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The Punk Book 
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Author’s Note 

Absolutely nothing in this novel is true. 
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Chapter 1: Larry’s Apartment 

Everything I’m going to tell you is absolutely true. Normally you don’t have to tell people 

that, but if you know Larry, you’ll know why I have to say it. 

I met Larry at his house. It was one of those little stone houses on Kenilworth, with a 

narrow driveway crammed with Hyundais. I rang the bell and a middle-aged woman opened the 

door, scowling at me. 

“Uh,” I said, “I’m looking for Larry.” 

The scowl dropped a little, maybe, as she turned away and screamed his name. 

Larry came to the door. He was over six feet tall, weighed maybe sixty pounds. He had a 

white Ramones t-shirt on and a pair of really tight jeans. His hair was short but messy, and he 

had a deep network of acne scars on his cheeks. 

“Hi,” he said offhandedly, as if he wasn’t entirely sure who I was. 

“I’m Tom,” I said, hoping that would clear things up. 

“C’mon in,” he answered. 

I followed him past a kitchen and up a cramped staircase. He led me to the doorway of 

what I assumed was his bedroom. We passed an even taller guy in the hallway, much bulkier 

than Larry, with cascading blond hair. I nodded as he passed us and tried to keep the little 

practice amp and bass guitar case out of his way. He didn’t make any sign that he’d noticed me. 

“Gotta move your car,” he told Larry. “I’m going out.” 

“Here,” Larry said, opening the door and gesturing through it. “Hang on a minute.” 

I went in and sat on the bed. There were vinyl records lining the walls, hundreds of 

them, maybe thousands. There was a little portable TV and a VCR, stacks of CD and cassette 
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cases. Where the walls weren’t covered with shelves, there were posters, two different kinds: 

Ramones posters and posters for some band called the Quirks. There were a couple of battered 

electric guitars and a stand, too, and a little amp about double the size of mine. 

I took my bass guitar out of its case and found an outlet where I could plug in my amp. 

The guitar was a loaner from a friend of mine, Mick, whose band I’d gone and seen a few times. 

They were a straight-ahead rock band, the Everything Changes, and they had a strong little 

following in the city. 

Mick and I got loaded together after a show a couple of weeks ago, and he promised to 

loan it to me. I surprised him, I think, when I showed up at his place to take him up on the 

promise. 

I fitted one end of the cord into the bass, and the other into the amp, and turned it on. 

The red light glowed. I didn’t turn up the bass yet, not sure how loud I was supposed to be in 

here. I idly strummed the E string, the lowest string, and then the A string, the next one up. 

There was a lot of noise in Larry’s house, voices, TVs, banging and clanging. It was only 

four o’clock or so, but it sounded like a lot of cooking or dish-washing was going on in the 

house. I scanned the CD cases and record album spines for a while before I heard Larry’s 

footsteps thudding back up the stairs. 

“Hey,” he said, coming in and closing the door behind himself. “Sorry.” 

“Your brother, there?” I asked. It sure didn’t look like they were related, except for the 

height. 

He paused before answering. “Yeah,” he admitted at last. 
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It was a bit weird, because when I’d called him the day before and he’d invited me over, 

I know he had said something about his apartment. He said to ring the bell and ask for Larry, as 

though whoever answered the door was going to have no idea who he was.  

Whatever, I decided. I still lived with my parents too. I wasn’t thrilled to tell anyone that 

myself. 

“So you’re all set up,” he observed, pulling out a folding chair and sitting across from 

me, beside the TV. 

“Yeah. Do you want me to play, or...” I figured he’d know better than me what was 

supposed to happen. I’d never had an audition before. 

He thought for a minute. “So what kind of stuff do you listen to?” he asked. 

I should have been prepared for this question. “Well, I love the Ramones,” I said 

enthusiastically. “All that kind of early punk. Sex Pistols, and the Dead Kennedys, and...” 

The look on his face was weirdly empty. I thought back to the poster I’d gotten his 

number from; who else was on it that I knew? 

