too, which was even stronger.

			Once, John and I smoked an entire half ounce of Colombian and a whole gram of hash. Time stood still. I could barely move my limbs, let alone stand, so John left me crawling around the floor like an insect with broken legs. I had plans that night to pick up a cute girl named Katie Clarke to go see the Kansas concert. And I had the tickets. There was no way I was going to make it out of my room, let alone out of the house, and when my mom walked in to see what I was doing and saw me in that condition, she completely freaked out and started crying. She probably thought I had suffered a stroke. Though I was barely coherent, I somehow expressed to her that she needed to call Katie and tell her we couldn’t go. What a moron. I missed the show, didn’t get to see Katie, and nearly gave my poor mother a heart attack.
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			That was one of the few times I got scary-high. After that, I decided to only get high in moderation, but sometimes it’s hard to control your intake. At one Pinchalof rehearsal, we smoked a ton of weed and decided to record an original song with a tricky, repetitive riff and the lyrics, “We are the Wise Mountain Elves” repeatedly chanted into a microphone. I was so high I believed what we were chanting and actually thought we had all somehow turned into elves. I had to exert superhuman effort to keep playing the bass line over and over and not let on that I thought I was an elf. I was in a trance, and probably couldn’t have stopped playing the riff if I had wanted to. I was concentrating so hard on keeping the riff going that the memory of staring at my fingers is permanently etched in my mind.

			Dave, the drummer, drove me home after rehearsal, and I was always terrified when I stepped into his car. I knew that I was usually way too stoned to operate any machinery heavier than a bass guitar, and he had to be at least as wasted as I was. I lived just five minutes from where we rehearsed, but I always worried that Dave would get us in a gruesome and fatal accident during that five-minute drive, which seemed like hours due to my fifteen-year-old pot paranoia. At shows, Pinchalof generously let me play lead guitar on a couple songs. It was thrilling to play solos over a professional-sounding band. These sporadic spotlights taught me the uber-important lesson that lead guitar only sounds as good as the band playing behind it. I was playing typical Ace Frehley licks and “Free Bird”–style, repetitive, bluesy phrases. The licks were simple crowd-pleasers, and they worked—often better than the complex, off-kilter, progressive noodling the talented guitarists in the band played. It was my first lesson in what Joe Six-Pack liked to hear. I loved making money with Pinchalof, and it was fun to be onstage, but it became increasingly clear to me that I would rather play in a band with dudes who do windmills and jump off drum risers than with guys who have their guitars hanging at nipple height while contemplating Indian ragas. It was time to move on.
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With my Bubbi (Bessie) and Jill in LA.
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With my first electric, a $99 Rythmline.
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