
 

 

 



 

2 

 
 

GREETINGS FROM 

NOWHERE FAST 
 

a punk rock love letter 

 

by 

Andrew Graham 

 

 

 

BETA VERSION 



 

   3 

 
 
 
 
 

Dedicated to 
fucking up. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This book is a work of fuction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are 
either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a pretty blatantly contrived and/or non-
truth-based manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely 
coincidental. Unless it’s you. (You know who you are.) But trust me: Nobody else knows—or if 
they do, they don’t care. Look, can we just not talk about this?
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The old order changeth, yielding place to new. 
 

And God fulfills Himself in many ways. And soon, I suppose, I shall 

be swept away by some vulgar little tumor.  
 

Oh, my boys, my boys; we're at the end of an age. We live in a land 

of weather forecasts and breakfasts that “set in.” Shat on by Tories, 

shoveled up by Labour. 
 

And here we are, we three—perhaps the last island of beauty in the 

world. 
 

Now, which of you is going to be a splendid fellow and 

go down to the Rolls for the rest of the wine? 

 

— Uncle Monty, Withnail and I 
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INTRODUCTORY MATERIALS 

 
FOREWORD: NOW, HERE’S THE THING 

Okay, so: Nothing in this book actually happened. 
Some of it kind of happened and a lot of it mostly 

happened. A big chunk of it probably happened and lots of it 
definitely happened, but there are huge stretches throughout 
that never really happened. 

Some of it happened to the author. Some of it happened to 
other people. Most of it happened to people you don’t know 
and never will know. Mostly, that’s for the best. 

Many of the people in this book are based on real people. 
Mostly, that’s for the best. Some of them are based on people 
the author wishes he knew, though. And some are sort of 
composites of a few different people; mainly, this is for the 
sake of convenience. And a few are based on people he wishes 
he were. If you think you recognize yourself, you’re probably 
right—but the “you” in the book is also probably mixed in with 
a different person who is totally the one with all the bad 
qualities the author gave the person in the book you think is 
you. So don’t get pissed at the author. It’s totally not you; it’s 
him. 

Most of the bands in this book are made up. Some of them 
are for real. The author encourages you to look up any bands 
that sound interesting, based on what you read here. If they’re 
real, you may well enjoy their music. If they’re made up, 
there’s probably a band out there that sounds like what you’re 
looking for and the author wishes you the best of luck in 
finding it. As for the band names that appear in this book: The 
author made most of them up on the fly; let’s be honest, it ain’t 
rocket scientry. If the author inadvertently used your actual 
band’s real name, he apologizes. The author is quite sure that 
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you sound nothing like what he assumed a band with that name 
would sound like. 

No, no! Nothing at all! 
Moving right along: All of the perspectives in this book 

are real. Most are earnest. Some are sarcastic. Few are ironic. 
None are jaded, fourth-wall-breakingly “meta.” You will find 
no instances of the comment-on-the-comment style of humor 
currently in vogue. The slow demise of sincerity is an 
unvarnished tragedy from which our society may yet recover, 
but whose effects will be a long time shaking off—if the will is 
even there, which seems doubtful. As with most things in life, 
“you have to want it,” but it’s hard to want what you don’t miss 
because you never knew it. In fact, any teenagers reading this 
book by the time it eventually makes it to publication (LOL) 
may well wonder what this paragraph is describing and why 
it’s here at all. Best to move on again. 

Some of the conversations in this book are based on ones 
that took place. Most are hindsight-based reconstitutions of 
what a conversation with a particular group of people might 
have been like if it had happened; or if the one that actually 
happened were more clearly rememberable. The author has 
applied a significant amount of “creative license” in the 
reconstruction of conversations and interactions that took place 
while he (and, in all likelihood, the rest of the participants 
involved) were under the influence of alcohol. In general, the 
dialogue in this book is intended to reflect the back-and-forth 
sallies that take place when smart (-ass) people who know each 
other well hang out and shoot the breeze, trying to be witty and 
one-up each other both in terms of jokes and 
philosophical/aesthetic/sociopolitical points made. In keeping 
with the basic premises that truth is stranger than fiction and 
that hindsight is twenty-twenty, the ratio of conversations in 
this book to conversations that took place in vans, bars, 
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kitchens or on porches, curbs or tours, in terms of which 
were/are funnier, is about fifty-fifty. 

If you haven’t figured it out yet, guess what? The author’s 
kind of a dick. But he’s banking on your being a big enough 
person to look past that—to seek out glimpses of the genuinely 
good guy he is, deep inside; the good guy his mother always 
knew he would grow up to be. 

Okay. A lot of the places in this book are made up. Some 
are definitely real. The author has been to many of them. The 
basements are just like you’d think they are. The houses are 
crazy, though. And the state of Indiana is certainly a fictional 
construct. You can get there by clicking your ruby slippers 
together three times as you walk through the looking glass in 
the wardrobe and repeat, “Home is right where I left it.” When 
you open your eyes and find yourself looking at the most 
beautiful blue sky you’ve ever seen in your life and reliving the 
fondest memory you ever had of being a kid, you’re there. I’ll 
meet you at Henery’s, that place with the amazing Coney 
Island hot dogs and the beautiful waitress. I know it looks like 
they tore Henery’s down and put up a tire store, but if you 
drive around the corner and come back around the block one 
more time, the old Henery’s will still be there. It has to be. 

Henery’s, like heaven, is a place on Earth. You dream-
maker, you heartbreaker—wherever you’re going, I’m going 
your way. We’re after the same rainbow’s end; it’s waiting 
‘round the bend. 

That’s the signpost up ahead. Your next stop: nowhere 
fast. 

Lights out.
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IDYLL ONE: BACK IN THE DAY WHEN KIDS WERE 
MACK DADDIES 

Willum stretched his arms behind his head as far as he 
could make them go and groaned with the pleasure of lazy 
exertion. The sunbathed grass of the riverbank that cushioned 
his body was warm and fragrant, the water rolling by sang a 
soft, soothing ode to mid-day lethargy, and his friend Jacob 
was by his side. 

“I declare, Willum,” said Jacob, opening his pouch to 
withdraw his afternoon’s repast, “this is the very finest of days 
the summer has yet placed before us.” 

“Without a sliver of a doubt, Jacob,” Willum replied, 
shaking aside a lock of his long brown hair to better appreciate 
their secluded tableau. “Verily, this must be nature’s gift to the 
heavens, and we simply a pair of fortunately positioned yet 
incidental recipients.” 

“ ‘Verily,’ ” Jacob repeated. “Hark at thee! Next thou’ll be 
calling me a cross-gartered varlet.” 

“Hold thy tongue, knave,” Willum retorted jovially. “’Tis 
but a wayward affectation. Thou know’st me to be but a sheep 
in wolf’s clothing when it comes to such pretensions. Let us 
talk of less important things.” 

“Pray, let us do,” Jacob chuckled, “’Ere we find ourselves 
disdaining this humble feast in favor of repast more lofty than 
begets our station.” 

“Amen to that, brother,” said Willum. “Pass us that 
haunch of boar—when thou hast pulled off the best bits of it, of 
course. No reason to break with tradition on such a day as this, 
eh?” 

“Fuck thou off, shite-speaker,” Jacob growled. “’Tis but a 
man’s due, is it not? Full half a day hath I labored under Master 
Larcombe, the coppersmith. Canst thou not see the blackened 
palms with which I break this bread?” 
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“Aye, blackened all right. Blackened with hair to match 
that of thy lonely little hammer, which thou punish more during 
the day than any piece of metalwork,” Willum laughed. 

“Ah,” sneered Jacob, “to talk of such misbehavior whilst 
at work; thou, who ‘work’—if it can be called such—at the 
brewery!” 

“Ah, thou know’st full well that I merely apply my maths 
to the books of Master Stubbs—and he peering over my 
shoulder at every turn, it seems. Here it is only the Moon’s day 
and already I yearn for the Sabbath.” 

Willum tore into a mouthful of tender roasted boar’s leg, 
savoring the pungent flavor of its partially desiccated flesh. 
Despite his day-to-day grievances, he was well aware that his 
lot was not an unhappy one, to say the least. He was in his 
twenty-first year, had a thatched roof over his head and a 
bedroll to call his own, was gainfully employed in the service 
of a gentleman and there were currently no witches with whom 
he was in disfavor. 

In truth, the only aspect of his life in which he felt any 
dissatisfaction was in the area of romantic pursuits. His japery 
with Jacob was only halfway heartfelt; his own hammer was 
easily as lonely as Jacob’s, if not more so. Jacob, after all, was 
known to be on friendly terms with Katherine, the girl who 
brought supplies round to the Larcombe establishment, and 
also, frustratingly, to the public house which was the primary 
source of Master Stubbs’ revenue (and in the back of which did 
Willum undertake his daily labors). 

Many was the time that Willum’s thoughts had wandered 
to frolic among Katherine’s petticoats, up along her trim ankles 
one day; perhaps down amidst her cleavage another. And yet 
he pined rather than poked, while Jacob had had Katherine 
from all known angles and probably a few more besides, if 
what he left unsaid was any indication. Willum couldn’t help 
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but be jealous, even though Jacob was his best friend in all the 
world. 

“Have you any impending, ah, arrangements with 
Katherine to which you may look forward, mine enemy?” 

“I think thou hast mis-spoken, friend Willum,” Jacob 
smirked. “Dost thou not mean any impending arrangements to 
which thou may look forward? If it is any secret that my 
subsequent tales recounting my adventures with the maiden are 
the light of your miserable life, well, it is a secret only among 
the two of us— and a poorly kept one at that.” 

“Thy mother is a poorly kept secret!” retorted Willum, 
“And thy father is a perfectly kept one, my good Jacob-of-all-
tradesmen.” He ably dodged an apple core from his friend’s 
direction. “I merely asked out of politeness and a profound 
tedium which had arisen due to thy utter lack of conversation.” 

“It so happens I’ve been thinking,” said Jacob. He shifted 
his back against the rigid tree trunk and turned his gaze to the 
stream, in which the rotting corpse of a deer was currently 
creating a poisonous contamination. 

“Impossible,” said Willum. “You’ve been talking. Don’t 
try to pack into my ears the kind of shit with which you fill 
Katherine’s, friend Jacob.” 

“Fuck thou off again, friend Willum, for I speak truth.” 
Below his black, tousled locks, Jacob’s normally bright eyes 
clouded. Willum perceived some tension in his friend’s small 
frame. There was an earnestness in his tone which stilled 
Willum’s tongue and made him listen. The two shared an easy 
rapport, born of more than a decade’s close acquaintance, and 
among the many things about his friend that Willum had 
learned in that time was the fact that when Jacob spoke with 
sincerity, he—and, he truly felt, the populace of their county 
itself—would always do well to listen. 
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“It is, I think, time for us to reconsider our approach with 
the band,” Jacob said. 

Willum waited a moment, but Jacob spoke no further. 
“How so?” he asked. 

Jacob seemed to be marshaling his thoughts. “It seems to 
me, Willum, that the songs we sing are naught more than 
superficial tomfoolery, crafted by bards with half our wit and a 
fraction of our musical talents. Catchy, upbeat, lyrically 
insipid—they offer naught more than a moment’s respite from 
the arduous daily toil to which we find ourselves tethered. 
Surely between the two of us, thou and I, we can devise a 
musical direction that might set our trajectory slightly higher, 
my fellow minstrel?” 

Willum plucked at a stalk of greenery by his knee and 
began chewing it, moodily. 

“Dost thou mean in the manner of Mad Ernest, the bard 
from three towns over, who has thrown over his lute in favor of 
a simple patter of doggerel to ape the town cryer?” 

“Nay, good Willum, nay; forsooth, that be not music but 
simply noise. Nay, I have been somewhat inspired by the plays 
that of late have surfaced with the name of Shakespeare 
attached to them.” 

Willum nodded. He had seen one or two of these. 
Comedies, both, and good fun had they been indeed! In one, a 
man had been transformed into an ass—and in another had a 
Jew pit his wits against a Christian. Truly the stuff of fantasy; 
yet Willum saw not the relevance to the music he played with 
Jacob. 

“Go on,” he murmured, uncertain; yet, as always, with full 
faith in Jacob’s instincts. 

“It seemeth to me, Willum, that master Shakespeare hath 
found a way to marry the political and the philosophical; the 
social and the satirical. His plays speak both to the broader 
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interests of those such as you and I, and also to the more 
refined intellects of…” Jacob paused, then looked away. “Of 
those such as I.” 

“Fuck thou off, thou posturing turd!” Willum lobbed his 
apple core at Jacob. 

“Thou know’st what I mean, though, Willum,” Jacob 
replied, with a laugh. “It doth seem to me that were we to apply 
this Master Shakespeare’s approach to our music, we could 
advance ourselves to a level of sophistication and import the 
likes of which this town—nay, this county—hath not seen!” 

“Jacob,” Willum said with a heavy voice, “Hast thou been 
drinking wine again?” 

“Willum, of course I have! Thou know’st me too well, 
friend Will. And yea”—he paused, raising an eyebrow—“verily 
have I pondered this in my cups. Yet tell me if my words sound 
false to thine ears, Willum. Tell me truthfully if thou dost not 
feel the way I feel—that we are but treading water in our 
musical efforts of late.” 

Willum sighed. “Yea,” he said. “Verily.” 
“Then let us shine the light of our creative spark into this 

dark yet dawning new world, Will! At our next rehearsal we 
shall start afresh. No more ‘Hey nonny nonny’ or ‘With a ting-
and-a-ring and a toodle-doodle-doo’—let auld Mitchell the 
miller play that shite for his family dances. We’ll attract a new 
audience, off out in the woods somewhere. I wonder who’ll 
come see us, Willum.” 

Willum recognized the expression that was moving across 
Jacob’s face like a cloudbank before a thundershower. It 
indicated consternation, but not precipitation; things might be 
grey for the next day or two, but the sun would eventually 
shine through and win the day. 

It promised to be an interesting experience, as always. 
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PRELUDE: THE LAW OF PLANETARY BODIES IN 
MOTION 

Great bands happen when the orbits of bodies in motion 
intersect and a compatible gravitational pull keeps them 
together in rotation around a central core of energy, forming a 
coherent, graceful and dynamic solar system. 

Often unconsidered is the fact that even while these 
planets are circling in concert around one another, each one is 
still spinning, independently of the motions of the others. Their 
orbits can remain the same for years or more, synchronized 
with their cohorts—but the planets still move. 

Sometimes, these bodies move farther apart from one 
another, which can lead to entropy and, eventually, inertia. In 
other instances, they can move closer to one another; however, 
when the orbits in these systems become too tight, friction is an 
inevitable consequence. 
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PART ONE: LET’S GO 

 
THE NAKED TRUTH 

Chip Hodges was dutifully undertaking his assigned tasks 
at the front desk of Local Magazine when he heard a voice he 
recognized. It was Timmy, the magazine’s managing editor, on 
whom Chip had been developing a crush in the few weeks 
since starting his placement as the magazine’s receptionist.  

Timmy, to Chip’s eye, was something else. Cool, poised 
and yet somehow not totally unapproachable, she was the 
current apple of Chip’s eye. He had been cautiously assessing 
the perimeter during his time at the magazine, making the odd 
comment or offhand remark, a joke, a wry observation; never 
lingering to wait for a laugh—or, at least, not waiting around 
until the laugh moment ended. Gauging the response, 
evaluating the situation and calculating his chances.  

After close to a month’s worth of this relatively subtle 
gambitry, Chip still had only the faintest inkling as to whether 
he had made any kind of impression on Timmy that lasted 
beyond his departure from a room she was in. He had a feeling 
that he had at least achieved this bare minimum, but he wasn’t 
sure whether to chalk that hunch up to male intuition or blind 
optimism.  

Timmy was a lot of what Chip liked in a gal. She was 
sharp-eyed and cool; she could be almost regal at times, then 
almost scrappy enough to wrestle with at others. Timmy’s ears 
sometimes popped through her sunshiny, shoulder-length hair, 
to give her an almost elfin appearance; her diminutive stature 
did little to offset this impression. Her blonde hair didn’t fit 
with Chip’s usual criteria, but it wasn’t a dealbreaker by any 
means, and there was something in her eyes that was somehow 
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reminiscent of the mysterious and enigmatic look he associated 
with the dark-haired girls he tended to pursue.  

Chip treated every interaction he had with Timmy like a 
precious moment; a carefully choreographed set piece in which 
everything had to go exactly right. If he had a good line or 
setup in mind, but a bit player intruded on the scene, he almost 
always shelved the production for a later opening; it wasn’t 
worth risking good material if the moment wasn’t right.  

From the corner of his eye, he watched Timmy drop some 
pages onto the desk of her editorial assistant; as she approached 
his desk, Chip assumed the standard air of intent focus on 
productivity that he took on when in the presence of full-time 
employees. It might not have fooled all the people all the time, 
but it was generally good enough for appearances.  

“So, I hear you’re in a band,” Timmy said, leaning against 
a column close to the side of the reception area.  

Chip looked up, after a microscopic pause, hoping to 
indicate that her interruption of his work was a pleasant 
surprise. Inwardly, he was thrilled; of the few times Timmy 
had initiated conversation with him, this was the first question 
she’d asked about anything he cared about.  

“You heard right,” he was happy to say.  
“What do you play?” she asked.  
“I play bass and I sing,” Chip answered.  
Chip knew that girls who were genuinely into music were 

likely to be familiar with the standard band hierarchy—in 
which bassists ranked, at best, somewhere around the middle, 
below lead singers and guitarists. But he was counting on the 
fact that Timmy knew more about bands than the average girl, 
and might be willing to see past his mid-level status, 
considering such mitigating factors as part-time lead vocal 
duties, and, of course, roguish charm.  

“I sing about half the time,” he added.  
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“Bass, hm?” Timmy asked. “Upright?”  
“Not after the first few beers,” Chip said, barely managing 

a straight face. He was rewarded by an indulgent smirk, and 
mentally chalked one up for charm: He was on the board.  

“So, what kind of music is it?”  
This was always the hard one to answer. Everyone’s taste 

in and knowledge of music was different; an answer that 
worked for one person was as likely to be insufficiently clear 
for the next as it was to be long-winded. With this in mind, 
Chip warily set forth.  

“Uh, sort of punk rock—kind of poppy, but not as much 
as we used to be. Scruffy, kinda tricky, pretty loud... That sort 
of thing.” He swiveled in his chair a bit, feeling awkward but 
suddenly fearless.  

Timmy’s nod reassured Chip that he had described his 
band adequately; whether or not it sounded like music she 
would enjoy was still not clear. What was clear to Chip was 
that Timmy did not give much away.  

“But seriously,” he said, “we’re playing at the Lion’s Den 
this Tuesday. You should come out.”  

“The L Bar?” Timmy mused, her eyes examining a ceiling 
tile. “I haven’t been there in a while.”  

“The L Bar” was the common name for the Lion’s Den 
Bar & Grille, a venue whose L-shaped stage area was woefully 
mis-apportioned; bands played in the lower bar of the L, while 
the longer (and wider) section was left open. When smaller 
bands played there, the empty space felt cavernous and did 
little for the overall sound; when more popular bands played, 
the unused area was crowded with people who could hear the 
band playing not a dozen feet away but could see almost 
nothing of them.  

“Yeah, we haven’t played there in a while, either. But it’s 
a change from the basements. We probably won’t get naked.”  
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Timmy’s eyes left the ceiling. “Beg pardon?”  
Chip mentally kicked himself. He hadn’t meant to broach 

that particular topic in such an offhand way; he’d planned to be 
a little more suave about it:  
—I should warn you, it gets a little naked at some of these 
shows.  
—Do you find it tedious when bands wear all their clothes on 
stage the whole time?  
—Say, how do you feel about guys who get naked on the first 
date?  
—Oh, just so you’re prepared, when we start taking our clothes 
off, we’ll be going all the way, so you should avert your eyes if 
you’re not quite ready to see the eight sweatiest balls in rock 
and roll. 

As it was, the cat was out of the bag and the elephant was 
in the room.  

“Yeah,” Chip said, looking past Timmy at the wall. “Uh, 
we do that a lot. Mainly at basement shows, though. It’s just a 
thing. It’s...” 

“Odd?” Timmy offered. 
“Well, maybe,” Chip said. “I was going to say 

‘purposeful.’ Or maybe ‘for a reason.’ ”  
“Really,” Timmy raised an eyebrow. “The reason being 

that you like to get naked?”  
“Um, no, not really,” Chip said, although the fact was that, 

apart from the awkward embarrassment of showing his 
scrunched-up summer sausage to the first few rows of people 
in any given basement crowd, he did actually enjoy playing 
naked. It was a lot of fun and unexpectedly freeing. There 
weren’t many things one could do naked, but it turned out that 
having sex and playing punk rock songs were, for Chip, closely 
competitive for first place.  
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“What is the reason that you take your clothes off on 
stage...?” Timmy asked.  

“It’s kind of complicated. I’d be happy to explain it to you 
over lunch,” Chip said, going for it. Timmy’s other eyebrow 
went up.  

“I see,” she said. “I do have a rule about dating the help, 
you know.”  

“Oh, I do, too,” said Chip. “But the thing about being a 
temp is that I’m really not what you’d call ‘official,’ per se.”  

Timmy looked at Chip the way a librarian might look at a 
hobo she’d discovered sleeping under the card catalog. “Spell 
‘per se,’ please.”  

“P-E-R space S-E,” Chip said. “Duh.”  
“You’d be surprised,” Timmy said. “Okay, lunch 

tomorrow. Nothing fancy. If you show up wearing a tie or 
carrying flowers, the deal’s off.”  

“Please,” Chip said. “Flowers on a temp receptionist’s 
wage? I hadn’t pegged you as a gold-digger.”  

“Likewise,” Timmy said, soberly. “Keep it in mind.”  
Chip watched her walk back to her office. Of the various 

small perks attendant to his current placement, this was one of 
his favorites. 

 
LADIES AND GENTLEMEN, MISTER CHIP HODGES 
ON THE BASS GUITAR 

At the outset of the events that led to a series of epiphanies 
that changed him forever and let him find true love again, Chip 
Hodges was twenty-six years old and in a band. He had an 
undergraduate degree in English under his (finely-aged, sweat-
cured, studded black leather punk rock) belt, the benefits of 
which he was applying to the composition of internal e-mails 
and other assorted tasks in his role as a receptionist for Local 
Magazine, an events and entertainment publication in the 



 

   19 

metropolitan Boston area. As a temp, Chip had been assigned 
this position by his agency. He did not have any permanent role 
in the magazine (or the temp agency), nor did he have health 
insurance, a 401(k or otherwise), vested profit-sharing, job 
security, or much of a future there. He did have a fairly flexible 
schedule and a well-developed proficiency at computer 
solitaire. 

His days began with anywhere from one to five blind, 
groggily vexed slaps at the snooze button on his alarm clock. 
When he finally conceded to the morning’s inevitabilities, Chip 
stretched and sat up, still reluctant to relinquish the embryonic 
comfort of his bed—a stack of two futon mattresses; the top 
one a gift from his parents and the bottom one a de facto hand-
me-down from an ex-roommate who had disappeared without 
warning from Chip’s previous apartment, leaving behind only a 
note explaining that he was re-entering rehab and expressing 
apologies for the short notice—the sheets of which hadn’t seen 
the inside of a washing machine for upwards of three months. 

Following a shower in the bathroom he shared with his 
roommates, Kris and Jennie, Chip walked back upstairs to his 
room and sat again on his bed. He slapped and rubbed the soles 
of his feet together to dislodge the dust and cat hairs that 
collected on them on the way, and used the Dust Buster by his 
bed to vacuum away the small resulting pile before putting on 
his socks. 

Kris was usually gone by the time Chip was dressed and 
ready for work; Jennie, who was a self-employed jeweler, was 
occasionally starting her morning with a cup of coffee in the 
kitchen. She was just as likely to be still asleep. If she were 
around, she and Chip sat and sleepily conversed as they shook 
off their morning thickness. If she were still in bed, Chip made 
his woozy way to the Porter Square station, where he caught 
his train to work. Chip usually arrived at the offices of Local 
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Magazine sometime before nine-fifteen. His assigned start time 
was eight-thirty, but Chip considered that to be more of an 
ETA than a real number. On this, as on a broad range of 
subjects, his opinion differed from that of his supervisor, Cheri 
W. Dixon, the magazine’s one-woman HR department. 

Overall, Chip thought of his life as a success in progress. 
He admitted to himself (and to anyone with whom the topic 
came up in conversation) that this was a short-term view and 
that he wasn’t really prepared for anything consistent or secure 
or even sustainable where the longer term was concerned. But 
Chip didn’t worry a lot about the long term. His belief was that 
things in general would resolve themselves and he’d be fine. 
He had a hard enough time focusing his efforts on doing the 
things that made him feel like he was succeeding in the short 
term; thinking about the future, in its unfathomable 
expansiveness and terrifying unpredictability, was for people 
with more confidence, ambition and stick-to-it-iveness than he 
possessed. 

Chip’s band was where he tried to focus his efforts the 
most. More often than not, this worked out to his satisfaction 
and (sometimes to a lesser degree) to that of his bandmates. A 
four-piece punk rock group, they had been together for quite 
some time. Three of them had gone to college together; Chip, 
Ike and Joe (bass, guitar and drums) met at a small Indiana 
liberal arts school, in the early-to-mid-nineties. Grover (also 
guitar) had joined more recently and had only known the other 
three for about a year. 

Chip and Ike were best friends and as close as they could 
be, given Chip’s cavalier attitude about life in general and 
music in particular (which Ike took as seriously as life itself) 
and Ike’s difficulties with communicating emotion. Their 
friendship was based on a strong degree of mutual affection, 
respect and appreciation; on being assigned roommates their 
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first term in college, they had quickly recognized in one 
another a profoundly kindred spirit. They shared a sense of 
humor that was dry, sardonic, just as often extremely subtle as 
overtly crass, and frequently perceptible to no-one but 
themselves. Their friends commented that the two spoke to 
each other in a language all their own, confusing and 
impenetrable to anyone who happened to be in earshot. 

Joe, their drummer, appeared a couple of years later, and 
was similarly impenetrable—no less so to Chip or Ike, despite 
their many overlaps in musical taste. A born and bred Hoosier, 
the soil of the Indiana cornfield ran as deeply in Joe as the 
cement of the Indiana skatepark. Stoic and generally 
inscrutable, Joe’s taciturn demeanor was punctuated 
sporadically by bursts of hilarity and stretches of despondency, 
both unsettling in their own way. 

Grover was a Midwestern transplant to Boston. Hailing 
from Minnesota’s Twin Cities region, his Kentucky upbringing 
had imbued in him the South’s genial social demeanor. It had 
also left him with one of the standard-issue punk rock 
backgrounds—the “husky” high-school oddball who liked 
“weird” music and read “weird” books, had a tough time dating 
but managed to meet a “weird” girl and some other “weird” 
friends and make it through to graduation and out of town 
without any major tragedies. Grover combined jaded empathy 
with a heartfelt devotion to the punk scene and its principles, 
making Chip and Ike consistently grateful to be in a band with 
him. 

He also had a heroic capacity for absent-mindedness, 
inertia and sloth, which made Chip and Ike regularly furious 
with him. Tardiness to practice, forgotten verses and guitar 
parts, forgotten guitars—in a variety of ways, Grover ensured 
that life in the band never grew stale. 



 

22 

They were a quartet of college-educated, middle-class 
white males, each with his own goals, hopes, dreams, 
aspirations, pouring their time, creative energies and hearts into 
one intense and ongoing endeavor. 

They were called the Good Luck Band and they practiced 
every Tuesday and Saturday. 

 
FOR WHOM THE BALLS TOLL 

The way the Good Luck Band became a naked band was 
both gradual and sudden. Initially, it had to do with pragmatic 
concerns: The four members of Chip’s band sweated a lot. 
Excessively, some might say. Many other bands played the 
same kind of music and managed to walk off stage as dry as 
they were when they hit the first note. The distinction could be 
attributed to the fact that the Good Luck Band gave their all 
every single time they performed and never just went through 
the motions; or it could be that they simply happened, at 
random, to be four unusually sweat-prone males in their mid-
to-late twenties.  

Either way, the truth couldn’t be ignored: When they 
played live, they sweated through most or all of their clothes, 
every time. Simple common sense dictated that they at least go 
shirtless once the humidity level hit one hundred per cent; and 
that they did. Early on, the band started eschewing T-shirts in 
favor of tastefully informal short-sleeved button-down shirts 
that they could more easily remove during performance, to 
reveal the “wifebeater” shirts beneath; for a time, they kept a 
bit of mystery alive in the minds of their audiences by stopping 
at that semi-dignified stage of undress. Soon, though, this 
vague gesture in the general direction of decorum was damply 
discarded and they simply went shirtless.  

Eventually, the tendency of punk rock philosophy to 
infiltrate and influence sensible behavior manifested itself and 
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they were forced to sit down and have a conversation to 
address the issue. This discussion, and the resulting decision, 
had taken place some months before, over drinks, during an 
unseasonably warm pre-spring, post-practice afternoon.  

“I think we should just go all-out naked,” said Ike, sitting 
forward on one of the all-weather armchairs that decorated the 
porch of Your Mom’s House, where he lived with Joe and a 
revolving assortment of transient students, musicians and 
acquaintances in the Lower Allston sub-neighborhood of 
Boston.  

“Oh, really?” Grover said. He was leaning against one of 
the upright pillars of the porch. Flakes of decrepit white paint 
settled on his torso as he hiked himself up to sit on the railing.  

“I do,” Ike affirmed. “Here’s the way I see it: Paddy from 
Dillinger Four has set the bar. He gets naked a lot at shows.”  

“He also declined our invitation to drink forties in the 
bathroom at that Leatherface show in New York,” Chip said, 
chuckling at the memory. “But now he’s suddenly cool again?”  

Ike waved this away. “Come on. The point is, I don’t 
know if there’s any specific reason that he does it, but I think 
we could all take a pretty accurate guess; and even if it’s not 
the same idea as his, I think ours would still be pretty valid.”  

“So what’s your guess-slash-perspective?” said Chip as he 
took a drink. “I’m all beers.”  

“Okay,” Ike said. “Here’s the thing: the punk scene as we 
know it—” 

“The basement punk scene?” Grover asked. “Or the clubs? 
Or Hot Topic?”  

“Both,” Ike said, looking impatient. “All of the above, 
whatever. The punk scene is, in theory, all about rebellion, 
transgression, diverting from the mainstream and being 
iconoclastic, right?”  
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“I prefer ‘iconoclassic,’ ” Grover chuckled, extending a 
pinky and sipping delicately from his tall can of High Life.  

“Fine. But the thing is, there’s still this de facto dress code 
inherent in every place we play—whether it’s the basement of 
Casa Dolores, upstairs at the Middle East or the crap-ass L Bar. 
It’s always the same; black or blue jeans, studded belt, band T-
shirt, boots or Chuck Taylors; long hair, dreads, Mohawk, 
skinhead, whatever; it’s all just variations on a theme.”  

Chip nodded. “An anti-dress code dress code.”  
“Pretty much. I mean, not necessarily everywhere or all 

the time—but it does start to feel pretty pervasive.”  
“So your idea is to just go all out?” Joe asked. “Just strip 

down to make a non-statement statement?”  
“That’s basically it,” Ike nodded. “I mean, look at us. Joe, 

you’re a bony, pot-bellied beanpole. Grover, you’re a bear. I’m 
just doughy and practically hairless—and Chip, it’s like you 
went through puberty and then got in a fight with a roll of duct 
tape. You’ve got male pattern baldness all over your body.”  

“Jealous much?” Chip raised an eyebrow.  
“I’m just saying that these days, to actually be quote-

unquote different, you have to be pretty extreme with it. And 
I’m not about to stretch out my earlobes or tattoo my face just 
to make a point; that’s just more of the same. I’m talking about 
being different for a predetermined reason, not just for the sake 
of it, or because the Punk Rock Rule Book says we should. 
Like, inclusively different—emphasizing the edge that punk 
rock can still have by pointing out that we all come to it with 
the same gear. Shaking people up a little, but showing them 
that their definitions of style and fashion and image maybe 
aren’t as unique or unconventional as they might want to think 
they are.”  

“Freaking out the freaks,” Joe mused.  



 

   25 

“Sure,” Ike said. “It’s easy to be different when different 
is cool—and when everybody around you is ‘different.’ What’s 
more striking, and more remarkable, is when something hits 
closer to home. When it’s a little more intimate and you can 
relate to it. I can’t see myself getting a septum piercing. But I 
can see myself playing a show with no clothes on. Both are 
things that would shake up my folks, but only one of them 
would shake up the punks. It’s weird.”  

And so, the Good Luck Band went from being a band 
whose members and clothes literally dripped with sweat after 
every set, to a band whose members (yes, those, too) still 
dripped with sweat, but whose clothes were nice and dry to slip 
back into when they were done playing.  

Chip, who had never been overly comfortable with his 
naked body, had found it awkward enough to go shirtless on 
stage. Shapeless and without much in the way of definition, his 
biceps had never looked the way he thought they should, or the 
way most of his male friends’ did. Ike’s proposal required even 
more in the way of personal exposure. Chip found himself 
looking forward to their next show with equal amounts of 
fascination and dread.  

In the end, it wasn’t that big of a deal, really. It did bring 
the four bandmates into more intimate contact with one 
another, as well as audience members, in ways that they 
wouldn’t have predicted. But that’s to be expected—after all, 
on small stages and in cramped basements, there’s always a fair 
amount of shoulder rubbing (not to mention the traditional and 
most excellent two-guitarist back-to-back pose). It wasn’t, 
however, a deciding factor in their success or failure as a band, 
in the end. It was just a thing. 

 
THE CRIMSON TIDE 
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It was about one-thirty in the afternoon of a bright, sunny 
day, made all the more beautiful by its contrast to the dank, 
stale air of the basement in which the Good Luck Band 
practiced every Saturday morning. The four bandmates were 
relaxing at the Delihaus, their favorite spot for post-rehearsal 
relaxation, rejuvenation and inebriation. A vaguely 
disreputable joint that seemed to be staffed and run entirely by 
young women and men aged twenty-three or younger, it had a 
scruffy, street-level charm to it, derived in equal parts from its 
location, its décor, its menu, the music on its stereo system (at a 
pleasantly audible but not conversation-drowning volume) and 
its wait staff. 

Nestled just outside the shadow of Fenway Park, at the 
outskirts of Boston’s semi-historic Kenmore Square, the 
Delihaus was, for the majority of its patrons, an example of 
prime real estate. It was easily accessible by public 
transportation and located in the opposite direction of ninety-
eight per cent of Kenmore Square’s game-facing foot traffic on 
any given sunny Saturday. So while the hordes of Red Sox fans 
paraded toward Fenway for an afternoon’s worth of baseball 
and related entertainments, the Good Luck Band (and others 
who shared their ambivalence toward the National Pastime) 
slipped the other way toward their own Mecca, where a pitcher 
of Pabst could be had for the price of a plastic cup of Bud Lite 
inside Fenway Park and the food was liberally laced with 
come-hither, don’t-stop, gimme-more and other addictive 
properties.  

The band’s members sat, two by two, facing one another 
across the table of a booth by the wall. They had run through 
their current set, had played their songs well, had started 
working on a new song (which looked to be promising) and, on 
concluding the morning’s labors, had all moved over to the 
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Delihaus together. It was ideal. These were among Chip’s 
favorite moments in life.  

Chip didn’t like it when their shared Saturday routine 
ended without this satisfying conclusion, or when any of his 
bandmates had to bow out for some reason, even if the rest still 
made the trip. The perfect Saturday, for Chip, was a morning 
band practice followed by an afternoon of hanging out and 
talking over cold beers and greasy food, preferably at the 
Delihaus. Anything beyond that was just icing on the cake. 
Some afternoons there were plans that kept them together—a 
movie, a social call, a band chore— other days they went their 
separate ways after the Delihaus. But as long as the morning’s 
practice went well and led successfully to beer and lunch 
together, Chip was happy. More than that: Chip was blissfully 
happy. These were the three people with whom he enjoyed his 
life more than anyone else.  

The Delihaus waitresses were a spectacular breed. Each 
different, yet nearly all of them infuriatingly appealing to the 
single male musician. Torn fishnets one day, tight black jeans 
another; band T-shirts, thick mascara, blue dreadlocks, tattooed 
limbs, pierced this, that and the other thing (Chip particularly 
enjoyed contemplating the other things), and sultry, 
mysteriously lovely countenances that launched a thousand 
ambitions.  

Each member of the Good Luck Band had his favorite, 
despite the fact that each member of the Good Luck Band had 
an actual, attainable love interest in the picture somewhere (in 
Grover’s case, an actual wife). Chip didn’t know which of the 
roster was Joe’s favorite, but then, he didn’t know much about 
a lot of Joe’s intimate, personal preferences. Favorite 
Screeching Weasel album? No problem: 
Boogadaboogadaboogada. Favorite beer? Harpoon I.P.A. 
Favorite drum? The snare. But what kind of girl did Joe like? 
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Hard to say. Joe had dated a few girls over the course of Chip’s 
association with him, but there wasn’t really much of a pattern 
that Chip could ascribe to Joe’s choices. Neither, Chip thought 
as he mulled it over, was there a pattern to the various girls’ 
choices of Joe. Perplexing.  

Their server for the day was Cassie, who was Ike’s 
favorite. Pixie-ish short hair with stars tattooed on the inside of 
each wrist, she was generally on the quieter end of the 
spectrum from her co-workers. Chip had discovered through a 
recent conversation with her that Cassie was actually more into 
the dance music side of things than Ike (who hated dance music 
of all kinds, except for rap) or even Chip (who was okay with 
some types of dance music, but mainly the type whose roots 
traced clearly and directly to rap music) would be fully 
comfortable with, especially considering that neither of them 
had actually danced to music in their lives more than a few 
times, which, of course, were under duress and/or extreme 
circumstances. This discovery did nothing to lessen her appeal 
to either of them.  

Cassie approached the table and surveyed the Good Luck 
Band with a friendly eye. “What’ll it be today, fellows?” she 
asked.  

“How’s the steak today?” asked Joe.  
“Same as it was yesterday, only tougher,” Cassie replied. 

“Just like you.”  
“Great,” said Joe. “Plus a side of home fries and biscuits 

and gravy.”  
“Where does it go?” Cassie wondered aloud, looking him 

over. Joe’s metabolism was efficient to a degree that whatever 
he ate disappeared into thin air, leaving nothing but a wiry 
frame scattered with Eastern and Western tattoos and zero 
perceptible body fat. If Joe wanted to pinch an inch, he’d have 
to pinch Grover.  
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Joe shrugged. “Sneak a tracer into my potatoes and find 
out.”  

“Ugh,” Cassie shivered, then sighed. “Still—what I 
wouldn’t do to have your body,” she said.  

“Take a number, lady,” said Joe.  
“Look at you,” Cassie raised her eyebrows. “Mister big 

shot. What’ll you have, honey?”  
Chip loved it when she called him “honey.” Cassie was 

his number two favorite.  
“Cheeseburger platter, please, with a chocolate 

milkshake,” he said.  
“Sprinkles in that?” she asked, not looking up from her 

pad as she scribbled.  
“You remembered!” said Chip.  
“Yeah, thing like that sticks in your mind,” Cassie said. 

Chip was thrilled at the idea that something he had said or done 
could possibly resonate with this wonderful creature.  

“Um, yeah. So, sprinkles in it, please. Chocolate.”  
“Of course.” Cassie turned to Ike. “How about you, tough 

guy?”  
“I’ll have a Rachel,” Ike said.  
“Okay, now, what’s that again?” Cassie looked at Ike, her 

expression somewhere between grouchy and indulgent.  
“It’s like a Reuben but with pastrami and cole slaw instead 

of the corned beef and sauerkraut.” Ike said. Chip could tell he 
was a little flustered, but not down for the count. He knew 
when Ike was in trouble, girlwise; this wasn’t a situation that 
called for assistance.  

“Right, right.” Cassie went back to her pad.  
“Oh, and a pitcher of Pabst,” Ike added.  
Cassie finished writing and looked up. “Four glasses for 

that pitcher? Or just the one?”  
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Ike grinned. “Just a funnel and a bib, please.” Cassie 
laughed out loud, a tinkling giggle that sent a thrill of both 
vicarious pleasure and jealousy up Chip’s spine.  

“I’ll see what we have in back,” she said. “What’s yours, 
chief?”  

Grover rattled off an impressive list of menu items. Chip 
caught at least two entrees among the assortment of appetizers 
and sides. Cassie’s pen flashed across her pad and she gave a 
final nod. “Anything else?”  

The members of the Good Luck Band mentally reviewed a 
variety of possible answers to that question, most of which 
would have required a much more charitable predisposition on 
Cassie’s part; all four settled on a congenial shaking of the 
head.  

“Nope, that’s about it for now,” Chip replied for all of 
them.  

“Hey, guys,” said Janie, Chip’s favorite waitress, as she 
brushed deftly past Cassie, her arms stacked with plates of food 
and her face shining with a smile that made Chip feel like the 
only boy on the planet. Her dreadlocks were pulled up and 
back from her face, making her deep green eyes look as bright 
as the sunniest day Spring had ever offered. Chip watched her 
pass with only the slightest pang of wistfulness.  

“Going for a smoke,” said Joe.  
“Join you,” said Grover.  
The two eased out of the booth and made their way out the 

front of the restaurant, which was getting more crowded as the 
local college kids emerged from their Friday night 
recuperations.  

Ike looked at Chip. “Someday,” he said, nodding in the 
direction of the kitchen door, where Cassie and Janie stood, 
casually chatting with each other, “we will fly to Valhalla on 
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the wings of those angels and live in their arms until the end of 
eternity.”  

Chip could only nod and roll his eyes. The thing about a 
Delihaus waitress was that you had one shot. You really 
couldn’t push it—and Chip and Ike had both taken their shots. 
Chip had asked Janie out and been gently shot down with as 
much sympathetically tactful fondness as he could imagine 
possible in such a situation. He didn’t know how Cassie had 
treated Ike when he’d made his pitch, but the end result had 
been the same.  

And yet, there they were. It wasn’t a unique situation; 
there are diners across the country and around the world where 
winsome young women, their hearts full of sunlight and their 
eyes full of promise, wait on young men who come to them 
looking for more than just food and drink. There are only so 
many waitresses in this world. There are too many men and not 
nearly enough charity, goodwill or genuine affection in the 
world for the waitresses to accommodate them all.  

And so, with the objects of their affection safely 
unattainable, the Good Luck Band returned week after week to 
the Delihaus, enjoying the filial camaraderie of their bandmates 
and the fleeting company of their Saturday afternoon valkyries. 
It was all part of why Chip so fundamentally valued these 
times, these moments, these future memories unfolding in real 
time amidst the largely bland tedium of the rest of life. Even 
the actual gigs were different; even the experience of 
performance didn’t do quite the same thing. Chip loved playing 
with the band, loved the shows, running through the sets at 
lightning speed, the intensity, the sweat, the room alive with 
power and a shared experience that was like no other—but 
there was also the humdrum loading in and loading out, as well 
as the inevitable, persistent, nagging pre-show anxiety over 
whether or not they would go over well, whether he would fuck 
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up, and who cared, anyway? What the hell were they doing? 
And for whom?  

No, the practice and the afternoon together were different. 
There were no questions; they all wanted the same thing, 
essentially. They wanted to play the songs that they all took 
seriously, the music that made them feel alive and creative and 
vital. There wasn’t a question of “why”—so many of the 
answers to why they did it and for whom they were doing it 
were all at the same table, surrounding each of them with 
themselves. Anything else was just—again—icing on the cake. 
If people enjoyed their music, that was excellent. But for Chip 
and, he imagined, for the rest of the Good Luck Band, the 
enjoyment, appreciation and love for their music on the part of 
the other three members of the band were at the heart of why 
they did what they did together.  

“Sorry ‘bout that,” Chip heard Grover grunt as he 
stumbled over a bag that was sticking out from under a nearby 
table.  

“Yeah, watch it next time,” he heard the bag’s owner 
reply. Chip looked up.  

“Really?” said Grover, stopping and turning back to look 
at the speaker. “That’s what you say when someone trips on the 
crap you leave in the way?”  

The brim of a white baseball cap turned around to point at 
Grover. From under it came the voice of what sounded to Chip 
like a wincingly pompous douche whose pretension was in the 
midst of writing a check that his ass couldn’t possibly hope to 
cash.  

“Just saying, watch your step. There’s people’s stuff 
here.”  

“Yeah,” said Grover. “On the floor. Is it something fragile 
that you put on the floor? Or is it something really important to 
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you that you put on the floor? Or is it an antique heirloom you 
put on the floor?”  

“Whatever, asshole,” said the white-hat.  
“No, I’m just curious,” said Grover. “What is it that’s so 

delicate that you had to make sure you put it on the floor so 
nobody would step on it?” He came closer to the white-hat’s 
table. Joe, who had been walking behind him, was now on the 
other side of the table.  

“Fucking college kids,” Ike said.  
“That’s a Fancypants kid,” Chip observed, noting the 

color of the offended bag and its owner’s sweatshirt. 
Fancypants University kids were less frequently seen at the 
Delihaus than other college kids, since it was across the 
Charles and far away from the arm’s-reach comforts and 
student discounts of their native Cambridge.  

“Ugh,” said Ike. “Fucking Fancypants kids. This place has 
definitely changed since the smoking ban. All kinds of riff-raff 
coming in here these days, acting like they own the joint.”  

A recent city ruling had banned smoking in bars and 
restaurants, which had resulted in a qualitative shift in the 
Delihaus’ clientele. In addition to its usual assemblage of 
dirtbags, artists, musicians, punks, art students, pretentious 
writers and the like, there were suddenly more clean-cut, off-
the-rack normal folks who were no longer dissuaded by smoke 
fumes from giving the place a shot.  

Neither Chip nor Ike smoked, nor, having descended 
directly from them, did they object to normal folks qua normal 
folks. But they both preferred the pre-ban ambience. True, it 
had meant that they left the Delihaus with the smell of smoke 
in their clothes and hair, but that smell was part of what kept 
the Fancypants types out, and they appreciated it.  
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The white-hat said, “Fuck you,” to Grover, then turned to 
face Joe. “What, are you and your buddy gonna beat me up or 
something?”  

“No,” said Grover. “You’re too much of a dipshit to take a 
lesson from getting beat up. You’d just cry to your mommy 
and then your daddy would have his intern sue us. Snotty 
dipshits like you only learn their lessons—” Grover looked 
around. “Hey, Cassie,” he called. “Got a second?”  

Cassie made her way over to the table where the white-hat 
and two other young gentlemen in the same demographic were 
sitting.  

“What’s up? Everything okay?” Cassie warily eyed 
Grover. While he was a regular, she didn’t know him in any 
real, actual way; she had no idea whether he was likely to 
knock a table down or punch someone in the mouth over a 
minor altercation like this.  

“Cassie, this young man has expressed displeasure with 
the way I bumped into his bag, which was placed in the path 
between the front door and the table at which I am seated,” 
Grover stated.  

“Uh-huh,” said Cassie. She had been observing these 
events.  

“Cassie, can you tell me what kind of tip you expect from 
this table?” Grover inquired.  

Cassie laughed, startled. “Oh, dude,” she said. “Not much. 
These guys never tip unless I flirt to the point where I’m 
practically promising to make out with them in the back.”  

The white-hats turned slightly pink.  
“What the fuck,” said the main white-hat. “I’ve never 

even been here before!”  
“Oh, sorry—I didn’t mean you guys in particular,” Cassie 

clarified. “I meant you guys in general.”  
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“Cassie,” Grover went on, “Do you expect you’ll see these 
three in here again?”  

“No,” said Cassie, more seriously. “They come in here 
once because it’s near the Fenway and maybe they’ve heard 
about it from someone. They get intimidated by the atmosphere 
and feel like they’re not cool enough, but they never have the 
courage to get up and leave once they’ve been seated, so they 
stay and order something like nachos or quesadillas, then finish 
it and get out.”  

“Leaving…?” Grover prompted. Cassie looked blank for a 
moment.  

“Oh—leaving a crappy tip!” she finished, brightly.  
“So you see, gentlemen,” Grover turned to the white-hats, 

his flair for the dramatic in full bloom, “we have all seen you 
before. You have been here before, and you are always the 
same. This is not the place for you. And while we”—here, 
Grover swept his arm in a wide arc, encompassing the room 
and letting it rest on Cassie’s shoulder—“may never see the 
inside of the yacht club, or the chambers of the Ham and 
Bones, or even the Fancypants Festoon building, we do know 
something about how to behave to one another out here in the 
world of men that you pricks have yet to learn.”  

Grover’s voice lowered, and he leaned on the table. “The 
outside world isn’t your playground, assholes, and we are not 
playing around. I suggest you get your nachos to go.” He 
started back to the booth, then turned to face the Fancypants 
students again.  

“Oh, and if you want to prove me right,” he said, “be sure 
to leave a really shitty tip.”  

“That was well-spoken, sir,” Ike said, as Grover and Joe 
returned to their seats.  



 

36 

“Thank you, man,” said Grover. He filled his glass from 
the pitcher of beer and took a deep drink. “But, you know—
who cares, really?”  

“Fancypants kids are like cops,” Chip said. “Like, 
statistically speaking—and I know this, in my heart of hearts, 
never mind the math—there must be some who aren’t pricks. 
I’m not a bigot along these lines, honestly. I realize that, 
according to my faith in math and my adherence to the qualities 
of human nature, that there must be a Fancypants student, or a 
cop, who isn’t a swaggering asshole or an arrogant prick. It’s 
just that I haven’t met any of them. I just always seem to meet 
the other kinds.”  

“Yeah,” said Grover. “It’s annoying.”  
“Remember those kids who yelled at us when we were 

walking through the Fancypants campus that time?” Ike asked.  
Chip laughed. “Totally!” He turned to Joe and Grover. 