“Oh!” I said, remembering. “And the Forgotten Rebels. Huge fan.” 

The Forgotten Rebels were one of two seminal punk bands from Hamilton. Someone 

had dubbed one of their tapes for me in high school and I played it non-stop until my stereo ate 

it. I bought another copy and played it for a few more months. This was the trump card, I 

hoped, the one that would let anyone into punk in Hamilton know I was a serious fan. 

Larry nodded slowly. 

“Do you know the Quirks?” he asked. 
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I had checked the used bins in Cheaply’s Records downtown but hadn’t found the 

Quirks. “I’ve heard them,” I lied. “They’re great. I don’t know them really well though.” 

He turned around and produced a light-blue album sleeve with a cartoon of a cat on the 

front. I didn’t get a good look but it seemed to be getting electrocuted. Ha ha, I guess. 

Larry shook the record out of the sleeve and placed it on the turntable beside him. “This 

is called Kicked Out of the Webelos,” he said, and dropped the needle. 

It started with a standard shout of “one-two-three-four”, followed by guitars rumbling 

like buzz saws and a rhythmic crashing of cymbals. “I guess that’s the way it goes,” I caught the 

singer growling, “kicked out of the Webelos.” It lasted maybe a minute and a half. 

It was glorious. 
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Chapter 2: Dan’s Rock Palace 

He read the expression on my face as he picked up the needle. “You ever hear Sicko?” 

he asked. 

We were there for a half hour, one record after the other. Larry seemed to like 

introducing me to these bands, and I loved almost every song he played. Not everything, but I’d 

heard more awesome music in the last thirty minutes than I’d heard in my life. My heart was 

pounding in time with the smack of the snare drum by the time Larry took a break. 

“So you ever play punk before?” he asked. 

“No,” I admitted. 

“Been in a band?” 

“Not really.” I’d jammed with some friends in a basement a few times, with Mick and a 

Jay, a guy I worked with. 

He looked at me with curiosity, pretty much the first real expression I saw on his face. 

“You want to be in a punk band, though?” 

I nodded. “I was out watching a band, and they played ‘Sedated’ as an encore.” I knew 

well enough already that you didn’t refer to Ramones songs by their full titles. “I Wanna Be 

Sedated” was “Sedated”; “Blitzkrieg Bop” was “Blitzkrieg”; “Judy Is a Punk” was “Judy”. Those 

were the only songs I could identify, so far. 

“So I was moshing around and they started playing that,” I continued, “and I thought, I 

really want to play this stuff. So I picked up the bass and started to learn it.” 

“Cool,” Larry said. “Ever see the Ramones live?” 

“Never. But I’d love to.” 
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“Check this out.” He jumped on the floor and pulled a milk crate out from under the 

bed, picked through it with his abnormally long fingers until he found a video tape. He turned 

on the TV and the VCR, which made a hideous grinding sound as it swallowed the tape. 

“This is from a show in, like, seventy-eight,” he said. “Dan’s Rock Palace. Look...” 

His voice died out with reverence, and a poor-quality recording came into view. The 

Ramones logo, the round symbol with the eagle and whatnot, was behind a cramped little 

stage, and the four Ramones slouched onto the screen. A small pack of teenagers – shot from 

behind to make it look like there were a lot of them – started jumping around and cheering, 

supplemented, I was pretty certain, by canned applause. 

The lanky lead singer stepped up to the mic, peering at the crowd over a pair of 

undersized sunglasses. “Do you remember,” he snarled, “rock an’ roll radio?” 

“One-two-three-four-” the bassist bellowed. 

The song blasted forth. They were maybe the worst band I’d ever seen on a stage. They 

played like they’d never held their instruments before; the lead singer swayed back and forth 

like he had an inner ear problem.  

“Watch, watch,” Larry said, glancing back at me, his face lit up like a little kid’s. 