“Ike had on his Paris Uprising jacket with the big ‘1968’ 
stenciled on the back, and we were walking past some student 
housing on Fancypants campus, and this door opens and a kid 
shouts, ‘1968, was that a big year for like gay rights or 
something?’ ”  

“No!” Grover howled. “Really?”  
“Yeah,” Ike smirked. “It was great. Clearly, two dudes 

walking together is not a common sight in Fancypants Yahd.”  
“I work with a couple of people who went to Fancypants,” 

said Joe.  
“And?” Chip asked.  
“And what?” Joe retorted. “They’re fine.”  
“Are they… cool?”  
“What do you mean, ‘are they cool’—they’re scientists, 

like me,” Joe said.  
“Well, you’re cool,” Chip pointed out.  
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“Sure, cool to you,” Joe said. “But who the fuck cares; 
these guys get their job done and shut up about it.” 

“Good point,” said Ike. “There are other standards for 
coolness than ours.”  

“None that matter,” Grover muttered with a smile.  
“I’m just saying that I know some Fancypants graduates 

who aren’t assholes,” Joe said. “That isn’t so unbelievable.”  
“How old are they?” Chip wanted to know.  
“Maybe a few years older than you guys,” said Joe, the 

youngest member of the band.  
“Well, invite them to a show sometime,” Chip said. “I’d 

like to meet them. It’ll be like meeting a unicorn.”  
“They won’t come,” said Joe. “I’ve brought it up before. 

They feel like they’re too old and they’d look like dorks.”  
“Really? That’s a shame,” Chip said. “Can’t see why.”  
“Maybe they’ve never met a punk rock bass player who 

wasn’t a judgmental asshole,” Joe said.  
“Possibly not,” Chip admitted. “We’re a notoriously fussy 

lot.” 
________________ 
 
The meal over, the plates cleared, the pitcher empty and 

the bellies full, it was time to move on. Chip was both glad and 
sorry to see the band activities of the day conclude. He had no 
particular plans for the rest of his Saturday beyond heading 
back to his place and lying down for a while. Maybe he’d see 
what Timmy was up to for the evening. He remembered her 
mentioning something about a magazine-related event. 

He stretched in his seat and thought about the records he’d 
picked up at Newbury Comics earlier that week. He hadn’t 
really gotten a chance to check them out yet. Maybe he’d do 
that when he got home—record them onto a tape so he could 
listen to them on his Walkman on the way to and from work. 
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Chip took a genuine pleasure in recording a “comprehensive” 
cassette of collected singles and non-album tracks by the 
various bands whose music he enjoyed. 

Part of what Chip liked about the punk rock world was its 
non-linear process. A band might release an album on one 
label, then release a single on a different label, or contribute a 
song to a compilation on yet another label. Many punk bands 
never even released an album, per se; the punk archives contain 
innumerable singles, EPs and scattered compilation tracks by 
amazing bands, like the Larry Brrrds or Absolute Zero, who all 
somehow dissolved before they could get their shit, money or 
motivation together to follow through with an official full-
length record. 

For Chip and the rest of the Good Luck Band, this 
approach to producing and distributing music represented a 
clearly preferable alternative to being under pressure from the 
A&R reps, PR departments and contractual obligations 
associated with a major label recording contract to produce and 
submit for release a fully realized and sellable album with at 
least two marketable singles. Operating under their own 
direction and at the pace that their inspiration indicated, any 
punk band could readily provide material for fans eagerly 
waiting to acquire it. 

And it was this aspect that Chip appreciated most: not 
only the fact that there was a steady stream of music that a 
lifelong record collector like Chip could track, trace, log and 
compile, but that, in a way, it allowed him to be part of the 
process—a hands-on participant in the procurement and 
(re)assembly of a sort of alternate canon. The tapes he made of 
his band’s non-album efforts might not reflect the order of 
tracks or inclusions of side projects that the song’s performers 
might have preferred—but that wasn’t the point. The point was 
that the material was out there, for the fun of seeking, finding 
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and acquiring and then enjoying. And then doing it again, from 
band to band, even label to label. 

 (It was for this reason Chip’s tiny room was stacked with 
jam-packed record shelves and wobbly stacks of CDs, to the 
exclusion of almost any other type of furniture or decorative 
accoutrements. Chip’s heaven was a record store that stretched 
to the end of eternity and a credit card with no limit.)  

And so, Chip decided to go home and put together that 
Dillinger Four tape with all the non-album tracks he had 
kicking around on CD compilations and various singles. 
Without ambition, without a career, without a job, without a 
“life plan,” without a 401(k), without health insurance, without 
a care in the world beyond how best to experience and enjoy 
the music he loved, Chip intended to spend his springtime 
Saturday afternoon in his room, with the window open, making 
a tape of songs by a band whose music inspired him to make 
more music. 

He slid out of the booth, stood up and stretched again. 
Cassie smiled at him on her way to the table. 

 “Fantastic, as always,” he said, smiling back. 
 “Thanks,” Cassie said. She leaned across the table to clear 

their plates. “You have a good one, now.” 
 “Thanks. So do you,” Chip said, admiring it. Then, 

catching himself, he said, “I mean, you too.” 
 

GREY ACRES 
“I’m glad you could make it,” Timmy said. She opened 

her front door wider to allow Chip in. Dressed in a white v-
neck shirt and olive-green Army surplus pants, she was a vision 
of adorableness, the likes of which Chip hadn’t seen in quite 
some time—if ever, he thought to himself. Half of him knew 
he’d better get this part right; the other half was blissfully 
ignorant as to causes and effects, truths and consequences and 
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the sort of social protocols that lead some men to greatness and 
keep others standing outside, fumbling for their keys while 
they wonder if they’re even at the right door. 

Timmy had invited him over for dinner, earlier that week, 
with a somewhat unexpected, “What are you doing on Sunday 
night?” Despite their growing familiarity and workplace 
chumminess (and surreptitious lunchtime meetings at low-
profile sandwich places near their office), the question was a 
still bit out of left field for Chip, who hadn’t been quite sure 
how to respond.  

“Uh, probably nothing much,” he’d said. A voice in his 
head stopped him from extending his answer with a literal list 
of what he expected to be doing; i.e., drinking beers in his 
room and listening to comedy albums while organizing his 
records and CDs, before eventually falling asleep on filthy 
sheets, in a pleasantly drunken haze, while watching Repo Man 
or, possibly, Caddyshack. “Just stuff around the house.”  

“Well, why not do some of that stuff around my house?” 
Timmy had asked. “I could make dinner and we could watch a 
movie or something.”  

“Sounds great,” Chip had said. It did sound great. He was 
still perplexed at this active interest Timmy seemed to be 
taking in him, but he wasn’t about to try to analyze or deflect it. 
He was sweet on Timmy the way moths are sweet on lightbulbs 
and if this was the way it was going to unfold, he was more 
than happy to skip the part where he kept blindly bumping into 
her until she switched off.  

Naturally, it was all hush-hush at the office; people had, of 
course, seen them chatting at Chip’s desk and it was no secret 
that they’d gone out to get lunch together once or twice, joined 
by others from the Editorial department. Plus, Timmy had gone 
along with some Local Magazine people to see the Good Luck 
Band play at their most recent show. Still, Timmy was wary of 
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office romances and of compromising her professional 
integrity; or so she put it, anyway. Chip wasn’t sure which part 
of their going public might represent a potential compromise, 
although he had a pretty good unspoken guess. But he agreed 
to Timmy’s preference, for the purposes of decorum and 
discretion, to remain on the DL for the time being.  

Along with art and pornography, Chip didn’t know much 
about girls; but he knew what he liked. He liked a girl who was 
smart; probably smarter than he was. He liked a girl who 
appreciated good music and he was pretty sure that Timmy, 
despite her stalwart loyalty to the indie rock of her college 
years, had that going for her. And he liked her quickness. There 
was a sharp, incisive quality to her that, he recognized, was 
rare in general but common among most of his friends; 
particularly the ones with whom he enjoyed verbally sparring 
and bullshitting. Funny and pretty and talented, Chip saw in 
Timmy a girl who he could take seriously. The next step was to 
try to get her to take him seriously, a feat that he wasn’t 
entirely sure he could accomplish.  

He followed Timmy up the steps to her second-floor 
apartment, his eyes on yet another key feature of Timmy’s that 
had drawn his attention immediately following their very first 
meeting. When she reached the landing, he busied himself with 
pulling his courier bag from over his shoulders and turned his 
discreetly-focused gaze into an overtly wide-angle scan of the 
apartment.  

Chip was immediately struck, but not surprised, at how 
much nicer Timmy’s place was than most people’s he knew. 
Lushly polished hardwood floors gleamed and a fresh-looking 
paint job provided a tastefully subtle almond backdrop to the 
artwork on the walls. The furniture he could see looked to 
represent the selections of a thrift-store connoisseur and the 
degree of the space’s spic-and-span polish made it apparent to 
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Chip both that tidiness was a priority and that no pets lived in 
these parts.  

“The kitchen’s this way,” Timmy said, pointing to an 
alcove with a stove, a sink and a refrigerator lining the wall. 
“Not quite four stars, but neither is the chef.”  

“Good to set realistic expectations at the outset,” Chip 
said. “Duly noted.”  

“Oh, don’t get the wrong idea,” Timmy said, looking up at 
him as if over a pair of glasses. “I may not be Michelin-rated 
but I fully expect to hear a request for seconds.”  

“I’ll try to remember that,” Chip nodded. “Either way, this 
ought to help.” He held out a bottle of red wine, the first he had 
ever bought in his life. At the first of several job-related, open-
bar functions he’d attended with Timmy, she had asserted that 
she’d “rather be stone cold sober” than drink anything else, so 
he had come prepared. Given the broad guesses he’d made as 
to Timmy’s specific tastes in the stuff, Chip was banking 
heavily on the dude at the wine store being as knowledgeable 
as he’d seemed.  

“Couldn’t hurt,” Timmy said, turning the bottle to read the 
label. “Red,” she smiled. “My favorite.”  

“I do know my way around a cork,” Chip acknowledged, 
with a self-effacing wave. “In fact, among my circle of 
friends,” he confided with aristocratic hauteur, “I’m known as a 
bit of a wino.”  

“I wouldn’t be surprised,” Timmy said. “Although I did 
figure you to be more of the screw-top type.”  

“Only as circumstances indicate, my dear,” Chip said 
loftily, enjoying himself. “When a wine is intended to poured, 
the corked style is eminently preferable.”  

“What about when it’s intended to be drunk from a 
bottle?” Timmy asked, with, to Chip’s delight, a smile.  
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“Drunk from a bottle?” Chip emitted a haughty laugh. “I 
don’t associate with the type who would get drunk from just 
one bottle.”  

Timmy laughed and Chip felt as though the bottle were 
already open.  

“And when it is intended to be drunk with a lady,” he 
continued, “the paper bag should always be removed. Always.”  

“Hmm,” Timmy said. “Well, we’ll see about getting drunk 
with a lady.” She set the bottle on the counter by the sink and 
opened a drawer. After rummaging through it for a moment, 
she produced a corkscrew. “Care to do the honors?” she asked.  

“But of course, madam,” Chip simpered, bowing slightly. 
“My pleasure.”  

With a coy smile and a faux curtsy, Timmy turned toward 
the simmering and steaming items on the stovetop and began 
attending to them. Having made an impression of being at least 
conversant in wine usage, Chip was glad to assume the 
gentlemanly role of opening and pouring it.  

“So, how long have you lived here?” he asked.  
“Almost two years,” Timmy said. She brushed her hair 

back, tucking a lock behind her ear. “I knew about it because 
my sister used to live in the same building. I still get mail 
addressed to her,” she said, with a wistful look. “Never 
anything good, though.”  

“Yeah, all the good stuff’s in e-mail these days,” Chip 
said.  

“So I hear,” Timmy said, eyeing him. Chip’s gentlemanly 
savoir-faire diminished slightly.  

“Um,” he said.  
“Now, come on,” Timmy said, her face turning blank. 

“It’s no secret.”  
“It’s not?” Chip asked, not bothering to deny what she 

evidently knew.  
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“No,” she confirmed. “Everybody knows you were busted 
a while ago by Cherie for dirty instant messaging while on 
duty.”  

Chip’s face burned even as he felt his blood drain from it.  
“Really?” he asked. “Everybody?”  
“Yes,” Timmy said. “So I guess what I want to know is, 

who was it with and why you were doing it.”  
Chip sat down at the small table by the refrigerator. Its 

joints creaked slightly and he felt the rough wood of the table 
under his arm. He moved a plate of chopped spinach to the side 
and the scraping sound it made seemed to hurt.  

“Can you talk about it?” Timmy asked, gently, but without 
offering an alternative.  

“I guess,” Chip said. “Um, it’s very embarrassing.”  
Timmy said, “Mm-hmm.”  
“It was just some random girls,” Chip said. “I just went 

into Hotmail chatrooms and we’d get to talking.”  
“Talking about what?” Timmy asked.  
“Well, you know,” Chip began, “like—” 
“No, that’s fine,” Timmy said. “I do know. But I just want 

to know why, really.”  
“Why?” Chip repeated. It was a good question, but hard to 

explain to someone who actually had a job she took seriously. 
“To be honest, I was pretty bored and it was a fun way to pass 
the time. I had heard about the whole online sex thing and I 
didn’t have an internet connection at home, so...”  

“So you figured that the front desk at your work was the 
place to explore that?” Timmy asked.  

“Um, stupidly, yes,” Chip said.  
“Did you ever meet any of the girls?” Timmy inquired.  
“Oh, no!” Chip shook his head. “No, never—that wasn’t 

what I was thinking of at all. In fact,” he said, looking away, “it 
occurred to me later on that some of them might not have even 
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been girls.” He widened his eyes and shivered to indicate his 
discomfort at that awkward revelation.  

Timmy looked at Chip for a few moments. He couldn’t 
read her expression and was unsure whether he should be 
making eye contact with her or not. He was still cringing 
inwardly; he couldn’t believe that this conversation was taking 
place so quickly on the heels of their lightly witty, flirtatious 
banter.  

“And have you done it since?”  
“Nope,” Chip said, emphatically. “Nope. Not at all. Even 

the idea...” He shook his head again. “Just bad judgment, all 
around,” he said.  

“No argument here,” Timmy said; Chip heard a glimmer 
of her earlier lighthearted tone. “So, all that stuff is... over, 
right? Like, history?”  

“History,” Chip said. He wanted to know more about how 
Timmy had found out; who had told who and what the general 
reaction had been—but for the moment, he was relieved to be 
released from the torture chamber.  

“Good,” Timmy said. “Then it’s history. Let’s move on.”  
“Okay,” Chip said, willing to do anything in his power to 

help.  
“Nice place I have here,” Timmy prompted.  
“Oh, totally,” Chip said, with stunned gratitude. Was that 

all there was? Had he just leapt that unexpected hurdle without 
taking a tumble? Surely not. “And who else lives here?”  

Timmy ran her spoons and spatula under the faucet and let 
them drop into a mixing bowl full of pink water. “Two other 
girls,” she said. “Also blonde, actually,” she added, with a 
smirk. “The kind of thing you read about in magazines, come 
to think of it.”  

“Oh, man,” Chip pleaded. “You have to be nice about 
this.”  
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Timmy’s smile became genuine before fading into a more 
serious expression. “I am,” she said. “Don’t you think so? It’s 
been this long and I haven’t even brought it up.”  

“That’s true,” Chip said.  
“In fact, you’re here in my house right now,” Timmy said. 

“I’m so nice that I believe you’re not a creepy weirdo, even 
though certain signs indicate otherwise; even to the point of 
inviting you over for dinner to make sure.”  

“That is very nice,” Chip agreed. His face still felt hot.  
“Okay, then,” Timmy said. “And I mean it—I do believe 

you’re not a weirdo. But you have to admit, it’s kind of funny.”  
“Not yet it isn’t,” Chip muttered. “Not to me.”  
“Well, we’ll work on that,” Timmy said. She smiled and 

socked his shoulder. “Have some wine. It’s good, you’ll like 
it.”  

“Really?” Chip realized that his look of surprise probably 
undercut much of his earlier pretensions to wine expertise. But 
he knew he couldn’t have been all that convincing in any case. 
Looking back on the various drinks they’d had together, he 
couldn’t remember holding anything red, apart from a Bloody 
Mary or two.  

“Really. You chose wisely, Chip.” Timmy put a freshly-
peeled carrot into a pot and turned to face him. “Which 
reminds me,” she said, pointing the peeler at him. “What is 
your real name? It can’t be Chip. I mean, I hope it’s not. I don’t 
know if I can seriously call you that if we’re going to be—” 

Timmy stopped herself short of saying what the two of 
them were, potentially, going to be, and waved her peeler as if 
the sentence had ended itself. Chip was impressed with the lack 
of awkwardness she exhibited in that moment; most people, he 
thought, would have blushed, or tried to cover up any implicit 
admissions they might have just made.  
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“It’s not my real name,” Chip said. He was surprised at 
how rarely this conversation took place.  

“Okay,” Timmy said, waiting.  
“It’s Marvin,” Chip said. “My name is Marvin.”  
Timmy digested this. “Marvin,” she experimented. “Mar-

vin.”  
“Yep,” Chip said. “My mom’s uncle. A perfectly 

respectable name for his era, no doubt.”  
“No, no doubt,” Timmy concurred, nodding her head with 

a resigned sigh. “But for you...”  
“Not as perfect,” Chip shook his head. “Fortunately, 

sometime after I was old enough to talk, my grandfather told 
me I was a chip off the old block. He started calling me ‘Little 
Chip’ and, after a while, I wouldn’t answer to anything else.”  

“How did your parents like that?” Timmy asked.  
Chip tilted his head. It had been a while since he’d thought 

about it at all. “I don’t think they minded,” he said. “My feeling 
is that my mother wasn’t actually all that fond of the name 
Marvin. And my dad was just as happy to call me Chip; he 
liked the fact that it was a nickname. The only one he could use 
before that was Marv, and he told me once that it made him 
picture me as a doorman.”  

“What about Vinnie?” Timmy asked.  
“My mom wouldn’t stand for that,” Chip laughed. “I think 

she had some kid on her block named Vinnie as a kid, or 
something. Bad associations; he stole her Halloween candy or 
whatever kids did to each other back then.”  

“So. Marvin,” Timmy said. She crossed her arms over her 
chest and exhaled, theatrically. “I was hoping for... Oh, 
something with a little more swing in its step.”  

Chip clapped his hands together, then parted them and 
doffed an imaginary top hat. “Guess you’re stuck with Chip,” 
he said.  
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“Well, we’ll see about that,” Timmy said, giving him a 
sideways look. 

________________ 
 
 “Let’s walk around,” Timmy said. “I’ll show you the 

place.”  
“After you,” Chip said, extending his arm toward the 

kitchen alcove’s doorway and following Timmy as she walked 
through it. As she pointed to the right, his eyes didn’t 
immediately follow her hand.  

“This is Charlotte’s room,” Timmy said, indicating a 
closed door. “And next to that, Karen’s.” The door to Karen’s 
room was ajar, but the light was off. Chip started to regain 
some of his scattered optimism regarding the evening’s 
potential for good times and special fun.  

“In there,” Timmy gestured, “is the Ladies’ Room. I think 
there’s a form I have to fill out somewhere, but I can get you in 
there if necessary.”  

“Sounds good,” Chip said. “If necessary, I can produce an 
affidavit regarding my dependability in terms of leaving the 
seat down. I have two lady roommates, too.”  

Timmy snorted. “Just because they use the Ladies’ Room 
don’t make ‘em ladies. Mine, I mean.”  

“That’s fine,” Chip said. “I feel the same way about the 
Gentlemen’s Room, believe me.” He took a short look inside; 
noted a half-used roll of toilet paper sitting atop the toilet tank 
and an empty spindle in the wall. “I see you and your 
roommates have that whole passive-aggressive ‘not my job to 
replace the toilet paper on the roller’ thing going on,” he 
observed.  

“Could you say that a little louder?” asked Timmy. “I’m 
not sure if everyone in the place caught it.”  
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“Sorry,” Chip said, equally abashed and amused. 
“Thought we had the place to ourselves.”  

“We probably do,” Timmy said. “I’m not sure. I didn’t 
check when I got home. But it’s always safer to assume the 
worst.”  

“How very School of Hard Knocks,” Chip said.  
“You have no idea,” Timmy replied.  
Turning around the final bend of the hallway, she tapped a 

shellacked wooden door, on which hung a stamped, wrought-
iron numeral three.  

“I’ll take what’s behind Door Number Three, Monty,” 
Chip said, with what he hoped was a laugh that evoked the 
memory of a T.V. game show from their mutual childhood 
years and not the creepy laugh of a weirdo.  

Timmy rolled her eyes and opened the door. “We have a 
loser, ladies and gentlemen,” she announced.  

“No Hawaiian vacation?” Chip was dismayed.  
“Sorry, champ,” Timmy said. “This is it.”  
Chip looked around her room. More than others Chip 

could picture, Timmy’s room was a sharp and distinct refuge 
from the rest of the apartment’s common areas. Where the 
living room couch was secondhand chic, Timmy’s bed was 
starkly modern and immaculately made. While the kitchen 
made it clear that there were multiple users of that room and its 
facilities, Timmy’s room was obviously a monarchy and a 
kingdom of one. Or, Chip corrected himself, a queendom.  

Bookshelves lined the walls, on which Chip recognized 
only a handful of spines. A record collection—actual records; 
twelve-inch vinyl LPs—lived on the bottoms of two non-
adjacent shelves. On her walls were more records, framed and 
artfully hung to indicate a methodical and mathematically exact 
approach to their spacing and placement. These records were:  

The Freewheelin’ Bob Dylan, by Bob Dylan 
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Born in the USA, by Bruce Springsteen 
Darkness on the Edge of Town, by Bruce Springsteen 
Hard Rain, by Bob Dylan 
Nebraska, by Bruce Springsteen 
New Morning, by Bob Dylan 
John Wesley Harding, by Bob Dylan 
Bob Dylan, by Bob Dylan 
Nashville Skyline, by Bob Dylan 
 
This last album hung over the head of Timmy’s bed, Bob 

Dylan’s pleasantly grinning face smiling down at her pillow. 
“Wow,” said Chip. “Do you kiss him goodnight before 

you go to sleep?”  
“No,” Timmy retorted, then looked away. “He kisses me.” 

Chip could hear the prim smile in her voice.  
Chip laughed. “Awesome. So, I gather you’re a fan of his 

work?” 
“No, I just think he’s totally hot,” said Timmy. “Isn’t he 

dreamy?” She looked back at Chip to see if her tone was 
effectively contradicting her words. When she looked at him, 
Chip realized that she’d been joking; his face showed his relief 
and amusement. He let himself relax a little. It was still going 
all right.  

“I actually wrote my dissertation on Bob Dylan,” Timmy 
went on.  

“Really?” Chip asked. “That worked?”  
“Believe it or not,” Timmy said. “And I don’t mind telling 

you that I got an A.”  
“Where’d you go to school—Blacktee?” Chip laughed. 

The Blacktee Academy of Higher Musical Learning was a 
Boston fixture and one of the world’s foremost producers of 
lead singers and guitarists. It was also the reason that Chip was 
the only bassist he knew who wasn’t in more than one band. 
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Rhythm instrument players (i.e., drums and bass) were always 
in high demand in the greater Boston area, where aspiring 
frontmen (i.e., lead singers and guitarists) outnumbered them 
almost geometrically. The only thing more sought-after were 
hot chicks who could competently sing or play. Historically 
speaking, the Boston power-pop scene has a longstanding 
predilection for female-fronted power-pop bands. A pretty girl 
who decided to pick up the bass in Boston could have her 
choice of unexceptional but enthusiastic bands to join; and why 
not? Who’s to say the same songs shouldn’t be re-written and 
replayed until the wheels come off?  

“No, I did not go to Blacktee,” Timmy rolled her eyes. “I 
went to Beth Israel.”  

“Oh, right—I forgot. That’s out in the ‘burbs, right?” 
Chip, who had lived in the Boston area for more than five 
years, was still hopelessly ignorant as to its geography. 
Actually, geography in general gave him trouble; he never 
knew where North was and couldn’t remember street names for 
love or money. Landmarks were his primary navigational 
touchpoints, which worked as a personal system but was 
useless when anyone else got involved. Chip had no idea where 
Beth Israel College was located exactly; having spent half of 
his formative years in Manhattan, he had the urbanite’s 
ingrained lack of interest in areas that lay outside the city. (Any 
city.)  

“Yeah, more or less,” Timmy replied. “Basically it was far 
enough away from Mayberry.”  

“Mayberry?” Chip laughed. “You mean, like Andy 
Griffith?”  

“Pretty much,” Timmy said. “Or, at least, the New 
England equivalent.”  

“Was it really that bad?” Chip asked.  
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“Well…” Timmy sighed. “It was a hard town to grow up 
in and an incredibly easy one to leave. It had one traffic light, 
one movie theater, one video store and one school system, all 
of which were a couple miles away from our house. My dog 
was run over at the traffic light when I was six, I saw my dad 
with another woman at the movie theater when I was eight, I 
had my first job at the video store when I was fourteen and 
rented my first porno movie to the first of many creepy dudes 
that same year.”  

Chip sat quietly, watching Timmy’s face as she unfurled 
her back story. She looked like she was making an effort to be 
deadpan and sardonic; she was, for the most part, having 
success at it. But Chip was good at reading faces and Timmy’s 
was giving away more than he felt she would have liked. So he 
kept quiet, trying to look dispassionately interested.  

“So, yeah, fourteen was a big year for me. That year, I got 
my first indecent proposal from a man old enough to be my 
dad—and who was, actually, the father of one of my friends. 
And after being in the same class with the same group of about 
sixty kids for eight years, I joined them in attending high 
school, where my mom—now single—was one of my teachers, 
which was awesome, since I lived at home with her the rest of 
the time and could only use the car to go to work at the video 
store.”  

Suddenly, Chip saw Timmy’s expression brighten as she 
seemed to almost inadvertently pull herself out of the bleak 
sludge of her hometown.  

“Oh, and also,” she said, clearly wrapping things up, “my 
high school lost its state accreditation twice during the four 
years I was there.”  

She looked at Chip.  
“Twice?” he asked.  
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Timmy nodded and held up two fingers in confirmation. 
“Twice.”  

Chip had a hard time imagining that. He realized it was 
within the realm of possibility, but had never thought about it 
actually happening; that a school could sink that low in the 
state’s estimation—and that it could rise out of the mire only to 
fall again below the bar of low expectations.  

Timmy was still looking at him, an amused expression on 
her face.  

“Got all that? Because there’s a lot more. Remind me to 
tell you sometime how many of my fellow students married 
one of their teachers. Oh—” Timmy grinned—“and also, how 
many of my teachers got one of their students pregnant.”  

She raised an eyebrow at him and whispered behind her 
hand: “I’ll give you a hint: It’s not the same number.”  

“Jesus.” Even though he could tell that he was just getting 
the tip of an enormous iceberg, Chip was in awe. “I’m losing 
track of how many of all these things are illegal.”  

“Yeah,” Timmy said. “Nice place to visit, but you 
wouldn’t want to live there.”  

“So your school lost its accreditation?” Chip was stunned. 
“How the hell did you manage to get into Beth Israel?”  

“Passionate devotion to my studies,” Timmy said. “Like I 
said, I wanted out of there as soon as I could possibly manage 
it. Plus, my sister wrote my application essay for me.”  

“Wow.” Chip said. “That’s pretty amazing.”  
“Like I said, that’s nothing,” Timmy said. “I mean, that’s 

just some of the stuff that happened to me in particular. I don’t 
know if you’ve lived in a small town like that?”  

Chip shook his head. “Not that small.”  
“It’s pretty crazy. And it’s not like you can really 

understand how crazy it is, as a kid. I mean, you can have a 
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suspicion, like, ‘This shit just isn’t right,’ but it takes getting 
away to somewhere civilized to realize how crazy it really is.”  

“I mean, I went to high school in a town that was basically 
a suburb of New York City,” Chip said. “But I guess it was big 
enough that it didn’t have the same feel. Plus it was in New 
Jersey, which is like Massachusetts in a way; the towns are all 
jammed together and everything butts up against everything 
else. So there’s always something going on. And,” he added, 
“plenty of traffic lights. You’d love it.”  

“Mmm,” Timmy sighed, smiling. “It sounds lovely.”  
“I guess I just assumed that small towns were like big 

towns but smaller. Maybe even better; more community, more 
neighborhoody,” Chip said.  

“Maybe some places, sure,” Timmy said. “But then 
there’s places that grew up out of nowhere, that are part of this 
weird grey area between suburban and rural. So you have a 
little conglomeration of maybe ten thousand people that really 
only exists at all because it’s within commuting distance of 
Boston—but it’s far enough away that entire generations grow 
up and grow old there and they go to the big city maybe a 
couple times a year, because, —Geez, why would I spend a 
fortune on parking just to see what the Boston Applebee’s is 
like?”  

Chip laughed. It was a grim picture, but it resonated with 
his disdain for the suburban mindset that was part of why he 
loved being a temporary employee and playing in a punk band 
in a major East Coast city. Timmy’s suburban childhood and 
her version of shucking that heritage differed from his own, but 
in their basic perspectives on it all, Chip felt they were kindred 
spirits.  

Smiling with him, Timmy continued. “And it’s all spread 
out across maybe 20 miles, with proto-McMansion housing 
developments and precious little cul-de-sacs and streets with 
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dozens of houses and no sidewalks, where nobody ever sees 
each other. There’s no downtown area, just a couple of strip 
malls within a stone’s throw of the traffic light. So there’s no 
real sense of community, no reason to develop any kind of 
creative or artistic scene and no sense of belonging to anything 
real. It’s just… no-man’s-land.”  

“You are seriously bumming me out,” said Chip. Timmy 
nodded. 

“Sorry,” she said. “Didn’t mean to get all sociologically 
introspective on you.”  

“No, it’s fascinating,” Chip assured her. “And I did ask.”  
“True,” she said. “Anyway, to wrap up: Once you get 

away from there and end up somewhere where there’s a vitality 
and self-sustaining energy, where people see and do and 
actively seek out new things, you get a little perspective on it 
all. And you realize that hey, my neighbor from down the street 
sleeping with my neighbor from across the street is actually 
pretty fucked up, especially when both their kids are in my 
class at school and everybody knows it’s happening.”  

“Um, yeah,” said Chip. “I guess I sorta do take that kind 
of perspective for granted.” 

“Well, sure you do,” Timmy smiled. “You didn’t grow up 
in Mayberry.” She moved closer to him. “That’s part of why I 
like you.” 
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THE LINE 
 
You don’t really want to know what I tell myself to make it seem all right 
‘Cause we both know it’s not worth my time to say it 
Or yours to hear it 
 
So raise a glass and drink my health, and be glad that I’m not here with you 
tonight 
‘Cause we both know that your job just takes your time 
But they haven’t got your spirit 
 
And I tie that noose around my neck, give my shoes their brightest shine 
Kiss my mother on the cheek and head off to join the line 
 
But one day I’ll be there, sitting in that cushy chair 
Yeah, one day I’ll be the one who makes all the rules 
One day, ‘cause I believe it’s fair 
And I’m in the line 
 
When I was young, my father worked till eight o’clock at night 
Sometimes I heard him cry 
But I don’t know what else to do 
I just can’t be as brave as you 
So I gave it that good old college try 
 
Tie that noose around my neck, give my shoes their brightest shine 
Kiss my mother on the cheek and head off to join the line 
 
But one day I’ll be there, sitting in that cushy chair 
Yeah, one day I’ll be the one who makes all the rules 
One day, ‘cause I believe it’s fair 
And I’m in the line 
 
One day, I’ll be there, standing on that wooden chair 
One day, I’ll be the one they find all alone 
One day, no note explaining why 
Just hanging from the line 
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THE SONG REMAINS THE SAME 
It was a show like any other show; Chip’s usual low-level 

pre-show anxiety and stage fright had dissipated into the musty 
air of the room, as it usually did once he’d had a couple of 
beers and started getting set up to perform. Once his bass was 
plugged into his amp and his amp was powered up and its 
lights started glowing and Chip started tuning his bass and 
making small and largely pointless adjustments to various 
knobs on his bass and his amp, the performance that he was 
vaguely dreading slowly became less worrisome and more 
eagerly anticipated. 

Ever since his first time on stage, no matter where or when 
his band played, Chip felt the same before every show. He saw 
people in the room he didn’t recognize; he knew they’d be able 
to tell he wasn’t a particularly good bass player. There was a 
new song on the setlist; he was sure he’d forget a crucial part. 
The members of the other bands on the night’s roster were 
cooler than he was; they’d probably think he was a dork.  

But inevitably, by the time Joe, his drummer, counted 
Chip and his bandmates in to the first song, Chip had already 
started joking around with someone in the small audience and 
was feeling far more at ease; and when he forgot a part, or 
made a mistake, as he occasionally did, it was easy enough to 
cover up and barrel through to the next part, his band’s oeuvre 
being based more in bombast than fine-point subtlety.  

When each song began, Chip felt almost physically 
connected to each of his bandmates. Every change, every riff 
and verse and chorus were in lockstep. He knew many people 
played music based on flexibility and on-the-fly improvisations 
between players; jam bands, jazz bands, even straight-up rock 
bands, who changed their songs around on a whim or sudden 
inspiration. Chip respected this ability but had no interest in the 
approach. He had once read that Walter Becker of Steely Dan, 
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when touring with Jay and the Americans, had referred to that 
band’s guitarist as a “guitar owner,” and he identified 
personally with that cutting assessment. Chip recognized that 
he was not a musician, as such. He had picked up the bass out 
of necessity, when the band had relocated to Boston. Ike played 
guitar and Joe played drums; they didn’t have the time or 
inclination to seek out a bass player to replace the one they’d 
left at college, so Chip had moved from the role of lead singer 
to singer/bassist.  

As such, he’d made his peace with his assigned position 
and had, over the years, grown to enjoy playing the bass a great 
deal. But he wasn’t a musician the way Ike and Joe were. He 
had only the most remedial familiarity with scales and an 
abysmal understanding of music theory as it applied to the four 
thick strings of whose management he was responsible. What 
he liked about playing bass was the way it contributed to the 
intricate yet hard-charging arrangements of the Good Luck 
Band’s songs. Both Ike and Joe had a deep affection for the 
three-chord simplicity of bands like the Ramones, but when it 
came to the music they themselves played, more challenging 
compositional elements took precedence. Joe was an expert at 
incorporating odd—but not pretentious or ostentatious—time 
signatures. Ike had a gift for crafting melodies that were 
appealing and memorable, and for incorporating them into a 
song that broke them down and re-assembled them without 
ruining their structural integrity. Each player’s part of each 
section of every song by the Good Luck Band—even their 
covers of other bands’ songs—was painstakingly fine-tuned to 
mesh with the others’ parts and sections with the graceful 
precision of the changing of the guard at Buckingham Palace.  

It was for this reason—the fact that he saw himself less as 
a musician and more as a skilled laborer—that Chip gained 
such pleasure from performing with his band. It required him to 
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be focused on everything the other three were doing, while they 
were doing the same. It was a singular feeling in his 
experience; he could remember or imagine or describe none 
like it. Not being much of a sports buff (another common trait 
among the Good Luck Band’s members was a general 
disinterest in sports), Chip surmised that a football team who 
perfectly executed a touchdown play, after endless pre-game 
drills, would recognize it. The combination of physical exertion 
and mental focus shared among close friends in the service of a 
common goal was at the heart of why Chip loved to be on stage 
with his band, soaking in sweat and matching their every 
motion with his own, moving everything forward, upward and 
outward in a choreographed explosion of musical 
communication. 

 
CORPORATE AND INDEPENDENT MUSIC 
MAGAZINES STILL SUCK 

Chip ambled in to one of his favorite stores in Boston, The 
Guinness World of Books & Records. Jack, a longtime 
employee of the store and a longtime casual acquaintance of 
Chip’s, was idling behind the register.  

“Hey, man.”  
They nodded at one another and Chip made his way 

toward the rap section.  
The store’s other lone customer, a middle-aged man in an 

R.E.M. T-shirt approached Jack and dropped a record on the 
counter.  

“Astral Mill Kotex,” Chip heard Jack observe, naming an 
indie rock band for which Chip had never had anything but 
profound disinterest. “Hey, have you heard the Barn Doors to 
Horses album?” 

“No,” the customer said. “Should I?” 
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“Are you kidding? It’s an Astral Mill spinoff project with 
the bassist and drummer,” Jack said, his voice rising. “It’s 
amazing. Let me see if I’ve got it back there.” 

Jack ducked under the countertop and started flipping 
through a rack near Chip. “Aha!” he exclaimed, plucking a 
colorful sleeve from a row of records. Chip snuck a glance to 
the side; didn’t recognize the cover. 

“Let me throw this on for a sec,” Jack said, rushing to the 
turntable. “If you like Astral Mill Kotex, you’ve gotta hear 
this.”  

The store was filled with music that, if pressed to respond, 
Chip would only be able to characterize as “Not my thing”—an 
expression he had gotten better at using in the last year or so, in 
place of his previous go-to dismissal, “Ugh, what else you 
got?” A whining voice unintelligibly caterwauled while an 
acoustic guitar fought with the rhythm section over an organ. 
Chip could discern no apparent structure or identify any 
transition from verse to chorus or to bridge or anything 
resembling conventional songwriting. Free jazz crossed with a 
bad peyote trip came close to covering, it, but even that, Chip 
thought, still sounded preferable.  

Jack leaned against the counter and looked at the 
customer. “Huh? Huh? Listen to this part here—dude, come 
on! It’s bonkers!”  

The customer was looking intent, nodding and staring into 
the distance. Chip wasn’t sure if the guy was really feeling the 
vibe, per se, but Jack could be infectiously enthusiastic, 
especially where a good album was concerned.  

“Yeah, I dig it,” the customer said. “How much is it?”  
Jack looked at the cover. “Tag says twenty but I’ll make it 

fifteen since you’re buying that Astral Mill record.”  
The customer considered the deal for a moment. “Nice,” 

he said. “Thanks, man.”  
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“Dude, you’ll be thanking me for real when you check out 
the rest of the album. So crazily underrated. I can’t believe they 
hung it up after this one.”  

Chip waited while Jack rang up the sale and sent the 
customer on his way with a thumbs up and a friendly wave. 
“Enjoy, man!” he called.  

“Hey, man,” Chip said, approaching the register. “I didn’t 
realize that record was so underrated. I had actually heard it 
was pretty shitty—even from Astral Mill Kotex fans.”  

“Are you kidding?” Jack grimaced. “I’ve had that dog in 
here for, like, three years. Nobody wants any part of it—you 
heard why. I just figured tonight was the night.”  

Chip laughed. “Amazing,” he said. “You could sell Hootie 
to the Blowfish, sir.”  

“I’m just glad I didn’t have to play any more of that shit,” 
Jack shrugged. “I’m not sure how long I could have endured 
without calling my own bluff. What a goddamn nightmare.”  

“Ugh,” Chip agreed. “For real.”  
“Hey, man, did you see the new Boys?” Jack asked.  
“Uh-oh,” Chip said.  
The Boys was a monthly local music magazine that had 

proudly covered Boston bands and musicians for more than 
twenty years. Its full title was The Boys Club of Boston, and as 
far as local music rags go, it was far from the worst; its 
intentions were good and it was pretty impressively D.I.Y. and 
non-commercial.  

For better or for worse, the Boys was a semi-
comprehensive study from month to month of a certain set of 
Boston’s musical achievers, whose appearance in its pages 
seemed to be dictated by clique as much as by whim, but 
whose musical oeuvre generally inclined toward power-pop 
and kick-ass rock and roll. It was a lot of fun for people who 



 

62 

were into that kind of thing, or had friends who were, or for 
people in a band that was trying to “make it big.”  

There are a myriad of publications that serve the same 
function as the Boys. Generally regional in focus, these journals 
review local performances and albums by local bands; they 
interview artists and publish articles about shows, up-and-
coming bands, venues, gear and so on. And they give ambitious 
bands and starry-eyed solo artists their first taste of broader 
exposure, in the form of a few column inches’ worth of 
attention and, occasionally, a photo. But they’re also fairly all-
inclusive in scope, which means that a lesbian folk duo, a 
rapper who makes beats using a telephone, and a black-metal 
band who perform in corpse paint and throw raw meat at their 
audiences all receive pretty much the same amount of 
coverage, and the same level of well-researched journalistic 
scrutiny—which is to say, not a great deal. All of this adds up 
to an implicit caveat, that any band who gets involved with 
music journalism at a local or regional level should recognize 
the potential awkwardness to which they are exposing 
themselves.  

The Good Luck Band had recently exposed themselves to 
the Boys.  

Jack opened up the current issue on the counter and turned 
to a page showing Chip’s grinning face next to Ike’s, with Joe 
and Grover slightly to their rear—and just ever so “artistically” 
out of focus. As he looked at it, Chip remembered the 
photographer setting up that shot; he’d had an idea of what the 
guy was going for at the time and knew that probably should 
have said something at that moment. He felt a remorseful 
twinge, thinking back about it. It was just one of those things 
that you mean to sort of bring up, but then something else 
happens—someone brings in a six-pack, or the hot photo 
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assistant drops a lens cap or something—and then the moment 
is gone.  

But nobody likes to be fuzzy in the background, especially 
when the other fifty per cent of the band is crystal clear and 
right up front. It was nothing Joe or Grover would hold against 
Ike or Chip personally, but they were bound to be bummed—
and rightly so. But, Chip thought, in any band, or band-like 
situation, where there are three or four (or two, or five, or 
whatever) people applying collective efforts toward a common 
goal, there are going to be personality intersections, overlaps 
and collisions. For the most part, the Good Luck Band was a 
quartet of friends, enjoying many of the same things and with 
enough differences of opinion to keep things interesting (and to 
keep the music from being monotonous). But, naturally, there 
were behaviors and habits and philosophies and attitudes that 
didn’t always mesh perfectly across four white male twenty-
something gentlemen and the odd moment of crankiness and/or 
negativity was bound to arise.  

Never having been married, Chip had, nevertheless, often 
felt that being in a band was a lot like being married; or, at 
least, like being in a long-term, dating-type relationship. As 
opposed to dating just one person, his relationship was with 
three people. But just as had been the case with his past 
girlfriends, Chip was necessarily aware of the needs and 
desires (and behaviors and idiosyncrasies and, frankly, 
objectively infuriating habits) of the members of his band: 
three people to whom he was committed, and genuinely liked, 
and enjoyed being around. Of course, instead of “a shared life 
together” or “getting laid regularly” or “starting a family,” 
there was an entirely different set of goals.  

Needless to say, “getting laid regularly” is the primary 
goal for many bands—often above and beyond “making music 
worth listening to”—but that didn’t invalidate the comparison. 
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In fact, Chip believed that a lot of couples stayed together for 
that same reason, despite the fact that if they’d been bands, 
they would have made lousy music together.  

Boyfriends and girlfriends sometimes squabble, husbands 
and wives sometimes argue and even the best of friends 
sometimes fight. Chip didn’t expect that this photo would turn 
into a fight, as such, but it was not something he looked 
forward to discussing. Jesus Christ, it’s the Boys, not Rolling 
Stone or some crap. They’d agreed when they decided to do the 
interview that they knew what they were getting into. Despite a 
very positive review of their demo the previous year, the Boys 
had never reviewed any of their shows. None of the members 
of the Good Luck Band could figure why the magazine had 
taken this apparently out-of-the-blue interest in them. They 
weren’t the usual kind of power-pop, kitschy indie or balls-out 
rockin’ band that the mag generally focused on, nor did they 
have a cute girl in their lineup. But a feeling of gratitude 
toward anyone who was taking an interest in their efforts, along 
with the idea that it would just be a fun thing to do, had 
prompted the Good Luck Band to agree to an interview with a 
Boys writer.  

Chip started reading.  
A large part of what makes the Good Luck Band so unique 

is their commitment. They practice twice a week, rain or 
shine—a regimen that puts most of their peers to shame. Their 
attitude is what they call “posi,” and they represent a great 
example of the independent, or “D.I.Y.” (which stands for “Do 
It Yourself”) scene in Boston.  

Chip sighed. Right off the bat, they were going to get 
some shit from people about this. Implicitly labeling once-a-
week (or less) bands as slackers? Representing the D.I.Y. side 
of the Boston punk scene? Chip already regretted doing the 
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interview and was, with mild trepidation, mentally picturing 
the rest of his band’s reactions to the piece.  

Musically, this band cites a diverse range of influences—
most of whom were, we admit, somewhat unfamiliar to this 
reporter. Leatherface? Snuff? Sounds like horror movie 
soundtrack material, right? But there you’d be wrong; these 
bands are at the heart of a UK-based melodic punk scene that, 
in the late 1980s and early 1990s, was going strong enough to 
influence American bands like NOFX—the SoCal-based pop-
punk band who helped pave the way for Blink 182. In fact, 
NOFX’s frontman, Fat Mike, has released (and reissued) a 
slew of Snuff albums over the last few years on his own label. 
Of course, members of the Good Luck Band have the original 
British versions, just like they’ve got all the Misfits and 
Descendents (sic) albums, too—but these die-hard record 
collectors are quick to note that their collections of both of 
those seminal bands stop well prior to their recent reunion 
flareups.  

“Die-hard record collectors.” Chip felt uncomfortable. It 
was a new experience, reading about himself; about his band—
their motivations, their inspirations, their approach, their goals 
and ideals—through the eyes of a stranger who wrote about 
some new band every month. He felt awkwardly exposed, as 
though some secret door was being opened and the world was 
being given access to his band’s little hideaway.  

It wasn’t just him or his band, either; Chip also felt weird 
reading about all this discussion of the largely underground 
punk scene in Boston. A magazine like the Boys wasn’t really 
part of that scene; with a few exceptions, the basement punk 
rock scene was generally off its radar and beneath its notice. 
Chip suddenly hoped the Good Luck Band didn’t become 
pariahs for revealing too much about it—or pretending to speak 
for it.  
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It occurred to Chip that he was probably overreacting. 
They weren’t going to get kicked out of the scene over a Boys 
interview. The semi-underground world of Boston punk had 
been scrutinized before, by better- and worse-qualified 
analysts. Nobody would begrudge the Good Luck Band a 
writeup in a local music mag. Well, maybe not “nobody”—but 
not many. The thousand-headed body of the basement scene 
was too diverse, too rich and self-nurturing to even bother with 
the pointing of fingers at members who talked about Fight 
Club. Feeling better, he read on.  

Lyrically, the Good Luck Band find themselves in an 
austere position, at the lofty intellectual peak of Boston’s music 
scene. They invoke such names as T.S. Eliot and Paul Auster, 
not to mention working lines from The Great Gatsby into their 
lyrics—and, for a change (and a laugh) Phil Collins into their 
song titles (as seen in “Hello, I Must Be Going”).  

Chip grimaced. That was one of Ike’s songs. Ike was 
going to be pissed. It hadn’t been a Phil Collins reference; it 
was the name of a song from a Marx Brothers movie—the 
same one to which, presumably, Phil Collins had been referring 
when he used it as the title of his second solo album. It had 
taken Chip some guts to even bring up this fact a few months 
ago when Ike had brought the song in. Chip was still thankful 
that he hadn’t had to admit that the reason he knew it was that, 
as a fan of Phil Collins in his early teens, he had owned that 
album, along with Collins’ first and third.  

But what did they mean, tagging the band with this 
“intellectual” crap? Just making references to authors didn’t 
make anyone a professor of fancy smartness. Hell, if all it took 
to be considered an intellectual was the level of light name-
dropping that could be found in the Good Luck Band’s lyrics 
(and their half-hearted “press sheet”), then that would make 
their booth at the Delihaus practically the Algonquin Round 
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Table. And Chip was pretty certain that Dorothy Parker and 
Harpo Marx had rarely debated the merits of Miller High Life 
vs. Miller Genuine Draft, or compared one another’s farts. And 
he felt in his heart, with not a little disappointment, that James 
Thurber would dismiss out of hand anything Chip ever wrote 
as superficial and juvenile.  

And they’ve definitely grown as artists since the early 
days. In preparing for this story, I went back and listened to the 
first demo tape they sent us, and it’s clear that the Good Luck 
Band has put more thought into their songwriting of late. Take 
the differences between “The Line” and “The Matador 
Contemplates His Position.” The former, an earlier song, 
addresses the frustration of a suit-and-tie white collar drone in 
a fairly simplistic manner, even going so far as to drag in the 
old necktie/noose chestnut.  

“Matador,” on the other hand, covers essentially the same 
subject matter, but with a far less literal approach. The newer 
song sets the narrative in the midst of a bullfight, placing the 
song’s protagonist in the path of a charging bull. A stop-time 
scenario allows the matador to soliloquize eloquently about 
what he does and to question why he does it. Its final lines 
deliver a wry punchline that makes the song at once poignant 
and comic. Not Shakespeare, perhaps, but not a million miles 
away from something Hemingway might have written, had he 
played in a pop-punk band.  

It was fun but hard to read this stuff. Chip felt odd. He 
appreciated the analysis of his band’s burgeoning canon—but it 
still felt a little too soon, too early in their career. They’d been 
plugging away for a few years, sure, but still—this seemed like 
too much examination of not enough content. And 
Hemingway? Oh, boy. He was going to hear about that one. 
Still, he could sling the Phil Collins line back at Ike. That 
would be fun.  
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“I mean, it’s not T.S. Eliot or anything,” comments Chip 
Hodges, who’s one of the band’s singers (but its only bassist). 
“We just like the idea of bringing something more to our songs 
than girl troubles or smashing the state. Not that we’re against 
smashing the state,” he hastens to add, as if concerned that his 
credibility in “the scene” might be suspect if he were to go on 
record as espousing satisfaction with the status quo. Heaven 
forbid!  

“We’re not anarchists,” says Ike, one of the band’s two 
guitarists—again jeopardizing the Good Luck Band’s standing 
in the punk rock community. But he quickly clarifies his 
position, too. “We just feel like there’s a fundamental divide 
between the average citizen and their government—” 

“And little real division at all between the two main 
political parties,” adds the band’s other guitarist, “Grover” 
(real name strictly confidential, of course).  

“Sure,” Ike goes on, “and that has more to do with the 
ways that people have to live their lives under a capitalist 
system than it does with true human nature. If people had the 
time to look around them and see past the immediate, to 
determine for themselves what they want, instead of assuming 
that what they see on TV is what they should want because 
they’re told it is—” 

“If they were really, truly free, that is, as opposed to the 
freedom we take for granted as the be-all, end-all of this 
country’s proud achievements,” Grover interrupts again. An 
interview with the Good Luck Band is like a therapy session 
with a schizophrenic; sentences stop in mid-breath, are taken 
in divergent directions, and everyone clamors to elaborate on a 
point that’s not even fully expressed.  

Chip sat back and took a deep breath. He wondered if the 
writer had written about other bands before this article. It 
almost seemed like this assignment represented the first time 
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this writer had taken the time to listen to a band’s lyrics or 
think about anything beyond the hummability of a song’s 
chorus and the coolness of an album cover.  

The Good Luck Band’s verbosity and predilection toward 
bullshitting around a topic until they beat it down to the 
ground, no matter who besides themselves might be around to 
listen, was, Chip thought, hardly unique. The premise that his 
band might be so different along these lines from most bands a 
writer had interviewed did not strike Chip as having merit. In 
an infinite universe and an infinitely bountiful punk rock scene, 
Chip readily assumed that more bands like his must exist than 
not. The alternative was, as Emma Frost had once said in an 
issue of The New Mutants comic book (an X-Men spinoff 
series), “too terrible to contemplate.” And yet, here he was, 
watching his band practically touted as an effete core of 
impudent snobs.  

He looked at Jack. “What do you think, man?”  
“Well, I haven’t read the whole thing yet,” Jack said.  
“Uh-huh,” Chip said. “Well, let me know when you do.”  
He slid the Boys back across the counter to Jack and 

wandered over to the Rap 12”s section. The feeling of anxiety 
and wariness had eased back and Chip wondered idly about the 
reason why, as he settled into the familiar comfort of flipping 
through a section of record sleeves. As he moved from the Rap 
12”s section to the Rap LPs section, a group of partially-
formed thoughts surfaced. Jack hadn’t read the full interview. 
Jack and Chip saw each other fairly regularly. They weren’t 
close friends, but were certainly more than strangers. They 
talked about music a fair amount and shared some key 
experiences in common, such as working in a record store and 
playing in bands. Jack could certainly be expected to take at 
least a passing interest in Chip’s band, especially if it had 
reached the level of print publication.  
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And yet, Jack had not finished the article. Which meant 
that even someone with a degree of curiosity and personal 
obligation to read the Boys article hadn’t done so. Which meant 
that the bar for finishing the article was, among anyone Chip 
knew, apparently set higher than he might have expected. Chip 
realized that this was, in general, related to the level of interest 
that anyone took in anything, and, closer to home, to the level 
of interest that he took in the appearance of his friends and 
their bands in local music publications. He resolved, just below 
the level of articulate thought, to be better along those lines—
read the articles and reviews that featured his friends, even if 
they weren’t written by experts or if his friends’ music wasn’t 
particularly to his taste. And he recognized, with a conscious 
clarity, that he felt better in knowing that his band’s innermost 
secrets were not going to be reviewed and evaluated by the 
world at large, thanks to a combination of benevolent apathy on 
the part of his greater circle of friends and casual 
acquaintances, and a legitimate lack of importance and/or 
significant achievement on behalf of his band.  

In the back of the Rap LPs section, Chip came across a 
single on the independent rap label Rawkus that he’d been 
trying to find for months. He brought it with glee to Jack, who 
gave him a modest “hey-man” discount. On his way home, 
Chip was the happiest he’d been all week. 
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THE MATADOR CONTEMPLATES HIS POSITION 
 
Well, he’s rolling around again for another pass 
And in this moment, I see: DAYLIGHT 
 
A coward’s funeral if I fail; and if I’ve won, well then, I’ve won 
Both ears and the tail 
Anabel, she smiled at me— 
She said, Hola, Senõr Matador 
I could only smile in return 
As she turned to walk away 
I heard one of the bandoleros say: 
Go ahead and watch. She wants you to watch. 
 
Oh—watch me turn and walk away 
So little to win and so much to lose 
I don’t want to play 
(Olé!  Olé! 
 Olé!   Olé!) 
 
Shouts of Toro! drowned by shouts of Do your job! 
Keep your head down! 
It’s him or you! And when I’m through— 
What the hell am I supposed to do? 
 
Bullfight trophy pocketwatch, engraved with my name 
For fifty years of distinguished service 
In this foolish fucking game 
I see daylight 
I see daylight 
I see daylight 
 
Too late, I remember: the bull. 
Too late, I remember the bull. 
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MYRNA LOYALTY 
Chip was calling Myrna, the woman in charge of payroll 

at his temp agency. 
“Hello?” a familiar voice came through.  
“Hey, Myrna, it’s Chip Hodges.”  
“Chip, you don’t have to use your last name every time. 

You’ve been working here for almost two years. Besides, I 
don’t have any other Chips on my payroll.”  

“Yeah, but you might. What if some other Chip started 
working for Nifty Temps tomorrow? Then, when he called, you 
might think it was me and say something inappropriate.”  

There was silence on the other end of the line. Chip was 
suddenly worried that he had said something inappropriate.  

“Inappropriate how…?” Myrna asked.  
Chip froze. His mind raced. The truth was, he had never 

given a moment’s thought to Myrna as a physical human being. 
She was the voice on the phone who told him on a regular basis 
that his timesheet was late. She helped him sort out his hours 
and got him his checks ASAP when he needed them ASAMFP. 
Chip had no idea what she might consider “inappropriate.”  

“Um,” he said.  
“Okay, well, I have this sheet here with your hours from 

two weeks ago,” Myrna moved on. “When did you fax it to 
me?”  

“Um, that’s the one I just faxed to you,” Chip said, 
relieved that the moment was over.  

“And what day is today?”  
“Wednesday,” said Chip. He knew that one cold.  
“Right. And you know I need your timesheet from the 

previous week by the beginning of the next week for me to get 
you your check from the previous week this week, right?”  

“Right,” said Chip.  
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Chip wasn’t sure exactly what she’d said, but he trusted 
Myrna. She’d been his payroll lady for two years. They had 
“met” by phone about a year before, when he had called to ask 
about a check and she’d made a comment about one of his 
timesheets.  

At the end of every week, Chip filled out his timesheet 
and had it signed by whoever was in charge of signing the 
temp’s timesheets. The official Nifty Temps carbonless 
triplicate timesheet form was one-third the size of a sheet of 
office paper and about twice as thin, making it impervious to 
faxing. So Chip always photocopied the timesheet onto a full-
sized piece of paper and faxed that copy to the Nifty Temps 
office—but something in him found it objectionable to leave all 
that leftover white space empty. The stark black and white 
timesheet hovering in the middle or cowering at the edge of the 
blank page felt to Chip like a ransom note; a faceless demand 
for money without any common courtesy. Overtly impersonal, 
it seemed either a waste or a slap in the face.  

So he started filling it in. Gradually at first; he started by 
just writing “Thanks!” and signing his name. Then he started 
including the odd musing or observation about his week. After 
a week of mundane back-office busywork at the Ladies’ Lunch 
Place, a charitable service that provided meals for homeless 
women, Chip wrote, “It’s the end of my first week here at the 
Ladies’ Lunch Place. So far I’ve seen no sign of either.” There 
hadn’t been a second week at the Ladies’ Lunch Place, but he’d 
kept up the informal color-commentary on his time sheets just 
the same.  

Chip didn’t know which of those anecdote-inscribed 
timesheets had caught Myrna’s attention, but he learned that 
one had, when Myrna recognized his name the first time he 
called the Nifty Temps office to ask about submitting a 
timesheet after the weekly deadline. Ever since then, he and 
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Myrna had shared a sporadic yet fairly regular ongoing 
dialogue which each of them, it seemed to Chip, did not 
entirely dread.  

“Chip, I run payroll on Monday,” Myrna said. “How can I 
get your check for this week in there if I don’t have your hours 
from last week?”  

Chip didn’t know. He hoped there was a way, though. He 
wasn’t really what a financial accounting professional might 
call “good with money.” Not that he was wasteful or profligate 
with it; he just didn’t have a head for the processes involved in 
managing it well. He had a bank account and longed for a real 
job, not because he was fed up with temping (although he 
wasn’t not fed up with temping) but because Nifty Temps 
didn’t offer direct deposit, something he’d heard about and 
which sounded better to Chip than trying to remember and plan 
his weekly trip to the bank to deposit his check. Chip assumed 
that direct deposit came along with the whole Real Job package 
(along with health insurance, paid vacation and sick days and a 
fully qualified, on-premises Myrna to help him sort out all the 
money-related stuff he was no good with), which was a large 
part of its appeal.  

“I don’t know,” he said, slowly.  
“Well, the answer is, I can’t,” said Myrna.  
Chip said nothing. This week was going to suck. He ran 

through his options. Borrowing money was out, apart from 
accepting a Delihaus meal on a bandmate, which was a charity 
they all extended to one another from time to time. He knew he 
had some fallback food reserves; mostly pasta and a jar of 
pesto sauce in the fridge. He racked his brain for other 
perishables that might be called into service. For a moment, he 
entertained a notion that there might be a can of corned beef 
hash in the back of the kitchen cupboard, but even as he 
considered the possibility (and as his mouth started to water at 
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the thought) Chip knew he was deluding himself. At best, there 
might be some canned green beans or corn. He was fairly sure 
he could make it through till the next check if he were 
fastidiously skinflinted, but it wasn’t going to be much fun. He 
wondered if there might be any catered office lunches in the 
next few days.  

“So this week is the exception, okay, Chip?” Myrna said, 
cleaving his bleak picture of the following week with a 
lightning bolt composed of indulgent lenience and a 
resuscitated paycheck.  

“Aw, Myrna, you’re awesome,” Chip gushed, his voice 
almost quivering with relief.  

“I bet you say that to all the payroll girls, Chip,” she said. 
Old or young, single or not, Chip could hear her smile and it 
made her sound pretty.  

“No way,” he replied. “You’re my favorite.”  
“Well, does that mean I’ll get your hours on time next 

week?”  
“Absolutely, Myrna,” Chip said, meaning it sincerely and 

from the heart, as he did every time they talked. 
 

IKE’S GIRL 
Chip raised his glass and took another sip, relishing the 

coldness of his beer and the elegant design of its glass. As far 
as Chip was concerned, the pint glass stood with the wheel as 
an example of key developmental benchmarks in human 
evolution. Sturdy, graceful and functional, it was his favorite 
vessel for libations of any sort. 

Chip and Ike were relaxing in a booth by a window on the 
second floor of Charlie’s Kitchen, a bar and burger joint in 
Harvard Square, popular for its legendary double-
cheeseburgers, its tasty beer-battered fries, its reasonably 
priced beer selection and its fantastic jukebox. While a fair 



 

76 

amount of local places could compete with the first three of 
those attractions, none boasted an ace in their hole like the 
fourth; Charlie’s jukebox was as littered with punk staples and 
standards from the seventies and eighties (and even, perhaps to 
demonstrate good intentions or due diligence, some 
representations of the nineties; after all, Fugazi’s Repeater 
came out in 1990—and that third Social Distortion album isn’t 
half bad, either.) 

The two were in the middle of their second round of beers, 
relaxing and reviewing the harvests each had reaped from their 
usual record-store route. As much trash as they talked about its 
namesake, Chip and Ike had to admit that Fancypants Square 
boasted a greater concentration of record stores than any single 
neighborhood in the greater Boston area, especially when the 
stretch of Mass Ave. extending to Central Square was included. 
Record shopping was one of Chip’s sublime pleasures; 
spending an uninterrupted afternoon with Ike was another. The 
quiet pleasure of flipping through dusty secondhand record 
shelves, boxes of plastic-sleeved singles and dollar bins was 
heightened when the rewards could be shared with the only 
person he knew who would appreciate them as much as he did. 

One thing that Ike didn’t share with Chip, however, was 
the patience for (and devotion to) the dollar bins. The dollar 
bins represented a challenge to Chip. They held an ever-
tantalizing, if only sporadically-proven, potential to hide 
collection-defining prizes; stunning gems whose worth had 
been overlooked. In the dollar bins were records whose 
monetary or aesthetic value had escaped a record store 
employee; records whose appeal was limited to the tastes of a 
small but specific demographic of which Chip was a part; 
records with such undeniably splendid covers (from 
charmingly antiquated “cool” band photos and garishly 
costumed crooners to graphic design triumphs from bygone 
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eras that spoke to Chip’s fascination with the combination of 
text and image) that risking a mere dollar on them went without 
question. 

The inherent drawback of the dollar bin, however, was its 
necessarily vast size. Intimidatingly—sometimes 
overwhelmingly—stocked with so many hundreds of lost 
albums by forgotten bands, discarded refuse from the teeming 
stockpiles of parents and grandparents, along with everyone 
else in the past fifty years who bought the records that 
everyone else was buying, the dollar bin came as close to being 
a literal dustbin of history as any metaphor can. For every 
astounding, heart-stopping discovery of buried musical 
treasure, there were innumerable copies of Ed Sullivan 
Presents, 101 Strings, Ed Ames, Barbra Streisand and Andy 
Williams albums. Periods of American fascination with the 
mambo, the cha-cha, Hawaiian guitar, Hi-Fi stereo 
performance, My Fair Lady, Christopher Cross (the man and/or 
the self-titled album) can all be charted by a tour through the 
record shelves of any Goodwill or Salvation Army store in the 
country. 

For Ike, the dollar bins were a false economy; the amount 
of time spent in their clutches that was required to produce 
anything worthwhile made them, for Ike, a losing proposition. 
But for Chip, the dollar bin’s inexorable allure was almost 
always irresistible. Its intangible promise sang to him so 
sweetly that he was able to look past its massive proportions 
and succumb to its cloying embrace in search of the beauty he 
could imagine it must hide within. 

In it, that day, he had found one of the pearls that kept him 
coming back to the oyster bed: a clear vinyl seven-inch single 
by the Larry Brrrds, a band from Ohio who embodied a huge 
amount of some of the best things both Chip and Ike 
appreciated about punk rock (well-composed songs, rough 
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around the edges and raggedly sung) and about the Midwest 
(mysterious bands who released music at their own leisurely 
pace, with lyrics about fireflies and backyards). Chip already 
had a copy of the single, but that was on black vinyl. Now that 
he had the cooler clear vinyl version, he had both. That meant 
he had the immediate, if modest, joy of owning differing 
iterations of the same record, which was something he always 
appreciated as he flipped through his collection at home; it also 
meant he had the anticipatory joy of handing off his now-
duplicated black vinyl copy to someone who would appreciate 
it, something else that made him happy. Being able to identify 
a band that someone he knew would be likely to enjoy—and 
then providing them with an actual record or CD by that band, 
was a service that Chip found gratifying beyond rationality; 
probably much beyond the level of enjoyment, he was vaguely 
aware, that most people got from whatever musical artifact he 
pressed into their hands. 

As he and Ike opened and reviewed their day’s take, they 
commented on one another’s purchases. Chip cast an 
appreciative eye over the early His Hero Is Gone record Ike 
had found and sighed dramatically as his guitarist flourished 
the Deathreat discography CD, over which they’d had a 
(mostly) playful slapfight an hour earlier. Ike nodded his 
approval at the Dictators’ live album and voiced his envy of the 
Hickey single in Chip’s pile; together, they pored over the 
densely-printed lyrics and diatribes of that single’s 
meticulously constructed liner notes, pointing out passages or 
notes to one another like a pair of shipwreck scholars 
examining the passenger manifest of the Titanic. 

 “Always inspiring,” Ike sighed, coming up for air. “Those 
guys really had it right.” 
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Chip sat back and raised his glass. “Always,” he agreed. “I 
wish this stuff were archived somewhere. Everyone should 
have access to it.” 

 “Someday it will be,” Ike surmised. “The internet will see 
to that.”  

“Will it, though?” Chip asked. “I don’t know. By the time 
interest trickles down to this level, the kids will have moved on 
and the people like us who still care will have children and 
won’t have the free time to get all this stuff together for some 
pain-in-the-ass website.”  

“Good point,” Ike said. “I mean, who’ll watch our kid 
while I’m working on the basement recording studio and 
you’re upstairs scanning record covers and ripping vinyl tracks 
to the hard drive?”  

Chip laughed. “Domestic bliss.”  
Ike grinned, then leaned back against the booth’s orange 

vinyl cushioning, his hands crossed over his stomach. “It is just 
too bad that we couldn’t make the gay thing work,” he mused.  

“I know,” Chip agreed. The prospect was something that 
he’d mulled over, idly, at various points in the years of their 
friendship. Their entrenched and lasting affection, as well as 
their shared interests, senses of humor and musical taste, 
among so many other things, were all so maddeningly 
compatible that Chip had, from time to time, felt almost 
obliged to consider the gay thing. He wasn’t surprised to hear 
that Ike had evidently reached the same conclusion at which 
Chip had also arrived, but it was still a bit of a jolt to hear Ike 
say it. Chip hadn’t expected either of them to broach the topic 
out loud, ever.  

“It would solve a lot of problems, that’s for sure,” Ike 
said.  

“Undoubtedly,” Chip nodded. “There’s just that one 
thing.”  
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“Ah,” Ike said, looking over Chip’s shoulder. “And here 
she is.”  

Ike rose from his seat to wave at his girlfriend, Ida, who 
had just reached the top of the stairs. Seeing him, she waved 
back and headed toward them.  

“I thought I saw you downstairs,” she said. “Hi, Chip.”  
“Hey, Ida,” he said, smiling. Chip didn’t mind Ida at all. 

Lavishly tattooed and wearing yet another variation on her 
usual ripped band T-shirt and skirt-and-fishnets ensemble, she 
always made Chip wonder what it would be like to date a punk 
rock girl. He and Ike rarely shared the type of intimate details 
that would shed welcome light on this question, but the concept 
remained intriguing.  

“Downstairs?” Ike scoffed. “What do we look like, a pair 
of tourists or something?”  

“No, not you guys,” Ida said. “Never see tourists at a bar 
with a bunch of shopping bags.” She pushed Ike’s haul against 
his side and slid into the booth beside him.  

“Hey,” Chip said. “That’s different.”  
“Oh, totally,” said Ida. “Not the same in any way.”  
Ike grimaced. “It’s that kind of talk that keeps you an 

unmarried woman.”  
Ida patted his cheek. “No, it’s just you.”  
Chip laughed. “She’s got you there, man. Why don’t you 

make an honest woman out of Ida, anyhow?”  
“Take more than I’ve got to do that,” Ike grinned. “Best I 

could hope for is to make her a dishonest wife.”  
“You should be so lucky,” Ida said. She leaned out of the 

booth and smiled at the bartender. “Let me have a Freedom 
Ale?” He smiled back and turned toward the taps.  

Ike carefully lifted his record store bags up from between 
his and Ida’s hips and handed them to Chip, who propped them 
at a slight angle against the back of his side of the booth. 
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Chip’s new acquisitions were safely on his other side, propped 
at a slight angle against the windowsill.  

The subject of marriage still lingered in the air, somewhat 
awkwardly. Chip had been slightly taken aback to hear Ike 
mention it to Ida, even as a joke. Ida had, seemingly, taken it in 
stride; she was sipping her beer and cozying up with Ike as 
though they’d just been kidding around about Ike’s Audrey 
Hepburn adulation or Ida’s unabashed love for the Rolling 
Stones, a band for which Ike had nothing but derisive criticism. 
But in Chip’s limited experience, that subject was one about 
which women had little to no sense of humor.  

He did feel as though there was a bit more of an edge to 
Ida’s demeanor than usual; and then it struck him that he might 
be projecting his own antsiness onto her; after all, he and Ike 
had just been discussing marriage moments before. Was he 
really that sensitive about the topic? He drank from his glass 
and mulled over, with some amusement, the idea that a straight 
guy could get uptight about not being attracted enough to his 
straight friend to marry him, to the point of being irritated at his 
straight friend’s girlfriend for getting in the way.  

“What’s on your mind, Chatterbox?” asked Ida.  
“Oh, nothing,” Chip said. “I was just thinking about which 

of us Ike wants to marry less. Sorry to tell you, but I think I 
win.”  

“Well, I’d be worried if I lost that one,” Ida said. 
“Fortunately for all of us, Ike doesn’t believe in the institution 
of marriage. Isn’t that right, sweetie?”  

“It’s just an antiquated notion,” Ike said. “I mean, I don’t 
disagree with it as a concept, but in this modern era—” 

“So that’s the position he takes on the topic, conveniently 
enough,” Ida said, cutting Ike off with a palm over his mouth. 
“Which is why what we have is so special. Isn’t that right, 
sweetie?”  
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Chip knew that if Ida were his girlfriend, he’d have given 
her a playful spank at that moment. But Ike wasn’t that kind of 
boyfriend; or maybe it was just the fact that he’d had enough 
hands-on quality time with Ida’s lush derriere that, unlike Chip, 
his knee-jerk instinct didn’t focus so directly on it.  

Instead, Ike said, “If you want a marriage of convenience, 
I happen to know that Jeff could use a green card.”  

“Wait,” Ida put up her hand. “New Jersey Jeff, or New 
Romantic Jeff?”  

“Neither,” Ike laughed. “Anarchy Jeff.”  
“What’s he, Canadian?” Chip asked, as Ida put up her 

other hand, shaking her head. “I had no idea.”  
“Yep,” Ike nodded.  
“Wow,” Chip mused. “He looks so… normal.”  
“Fuck off,” Ida said. “He’s an anarchist. He doesn’t want 

a green card any more than he wants a marriage certificate or a 
driver’s license. Pick a better zinger next time, sweetie. In 
fact,” she said, turning to Chip, “as far as marriages of 
convenience go, seems to me like you two would be better 
suited than anyone I know.”  

“Funny you should mention,” Chip said.  
“Oh, no—” Ida’s face registered mock astonishment. “Did 

I walk in on a moment? Chip—did he say yes?”  
Chip laughed. Ike glowered. “Why am I the girl here?” he 

demanded.  
“Oh, very enlightened, mister punk rock progressive,” Ida 

said. “So the girl is still the one who gets proposed to, even in 
this modern day and age?”  

“Oh, so now I’m the girl?” Chip asked. “Fuck off, I take it 
all back. He’s all yours, Ida.”  

“Pfft,” Ida demurred. “I didn’t get all dolled up just for 
sloppy seconds.”  
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“Could have fooled me, little girl,” Chip said, in his 
Archie Bunker voice. “Look atcha, there. That ain’t a skirt, it’s 
a belt.”  

Ike shook his head, smiling, and Ida looked perplexed. 
Chip realized that she didn’t get the reference, being more than 
a few years younger than the two of them; or, perhaps, because 
she was less of a sponge for pop-culture (and obscure) 
references than her boyfriend and his best friend.  

“It’s from a TV show, from when we were kids.” Chip 
explained, feeling only slightly awkward. Sometimes the age 
difference was more apparent than others.  

“Oh, of course,” Ida said. “I forgot they had TV when you 
were kids. Must have been a real step up from watching 
mastodon paintings on the cave walls.”  

“Yeah,” Ike said. “Don’t you have some algebra 
homework you need to hand in before that big test in fifth 
period tomorrow?”  

“Sicko.” Ida flapped the back of her hand against Ike’s 
chest. “What do you see in this guy?”  

“I wish I knew,” Chip said. “Clearly, it’s not physical. 
Must be that sense of humor thing I always read about in the 
ladies’ magazines.”  

“Heh,” Ike chuckled. “Sure you’re not the girl?”  
“Oh, come on,” Chip said. “Every girl I’ve ever dated has 

had those things kicking around.”  
“Says something about the girls you’ve dated,” Ida said. 

She extended her pinky and took a delicate sip from her pint, 
her eyebrow raised at Chip.  

“Well, not every girl has a stack of Maximum Rock & Roll 
back issues by her bed,” Chip said, referring to the esteemed 
monthly journal of punk rock and politics. “In fact, almost 
none do.”  
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“Neither do I,” Ida said. “They’re in my closet. The stack 
by my bed is the Atlantic.”  

Chip flipped his middle finger at Ida and looked at Ike. 
“Sounds like a real lively scene.”  

“Oh, that’s not all I have next to my bed,” Ida began.  
“Nope!” Chip stopped her. “That’s enough. That’ll be just 

fine, thank you.”  
“What?” Ida asked, all innocence. “I was just going to tell 

you about my rubber chicken and clown nose.”  
“Sicko,” Ike said, poking her ribs and making her jump 

slightly. With a profound effort of will, Chip shifted his gaze 
away from the fleeting, intimate aftershocks on her chest, 
almost entirely, after the first lovely instant or two. He hoped it 
hadn’t been obvious, but wasn’t confident enough to make eye 
contact with either of his friends for the moment.  

“Just keep it to yourselves,” he said. “I have a sensitive 
disposition.” He caught the bartender’s eye and lifted his glass 
inquisitively, earning a nod in return. He leaned back and 
closed his eyes with a leisurely exhale. This was living. Good 
friends, good records, good drinks, good conversation. These 
are the good times.  

“So what’s your plan for the rest of the day?” Ida asked.  
Chip looked at Ike. “Wasn’t sure,” Ike said. They had 

talked earlier about seeing a Forty Film, which was their 
shorthand for a movie that would be unwatchable sober, but, 
when lubricated with forty-ounce bottles of malt liquor, could 
become thoroughly enjoyable, in spite of itself. Forty Film Hall 
of Famers included Demolition Man, Highlander 3 
(Highlander 2 being unwatchable under the influence of 
anything except a bottle of Canadian Club to the back of the 
head), the entire Stephen Segal canon and George Lucas’ most 
recent Star Wars franchise updates (with the expectation that 
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any future additions to the series would merit inclusion on 
spec).  

Chip didn’t mind if Ida came along; the more important 
thing was that his and Ike’s plan went forward, 
uncompromised. The feminine presence could often serve as a 
distracting and potentially chaotic element that could skid a 
plan sideways in a heartbeat. What mattered to Chip was 
sticking with the plan, and with Ike.  

“We’d been thinking of catching either Blade II or The 
Scorpion King, with forties,” Chip said, hoping to head off any 
alternate option Ida might want to put on the table. “Want to 
come?”  

Ida considered this. “Do I have to drink a forty?”  
“Well, I mean,” Chip said, “that is kind of the point.” To 

emphasize this, he took a deep drink from his newly-freshened 
pint.  

“I know, but I’m not exactly a forty girl. Can I just go 
with a twenty-two of Corona?”  

“And they wonder why feminism is dead in the water,” 
Ike said. He and Chip mimed a high-five from across the table, 
without moving from their seats or touching hands.  

Ida turned to face Ike. “You know that feminism is about 
more than alcohol and stupid movies, dumbass.”  

“I don’t know,” Chip put in, “I doubt any guy agreed to 
see Erin Brockovich sober.”  

“Totally beside the point, Fred Flintstone,” Ida said. “But 
you know that.”  

“Better talk to your woman, Barney,” Chip said.  
Ike was nonplussed. “Why am I the Barney here?”  
“Fine; Betty, then,” Ida said. “Happy now?”  
“Not particularly,” Ike shrugged. “I’m really more the 

George Jetson type.”  
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“Okay, then, ladies, let’s get in the hovercar and get drunk 
at the movies,” Ida said.  

“I’m only halfway through my beer,” Chip protested.  
Ida groaned. “Why am I the man here?” she asked, 

emptying Chip’s glass and turning it upside down on the bar 
with a flourish.  

Chip looked at Ike. “Dude’s got a point.”  
“Fine, you win,” Ike conceded. “You can come with your 

twenty-two, as long as you have the decency to keep it in the 
bag so nobody can see the label. But we’re keeping the Forty 
Film name. No need to go all Title Nine on this crap unless 
you’re about to start walking around with a protest sign in front 
of the theater or something.”  

“Only if Lucas puts out another one of those shitty Star 
Wars movies,” Ida said.  

“Hear, hear,” Chip said, finishing Ike’s drink. “Let’s go to 
the movies!” 

 
FARTS ‘N’ FLOWERS 

Chip and Timmy were in Joe’s van. Chip had won the use 
of the van for the night in exchange for promising Joe that he’d 
practice scales.  

Chip’s approach to mastery of his instrument was fairly 
informal. The Good Luck Band practiced twice a week 
(Wednesday nights, Saturday mornings; generally between two 
to four hours each) and Chip felt that this regimen was 
adequate in terms of maintaining his proficiency at the bass, if 
not necessarily improving his performance by leaps and 
bounds. Ike and Joe differed from this opinion, but expressed 
their feelings rarely. Only at moments of extreme frustration 
would Ike make a comment to the effect that if Chip practiced 
more, he might be able to learn a particular part more easily. 
This policy of benign neglect was ineffectual in motivating 
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Chip to pick up his bass in his off hours. Even so, he 
maintained the charade (in which the rest of the band was 
complicit) of intending to improve his bass skills, by taking his 
bass home with him after each band practice, instead of simply 
giving up the pretense and leaving it in their basement 
rehearsal space.  

It was rare that any element of this percolated to the vocal 
level of any of the Good Luck Band’s interactions, but in this 
instance it had. Chip wanted to take Timmy to a restaurant in 
the Boston suburbs and needed transportation. Joe wanted Chip 
to get better at playing the bass. And so, a deal had been struck.  

On the surface, Joe’s motivation to encourage Chip to 
practice his scales didn’t go much beyond the obvious fact that 
it would make Chip a better bass player and would have the 
(arguably imperceptible) effect of making the Good Luck Band 
a slightly better band. Subconsciously, though, Chip was pretty 
sure that Joe wanted him to practice because Joe himself was a 
supremely excellent drummer, and had achieved that level of 
skill, prowess and outright awesomeness through more than a 
decade of ruthless, relentless and outright military dedication to 
practice. From his years in high school Band (which included 
one solid year on snare alone) to his time in high school and 
college orchestras to the time he’d spent during those same 
years in punk rock bands, Joe had built up a set of chops that 
were the envy of nearly every band the Good Luck Band 
played with. Joe was a fantastic drummer.  

Chip, on the other hand, was an impeccably adequate 
bassist. He had gotten good at a certain kind of bass playing; 
the fairly intricate yet forward-driving style required by the 
kinds of songs the Good Luck Band played. But it was a very 
specific, refined style of bass; it didn’t necessarily translate into 
other kinds of music. Chip was content with that; he had no 
interest in playing other kinds of music than what his band 
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played. He loved his band’s songs, every one of them. He 
thought Ike was a songwriter par excellence, lyrically as well 
as musically, and Chip was comfortable with what he was able 
to contribute as a bass player to the greater Good Luck Band 
oeuvre. Learning that Ike (and, to a lesser degree, Joe) 
experienced a low but persistent level of unspoken frustration 
at his disinclination to get better at bass would have 
embarrassed and saddened Chip somewhat. But it wouldn’t 
have changed much about his approach to practicing his bass.  

Chip did have every intention of making good on his 
promise to Joe. He’d been realistic about his end of the 
bargain: For the next three weeks, he would dedicate an hour a 
week to practicing scales. He felt that was fair and reasonable. 
Joe had pushed for two hours per week, but Chip had held his 
ground. Two hours would be pushing it; he’d be inclined to 
blow it off, and he didn’t want to do that. He told Joe that he’d 
rather aim low and beat his expectations than aim higher and be 
put in a position to lie to Joe about having done it. Joe said that 
he’d rather Chip just fucking do it and not have to lie to him, 
and they’d agreed to disagree on that point. 

All of which led to Timmy riding in the passenger seat of 
Joe’s van as they headed out to a slightly fancy restaurant Chip 
had heard about from a slightly fancy friend.  

“Nice van,” Timmy commented.  
“Thanks,” said Chip. “It’s Joe’s. He’s my drummer. He 

used to have a 1974 Ford LTD Brougham that was almost as 
long as this van. It was awesome. It had shocks that were made 
of, like, cream pies and cheerleader boobs. The smoothest ride 
you’ve ever experienced, I swear. It was like driving a yacht 
around.”  

“Sounds great,” Timmy said. “What happened to it?”  
“It just wore out, I think,” said Chip. He wasn’t really sure 

what had finally gone wrong with Joe’s awesome old car. It 
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had probably involved the engine, or the motor, or something. 
Maybe the fuel injection. Chip had no idea how cars worked; 
he only noticed when they didn’t.  

“He traded it in at the junkyard for about $100 and put that 
towards this van—which, you might be amused to learn, 
actually gets much better mileage.” He turned a sharp corner 
and the sound of empty cans knocking together clanked from 
the murky back of the van. Chip kicked himself for not tidying 
up the cargo area before picking up his date. 

Timmy flipped her visor down, in hopes of checking her 
hair. Instead of a mirror, she saw the words, “YOU LOOK 
LIKE SHIT,” written in black marker. 

“It doesn’t have the same kind of panache as the 
Brougham,” Chip mused, wistfully. 

“Not quite as stylish,” Timmy agreed, flipping the visor 
back up. A lull mingled among the front seats of the van but 
didn’t loiter long enough to become a pest. 

Chip was thrilled that Timmy had deigned to join him on 
what he considered their first real, grown-up date. She had 
even dressed for the occasion, in a black and white patterned 
skirt and a fairly slinky grey top that had a sort of fringe around 
the scooped neck that occasionally granted and generally 
inhibited glimpses of cleavage, depending on his angle. He 
wished he’d worn something with a touch more class; he’d 
decided on his tan, short-sleeved button-down shirt with a 
tasteful print of a desert island on it, along with his cleanest 
pair of pants (green; not ironed) and his temp shoes 
(presentable; not shined). 

He thought Timmy’s hair looked lovely. She had clearly 
done something with it, or to it. This was also a good sign. 

“So,” Chip said, feeling just slightly off-kilter and, as a 
result, dipping into his prepared conversation material earlier 
than he’d anticipated, “I just got a letter from this friend of 
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mine I used to work with in London. He said he might come 
over for a visit. His name’s Neil. I think you’d like him.” 

Timmy cocked her head. “London?” 
“Yeah, I met him when we were both working in the 

record shop. I told you about the place I used to work, right?” 
“Yeah—the used music chain that London record hounds 

love to hate?” 
“More like hate to love,” Chip said, feeling inexplicably 

defensive toward his former job and co-workers. “But yeah, 
that’s the one. Anyhow, he’s a good example of what I was 
talking about earlier. He’s basically like this musical 
bodhisattva. Do you know what a bodhisattva is?” 

“Um,” said Timmy. 
“No, it’s cool; I didn’t either until I looked it up after 

hearing the Steely Dan song. It’s a Buddhist concept. Basically, 
the quest in Buddhism is to attain true enlightenment. Some 
people do, most don’t. When you get there, you ascend to the 
spiritual plane, or something. But the bodhisattva is someone 
who makes it that far, who attains true enlightenment, but then 
sticks around on the physical plane to help others get to the 
next level. It’s this great kind of selfless and majestic character. 
Or religious figure. Or whatever.” 

“So Neil’s a Buddhist?” asked Timmy. 
“No, no, nothing like that,” said Chip. “He’s sort of a 

bodhisattva of music. I learned about Godspeed You Black 
Emperor from him—like, before anyone knew who they were. 
Also Scott Walker and Bobby Conn. The way I see it is, he’s 
been around the whole spectrum, from loving classic rock as a 
teenager, to exploring prog rock, then out to crazy Japanese 
psychedelia, to avant NYC noise rock to free jazz, to trad jazz, 
to the album made by Syd Barrett’s nanny to…” Chip waved 
his hand. “To whatever else is out there. Basically, if you name 
it, he’s heard it and can offer his assessment of it. Whatever the 
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genre, the artist or the album, chances are pretty darn good that 
he’s up on it. 

“So the thing is, he’s gone three-sixty. Like, he starts 
where the majority of record-collector guys start: falling in love 
with Led Zeppelin in high school. And he’s gone all the way 
around the circumference of the music world, from classic rock 
to the most outré sounds, to the final meeting around the other 
side—he’s pretty much closed the circle. The last time he came 
over here, he was looking for records by Journey from before 
Steve Perry joined. And this obscure album that Lindsay 
Buckingham and Stevie Nicks made before they joined 
Fleetwood Mac.” 

“Whoa,” said Timmy. If she was aware of who Lindsay 
Buckingham, Stevie Nicks or Syd Barrett were, she gave no 
sign. 

“I know,” said Chip. “So that’s what I mean; he’s like a 
bodhisattva of Western rock and pop. He’s gone all the way 
around, from the alpha to the omega. But instead of ascending 
to the seat behind the counter, where all he’ll talk about is the 
sound of Burgundy grapes popping between Brian Wilson’s 
wisdom teeth, he remains among the humans to usher us 
through some of the channels he carved out. It’s pretty sweet, 
really.” 

“That does sound,” said Timmy, “pretty sweet.” 
“Yeah, he’s a really good dude,” said Chip. 
“I like Fleetwood Mac,” said Timmy.  
“I know,” said Chip. He had known that. The fact that 

Neil liked Fleetwood Mac had allowed him to absorb and look 
past this. He glanced at his directions and made a right turn, 
then started searching for a street called “Washington.” He 
wondered how many Washington Streets there were in the 
greater Boston area.  

“So Journey existed before Steve Perry?” Timmy asked.  
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“Apparently,” said Chip. While totally unsurprised, he 
was still pleased that Timmy hadn’t been aware of this. He 
wasn’t sure how he would have reacted if she had.  

“So, what other kinds of music do you like?” Chip asked.  
“Oh, lots, really,” Timmy said. “Mostly all kinds, except 

for country, metal and rap.”  
Chip shuddered inwardly; the object of his affection had 

given an answer that reflected a common lack of perspective. 
As far as Chip was concerned, she might as well have said, “I 
like all kinds of smells except for farts and flowers.” It was a 
sharp hurdle, but Chip cleared it.  

“Huh,” he said. He found himself unable to continue. He 
knew that something had to be said, though, so he switched 
topics.  

“So,” Chip observed, “have you noticed the way that 
thongs have suddenly become almost, like, standard issue wear 
for women these days?”  

Timmy’s eyes widened slightly as she watched the road.  
“Ah—I can’t say that I have, exactly,” she murmured. “Is 

this based on your personal experience, or just generally paying 
attention to what the girls today are wearing under their 
clothes?”  

“Well, not really personal experience, I guess. It just 
seems like they’re just out there more now than they were 
before. Victoria’s Secret and all. And the other day, that intern 
Lucy was squatting on the floor organizing a pile of magazines 
and the top of her thong was just riding way up above her 
jeans.”  

“Was it?”  
“Totally. It was almost as if she was showing it off.”  
“Uh-huh,” Timmy’s voice was starting to take on an 

undertone that Chip couldn’t place. “And I assume that’s how 
you happened to notice it, Chip?”  
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Chip kept his eyes on the road. “Um,” he said. “Well, she 
was right out in the reception area.”  

“Hard to miss, I imagine.”  
Despite all indications to the contrary, Chip felt like he 

hadn’t fully gotten his point across.  
“All I’m saying is that it seems like, as an article of 

clothing, they’ve become more part of the mainstream, which I 
think is interesting,” he said. “Like, back when I was in 
college, thongs were strictly for tramps and strippers.”  

“Oh, Chip,” Timmy said, and he couldn’t tell if she was 
scowling playfully or genuinely. “You do say the sweetest 
things.”  

“Well, I mean, no—” Sensing, finally, the unlikelihood of 
any potential resolution on the topic, Chip tried for a dignified 
exit. “I mean, I just meant that it wasn’t the kind of thing any 
girls I knew would ever wear, at that time.”  

“You’ll turn my head with that kind of talk if you’re not 
careful,” Timmy said. “Turn it right to the part where you drop 
me off and don’t get a kiss.”  

Chip stared at the road. “I wasn’t—I, um,” he said.  
“I know,” said Timmy. “You probably don’t talk to a lot 

of grown-ups in your line of work, do you.”  
“Well, it’s different,” Chip began.  
“Clearly. Let’s try music again, shall we? We can start 

with Bob Dylan.”  
Chip was not entirely comfortable with that idea, but he 

agreed. The inherent landmines of this conversational terrain 
seemed worth dodging in favor of the potential it offered to 
regain some ground in his progress toward Timmy’s flag.  

Chip and Timmy watched the road and composed their 
thoughts. 

________________ 
 



 

94 

 “So. What is it about the White Stripes you don’t like?” 
Timmy asked.  

Inwardly, Chip sighed. The evening had been going 
decently enough; he’d successfully navigated them to their first 
stop: a cozy little bar, for drinks before dinner. The place had 
been recommended by a different (and even less fancy) friend 
as a decent place for a suburban watering hole; pleasant 
atmosphere, reasonable prices and no TVs.  

Chip had been sold on the TV point; whenever there was a 
TV in a bar, he found it difficult to keep his gaze from settling 
on it, as an unconscious default. Even if it were showing some 
game or other, in which he had less than zero interest, his 
attention was inexorably drawn to and captured by the brightly 
flickering glow of the television screen.  

This place, however, offered no such distraction. 
Comfortable, wood-paneled and intimate, its musical backdrop 
was fairly unobjectionable and the mood was exceedingly 
tranquil. In front of him was a pint of delightfully full-bodied 
brown ale and Timmy’s red wine was, according to her, very 
much to her liking. On paper, things were going quite well.  

But she seemed determined to hone in on this subject. 
Chip had had this conversation with countless people over the 
years and his difficulty was always more with framing the 
terms of his opinion than the opinion itself. It made him 
wonder, as he often did, why the average person is more 
comfortable when the people around him or her have made the 
same choices.  

“It’s not even really a question of liking or not liking,” 
Chip said. He took another sip of ale and wished some local 
celebrity would walk into the bar. He’d even be fine with a 
low-speed collision involving a glasses-forgetting senior 
citizen and the large window that looked out onto the street. 
Nobody was sitting at the table in front of it. Insurance would 
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cover the damage. No casualties. Come on, Grandpa; do you 
really want to stay at home on a beautiful Friday night?  

“But I’d think you would like them, though,” Timmy said. 
“They have that kind of raw, stripped-down, sort of rough 
sound to them, which is what punk rock is all about, right?”  

“Argh,” Chip said. “That’s… that’s not wrong, but—look, 
now we’re having two conversations. Let’s stick to the White 
Stripes in particular and get back to what punk rock is all about 
after that. Sound okay?”  

“Okay,” Timmy said. “So. You don’t like the White 
Stripes.”  

“True,” Chip replied, “But it’s more of a disinterest than a 
dislike. I mean, the thing is, there’s no shortage of bands who 
play the kind of music they do; raw, stripped-down, garagey, 
rough around the edges and all. So if I want to hear bands that 
have that sound, I can start somewhere other than the one that 
got dropped in my lap by the radio station.  

“Now, Jack White is definitely good at coming up with a 
catchy hook, sure. And I guess that’s something else I think is 
appealing, but not unique. I will admit that I am absolutely a 
sucker for a nifty chord progression or a chorus that sticks in 
your head for days. But for me, personally—and again, this is 
just a subjective opinion, I am not making a statement about 
good music or bad music; just what I, myself, prefer—I’m just 
not all that interested in hearing a white guy taking bluesy 
roots-rock in poppy new directions. For me, it’s more 
interesting to hear, I dunno, say, what the Gories do with a 
similar palette and tools.”  

Chip looked at Timmy. He could tell she wanted to ask 
who the Gories were. This was another reason that 
conversations like this got uncomfortable for him. Not only did 
people often feel like he was judging them via their taste in 
music, but they also got reluctant to admit to gaps in their 
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musical knowledge. It became more competitive than 
conversational. This was why Chip tried to avoid the area, in 
general. It was much easier to talk about music with people 
who either had strong opinions or genuine curiosity. 
Conversations with people who were just curious about what 
they saw as his musical snobbery (which Chip saw simply as 
his informed and educated opinions on a subject he took 
seriously)—and who tended to equate their own level of 
musical sophistication to their level of devotion to their favorite 
musical artists, were less fruitful all around.  

The moment where Chip could have resolved at least part 
of the awkwardness, by simply telling Timmy who the Gories 
were, passed without his ever noticing its presence.  

“You know,” she said, “I was listening to what you were 
saying. But what I was really thinking about was that I was 
happy that I finally got this thing out from between my teeth.”  

“Really?” Chip laughed out loud. “I somehow had the idea 
that you were interested in this conversation.”  

Timmy smiled at the road. “That’s precisely what I want 
you to think. You never know just what might be on my mind, 
Chip.” Chip mentally underlined this, drew a star next to it and 
wrote the words, Nice job!  

He still wasn’t sure how to proceed. Timmy saved Chip 
from a long stretch of awkward silence by asking a question—
drawing it out petulantly to indicate that she knew it was her 
next line. Chip could almost hear her rolling her eyes.  

“Okay, so, tell me: Who are the Gories?” Chip knew that 
she wasn’t offended yet, but that if he wasn’t careful, she was 
likely to be.  

“Well, they’re a band who’s also from Detroit; they had 
pretty much closed up shop well before the White Stripes got 
started, though. And they had a few things going for them that I 
generally appreciate: The guy who wrote and sang pretty much 
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everything was black, for example. That gets back to what I 
was saying about a white buy playing blues. Most of music you 
hear on the radio that involves blues is either by white guys or 
based on what white guys like Eric Clapton or Stevie Ray 
Vaughn did with it, so it’s pretty homogenous at this point. 
But, like, rock & roll was also taken out of black culture and 
reshaped, and so I always find it cool to see what black people 
do with it when they decide to take it back.”  

“Like Living Colour?” asked Timmy.  
“Um, kinda, I guess,” Chip said. “But I’d say bands more 

like Bad Brains, who really gave Minor Threat a lot of 
inspiration when Minor Threat were just starting out. Or, like, 
that side project that the Neptunes came out with a little while 
back. Those pop producers, you know? They have this rock 
band, called N*E*R*D; the record is actually pretty amazing. 
Or even just people like Mike Ladd or Saul Williams, who 
come from a poetry and rap background, but incorporate rock 
elements into some of their stuff. I’m not saying it’s some kind 
of magic formula, but it’s generally something I like to check 
out when I run across it.”  

“What about Lenny Kravitz?” Timmy pressed. “He’s a 
black guy who plays rock music.”  

Now, Chip wasn’t sure whether or not Timmy was getting 
his point, or if she was just pushing some of these new buttons 
she’d discovered. He sighed and looked across the bar at the 
gleaming brass taps. He wanted another beer, but that wouldn’t 
be a good idea. The restaurant was still a short drive away and 
he didn’t want to be tipsy behind the wheel.  

“Nothing against Lenny Kravitz, but he doesn’t make my 
list. Basically he just seems good at taking elements that have 
worked for black and white artists in the past and turning them 
into new songs. Nothing wrong with that, but in general, his 
originals tend to sound a lot like his sources and I’m all set 
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with both. I’m more interested in checking out people who are 
making new music out of old parts, rather than music that 
sounds kind of like it’s already been chewed—if you see the 
distinction...?”  

“Okay,” said Timmy. “So how do you run across these 
mysterious, unknown bands that do measure up to your 
standards?” She looked over her wine glass at him, then out the 
window, as if giving him some room, aware that she was 
putting him on the spot.  

Chip realized he had to start being careful. In her voice, he 
could hear someone who was feeling like her taste in music—
and by association, she herself—was not likely to meet Chip’s 
specific, obscure and unattainably lofty standards. Bafflingly, 
the fact that his music snobbery was the only thing that implied 
lofty exclusivity about this career temp in a punk band, with 
more roommates than goals, didn’t help.  

“Ah, here and there,” he said. “There’s not any one place, 
really. But hey, whatever. It’s no big deal, anyway. I’m just a 
snob when it comes to music, that’s all. Luckily,” he said, “I’ve 
met someone who’s willing to overlook that, in favor of my 
charm, wit and impeccably suave fashion sense.” Chip turned 
to Timmy and undid the button below his open collar, with a 
grin. “Do you admire a man who can pull off a look like this 
one?”  

She rolled her eyes again, but this time a smile came along 
for the ride. “I like a man who can leave it off,” she said.  

Chip smiled back. Mentally, he rolled his own eyes in 
relief and thrust his clenched fists heavenward, crying, “Why? 
Why must it be so hard to love the music I love without being 
judged for my choices? Would a loving god truly create a 
world where a man’s passion is held against him by virtue of 
its very existence?”  
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“Okay,” Timmy said. She tipped her glass back, then set it 
down on the bar with finality. A teaspoon’s worth of wine 
remained in the bottom. “Now, we’re going to play a game 
called ‘What Timmy Likes.’ Finish your drink.”  

The hairs on the back of Chip’s neck stood up and he felt 
a shiver that he hoped Timmy didn’t notice. He didn’t think he 
was going to win this game. 

________________ 
 
The van pulled up in front of a strip mall where a 

Newbury Comics store sign glowed above four wide display 
windows. In the windows were a myriad of pop culture 
artifacts; posters of popular bands, flyers for punk shows, 
knick-knacks and the like. Chip felt a queasiness in the pit of 
his stomach. A local New England chain of music stores, 
Newbury Comics embodied a significant aggregation of the 
things he loved most about record shopping; among them, a 
well-curated selection, eminently reasonable prices and 
generally knowledgeable staff. Almost any of the Newbury 
Comics branches could be considered one of Chip’s favorite 
places on Earth. 