The big move: the lead singer threw the mic stand in front of him forward, and just as it 

was about to tumble down the two feet and land in the crowd below him, he stomped on the 

base of the stand and it rocked back towards him. He caught it and resumed his singing, such as 

it was. 

Larry looked back at me with a delighted grin. I smiled and nodded. “Awesome,” I said. 
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The Ramones played two more songs after that one before the commercial break, then 

a little rotund guy in an ill-fitting suit and a double-wide tie – Dan, it was safe to assume – came 

out and thanked them. 

Larry stopped the tape. “They only made the one appearance on the Rock Palace. 

People were like, what the hell is this?” He rewound the tape before ejecting it. “People 

weren’t ready for the Ramones. They were like, who gives a shit. Y’know?” 

“Totally.” It sounded plausible. 

“So okay,” he said, stowing the crate under the bed again. “So you want to play 

something?” 

“I don’t really know what to play, to be honest,” I said. “I’ve been playing along with a 

lot of stuff but not on my own or anything.”  

“How long’ve you played bass?” 

“A year,” I said. Rounding up, way up. “I played a lot of piano when I was younger 

though.” 

“You want to try some of the Quirks?” he asked. 

So here was the test. “Sure.” I sounded confident. 

 “Here, try it out with this one. It’s called Ursula.” 

He was beaming now. He probably didn’t get a lot of people to play his favourite records 

for, I figured. But if it got me into the band, that was fine. 

I turned up the bass a little, just until I could hear the hum of the pickups in the tiny 

amplifier. “Do you have a tuner?” 
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“Don’t worry about it,” he said. “You don’t have to tune for punk. That’s like page one of 

the punk book.” 

I nodded. I wouldn’t have to shell out for a tuner, then. Good to know. 

“You need a pick?” he asked. 

“I use my fingers,” I said, which earned me a frown. The truth was, when I borrowed the 

bass from Mick, he hadn’t given me any picks. I found that using my first two fingers was pretty 

fast and accurate enough to start. That, and I had no idea where to get picks, even what to ask 

for at the music store. 

He dropped the needle. The song was a joke song, about some girl finally getting a well-

developed chest. The bass line started the song, and there was no way I could follow that, but 

once the song was underway I was able to pick up the chords and hit a note or two on them. 

Bong-bong, bong-bong.  

The song was probably two minutes long but my forehead was damp with sweat when it 

came to the end. I felt like if he played the song again, I’d be a lot better. 

“Okay,” he said. “Want to play something else?” 

“How about ‘Blitzkrieg’?” I suggested. 

I don’t know if I caught an eye-roll from him but he didn’t say anything, just pulled the 

album off a shelf and put the record on. I stumbled through it – I had actually practiced this one 

but my fingers seemed too slippery, the strings kept jumping around and weren’t where I 

expected them to be. But I struggled through it right to the end. 

“I’m still learning a lot,” I said apologetically. “But I’m pretty quick picking this up. And I 

think once I get to know the songs...” 
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“We’re practicing this Wednesday,” he said. “Fist Studios on King Street. You know it?” 

“I think so,” I lied. 

“Between Mary and Ferguson. I’ve got a drummer – not permanent but he’s gonna sit in 

for now. And I’m gonna give a couple guitar players a tryout. Wanna come out?” 

Did this mean I was in the band? Maybe? “Sure,” I said. “Wednesday’s my night off, so I 

can be there any time.” 

“Where do you work?” 

“Just down the street,” I said, nodding in the general direction. “Forbidden City. I deliver 

most nights.” 

“Weekends?” 

“Oh – I can trade shifts and stuff,” I assured him. “If we have shows or whatever.” 

“Okay.”  

I looked at my watch. “Actually I ought to get going. I start at six.” I’d spent an hour and 

a half in this room already. 

“Eight on Wednesday,” he said.  

I packed up the guitar and wound the amp’s power cable around its little pegs in the 

back. “Hey,” I said. “Maybe you could tape some stuff for me. Some of the stuff we listened to. I 

can learn some of them.” 