“This is stupid,” Chip said.  
“No argument there,” Timmy said. “It’s as stupid as 

debating the qualitative distinctions between Coke and Pepsi.”  
“Well, that is stupid,” Chip agreed.  
“I beg your pardon,” Timmy said. “I meant to say, ‘as 

stupid as debating the qualitative distinctions between Miller 
High Life and Miller Genuine Draft.’ ” 

“Well, I mean, between those two,” is what Chip was 
saying when Timmy cut him off.  

“Bup-bup-bup-bup,” she shushed him. “See what I mean? 
Liking things is just stupid. We just agreed on that. So now 
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we’re going to stop here and you can go up to the nice man at 
the counter and play our little fun game.”  

“Don’t make me do this,” he said.  
Timmy flashed a mischievous smile and Chip felt his 

heart drop sharply even as his old champ rose slightly. 
“Ain’t nothin’ to it but to do it,” Timmy said, clapping 

him heartily on the shoulder. “Sooner you get it over with, the 
sooner you can start forgetting about it. Didn’t your folks teach 
you that?”  

“Nope,” said Chip, dismally, suddenly aware that they had 
tried, in various ways, over the years.  

“No; I guess if they had, we wouldn’t be here right now,” 
Timmy mused. “Let’s go.” She opened the door and waved 
him graciously inside, following after him. 

Row upon row of compact discs and records competed for 
space in the Newbury Comics store with keychains, comic 
books, T-shirts and hair dye, among many other knick-knacks 
and gew-gaws that kept the chain afloat on the rising tide of 
digital music piracy, peer-to-peer filesharing and online music 
subscription services. The store was a flashing, glittering 
cacophony of color and sound, in the midst of which Chip was 
always able to zero in easily on his specific target areas, tuning 
out the bright noise that surrounded him.  

This time, though, Chip proceeded directly to the sales 
counter, as instructed, where a young man who looked 
disconcertingly like Chip himself stood, seemingly engrossed 
in the process of moving a stack of CDs from one side of a 
sheet of paper to another. He didn’t look up when Chip said, 
“Excuse me,” but responded with a “Yep,” that chilled Chip’s 
soul. He was going to have to interrupt a record store guy who 
clearly was not in the mood to speak to a customer ape off the 
street. And he was going to have to ask the record store guy for 
something that he had never asked any living being in his life. 
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Truly, he thought, not for the first time, women have more 
power than they might easily imagine.  

“Sorry,” Chip said, remembering the rules. No It’s for my 
mom, no It’s a joke for a friend, no pussyfooting around. Just 
ask for the album as though it’s the one CD you came in for 
and there’s no earthly reason to be ashamed of it—or, even, not 
to shout it out loud as though it’s the coolest album anyone 
might be considering buying today. “I was just wondering if 
you have the new DMB album,” Chip heard himself say.  

The guy looked up at him. In his eyes, Chip saw the face 
he made every time someone brought up a band he hated; the 
expression he showed the world when the radio played a 
horrible song; the look he got when someone asked him if he 
liked a band that everyone else everywhere loved but him.  

The record store guy didn’t make an effort to hide his 
reaction. In the milliseconds that spread to hours in that instant, 
Chip noted that one of the things he liked about Newbury 
Comics was the same thing he liked about the Delihaus: the 
people who worked there. They were like him. As part of their 
job, they put up with unenlightened dorks who didn’t know any 
better, but they preferred the company of people like 
themselves, who lived outside the mundane predictability of 
the status quo.  

(In the back of his mind, a flickering glimmer of an 
answer to the question why Janie, the Delihaus waitress, had 
declined his gentlemanly advances flared for a moment before 
Chip’s subconscious snaked out to bury it safely under a few 
layers of misdirection and denial, beneath which it still 
emanated a soft glow, pulsing gently but persistently with 
malignant import.)  

There wasn’t any reason for this guy to politely mask the 
fact that the Dave Matthews Band and its fans were utterly 
irrelevant to his musical, aesthetic, moral, cultural and 
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philosophical convictions. He was a record store guy, in whom 
Chip saw both his past and his present. As the momentary, 
agonizing, never-ending moment of disdainful silence drew to 
a close, Chip conceded Timmy’s point and gave her the game. 
He’d known he’d come out on the losing end, but at that 
moment, at least, he saw why.  

But before he reached the finish line, there was, 
apparently, one final indignity to suffer.  

“ ‘DMB’?” the record store guy asked.  
Chip felt his face burn. He recognized the gambit; the 

Sorry, I’m Not Really Up On Your Lameness, Man response. 
He was fairly familiar with it from the other side, although he 
hadn’t really taken it out for a spin too often in the years since 
his own time behind the record store counter. 

“Dave,” he said, fighting an urge to look around the store 
to see if anyone he knew could possibly be in the vicinity. 
“Dave Matthews Band.”  

“Oh. Over there on the new release rack,” the guy 
gestured vaguely.  

Woodenly, Chip turned around and walked to the shelf of 
CDs opposite the counter. He searched and, to his dismay, 
found the CD. He put his hand out toward it and touched the 
CD, unable to believe what his own mutinously complicit body 
was doing while it knew he could see it. Surely this would be 
enough. Surely this was the touchdown, the basket, the goal 
Timmy had desired. Anything more than this was just vanity; 
torture for the fun of it.  

He heard Timmy, suddenly at his side, ask him if that was 
the one he’d been looking for. He heard himself say Yes, that it 
was. He felt her leading him back to the counter and the room 
spun around him like a syrupy carousel. Chip suddenly knew 
what it would be like when he was old. He would be at the 
mercy of people who wanted him to do what they wanted to do, 
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because it was easier for them and less troublesome than 
dealing with his finicky needs and desires and standards and 
preferences and opinions. Then and there, Chip decided to 
Thelma and Louise himself over a cliff, once the scales tipped 
toward that inevitable decline, at the first clearly indicated and 
readily available opportunity. Ideally with a Dictators song 
playing on the car stereo. Probably “Baby Let’s Twist,” he 
thought.  

He placed the CD on the counter and watched the guy 
pick it up to scan the bar code on the price tag, clearly finding 
even this fleeting interaction with the item a distasteful 
experience; the kind that came with the job, just like dealing 
with stool samples is part of being a nurse—you just hold your 
breath and do what has to be done. A profound and physically 
gutwrenching paranoid reaction was slowly blossoming in 
Chip’s psyche, involving someone, anyone, maybe everyone he 
had ever known walking into the store right then and seeing 
him reaching for his wallet to buy a Dave Matthews Band 
album, when he heard Timmy’s voice, as though calling from a 
faraway shore, saying, “Surprise!”  

Chip looked at this woman with whom he had hoped to 
achieve congress at some not-too-distant point in the future.  

“What?” he asked. He wasn’t asking what the surprise 
was; he was asking for a repetition of the word, for the 
purposes of confirmation.  

“Happy birthday, sweetheart,” Timmy cooed. “I knew you 
were so excited about getting it when it came out, so I got it for 
you this morning.”  

Chip had no words in his brain. Timmy turned to the guy 
behind the counter, who was already dropping the CD into a 
bin on a shelf behind him, marked REFILE. “He’s been talking 
about it for a month straight. It’s supposed to be pretty good,” 
she said, as though sharing a confidence with someone poised 
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and equipped to appreciate it. “Like, way better than the last 
one.”  

The counter guy said, “Huh.” Then he looked over Chip’s 
shoulder at the door. “Yeah, I haven’t heard it.”  

“Well, thanks, man,” Timmy said. “Sorry to drag you into 
my little birthday prank, but I knew you’d get it.”  

Chip shuddered, as if from a chill. Now the guy was going 
to pretend to be nice about it, to whatever degree he gave a 
crap. Some of Chip’s deafening internal groan made it out of 
his mouth; neither Timmy nor the counter guy, who clearly 
gave very little of a crap, noticed.  

The guy said, “No, it’s cool.” Then he looked Chip in the 
face and said, “Happy birthday, man.” And when he said man, 
Chip heard sir. It was just that clear.  

“Let’s go, Birthday Boy,” Timmy said, leading him 
toward the door. “It’s in the car! We can listen to it on the way 
to Applebee’s!”  

As they left, the counter guy was already resuming his 
customer-dodging busywork, even though they were—and 
Chip gave a silent prayer of gratitude to whatever gods favor 
atheists—the only ones in the store.  

“Jesus,” Chip exhaled, once the doors had closed behind 
them and they were safely outside the store and the boundaries 
of Timmy’s game. “That sucked.”  

“Au contraire, motherfuckaire,” Timmy said, gleefully. 
“Now you know what it’s like to have someone make you feel 
shitty about what you like.”  

“But—” Chip was indignant. “I already knew that, 
anyway; that was high school.”  

Timmy considered this, then rendered her verdict. “Seems 
like the lesson didn’t stick.”  

“Huh,” Chip said. “Well, your game sucked. And we’d 
better get a move on if we’re going to make it to dinner.”  
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“My game’s not over yet,” Timmy said. “Oh, and we are 
going to Applebee’s.” 

 
TO REMEMBER OR TO FORGET 

It had been an exceptionally bland day at Local Magazine 
and Chip was ready for some external stimulation. An evening 
at Charlie’s was in order and a round of bandmate-specific 
phone calls revealed that Joe and Grover were free, so things 
were looking good for a night of pleasantries, libations and 
attendant variations on a theme of low-caliber carousing. 

“Spanish Bombs,” by the Clash, was playing on the 
jukebox when Chip entered Charlie’s. Chip immediately felt at 
home. He could almost taste the legendary Charlie’s double 
cheeseburger that was in his immediate future. The murky 
ambience of Charlie’s swirled almost ethereally around him as 
he let his eyes adjust to the dimness and tried to pick out a 
bandmate. Grover had said he might be on the later side, but 
Joe might be—ah, and there he was. He had a stool at the far 
end of the bar, away from the door. It looked like Joe had come 
right from work; he was wearing a button-down shirt, 
something in which Chip rarely saw him. He hoped Joe was 
feeling conversational, because he had had an inspiration that 
afternoon, in between neglecting tedious daily chores and 
stretching out “urgent” tasks assigned by people who might 
actually check on his follow-through. Timmy had been too 
busy to chat that afternoon, and Chip was eager to run his idea 
by someone whose opinion he actually valued. 

He sat down next to Joe and said, “You know, I had this 
thought about a universal playlist. Like, a little while ago, I was 
sitting around my place with Jennie and Kris and the music ran 
out, so I got up and threw on a CD that was on the shelf and 
sounded good, which was the first Clash album, right? So, 
when it started up, Jennie and Kris both just, like, settled back a 
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little and sort of nodded. I think Kris even made a little sigh. 
It’s like putting on a comfy old sweatshirt you’ve had for ten 
years, you know? And so it just got me thinking, like, what else 
would do that? Like, what songs from what albums go on The 
Universal Playlist, the one that everybody just sits back and 
enjoys? I know there’s gotta be some Stevie Wonder on it. 
Stevie Wonder is like DNA. You have to love it because you’re 
human and it’s already a part of you. Even you, Joe,” he said, 
pausing to look at Joe. “Can I have a High Life?” he asked the 
bartender, who smiled at him professionally and sauntered 
away toward the taps.  

Chip noticed that Joe was more taciturn than usual.  
“So what’s up, man?”  
Joe remained stoic and silent. The bartender returned with 

Chip’s beer.  
“What can I getcha, hon?” she asked. Chip noticed that 

Joe didn’t have a beer in front of him.  
“Pair of double whiskeys, straight up,” Joe intoned, 

looking straight ahead. 
“Mm-hmm,” she said, raising an eyebrow at Joe, then 

letting her gaze pan over to Chip. Chip could read nothing in 
her expression before she turned away. 

“What the fuck is up, man?” Chip asked, his curiosity 
giving way to concern. 

Joe shook his head. “Nothing,” he said “Tell you later.” 
“Okay,” Chip said. He had never been able to read Joe 

very well, but his drummer’s demeanor was more inscrutable 
than usual. “Um, I heard a joke today.” 

After a pause, Joe said, “So did I.”  
“Okay, mine first,” Chip said. He hoped he could get Joe 

out of his funk before too long; he was hoping for a pleasant 
evening. “So, what’s brown and sticky?” he asked.  

Joe said, “What.”  
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“A stick.” Chip waited. “Come on, that’s funny.”  
The bartender came back, carrying two large glasses of 

whiskey. Joe slid a bill across the bar to her and tapped it, 
nodding at her. 

“Thanks, sugar,” she said, with a smile that struck Chip as 
somewhat less on-the-clock than the one she’d granted him. 

“So what’s your joke?” Chip prompted Joe. 
“Okay,” Joe said. “What do I have in common with these 

drinks and the pair I’m going to order when they’re gone?”  
Chip looked at the drinks, then at Joe. He had no idea 

what to say.  
“All of us are going to get drunk really quick,” Joe said, 

emptying the first glass in two large swallows. 
Trying to process this, Chip started to say something, then 

changed his mind and said something else. 
“So, was that the joke you heard today?” he asked.  
Joe’s cheek cracked slightly as the side of his mouth 

tightened. “No,” he said. “No. That wasn’t the joke I heard 
today, man.” “Okay, so let’s hear that one, then,” Chip said, 
taking a deep drink from his bottle. 

“Heh,” said Joe. “It goes like this. A guy gets home from 
work. He walks into his house. He hears a noise coming from 
his kitchen and he thinks it’s his girlfriend making dinner. He 
goes into the kitchen to give her a kiss, but her mouth is full of 
cock.” 

Chip looked at the bartender, who seemed to be discreetly 
listening. 

“Um,” he said. “Okay, I’m ready for the punchline...?” 
Joe picked up his second drink and downed it. “So am I,” 

he said. Chip felt the bar falling away from him for a moment, 
as he took in what had apparently happened to his drummer. 
He steadied himself and put his beer down. 

“Ah, Christ, Joe,” he said. “Are you okay?”  



 

108 

Joe slid the empty glasses forward and nodded to the 
bartender. For a moment, Chip wanted to put his arm across 
Joe’s back and give him a bracing, supportive shake. But this 
was Joe; Chip somehow felt like that would be an unhelpful 
gesture. He turned to the bartender. 

“I’ll have what he’s having,” he said.  
“Same here,” said Joe.”  
Chip looked at Joe, who was still staring straight ahead 

into the wall of the bar, sighed in sympathy and clapped his 
shoulder. “Let’s get started.” 

________________ 
 
When Grover got to Charlie’s, he was confronted with a 

Chip more drunk than he had yet seen and a Joe to match. Joe 
was the one who surprised him. Grover had known Chip drunk 
on frequent occasions and had a pretty good idea as to where 
the bar was set. Joe, on the other hand, was a fairly recalcitrant 
drunk, just as he was fairly recalcitrant when sober. 

He had episodes from time to time, of course; what 
Midwestern man doesn’t? There’d been the time he had bet his 
friend Monty that he could piss down a flight of stairs into a 
bucket at the bottom, starting at the top and walking down as 
he urinated, without a single step catching a drop. Accounts of 
the incident varied, but Joe maintained that he was inarguably 
on his way to an easy five dollars when Mr. Wigglebottom, the 
Your Mom’s House cat, decided to run upstairs, unwittingly 
blocking Joe’s stream. It took a long time for the residents of 
Your Mom’s House to forgive Joe—the two-legged ones, 
anyway. Its lone four-legged inhabitant made a point of 
promptly leaving any room Joe was in for the remainder of 
their time together, which, awkwardly for them both, lasted for 
some years.  
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That being said, Joe was in a state the likes of which 
Grover had never before witnessed. To Grover’s evaluating 
eye, Joe’s gaze and his gestures were wilder and looser than his 
girlfriend, Stephanie. Joe was weaving without leaving his 
chair, barely lucid enough to point in jovial ire at Grover as he 
approached his two bandmates who, according to his 
professional opinion as well as his own personal preference, 
should have been cut off well before his arrival.  

“Gentlemen,” he announced himself, taking a stool next to 
Joe.  

“I wouldn’t sit there,” Chip said, making an effort to 
appear coherent. “The last guy left.”  

“I bought his drink,” Joe protested.  
“You drank his drink,” Chip corrected him.  
“Fuck,” Joe said. “Yeah, I did. I owe that guy a drink.” He 

careened on his stool, craning his neck to see if his debt could 
be paid.  

“He’s gone, man,” Chip reached over and spun Joe back 
to face the bar. “He left about half an hour ago.”  

“I liked that guy,” Joe said. “He liked to talk.”  
“Lot of that going around,” Grover observed.  
Chip pointed an unsteady finger toward the general 

vicinity of Grover’s face. “I am not high,” he said, with feeling.  
“Far from it,” Grover amiably agreed. “Will you 

gentlemen have another?”  
Chip’s judgment had left the bar long enough ago that he 

was unable to offer an informed or useful answer to his 
guitarist’s question. He tried to recollect the number of drinks 
he’d had over the preceding two hours and when he got to a 
certain number and realized how many more had followed it, 
he was filled with both chagrin and dread.  

“How much have you had already?” Grover pursued. 
“Um,” Chip started, feeling somehow abashed. “I forget.”  
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“Me, I drink to forget,” Joe proclaimed, blearily.  
“Really,” Grover asked, realizing that Joe’s answer might 

provide a key to understanding this scene. “What are you trying 
to forget?”  

Joe leaned sideways for a moment, then, with an effort, 
righted himself.  

“…I think it’s working,” he said.  
Grover looked at Chip. Chip was aware of the 

implications of Grover’s gaze, but found himself unable to 
coherently offer any useful insight. 

“Joe,” he said, by way of explanation, “Stephanie.” He 
paused and pointed at Grover. “Dumb fuckin’ cooze, she—” he 
said, his slow and piece-by-piece effort at narrative with 
commentary gracelessly interrupted by the arcing loop of Joe’s 
fist which swung wide, grazing Chip’s nose and landing 
primarily, along with the rest of Joe’s body, on his lap.  

“Don’t fucking call her that,” Joe swore into Chip’s thigh. 
“Don’t fucking...”  

“She was fucking around on you, man,” Chip said, by way 
of explanation and consolation.  

“Sucking,” Joe said. “Difference.” He held his palm up, as 
if to stop a word or thought. Grover nodded, the picture having 
clarified somewhat.  

“Dude,” Grover said, pulling Joe back upright and looking 
him in the face. “When did this happen?”  

“Evening,” said Joe, but it was hard to tell whether he was 
answering Grover or greeting him.  

“Evening,” Chip nodded to his guitarist.  
“Evening,” Grover sighed. “Nice night, if it don’t rain.”  
Chip, aware that he was not sober enough to provide any 

coherent answers to the unformed and as-yet unspoken 
questions his guitarist undoubtedly had about their drummer, 
was overcome with laughter and sympathy for his good friends.  
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“Oh, for Christ’s sake,” Grover barked. “What the hell is 
going on with you? Joe, was Stephanie going around behind 
your back?”  

“Uh-uh,” Joe shook his head. “Right in front of me. You 
know how they told all those housewives in the fifties to meet 
their men at the front door wearing an apron and a smile? Well, 
Stephanie doesn’t like aprons. And,” Joe added, with a sigh, 
“she always smiles with her mouth open.”  

“Joe walked in on her blowing some dude,” Chip 
explained, finally able to form the words that justified his 
inebriated state.  

“Don’t,” Joe repeated.  
“Dude, I didn’t call her,” Chip burped, then hiccupped, 

“anything. I’m just,” he hiccupped again, “saying.”  
Grover put his hand on Joe’s shoulder. He looked at the 

bartender and nodded at his bandmates. “How long has this 
been going on?” he asked.  

The bartender, clearly on Joe’s side, frowned. 
“Apparently, for the last month or so.”  

Grover was uncertain as to how to take this response. The 
bartender’s frown turned sheepish. “I mean, so I hear,” she 
said.  

Taking a breath, Grover tried again. “I meant, how long 
have these two customers been requesting and/or receiving 
service from this establishment,” he clarified.  

“Oh,” the bartender murmured. She took a dutiful look at 
her watch, then glanced halfheartedly at a clock over the bar, as 
if to corroborate her data. Her eyes, bashful now, returned to 
Grover, then to the ceiling. “Um,” she said.  

“It’s okay,” Grover assured her. “I’m just trying to map 
out tomorrow.”  

“Oh, okay, sure,” the bartender exhaled in relief. “Uh, 
since about six.”  
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“Six,” said Grover. He halfheartedly looked at his own 
watch, as if hoping the hour were earlier than he knew it was. 
“Fuck.”  

“Grover!” Chip spun on his stool to face his bandmate. 
“Me and Joe were just talking about you!” 

 
THE PROCESS OF STEPPING OUT 

It was Thursday night. The evening’s agenda had Chip 
appearing at a promotional function celebrating the latest issue 
of Local Magazine. This was not a regular event; most issues 
of the magazine, quite reasonably, came and went without 
comment. Some, however, were annually-updated jewels in the 
magazine’s bedazzled crown; the issue featuring the best 
bartenders in the city, for example, or its local music spotlight 
issue—and, of course, there was the “Local List” issue that 
identified the city’s finest eateries, coolest drinkeries, niftiest 
products, most decadent services, suavest socialites and 
numerous other assorted entities and items considered to be 
superlative in their merit and/or stature. In all, there were 
probably about a dozen or more specially-themed issues every 
year, each with an attendant fete to mark its arrival. 

The celebrations were usually held at a venue owned by 
one of the magazine’s advertisers and were sponsored by a 
well-known beer or spirits brand—because what bar or 
magazine in its right mind would voluntarily bankroll the bar 
tabs of a hundred or three freeloaders?—in exchange for a 
discounted or complimentary ad in the magazine. And so the 
circle of life, as well as those of imaginary money and free 
drinks, continued unbroken. 

In honor of the annual “Festive Fashion!” issue, the 
magazine had booked a party at Hooligans, a club near Fenway 
Park. Hooligans was a popular destination for Red Sox fans 
before and after home games at Fenway, because, among other 
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attractions, it offered arcade games, Bud Lite and a wide 
variety of “Celtic” and/or “tribal” tattoos, on display in the 
lower-back area of Hooligans guests of the fairer sex, and 
viewable for the modest price of between one and three 
colorful cocktails. And, of course, there were the expansive 
wood-grain and lily-green grids of what, to the untrained eye, 
appeared to be pool tables, but which were more frequently 
used by Hooligans’ sophisticated, brandy-sipping, pinky-
extending, monocle-polishing, backwards-ball-capped 
gentleman clientele to partake in the classy parlor diversion 
known as “billiards.” Hooligan’s had also recently been voted 
“Host Facility of the Year” by an organization called Meeting 
Professionals International.  

With all this in mind, Chip was ready for a night to 
remember. As a normal human, an event like this was 
something he would avoid as earnestly as a pinkeye party. But 
as an official (if temporary) member of Local Magazine’s staff, 
and in possession thereby of guest-list privileges to share with 
his friends, Chip was more than happy to join the ranks of the 
C-list celebrities and drink-sink socialites who crowded the bar 
and harassed the passed-app purveyors at these free-for-alls.  

The entryway at Hooligans was appropriately velvet-roped 
and bouncer-bookended. Chip showed one of the giants in 
evening dress his driver’s license and asked him to check the 
Local Magazine guest list for his name. On finding it, the giant 
took Chip’s wrist and ringed it with a fluorescent pink band, 
then stamped the back of his hand. The formal paperwork 
completed, Chip moved into the club. The strains of Top 40 
dance-pop, already audible from outside Hooligans, got louder. 
Chip wondered if the music might get loud enough to ignore, 
like a freight train or a car alarm. He looked at the back of his 
hand where the bouncer had stamped it; a red four-leaf clover, 
still wet, gleamed in the low light.  
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Throngs of human activity surrounded the bar, branching 
outward in peninsulas of small talk and cocktail napkins. Chip 
scanned the room, taking in the usual collection of local faces 
and figures that regularly attended these events. the “see and be 
seen” crowd (with decidedly more effort put toward the latter 
than the former) that seemed to subsist on vodka-crans, passed 
apps and flashes from the cameras of photographers—a few of 
whom were, somehow, as much “celebrities” as their subjects. 
—Oh, “Snaps” Porter has been taking pictures of people at 
parties for the newspaper forever. Since the seventies, I think. 
And his son followed in his footsteps. You do know Carl, don’t 
you, darling?  

Having been in the employ of Local Magazine for some 
months, Chip was by now a veteran of more than a few of these 
affairs. He knew the protocol and started taking steps to enact 
it. It was a simple process, really: Establish oneself early as a 
friendly presence and then maximize that impression for the 
rest of the evening. Rank has its privileges, but a familiar, 
friendly face gets the worm. The only trick is getting the 
balance right. Acting too chummy is transparent; poorly 
received. Stiff and formal? Tough call; some people respect the 
square, even more than the cool guy. Trying to carry off the 
square bearing is one thing—but the partygoer who is so 
genuinely square as to be unaware of social protocols, pecking 
orders or even common courtesies often ends up getting extra-
special T.L.C., either by virtue of the assumption that he’s 
someone truly important, or due to a waitstaffer with a kind 
heart and/or maternal instincts.  

Chip preferred to combine the overly chummy with the 
endearingly square. Snagging a trio of toothpicked pigs-in-a-
blanket from a tray carried by a winsome young college girl 
working her side job, Chip employed his overtly phony 
abashed grin and said, “I always told my mother I’d marry a 
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girl who could make these just like she did.” The college girl 
smirked as he waggled his appetizer like a Groucho Marx 
cigar, and Chip checked food off his list; he had a dependable 
source. The three little hors d'oeuvres sustained him through 
the teeming crush at the bar where, while he waited, Chip 
assessed the chance of getting anything fancier than a beer. 
Might-could manage liquor with some kind of soda, he 
decided, but the level of bustle behind the bar indicated that an 
order requiring more complex measurements and ingredients 
would not be appreciated. He ordered three gin and tonics and 
left a dollar tip for each, earning him a short but appreciative 
nod from the bartender, who was accustomed to serving twice 
as many drinks for three dollars less. Chip felt off to a good 
start.  

He retreated a discreet distance from the bar with his 
drinks for three, took a sip of one and noted, with pleasant 
surprise and gratitude, the bartender’s ginerosity. He downed 
the rest of it in two deep gulps. Having laid some decent 
groundwork concerning food and drink, his next job was to 
pass the time until Timmy arrived. She was, as usual, stuck 
back at the office, finishing up edits for the forthcoming issue. 
Chip spied her boss, Charlie, walking in with his bro-date, a 
newly-hired intern who had yet to realize that the congeniality 
being laid on so heavily was merely the foundation atop which 
a mountain of buck-passing, credit-nabbing, dodged work and 
passive aggression would soon be piled. In the meantime, Chip 
kept an eye out for Grover, the only Good Luck Band member 
who hadn’t RSVP’d regrets for the evening.  

“I like getting drunk,” Chip sang softly to himself, as the 
first wave of warmth and lightheartedness ran through him like 
a streaker warming up behind the bleachers for the big event. 
He took a sip from his second drink, while the gears of his 
judgment slowly started to grind into service.  
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—You can’t get drunk yet, his judgment told him. Timmy’s 
not here, so you’re going to have to talk to other people.  

“Look at those people,” he replied, half-aloud now. “Can 
you imagine dealing with them sober?”  

—Fair point, the response came, after a pause. Chip was 
always able to get the better of his judgment. He appreciated it 
for its sympathetic nature. It rarely, if ever, occurred to him to 
take it seriously, or to occasionally let it win in the instances 
where Chip wanted to do (or not do) something really badly 
that his judgment advised against. Chip’s college grades clearly 
reflected this inclination; they were also on the list of things 
Chip rarely, if ever, thought about.  

Chip took another sip, then a healthy swallow from drink 
number two as he saw approaching. The Max Factor was an 
editorial assistant at Local Magazine. Of Eastern European 
extraction, she had aspirations to heights greater than her 
current subordinate role. Her name wasn’t really Max Factor, 
but Maxine something; Chip had given her the nickname due to 
her diverse physical and social charms. She embodied a 
condition Chip called “Farin-Hotczyk Syndrome,” a phonetic 
expression that described a young lady of foreign origin, whose 
exotic beauty was so powerful a force that she was rarely, if 
ever, refused, rejected or reprimanded. Sufferers of Farin-
Hotczyk Syndrome were generally pleasant enough girls, but 
unaccustomed to having their opinions disagreed with, their 
wishes unfulfilled; the condition’s symptoms in the cases 
where such unpleasantness arose ranged from arrogant denial 
to stubborn insistence to sulky petulance. All of these were, in 
their own way, to varying types of men, still effectively hot 
enough to change minds, soften hearts and harden hard-ons. In 
short, Farin-Hotczyk girls got results. In Chip’s estimation, 
anyone competing with Maxine for a job, a man or the best pair 
of shoes in the store would be up against some formidable 
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opposition. Before they knew what was happening, they’d be 
facing: the Max Factor.  

Fortunately for Chip, for Timmy and for the Max Factor 
herself, she had aggressively pedestrian taste in music and was 
a good five to seven years Chip’s junior, so she was 
comfortably out of the picture and he could relax when talking 
to her.  

“Hmm, Chip,” she drawled. “Fancy meeting you here.” 
She gazed blandly around the room and twirled a lock of hair 
with a studied look of disaffected boredom. Her outfit belied 
her detached demeanor, however; she had clearly dressed for 
the occasion. A snug, black cocktail dress hugged her shape, 
while a light, tastefully patterned wrap, on which Chip was 
sure a designer label nestled somewhere, veiled her cleavage 
demurely yet ineffectively, and her spiked heels lifted her a 
decisive inch or two above business casual.  

“Nothing fancy about it,” Chip replied. “I’m just here for 
the free drinks.”  

“Double-fisting, I see,” she observed. “I’ll have to update 
my strategy.” Chip opted not to mention the first empty glass, 
resting discreetly in the potted fern behind him.  

“What about the food?” asked the Max Factor.  
“Barely enough to keep body and soul together, really. 

The usual.”  
“Anything vegetarian?” she inquired.  
“Come on, now.”  
They surveyed the crowd. Socialite mingled with 

aristocrat; morning radio show host with used-car magnate. 
Nouveau riche rubbed elbows with landed gentry and nearly 
all, as far as he could see, went through life paying for almost 
nothing except the most expensive non-essentials. The amount 
of money spent on tonight’s event would serve as a potentially 
traumatic windfall for any charity, but only a fraction of a 
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percentage of the attendees knew what it was like to put their 
hand in their pocket for any cause, charitable or otherwise. 
Drinks, especially, were considered more a right than a 
privilege; an invitation to a cash bar event would be laughed 
onto the nearest silver-plated butler’s tray for immediate 
removal from the premises by an undocumented Hispanic or 
Latino or—what is it that Mexicans want to be called these 
days, dahling?  

“I wonder what it’s like to live like this,” mused the Max 
Factor.  

“It ain’t living, that’s for sure,” Chip said.  
“What do you mean? These people have it made.”  
“Made for them,” Chip said. “Not by them. Or if they did 

make it, they’re pricks; I know them. They expect everything 
and they don’t appreciate anything.” He looked around the 
room and wished Grover would show up; he wanted a 
conversational ally.  

“Why are you so dismissive?” Maxine scolded. “You 
can’t know that every rich person out there is a prick. You just 
can’t.”  

“Maybe not, but the odds are pretty good and I sure 
wouldn’t bet against anyone on it. Statistically speaking, it’s a 
lock.”  

Maxine took a sip from her drink. “You sound pretty 
jaded.”  

“Well, let’s have this conversation again when you’ve 
been here a year.”  

“Oh, I’m not going to be here in a year.”  
Chip smiled. He had forgotten: The Max Factor had her 

cap set on the next level up; from Local Magazine to the next 
step up, The Weekly Repeater and from there to City Magazine 
and all the way to, oh, the New Yorker, probably. Maxine had a 
decent amount going on upstairs but not enough to realize her 
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own limitations. If it weren’t for her fortunate condition, she’d 
never make it to New York (professionally, anyway), much 
less the New Yorker. But of such things dreams are made and, 
fairness and objective qualifications aside, the Max Factor’s 
ambitions were more likely to become reality than most.  

Chip saw this as fundamental to the perpetuation of 
mediocrity in popular culture; short-sighted people with modest 
abilities tend to make it to the top, whether due to alluring 
physical attributes, financial prowess or charismatic cunning. 
The result was that the product developed, managed and 
distributed by the people running things was rarely more 
exceptional than they themselves, since identifying and 
incorporating exceptional qualities required the presence of 
mind (and the ability to dial back the ego) to recognize and 
appreciate them. Long story short: Rain Man may be able to 
beat Vegas and get all the money, but it’s still always going to 
be time for Wapner. Definitely time for Wapner.  

“That’s right; you’re going places, aren’t you?” Chip 
asked.  

Maxine either missed the light derision in his tone or 
pretended to. “I certainly don’t plan to entrench myself here, if 
that’s what you mean.”  

Chip had no interest in scratching the surface of her vague 
denial to see what lay underneath; he had too clear a picture 
already and it wasn’t a very appealing one. Aiming for the big 
time in the world of local entertainment publications was, he 
felt, like the one about the Special Olympics; even if you take 
the gold, you’re still on the short bus.  

He wondered when Timmy might make an appearance. 
She had told him she’d be along in a little while; Chip knew 
she still had a lot of work to do. His mind wandered back to the 
previous evening at her place; first, to a few moments in 
particular, but then to the conversation they’d had about his 
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attitude. He realized that he was going to be called upon to put 
a few of her directives into action, if he was going to be at all a 
gentleman about it. 

 
CATCHING (AND RELEASING) FLIES 

They’d been in Timmy’s room, flirting and snuggling in 
her bed. They’d been talking about work stuff, but his mind 
had started to wander. The mood was genial and Chip liked his 
chances. 

“I mean it, Chip,” Timmy admonished him. “You have to 
be nicer.” She punched his shoulder, playfully, and he lightly 
popped her face with an ornamental pillow.  

“You started it,” he said. “I was just lying here.”  
“I’m serious,” she insisted. She half-rose up, propping her 

elbow on the bed, and looked him in the eye. She seemed to 
have reached a point where she was both fed up with Chip’s 
attitude and comfortable enough in their vaguely-defined 
relationship to call him on it. “You’ll never get anywhere in 
this town going around with a—” Timmy stopped herself and 
almost laughed.  

“Go ahead,” Chip sighed. “Say it.”  
“Well, with a chip on your shoulder.” She gave a snort of 

amusement and disgust.  
“I think you could get a few places in this town with a 

Chip on your arm,” he said.  
“Is that a fact?” she asked. “Anywhere I’d actually want to 

go? Or want to be seen?”  
“Never know until you try,” Chip smiled. “You may have 

heard tales about the third stall in the Men’s Room at South 
Station, but until you’ve actually been there, well...”  

“Send me a postcard,” Timmy held her hand up. 
“Seriously, though, I mean it. You sit out there at the front desk 
and people can totally tell you’re judging them.”  
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“Oh, that’s not true. They love me. I’m like the 
wisecracking asshole in the sitcom of their lives.”  

“They don’t love the fact that it’s obvious you think the 
whole magazine is stupid.”  

“Well, doesn’t everyone? Like, to a degree? I mean, it’s 
not like you’re cranking out The Great Gatsby every week, or 
anything.”  

“Just because—” 
“Or even The Pretty Good Gatsby, for that matter,” Chip 

said, laughing out loud. “Come on, that’s not bad for off the 
cuff.”  

“Just because it’s not high literature doesn’t mean it’s 
stupid,” Timmy said, with some feeling. Chip realized he’d 
made one of his faulty leaps in logic; the exact one of which 
Timmy was accusing him, in fact. He’d assumed that she felt 
the same way about Local Magazine as he did. The idea that 
Timmy took her work seriously and might not react well to 
hearing someone dismiss it as superficial only became clear to 
Chip, as was so often the case, when it was glaringly obvious 
and—again, per usual—after he’d already stepped in it pretty 
deep.  

He felt like an ass; he’d offended someone about whose 
opinion he genuinely cared. This didn’t happen too often, and 
Chip couldn’t help pinning some of the blame on the feelings 
of chagrin and remorse it engendered every time. If they were 
really doing their job, Chip felt, they’d leave a more lasting 
impression; write something on the wall, knock over some 
furniture, or at least tread more heavily on their way out, 
describing the path best not travelled by; anything to help 
orient him in future survival situations that called for making it 
out of the park all right (or, preferably, making out in the park 
all night) versus being eaten by a bear. As a rule, though, the 
ephemeral nature of these sporadic consequences meant that 
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Chip’s commitment to conversational sensitivity consistently 
took second place to his focus on witty, off-the-cuff 
observations.  

“I know, I know,” he said, hoping he could recoup quickly 
with some self-deprecation, and that Timmy would let him. 
“I’m sorry; I didn’t mean it like that, I hope you know that. I 
just tend to oversimplify and talk in broad terms. It’s...” Chip 
fished for the word, knowing that the fact that he was looking 
thoughtful made it seem like he did care; he put a hangdog 
expression on for good luck. “It’s easier.”  

“Well, get down here with the humans, man,” Timmy 
said. “You can’t judge all these books by their covers and you 
can’t keep on acting like you’re Mister Holier Than Thou about 
being a temp receptionist.”  

“But that’s not why I’m Mister Holier Than—say,” Chip 
said, happy to play along. “I see what you did there.”  

“I’m just saying, ‘You catch more flies with honey,’ and 
all that,” Timmy said.  

“Oh, you’re one to talk,” Chip said. “ ‘Honey,’ indeed.”  
Timmy smiled, primly. “Well,” she said, “I’ve already got 

mine. You’re still on your way up. If, indeed, up is the 
direction you have in mind.”  

“Rather go down, at the moment,” Chip leered.  
“Suit yourself,” Timmy said. She leaned back against the 

headboard and, looking Chip in the eye, undid the button at the 
waist of her jeans. Chip slipped his hand under hers and found 
her zipper. 

 
FULL COURT PRESS 

Chip had noted the Max Factor’s silent departure 
somewhere near the end of his pleasant reminiscence. He 
wondered if he’d offended her. Then he wondered if he’d 
impressed her. It was unlikely, but he was aware that girls like 
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Maxine were known for being drawn to the kind of blasé lack 
of interest that they cultivated themselves. He wondered 
whether he would ever have a chance with the Max Factor. He 
didn’t have an interest in anything serious, but his freshly 
awakened libido sparked an image of her, leaning against the 
wall of a bathroom stall and slowly lifting her skirt, an enticing 
pout on her glossy lips. 

He shook himself loose of this fantastic scenario. —Come 
on, man; every other guy in here thinks like that, You’re better 
than them; you’ve got Timmy and you’re not a philandering 
prick. To cleanse his mental palate, he checked the scene again 
for signs of Timmy or Grover, or anyone with whom he could 
have an intelligent conversation.  

It was a fairly heavy crowd; examining it from his middle-
distant vantage point, Chip couldn’t see anyone he knew, or 
wanted to know. The usual crop of peacock-strutting bro-dudes 
and their preening female counterparts were all out in force, 
and if there was anyone he’d had enough of by then, it was all 
of the above.  

He stopped himself; he was being critical again. After the 
talking-to he’d received from Timmy (and despite her 
subsequent change of gears), Chip felt a reluctant compulsion 
to enact some of her behavioral directives; or, at least, to give 
them some lip service.  

He heard his name called from behind him, in stereo, from 
two different places. He turned to find a sight both welcome 
and regrettable: Grover, easy like a Sunday morning on Chip’s 
sore eyes, and Jack Wallace, accompanied by a new hire from 
ad sales, whose name Chip thought was Paul. Maybe Pete. Pat? 
He was a tall, good-looking man, who Chip pegged somewhere 
in his middle or late forties. His light brown hair and his dark 
brown tie were both streaked with grey.  
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“I want you to meet Press,” Jack trumpeted. “Started here 
yesterday, new guy on the team. Just moved up from 
Cleveland.”  

“Columbus,” said new guy.  
Wallace looked over his shoulder at the retreating, sequin-

bedecked ass of a fortysomething former debutante. 
“Columbus,” he murmured. “Christ.”  

“Press?” Chip repeated, thinking he’d heard Wallace 
wrong. It could even have been “Prince,” for all he knew.  

“It’s short for Preston,” said Press, extending a hand and a 
four-dollar grin. Chip shook the hand and brought the tab up to 
five bucks. “Just moved here two weeks ago. Had to get out of 
Ohio before my ex-wife changed her mind!”  

“I hear that,” Chip acknowledged. At that moment, to 
Chip’s delight, Grover finally ambled around from Press’ side.  

“Grover!” They hugged each other. Press looked baffled.  
“I was worried when I didn’t see you,” Grover said.  
“Aw, I wasn’t going to take off and leave you stranded,” 

Chip said.  
“No, it wasn’t that,” Grover took one of Chip’s drinks. “I 

was just worried that you’d turned into one of these people and 
I couldn’t recognize you. At least you’re wearing normal 
clothes,” he said, indicating Chip’s T-shirt. For his part, Grover 
had made himself as presentable as his anti-corporate 
philosophy and his level of concern regarding personal hygiene 
could accommodate. He was wearing a freshly laundered Lifter 
Puller shirt without any holes and a pair of jeans without any 
stains.  

“Uh,” Chip said. “Press, I want you to meet Grover. He’s 
my guitarist.” Wallace was already gone; apparently Preston 
and Chip were not stimulating and/or cleavage-revealing 
enough company. Chip entertained an optimistic fantasy that 
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Press might be able to converse on topics beyond sports and 
tits.  

Press chortled. “Well, hey, ‘Grover’,” he said, winking. 
“Good to meet you. What do you do for a living with a name 
like that?”  

“I teach recalcitrant tenth-graders how to read,” Grover 
replied. “They call me ‘Mr. Wellston,’ though.” 

“I bet they do,” Press chortled. “Ever think of going into 
the kids’ TV show business?”  

Grover looked at Chip, who hoped he could rein it in a 
little, just for the occasion. “Yeah. I auditioned, but the guy 
said they already had a Grover.”  

“I bet he did!” Press slapped his thigh. “Fellas, will you 
look at the ladies here? There are some fine-looking women in 
this place tonight, am I right?”  

Grover and Chip allowed as how there were, while 
making similar unspoken reservations regarding factors such as 
makeup, manicure, booth-tan, can-tan, coiffure, poise and 
congeniality, and their effect on the subjective quality of 
“fine”-ness. For a swinging middle-aged divorcee like Press, 
this was undoubtedly heaven on earth. For jaded punk rock 
assholes like Chip and Grover, it was closer to purgatory with 
free drinks.  

“So, what’s the dating scene like here, fellas? You guys 
know a lot of girls?”  

Grover and Chip looked at each other.  
“Yeah,” they nodded.  
“I bet you do,” Press said. “So do you, you know, play the 

field or what?”  
“Well, I’m married,” said Grover. “So, no.”  
“Yeah, I’m attached, myself,” Chip said. It felt good to 

say that, with Timmy nearby, somewhere, or on her way.  
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Press’ smile twitched slightly, but didn’t fade. “But,” he 
went on, without missing a beat, “you know, before that—how 
was it? Pretty good?”  

Chip wasn’t sure what Press was after. Vicarious thrills? 
Bawdy X-rated anecdotes with high-five punchlines? Hot, 
sweaty details about the best pieces of tail they’d had? 
Whatever it was, he wasn’t getting any from Chip. Grover was 
even less likely to open up his big book of stories for this 
guy—which was a shame, Chip felt, because he wouldn’t have 
minded hearing one or two of those. Grover had some pretty 
good stories.  

But Chip was trying to be mindful of his instructions. Be 
good, not right. Be nice, not real. Build bridges, don’t burn 
them.  

“Uh, yeah; pretty good, man. Pretty good.”  
“I bet.” Press seemed about to launch into a second, more 

intimate round of sinterrogation, but the group was interrupted 
by the arrival of Phil, who was making the rounds. Phil was 
also in the ad sales department. Chip’s minimal but regular 
interactions with him consisted exclusively of the responses, 
“Great, how are you?” and “No, I don’t really follow sports.” 
There had been one instance of, “You too! See you Monday,” 
but he’d realized afterward that Phil had been talking to 
someone else.  

“Phil, you know Press, don’t you?” Chip presented the 
gentleman from Ohio.  

“Press! My man!” Phil chortled. “Go Buckeyes!” The two 
men punched their fists together.  

“It is good to find a fellow country boy out here in the big 
city,” Press said. Phil slapped his back.  

“Yeah, I hear that.” Phil looked Chip and Grover up and 
down, as though making a decision, then went for it. “I still 
can’t get over the way these people talk, you know? Like, 
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instead of saying ‘park your car in Harvard Yard,’ they say—” 
he paused for a second to get his “A” material right—“PAHK 
your CAH in Harvard YAHD.” He paused again to allow for 
the gales of laughter that emanated from his audience; in this 
case, Press. Grover and Chip nodded and smiled politely.  

“It’s like the letter R doesn’t exist!” he cackled. “Pahk 
your CAH!—Pahk your cah in HAHVAHDYAHD,” he finally 
remembered.  

Chip felt it seemed only polite to say something at that 
point.  

“Yeah, it’s a pretty thick accent,” he agreed.  
“Accent? It’s like a speech impediment!” crowed Phil.  
Chip didn’t really like the Boston accent. To his ears, it 

was grating and awkward. It sounded willfully provincial, and, 
in addition, Chip felt it was often applied with unnecessary 
thickness, as if to champion an unpopular birthright. He’d been 
coming around making peace with it and occasionally even 
finding it mildly charming. Unfortunately, Jack Wallace, with 
the malicious and incompetent nonsense he extruded every day 
in his thumb-tongued brogue, had effectively pumped the 
brakes on Chip’s progress toward linguistic tolerance.  

So, Chip had dog in this race without a finish line. But 
Phil was being boring and lame. Once again, Chip found 
himself justifying his attitude. He was simply a temp; a front-
desk receptionist with idle dreams of eventually doing 
something with his life. Expendable, disposable, invisible. No 
status, no role, no respect. He was at this event for the free 
drinks and the company of his invited guest, not to provide a 
laugh track for some rube from sales.  

But Timmy’s recent admonishments rose in his mind. 
Chip could hear her voice in his head; it was more articulate 
and forceful than that of his judgment—which, he felt, was 
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sitting behind the Timmy voice and nodding along in 
agreement.  

—The whole point is to get along. You don’t win any 
friends or favors by being negative. What do you care if this 
guy Press is kind of a douche? Who does it hurt? Why 
shouldn’t Phil laugh at the Boston accent—you make fun of it 
almost every day when you do your Jack Wallace impression.  

All of this was difficult to disagree with, objectively 
speaking. And Timmy’s voice sounded more authoritative than 
that of Chip’s judgment, whose tone had become somewhat 
muted of late, following years of being shushed into petulant 
silence or, more recently, simply drowned out with alcohol. So 
Chip took another sip from his drink.  

Grover, on the other hand, was under no judgment-based 
or Timmy-derived proscriptions. With a belch redolent of Bud 
Lite and pigs in a blanket, he turned to Press and said, “I think 
you two should take this act on the road. This dude’s got the 
killer Boston accent routine, and this guy’s a fiend for pussy. 
Seems like a lead pipe cinch to me, am I right, fellas?” Grover 
turned to Chip. “See, this guy keeps ‘em in stitches while this 
dude is wingman, picking up digits left and right. I mean,” he 
continued, surveying the room, “just look at all these fine-ass 
women here tonight. You’d have to be wearing a poop suit to 
dodge getting laid tonight.”  

Phil and Press looked first at each other, then, when 
Grover pointed to indicate the plethora of fine-ass women, they 
followed his finger. Their faces showed tipsy wheels turning as 
they tried to figure out whether they were being mocked or 
motivated.  

Chip downed the rest of his drink. Whichever way they 
ended up spinning it, he didn’t want to be around for the next 
scene. “Time for a fresh one, man,” he said, gripping his 
guitarist’s elbow. “Gentlemen, if you’ll excuse us?” 
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AND YOU AND ME ARE FREE TO BE YOU AND ME 

There was still no sign of Timmy. Chip had left Grover on 
a stool at a tall table near the bar, while he took a lap around 
the room in search of her. As he made his way back to where 
he’d left his guitarist, he saw that Grover was talking to the 
Max Factor. He was holding forth on a familiar topic, as Chip 
rejoined the table. 

“Most anyone will tell you: ‘Oh, I’m good at writing.’ It’s 
something that pretty much everyone thinks they can do,” 
Grover shrugged. “Well, maybe not everyone. But it’s a skill 
that the average person doesn’t put much stock in. The thing 
about writing a blog is that anyone can do it. It doesn’t take 
talent, direction, focus or experience. All it takes is a 
computer.” Chip smiled as Grover waggled his fingers across 
an imaginary keyboard.  

“And so what you have,” Grover continued, “is a wave of 
people who are now out there calling themselves ‘writers,’ 
when, in fact, what they’ve done is throw some observations 
online. A person with a food blog isn’t a ‘food writer.’ Sorry. 
You can be a food blogger if you want—no argument here. But 
there’s more to being a writer than just saying you’re a writer.”  

Hoping to get on the field before Grover scored more 
points than was polite, Chip waved a mute hello to the Max 
Factor and his guitarist, but neither of them were ready to turn 
their attention to him just then. Chip resigned himself to 
playing a watching and waiting game.  

“Take my website, right?” Grover went on, clearly on a 
roll. “I used a program that I borrowed from a friend to build it. 
Took me a couple days to make it look the way I wanted. Now 
that I’ve done it, let me ask you this: If I called myself a Web 
Designer, would you take me seriously? Would you respect 
that at all?”  
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The Max Factor looked uncertain. “Um,” she said. Chip 
leaned against the tall table and sipped his drink. The Max 
Factor didn’t seem to have an answer for Grover. Idly, Chip 
mused again about his theoretical chances with her. With 
Timmy still at large and his conscience tightly slipsy, the image 
of Maxine in the bathroom stall flickered, unsolicited but not 
unwelcome, back to life.  

 “Would you not,” Grover inquired, “feel compelled to 
call me on my bullshit and say, —Wait a second, Grover. You 
have no background in graphic design or web programming; 
you just threw together a personal website using a really easy 
entry-level program designed for people just like you, who 
have never done this before. How do you get to call yourself a 
Web Designer when there’s actually a set of skills and training 
involved in that field, that you haven’t even explored?”  

“But some ‘real’ writers that have blogs,” said the Max 
Factor. Chip nodded in assent. Things in the bathroom were 
starting to heat up. Maxine had turned around and, both arms 
extended, was leaning against the back of the stall. Her legs 
straddled the toilet, which had the effect of hiking her skirt up 
higher, revealing her panties. Boyshorts, Chip observed, 
approvingly. Returning to reality, Chip realized that he was 
staring at the bottom of the Max Factor’s dress, where it met 
her thighs. He looked away and hoped she hadn’t noticed.  

“Sure there are,” Grover agreed, his arms swinging out 
expensively, as if to draw the world of competent writers to his 
bosom. “But they were writers already. There’s a whole lot of 
people out there drawing pictures of their teacher during class. 
Doesn’t mean they’re artists, or that they deserve a show in a 
gallery—it just means they like to doodle.”  

Grover paused and took a sip from his drink. Chip made 
sure the stall’s door was locked and slowly approached the 
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Max Factor. He ran his fingers through her soft hair and felt 
hers on his zipper.  

“And I’m not saying there’s anything wrong with 
doodling, or blogging,” Grover said. “I’m just saying people 
should have a sense of perspective about what they’re doing. 
Don’t be putting on airs when you don’t need to. If you’re a 
food blogger or a movie blogger or a music blogger, that’s 
great. Go for it.”  

“Go for it,” Chip concurred, sloshing his drink toward the 
Max Factor. They shared a brief smile, beneath Grover’s 
notice. Chip felt awkward at being complicit in a secret smile 
with the Max Factor at Grover’s expense (and, he admitted, 
Timmy’s), but in the greater scheme of things, it felt like a 
forgivable transgression. He wondered if she were in the 
bathroom with him. Doubtful; more likely in the opulently 
plush bedroom of a South American villa with some publishing 
magnate. No, not the magnate; rather, his handsome son—the 
Max Factor was a few things, but an outright gold-digging 
opportunist wasn’t one of them. Or so Chip chose to believe, 
given his alcohol-driven charity toward humans at the moment.  

“Seriously—like, when you say you’re a blogger, I know 
what you mean,” Grover pursued. “But don’t try to tell me with 
a straight face that you’re a writer and expect me to respect that 
and treat you like you’ve achieved something or that you merit 
some kind of accolade—or that you’ve somehow gained some 
kind of elevated credibility, just because you have a blog. 
Come back to me when you’ve been evaluated by a teacher, or 
a publisher, or someone with a background in the field you’re 
blogging in—anyone with more qualifications than some 
dipshit in your comments section, or your circle of friends. 
There’s more to being a writer than just calling yourself one. 
There’s more to writing than putting words in a row and getting 
people to read them.” 
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“Totally, man,” said Chip, surfacing. “Look at Jackie 
Collins.”  

“Oh, Christ,” Grover said. “Look, I’m not saying that 
there aren’t bad writers. The bar is low, I’m not saying it’s not. 
But I’m not about to tug it down any further just to satisfy the 
ego of some narcissist with a thought and a computer. Fuck 
off.”  

“I write a blog,” said an editorial intern named Therry, 
who had wandered by and stopped to listen. Waifish, with pale, 
smooth skin and short-cropped dark hair, Therry wore black-
framed glasses that gave her the appearance of an androgynous 
gothic research assistant.  

“You don’t say,” said Grover. “What’s it about?”  
“Just my life and stuff. I write about my day and things I 

do, and my job, and stuff.”  
“So who reads it?” Grover asked.  
“My friends, I guess. My family. I don’t know, I never 

thought about it.”  
“So,” Grover continued, “if you don’t know who reads it, 

then why is it online? Why not just keep a personal diary?”  
Therry rolled her eyes. “Because it’s a blog? I mean… 

right? What’s the point of writing all that stuff down in a 
journal?”  

“Well, I agree with you there,” said Grover, earning a 
pleased smile from Therry. “But I still don’t understand the 
point of putting it online for anyone to read.”  

“But… why wouldn’t I?” she asked. “It’s just something 
to do. I mean, everyone does it. You don’t have a blog?”  

“Actually, no,” Grover said. “True story.”  
“Well, just because you don’t doesn’t mean everyone 

shouldn’t,” Therry huffed.  
“Actually, it does,” Grover said.  
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“True story,” said Chip. He realized that this was the kind 
of knee-jerk response that Timmy had spoken to him about, but 
Timmy wasn’t around, and after speaking with Press and Phil 
and Jack Wallace and Therry, Chip was getting tired of 
agreeing with people he found disagreeable.  

“Look,” said Grover, “what are you going to write about 
in your blog tonight?”  

“Well, I’ll probably say that I went out to this event and 
that I met a guy who said I shouldn’t write a blog.”  

“Okay,” Grover said. “Now, please don’t take this the 
wrong way; this is a serious question.” Therry nodded. “Who 
cares?” Grover asked.  

Therry blinked. “What do you mean?”  
“Easy, now,” Chip said.  
“I mean, seriously, who cares? Why would anyone care if 

you went somewhere and did something? A hundred years ago, 
people were going places and doing things without letting 
thousands of random people know what they were up to. In 
fact, less than five years ago they were still doing that. And we 
got some pretty good returns on that deal. A lot of inventors 
invented useful things. A lot of diseases got cured and a lot of 
good books, movies and music got written.”  

“It’s true,” Chip added. “Neither Orson Welles nor F. 
Scott Fitzgerald had blogs.”  

“Hard to believe,” the Max Factor murmured. “Such 
restraint.”  

Grover went on, ignoring the color commentary. “And 
nobody sat around their houses telling their friends and family 
and a bunch of anonymous strangers what they were gonna do, 
or what they did—people found out because —Hey, there’s 
this thing called a light bulb and when it’s dark out, I can flip 
this switch and make it light. They didn’t check Thomas Edison 
dot com to read about the sweet batch of butter his wife 
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churned this morning or how he felt about his neighbor who 
doesn’t mow his lawn. Thomas Edison was getting shit done.”  

“Well, I mean, I’m not going to invent a light bulb or 
anything,” Therry said. There was an awkward pause. Grover 
tugged at his collar and made his Rodney Dangerfield face at 
Chip.  

“What—I’m just saying that it’s not some kind of big 
deal,” Therry said. “I think you’re making too much out of it. 
The ways people read and write are changing. If you want to 
stand on the sidelines and criticize, that’s your prerogative. I 
personally just don’t see why.”  

“Well, once again, we agree,” said Grover. “It just seems 
to me that the standards and caliber of communication are both 
in decline and that rather than recognize this fact and try to 
address it, people are embracing it and distancing themselves 
from what qualitative standards actually mean, as part of our 
culture, in the grand scheme. Every day the internet becomes 
more pervasive and more people jump on board without 
looking back at what they’re leaving behind, and every day it’s 
harder to find complete sentences or coherent thoughts online.”  

“Well, not everybody on the internet can be expected to 
have a background in writing or whatever,” Therry said.  

“It’s frustrating how often you agree with me,” Grover 
said. “It almost makes me think you agree with me, even 
though I know you don’t.”  

“I think Grover’s problem is with people mistaking 
‘blogging’ for ‘writing,’ ” Chip offered. “Like, a good writer 
can write a good blog, but not all bloggers are good writers.” 
Suddenly, there was a knock at the stall’s door. He opened it to 
find Therry standing there, unbuttoning the collar of her blouse. 
He stepped back slightly to give her room, but she still 
squeezed against him on the way in. It was getting crowded in 
there, but Chip was okay with it.  
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“I just don’t see the difference between blogging and 
writing,” Therry insisted. “It’s the same thing.”  

“Maybe it is,” Grover said. “I’m just saying that it didn’t 
used to be; that people used to have to prove something to earn 
a title. But when a generation of kids grow up being told 
they’re ‘super just the way they are,’ and there’s ‘no wrong 
answer,’ and every student gets to be Student Of The Week and 
there’s a gigantic internet just waiting to hear their opinion on 
who should win American Idol, you’re right; there’s no reason 
to expect them to care about what I think, or why they 
shouldn’t just go ahead and call themselves whatever they 
decide to be.”  

Therry looked bewildered. “Well,” she said, “at least we 
agree on that, then.”  

“Hear, hear,” said Chip, raising his glass, which was 
nearly empty again. “Looks like we’ve got some common 
ground. I’ll drink to concord.”  

“Oh, is that where you’re from?” Therry asked Grover. 
Concord was a town within the vicinity of the Greater Boston 
Area.  

“Another round, man?” Chip interjected before Grover 
could respond. “Let’s get to the bar before they run out of 
anything you haven’t tried yet.” 

 
THE PROCESS OF MOVING OUT 

Three-fourths of the Good Luck Band were gathered in 
front of a row house as the sun rose over Allston, Boston’s 
infamous student ghetto. They sat on the steps, their eyes 
bleary and their consciousnesses foggy. The night before had 
been a late one, and the recovery process hadn’t really been 
able to get a foothold before Chip and Grover had been roused 
from their beauty sleep by the call of duty; specifically, to 
move Joe’s ex-girlfriend’s furniture, clothes and other assorted 
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possessions out of the apartment the couple had shared until 
three weeks before, when Joe had come home to find Stephanie 
naked in the kitchen with another drummer. 

Ike, who had work that day, was enviably excused. Chip 
and Grover stared, eyes half-open, at the empty van on the 
street in front of them, contemplating the ordeal to come. It 
wasn’t the heavy lifting or the moving itself that was such a 
daunting prospect; it was the fact that the date was September 
first.  

There are pros and cons to supporting a robust, thriving 
student population in one’s city. In the plus column are the 
jobs, the revenue sources, the cultural presence and, of course, 
the intrinsic intellectual-betterment aspects associated with 
education in general.  

On the minus side: the douchey bars, the beyond-capacity 
slumlord housing, the endless stream of transient residents with 
no vested interest in the community they inhabit; and, of 
course, all those cars. In short, the goddamn students.  

Boston is, to put it mildly, a college town. There are a 
half-dozen big-league schools of national and international 
renown, and around two score and seven  smaller schools with 
varying degrees of prominence—all in the business of 
importing students.  

Every September, when the new school year gets rolling, a 
crippling paralysis strikes the roads, streets and tiny side alleys 
of the greater Boston area in general and the student-saturated 
town of Allston in particular. The kids—bright-eyed, bushy (or 
whatever happens to be printed on the ass of their sweatpants)-
tailed, new, returning, incoming frosh/freshmen/”first-years,”  
frat pledges, five-year-planners, senioritis sufferers, grad 
students, trust-funders, jocks, dorks, artists, tomorrow’s 
astronauts, today’s asshats, someday-senators, future CEOS 
and the bros they’ll hire to make everyone miserable; plus, of 
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course, the odd celebrity—are all back. Most of them have 
brought their own car and every one of them needs a place to 
live, sleep, get laid, play video games, eat ramen noodles, 
study, write papers and learn about how to get along with, 
and/or bitch about, pain-in-the-ass roommates.  

And when the school year ends in June, there’s another 
run on rental vans, as the students move their belongings from 
their academic-year housing into wherever they’ll be living out 
the summer, whether it’s their parents’ house, their girlfriend’s 
house-swap in Harlem, their professor’s Cape Cod place, with 
the cats they’ll be watching while he’s in Europe, or that 
rathole around the corner from the laundromat where the 
landlord doesn’t care if they sleep four to a room. And on the 
morning of June first, there’s a hesitant pause as the sun comes 
up and the city cautiously looks around, followed by a long, 
drawn-out sigh of relief, when it’s clear that the assortment of 
infuriating interlopers have all completed their intricate 
circumnavigations out of, into and around the city’s 
neighborhoods and, the city hopes under its breath, back to 
where they goddamn came from.  

For this reason, nobody—nobody—with a lick of sense 
whatsoever will venture out behind the wheel of any vehicle 
onto the narrow streets of Allston on the last day of May or the 
first day of September unless circumstances offer no possible 
other viable alternative.  

Apparently, no possible viable alternatives existed for 
Joe’s ex-girlfriend, Stephanie. To hear her tell it, her new place 
was unavailable and inaccessible for love or money until 
eleven o’clock in the morning of the first day of the sixth 
month. No negotiations, no debate; no early entry, no special 
access privileges (something with which Stephanie was, 
herself, quite the old hand), no exceptions. Chip and Grover 
had discussed Stephanie’s contentions with shared skepticism 
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as to their veracity. Joe’s bandmates were familiar with 
Stephanie’s predilection for the path of least resistance. But her 
strength of will was formidable, as were her powers of 
persuasion, and so the matter had been essentially left on the 
table without further discussion.  

And so Grover had met Chip on his way over, and they’d 
found Joe sitting in front of what had been his old apartment 
building and was, as of that morning, set to be Stephanie’s old 
apartment building, too.  

It was a lovely morning, and the three young men enjoyed 
a pleasantly quiet moment of sunlit, bedraggled amiability. The 
concrete steps of the standard-issue Allston apartment building 
were already getting warm to the touch. The street was 
beginning to come to life.  

Here, a dude in a T-shirt with Greek letters stumbled out 
from between two buildings and heaved the remnants of the 
previous night’s hot dogs and cold brewskis onto a decrepit 
sofa that had been generously donated to the sidewalk by a 
departing resident; there, a Local University gal knelt next to 
someone’s modest front lawn and released a tiny, horrible dog 
from her purse to do its business. Consistent with the great 
Allstonian Circle of Life, neither paused for a heartbeat to 
regard the deposits they’d made into the ecosystem; they 
simply straightened up and resumed their morning’s 
constitutionals.  

Joe looked up at the sun and rose to go inside. “Lemme go 
get her,” he said.  

“Okay,” said Chip.  
“We’ll be here,” said Grover.  
Joe pulled out his keys and let himself into the front foyer. 

They heard him start trudging up to the second floor, his 
lethargic footsteps growing fainter as he climbed. Then there 



 

   139 

was relative silence again. The mad moving rush would begin 
soon, but for the moment, the street was relatively peaceful.  

Chip tugged a paperback Fitzgerald novel from his back 
pocket and listlessly flipped to where he’d left off reading on 
the way home from work the day before. He squinted at the 
page, but its sunlit glare was too much for his tender eyeballs.  

“What do you think Stephanie’s wearing right now?” he 
asked, letting the book fall to his side. Joe’s now-ex-girlfriend 
was, by any objective standard, one of the hottest girls any of 
the Good Luck Band had ever met (never mind dated, lived 
with, fingered or anything further along those lines). It was a 
rarely-mentioned point of tacit Joe envy.  

“Roadie jizz,” Grover replied, referring to Stephanie’s 
inclination to jump into the sack with anyone even remotely 
connected to show business.  

“Hmmm,” Chip replied. He leaned back, savoring a 
sudden breeze through his short, bedhead-matted hair. “But 
where? Face? Tits? Belly? Ass?”  

“Depends,” Grover opined, yawning. “If they met early in 
the evening, he would definitely be ready to put something in 
her mouth for a little peace and quiet. If it was later on, though, 
and he was drunk, then I’m thinking ass. On the other hand, if 
it was their second date, I’d say belly, since she’d probably 
insist on missionary.”  

“Mmmm. Face to face. She always was the romantic 
type,” Chip nodded. “Plus the whole laziness thing.”  

“Yeah,” said Grover. “I don’t see her as much of a girl-on-
top girl.”  

“Too much effort,” Chip agreed.  
Another leisurely silence passed between them. The day 

was warming up, and Chip was starting to feel more human. 
The idea of heavy lifting and a few dozen trips up and down a 
flight of stairs was starting to seem pleasantly restorative. 
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Therapeutic, even. Physical activity. Get the blood flowing. 
Move the meat, as his old gym teacher had put it.  

“I still don’t understand why Joe’s helping her move all 
her shit out,” Chip mused. “Seriously, what the fuck. She 
cheated on him—why’s Joe the one sleeping on shitty Allston 
couches?”  

“Hard to say,” said Grover. “Maybe none of them would 
have her.”  

“Too trashy for Allston,” Chip marveled. “Now that is an 
achievement.”  

Their sleepy exchange was interrupted by a lanky, black-
haired figure in tight black jeans and a snug black T-shirt, 
hastily exiting the building. Chip caught his profile as the guy 
hopped down the steps.  

“Mark?” Chip said.  
The figure slowed, turned without stopping. 
 “Oh—hey, man.” 
“Hey, Mark,” said Grover. “What’s going on? Didn’t 

know you lived here.”  
“Oh, I—uh,” Mark continued backing away. He didn’t 

seem to be looking at either of them. “Yeah, you know, I just, 
ah.” He waved diffidently and picked up his pace. “I gotta get 
to work, though. See you guys.”  

Chip turned to Grover. “Hey, you don’t—” He stopped, as 
Mark rounded the corner, disappearing.  

“No,” Grover said. “You don’t. You just fucking don’t. 
Man, I thought he had a little more class than that.”  

Mark Travers was a guy the Good Luck Band all knew. 
He drummed for a band they’d played with a few times, called 
Ass Country Pete. He’d been one of Joe’s roommates before 
Joe and Stephanie moved in together.  

Chip leaned back on his elbows, stunned, and mouthed the 
word “Wow,” silently.  
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Joe’s face appeared from the window above them.  
“I’m gonna buzz you in.”  
“Okay!” Chip called.  
They mounted the second floor, found the apartment’s 

door open and walked in. Stephanie was putting bottles and 
cartons from the refrigerator into a paper bag. The rest of the 
premises she had shared with Joe, until he’d vacated them 
following her oral transgression, were surprisingly tidy. It was 
an Allston apartment after the traditional style, complete with 
all standard-issue essentials: the Goodwill couch of 
indeterminate vintage, with non-matching throw pillows to 
offset its flagging springs; the yard-sale coffee table, whose 
lightly faded rings flaunted a laissez-faire attitude toward 
coasters on the part of its many owners; the appalling bronze-
accented wood and porcelain lamp, a blandly fascinating relic 
of a decor aesthetic sadly but inevitably extinct (and, on the 
mantel of the non-working fireplace, its shop-project step-
sibling, jaggedly protruding with “artistic” spiky high-school 
highlights composed of whatever sheet metal fragments and 
stray shards of wood had been in the scrap box that day) and, 
of course, the hand-me-down sideboard, atop which sat the 
stereo and the television and within which were the stuffed, 
stashed and shoved artifacts of a decade of renters, fading, 
ephemeral and forgotten.  

A large pile of boxes, plastic garbage bags and luggage, 
all filled near to bursting, were piled up near the door. Chip 
was glad and surprised to see that Stephanie had, at least, done 
her part of the job. His expectation had been more along the 
lines of finding Stephanie asleep on her couch and getting 
yelled at for waking her up before they’d even gone out to pick 
up some damn boxes.  

“Hi, guys,” she called, brightly. Her long, dark hair was 
pulled back into a loose ponytail. She was wearing a low-cut, 
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backless top, a garment whose popularity Chip had been 
observing with appreciation as the weather in the greater 
Boston area grew warmer and the young women of the town 
shook off their winter doldrums in favor of the fresh, free-
wheeling garb of spring, some of which, like Stephanie’s, 
clearly indicated a braless presentation. While potently aware 
of her physical allure, especially from the rear—cutoff short-
shorts also being in vogue that season—Chip still held her 
betrayal against her, no matter what else he might have liked 
to.  

“Hi, Stephanie,” he mumbled.  
“Hey, Steph!” Grover bellowed. “Hey, we saw Mark on 

the way out!”  
Stephanie rolled her eyes and looked away. “Such a pain 

in the ass,” she said, returning her attention to the perishables. 
Chip wasn’t sure if she meant Mark or Grover. It was probably 
a pain in the ass day for her all around, he figured. Richly-
deserved, of course, in his opinion. He admired Joe for doing 
the gentlemanly thing in helping her move, but he still didn’t 
see the reasoning behind why it should be a pain in the ass day 
for Joe—or for Grover, or himself, for that matter.  

Joe was already heading downstairs with an armload of 
boxes. Chip grabbed a couple of garbage bags, crammed full of 
clothes or sheets or trashy lingerie and followed him. Grover 
was behind Chip, dutifully sharing the load. Repeated, this 
process went on for some time. 

________________ 
 
 “I think that’s it,” said Stephanie. They were congregated 

outside the building again, Stephanie’s keys jingling in her 
fidgeting hand. Joe’s van was packed with her furniture and 
personal items. “You know how to get there?” she asked Joe. 
Joe nodded. 
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“That’s it?” Stephanie said. “I don’t even get a ‘Yes’?”  
“Yes,” said Joe. “It’s behind Twin Donut, on the side 

closer to the Silhouette. I know how to get there. Yes.”  
Stephanie sighed. “You know, this never would have 

happened if you would just talk to me,” she said.  
“This never would have happened if you hadn’t fucked 

Trevor,” said Joe.  
Stephanie’s eyes went wide. “Jesus, I didn’t fuck him!” 

she shouted. “How many times do I have to tell you?”  
“Oh, right,” Joe replied. “Sorry. I get my esses and effs 

mixed up sometimes.”  
“Fuck you,” Stephanie said, storming off toward her car.  
“That was an eff,” Joe said to her back. “Got that one.” He 

got into the driver’s seat of his van. Chip and Grover buckled 
up, and Joe pulled out into the narrow street, now more 
crowded with cars and small moving vans. “It’s kind of like the 
Declaration of Independence,” Joe went on. “Have you ever 
seen the original copy? It starts out with these lines talking 
about ‘the courfe of human eventf’ and ‘the purfuit of 
happineff.’ I guess it just sorta sticks with you. Suck, fuck; who 
can keep it straight?”  

“I called her ‘Ftessanie” the first few times I met her,” 
Chip offered.  

“I always thought that broad had a lot of claff,” said 
Grover. “Forry to fee her go.”  

The van progressed toward its destination, stopping 
frequently to wait for cars, trucks or other vans to move out of 
the way—or not, which required reversing and detours. They 
all knew that the longer it took, the worse it would get, but 
there was no way to fight it: It was just a law of nature. When 
the moving-day gods decreed, they would arrive at their 
Allston destination; not a moment before. 

________________ 
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 “Finally,” Grover said. The three bandmates sat inside the 

van, sweltering and shirtless. More than two hours had passed 
since they’d begun their journey; they had traveled the better 
part of two miles (at least a third of which distance Chip knew 
had taken them unnecessarily out of their way, via one of Joe’s 
notoriously circuitous shortcuts). 

“Is that the place?” Chip asked.  
“Yeah,” said Joe, his eyes on the number of the building 

in front of which the van had come to rest. The side street on 
which they’d found Stephanie’s new apartment was relatively 
empty at that moment; there were a couple of trucks further 
down, both parked in driveways. Perhaps, Chip thought, they’d 
somehow managed to crest the peak moving-in/moving-out 
time; or maybe it was just lunchtime and they were actually in 
the eye of its hurricane. Or maybe they were in the Twilight 
Zone. Whatever the reason, there was a pretty clear stretch of 
street in front of them, which Chip noticed Joe scrutinizing.  

“You don’t need to find a spot, do you, man?” he asked. 
“Isn’t that the driveway right here?”  

Joe said, “You guys get out and open the back doors. I’ll 
be out in a second.”  

Chip looked at Grover, who grunted and hopped out. Chip 
did the same. They went around to the back of the van and 
propped open the doors. Chip moved to the side of the van and 
started the airport parking routine, pretending he had light-
wands in his hands and beckoning Joe back toward the 
driveway.  

The van’s engine revved suddenly and before Chip had 
time to be scared enough to jump out of the way, Joe was 
racing in the opposite direction, up the street.  

“What the fuck?” Grover said. They watched the van 
come to a stop at the end of the block.  
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“Dude,” said Chip. “…?” 
They could see Joe’s head above his seat through the back 

of the van. He made a small adjustment to the rear-view mirror, 
then they saw his hand drop to the gear shift. The van’s reverse 
lights glowed white.  

“Holy shit,” Grover said. “Get the fuck out of the way!”  
“What?” said Chip, but his ex-bouncer guitarist was 

already busy exerting a practiced grip-and-hustle on Chip’s 
shoulders and belt as the van roared back down the street 
toward them. The last thing Chip saw before he was deftly 
planted on the safety of the sidewalk were Joe’s eyes in the 
rear-view mirror, intense with concentration.  

Joe shot past them and Chip heard squealing brakes as he 
approached the house. The van came to an almost-complete 
stop at the driveway; the sharply-angled concrete slope finished 
the job, cutting Joe’s momentum abruptly short. The resulting 
impact shot the van’s contents onto the driveway and the 
sidewalk in a jumbled, rainbow-hued spray of liquor store 
boxes, garbage bags, color-coordinated luggage and the odd 
stuffed animal, lamp or conversation piece. Stephanie’s room, 
along with assorted extraneous possessions, lay in a fairly tight 
pattern, emanating from the back of the van. As Chip and 
Grover watched, impressed and dumbfounded, another box 
flew out from between the doors (Captain Morgan Spiced 
Rum, halfheartedly sealed with Scotch tape), followed by a 
throw pillow (taupe and sage) and a rubber-banded bundle of 
mismatched silverware that burst into a jangling cloud of 
shrapnel on impact with the pavement.  

“Huh.” Surveying the flume of domestic detritus, Grover 
nudged a CD with the toe of his boot. “I didn’t know Stephanie 
was into the Dave Matthews Band.”  
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Joe grimaced as he stepped out of the back of the van and 
sat on its bumper. “It was a constant source of friction,” he 
said, lighting a cigarette.  

“Hey, you got your esses and effs back!” said Chip. 
“That’s awesome, man.”  

“Thanks, affhole,” said Joe. 
 

POWERED BY LOVE 
Chip’s pickups (the parts of the bass that pick up the 

sound of the strings) required batteries. This could cause—and 
had—catastrophically show-stopping results if he forgot to 
change them before they fizzled out. The attentiveness to his 
bass that this demanded didn’t fit well with Chip’s laissez-faire 
philosophy regarding being in a punk band, but the fact was, 
those “active pickups” (as they’re known in the industry) gave 
his fairly lightweight bass a much heavier sound than non-
battery-powered pickups would. Chip had no interest in buying 
a heavier bass (which would provide a heavier sound without 
batteries) and was more than willing to stain his otherwise 
fairly untainted hands-off attitude toward his instrument and 
concede to replace its batteries every so often, when it occurred 
to him that it might be time to do so. 

Chip’s attitude toward his bass infuriated Ike, who only 
once said anything about it. After reaching a level of 
proficiency with which he was comfortable, Chip never 
(literally, ever) practiced playing it at home. “Practice is for 
practice,” he told his housemates and Timmy, as well as a few 
non-band-related friends. He never said this around his band, 
especially not Ike. Ike, however, knew for a fact that Chip 
never touched his bass unless he was in the practice space. Ike 
knew this because he was a musician and Chip was clearly not. 
The fact that Ike never mentioned that he knew his friend never 
practiced related more to his own philosophy about being in a 



 

   147 

punk band than to his friendship with Chip (if, indeed, it ever 
reached the level of conscious thought).  

Friendships are different from bandmate relationships. A 
friend can drive his friends up a wall; a bandmate is exempt 
from certain standards against which “real” friends are held. If 
your drummer is a pain in the ass about where you put your 
beer and talks incessantly about how great Ted Nugent is, you 
just learn to play a few bars of “Stranglehold” or “Wang Dang 
Sweet Poontang,” never bring up bow-hunting or 
Libertarianism, and make sure you use a coaster. But if your 
best friend starts with that shit, you have to have a 
conversation. Things will get “heavy,” and “issues” will need 
to be “ironed out,” or else there’ll be “awkwardness.” Being in 
a band is a great way to have a bunch of friends you don’t have 
to care about in the ways you have to care about non-band 
friends. You see them every week at practice, talk about the 
things that you all find interesting, get a little drunk, make 
music and then go home to real life.  

Of course, it’s not that simple across the board; there’s a 
spectrum. Some bands are closer than others; some bands are 
made up of people who can’t stand each other and some bands 
are made up of spouses. At these extremes, there will always be 
“issues,” no matter what; this is why Chip had always found 
the Good Luck Band ideal: no issues. No soap opera, no drama. 
The four of them all liked each other immensely, but he was 
generally ready to leave their company at the end of the 
afternoon (or evening). Ike and Joe lived in the house where 
they practiced; in the odd, idle moment, Chip wished he did, 
too—but for the most part, he was just as happy to have 
somewhere else to go. He and Ike had lived together for a short 
time after college and Chip figured he’d be okay with that—but 
the idea of living with Grover or Joe, who he knew so well in 
certain ways but who, in so many other ways, were utter 
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strangers, was a mystery he was content to leave 
uninvestigated.  

Chip’s blissful lack of awareness as to the irritation he 
caused Ike by never practicing was punctured only once. There 
were four knobs on Chip’s bass; treble output, bass output and 
one each for the two pickups’ gain levels. Chip knew this 
because he’d had Ike assess the bass at the store before buying 
it, and early on, Ike had demonstrated what each knob did. 
Later, using bi-lingual stickers from a wall-mounted shower 
gadget that dispensed certain liquid bathing products (a 
housewarming gift that Ike’s then-girlfriend had given them 
when Ike and Chip had moved in together), Chip had labeled 
the knobs SOAP, SHAMPOO, CONDITIONER and LOCÍON.  

Some time after that—long after they’d moved out of the 
apartment with the dispenser in their shower—Ike asked Chip 
about his bass sound.  

“Are you using more bridge pickup or neck?”  
“Um,” Chip said. He knew that he should know the 

answer to this question. He also knew that, ideally, his pickup 
knobs should be set to emphasize the bridge pickup, since 
that’s how his bass sounded the best. Unfortunately, he wasn’t 
sure which knob controlled which pickup (or bass, or treble) 
and had no idea whether turning one clockwise or counter-
clockwise would increase or decrease the level of whatever 
level it was adjusting.  

Chip stalled, fumbling with one of the knobs. They were 
set in a diamond pattern, making it hard to tell which pair was 
more or less likely to be the two pickup knobs.  

“More bridge, I think,” he stalled. At least he had the 
answer right.  

“It doesn’t sound like it,” Ike said, watching Chip try each 
knob with growing exasperation. Over and over, Chip thumped 
the heavy E string on his bass, then twisted a different knob.  
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“I think it’s—” 
“Jesus Christ,” Ike said, disgusted. “Learn your 

instrument!”  
This struck Chip as somewhat unfair, since what the knobs 

did had nothing to do with his skill at playing bass; he felt he’d 
learned to play it pretty well by that point. It wasn’t until some 
time later that he realized Ike had been completely fair—and 
remarkably tactful, too. Looking back, he had a feeling there 
were a few other choice points Ike had abstained from making, 
as well as a number of very reasonable swears he had left out. 
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PART TWO: BAND VS. ROAD 
 
SEE YOU IN SEPTEMBER 

Or thereabouts. Chip had moved on from the front desk at 
Local Magazine, but not from the tender embrace of its 
manager editor, Timmy, with whom he was still, as the old 
folks say, “going steady.” No, wait; the old folks say, “You 
never can tell.” But old folks are notoriously unpredictable. 
C’est la vie. 

Whatever the case, things had gotten a little tense around 
the office; Timmy’s insistence on keeping their affair under 
wraps had lasted through a surprisingly lengthy stretch of 
months, during which they found themselves canoodling in 
shadowy corners, kissing in empty corridors and cuddling on 
subway cars. It was on one of the latter that they were spotted 
by a friendly, if nosy, co-worker, who, they both knew, could 
be counted on to keep their secret safe for as long as it took to 
get to their stop; on reaching street level after leaving their 
fellow Local Magazine employee to his evening commute, 
Timmy’s cell phone rang almost immediately, and it became 
clear that their excitingly secret little jig was, in fact, up. 

The result of going public, albeit inadvertently, was that 
office awareness of their interactions spiked sharply. Whether 
separately or together, Timmy and Chip started to feel 
themselves under tacit but relentless observation as they went 
about their daily routines. Lunchtime, hitherto an entertaining 
game of romantic espionage, involving code-words, 
clandestine rendezvous and pre-arranged locations, became a 
mundane daily operation, the general object of which was to be 
overt rather than covert. Chip could tell that Timmy was irked 
by her co-workers’ assumption (or, as she termed it, 
“presumption”) that she would be eating every day with Chip, 
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and he opted not to comment as the frequency of their mid-day 
meet-ups dropped off. He was still thrilled to be dating the cool 
editor of Local Magazine and was willing to forgive her 
distaste for being seen as the temp’s paramour (or vice versa).  

With all this in mind, however, Chip had decided that he 
was ready to withdraw from the high-falutin’ hustle and 
bourgeois bustle of the magazine and had dutifully notified his 
temp agency of his interest in exploring other options.  

Chip had also moved out of the apartment he’d shared 
with Kris and Jennie. He’d grown tired of scrambling to 
complete his share of the general housekeeping duties before 
his housemates had to “check in” about them and was starting 
to find living with people more irritating than enjoyable. He’d 
also been less than overjoyed at his housemates’ decision to get 
a new cat. Chip had willingly signed on for a cat when he 
moved in with them; the cat they’d owned at the time. Scout 
was a fine cat. Good-natured, self-reliant. Not needy, kept to 
himself. Chip (and, indeed, Scout) had had a harder time 
learning to love Sunflower, an adorable Persian longhair, 
whose long, white hairs started to find their way into and onto 
any and every article of clothing he owned.  

It would be some time before he realized that his own 
household habits and demeanor had made it difficult for his 
housemates to enjoy his own company much, either, by the 
end, and that it probably would have been better for all 
concerned if he’d either swept up the kitchen and cleaned the 
bathroom with greater frequency (and with less foot-dragging 
foreplay), or moved out much sooner.  

Finding a place of his own, on his fairly limited means, 
had been a challenge, but Chip had managed. His new living 
situation was almost certainly illegal—or, at the very least, not 
up to code. Optimistically described in the newspaper listing as 
a “garden apartment,” Chip’s quarters were indeed below 
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ground, part of a semi-unfinished basement in an otherwise 
fairly nice house. Boasting a tiny bathroom with a working 
shower, the space also featured a short, narrow hallway with a 
sink and a stove, as well as a pair of tiny windows that allowed 
daylight and outside air to make their presence known, without 
actually asserting themselves into the musty, dingy 
environment in any meaningful way. Chip loved it.  

With Local Magazine behind him, Chip was crossing off 
his summertime days in the employee benefits department of 
Fancypants University. Still a temp, he was finding that the 
vagaries of the office world were as unpredictable and 
unappealing as ever. The (cosmetically) eccentric atmosphere 
and (inarguably) lax professional demands of his role at Local 
Magazine had served to blur his memory of the by-the-book, 
black-and-white regimens and tedium that his temp placements 
usually entailed. The Fancypants work environment was 
proving a powerful reminder of what he had allowed himself to 
forget, and what he had promised himself he would someday 
escape.  

Plans and projections for the Good Luck Band’s 
spectacular world tour of the American Midwest were 
becoming more tangible with every passing day, as was Chip’s 
enthusiasm for their looming fruition. They continued to 
practice every Tuesday and Saturday. 

 
YES, CHIP, THERE IS A HELL ON EARTH 

The office in which Chip worked was unremarkable. 
While it was on the ground floor of one of the larger 
Fancypants University office buildings, it was essentially a 
street-level storefront operation. Next to a broad display 
window, whose shade was always closed, its front door opened 
into a narrow passageway leading to the benefits office 
window, which was open only in strict accordance with the 
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timetable overseen by Amarilla Cuhse, the department’s 
supervisor. 

Amarilla, also Chip’s current boss, called this window 
“The Booth,” and she took great pleasure in closing it; 
particularly when there was a line, or even a single person, 
waiting in front of it. “Office hours are office hours,” was her 
credo. “Lunch breaks are mandated by my contract and I will 
not risk creating a legal liability situation for Fancypants 
University just because someone couldn’t manage to get here 
before we close.”  

Chip, who was all too familiar with the concept of “lunch 
hour” from the other side of The Booth, had more sympathy for 
the stragglers. While Amarilla spent her lunch hour at her desk, 
ignoring her telephone and, from what he could tell, combing 
the internet for celebrity gossip, Chip, like most people he 
knew, regularly found himself forced to squeeze personal 
errands into his thirty-minute lunch break. Trips to the bank, 
the post office, minor shopping errands and other varying 
demands of low appeal but high importance often required the 
lunch break to take on more than its job description indicated.  

The fact that Amarilla’s attitude was more DMV than Ivy 
League perplexed him; he couldn’t see why a fairly cushy job 
at a highly esteemed university should engender the same kind 
of passive-aggressive behavior he had encountered in 
workplaces with far more plentiful excuses for discontent and 
malicious, antisocial backlash. He chalked it up to the 
probability that people are unhappy everywhere and some 
people are determined to be unhappy no matter where they are.  

At the moment, Chip was unhappy. He had just returned 
from the restroom that the benefits office crew shared with the 
rest of the offices on the building’s first floor. Chip was more 
than unhappy; he was stunned.  
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He sat down at his desk and spun slowly in his chair to 
face Dawn, the only other employee in the small office. She 
was a few years his senior and had been working for Amarilla 
for almost two years. She and Amarilla had a warily arms-
length relationship. Early on, Amarilla had methodically tested 
her new hire, exploring her limits and assessing pressure 
points. Chip didn’t know exactly what had transpired, but his 
boss had apparently learned precisely how far Dawn could be 
pushed; mediation had been mandated and union leverage 
applied. Dawn’s position had been preserved and now the two 
of them interacted with a formality of address that was so 
potently artificial and masked their mutual animosity so 
ineffectively, that Chip sometimes wanted to climb under his 
desk.  

Naturally, he and Dawn had become fast allies in their 
amusement, irritation and bewilderment at Amarilla’s approach 
to her job. Her habit of communicating with them almost 
entirely via e-mail, despite the fact that their office was so 
small that they could all almost reach out and touch one 
another, was a daily source of bemusement. The hoity-toity, 
exclusionary way she started conversations in Latin with 
various professors was as awkwardly hilarious as the 
professors’ uncomfortable responses. She was as oblivious to 
their hurried efforts to extract themselves from her 
conversation as they were to her primary objective of proving 
to her staff that she was a better person than they were.  

In this case, however, his boss had nothing to do with 
Chip’s disconcerted state of mind. “I just…” he started to 
speak, the stopped.  

“You just what?” Dawn asked. “If this is a story about an 
awesome bathroom experience, I’m all set.”  

“No, no,” Chip said. “No. It’s less awesome than that. 
More gruesome, actually. I’ve just seen…” Again, words failed 
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him. “I have never seen anything so horrible in a men’s room 
before, Dawn. It’s almost like a piece of artwork. I can’t 
imagine how it happened.”  

“How what happened?” Dawn demanded. “Geez, Chip, 
this buildup is killing me.”  

“In one of the men’s room stalls,” Chip said, slowly. “It’s 
like someone shot a rifle full of shit against the back wall.”  

Dawn took it in. Her face registered distaste, but not 
shock.  

“Well, that’s pretty unpleasant,” she said.  
“ ‘Unpleasant’? It’s horrifying,” Chip said. He had stood 

in front of the spectacle for a full half-minute, unable to believe 
that what he was looking at was actually real. The fecal spray 
had dried and caked on to the wall in an effect that recalled the 
stucco ceilings of one of his childhood homes. The smell was 
perceptible but not overwhelming. Chip was struck by the fact 
that the toilet seat itself was relatively untouched. Apart from 
some flecks of shrapnel near the back, it was still as snowy 
white as the day it had left the factory. And the bowl was 
empty. The author of the piece had clearly been sufficiently 
self-aware to complete the standard wipe/flush procedure.  

“It looks like a Jackson Pollock vision of diarrhea,” Chip 
said. “Never mind how it actually was done, which I still can’t 
fathom; I just can’t believe that someone would do that.”  

“Well, guys are gross,” Dawn said.  
“That’s true,” Chip admitted. “There is a higher overall 

level of comfort with the scatological among us.”  
“And the self-centered and inconsiderate.”  
“Hey, come on, I’m right here.”  
“Present company excepted, of course,” Dawn waved. “I 

was just thinking of my ex-husband, for some reason.”  
“It makes me think of that sign you see in bathrooms 

sometimes; usually in the free-for-all male-female ones. ‘If you 
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sprinkle while you tinkle, be a sweetie and wipe the seatie.’ 
You know?”  

“I’m familiar,” Dawn conceded, sipping her coffee.  
“It just baffles me how that sign is even needed, or how 

it’s useful,” Chip went on. “Like, men lift the seat, so they 
don’t sprinkle, and ladies sit down, so they don’t sprinkle. So 
what’s the reasoning there?”  

Dawn looked at Chip.  
“Are you joking?” she asked. “Usually I can tell, but I’m 

not sure if this is sarcasm or serious.”  
“Serious,” Chip said, befuddled. “Don’t get it.”  
“Wow,” Dawn said, then sighed. “Okay, Chip. I am going 

to let you in on something that I guess I assumed everyone 
knew. Actually, it’s a couple of things, one of which you really 
should know. How old are you, now?” She asked, then 
gestured to his desk. “Never mind. Why don’t you have a 
seat?”  

Chip did as directed, glancing briefly at the door to 
Amarilla’s office. It was still closed.  

“Okay,” he said.  
“Okay, Chip,” Dawn began. “Here’s the deal. Part one: 

Men do not always lift the seat. In fact, they often do not. At 
home, I imagine most do—but I feel sorry for the countless 
wives and girlfriends who have to live with guys who don’t. 
And I know those guys exist,” she said, seeing Chip’s 
expression. “From experience.”  

Chip raised his palms, granting the point.  
“So, yes,” Dawn went on. “There is often a light 

sprinkling of precious little dewdrops on any given toilet seat 
when we ladies find it. Which brings me to the second thing I 
have to tell you, even though it’s probably obvious now: For a 
variety of reasons, many women prefer not to let their tushes 
contact the toilet seat in general. Especially outside the home, 
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since, as we’ve just covered, there is often clear evidence that 
someone has pissed on it.”  

“Fair enough, I guess,” Chip said. “But I was talking 
about unisex bathrooms. But if it’s strictly the ladies’ room, 
this isn’t an issue, right?”  

“How many women have you known in your life, Chip?” 
Dawn asked.  

“Um, a lot?”  
“If I asked you how many of those women had the same 

level of scatological comfort as the men you’ve known, what 
would you say? None, some, most or all?”  

“Um,” said Chip. “I think I see what you’re saying.” 
“Do you?” Dawn prompted.  
“You’re saying that there are women who don’t ever want 

to sit on any toilet seat, because there might have been pee on it 
at some point.”  

“Very good.”  
“But—what’s the alternative, then?”  
“That’s where that sign comes in,” Dawn explained. “The 

sprinklers are often as likely to be women as men. Some 
women hover—they brace themselves against the walls of the 
stall. Some women straddle; feet on either side of the bowl. 
Some prefer to squat on the seat itself.”  

“No!” Chip tried to picture it. “Aw, Dawn; really?”  
“It’s true, Chip,” Dawn said, gently. “I’m sorry you had to 

find out this way.”  
“So, but, wait,” Chip said. He’d found a flaw. “If all the 

women would just sit down instead of squatting or hovering or 
straddling—no more sprinkling, right? Then everyone’s good 
and everyone can sit!”  

Patiently, Dawn said, “Let me ask you again, Chip: How 
many women have you known in your life?”  

“But—” 
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“And how many of those women can you imagine simply 
refusing to sit on a toilet that someone else has sat on—all, 
most, some, or none?”  

“Well, not ‘none,’ I guess,” said Chip. “But it seems like 
if everyone could just agree to not sprinkle, then all you ladies 
could just sit wherever.”  

Dawn chuckled. “I’ll bring it up at the next convention,” 
she said. “But don’t get your hopes up.”  

Chip sat silently for a moment.  
“So men must squat, too,” he said. “I just got it. I couldn’t 

see how all that shit got on the wall behind the toilet itself, but 
now… I can picture it.” He shivered.  

“I feel like I just told you there’s no Santa Claus, Chip,” 
Dawn said. “I’m sorry. I hate to see you lose your innocence 
like this at—how old are you, again?”  

“Yeah, yeah,” Chip said. “If there’s one thing I keep 
learning, it that it’s never too late to get more cynical.” 

 
JUDGE CHIP HODGES 

The sand in his lunch break’s half-hourglass trickling 
toward its conclusion, Chip aimed his leisurely stroll back 
toward work. His back throbbed slightly with the fading 
imprint of the park bench on which he’d spent the last twenty 
minutes and his back pocket bulged with the Eric Ambler 
paperback he was in the midst of re-reading. And his 
conscience buzzed vaguely at him for having spent two-thirds 
of an hour’s wages on his afternoon meal. Given that his lunch 
time was personal time, not company time, that ratio didn’t 
make for appealing math, fiscally speaking. He tried to work it 
out. 

1 hour’s wages (current rate of pay; net) minus 2/3 
(burrito) plus negative 30 minutes (unpaid lunch break) 
equals… An imaginary number, with a value somewhere 
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between “You know you can’t do this every day, right?” and 
“So delicious.”  

Chip gave up. But with a stomach comfortably full of 
burrito and a mouth still warm with the lingering flavors of 
garlic, jalapeño and cilantro—three of his favorite things—
Chip felt at ease with the world and at peace with his 
surroundings. Which, counter-intuitively, was often the point at 
which he found himself more acutely aware of his environment 
and inclined to take his fellow men and women more 
stringently to task for their impositions on it.  

Chip was a firm believer in what he had heard termed “the 
social contract,” which he took to refer to the implicit 
agreement among citizens of the human family to behave with 
the overall betterment of humanity as their fundamental 
motivational core, underpinning the smooth operation of its 
daily interweaving locomotion and its consistent progress 
forward. For Chip, the Golden Rule was a decent start. He 
admitted that his version of it—”Do unto everyone as I would 
do if I were running things”— was more simplistic and less 
universal, but he stood by it. He simply appreciated the blissful 
beauty of the world in its accordance with his vision of perfect 
order and perceived every slight against that order with the 
deep-seated passion of a vigilante.  

Chip knew that he wasn’t an optimist; he thought of 
himself as a positively-inclined realist. Unless somehow 
predisposed otherwise, Chip tended to expect that anyone he 
met was as straightforward and empathetic as he himself 
aspired to be. He was often right—partially, mostly or 
completely; but he was also proven wrong on occasion, which 
never failed to surprise him. When people behaved 
inappropriately—according to his criteria—Chip was always 
taken aback.  
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As cynically as he came across in his demeanor and the 
attitude he assumed in his everyday interactions with his fellow 
men and women, in his heart, Chip lived in a Norman 
Rockwell world of good intentions and keeping an eye out on 
behalf of the other guy. When this world was bruised by 
interlopers who failed to follow basic protocols of decency and 
fair play, Chip was always dismayed first and then irritated. 
The fact that, over the course of his twenty-six years, the 
interlopers had pretty clearly met or surpassed in quantity the 
members of Chip’s society who met with his satisfaction, had 
yet to significantly impact his staunch and deeply-rooted world 
view—probably because he took these things on a case-by-case 
basis and also, due to his undiagnosed ADD, Chip wasn’t in the 
habit of retaining the kinds of specific details that would, in 
time, describe a statistical curve.  

A BMW jerked to a halt in front of Chip to avoid 
knocking over a pedestrian in the crosswalk. From behind the 
windshield, the BMW’s driver swore into his cell phone and 
looked fiercely at the pedestrian, who was still clearly stunned 
and recovering from her narrow escape. Chip judged the car’s 
driver, both for his cell phone use behind the wheel and for his 
status-based choice of an unnecessarily expensive automobile. 
In Chip’s opinion, spending more money on a car than it took 
to buy something reliable with good mileage was a decision 
that reflected misguided priorities.  

Two middle-aged, dark-skinned women, speaking what 
sounded to Chip like Haitian Creole, pushed large strollers past 
him, one of which contained a matched set of twins. All three 
of the toddlers were white. Chip judged the parents of the 
children for having more children than they could clearly be 
bothered with, as well as for the exorbitant size of the strollers 
and the space they took up on the sidewalk. 
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A bicyclist whipped past him and Chip registered a mental 
endorsement of her mode of transport and of her flawless 
posterior; he was forced to rescind the former, however, when 
she turned a corner and mounted the sidewalk. People who 
rode on the sidewalk, he firmly believed, were thoughtless 
creeps who gave bicyclists in general a bad name. He judged 
the bicyclist for setting a bad example and for wanting it both 
ways; the freedom and fun of the bike ride without the risks 
entailed in riding on the street. He gave her hindquarters time 
off for good behavior.  

A black-T-shirted boy in his middle teens passed Chip, a 
wallet chain swinging between his belt and his pocket. The T-
shirt bore the logo of a band called My Chemical Romance. 
Chip judged the boy for poor musical taste and trend-driven 
wallet selection.  

From down the street, Chip noticed a waggling, triangular, 
fluorescent orange flag, about the size of a large piece of pizza. 
After a moment’s befuddlement, he placed it: The self-
identifying safety flag of a recumbent bicyclist. Sure enough, 
the recumbent bicyclist was revealed as he came into view 
from between two parked cars. Chip was utterly unsurprised to 
see that the man looked to be in his mid-forties and sported a 
salt-and-pepper beard/ponytail combo that rivaled the body 
language of his reclining position for the title of “Smuggest 
Aspect of a Smug Asshole.” Chip judged him for riding a 
bicycle that could only be termed patently unsafe for city use, 
by any objective standards.  

He also judged the Cantabridgian post-hippie, neo-yuppie, 
free-spirited San-Francisco-East aesthetic that the man used his 
hair and bike to flaunt. There was not a doubt in Chip’s mind 
that the recumbent bicyclist was a reader—or worse, a writer—
of poetry in coffee shops. He was sure that there was a loose 
amalgamation of girls somewhere in the area, freshly graduated 
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from college and fond of meeting to enjoy an afternoon cup of 
coffee together, who would all recognize, with light 
exasperation and a roll of the eyes, the pedaling recliner as 
“Ugh, that guy.”  

An SUV drove past Chip and stopped at a traffic light. 
Chip judged the driver for owning an SUV, a vehicle he found 
inherently objectionable from bumper to bumper. He noticed 
an assortment of labels on its rear and judged the driver again 
for excessive use of bumper stickers. Putting one on a car was 
permissible, in Chip’s eyes, although he had never seen one 
he’d actually want to use on a car of his own, should he ever 
acquire one. But putting more than one bumper sticker on any 
given car bordered on the inexcusable.  

My mind wandered & never came back!  
“When the power of love overcomes the love of power 

then we will be free” —Jimi Hendrix 
Cool as a Moose 
My other car is a bicycle 
We are not human beings having a spiritual experience, 

we are spiritual beings having a human experience.  
Visualize whirled peas 
And, of course, the precious, deathless classics: 
It will be a great day when our schools have all the money 

they need and the Air Force has to hold a bake sale to buy a 
bomber. 

Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful, committed 
individuals can change the world. Indeed, it's the only thing 
that ever has. —Margaret Mead 

The SUV’s panoply of asininity was capped off with a 
spare-tire cover bearing the logo, phrase, timeless aphorism 
and legally registered trademark, “Life is Good,” accompanied 
by its grinning, stick-figured mascot.  
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The light changed and the SUV turned right, easing 
around the corner without signaling. Chip judged the SUV and 
its driver with all of his might.  

A door opened in front of Chip and a woman he guessed 
to be about thirty walked out, evidently having exited a 
restaurant to take a call on her cell phone, which seemed to 
concern an appointment for a mani-pedi. Chip heard the clamor 
of a ringing bell and noticed that the bar she’d pushed to open 
the door was labeled FIRE DOOR—ALARM WILL SOUND.  

“Yeah, that’s better now,” the woman said, putting her 
finger in her other ear to block the alarm. “I can hear you 
better. So what time can I come in today?”  

From inside the restaurant, as he watched, a waiter leaned 
out, his face a study in resignation, and tugged the door closed. 
A muffled ringing was still audible as Chip passed the door. 
Chip judged the woman for her attitude of entitlement, as well 
as for owning and using a cell phone. Chip did not approve of 
cell phones in theory or in practice.  

“Fuck!” he heard the woman’s voice exclaim from behind 
him. He turned to see her facing the now-closed door of the 
restaurant, on which, in broad red lettering, were painted the 
words, FIRE DOOR. He judged her for using loud profanity in 
a public place.  

“They fucking locked me out,” she said. Chip started to 
reply, then realized that she was talking into her cell phone. He 
wondered if the woman thought the name of the restaurant was 
FIRE DOOR. He judged her for being a clueless whiner.  

“Can you open this?” the woman asked, now looking at 
Chip.  

“I doubt it,” he said. “There’s no handle on this side.”  
“What the fuck kind of door has no handle?” the woman 

said, more to the heavens than to Chip or the seemingly-
forgotten phone in her hand. She seemed to feel tormented. 
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“A jar?” Chip said, trying not to smile. 
“What?” the woman snapped.  
“I’d say it looks like you’re locked out,” Chip said. 

“Maybe next time you should leave through the regular door.”  
The woman seemed to notice the words on the door for 

the first time. “Maybe you should mind your own fucking 
business,” she said, her voice lacquered with vitriol.  

“Okay then,” said Chip, turning to head back up the street 
to the office. “Hope your food’s still warm when you get back 
in there. Maybe they’ll heat it up for you in the kitchen, if you 
ask nicely.”  

“Fuck you,” the woman hissed.  
“Yeah, you’re right,” Chip said. “They’d probably spit in 

it. I know I would. Have a great mani-pedi, Miss 
Congeniality.” His eyes glazed over as he heard her “Ugh,” of 
disgust. He turned to walk away before the plaintiff could raise 
her apparently inadequately-manicured middle finger toward 
him, but as he continued down the busy street, Chip could feel 
it burning a tattoo of petulant indignation into his back.  

Chip didn’t feel like the world was wonderful anymore, 
but he did feel like he’d been able, at least, to get one of its 
errant flies to notice the ointment. He genuinely believed that 
he had the best of intentions. The world would, Chip knew, be 
better off if people thought about each other a little more and 
about themselves a little less. He wished that people could see 
that as clearly as he could.  

The possibility that his comments hadn’t been as 
beneficial to the angry woman or to the betterment of humanity 
as he would have hoped, was not one that Chip consciously 
entertained, then, or ever. 
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TOUR DE GRACE 
In Timmy’s room, candles flickered and time moved 

slowly. It had become one of Chip’s favorite places. He liked 
the way it felt like a refuge from the outside world. The room 
housed an immaculate assemblage of ephemera, culled, placed 
and displayed, just right, just so and just enough; an exclusive, 
perfectly curated, appointment-only museum in which, 
somehow, the security guard was the main exhibit. 

Chip liked the way Timmy felt, curled against him on her 
bed, which, like her, smelled like clean laundry. Claudine 
Longet’s voice, singing Mick Jagger’s lyrics, sleepwalked 
through the dimly-lit room, transporting Chip into a late-sixties 
Parisian sixth-floor walkup, where revolution brewed outside 
and Bohemian romance simmered within. 

Timmy’s fingertips ran up and down Chip’s neck, sliding 
over and under the collar of his T-shirt. Chip wasn’t sure if she 
were touching him consciously or just being absent-mindedly 
affectionate. They’d been “official” for some time now, and he 
still wasn’t sure about these things. But that was part of what 
thrilled him about being with Timmy. Chip moved his arm 
down, gently, pressing Timmy closer to him, and kissed her 
head. He hoped her feelings were more conscious than absent-
minded, because he’d finally made up his mind to tell her 
something very important.  

“So, yeah,” Chip said. “We’re going out on tour.” It still 
made him feel good to say it out loud. Good in a sort of cool 
and legitimate way; he was doing with his band what bands 
do—bands “play out,” they go “in the studio” and they go “out 
on tour.” So far the Good Luck Band had met two of those 
benchmarks and he was thrilled to be able to nail down the 
trifecta. The hat trick. The turkey. The third strike.  

“Really? When—where?” asked Timmy, lifting her head 
slightly to look at Chip.  
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“Well, we’re starting out here; probably have a sort of tour 
kickoff show, maybe at Casa Dolores, and then head out West. 
Grover’s already been talking to some people—he’s mapping 
out the itinerary. Basically, from here to Minneapolis and back, 
is the idea.”  

“So how does that work, exactly?” Timmy rested her chin 
on Chip’s sternum and Chip decided to ignore the painful throb 
this caused, for the moment. Hoping to relieve his discomfort, 
he looked for his beer, but reaching over to Timmy’s bedside 
table, then angling into a position where he could touch his lips 
to the can, only ground her chin harder against the tender area. 
Timmy’s expression remained indulgently attentive.  

“It’s a little tricky, actually,” Chip explained. “You’ve got 
us, a band on the road, with a start date, an end date, and a 
route. Then you’ve got shows to book, which you want to be 
along that route. So it turns into this kind of chrono-geological 
math where you need to line up shows in places where you 
plan to be on a particular day. So if you can’t book, say, one 
night out of ten, then ten percent of your tour is kind of…” 

“A loss?”  
“Well, not a loss, exactly—but definitely not, uh…” 
“Fully leveraged? Maximized?” Timmy offered.  
“Are you using business terms to get me annoyed?”  
“Are you getting annoyed?”  
“I’m not sure,” Chip looked at her. “I’m trying to decide if 

you’re being cute or mean.”  
“Want a hint?” Timmy twinkled. Chip thought he was 

picking up some condescension, but chose to ignore it.  
“Um, I’ll play it as it lies,” he said, whimsical and 

debonair. “My point is that you just want to make the most of 
the time on tour, which means playing as many shows as you 
can—but if you don’t play every single show possible, it’s not 
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the end of the world, because you’re still on tour and that’s an 
end in itself.”  

“The end of your band?”  
“Now you are being mean.”  
“No, it’s just that I’ve heard you talk about them. And I’ve 

met Grover. The idea of you all trapped in a van together, 
driving for hours on end, not out of each others’ sight for—
how long is it?”  

“About ten days.”  
“Oh, sure,” Timmy laughed. “It’ll be a walk in the park.”  
Chip started to say “Fuck off,” but then remembered he 

was talking to a girl. “Knock it off,” he said. “We’ll be fine.” 
He reached for his beer and took a long drink. “We’re a band 
made up of friends, you know?”  

“I know,” Timmy said. “Drink up there, friend.” To 
Chip’s relief, she lowered her head back to his chest. He’d 
never imagined that a chin so pretty could double as a torture 
device.  

They sat in silence for a while. Chip moved his arm more 
tightly around Timmy, then kissed her ear. “I’ll miss you, you 
know.”  

“Oh, Jesus,” she said. “You’re not going off to war.”  
“No, no, but it’s true. And you know, there will be 

temptations on the road.”  
“I’ve been to your shows. I’m not worried about those 

girls.”  
Chip laughed. “Good. Good. Then they won’t be worried 

about you.”  
Timmy bit his shoulder. “You behave yourself, Chipton.”  
“Lady Timsby!” Chip admonished. “I am the soul of 

fidelity. I’ll prove it.”  
“Oh, really? How?”  
“Have you ever seen me with a mustache?” Chip asked.  
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“Ugh.” Timmy made a face. “No. But now I'm picturing 
it. No.”  

“Exactly. Whatever you’re picturing, make it worse. It’s 
light, it’s sparse and it’s practically malevolent. It’s grounds for 
arrest in a few states, to be honest.”  

“What’s all this about a mustache?”  
Chip spread his hands, indicating the obvious. “I’ll grow it 

before we leave. Trust me: No woman will want to come near 
me. Most men will probably keep their distance, too.”  

“What about me?” asked Timmy.  
“Gotta take the bitter with the sweet, sweetheart,” Chip 

sighed. “Can’t make an omelet without breaking eggs.”  
“So—the omelet is your fidelity?”  
“I guess so,” Chip mused. “Which would make the eggs 

my mustache.”  
“This just keeps getting better,” Timmy frowned. “Tell me 

again what I get out of it?”  
“Well, you know; the confidence that I won’t be 

gallivanting around with punk rock chicks at shows on tour.”  
“Right,” Timmy said. “But should I worry about that…?” 
“Well, no,” Chip said. “I mean, totally not. The mustache 

thing is more just a joke. I mean, I’ll seriously do it. I guess I’m 
just saying that even if I didn’t, I still wouldn’t be hooking up 
with random girls on tour.”  

Timmy looked thoughtful.  
“What’s up?” Chip asked.  
“I don’t know,” Timmy said. “I mean, we just haven’t 

really had this kind of talk, really. It’s just bringing up things 
that we haven’t, you know. Really talked about.”  

Chip realized this was turning into a serious conversation. 
He wasn’t sure how to approach the issue at hand; wasn’t 
confident he had a fix on the actual issue, to be honest. It had 
seemed like they were talking about relationship stuff, but the 
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gist had suddenly shifted from fun, happy relationship stuff to 
serious, heavy relationship stuff.  

“I just feel like we’re… At a point here,” Timmy said, 
slowly. She wasn’t looking at him. “I mean, I like you a lot, 
Chip.”  

“Hang on. Are we breaking up?” Chip asked.  
“No, no—” Timmy said. “No.” She paused, and Chip 

didn’t say anything, because she was pretty much in charge at 
the moment. He was fine with their status quo, but Timmy was 
rocking the boat. The direction things took was, for the 
moment, totally in her hands. “I just feel like I haven’t thought 
as seriously about us as you have.”  

“Wait, wait,” said Chip. “I haven’t been serious about any 
of this—I thought that’s what we liked about each other!” This 
wasn’t entirely accurate. He partly meant that he hadn’t been 
serious about the mustache, but now he was also talking about 
how he saw them, as a couple. They didn’t take much of 
anything seriously. They sat around and had fun together, while 
everyone around them fretted and worried their days away over 
concerns that—he’d thought—they both found pretty 
unimportant.  

The awkward irony of Timmy’s observation was as 
crystal-clear to Chip as it was unmentionable. The fact was, he 
hadn’t thought very seriously about their relationship at all. It 
seemed to Chip that making this clear would help resolve 
Timmy’s anxiety. It was only when he tried to think how to 
phrase it that he realized it might not be quite what she wanted 
to hear.  

“Yeah, I know, I know,” Timmy said. “We’re both pretty 
low-key about things. I just wonder if that’s the problem.”  

“The problem with what?”  
“With—I don’t know. I’m just being fussy, maybe. Just 

forget it,” Timmy shook her head and took another drink.  



 

170 

“Well, I mean,” Chip started. “If you say so, but… It just 
seems like there’s stuff on your mind.” He was walking a fine 
line. Chip didn’t really want to talk about things. He never did; 
things shouldn’t need to be talked about, as far as he could tell. 
They should just, you know, be. But at the same time, of 
course, he wanted to do the right thing—or, at least, seem 
prepared to be a courteous, solicitous boyfriend who had 
genuine interest in his girlfriend’s thoughts and feelings. It was 
a tightrope he’d walked before, and, like most male humans, he 
felt pretty unsteady on it.  

“No, it’s fine, Chip, really,” Timmy said, and she seemed 
to mean it, which sent waves of relief through Chip’s system. 
He took her cheek in his hand and kissed it, smelling her skin, 
inhaling her warmth. He wasn’t sure exactly how he felt about 
Timmy, but he knew he liked her a hell of a lot. He hoped she 
liked him, too.  

“So. When’s the launch date for this initiative?” Timmy 
asked him.  

“Sometime mid-August, more or less,” Chip said. “We’re 
going to have our going-away show at Casa Dolores on the last 
Friday in June, whatever date that is, and then hit the road the 
next day.”  

“Jesus, how are you going to manage all that between now 
and then? You’re not exactly known for your fire in the belly, 
go-get-‘em attitude. You can barely get to work before nine-
thirty.”  

“This might be the best thing I ever do,” Chip said, his 
enthusiasm buoying his spirits and conjuring mental images of 
packed basements and demanded encores.  

“It might be the only thing you ever do,” Timmy smirked, 
kissing his cheek. Events, along the lines of further kissing and 
the like, proceeded. 
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DECLINING CLUB MEMBERSHIP 
Chip was on the phone with Myrna again. They were 

returning to a topic familiar to both of them. It arose 
exclusively on Monday afternoons, sometime after the clock 
had struck twelve. Not coincidentally. 

“I just didn’t get to do them until right now,” Chip said, in 
reference to the tabulation and submission of his Fancypants 
office hours. “Last week was crazy here.”  

“Was it…?” Myrna sounded dubious.  
“Well,” Chip said. “I mean, not too crazy, I guess.”  
“You know, if you make it big in the music world, you’ll 

never have to worry about this kind of thing again,” Myrna 
mused.  

“Ah, we’re never going to make it that big,” Chip smiled. 
“We gave up on being wealthy rock and roll superstars a while 
back.”  

“So what are you doing, then?” Myrna asked. She 
sounded interested, and Amarilla was out of the office for the 
afternoon, so Chip decided not to rush back to his semi-
professional duties.  

“Hard to say,” he said, laughing a little. “I mean, we’re 
still learning. We’ve been figuring this stuff out as we go, 
really. We never wanted to be on MTV or anything like that, 
but we started out playing clubs, when we first got to Boston; 
sending out demos to booking agents and some of the bigger 
punk labels and things like that. And we played a lot of them: 
the Paradise, the Middle East Upstairs—even the Downstairs, 
once—but it got a little tiresome, after a while.”  

“Tiresome? Sounds like it’d be totally fun,” Myrna said. 
“I love live music.”  

“Oh, it was fun, totally, in a way, but—” Chip paused and 
thought about how to articulate his band’s gradual 
disenchantment. “When you play a club, you have to deal with 
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a dude who books you. He wants you to bring in a crowd 
who’ll pay for admission and also a lot of drinks. The bigger 
crowd you can attract, the more receptive he’ll be to booking 
you again—maybe for a better night, since the first time you 
play is usually a Sunday or Monday night. The later nights in 
the week are reserved for more established bands or ones with 
reliably bigger draws. The idea is that if you can bring out a 
decent crowd on a slow night, you’ll be able to bring out even 
more people on a Thursday or Friday.”  

“Sounds challenging,” Myrna said. “Sometimes just 
getting my friends to come with me to a show is work. So how 
many people do you guys bring out?”  

“Well, that’s the thing,” Chip said. “It just starts feeling a 
little lame. Each time you play a show, you have to hit up all 
your friends, like, —Hey, think you can make it? It’d be really 
cool if we could get some more people at this show, and you 
feel like you’re roping your friends into your band thing; 
almost asking for a favor, rather than knowing they showed up 
because they want to.”  

“I know the feeling, actually,” Myrna said. “When I 
actually get people to come out, I have to pray the band won’t 
be bad and the drinks won’t be expensive. It ends up sort of 
being on my shoulders—like, whether it’s a fun night or not.”  

“Exactly!” Chip said.  
“Of course, that’s not really my job,” Myrna said. “That’s 

more your end of the bargain, isn’t it? I mean, I buy a ticket, I 
get a good show?”  

“Well, yeah,” Chip conceded. “But only in part, really—
especially at the smaller club level. See, the dynamic is kind of 
wonky from the outset. You usually get booked with two or 
three other bands that you’ve never met or even heard of. Most 
likely, they’ll sound nothing like your band, so it’s a pretty 
incongruous evening from that perspective. And each band has 
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their crowd of folks who came to see them, and those people 
are, maybe… not disinterested in seeing your band?”  

“Uh-huh,” Myrna said.  
“But more likely, that band invited the same circle of their 

friends and family and co-workers that you invited to see you, 
so while you’re playing, everyone who came to see the other 
bands is catching up at the bar while your friends are up front, 
paying attention to you. Same deal for while the other bands 
are playing; you’re hanging out with your crowd while the 
band on stage plays to their crowd. So there’s this disjointed 
feeling all around. And it’s totally fun to play live and it’s 
always really cool when your friends come out to see you, but 
it starts to feel like a vanity project, where you use this Monday 
night club stage to show off to your friends.”  

Chip realized that he’d been talking more than he’d meant 
to. “Do you have to go?”  

“No,” Myrna said, “I’m fine. This is interesting.”  
“Oh, good,” Chip said. “I don’t want to bore you with the 

trials and tribulations of band life. I could talk all day about this 
stuff.”  

“I’ll let you know if I have to go,” Myrna said, seriously, 
“or if I get bored. And I have a question.”  

“Um, okay,” Chip said. He was glad Myrna was interested 
enough to ask something; he couldn’t always tell when people 
were just being polite, and this was a topic on which he was 
prone to talk at length with little prompting.  

“More of a followup question, really,” Myrna said. “Like I 
asked before, isn’t that also your job? I mean, based on what 
you’re describing, you’d be on track for getting better shows 
with bigger bands if you were able to bring more people and 
entertain them every time. Right?  

“Myrna,” Chip said, his voice stern. “First and foremost, 
my job is wherever Nifty Temps places me. I would have 
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thought my five years of dedicated service would have made 
that effectively clear.”  

Chip heard a merry tinkle of laughter through the phone. 
He was relieved that Myrna hadn’t missed his sarcasm, and 
somewhat surprised that he’d actually gotten the laugh.  

“I’m sorry,” she said. “It’s none of my business. I’m not 
trying to...”  

“No, no, you’re right,” Chip said. “It is my job—or, at 
least, it would be. It just requires you to be someone we’re not. 
Somewhere between egotistical and hustlin’. And it’s true that 
most bands who make it big have usually hustled a lot harder 
along those lines than we have.”  

“So you’re slackers? Or you just don’t care about hitting it 
big?”  

Chip felt awkward, smiling sheepishly as he said, “Um, a 
little of both, I guess. But to be fair, mostly the latter. It 
gradually became clear that whatever gains we made in the 
clubs were only going to pay off in the clubs, as opposed to 
anywhere else. And if you don’t really love the clubs, why are 
you trying to get ahead in that world, right? So, after playing at 
a bunch of places we didn’t really love, with a bunch of bands 
we didn’t really like, for like twenty or thirty bucks and a few 
beers and hugs from friends and handshakes from people we 
didn’t really know, we were feeling a little listless. That was 
around when Grover joined the band.”  

“Grover?” Myrna laughed. “Is that his real name?”  
“Naturally, no,” Chip said. “But I can’t tell you his real 

name. Band policy. Nothing personal.”  
“Oh, perish the thought,” Myrna said. “I withdraw the 

question entirely.”  
“Stricken from the record,” Chip said. “So, Grover 

brought a new perspective to the band. Right after he joined, 
this kid from Brighton got in touch with us about playing a 
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show in his basement. We thought it sounded great, so we said, 
‘Okay’.”  

It had been a while since Chip had thought back to that 
night, but it was still a powerfully satisfying recollection. He 
really hoped he wasn’t boring Myrna.  

“That was one of the most fun shows we’d played in a 
long time,” he said, picturing it. “It was probably one of our top 
three shows up till then; maybe even since then. The place was 
packed with people, mostly teenagers but some around our age. 
The main thing was that everyone was just into it. The bands 
we played with were a little more hardcore than us—we’re 
more pop-punk, although less poppy now—but it didn’t matter. 
Drink sales or ticket numbers: didn’t matter. Everyone was 
there to hang out, have a ball and see some bands play punk 
rock. That was it.”  

“When was this?” Myrna asked.  
“About a year or so ago,” Chip guessed. “Year and a half, 

maybe. It’s been great. We still always make fliers for a show, 
because it’s fun and it helps whoever’s running it. But in 
general, a decent crowd will turn up, either way. And whether 
or not we get to play somewhere again is based much more on 
us—as a band and as people—than on how many customers we 
draw. So, in terms of having friends come out to see us, it’s 
more of an invitation than an obligation, which feels great.”  

“So do you ever play at any Boston clubs anymore?”  
“Nope,” Chip said, pleased to be able to assert this. “We 

pretty much wrote them off after that. I don’t remember the last 
time we played in a club-type venue, but it’s probably been at 
least a year.”  

“What about the money?” Myrna asked. “That’s got to be 
a factor, right?”  

“You’d think so, but not really,” Chip said. “Like I said, 
we’d get about twenty or thirty dollars at the clubs. That’s 
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usually based on the number of people you bring in or the 
amount of drinks they sell or the level of generosity the dude is 
feeling that night. At that first basement show we played, we 
got fifty bucks, which was about forty-five more than we’d 
expected. Second time, eighty, I think? Plus we bring our own 
beer and so do other people, so drinks are cheap. And by now, 
that place has gotten a name for itself. There’s a show almost 
every week, so when we play there we don’t take any money 
because there’s usually a touring band who can use it.”  

“That’s cool,” Myrna said, sounding surprised. “Seems 
like it could be sort of modestly lucrative after all...?”  

“Sure. Like I said, we’re not looking to hit it big or get 
rich out of this,” Chip shrugged. “So, it ends up being this sort 
of self-sustaining, share-and-share-alike thing that I really dig. 
Like, sure—fifty bucks here and there would add up if we kept 
it all. But add up for what? We practice in the house that my 
guitarist and drummer live in, my drummer has a van that’s 
paid off and it’s a local show. We’re recording with a friend of 
ours who takes his pay in a case of beer, so...”  

Chip trailed off as his conclusion crystallized. “I guess the 
reward comes more from not taking the money and instead 
putting it toward people in the scene or community who have a 
more immediate need for it. That’s part of the reward. It’s 
about the money, but not about keeping it. Huh.”  

“What?” Myrna said.  
“No, I just hadn’t really thought about it that specifically 

before,” Chip said.  
“It seems very altruistic,” she said.  
“It does, doesn’t it?” Chip said. “But it doesn’t feel that 

way. It just feels pragmatic. Or... I mean, reasonable.”  
“I can see that,” Myrna said. “And I can see why you’ll 

never make it big.”  
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“Um, good,” Chip said, pretty sure he knew how she 
meant it.  

“Okay. Now, I do have to go, but first, I’m going to tell 
you a secret, Chip,” Myrna sighed.  

“Okay,” Chip said, intrigued but slightly distracted. He 
had enjoyed recounting his band’s progress to a receptive 
listener, despite the fact that she was probably some suburban 
mom with a new baby who she was now determined to prevent 
from ever playing in a band. Shaking off his nostalgic haze, it 
took Chip a moment to return fully to the topic of their call.  

“I run payroll on Tuesdays at three,” Myrna said, her 
voice more professional but not overly formal.  

“Uh-huh,” Chip said.  
After a moment, he heard Myrna say, “Do you know what 

that means?” Chip thought he might, but he didn’t want to jinx 
anything, or guess wrong and seal up the secret loophole he 
thought might Myrna be opening.  

“Um,” he said. “Kind of?”  
“It means,” Myrna said, lowering her voice, “that I am 

telling you that I run payroll on Tuesdays at three in the 
afternoon. That is when I have to have everything in my hands 
to process the paychecks for everyone who works for Nifty 
Temps. Everyone—from the president of the company, all the 
way down to each of our temps out there, including punk 
rockers who can’t always get their act together by the Monday 
noon deadline. Okay?”  

“Okay,” said Chip, waiting.  
“If I get a timesheet from someone like that, anytime 

before Tuesday at three, that’s the last one I’ll enter for that 
week. If I get it anytime after Tuesday at three, it’s the first one 
I’ll enter when I run payroll again—the following week. 
Okay?”  

“Okay,” Chip said. “Thanks, Myrna, you’re awesome.”  
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“I like to do my part to support living artists,” she said. 
“Especially artists who are clearly ambivalent about making a 
living.” 

 
THE POWER OF POSITIVE DRINKING 

Chip and Ike made their way down the wooden steps and 
into their friend’s basement recording studio. They could hear a 
muddy, clanking version of Grover’s voice seeping through the 
vocal booth’s semi-effective sound insulation. Recording was, 
evidently, underway. 

The pair entered the small, dingy control room that housed 
the mixing board and shelves filled with recording gear 
belonging to their friend Turk, the superstar basement 
recording studio producer. At that moment, Turk himself was 
leaning over his board, adjusting some knobs, and Grover was 
in the brightly-lit vocal booth, waving at them. He looked to be 
in a jolly mood.  

“Good evening, boys,” he shouted. His voice sounded 
uncharacteristically thin and faint behind the double-paned 
isolation window that separated the two small rooms.  

Chip and Ike waved and squeezed in behind Turk. With 
some effort and a little close-quarters trial and error, they 
managed to take their seats facing the isolation glass, in a pair 
of scruffy desk chairs that Turk had salvaged from a pile in 
front of a frat house on a trash day some months prior. If there 
had been an aluminum folding table in front of them, instead of 
a mixing board, the three would have looked like a team of 
researchers studying a rare specimen of drunken goofball 
through the window. If it had been a long oak desk, they would 
have looked like they were conspiring to fire an employee who 
had once too often shown up drunk and disorderly.  

As it was, they were getting ready to record vocals for 
their songs. They’d recorded the instrumental tracks over 
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several recent evenings, and the next step toward a completed 
set of decent-sounding songs to put on a seven-inch single—
still a leading format of choice in the punk world, if almost 
nowhere else—was to add the singing parts.  

By default, Grover was first up, having gotten out of work 
earlier than his bandmates. He’d also gotten a head start on 
drinks; a row of empty tallboys lined the sill on his side of the 
glass.  

“How long you been down here?” Ike asked Turk.  
“A while,” said Turk. “Grover showed up around an hour 

ago.”  
“How much have you gotten down?”  
“Almost done with ‘Pabst Blue Roosevelt,’ ” Turk replied.  
“All of it?” Ike was surprised.  
“Well, the backing vocals, right?”  
“He sings the lead on that one, too.”  
“Oh.” There was a knock; they looked at the glass and 

were treated to a view of Grover’s boxers, and then his naked 
derriere. “Got a little while left to go, then.”  

Ike glowered at Grover’s ass, then turned to Chip. “Can 
you reach the cooler?”  

Chip allowed as how he could, should the need arise.  
“Fetch us a couple of pints, then,” Ike grinned, using his 

Dick van Dyke Cockney accent. As Chip twisted sideways to 
the cooler, Ike added, “and grab a couple for yourself too, 
mate.”  

Turk pushed the intercom button on the board so they 
could all talk to Grover.  

“Your boss is here,” he said.  
Grover grinned. “Hello, Boss!”  
Chip jabbed Ike. “By the way, I want a raise.”  
“Hi there, overachiever,” Ike said to Grover. “Ready to lay 

down some hot vocals?”  
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“Way ahead of you there, Captain,” Grover replied. “Me 
and Turk have been making tracks like they were empties.” He 
pointed to his row of cans. “We’ve also been making empties.”  

“Got any more in there?”  
“Nope,” Grover announced. “Fresh out.”  
“Why don’t I freshen you up, huh?” Ike offered.  
Grover raised an eyebrow. “Well, that would be lovely, 

Boss.”  
Ike opened one of the tall cans he was holding and started 

to drink from it. Chip opened one of his and took a few 
debonair sips, pinky extended. Ike hadn’t stopped drinking 
from his yet; it was clear that he was going all the way. Finally, 
he tipped the can all the way back, then lowered his head.  

“One down,” Ike said, crumpling the can. “Hang on a sec, 
Big Bear.” He left the control room holding the other can and, 
shortly, reappeared behind Grover. Chip saw Ike pass the full 
can to their burly/swarthy guitarist/vocalist and duck out again, 
closing the door behind him. Grover popped the can open and 
took a drink, then looked behind him, as though he’d heard a 
noise. He shrugged and raised his can to Chip.  

“Mighty fine accommodations we got here,” he observed.  
“Nothing but the best for this band,” Chip agreed. They 

raised their cans to one another and enjoyed their beers for a 
moment in silent fellowship.  

After a minute or two, Ike made his way back into the 
control room.  

“We ready to roll in there, Hot Pants?” Ike inquired, finger 
on the talk button.  

“Motherfucker, I was born ready.”  
“Glad to hear that, pal,” Ike replied. “Because you’re in 

that room until we get what we need from you. Got it?”  
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“Fuck off,” Grover laughed. “Vocals don’t come on shifts 
like a Detroit auto plant or something. Don’t worry, we’ll get it 
when we get it right, ‘boss’.”  

“Well, get it right in your own time, man, but you’re in 
there till you do.”  

Grover looked quizzical.  
“You know Turk’s ’69 Ampeg SVT stack?” Ike asked. 

“The one with all the tubes in the head?” Grover nodded 
slowly. Chip looked at Turk, who was as pale as Chip had ever 
seen him.  

“That stack was on stage at Woodstock,” Turk recited, 
even though they all knew the story. Turk swore that stack—a 
pair of 4x10” square speaker cabinets and a tube amplifier, 
loaded with more tubes than a ‘50s sci-fi set—had been used 
by both Bootsy Collins and Jon Entwistle at that legendary 
festival of peace and love. At some point he’d told someone 
how he came by it, but nobody really remembered that part of 
it. The whole thing seemed unlikely enough to be true, which 
was about as much as anyone cared about it.  

“Well,” Ike went on, “that stack is backed up against the 
booth door right now. And I figure you could probably push it 
out of the way if there was a fire—which there isn’t—but that 
would be pretty hard to do, and I imagine that heavy old SVT 
head on top would probably just crash right down to the floor if 
you did. Which would be a pretty unfortunate thing, I’m sure 
you’ll agree.”  

Grover and Turk were both staring at Ike without 
expression.  

“Now, all of us in here, we need us some vocals done,” 
said Ike. “And we’re not going to be able to let you out until 
we get our vocals. Which is what I meant before about being in 
there for the duration.”  
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Grover looked sick for a moment. Then his expression and 
tone became furious.  

“Dude man, what the fuck!” he shouted. Ike released the 
talk button and Grover’s tirade rattled the glass for the next 
thirty seconds. Eventually, Ike leaned over to the intercom 
again.  

“That’s great, Big Bear, that’s excellent. Channel those 
emotions. Focus that energy and bring it to your performance.” 
He sat back in his chair and looked at Chip. “I think we can 
expect a fine result from this next take. Turk, would you do the 
honors?”  

Distractedly, as though his thoughts were elsewhere, Turk 
cued up the track and gave Grover a questioning thumbs-up. 
Grover returned a beefy middle finger and Turk pressed 
Record. As the instrumental track played through the monitors, 
Grover’s mighty pipes rang into the room, lining up the verses 
to ‘Roosevelt’ with military precision and delivering them with 
the scruffy efficiency of a bike messenger. When the song 
ended, Grover flipped another bird, and an empty off the sill.  

“One down, assholes,” he growled. “Fuck with me some 
more.”  

Ike swiveled in his chair to face Chip, smiling. “This 
‘producer’ shit is mad easy, yo.” 

________________ 
 
There was one empty can left on the sill in the vocal 

booth. The rest were either on the floor or carefully set in one 
corner, braced by a cinderblock against any danger of tipping 
over and spilling their contents on the floor. Grover had been 
forced to answer nature’s call without the modern 
conveniences to which he was accustomed; Ike had remained 
adamant. If there hadn’t been an empty 40-ounce Schlitz bottle 
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(“A kiss of the hops”) left over from a session the previous 
weekend, it could have been a grim situation all around. 

Fortunately, the standoff—and Grover’s vocal punchlist 
for the evening—was winding down. Grover had gotten his act 
together with the pragmatic expediency that his bandmates 
knew he had in him. He had nailed almost all of his parts 
admirably and with a quickness, and was only now meeting an 
impasse over the last two background vocal lines in the chorus 
of the last song on the list. He hadn’t quite beaten the part yet, 
but he was a fistful of takes deep and getting perceptibly 
cranky.  

“Got another one in you, champ?” Turk asked.  
“What was wrong with the last one?” Grover demanded.  
Turk looked at Ike. Ike looked at Chip, who shook his 

head slightly and looked at the floor.  
“Still off the beat, man,” Ike declared. “Come on, you do 

this every week in practice. Just hit it and we’ll let you out.”  
“You’re a piece of shit.”  
“And you are a good person, Grover. A less considerate, 

more selfish man would have pushed his way out of there half 
an hour ago.”  

“You’re a prick.”  
“Nevertheless.”  
“OK,” Turk said, “This one’s got home run written all 

over it, slugger. Ready?”  
Grover’s eyes went blank, then locked on Ike’s. A breath 

of crisp, intimate tension seemed to pass through the isolation 
glass and into the suddenly thick, almost stifling air of the 
control room. Grover slowly turned to face Turk.  

“Yeah. I’m ready.”  
“Make your magic.” Turk pushed his buttons and the 

music resumed.  
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Precisely on cue, Grover roared triumphantly through the 
final verse, pegging the timing of the final couplet impeccably 
and injecting a dose of genuine emotion that hadn’t been 
missed before, but had certainly not been present, either.  

Turk stopped the tape and leaned back in his chair. There 
was a creak in the cramped, humid room and Chip felt a 
welcome whisper of cool air from somewhere. It was a special 
moment.  

“Nice one, man,” Turk said. “You fucking delivered it that 
time. I knew you had it in you.”  

Grover was all smiles again. “Of course I fucking did, you 
assholes,” he bellowed, turning 180 degrees in a flash, twisting 
the doorknob and shoving the vocal booth door wide open. 
Chip heard a gasp next to him; it sounded like the noise a man 
might make in an elevator if it stopped abruptly, between 
floors. He turned to see Turk looking as pale as an open-casket 
corpse.  

Grover was back in the vocal booth’s now-open doorway, 
chortling through the glass. The talk button wasn’t down, but 
his belly laughs sounded remarkably clear.  

“I knew you were full of shit, you assholes. ’69 Ampeg 
stack, my ass.”  

Turk was trying to form words. Grover tilted his head to 
one side. “Where’s Ike?”  

“I’m behind this door, you prick,” came the grunted 
response. “Want to give me a hand with this shit for a second?”  

Grover moved like lightning, stepping back to slam the 
door closed. Turk was trying to get to his feet. The secondhand 
frat-house chairs and Chip were in between him and getting out 
of the tiny room. He didn’t look like he had the strength to 
move, and the expression on his face almost took the muscles 
out of Chip’s legs.  
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Chip rushed out the door and around the tight basement 
corner to see the ’69 Ampeg SVT tube head swaying atop a 
speaker cab as Grover eased the weight of the two priceless 
pieces of vintage gear from Ike, who had somehow managed to 
dart out and around to block their fall in the heartbeats it took 
for Grover to make his triumphant exit.  

Turk reeled for a moment, then leaned against the grimy 
basement wall.  

“You guys are assholes,” he breathed, almost inaudibly, as 
though uttering a freshly substantiated article of faith to a 
skeptical altar boy.  

“Sorry,” Grover grinned as he slowly set his precarious 
load on the floor. “Did I forget to mention?” 

 
STARTING BY STOPPING: ONE 

Chip was posting a barbed reply to an online shit-talker, 
on a Wisconsin-based punk message board. His sardonic 
cleverness was flourishing, but something felt a little off. Off-
kilter, off-register. Chip suddenly realized what it was, in the 
reflection of his dark-screened monitor: the slightly terrifying 
faceless silhouette of his current boss, Amarilla. Inwardly, he 
sighed and swore with passion and feeling. Someone looking 
through the monitor at Chip’s face would have seen his eyes 
deaden and then cross slightly. 

Looking over his shoulder, this person would have seen 
Amarilla’s face, too; Chip couldn’t make out her expression in 
any detail, but he knew with utmost certainty that it would 
include most or all of the following: a tightened (possibly 
pursed) pair of lips; a pair of flaring nostrils; cheeks slightly 
reddened at the points where her cheekbones endeavored to 
push through her grey skin to the grey fluorescent light of the 
office; eyes either narrowed or almost completely closed, 
adding an almost orgasmic effect; and raised or furrowed 
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eyebrows, all of it perched atop a chin nearly parallel with her 
neck.  

Chip had memorized this array of distinguishing facial 
characteristics over the preceding two months that 
encompassed his tenure in the employee benefits office of 
Fancypants University. Amarilla wasn’t the worst boss Chip 
had ever had. In fact, until later that year, he wouldn’t even 
have put her in the top three. But she wasn’t anything close to 
pleasant to work with. In their small office, in which every 
cleared throat was like a thunderclap and line-of-sight contact 
was practically unavoidable, Amarilla communicated with 
Chip and Dawn almost exclusively via e-mail. The level of 
passive-aggression in her every utterance started at 
“perceptible,” generally lingered at “overt” and occasionally 
bordered on “confrontational”—without ever quite crossing 
that line.  

She was also, Chip had observed, able to maintain a 
surprisingly indiscreet tone of racism in her professional 
capacities. Amarilla took grim pleasure in dealing with the 
Latino staff of Fancypants. “Groundskeeping?” she would 
inquire, when a Latino face appeared at The Booth, or “Food 
Services?” Nor was her brown-skin bias restricted to those of 
Hispanic ancestry. One day, when Amarilla was standing by 
Chip’s desk, telling him how to do something, a man of 
middle-eastern descent opened the front door. Through The 
Booth’s window, they saw him look around, then seem to 
realize he’d entered the wrong building. When the door closed 
safely behind him, Amarilla had murmured, “…Al Quaeda.”  

“What?” Chip had asked.  
“Nothing, nothing,” Amarilla had said, looking stoic.  
“I’m going to get some lunch,” Chip had said then, frankly 

impressed by her ability to identify, judge and convict at a 
glance but unwilling to remain in its proximity.  
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In the weeks he’d been assigned to Amarilla’s domain, 
Chip’s time had been taken up primarily with fulfilling his 
duties as an office assistant, and secondarily with making 
arrangements for his band’s tour, the launch of which was 
imminently looming. There were still dates to re-confirm and a 
few people who had to be stayed in touch with; in the often-
anarchic punk rock world, certainty and stability reared their 
heads unpredictably, and rarely according to a schedule 
compatible with office hours.  

Chip’s preoccupation with the Madison punk scene 
message board was, he admitted, more tour-play than tour-
work. Some weeks earlier, Chip had posted the details of their 
show in nearby Appleton on the board. Apart from the lone 
shit-talker, the reception had been positive, and Chip had 
enjoyed bantering amiably with the keyboardist of a band they 
were set to perform with.  

All things considered, it was with a clear conscience that 
Chip had been moonlighting on company time to stay on top of 
these few band-related details, since keeping up with his 
professional responsibilities was practically effortless. 
Amarilla, of course, couldn’t be expected to see it quite that 
way. The employee benefits department was what she did; who 
she was. She ran it with the personal touch of a woman whose 
livelihood was her life. And she certainly wasn’t about to let 
anyone screw up her life with some non-work-related internet 
nonsense.  

Her eyes burned into the back of Chip’s head and he did 
his best to strategize. Still not acknowledging her presence, he 
closed the message board window and returned to the 
spreadsheet behind it. He entered a couple of ticket sales 
numbers from the daily log sheet by his phone, then used the 
opportunity to turn slightly in his seat and notice Amarilla.  

“Oh, hello,” he said.  
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“Hello, Chip.”  
“Was there something…?” 
“Chip, I need to know something.” She waited.  
Chip waited, too. Then his better judgment won out: It 

wouldn’t help matters to make her more annoyed. Tear the 
bandage off.  

“What is it?” he asked, his face inquisitive, his tone 
solicitous and his demeanor that of a dutiful employee, willing 
to help in any way.  

“Chip, I need to know what you want to do. I need 
someone here to do this job. It’s not the most glamorous job in 
the world, but it needs doing. The agency sent you here, and 
they had good things to say about you. But I’m not sure if 
you’re really interested in this job. I’m not sure if you really 
want to be here.”  

Amarilla was not musing; she wasn’t pontificating. These 
were not euphemisms. This was not a light, airy conversation 
with an underlying hint of menace. She wasn’t good at that. 
She was nailing him down with every word. She was furious, 
and unable not to let it show.  

“I can’t have you using the internet for fun when there’s 
work to be done,” Amarilla went on. “When you’re here, I 
need you to be focused on what needs to be done here, not 
what you’re doing outside this office. Personal e-mails, surfing 
the web… It’s not what you’re here to do.”  

Blindsided, Chip’s mind was racing. He hadn’t expected 
this. He’d had a feeling that Amarilla knew he checked his mail 
and did other things online, but had thought he’d been 
sufficiently discreet, while also completing his daily tasks 
satisfactorily. Amarilla’s anger over what Chip felt to be 
perfectly excusable sideline activity was disconcerting.  

“What… can I do?” Chip really had no idea what he could 
possibly do to solve this situation—although the seed of one 
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was beginning to take root in the back of his mind. He couldn’t 
quite put his finger on it, but it felt slimy and unpleasant.  

“I need to know if you want to stay here until you have to 
leave for your trip. I need to know if I can count on you to 
fulfill your obligations. I need to know if you’re going to be 
able to stop using the internet while you’re here. And I also 
think the music you play is distracting you; it’s not appropriate 
for the workplace, anyway.”  

This was news to Chip. He and Dawn had been trading off 
playing music on their computer speakers, keeping volume 
levels respectably appropriate to a shared work space. Amarilla 
kept her door half-closed most days and had never commented 
on their quiet little aural soundtrack. Apparently, he’d given 
her further ammunition without realizing it.  

Amarilla stood over Chip, looking at him. Her face was 
stiff. She didn’t care any particular way about him at all; he 
could be gone tomorrow. And he did need this job. If he got 
fired (or “asked not to return”) it would put him in poor 
standing with his temp agency. It would make getting another 
placement difficult, and this one was scheduled to end the day 
before tour; a crucial element in its favor. Chip needed the 
money for rent and food, and he needed the positive 
performance evaluation for getting another gig through his 
agency when he got back. He could not lose this job.  

The slimy unpleasantness growing in the back of his mind 
suddenly blossomed into a horrible brown flower: He was 
going to have to apologize. He was going to have to apologize 
to his boss. He was going to have to apologize to his boss and 
hope that his apology, and his humility in expressing, it were 
abject and remorseful enough to convince his boss to keep him 
employed until the day before he left for tour. There was 
nothing else he could do.  
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Chip looked at Amarilla. She was a very unpleasant 
person. She was in charge of a bland, unremarkable office. She 
did her job adequately and with passion and she expected him 
to do the same. She was dislikeable and, when she could get 
away with it, rude. She was passive-aggressive. She was 
implicitly racist. She disliked Chip. More than that, she 
disdained him. He was a nobody; a transient employee with 
music-related ambitions and nothing in his academic history, 
professional background, ethnic heritage or socio-economic 
standing to merit her interest at any level. He was a young man 
who desperately needed his job. She was a middle-aged woman 
who desperately needed her job.  

Chip took a deep breath and looked down at the floor, and 
then he apologized to his boss.  

“Listen, Amarilla, I appreciate what you’re saying. I 
totally get your point. I’ve been kind of under the gun with 
some of this tour stuff, but you’re right; it’s not appropriate to 
get into it while I’m here, on the clock.”  

Amarilla’s expression remained unchanged, although he 
thought he could see some color returning to her lips, and 
fading from her cheekbones.  

One of the things he’d learned about situations like this 
was that a crucial part was making sure that the other person 
got to have their say. If all you did was apologize, you left 
them out of the equation and the interaction was not 
satisfactory. The party in charge was often compelled to assert 
their authority in whatever way seemed most effective. This 
usually led to statements or proclamations intended to impress 
upon the Chip the power and influence and overall importance 
they held.  

But these people weren’t, in general, great thinkers or 
speakers. So, when people in charge of Chip didn’t get to fully 
express their grievances with him, they ended up saying 
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something meant to be intimidating or impressive, and yet, 
when actually voiced, came out sounding petty or lame. And 
while not smart enough to avoid this, administrators and 
middle management figures were, in general, able to perceive it 
after the fact, which, of course, only made things worse.  

This was why Chip had developed a straight-man 
approach to dealing with rankled supervisors. He fed them 
exactly the setup they needed in order to deliver their 
punchlines—which was usually all they wanted to do, anyway. 
As long as he made it easy for them to both correct and one-up 
him, these situations blew over pretty swiftly.  

On punctuality, for example:  
“Chip, I don’t see why it’s so hard to get here at 8.30 

every day.”  
“I know, I realize it’s a bad example.”  
“A bad example? For who? Chip, you’re not a ball player, 

you’re a receptionist. You have a job to do.”  
Or on excessive use of the phone:  
“Chip, it seems like you’re on the phone an awful lot.”  
“Oh, geez, I’m sorry. I’ll just start using a cell phone from 

now on.”  
“That’s not the point, Chip—I don’t want you on personal 

calls at all. You’re a receptionist. You have a job to do.”  
Or on surfing the web:  
“Chip, I need you to not use the internet on company time, 

all right?”  
“Okay, sure. Sorry about that. I’m totally not looking at 

porno sites, sir.”  
“It doesn’t matter what sites you’re looking at, Chip. 

You’re our receptionist here. You have a job to do.”  
What it boiled down to, in most cases, was that as long as 

the injured party had ample opportunity to emphasize the 
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structure of power as it pertained to Chip and his role in the 
world, things went smoothly.  

And so, in keeping with the indicated standard operating 
procedure, Chip said to Amarilla, “I want you to know that I’ve 
been doing everything I’m supposed to do, too. I haven’t let 
anything slip due to being distracted by my personal stuff.”  

“That’s not the point,” Amarilla retorted. “That doesn’t 
matter. What matters is that I need someone in this job who 
will be focused on this job, and not on the things they have to 
get done in between doing their work here.”  

“Absolutely,” Chip agreed, verbally placing the ball. “I 
just kind of got caught up with my own stuff and…” 

“You’re an administrative assistant here, Chip,” Amarilla 
ran up and kicked. “You have a job to do.”  

“I understand,” he said. “And I apologize for creating a 
situation where you had to have this conversation. It won’t 
happen again. I mean it.”  

“I hope it won’t,” Amarilla sighed. There was a tense 
moment, in which Chip dropped his gaze to the floor, hoping 
he looked bashfully penitent. Then she turned away.  

Chip felt physically unclean. The joy he usually felt at 
evading penalty at these moments was dimmed by the presence 
of a more personal, intimate feeling of shame. He was angry 
with himself for screwing up. He’d been nailed before for any 
number of menial transgressions, but never by someone he 
considered to be morally so far beneath him. For Christ’s sake, 
she should be apologizing to him. Now, how could he get her 
back— 

He shook himself of these thoughts. There wasn’t any 
point in dwelling on any of it; he’d be out of that office soon 
enough, never to return. When he got back from the tour, he’d 
call up Nifty Temps and they’d place him somewhere far, far 
away from Amarilla Cuhse and her dim little world. 
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STARTING BY STOPPING: TWO 

Many days later, his tour of duty at Fancypants 
successfully completed, Chip was on the phone with his temp 
agency. For a change, he wasn’t talking with Myrna, but with 
Kathy, his current placement rep. The conversation wasn’t 
pleasant for either of them. 

“What’s going on, Chip?” she asked. “Usually we get 
glowing reports on you.”  

“Um...?” Chip asked, slowly. He wasn’t sure what to 
expect, following this hairpin turn in the conversation. He’d 
been making a pre-tour call to his agency, to check on potential 
gigs that might be open for him on his return. He had expected 
enthusiasm, not skepticism, at the news of his upcoming 
availability.  

Having served with Nifty Temps for five years, Chip 
knew that reliable, courteous and competent temporary 
employees were a desirable commodity; he had been one for 
most of the duration of his service, with only a few exceptions 
(and even fewer that ever actually reached the ears of his reps 
at the agency). Learning that his return to their on-call list was 
not necessarily eagerly anticipated—and might even be 
discouraged—was an unwelcome shock.  

“Well, Ms. Cuhse at Fancypants seems to have had a hard 
time with you while you were there, Chip.” Kathy sounded 
disturbed. Chip wished he could see the sheet or screen from 
which she was reading.  

“Really? That’s odd,” he said. “She wished me good luck 
just yesterday and told me she’d put in a good word for me 
with you guys.”  

This was true. After their awkward conversation and 
Chip’s apology, there had followed two weeks of impressively 
smooth sailing. Chip had straightened up and flown right, and 
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Amarilla had seemed pleased both with the changes in his 
professional demeanor and in his daily routine. He’d even 
made an effort to dress up a bit—wearing long-sleeved button-
down shirts and tucking them in, instead of the untucked, short-
sleeved button-downs which were his preference when 
“business casual” was indicated.  

Chip remembered Amarilla’s fond farewell. While 
superficially warm and congenial, he’d felt at the time that it 
was simply window dressing and that Amarilla had no 
intention of giving him a second thought once he departed her 
presence. It had never occurred to him that the opposite might 
be true—that she would indeed lift a finger regarding Chip 
Hodges, and that it would be the worst one of all.  

“I find that hard to believe, based on what I’m seeing here, 
Chip. It’s not a good report.”  

“I swear I’m not making it up,” Chip insisted. He heard 
the intensity in his voice and forced himself to ease back a bit. 
He didn’t want to confirm any of Amarilla’s accusations, or 
give Kathy further reason for concern. He took the silence on 
the other end of the line as his cue to try again.  

“Gee whiz, Kathy, I wish I knew what to say.” Chip often 
used “gee whiz” when he wanted to communicate sincerity. It 
sounded like something a paperboy might say, when 
apologizing to Old Mrs. Humphries for knocking over her 
begonias; he said it without irony or sarcasm, to add an air of 
innocent naïveté to his protestations.  

“Well, let’s discuss this when you get back. I know you’ve 
been with us for a while, Chip. But in all honesty, with a report 
like this, I wouldn’t place you or anyone with a client. It’s not 
just your job in the line, you know; people have to trust us—
and my boss has to trust me.”  

“I know,” Chip said, his blood boiling. It had been more 
than “a while.” It had been five years. Kathy had probably still 
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been in college when he’d first signed with Nifty Temps. If 
Chip told her how many placement reps he’d seen come and go 
in his time at Nifty Temps, Kathy might feel the chill that he 
now felt at the base of his spine and in the heart of his bank 
account. “I really think this must just be some kind of 
misunderstanding.”  

“I wish I knew, Chip,” Kathy said. “Well, have a good 
trip, anyway. We’ll see if there’s anything for you when you 
get back.”  

Chip thanked Kathy, his rep at the temp agency to which 
he had given staunchly satisfactory—and occasionally 
lauded—service for half a decade, and on whom he relied 
exclusively to provide him with opportunities to earn a living 
while pursuing his musical interests. He hung up the phone, 
uncertain as to whether he would ever work for them again.  

The ugly thoughts of revenge that had begun to percolate 
in the back of Chip’s mind after his apology to Amarilla 
resurfaced, freshly glistening with malevolent bile.  

It was at that moment that the Milk-Chicken Bomb 
popped into his head—for the first time in a practical, rather 
than a whimsically theoretical, sense. 

 
BOTTLED VIOLENCE 

The Milk-Chicken Bomb was a legendary method of cold-
hearted revenge that had been handed down to Chip and Ike by 
a college friend who swore that a friend of his had used it to get 
back at a deposit-gouging landlord. Its mechanics are simple; 
no moving parts, no expensive ingredients and no danger to 
human life. The key ingredient is patience, without which the 
Milk-Chicken Bomb is nothing more than a daydream. 

It works this way: A scenario unfolds, creating an 
offending party and an injured party. The offending party, as in 
most revenge plots, remains unaware of anything until the 
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Milk-Chicken Bomb detonates, following which, he or she is 
aware of nothing else.  

The injured party, however, begins by procuring a 
medium-sized glass jar; mayonnaise or jelly jars are good 
options. The injured party fills the jar with raw chicken. Some 
sources indicate that fowl on the bone is preferable, but 
supermarket-standard pre-packed strips should do just fine). 
Next, the injured party fills the jar almost to the brim with 
milk, leaving a very small amount of air in the jar. The jar 
should then be discreetly hidden; i.e., under a couch, behind a 
knick-knack shelf. Placement near a heating unit is, again, 
advocated by some, but opinions vary on this. The relevant 
processes will get underway, whether expedited by the 
incubating warmth of a heater or more gradually, in the room-
temperature conditions of everyday life.  

And then, in mindless, amoral silence, the decaying 
chicken begins to react with the expiring milk in such a way 
that unthinkably putrid gases are slowly but inexorably 
released. And eventually—within days, or after a week or two, 
depending on external conditions—these freedom-demanding 
gases require more space than their prison will allow, and the 
irresistible force of their relentlessly expanding pressure bursts 
the jar, allowing a now-fantastically potent stench that began as 
rancid milk and rotten chicken, but has grown into something 
more powerful than either could ever hope to become, to 
permeate its immediate area. It penetrates, it saturates, it 
nauseates; the odor, legend has it, is unforgettable, unbearable 
and remorselessly permanent.  

Chip felt uncomfortable just having the jar in his bag.  
Even though it was still freshly concocted (assembled that 

morning, using some already over-the-edge milk he’d left out 
for a day or two in advance—which, he surmised, probably 
constituted malice aforethought), Chip couldn’t help but worry 
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that the malevolent catalysts in the jar would act faster than 
predicted and turn his beloved courier bag into an untouchable 
piece of toxic waste. All he needed was a day to get out of 
town, which, conveniently enough, was what he had. Within 
the next thirty-six hours, Chip and his band would be 
westward-bound, en route to the first show on their tour and 
putting mile after anxiety-reducing mile between Chip and his 
soon-to-be-former boss.  

By the time he made it through the door of the office, 
Chip was sweating slightly. Amarilla’s door was closed, which 
indicated that she had not yet arrived. When she was actually in 
her office, she always left the door slightly ajar, as if to offset 
somewhat her withdrawal from her minions’ activities and to 
underscore the fact that she was still a presence in the area; 
Chip also assumed it meant that she was listening to every 
word that he and Dawn spoke.  

Chip slid his bag underneath his desk, then leaned down in 
his chair and opened it to remove the jar. It was wrapped as 
securely as Chip could manage, bound by three rubber bands in 
two plastic shopping bags and a Ziploc freezer-bag. He undid 
the rubber bands around the jar and removed the bags, one by 
one. The sight of the jar set him slightly more at ease; there 
was still a small but visible air bubble hovering inside. The 
fuse was still long enough.  

—Fuck! Chip suddenly thought. —Fingerprints! He had 
completely forgotten to cover this in his plans. He picked up 
the jar again, using one of the plastic bags as a glove, like a 
responsible dog owner picking up a piece of freshly extruded 
waste. Keeping his hands below his desk, oblivious to how 
obscene, or simply illicit, his furtive motions might look to any 
passing observer, Chip rubbed the front of his T-shirt over the 
jar’s surfaces, catching, he hoped, every possible part he might 
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have touched. Then, still holding it through the bag, he set the 
jar on the floor and took a last look around. This was it.  

On his mental count of three, Chip opened Amarilla’s 
door (noting, fleetingly, that he’d had no backup plan if it had 
been locked), crouched down to his right, pulled out the bottom 
drawer of her corner file cabinet all the way until it stopped, 
then lifted the drawer up and out. Into the empty darkness 
where the drawer had been, he thrust his bag-protected hand 
and placed the Milk-Chicken Bomb (he now let himself call it 
that, as he released it from his personal care, safely away from 
his personal space) snugly at the back of the cabinet.  

He hefted the drawer back into its runners; it eased back 
into place with a satisfying click. Chip darted back to his desk. 
The entire operation, from opening Amarilla’s office door to 
resuming his seat, had taken less than half a minute. His heart 
was pounding as though he’d just sprinted to catch a bus—
something he had vowed, in adherence to the Two Thousand 
Year Old Man’s edict, never to do.  

About ten minutes later, Amarilla made her appearance. 
She gave Chip her usual curt nod and entered her office. Chip 
heard her turn on her computer and pick up the phone, and 
realized he’d been holding his breath since she’d walked in. He 
exhaled, then breathed deep and stared at his screen. As long as 
biology, or physics, or whatever science covered the intricacies 
of festering, putrefaction and bottle pliancy was on his side, he 
was home free. All he needed was the rest of this one day.  

Friday.  
His last day.  
Please, science. Please. 
 

GAMES WITHOUT FRONTIERS 
Chip had his hands full. Another Local Magazine event, 

another open bar, another period of meandering around an 
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unfamiliar venue, keeping an eye out for Timmy and keeping 
the level of inebriation high enough for a blasé buzz but 
moderate enough for articulate conversation, if called upon. 
His right hand held a martini in a plastic cup; his left hand held 
that drink’s diminished twin—initially identical, but the 
passage of time had not been kind. 

Having arrived somewhat before Timmy’s usual hour of 
escape, Chip was surprised to hear her voice. It took a moment, 
but he pegged it filtering through a substantial cluster of 
decorative ficus plants near the bar. From the sound of it, she’d 
been cornered by a couple of females of the advertising 
executive species. She was doggedly holding her own, though, 
in the face of some of their more pointed jabs.  

“So it’s going strong with Chip, Timmy?” a voice asked. 
It sounded like Tina, one of the more sharklike creatures from 
the ad-exec section of the office. That meant that Chelley, 
Tina’s less-pretty, more-heavy acolyte, was undoubtedly the 
other woman.  

“Yeah, it’s been great,” Timmy replied, gamely keeping 
the tone light. “He’s the first guy I’ve dated in forever that I 
can actually imagine moving in with.”  

This was news to Chip; he wasn’t sure if Timmy meant 
what she’d said, or was just making pleasant conversation. He 
liked the sound of it, though.  

“Oh, that’s sweet. I can’t wait to move in with my man,” 
came the return. Tina was dating a player for the New England 
Patriots. Chip knew that both the player and his position had a 
name, but neither of these wads of ABC gum had managed to 
stick to the sidewalk of his memory.  

“Really?” Timmy asked, rising to the bait—out of 
politeness, Chip knew, rather than naïveté. “When are you guys 
going to do that?”  
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“Oh, well,” came the whooshing air of a dismissive sigh. 
“Carl’s got to get to a point where he can propose first. We’re 
both pretty traditional, you know. And— Tina laid the hammer 
down—“Well, I’m Catholic, so…” 

He could almost hear Timmy’s knowing nod, almost see 
her doing her best to stay above the bullshit. Everyone in the 
office—and, Chip assumed, Tina’s hairdresser, manicurist, 
grocer, taxi driver and anyone she shared an elevator with on 
any given day—knew that Tina and Carl spent every night 
together at his plush Newbury Street townhouse. If Tina’s 
upbringing had anything to do with that, Chip was pretty sure it 
involved more of the confession part than the celibacy part.  

“Wow, that’s cool,” Timmy enthused. “Do you think he’s 
going to propose soon? That must be exciting…!” 

Every second of the lengthy pause that followed made 
Chip want more and more to pull apart the ficus fronds and tap 
Tina on the shoulder, take her jaw in his hand and turn her chin 
so he could speak clearly and coldly into her face, saying: —
Carl will not be proposing to you, Tina, which is something 
you know, as well as everyone who knows you knows. He will 
drop you like a fat chick when he gets traded to New York and 
all you will have left will be the Gucci purses that you 
demanded for Christmas, as though you were on some kind of 
game show, which is essentially the way you see your prospects 
with Carl, who is, again, not going to come close to marrying 
you or even coming close to fulfilling any hints he may have 
dropped during the time he’s been fucking you, which has been 
what, six months, now?  

Chip had a philosophy about women and men. His belief 
wasn’t grounded in books he’d read or classes he’d attended—
although, as he’d pointed out to Ida, he had read a fair amount 
of ladies’ magazines over the years, while dating women who 
bought them, and had attended his fair share of Women’s 
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Studies courses during his time in college. It was essentially 
based on observations he’d made in his time as a boyfriend, 
brother, friend and human on Earth.  

Chip’s basic contention was that men fucked things up on 
a grand scale. They swung their dicks and started fights, 
contests, games, battles, conflicts, bullshit and wars. On their 
own, men reverted to primal simian behavior; waving their fists 
and their cocks around to demonstrate their ownership of an 
area, or their possession of a female, or their devotion to a 
philosophy. Men made it manifestly clear where boundaries 
were, and made it implicitly clear what the consequences 
would be, in case anyone felt like pushing those boundaries. 
Men, Chip believed, ruined the world.  

Women, on the other hand, ruined each others’ lives. In 
contrast to the overt and attention-demanding swagger of the 
perimeter-pissing male, women tended to revert to the locker 
room—middle school, Chip reckoned, or high-school at the 
latest. Sly, underhanded and often utterly untrustworthy—
among themselves—they played out their terrifying games of 
dominance and schemery on a level that the human male, 
unless cued to perceive, could never hope to fully appreciate.  

When it finally came, Tina’s reply was a potent example 
of what Chip called “feminine Y-gene,” due to its similarity to 
the stereotypically power-centric behavior of the average alpha 
male. She was clearly laying claim to what she perceived as 
desirable, coveted terrain; staking out the perimeters of her 
kingdom and unrolling plans for further conquest. Chip could 
have saved her a lot of time and breath by letting her know that 
Timmy didn’t care and Chelley didn’t need to hear it all again. 
But he opted, instead, to continue listening.  

“Well, Carl has some serious thinking to do,” Tina opined, 
playing artfully coy to her standing-room-only crowd. “He’s 
going to be pretty busy in the next year or so”—she hinted, 
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with the delicate touch of a corpse falling on a squad car from a 
third-story balcony—“and he’s basically got to get his 
priorities straight. You know what I mean.” This last comment 
was clearly not directed at Timmy but at Chelley.  

Chelley knew her role. “Well, obviously—he’s gotta lock 
you down, girl!”  

Chip could feel Tina’s preen through the ficus.  
“I mean,” Chelley continued, “I’m the same way. I would 

never move in with a guy unless we were married. It’s just the 
way I was raised. I mean—” here, she cautioned against 
misunderstanding—“I’m not saying anything against you and 
Chip—it’s just my own background. You guys just seem like 
you’re not worried about anything like that, which is so cool. I 
just don’t know how I’d ever explain it to my dad, you know? 
Oh—” Chelley blanched audibly.  

Timmy’s father had died the year before. This was 
common knowledge among the Local Magazine staff. But, less 
deft than Tina at the art of girl-on-girl violence, Chelley had 
stumbled into uncharted waters without a compass. Tina would 
never allow herself to be caught out in such a way, but would, 
instead, have set her course with a purpose, with an agenda and 
with a will. Chelley, on the other hand, was a simpleton in such 
matters, having only recently shifted in status from accustomed 
victim to nascent aggressor, and had neither a roadmap nor an 
exit strategy.  

“I mean—I mean—” Chelley foundered on the rocks, all 
her barbs withdrawn, trying desperately to turn her gaffe 
around and sail back to port. “I mean, not that it matters what 
he thinks, or anything. It’s just a thing, it’s just—well, you 
know. Listen, does anyone want anything? I might see if I can 
get another drink.”  

“I’m fine,” said Timmy.  
“How’s your mother?” asked Tina, her voice all roses.  
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It was time to do something.  
Chip emerged from behind the ficus. Drinks still in hands, 

he was easily able to carry off the look of someone who had 
just arrived from the bar.  

“Timmolah!” he cried, brushing through the ad execs. He 
and Timmy gave each other exaggeratedly campy kisses on 
each cheek, and Chip handed Timmy the less empty of his two 
glasses.  

“My favorite!” she exclaimed, drinking deep.  
“Listen, I don’t know if you guys are up on this, but I just 

got wind of a little fanciness,” Chip whispered heavily, 
drawing the crowd in closer by lowering his voice.  

“Really?” Tina inquired, her brow furrowing with 
solicitous curiosity. “What’s the deal, Chip?”  

“Well, apparently, there’s some kind of benefit happening 
tomorrow,” Chip explained, keeping his voice low to indicate 
both circumspection and the impression that he felt he wasn’t 
sure if he should be spreading around such confidential 
information. “It’s kind of on the DL, you know?”  

“Oh, where’s that?” Chelley whispered.  
“That’s just rap music slang for ‘secret,’ ” Timmy said, 

with a smirk at her boyfriend’s pseudo-hipness.  
“Ooooh,” Chelley cooed.  
“Basically, the deal is, there’s some kind of Toys for Tots 

fundraiser or something tomorrow,” Chip murmured. “It’s 
called ‘Flashy Trashy’ and it’s, like, celebrities wearing the 
most over-the-top outfits they can put together. It’s all for Kids 
for Cancer or something.”  

Tina’s brow un-furrowed and re-furrowed in a rippling 
wave of interest. “Where’s it happening?”  

“It’s at that church in Copley Square at ten in the 
morning,” he whispered. “But don’t tell anyone. I heard it all 
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from ‘Snaps’ Porter when he was telling Lisette—you know 
that new assistant of his?”  

Tina and Chelley both nodded, then flashed Timmy looks 
that mingled caution with sympathy. ‘Snaps’ Porter’s new 
assistant was young and cute.  

“Anyhow, he was telling her all the details, but he made 
her swear not to tell anyone. He was kind of a dick about it, to 
be honest. But anyway, I think it’s some kind of top secret 
crap; like, only local celebrities are supposed to show up for it. 
Like Ben Affleck and maybe Tom Brady or whatever.”  

Chip had to look into his drink while he added the last 
part, knowing that Tina was savvy enough to take at least a 
perfunctory look through her rose-tinted D&G sunglasses into 
the mouth of the gift horse that had fallen into her lap. But the 
whiteness that appeared in her knuckled grip on Chelley’s 
forearm told him that he had hit the nerve he’d been aiming for. 
The ‘Snaps’ Porter bit had been risky, but in combination with 
Chip’s own reputation for disdaining any and all celebrity-
based activity, the story in general was believable enough.  

Apparently.  
Tina looked at Chelley. “Are you thinking what I’m 

thinking?”  
The look on Chelley’s face indicated that she desperately 

hoped she was.  
“Well, we’ll have to go,” Tina whispered. Chelley’s face 

lit up, then fell, almost immediately, with a sharpness that sent 
an involuntary streak of sympathy through Chip, as Tina 
continued, making it clear that her “we” did not include 
Chelley. “I mean, Carl needs to be at events like this. He’s a 
celebrity. It’s good for his image. I don’t know why his agent 
doesn’t hook him up with things like this. It’s a no-brainer.”  

Chelley, still knowing her role, played it to the hilt. 
Recognizing that Tina’s conspiratorial inclusion of her in this 
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plan, generally—despite Tina’s exclusion of her in its 
execution, specifically—indicated that support for Tina was 
required, she gave it, fulsomely.  

“Oh, God, yes! I totally have the perfect dress for you. It’s 
totally trashy.”  

Tina sniffed. “Yeah, I’m not sure if I have anything to 
really fit that description.” And then, with the interminable 
slowness of a midnight freight train barreling down a Rocky 
Mountain incline, and with just as much inexorable 
unstoppability, she unleashed the devastating one-two 
suckerpunch knockout of the evening, giving Chelley a fully 
overt, “discreet” once-over, and saying, out loud, to the woman 
who was ostensibly her best gal-pal, “But I’m not sure if 
we’re… the same size.”  

Chip marveled.  
Timmy’s heart was, at times, too big for her own damn 

good.  
“Oh, I’m sure it’s not about the perfect dress, or how it 

fits, or whatever. Right, Chip?” She appealed to him with her 
eyes, but Chip found himself unable to throw his body on top 
of hers, onto the live grenade of raw, uncut vileness Tina had 
just dropped at their feet. Timmy pressed on. “I think it’s just 
like dressing wild, kind of. Wild with style, right?”  

Tina allowed a polite, facetious laugh, “Oh, that’s good, 
Tim. ‘Wild with style.’ No wonder you’ve been the Assistant 
Editor here for five years.”  

Timmy took another drink. “Managing Editor,” she 
muttered into it.  

“Sorry,” Tina smiled. “Manager Editor.”  
“Fucking hell,” Timmy said, so quietly that only Chip and 

her drink could hear.  
“Hey, Timmy,” Chip said, “I had this thing I wanted to 

show you. Will you excuse us, ladies?” He flashed the kind of 
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grin that gave the impression of a gallant, romantic lad 
sweeping his lady fair off to some corsage-based tete-a-tete, or 
a rendezvous with a puddle and an overcoat. Always excusable, 
always smiled upon, always a source of chagrin to the 
superficial female holding out for a rich guy, but who honestly 
wishes the rich guys were nice guys more often.  

Chip and Timmy eased graciously out of the brush and 
made their way toward the bar.  

“So.” Chip put his arm around Timmy. “Sorry about that.”  
“It’s okay,” she said, sagging. “I mean, I only have to 

work with them.”  
“They’ll get over it,” Chip said. “Just a simple 

misunderstanding. I must have heard ‘Snaps’ wrong.”  
“Ugh. I don’t know if that’ll cover it.” Timmy pursed her 

lips. “I think you’ve earned yourself a demerit, Chip.”  
“What—that?” Chip was aghast. “But they’re horrible 

people! They don’t respect you, and they make your job 
difficult almost every day. I just gave them a little taste of their 
own medicine.”  

“Yeah, but I’ll still get the bill, Dr. Knowitall.” She took a 
deep drink of wine. “It’s going to be… hell on Monday.”  

“Not for me, lady,” Chip smiled. “I’ll be in Maryland on 
Monday.”  

“Oh, right,” she said. “When do you get back, again?”  
“Next Sunday afternoon, sometime. Big homecoming 

show in Brighton for the returning zeros.”  
“Yeah, well, don’t hurry home.” She took another drink. 

“Take your time. I’m going to need to work up to missing 
you.” 

 
DRINKING HAS A ME PROBLEM 

The Local Magazine event evening was winding down 
and things were starting to get, as the kids say, “real.” The 
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drinks had been drunk and the drunks were drinking more. The 
family men and women had made their excuses and shuffled 
out, leaving behind the corps of free-drink desperadoes, the 
bemused dilettantes with nowhere better to go, and the venue 
staff. This latter group’s clear willingness to wrap up the night 
was just as clearly equaled by the desperadoes’ enthusiasm at 
the prospect of taking it all the way. The middle group was 
essentially malingering with intent to vacate as soon as the 
situation became definitively incapable of providing further 
entertainment. All of this meant that two out of the three 
remaining demographics were thrilled, while many in the third 
didn’t bother to hide their grimaces of frustration, when Callie 
made her re-entrance. 

Earlier that evening, Callie had made a pretty spectacular 
entrance, on the arm, to her co-workers’ surprise, of her 
husband. Until that moment, Callie’s husband had been a man 
who existed exclusively in the intangible realms of Monday 
morning water-cooler grievances and Friday evening cellphone 
bickerings, with a minor claim to some of Callie’s desktop real 
estate in the form of a framed five-by-seven photo, in which he 
stood, by a small boat, holding a giant fish. 

 On the other hand, Callie and Al, an accountant who 
worked in the same building as the Local Magazine offices, 
were often seen together, particularly around the lunch hour, 
traveling to and from their respective offices with only minimal 
efforts at discretion. Timmy had told Chip that there was a 
general consensus that they were either having an affair or the 
next closest thing; whether or not they were simply getting 
lunch together during their mid-day outings, their behavior 
around and toward one another en route (and before and after, 
as had been uncomfortably witnessed and awkwardly endured 
by various co-workers in elevator and lobby environments) 
would be grounds for some serious questions by their spouses. 
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 This being the case, Callie’s initial foray into the 
evening’s event had caused a bit of a stir. Uncomfortable 
introductions were made to magazine staffers and there was a 
flurry of hearty handshakes, bright smiles and sparkling small 
talk, during which Callie managed to both praise and demean 
her husband in ways that made it clear (from her perspective) 
how lucky a man he was, and (from the perspective of anyone 
else in the vicinity) how unlucky. 

The editorial department’s ranks featured no-one whose 
budget would support buying an ad from Callie, nor whose 
social status could elevate her own in any way. Mercifully 
exempt from Callie’s general notice, they were spared this 
cringeworthy social obligation and its attendant complicity in 
the charade of fidelity and devotion that Callie was half-
heartedly promoting. Timmy and Chip had watched from the 
sidelines, in awe of the back-and-forth bullshit on display. 

It wasn’t until she reappeared, some time later, that Chip 
realized he hadn’t seen or heard Callie in a while. Sashaying 
into the room with a Coach bag on one arm and Al from 
accounting on the other, Callie waved at a small gaggle of 
fellow advertising executives still hovering around the bar and 
joined them, to the sound of much cooing and playful finger-
pointing. 

“Jesus,” Timmy said. 
“Yeah, wow,” Chip agreed. “That poor fucker.” 
“Which one?” Timmy asked; Chip didn’t have an 

immediate answer. He had meant Callie’s husband, but clearly 
the question, like Callie, had legs. 

“Need another?” he asked. Timmy nodded, eyes wide. 
Chip made his way toward the opposite end of the bar, passed 
by Al, en route to the men’s room. 
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“Another pair of gin and tonics, please,” Chip said to the 
bartender, whose expression, Chip thought, indicated a trace of 
recognition. Good stuff, good stuff. 

“What kind of gin?” asked the bartender. 
“Wow. Um, any good stuff left?” 
“Well, we’re out of Sapphire, but there’s plenty of 

Hendrick’s,” the bartender said. “The blue bottle tends to catch 
the eye of this crowd more.” 

“Imagine that,” Chip said. “Yes, Hendrick’s, please. In 
fact, make one of those gin and tonics a martini, will you?” 

The bartender grinned and went to work. Chip leaned back 
against the bar and looked out at the thinning crowd. 

Al appeared at the bar to his left, and Chip’s eyes fell to 
his hand. A band of light skin around Al’s fourth finger 
gleamed where, Chip assumed, a ring had lived until recently. 
Had Al and his wife split up? Were they “separated”—and if 
so, did Mrs. Al know? Or had Al removed his wedding ring as 
some kind of vague nod in the general direction of propriety? 
Chip was almost drunk enough to put the question to Al. But he 
recognized the urge for what it was—misguided chivalry, on 
behalf of someone whose honor he had no business pretending 
to defend. Instead, Chip thanked the bartender, tipped him 
again and, drinks in hand, withdrew from the cloud of cut-rate 
suburban melodrama. Easier dreamed than done; Chip could 
still hear Callie from the other end of the bar. 

“So I told him,” she crowed discreetly, hiding her secret, 
naughty words behind splayed fingers, “it seems like we have a 
problem. I need those earrings. And you need your widdle man 
to get a widdle wuvvin’. So if you want to even dream of 
any”—here, Callie kissed her index finger with a ghastly 
drunken parody of coyness and, to Chip’s amazement and the 
apparent awe of her audience, who were visibly clinging to 
every syllable and attendant gesture of her account, actually put 
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the tip of it in her mouth—“then you’ll make sure that we both 
get what we need.” 

Callie’s clique, to a woman, leaned forward slightly, 
breathless. Chip had to admit that he, too, had been drawn in. 
He snuck a glance over at Al who seemed intent on watching 
the preparation of his vodka-crans. 

The suspense having peaked to her satisfaction, Callie 
flounced and tossed her head, her hair falling back to reveal a 
brightly pendulous dangle of diamonds attached to her earlobe. 

“I knew it!” shrieked a one of the advertising executives. 
“I knew those were new!” 

“Well, of course they are. Callie gets what Callie wants,” 
Callie purred, wobbling into a vampish pose. 

“What about your husband?” asked another account 
executive. “Did he get what he wants?” 

Callie rolled her eyes. “Please,” she said, her voice rich 
with martyrdom. “Don’t remind me.” 

“And what about Al,” nudged a third account executive. 
“Does he get what he wants?” 

Callie tossed her hair again. “Well. What he wants is me. 
And what he gets is... Up to me.” 

A silent chorus of raised eyebrows and pursed-lip smirks 
fluttered through the thicket of account executives. Chip 
hastened to rejoin Timmy, who suddenly seemed to represent 
his last hope for humanity. On the way, he wondered whether 
or not Al had heard any of Callie’s conversation. Not that it 
mattered. No doubt Al knew what he wanted, and what he 
could expect to get. 

 
SEX AND THE (JOURNEY TO NOWHERE STARTS 
WITH A) SINGLE GIRL 

“I guess this is it, then,” said Chip. It was the morning 
after the Local Magazine’s garish festivities and, more 
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importantly, the morning of his band’s departure toward the 
middle of the country. He rolled over and faced Timmy. “Are 
you going to miss me?” he asked. Bob Dylan smiled 
beatifically down upon the two of them, without judgment. 

Chip’s question was somewhat more than playful. 
Timmy’s public remarks about moving in together aside, 
Timmy had seemed less concerned about his imminent absence 
than he could have wished. He wouldn’t say she was being 
cavalier, exactly, but there was something of the lackadaisical 
about her overall demeanor. 

“Oh, Mr. Chips,” she said, pushing him onto his back. 
“I’m sure I will.” 

“I’ll miss you, you know,” he said. 
“Oh, Mr. Chips. I know you will.” 
“It won’t be easy,” Chip said. “I mean, you know my 

feelings on cell phones.” 
“Ugh, do I,” Timmy said. “Almost by heart.” 
“I’m just saying, I’ll be in touch when I can, is all,” Chip 

said. “Like, I’m sure I’ll be able to check my e-mail from time 
to time. And there’s always a pay phone somewhere.” 

“I know,” Timmy said. “I’m sure we’ll manage.” 
“I guess I just want you to know that I really do take ‘us’ 

seriously,” Chip said. 
“Well, so do I,” Timmy said, but there was a little 

testiness around the edges, Chip felt. 
“Well, good,” Chip said. He wasn’t sure if Timmy was 

really understanding where he was coming from. He decided to 
go for it. 

“I mean, I really feel like we’re doing pretty well together 
and, well, I don’t know how you might feel about maybe, when 
I get back, maybe looking into some apartments, or something. 
You know—moving in together…?” 

“Move in? With you?” Timmy laughed, lightly. 
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“Well, I mean, yeah,” Chip said. 
“But—” Timmy smiled, “you’re going nowhere fast.” 

Chip felt his skin crawl a little. 
Timmy seemed to take a deep breath, without actually 

doing it; she moved closer to him and her body was warm 
against his. 

“I mean,” she said, “a girl’s got to have a plan, Chipton.” 
“We could have a plan together,” Chip offered. Timmy’s 

cocktail-hour comment on moving in with him, the one he’d 
heard from his ficus-protected grotto, seemed months and miles 
away. 

“Yeah. Yeah, I know,” said Timmy. She was quiet for a 
few moments; Chip could tell that she was thinking. “It’s 
just—you have to understand, Chip: Pretty much all the men in 
my family, my father included, have historically been fuckups. 
The women have had to do a lot of… well, managing. And, 
yes, I’m sure there’s a case to be made for who chooses who, 
and why, and what these women have been looking for in their 
men and vice versa.” 

Timmy sighed. “But whatever the deep-rooted childhood 
cause, whatever the reasons that lie buried in the subconscious, 
the end result is the same: It’s a drag, man.” 

Chip nodded. He hoped this was going to end happily, but 
he had his doubts. Timmy’s bed was very soft. He felt like he 
was sinking into it. Timmy went on. 

“And the long of the short of it is, I’m just extra-conscious 
about what I look for in guys, you know? I’m just not as 
easygoing as some girls. You have to trust me on this, Chip. I 
have a great time with you. Really. It’s just that when you start 
talking about for-real stuff, I get a little wary, is all. You 
know?” 

Chip realized that he had to agree, or else the conversation 
was going to get heavier and deeper, and go on for longer. 
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“I know, Tim,” he said. “I know. I didn’t know about all 
those things, and… Well, I guess I just want you to know that I 
appreciate your giving me the chance to measure up to your 
higher-than-average standards.” Chip half-smiled as he said the 
last part, feeling awkward. 

He was aware that he was pushing it a bit; Timmy hadn’t 
specifically come around to giving him that chance. But she 
didn’t seem inclined to argue the point. Quite the opposite, in 
fact. She seemed more inclined toward a different point; the 
one that was tenting the sheet below his waist, as it did most 
mornings. 

“Well, we can discuss these things further when you get 
back,” she said, her voice muffling slightly as her head slipped 
below the sheet. 

“I’m glad we had this conversation,” Chip said, gulping in 
mid-sentence as Timmy took charge of things. He really was 
glad. The heavy talk seemed to have been postponed for 
another time and he’d gotten out of it fairly unscathed. Plus, he 
hadn’t been sure if he was going to get any kind of special pre-
tour farewell treatment, and now it seemed as though he was in 
line for it. Good talk. 

 
FOUR FOR THE ROAD 

It was a balmy Saturday morning. The bus dropped Chip a 
block or so from Your Mom’s House, and he strolled 
cheerfully up the street, carrying a small army-surplus duffle 
filled with changes of underwear, a few T-shirts and a spare 
pair of cutoff shorts. The bag also contained a black nylon CD 
wallet, full of discs burned especially for the road, and a couple 
of paperbacks he was looking forward to reading or re-
reading—among them, The Man Who Was Thursday and a 
book of poetry, both by G. K. Chesterton, with whom Chip had 
recently become smitten. 
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Chip was full of vim and vigor, piss and vinegar. He had 
left a wonderful gesture of vengeance for his miserable boss, 
he’d just received a spectacular farewell blowjob from his 
wonderful girlfriend, he was about to embark on a wonderful 
tour with his wonderful band, and the air that the day had 
produced was nothing short of spectacular. Everything about 
this day was wonderful and spectacular. 

Making his way up the driveway, Chip found Joe’s van, 
like Joe, partially loaded. 

“Have a beer, man,” Joe offered. 
“Fucking hell, is it even ten yet?” Chip demurred. 
“Motherfucker, we’re on tour!” Joe bellowed, then took a 

debonair sip, pinky extended, from his can of beer. 
“Yes we are,” said Chip. He did want to have a beer, come 

to think of it. But he knew that if he started drinking this early, 
he’d have to keep going steadily all day and would be a wreck 
by evening. If he had just one beer and then stopped, he risked 
inebrius interruptus, a resulting headache that could be a killer. 
Not the way to start a day, or a tour, such as this. 

“Where’s the boys?” he asked. 
“In the basement, dismantling the drums,” Joe said. 
Chip laughed, perplexed. “What’d they do, lose a bet?” 
“Yup,” said Joe. “Turns out I can carry a ride cymbal in 

my teeth.” He spat onto the driveway; his saliva looked pink. 
Joe’s reputation as a force of nature had weathered yet another 
challenge and come out on top. 

“So they’re bringing up all your drum stuff, huh?” 
“Yup,” Joe said. “But not your bass stuff. That wasn’t part 

of the bet.” 
“Naturally. Okay, I’ll see you in a minute.” 
Chip headed down through the bulkhead into the 

basement, the wooden steps creaking under his weight. He 
wondered, as he always did, who would be on one of the steps 
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when it broke and what the unlucky person would be carrying. 
Would it be a heavy speaker cabinet? Or would the universe’s 
forces of irony choose a humble drumstick bag? Or would it be 
broken by a case of beer? Or somebody tripping and falling? 
Or maybe they would never break. Maybe those basement 
steps were permanent, their creaky whining just halfhearted 
cries of wolf. 

He found Ike and Grover each at odds with a piece of 
Joe’s gleaming chrome drum hardware. Ike was on his knees, 
swearing, trying to untwist a knob on the snare stand. Grover 
was trying to push together the three legs of a heavy-looking 
metal stand, with modest success. 

“Oh, hi,” Ike said. “Glad you could make it.” 
“I would have been here sooner, but I was having oral 

sex,” Chip said. 
“Giving or getting?” Grover asked. 
“It is better to give than to receive,” Chip recited. “So I 

guess I got the short end of the stick, this time,” he concluded, 
with a self-deprecating shrug. 

“I’d say Timmy did,” Grover observed. Chip laughed out 
loud. 

“That’s funny on many levels,” he acknowledged. 
“Less yakking, more packing, clowns,” Ike ordered, 

glaring first at Chip and Grover, then back at the snare stand, 
which he handed to Chip. “Fix this fucker so it’s small,” he 
said, and got to work on a cymbal stand. 

“Fuck off,” said Chip, “I didn’t lose a bet with Joe.” He let 
the stand drop to the floor in front of Grover and eased past an 
exasperated Ike to his bass rig. “Comma, you idiots,” he added. 

“Come on,” Ike protested. “Who could have guessed he’d 
win that?” 

“Maybe just anyone who’s known him since college, I 
figure,” said Chip. 
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“Well, that gets me off the hook, anyway,” said Grover. 
“What’s your excuse?” 

Ike rolled his eyes. “Unconstrainable optimism at the 
prospect of spending two weeks in a van with three assholes,” 
he growled. 

“Should have known better,” said Chip. 
“That’ll teach you,” said Grover. 
“If only,” said Ike, depositing the cymbal stand at 

Grover’s feet next to the snare stand. “Here, you’re better at 
this. I‘ll start carrying the drums up.” 

“Wait,” said Chip, “the bass and guitar amps go first. 
Check the schematic.” 

“Right,” said Ike. “I forgot. Okay, let’s start wrestling 
those up and see how many sheets Joe is to the wind.” 

“Wonderful,” Chip said, pleased that the tour was already 
going perfectly. 

The schematic was a floor plan of the van’s cargo section 
that illustrated which piece of gear went where, accompanied 
by a list that indicated the correct loading sequence. Joe and 
Ike had sketched it out, Grover and Chip had endorsed it and 
Grover had used the machine at the school where he was 
substitute teaching to laminate it. It was affixed to the inside 
rear door of the Good Luck Van by duct tape and was designed 
to direct and support the most foolproof load-out possible, from 
any venue, under any conditions. No matter what time of day, 
how fatigued, drunk or otherwise incompetent the Good Luck 
Band might be, they or their designated proxies would be able 
to successfully load their gear into the Good Luck Van without 
the avoidable effort or delay that plagued less well-prepared 
bands. 

Chip breathed deeply of the wonderful, spectacular 
outside air as he descended through the bulkhead again. He 
wasn’t sure which aroma he preferred; the fresh air of a perfect 
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summer’s day was, of course, rare and lush and lovely. But the 
cool, almost tangibly thick atmosphere of the basement was so 
evocative, so redolent of songs and days and shows and hours 
and weeks and conversations and years and debates and 
emotion spent in the dank confines of the band’s practice space 
and basements like it, that it was impossible to compare the 
two. One was objectively magical; the other was subjectively 
sublime. 

He hefted his bass speaker cabinet into its delineated slot 
in the van’s back left quadrant, grunting slightly as he slid it as 
far back as it would go and pushed it snug into its corner. Ike 
was right behind him with his own speaker cab. Chip went 
back down to the basement for his bass amp. Suitcase-sized, he 
could carry it with his bass. He met Ike on his way out, who 
acknowledged him with a jaunty smile. Apparently, being on 
tour was starting to sink in to Ike’s psyche, which Chip was 
glad to see. He knew how single-minded his friend could get, 
and didn’t want the wonderfulness of the day, or of the tour, to 
bounce off of Ike like so much irritatingly distracting external 
stimuli. 

When Chip stepped up into daylight again, Joe was 
wearing the driving fez, which was a red Shriner’s hat that had 
been sitting around the basement practice area for as long as 
the band could remember. They’d decided that for the duration 
of the tour, whoever was behind the wheel would wear the fez; 
this would make it easy to tell at a glance who was driving. 

Chip had significant reservations about his drummer’s 
choice of headgear and hoped Joe could be convinced to 
surrender it before they got on the road. When fully and 
willfully under the influence, Joe could, on occasion, be 
somewhat ornery. At the moment, he seemed mildly and big-
heartedly buzzed, which was encouraging. 
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“Load my babies nice,” Joe said. “Don’t make Daddy 
have to chop off a whuppin’ stick.” 

“Spoken by the guy with teeth-marks on his cymbal,” Ike 
laughed, shaking his head with amusement. 

“Not likely,” Joe scoffed. “It’ll take more than my Hoosier 
ivory to make a dent in that bronze. Make sure you put that 
bass drum in first.” 

“I thought I’d put it on top of the snare,” Chip said, 
pointing at the schematic. “That’s what this says.” 

“You must think I’m drunker than I am,” Joe said. 
“No, but I think you’re drunker than you think you are,” 

Chip grinned. 
“One of us is right,” Joe acknowledged. 
“One of us always is,” Chip said. “I wonder where he’s 

gotten to.” 
Ike appeared at the top of the basement steps, carrying a 

golf bag jammed full of drum hardware. “Finally got this shit 
collapsed,” he said, swaying momentarily under its weight. 

“I thought you were going to get a second bag for some of 
that stuff,” Chip said. 

“Nope,” said Joe. “I decided to get a caddy instead.” 
“Is there a five iron in this thing?” Ike asked. “Just 

curious.” 
“You’ll never earn a decent tip with questions like that,” 

said Joe. He looked around. “Now, where’s that drinks girl?” 
 

THE WAY WE BALL 
Some hours later, the venue in which they’d make their 

tour debut slid into view as the Good Luck Van rounded the 
last corner listed on Joe’s page of hand-scrawled directions, 
legible only to him. It was a VFW hall in a small town in 
upstate New York. The show was set to take place in the hall’s 
basement. 
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“New York,” Chip whistled. “Just like I pictured it.” 
“If we can make it here, guys,” Grover said. “Well, you 

know. No need to jinx anything.” 
There were a few kids outside in the parking lot, 

practicing tricks on their skateboards. A couple seemed to be 
pretty good; the rest were earning chops and bruises in roughly 
equal proportions. 

Grover slid the van into a parking spot and stomped on the 
emergency brake. 

“Never use that thing,” Joe said from the back. 
“What, a seatbelt?” asked Grover, referring to Joe’s 

penchant for driving unrestrained, whether due to absent-
mindedness or willful obstinacy. 

“The emergency brake,” said Joe. “Wears out the 
suspension.” 

“Really?” asked Chip. 
“You’re just saying that because Arthur said it,” said Ike. 

Arthur was a friend of theirs from college; an incurable 
gearhead, he knew more about cars than he knew about 
anything else except, possibly, classic rock. Steely Dan had 
been one of the only intersections across Arthur and Chip and 
Ike’s musical tastes, but that, along with the fact that Arthur 
loved gin and White Castle burgers, had sparked an early and 
enduring friendship among the three students. 

“Fuck that guy,” said Joe. “He couldn’t fix a car if he had 
a socket wrench set and a bucket of car fixer.” 

Joe was drunk. As far as Chip could tell, he’d been 
drinking steadily since before they’d departed. Joe wasn’t a 
mean drunk or a sappy drunk; he was an unpredictable drunk. 
Where sober Joe fluctuated between raw, uncut, deadpan stoic 
and jovial, congenial hail-fellow-well-met—with about an 
eighty-twenty ratio of the former to the latter—alcohol tended 
to brighten the lighter end of his spectrum and enshroud the 
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darker end even more blackly. It made his upbeat moods border 
on the lunatic and his foul moods verge on tangibly menacing, 
although whether the danger was more to himself or others was 
rarely clear. Essentially, alcohol served to make Joe simply 
more Joe in any, or every, possible direction. 

At the moment, Joe’s well-lit star was in Chatty, with 
Manic Outbursts ascendant. He was first out of the van, and 
anyone who didn’t know him would have noted only a stone-
faced and primarily skeletal twentysomething with a floppy, 
undyed Mohawk and a thousand yard stare. The other three 
members of the Good Luck Band, however, knew they were 
watching a drummer on the brink. They looked on with a 
degree of anxiety as Joe approached the skating youths. 

“Hey, lemme see that,” he said to one of them, indicating 
the kid’s skateboard. “It’s cool, we’re playing tonight.” 

Obliging but wary, the kid handed over his board. Joe let 
it tip courteously to the ground, his foot on the back to angle it 
gently down. He gave it an exploratory back-and-forth, then, in 
a wobbly crouch, kicked off  and mounted it with both feet. 

Joe’s momentum carried him along, parallel to the curb at 
the back of the building. After about twenty feet, his center of 
gravity shifted; he seemed to be trying to turn to avoid the wall 
at the end of the lot, but his agility succumbed to his inebriation 
and Joe went down in a low-speed, low-impact collapse from 
which there was clearly no recovering. 

Joe carried the board back up to where he’d started and 
handed it back to the kid. 

“Needs some grease in the front axle,” he said. “Your 
trucks are loose.” He turned back to his bandmates. “Let’s start 
loading in. I want to lie down in the van for a while.” 

________________ 
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The VFW seemed to be an all-purpose, multi-function 
facility. On its bulletin board, Chip saw a flyer promoting the 
following night’s entertainment: a local improv troupe with an 
a capella group opening. The a capella group promised 
“Spectacular versions of today’s hits—strictly a capella!” They 
were called The Thongbirdth. The improv group was called 
The Peanut Gallery and they were pictured on the flyer. They 
looked wacky. 

Chip hoped that Grover hadn’t fucked up the suspension 
on the van, or whatever Joe had been raving about. He hoped 
the van was doing real good. 

________________ 
 
The Good Luck Band stood at a doorway to the rear of the 

venue, looking in. They were admiring something that they’d 
had never been their pleasure to come across at any show or 
venue they’d ever played—club, bar, all ages joint, basement 
or otherwise: a conveyor belt. 

Running from the street-level doorway down to the 
basement, the utterly fantastic conveyor belt was made of 
heavy rubber or plastic or some kind of polymer. Whatever it 
was, it looked tough, rugged and built for industrial use—able 
to take far more weight than its current load: a bunch of 
piddling rock band amps and drums and assorted accessories, 
such as Grover, who had switched it on and was slowly 
traveling down the black strip into the basement. 

“Dudes!” he yelled, “this is awesome! Our first night out 
and we might have already peaked!” He hopped off at the 
bottom of the belt and looked around the room, then back up at 
the rest of the band. 

“Start sending stuff down, man—I’ll grab it from here.” 
Chip turned around to find the van heading in reverse 

toward the doorway. Both back doors were open, as was the 
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driver’s side door, out of which Joe was leaning, gauging his 
backup maneuver. 

“Jesus Christ,” Chip said, “you’re in no shape to drive, 
you asshole—especially backwards.” 

“You call this driving?” Joe said, clanking the van against 
the curb and jostling loose his snare drum from the neatly 
packed stack of gear. Ike lunged to catch it before it hit the 
ground, reaching it just in time. 

“You want to grab that,” said Joe. 
Ike scowled at him. “Let’s get this shit emptied out so you 

can sleep this shit off,” he said, shaking his head. “Don’t lift 
anything fragile. We’ll get the amps. You stick to your drums. 
They’re in cases; you can’t fuck them up too badly.” 

“Wait till I get on stage, motherfucker,” said Joe. 
________________ 
 
There was a conference underway. Another band was 

crowded into a back room of the venue, facing down the kid 
who had booked the show, a pudgy, round-cheeked teenage 
boy who went by the nickname of Ol’ Dirty Baxter. Ol’ Dirty 
wasn’t quite backed up against the wall, yet, but he looked 
uncomfortable, being confronted by a bunch of dudes older and 
more confident than he. 

“It’s just that we got people comin’,” an aging, thin-faced 
hesher was saying. “So if we’re not on at a certain time, well, 
they got things to do, you know? And to be honest, so do we.” 

“Yeah, I know, Ace—it’s just that—” The kid tried to get 
a word in. 

“So it’s just easier all around if we go on third instead of 
first, man.” 

“It’s just that I told the guys from out of town that they 
could go on later, you know,” Ol’ Dirty Baxter explained. He 
wiped his shining forehead with the back of his hand. “That 
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way they’ll get more of a crowd. You guys are from around 
here and all, so it’s—” 

“It’s what? It’s no big deal, huh?” Ace was clearly getting 
riled; or, at least, pretending to be, to get a little traction. Chip 
doubted he was as pissed off as he seemed. “So just because 
we’re local instead of from Boston,” he drawled, waggling his 
open hands, “that means we gotta play early to nobody? That 
doesn’t make any kind of sense, man. I mean, seems to me they 
should be playing before us, just on spec. I mean, who are they, 
anyhow?” 

“You don’t want that, pal,” said Grover, stepping into the 
room and making it suddenly smaller by half. Grover smiled at 
the hometown rock star. “You don’t want us playing before 
you unless you can smoke this fucking room, kid. Are you 
going to set this place on fucking fire, guy? Are you going to 
fucking bring it?” 

Ace looked uncertain. “Shit-yeah we are, dude,” he spat. 
“You don’t know who we are, man. We’re fucking big around 
here. My band will kick your ass.” 

“Fantastic,” said Grover. He turned to Baxter. “We’ll play 
early to five people. That way five people will know that the 
show was over before the third band hit the stage.” 

“Whatthefuckever,” Ace exploded, shoving his way out of 
the now-claustrophobic room. His band silently, sullenly, filed 
out after him. 

Grover looked at Ike and Chip, who had heard everything 
from the hallway, unable to fit into the room. “Sorry,” he said. 

“Are you kidding?” said Chip. “That was great. I don’t 
care when we play; those dudes were pricks. We’ll have a 
ball.” 

“Yeah,” said Grover, turning back to Baxter. “Those 
dudes are pricks. Don’t sweat it, man. Thanks for the thought, 
but we’re fine playing whenever.” 
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“Thanks,” said the kid, clearly relieved. “I’ll make some 
calls and get people here on the early side if I can get them off 
their asses. My band’ll go on first; you guys can go second.” 

“Seriously, no problem, man,” said Ike. “Whatever works; 
it’ll be fine. Thanks.” The Good Luck Band headed back up 
and out to regroup with Joe, who was smoking in the parking 
lot. 

“I just got pissed,” said Grover. “Sorry to speak for the 
band and take the early slot, but…” 

“No way,” said Ike. “I’d have done the same thing.” 
“I just have a pretty keen memory of being the fat kid and 

getting pushed around. Made to feel small,” said Grover. “It’s a 
shitty deal in high school.” 

“Some folks never leave high school,” said Joe. 
Grover nodded. “Let me have a smoke, man.” They all sat 

quietly together while Grover and Joe smoked. Specific reasons 
for being in a band weren’t always clear or plentiful, but the 
Good Luck Band had just shared a good one. 

________________ 
 
The shitty-attitude-having band (whose name, 

incredibly/predictably, was Kill Em All) was cruising leisurely 
into the middle portion of their performance. Or so Chip hoped. 
They were about twenty minutes deep and it didn’t seem like 
they were worried about anything as mundane as a the timing 
of their set. They seemed far more concerned with tuning. 
Between each song, both guitarists and the bassist took time to 
tune their instruments, while the singer ad-libbed comments 
straight out of the rockin’ frontman playbook. 

“How’s everybody doin’ tonight?” 
“Hey, so who came here to rock tonight?” 
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“That was a new song. It’s gonna be on our next CD. 
Comes out in September. Just in time for your back to school 
needs, ladies.” 

“Okay, here’s a song about gettin’ fucked up”—at which 
point the singer thwacked his belly—twice—“and then fuckin’ 
shit up!” 

 “I think some of you fuckers didn’t come here to dance 
tonight, man. Let’s see some action on this next one, all right?” 

“I don’t know if you motherfuckers are ready for this next 
one. You guys ready?” It was unclear whether “you guys” were 
the listless audience or the tuning-obsessed onstage virtuosos. 

“The next one is about this chick I used to bang back in 
the day. It’s kind of a fucked-up love song.” Pause; wait for 
laugh. Drink again. 

 “Hey, man, don’t you motherfuckers ever stop tuning 
those fuckin’ guitars?” 

The music itself was more or less along the lines of what 
Chip had expected. By-the-numbers kick-ass rock ‘n’ roll, 
adequately executed; in the vein of Sammy Hagar and 
whatever shitty sub-par grunge bullshit had traveled across 
these douches’ radar in the nineties; the nineties being an era 
that the Good Luck Band unanimously agreed was the worst on 
record for any kind of mainstream rock. 

________________ 
 
Chip remembered the early nineties with some fondness. 

It was back when he and Ike had first met; their first year at a 
small college in Indiana. They were assigned as roommates and 
hit it off from the start. Chip had Walk Among Us (on the Ruby 
imprint of Warner Brothers Records) by the Misfits, and 
Liveage by the Descendents (on the independent label SST); 
Ike had the complete discography discs by Minor Threat 
(Dischord) and Operation Ivy (Lookout!). Chip came to college 
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with Slayer (Def Jam/Def American); Ike brought Metallica 
(Elektra). All these albums formed the basis of both a 
friendship and a musical partnership that neither could possibly 
have anticipated, but both had secretly hoped to find. 

The years went by; Screeching Weasel’s My Brain Hurts 
(Lookout!) and Leatherface’s Mush (Seed, initially; then, the 
original UK release on Roughneck, for obsessive completism) 
were added to the canon, but the core didn’t change for a long 
time. Chip discovered the Dead Boys and the Dictators; Ike 
found the Toy Dolls and the Rezillos. Neither of them had 
much time for the jangly Brit-pop scene beyond the first Stone 
Roses album, but like everyone else in their demographic, the 
Seattle wave swept over them both; when it washed away, Chip 
and Ike were left Green River, Mudhoney, Tad, the Fastbacks 
and the first two Earth records. The Pearl Jam, Temple of the 
Dog and Mother Love Bone CDs with which Chip entered the 
relationship disappeared before the end of their sophomore 
year.1 The pair watched the me-too Seattle-lites Stone Temple 
Pilots spring out of nowhere onto the tail end of the grunge 
bandwagon as it dropped its load off at MTV; on returning 
from their senior-year semester abroad in England, they were 
baffled to find that the Pilots had not disappeared with the rest 
of the alt-rock flavors of the month. They remained baffled by 
the entirety of the Stone Temple Pilots’ subsequent existence. 

As grunge turned two, then three, its self-neutering 
concessions to accessibility dragged it even farther back in the 
running, as bands like Nirvana and the aforementioned Pilots 
draped acoustic renditions of their hits over the moldering 

                                                        

1 To be completely honest, the Mother Love Bone CDs didn’t really 
disappear, but they did go discreetly dark, not to surface again until the 
early 2000s, when they sold for $60 or so on eBay. 
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cadavers of their credibility, while Alice in Chains and other 
also-rans of the era cemented their dorm-shelf and used-bin 
legacy with darkly crooned slow jams. Every high school girl 
that bought the Unplugged album by Nirvana kicked the band 
farther from the inadvertent pop culture ruckus they’d raised, 
as well as from the playlists Chip and Ike logged on their radio 
show. Nirvana’s first album, Bleach, became something of a 
nostalgic novelty; a record to throw on when one wanted to 
fondly recall the fun, fleeting moment when this “far-out” 
sound had threatened to shake the very foundations of the 
house that Clark and Kasem had built, before slouching back to 
the power-ballad ghetto inhabited by the thorny roses and 
Christian sisters of yesteryear. 

Soundgarden started out interestingly, gained a foothold 
with Badmotorfinger, but were never really serious contenders. 
The astonishingly-named band Live was roundly mocked and 
alt/indie staples like REM and U2 never reached consideration. 

Rap music consisted primarily of Gang Starr and old Run-
DMC; Chip’s resurgence of interest in the genre was some 
years off; he did not find in A Tribe Called Quest or Digable 
Planets or Dream Warriors or Arrested Development the kind 
of grit and rough edges that he had appreciated about the rap 
music of his New York City youth. The Wu-Tang Clan’s 
failure to release a followup to their exceptional debut until 
well after Chip graduated college is another reason why Chip 
had only minimal interest in hip-hop during this period. 

All of the above being why Chip and Ike were neither 
equipped nor disposed to enjoy the music being thrust at their 
faces like an angry hate-fuck in a sleazy porno scene. The 
prickish singer’s backstage attitude was clearly present on 
stage as well, and his bandmates’ bland faces didn’t do much to 
support the kind of ass-kickery that the prickish singer had 
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implied that Kill Em All would be bringing to the stage that 
night. 

Chip felt Grover’s presence behind them in the slowly 
emptying room.  

“Jesus Christ, listen to that guy,” Grover marveled. “It's 
like Eddie Vedder came back to life or something.” 

“What? Eddie Vedder didn't die,” Ike said. 
“He didn't?” Grover was astonished. 
Chip laughed. “No, he made it out of the nineties alive. 

Still kicking.” 
“What kind of world is this?” Grover shouted. He turned 

and, as Chip watched him, seemed to be heading toward the 
van; to find a beer, no doubt. Chip turned to join Grover. He 
felt Ike fall in behind him. 

________________ 
 
 “Those shitheels,” said Grover. He was tugging at 

something deeply enmeshed in the rollers of the conveyor belt. 
It was somewhere around ten at night. The show was over and 
the space was almost completely cleared out. 

“What’s up?” asked Chip. 
“Those cock-rocking shitheels,” said Grover, nodding his 

head toward the top of the belt to indicate the swaggering Kill 
Em All frontman and the rest of his band. “They put their 
drummer’s damn hippie rug on the belt and it got sucked into 
the gears. Now it’s all fucked up.” 

“You’re kidding,” said Chip. “Seriously?” 
“Seriously.” 
Chip was staggered by the patent unfairness of this turn of 

events. The fact that something so incredibly helpful, wholly 
unprecedented and all-around awesome as a conveyor belt for 
gear-loading could be so callously ruined by thoughtless pricks 
was almost too much to bear. 
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“Where are they now?” he sked. 
“Outside, smoking,” said Grover. 
“No, they’re not,” said Joe. “They’re gone.” 
“Fuck, man,” said Ol’ Dirty Baxter. “Fuck that, man. 

That’s the last time those fuckers play this place, that’s for 
sure.” 

“Hand me those pliers,” said Grover. “This thing is 
wedged in way deep.” 

 
MOTHER KNOWS BEST 

At Ol’ Dirty Baxter’s house after the show, a massive 
bowl held enough spaghetti in red sauce to feed every band that 
had played that night and a few select members of the audience 
besides. There was a note from Baxter’s mom; Baxter read it, 
then handed it to Chip. 

“The ‘drinking’ means me,” Baxter said. 
“—Baxter: You know the rules,” Chip read aloud. “No 

drinking, no noise. The spaghetti is for you and your friends. 
Have fun. Love, Mom.” 

“Can’t shake a stick at a mom like that,” said Grover. He 
slid his palm around the base of the bowl, like an antique 
expert or a crime scene detective. “Still warm. Gentlemen, start 
your eatings.” He picked up a plate from the table and scooped 
a generous portion of spaghetti onto it. The amount in the bowl 
seemed unchanged. The rest of the Good Luck Band followed 
suit. 

“Your mom is an excellent cook,” said Chip, ravenously 
shoveling in mouthfuls. 

“Thanks,” said Baxter. “She’s had a lot of practice.” 
“And she’s cool with you having bands over? Like, 

routinely?” 
“Well, not on a weekly basis or anything,” Baxter said. 

“But kind of often. Basically, everyone that’s been here has 
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been cool—no crazy scenes, no out-of-control groupies or 
drugs everywhere, that kind of thing. So it’s worked out pretty 
well.” 

Chip nodded. It was a positive, self-sustaining setup. As 
long as nobody ruined things for everyone, the system worked. 
He thought for a moment about Kill Em All, with their shitty 
egos and allegedly punctual friends; bands like that tended to 
ruin the good things. It’s so simple to be cool, Chip thought. 
Why isn’t everyone? 

“Well, no need to worry about anything like that with us,” 
he assured the kid. “We’re not the crazy partying types. Much 
more laid back.” 

“Cool,” Baxter said. “I liked your songs, man.” 
“Thanks, man,” said Ike. 
“Yeah—you guys seem really passionate about your 

music; your songs seem like they’re… Like they’re about 
something. Like, things that you care about.” 

“Yeah,” said Ike. He looked bemused. “They are. I mean, 
we do.” He went quiet. The Good Luck Band and Baxter 
enjoyed their spaghetti in an amicable but slightly pensive 
silence. 

“Hey,” said Grover, “do you have any good movies?” 
“I just got Total Recall on DVD,” Baxter said, hesitantly. 
“You just got yourself top billing on my list, kid,” said 

Grover, thumping Baxter heavily on the shoulder. “Where’s the 
TV room?” 

“It’s downstairs. But…” Baxter paused. “Um, there’s no 
food allowed down there.” 

“Can we bring beers?” 
“Yeah, but you can’t sit on the sectional couch with 

them.” 
“I appreciate, admire and respect the standards your 

mother maintains, Ol’ Dirty,” said Grover. Lifting his bowl to 
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his face, he absorbed his remaining spaghetti into an immense 
final slurp and set the bowl on the coffee table. “Lead the way, 
stopping only to point out the nearest gentleman’s room. I will 
follow.” 

He turned to his bandmates. “Boys? Would you pricks 
care to get your asses to Mars?” 

The rest of the Good Luck Band was already finishing the 
last of its dinner and locating its nearest beer. 
 
YOU’RE NOT US 

It all started at the shitty bar in Ohio. Well, actually, that’s 
not quite true. It really started at the Wal-Mart on the way to 
the Ohio bar show.  

With Joe behind the wheel, the Good Luck Van rolled into 
the megastore’s expansive parking lot. 

“What are we doing here?” asked Ike. 
“I need a coke,” said Joe. 
“You what?” 
“I need a coke,” said Joe. He had the expression on his 

face that he had during most conversations he had with most 
people; a sort of slightly weary, determined look, facing 
straight ahead (certainly not toward whoever was addressing 
him), indicated a passing interest (at most) in whatever external 
stimuli he was perceiving, and a polite willingness to sustain 
the ruse of acknowledging it, as long as it didn’t get in the way 
of whatever he was doing, or about to do, or wanted to do. 

“At Wal-Mart?” Ike was incredulous. 
“There isn’t anywhere else,” Joe said. 
So they went to Wal-Mart. 
Ike immediately headed for the Gent’s. Grover 

disappeared too, so Chip wandered over to the music section. 
He scanned row after row of country and hip-hop CDs, sections 
abutting one another so tightly that their inhabitants cross-
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pollinated with abandon. Miscegenation was rampant; 50 
Cent’s gleaming chest rubbed up against Faith Hill’s only 
slightly less shiny pectorals. Martina McBride’s flag-hag 
sassiness skated along the outskirts of Nellyville. Ludacris’ 
leashed dog cowed the unleashed angry American, Toby Keith, 
into the depths of his doghouse. 

Chip stared at the rows and rows of CDs and slowly, with 
the crawling pace of a molasses flood, the realization came to 
him as to just how powerfully these items were product; 
nothing more, nothing less. The rap music he loved so much, 
the contemporary country music he abhorred so deeply; all just 
loss-leader units to draw in microwave and rifle and toaster 
oven buyers. 

The mess of intermingled genres on the racks before him 
seemed pointless; it was a moment of raw transparency in 
which he felt able to see through the artifice of commerce that 
surrounded him. Chip was unfamiliar with the razor blade 
business model (you make short-term money on the handle—
you make long-term money on all those replacement blades), 
but its meaning was suddenly crystal clear to him: all these 
refills in their luscious, shiny colored packaging—fixes for 
addicts. The first one’s free, man; radio or TV puts it in front of 
you, then gets under your skin and soon you don’t have any 
choice. You need the hot new single, the hot new CD, the hot 
new DVD. You need to buy it, to own it. And then, they own 
you. 

His head spinning, Chip wandered up and down the racks, 
seeing colors, looking through them, seeing dollar signs and 
dreams. Clear plastic jewel cases melted through shrink wrap, 
fonts and logos and photos danced in his head. It was a 
cornucopia of irrelevance, he realized. Wave after wave of 
disposable tools for belonging; admission to a sect or clique 
with pre-determined cred, based on radio play, TV play, friends 
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who play, reviews read in the entertainment section… Nothing 
human here. Nothing real. Just plastic. Just product. 

________________ 
 
It was some time later that Grover interrupted Chip’s 

reverie by tapping him on the shoulder. 
“Joe’s got his coke,” he said. “Ready to go?” 
“Yeah,” said Chip. 
Grover looked at him. “Or were you gonna pick up the 

new Carrie Underpants album?” 
“Fuck off,” Chip murmured, coming out of his daze. He 

followed in Grover’s wake, his head still spinning. 
They regrouped at the van. Joe had a bag containing a six-

pack of 20-ounce cokes. Ike had a bag with something smaller 
inside it. Chip had a glazed expression and Grover had a big 
smile. 

The four traveling musicians climbed back into the van. 
With Joe at the wheel, they moved along the strip-mall 
panorama back toward the interstate. 

Ike looked at Grover. “All right, fine,” he asked. “What 
are you looking so tickled about?” 

Grover’s grin widened. “Ever wonder where to go for 
gigantic sexy panties?” 

Ike said, “No.” 
“You go to Wal-Mart,” said Grover, pulling a hot pink 

pair of the largest sexy underwear any of the four had ever 
seen, out from under his shirt. They were fluorescent pink, 
surely not runway-grade satin, with a frilly white lace trim at 
the waist and thighs, and they were immense. On the rear, 
rainbow glitter-script spelled out the words SEXY MAMA. A 
chunky plastic security tag dangled from them, its smoothly 
rounded corners and Caucasian flesh-tone giving it a vaguely 
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obscene implication, as though it were some kind of mysterious 
sexual accoutrement. 

“Did you steal those giant panties from Wal-Mart just 
now, dude?” asked Chip. Grover’s instant belly laugh said it 
all. 

“This is the best pair of panties I will ever own,” he said. 
“Come on—how could I leave this behind?” He held them up 
in the air and a fresh wave of laughter at his joke filled the van. 

“I thought I heard the alarm go off as we were leaving,” 
Chip recalled. As was so often the case, nobody at any of the 
registers or customer service desk had bothered to approach 
any of them when the alarm beeped as they left the giant store. 

“Why wouldn’t you pay for them?” asked Ike. 
“I don’t shop at Wal-Mart,” said Grover. “They stifle 

small business and their record on employee treatment is 
abhorrent.” 

Ike blushed. “I know that,” he said. “I… Dude, we all 
know that. I’m just saying—” 

“What did you buy?” asked Grover, his eyebrows raising 
and mingling. 

Ike scowled. “Nothing.” 
“No, seriously, what did you buy at Wal-Mart, 

Situationist? What did you buy at Wal-Mart, champion of the 
proletariat? What did you buy at Wal-Mart, tilter at the giant 
windmill of Das Kapital?” 

Ike rolled his eyes. He opened the bag and pulled out a 
tank top with a Bruce Springsteen logo on it. “It was in the cut-
out bin or whatever. I got it for Ida.” 

Grover’s roar of laughter was nearly deafening. “Dude, 
you are awesome!” he bellowed. “You are so not walking the 
walk right now!” 
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Ike flushed even further. “It’s just a little thing,” he 
muttered. “I saw it in the clearance bin. She likes Springsteen. 
It was just a couple of bucks.” 

“Oh, I know it was,” Grover howled. “That’s because they 
have ‘rock-bottom prices,’ dude!” 

“I thought you never shopped at Wal-Mart, dude,” Joe 
intoned from the driver’s seat. 

“All you guys can fuck off,” Ike said. His expression was 
flatly furious. “One fucking time. Seriously. You bought cokes, 
man,” he accused Joe. 

“Yeah, but I don’t have a long and vocal history of Wal-
Mart boycotting. I grew up with that place in my backyard. It’s 
different.” 

“Yeah, yeah,” said Ike. 
“Look,” said Grover, “it’s not like we’re going to tell the 

scene on you, man. This little secret stays in the car. What 
happens on tour stays on tour, right?” 

Ike glared at the bag in his hand, then at Grover. 
“I just didn’t think about it,” he finally said. “I saw the 

shirt, I know Ida likes Springsteen, it was cheap…” 
“That’s just it, man,” said Chip. “That’s why everybody 

shops there. It’s cheap and nobody thinks about it. Don’t 
worry, man. It’s a tiny drop in a vast bucket. Even bigger than 
these panties. Your one individual purchase at Wal-Mart will 
have exactly the same effect on your lifelong boycott as your 
one individual lifelong boycott will have on Wal-Mart. You 
know it’s true. Let it go.” 

Ike looked at the floor, then out the window, then sighed. 
“Ah, Christ.” He pulled the shirt out of the bag. “Now I can’t 
give it to her. How can I tell her I bought something for her at 
Wal-Mart?” 

“Blame heat sickness,” Chip offered. “Wait, no—tour-van 
fever.” 
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“Dude, just tell her you bought it for her without thinking 
when we stopped off for cokes, then Grover called you on it 
and we all had a discussion about it,” Joe said. “You can tell 
her it made you realize some crap about the bigger picture of 
‘what Wal-Mart represents,’ and how it made you think. Chicks 
love it when they can discuss thoughts and feelings.” 

“Plus, you got her a present on tour,” Grover said. “That’s 
what she’ll really be happy about. A story to go with it is just a 
bonus. You should turn the bag inside-out when you give it to 
her; that’s the perfect way to set the whole thing up.” 

“Fine, fine, whatever, I’ll think about it.” Ike leaned back 
and tossed the bag into the corner of the van where their 
various non-musical luggage was stowed. He turned around 
and looked out the window, his arms crossed. Chip recognized 
the expression on his face; a sort of bemused scowl. It was the 
look Ike got when he was moving large blocks of thought 
around. 

Chip felt bad for Ike. It really wasn’t a big deal, after all. 
But it was; that was the thing. And he knew that Ike knew it 
was a big deal. And there really wasn’t a good way to say all 
that without feeling awkward about it, so he kept quiet. 

________________ 
 
So it had all started at Wal-Mart, sort of. But it all started, 

really, around the moment when Grover took the mic to sing 
the girl-group tune. The Good Luck Band were finishing up 
their set at a tiny little bar in Ohio. Not really their type of 
place, to tell the truth; a different type of clientele than that to 
which they usually catered. But the audience seemed to enjoy 
the punk rock and roll sound the band was providing, and who 
were the Good Luck Band to judge? Seemed a decent enough 
joint, overall. 
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Near the end of the set, Ike looked at Chip and said, 
“Rebel?” Chip smiled, nodded, and they turned to their 
respective stage partners and shouted, “Rebel!” over the din of 
the song they were concluding. Joe nodded, Grover grinned, 
and they all rolled out of feedback and right into “He’s A 
Rebel,” by the Crystals. 

The band had been messing around with the song in 
practice for a few weeks, with Grover taking the lead vocals. 
Tonight seemed like the perfect time and place to unveil their 
take on the Phil Spector girl-group classic; which is to say, why 
not? Some no-name dive in no man’s land—i.e., the Buckeye 
state, a.k.a. The Heart of It All—on a weeknight where the 
crowd is feeling good and everyone’s just, you know, hanging 
out, man. Right? 

As they started the intro, Grover stepped up front. He gave 
it his all, strutting up and down the stage, which was tricky 
while playing guitar, but Grover’s guitar stylings were often 
incidental to whatever else he was doing on stage. He gave 
each line the requisite flourish—“just because he doesn’t do 
what everybody else does/that’s no reason why we can’t share 
a love”—as though he were doing “Gypsies, Tramps and 
Thieves” to a sold-out Frisco cabaret crowd. It was triumphant. 

Grover was already shirtless, as was the rest of the band. 
Droplets of perspiration flickered from his beard and chest 
hairs with every prancing twirl and pirouette. And the part 
where Grover dropped both his guitar and his trousers to the 
floor, revealing to the crowd the pinkest, largest SEXY MAMA 
panties that Wal-Mart had to offer, complete with luridly 
dangling security tag, was probably the highlight of the 
evening. Shaking his substantial tailfeather, on which the 
sweat-saturated contraband lingerie was still a couple-few sizes 
too large, Grover punched the song into the rafters, selling it 
like a Broadway auditioner, high-stepping like a Rockette and 
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hitting the final note with such gusto that Chip almost started to 
applaud before remembering that he was still playing his bass. 

The scattered applause that followed this show-stopping 
tour de force felt more like a slap in the face, but Grover’s 
performance had been worth it. And since they had nothing 
else to pull out of their hat, that was about it for the Good Luck 
Band and Nowheresville, Ohio, club that night. 

The Nowheresville club patrons, on the other hand, still 
had a little fire in their collective belly. The Good Luck Band, 
their gear disassembled, packed up and shoved against the 
load-out door, were starting to strategize about how much 
farther they could push the bar tab, when a couple of bruisers 
tapped Grover on the shoulder. 

“What’s u—” Grover managed to say, before he was 
suckerpunched by an ex-linebacker with a ball cap and 
something to say.  

“That’s for being a faggot, faggot,” the dude roared into 
Grover’s face as he slumped against the wall, sliding slowly 
down to sit on the floor. The rest of the band were in shock. 

“Whuh thuh fuh,” Grover mumbled. 
Suddenly there was a baseball bat. Suddenly shit started to 

get. Really. Fucking. Heavy. 
Grover shook his head and opened his eyes to see a pack 

of about a half-dozen clean-cut red-staters looming over him, 
gay-hating pride gleaming in their eyes and nowhere to go but 
down. 

“Whoa,” he stammered. “Whoa, guys. Whoa.” 
“We don’t like faggots around here, faggot,” the speaker 

of the house intoned, darkly. He moved closer to Grover, his 
support staff close behind him. His comrade in tribal-tatted 
arms brandished the bat, and Ike and Chip looked at each other. 
Was someone going to die? Were the Good Luck Band going 
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to be able to raise any kind of competent fist of resistance or 
even band solidarity here? 

“Whoa, guys,” Grover said, his arms outstretched. He 
smiled weakly at the enclosing crescent of angry young men. 
“You have the wrong fucking idea here. I am a happily married 
fucking man here. That dancey shit is just for fun, you 
assholes.” 

“Bullshit, faggot.” 
Chip sought out the bartender. Over Ike’s shoulder, he 

saw the man leaning against the back of the bar. One hand was 
in his pocket; the other held a can of beer. More than concerned 
or even surprised, he looked impatient. 

“Look, here, you shitheads,” Grover said, pulling out his 
wallet. “Look. Pictures of my wife and my kid.” He flipped it 
open. “I just had a kid, last month. She’s one month old. One 
month old next week.” He held the pictures with desperate 
patience under their noses. “Next week, Thursday. I’m a father. 
Her name is Lily. I’m not a faggot. Christ.” 

Their ire subsiding, the crew’s aggression visibly 
diminished as they examined this fresh evidence. After a 
thoughtful pause, the pack leader took a small step back. He 
looked warily down at Grover and offered no assistance as 
Grover slowly eased himself back onto his feet. 

“Figures, I guess,” he said. “You’re too big to be a queer 
for real. But that shit was real fucking faggy, man.” 

“I know,” said Grover, swinging his arm around the 
bruiser’s neck and bringing his knee up into his belly. “I know. 
Pretty gay for a straight guy.” With impressive swiftness, he 
laced his fingers together and thumped his antagonist on the 
back, sending him to the floor, then grabbed the bat from the 
ringleader’s stunned compatriot and threw it across the back 
corner of the bar, where it scragged the first shelf of bottles 
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pretty spectacularly and clattered to the floor in front of a 
couple of stools. 

In the next few heartbeats, another contender stepped 
toward Grover and found himself on the floor, cradling his jaw. 
Joe picked up the bat and looked fairly menacing with it, 
holding it slightly away from his body as it dripped any number 
of rail liquors onto the bar’s sawdusty floorboards. The only 
sound in the place was the Nirvana song coming through the 
shitty PA, punctuated by gay-bashed grunts and groans. Grover 
rose to his full height and spoke to the pair on the floor. 

“Next time you decide to suckerpunch a faggot, you 
should check to see if he’s a tough-ass faggot first.” He gave 
his earliest acquaintance a kick to the ribs—not a vicious one, 
but stern enough to make his point. “Faggot.” 

“Faggot, you fucking—” 
“Oh, for fuck’s sake, you idiot. Stop being a shithead. You 

just got your ass kicked by a cocksucker. Have some dignity 
and shut your shithole.” 

Joe smacked his palm wetly with the bat. Chip looked at 
him. Joe didn’t seem to be paying attention to what he was 
doing; his gaze was fixed on the dude on the floor. 

“Okay,” Grover turned to the bartender. “Who pays us to 
get out of here?” 

 
 “AFTER THE FIRE” b/w “IT WILL BE A GREAT 
DAY...” 

The Good Luck Band was sitting on a porch in a sedate 
Ohio town, about twenty minutes west of Nowheresville, 
sipping Apple Arthurs. The Apple Arthur, was named for its 
inventor, Ike and Chip’s college friend, Arthur. It consisted of 
apple cider and gin, in varying proportions; an Apple Arthur 
could be a glass of cider spiked with gin, or a glass of gin with 
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a splash of cider. Usually, though, it was mixed at about two 
parts cider to one part gin. 

The bar’s unpleasantness still lingered, despite the Apple 
Arthur’s usually soothing effects. 

“That was some shit,” Chip said, finally. 
“You comported yourself admirably, man,” Ike said to 

Grover. 
Grover grunted in disgust. “Fucking ridiculous all around. 

No reason for that shit.” 
“Never is,” Chip agreed. “Always figured having you in 

the band would be good for our defensive strategy; big ol’ 
tough-ass ex-bouncer and all. Didn’t call the gay thing, 
though.” 

“Yeah, well, live and learn,” Grover grumbled. 
“Why didn’t you tell him you’re not gay?” Joe asked. “I 

mean, afterward.” 
“What the fuck do I care?” Grover retorted. “So some 

asshole in a shitty bar thinks I’m gay. He also knows I knocked 
him on his ass. Maybe it’ll make him think twice before he 
fucks with the local queers again.” 

“Maybe it’ll make that chip on his shoulder a little 
bigger,” Ike said. 

“I know,” Grover muttered. “That, too.” 
“Well,” Chip said. “Can’t win ‘em all. Call it a draw.” 
“Nah,” Grover shook his head. “Those fuckers won. All 

we did was beat them up; scare ‘em. Next time they pull that 
shit, they’ll be more prepared. But there’ll probably be a next 
time. If we’d ‘won,’ there wouldn’t be.” 

“But how the fuck do you win in a situation like that, 
than?” Joe demanded. 

After a few minutes passed, the Good Luck Band resumed 
its conversation, shifting the focus to topics unrelated to 
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barroom violence and its potential consequences and/or 
eradication. 

 
I CAN ALWAYS MAKE THEM SMILE—FROM WHITE 
CASTLE TO THE NILE 

The Good Luck Van was in Minnesota, on the way to twin 
shows in the Twin Cities. They were making pretty good time, 
and having one, too. The previous night’s events lingered in 
their thoughts, but were offset by more productive 
introspections. Each member of the band knew that they’d 
talked the whole thing out sufficiently; dwelling on it further 
wouldn’t serve any helpful purpose and would only sustain the 
bleak mood they’d been left with. To that end, conversation 
had been more lively and distracting than previous days’ long 
stretches, and the Good Luck Band was feeling pleasantly 
upbeat about themselves as a band and the world as an 
audience. 

“Hey, you guys want White Castle?” Joe asked, seemingly 
out of nowhere. 

“Didn’t we just eat like an hour ago?” asked Grover. 
“Yeah, we did.” 

“Sounds good to me,” Chip said. “Did we pass one?” 
“Yeah, I did,” said Grover, farting audibly. 
“Nah, but there’s one around here,” Joe replied. 
“How do you know?” Ike asked Joe. “You prick,” he said 

to Grover and opened his window. 
“Saw a sign,” Joe said, vaguely. He took a folded sheet of 

paper from his pocket, unfolded it with one hand, scanned it 
and stuffed it back out of sight. “Yeah, it’s this exit.” 

“There’s no signs for White Castle here, dude,” Grover 
said. Joe said nothing. 

The van veered left off the exit ramp and Joe drove on for 
a while. Ike went back to his book, a Marxist deconstruction of 
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Situationism. Grover and Chip went back to discussing the 
particular merits of Dag Nasty’s first two singers. Time, as it 
generally did in the van, passed, lethargically and inexorably. 

Eventually, Ike piped up. “Dude,” he said, addressing Joe, 
“What the fuck? Where the hell are we? We’re way off the 
Interstate by now.” 

“I know,” said Joe. “Shortcut.” 
This did little to mollify Ike, and sparked a low level of 

wariness in Chip and Grover. Joe’s penchant for shortcuts was 
notorious among his friends; the general and unspoken 
consensus of opinion was that “shortcut,” to Joe, simply meant 
“different route,” and had little or nothing necessarily to do 
with the saving of time or the lessening of distance between 
two points. 

“Okay, well, let’s skip the White Castle, anyhow, man,” 
Ike said. “We’re probably way past it by now.” 

“Nope,” said the methodically precise 
drummer/biochemist, for whom timing in life so often worked 
impeccably. “Here we are.” And he was right; as they rounded 
a curve, the chain’s logo came into view just up the road. 

Joe eased the van into the parking lot and over to the 
drive-through lane. “What do you boys want?” he asked. They 
each handed a few dollars forward and rattled off their orders 
while Joe repeated them into the speaker and collected their 
money. When he completed the list, he paused and said, “It’s 
for Joe.” 

Grover chuckled and Chip smirked at Ike. Joe was so 
adorable, sometimes. Just when you thought he was all 
machine, the man came out in totally unexpected ways. 
Nothing too clever or showy, just deadpan hilarious; classic 
Joe. 

The van pulled up around the side of the building to the 
pickup window. As they neared it, one of the prettiest girls any 
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of them had ever seen leaned out of the window and smiled a 
beautiful Midwestern smile at Joe. 

“Here you are, sir,” she said, extending a pair of bulging 
bags out to him from her window, coming just short of handing 
them over. When Joe leaned out to take them from her, she 
reached forward, grabbed the back of his head and kissed him, 
hard, with a fair amount of visible tongue. She gave his 
Mohawk a playful tug as she released his head. Without 
expression, Joe handed the bags filled with food to his 
dumbfounded bandmates, then reached back and took a third, 
smaller bag from the radiantly smiling girl and put it in his lap. 

Joe held out his band’s wrinkled bouquet of bills, but she 
shook her head, pursed her lips and blew him a silent kiss. Joe 
waved at her, intoned a “Thanks,” then drove back out onto the 
winding, two-lane backroad. 

Chip, Ike and Grover were speechless. Reaching into the 
smaller bag, Joe pulled out a pair of lacy green and lavender 
panties that looked to be about the size and style that would fit 
a beautiful and, clearly, deeply sensual White Castle checkout 
girl. He brought them to his face and inhaled deeply, then 
exhaled. 

“Dude, what the fuck?” Chip demanded. 
Joe looked at him in the rear-view mirror, then back at the 

road. 
“Craigslist,” he said. 
Ike and Chip looked at each other. 
“Lemme see those,” said Grover. 
 

HERE WE GO AGAIN 
Chip awoke from a light doze. He had been dreaming 

about Jennifer Connolly. The paperback he’d been reading 
earlier still sat on his lap, his thumb still marking where he’d 
eased off the page into the ether. Gradually, van reality crept in 
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around the perimeters of his perception and he came reluctantly 
awake with lethargic dreariness. 

Two solid yellow lines bore down on him, with tall 
phantoms whipping past that he gradually realized were 
telephone poles. The grey of the highway was sporadically 
punctuated by patched potholes; none so large as to jar him 
fully awake, but all sizeable enough to keep him from fully 
reaching slumberland. The blue of the sky on the horizon was 
unmarred by clouds or buildings. The line between road and 
sky looked perfectly, if blurrily, flat. 

Chip wondered where they were. No large green 
phantoms had sped by that he could recall, so he tried to focus 
his slowly returning awareness on the right side of the road 
where a mileage sign might appear. None did, even after he 
gave it what he felt to be plenty of time. 

He looked over at the driver’s seat to see who was at the 
wheel. Joe was wearing the driving fez, and, as Chip’s bleary 
gaze surveyed his frame, nothing else. 

“You’re awake,” Joe said. 
“You’re naked,” Chip said. 
“It’s hot,” Joe said. Which was true. It was very hot. In his 

sleep, Chip had apparently sweated through substantial 
portions of his clothes. 

“Yeah,” said Chip. 
“It’s really fucking hot back here,” he heard Grover say 

from the back seat. 
“Oh, Christ,” said Chip. With effort, he turned around in 

his seat, already knowing what he would see. Grover grinned at 
him, his prodigious belly gleaming as bright as his teeth in the 
afternoon light through the van’s back window. Like Joe, he 
was fully nude. A cluster of beads of sweat malingered just 
below Grover’s collarbone, clearly unable to muster up the 
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energy or motivation or critical mass or rat’s ass to roll their 
leisurely way down to the tufts of hair over his nipples. 

“It’s so hot, I just saw a refrigerator with a sign on it that 
said ‘Room for Rent,’ “ said Ike, tugging at where his tie would 
be, if he’d been wearing one. He wasn’t wearing a tie, of 
course, or anything else. 

Chip looked at Joe. 
“It’s my fucking car,” Joe said. 
Chip sighed. He unbuckled his studded punk rock belt and 

started shucking his clothes. 
“I’m on board with the whole philosophy and all, you 

know,” he said, “but this is definitely keeping shit real.” 
Grover cackled. “Less talk, more cock!” 
 

LIKE SHOOTING FISH IN A BARREL, WHERE THE 
FISH ARE DEAD AND THE BARREL IS MADE OF 
BULLETS 

Joe still at the wheel, the van was rolling along a flat 
highway, flanked on both sides by fields of corn that stretched 
as far as the eye could see. It was beautiful. The Good Luck 
Band was reading. The current aural backdrop to their 
afternoon’s travel was a shared band favorite: Earth 2, the first 
full-length release by the band, Earth. It consisted of three 
tracks’ worth of distorted, slow-tempo guitar riffs, each track 
longer than the next and each more minimally crafted, all 
leading to a lengthy, drawn-out conclusion of pure feedback 
and distortion. It was the ideal accompaniment to a misty, late 
morning drive through America’s heartland. 

“So, this guy Klosterman’s got his head up his ass,” 
Grover said, speaking over the album’s repetitively droning 
guitars. They were the first words any of the band had spoken 
for almost two hours. “I mean, so far, the book is cool. He 
makes a pretty convincing case for cheesy eighties metal as a 
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valid art form and all. Or, at least, an entertaining one. But his 
take on the Misfits and Danzig is totally backasswards.” 

Ike looked up from his own book. “How so?” he asked. 
“Well, for starters, he lumps the Misfits in with Samhain, 

then describes them both as bands whose songs are all about 
raping babies and killing children. That’s his one-line 
summary.” 

“That’s it?” said Ike. 
“That’s bullshit,” said Joe. 
“Totally off base,” said Chip. 
“Yeah, but what bugs me more than that assertion is the 

fact that, by putting it that way, he’s being just as dismissive 
and superficial as the people he takes to task for being 
dismissive and superficial when they write off metal as stupid 
and lame and sexist and satanic and blah blah blah.” 

“What’s he say about Danzig?” Chip asked. Chip was a 
big fan of Danzig, all the way up to and including the second 
album, since from Danzig III onward, things got a bit less easy 
to defend, even though Danzig 4 was an inexplicably decent 
record, if only relative to the albums on either side of it. 

“His take on Danzig is that he finds the music and the 
posture unexciting, and that there are two types of people: 
those who think Glenn Danzig is a genius and those who think 
he’s hilarious. End of story, end of evaluation.” 

“Huh,” Chip replied. 
“I don’t think he’s a genius,” said Joe. “But I don’t think 

he’s all that funny, either.” 
“It’s kind of like horror movies in general,” said Ike. “I 

mean, I’m not saying Glenn Danzig is The Shining or The 
Wicker Man, but he’s not Evil Dead II, either. He’s like Friday 
the 13th or Creepers. You don’t totally take it seriously, but it 
has some pretty fucking rad moments, even though you know 
it’s just a movie.” 
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“Yeah, I mean, it’s like AC/DC. On a certain level, if you 
like AC/DC, you’re more or less bound to like Danzig,” said 
Chip. “Musically, they’re both dealing from the same deck. 
Raw, balls-out rock music with sparse, stripped-down 
production, a ruthlessly locked-down rhythm section and a 
smoking lead guitarist to add the required flair. But then there’s 
the vocals and the lyrics; pretty much the same deal. Campy 
sexuality, songs about being bad-ass and what not.” 

“It’s true,” said Ike. “If you drew out a Venn diagram, 
there’d be a lot of overlap there. The main differences are in 
the vocal style and the amount that the listener takes to be 
campy versus serious.” 

“Fuck that,” said Chip. “ ‘Venn diagram,’ my ass.” 
“What?” Joe demanded, incredulous. “What’s your 

problem with a Venn diagram?” 
“It’s just bullshit,” said Chip. “A dude draws two circles 

on a page and I’m supposed to be impressed? Fuck off.” 
“So you don’t buy it as a means of delineating similarities 

across disparate groups?” asked Grover. 
“Sure I do. But it’s so obvious. I make a ‘Venn diagram’ 

every time I pick up a beer and put it down again. It’s nothing 
impressive. Anybody could have figured it out. Hell, if it 
hadn’t been invented by the time I started drinking, I would 
have come up with it myself. —Hey, look at that, two rings. It’s 
like a way to delineate similarities across disparate groups!” 

“So what’s your problem?” 
“I just wouldn’t have called it a diagram and named it 

after myself, is all. —Ooh, look at me, I’m Professor Venn. 
Have you seen this awesome diagram I invented? Fuck off. It’d 
be called Chip Circles or some crap like that. I know my 
place.” 

“Maybe someone else named it after him, though,” said 
Grover. 
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“Well, he should have stepped up and made a change, 
then. —Thanks, guys, but this isn’t really all that big a deal. 
It’s not a diagram, it’s just interlinking circles. Look, I just 
made a diagram with my water glass; shouldn’t we call it 
something else? Save the naming things after people for Mr. 
Isosceles or whoever. Now that took some thinking.” 

“Maybe Venn was dead by then,” said Joe. 
“His estate, then.” 
“But they’re not as modest as he is. Maybe they get 

royalties every time someone uses a Venn diagram.” 
“Stop calling it that!” Chip yelled. 
“Anyhow, that’s the point—there’s no room for any of 

those distinctions in Klosterman’s assessment. It’s frustrating,” 
Grover said. “Because he’s not a dick or anything—I agree 
with most of what he gets into, in general, in this book. It just 
kinda feels like… Like when you look in the liner notes of an 
awesome album and you find God at the top of the Thank You 
list. You just feel like, —Oh, dude, for real? I thought we were 
really on the same page.” 

“Not to mention the fact that lumping Samhain in with the 
Misfits is unfair, too,” said Ike. “Samhain’s kinda fun if you 
already liked the Misfits, but it’s way different in terms of the 
songwriting and overall sound. Samhain was quasi-spooky 
proto-goth-metal. The Misfits were a great example of fun, 
non-ironic appreciation for campy sci-fi and horror flicks—
with, I think, exactly one song each about killing kids and rape. 
No, wait—two songs about killing kids.” 

“ ‘Last Caress,’ ” said Chip. “That’s got both. But that’s 
the only song where he mentions rape. I kinda chalk that up to 
Glenn being a teenager who didn’t know any better, though, 
anyhow.” 

“Sort of like all those awkwardly homophobic lines in 
‘Coolidge’ by the Descendents,” Ike agreed. “Just more being a 
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dumbass than actually meaning it. Anyhow,” he said to Chip, 
“when we covered ‘Last Caress’ back in college, you sang 
‘fucked’ instead of ‘raped’ and it worked out just fine.” 

“The Misfits are a thoroughly underappreciated pop 
group,” Chip said. “Glenn Danzig had some great pop 
craftsmanship chops. I think part of my appreciation for him is 
that it’s impossible to tell if he is really a total bonehead idiot 
savant, or if he just locked in to this spooky-guy persona early 
on and has never broken character since. But either way, that 
has nothing to do with the fact that I think he’s a really good 
pop songwriter as well as being really good at writing really 
brilliantly cheesy metal songs.” 

“Some of the best pop songs in history have been written 
by quote-unquote shitheads, though,” said Ike. “Look at the 
Dictators. Adny [sic] Shernoff is a goddamn musical 
mastermind. And he’s just a slob from New York City.” 

There were nods all around. The Dictators were one of the 
bands that sat in the midst of the Good Luck Band’s 
intersecting Chip Circles of musical taste. 

“Jesus, take the Ramones,” Ike went on. “They don’t get 
the credit they deserve, either. Those guys could write the hell 
out of a pop song. The Ramones are basically a Motown girl 
group that happened to be four dirtbags from Queens.” 

“Didn’t they record with Phil Spector?” asked Chip. 
“Yeah, like mid-period, I think,” said Ike. 
“You fucking nerds,” Grover rolled his eyes, closing his 

book. “Didn’t the producer of their first album put out a solo 
record called Rock Trivia is for Dorks?” 

“Dan Lilker played guitar on that,” said Ike. “He used the 
pseudonym Harry Balzac.” 

Chip laughed. Grover said, “I have that record on purple 
vinyl.” 
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“Oh, you got the reissue?” Ike scoffed. “Well, E for effort, 
anyway.” 

“I saw the original behind the counter at a Brooklyn 
record store once,” Joe said. “Williamsburg. The guy said it 
was free with the purchase of any album that more than five 
people had heard of.” 

“Probably still on the shelf,” said Grover. 
“Yeah, yeah,” said Ike. “It’s all relative, though. Take 

Leatherface. That band means more to any of us than a dozen 
Glenn Danzig side projects. But half the people at any given 
show we play have never heard of them. More than half, most 
likely, as we get older, never mind anyone we might know 
from, like, real life. And everybody knows who Glenn Danzig 
is, right? I mean, except for, you know, most people.” 

“Unless they saw that video from the nineties,” said Joe. 
“True, sure,” said Ike, “but that’s a random factor. So, 

switch the example to Social D and Mike Ness. Or, like, lots of 
people know the name “Metallica” and maybe associate it with 
a loud band that wears black and has long hair. But we know 
that their bassist’s original name was Cliff Burton and he died 
in a tour van accident. But then there’s the next level up, 
where, I don’t know, people who are way bigger fans all know 
that, —Well, Cliff wasn’t their first bassist; back before James 
and Lars met Cliff, they used to play with Dan Lilker in a band 
that practiced in Bill Stephenson’s garage.” 

“Really?” asked Chip, surprised. 
“No, you idiot,” Ike looked at him with blandly surprised 

derision. “I was just saying that we get into all this minutiae 
and devotion over these bands, but they’re still not even blips 
on the radar for 99% of the people out there.” 

“I thought you were saying that we’re not as high up the 
music-nerd ladder as other people.” 
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“Well, yeah,” Ike considered. “I was saying that, too. I 
mean, we know a lot about music. But there’s all those record 
store lifers, or the obsessed collectors, or the single-minded 
experts, who all know everything we know and way more, both 
broadly and deeply.” 

“Anyway,” Joe shrugged at Grover, “You’re just saying is 
that this guy Klosterman has his head up his ass.” 

“No,” said Chip, “He’s saying that Klosterman knows 
more than we do; he just got the Misfits part wrong.” 

Grover sighed. “I’m not saying he knows more or less 
about music than any of you nerds do. I’m just saying he wrote 
a book, that’s all. When you write a book, you put your 
opinions out there for squares like you to debate.” 

“It’s pretty interesting,” Chip said. 
“Not to girls, though,” Grover pointed out. 
“No,” Ike agreed. “In general, not to girls.” 
In the idle, bemused silence that followed, the verdant 

Midwestern landscape hung listlessly outside the windows of 
the van as the boys thought about the girls. 

 
SIGNS, SIGNS, EVERYWHERE THERE’S SIGNS 

“Dude, are you coming?” Chip heard Grover call. 
Chip shouted back, “Yeah, just a minute. I’m e-mailing.” 
They were at a roadside chain convenience store, where 

Chip had found a pay-by-the-minute internet machine. He had 
decided to check his e-mail and see if there was anything from 
Timmy. And there was. 

 
Hey, Chip. 
Wonder if you’ll get this. Just writing to say that I don’t think 
I’ll be able to make it to your return gig. The ‘Decadence’ issue 
party is that night and some of the people here are going. Kinda 
seems like I should go? 
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Anyhow, we can talk when you get back, if you want. 
 
Chip read it and wasn’t sure what to make of it. He was 

pretty sure about one thing, though: If anyone else read this e-
mail, they would probably warn him that things didn’t look 
great for him and Timmy. He wasn’t sure what he’d say to 
someone who told him that, though. 

 
THE PROCESS OF HANGING OUT 

Another house show was underway. The Good Luck 
Band, not due to play until later in the evening, were milling 
around and taking in the scene. 

“Who’s this on stage right now?” Ike asked. 
“They’re called the High-Steppin’ Nickel Kids,” Chip 

replied. 
“Jesus,” said Ike. “I will never figure some of these kids 

out. What is up with that name.” 
“I know,” said Chip. 
“They’re not bad,” Ike said. “I guess. I mean, yeah, I love 

My Brain Hurts by Screeching Weasel and Ribbed by NOFX, 
so fair enough, right?” 

“Fair enough,” Chip shrugged. “That bass player isn’t 
exactly setting any awesomeness records or anything, though.” 

“Yeah, and their guitarist can’t sing,” Ike added. “Want to 
get a beer?” 

Chip nodded. “There but for the grace of God,” he intoned 
as they headed for the exit. 

“You snob,” Ike laughed. “What have they done to you?” 
“Lousy name,” Chip replied. “Slap in the face. Fuck ‘em.” 
Laughing, they went upstairs. 
________________ 
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In the kitchen, there was an immense cooler next to the 
refrigerator, filled with beer. Curious, Chip opened the 
refrigerator. The refrigerator was filled with condensation-
dripping bags of ice. He closed the refrigerator, then opened 
the freezer. The freezer was filled with bags of potato chips and 
pretzels. Hesitantly, Chip touched one. It was not perceptibly 
cooler than the room in which they stood. He turned back to the 
cooler and pulled out a pair of beers from a clackety sea of 
melted ice. 

Grover poked his head into the kitchen. “Dudes, there’s 
whiskey in here.” 

“Thanks,” Chip waved. “We’ll be along in a sec.” 
Ike was looking at a planter in the kitchen window. His 

gaze moved up and out through the window to the dense woods 
behind the house. 

“Hey,” he said. “Take a look at this.” 
Chip handed him a beer. “What’s up?” 
“Is this weed?” Ike asked. 
“How the fuck should I know?” Chip laughed, leaning in 

to inspect the greenery. “I think it is.” 
The two of them marveled at the sight. A windowbox full 

of weed in a Midwestern kitchen. 
“This place must get a lot of morning sun,” Ike said. 
Chip nodded, then shook his head. “This really is a kind of 

magical place.” 
“We’re on the frontier, man. Don’t you remember? This is 

where everybody knows and nobody goes.” 
“What, this house?” 
“No; this whole fucking state!” Ike said, and Chip 

laughed. “You know that, man; we spent four years here. It’s 
the undiscovered country, for real.” 

With not a little wistfulness, Chip recalled their unofficial 
Indiana state motto, and where it had started. 