This was clearly the right thing to ask. “Sure,” he said. “I’ll bring it Wednesday. Anything 

you want on there?” 

“The Quirks,” I said firmly. I knew my audience. 



12 

Larry didn’t offer to see me to the door, but somehow that fit with everything else. 

Punks find their own way out of the house. Right there on page one of the punk book. 
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Chapter 3: Forbidden City 

I lugged my gear around the corner to my Nissan Micra and stowed it in the back. I 

covered them with a couple of garbage bags that were floating around the back seat. I didn’t 

want someone to see them and try the door; it hadn’t locked properly in months. I needed 

them, now that I was in the band. 

It was only a couple of blocks to the Chinese food place where I worked. My shifts 

started at four most days but orders rarely came in before five. Here it was, three forty-five. It 

would be a long night. 

One of the cooks was leaning against the back door and smoking. It was one of the 

younger ones, but no one ever told me their names and they rotated out every few months so I 

didn’t get to know any of them. “Early,” he said, smoke leaking out of his mouth. 

“I was at an audition,” I told him. “I’m joining a band.” 

“Rock and roll?” 

“Punk rock,” I corrected him. 

He nodded sagely. “Sex Pistol,” he suggested. 

I smiled and nodded.  

“You get –” He gestured above his head. “Mohawk cut?” 

I laughed. “I’m not that kind of punk.” 

He dropped into a guitar-player’s stance and made a shrill screech between his teeth. 

“You play guitar?” he asked. 

“Bass.” 
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He moved out of the way and opened the door. “Rock star,” he said, holding it open for 

me. 

I wasn’t expecting to get all the fame and stardom right away, but I took it. I said thanks 

and walked in past him. 

The kitchen was humming. Forbidden City was only a take-out counter; they had 

another restaurant downtown where I sometimes subbed in for other drivers if they didn’t 

show up. Forbidden City was better, though; I knew the neighbourhood better, and the food 

came out quicker because they weren’t cooking for a dining room at the same time. 

“You’re early,” squawked Faye, the owner. She was about Larry’s height and build, now 

that I thought about it. Her hair was frizzy and unkempt, though, and she wore long skirts and 

cardigans. Her eyebrows were a hot topic of conversation between us delivery guys, whether 

they were always drawn on, or whether real human hair actually grew there. Jay claimed that 

sometimes she forgot to draw them on. I had never seen her without at least some kind of 

pencil-thin suggestion of eyebrows on her face, and besides, Faye never forgot anything. 

“You’re never early,” she commented. “Usually late.” 

“I haven’t been late in weeks,” I protested. 

“Last Thursday,” she answered. That hadn’t been my fault; a bus had crashed, blocking 

Queenston Road, and I’d been caught in the jam. But there was no use arguing. 

“Float ready?” I asked. 

So here was the thing with the float at Forbidden City. At the start of every shift, you 

were supposed to get ten dollars in small bills and coins in one of the boxes they put chicken 

balls in. You could get more change if you needed it, but you started ten bucks in the hole. That 
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would come out of the money you paid back at the end of the night. As long as it wasn’t a really 

slow night, you’d make the ten dollars back in tips without a problem. 

Usually Faye made out the floats – sometimes her husband did, or one of their kids if 

they were watching the shop, but usually Faye. And when Faye counted out the change, it was 

always, always exactly five cents short. 

They had opened Forbidden City in the early sixties. Two drivers a night, on average, for 

thirty years. A dime every night. Faye had stolen something like five grand from her drivers 

since they opened. 

Jay, who had gotten me the job, told me about it the first night. “I just wait till I’m at the 

cash register,” he said. “Or when I make some change or whatever, I grab a nickel.” 

“You ever point it out?” I asked. 

“First few times. She claims I counted wrong. So now I just take it.” 

I had my own system: every shift, I grabbed a handful of the dry garlic ribs they kept out 

in a pail on the counter, and chewed on them in the car on the way to a delivery. It was easily a 

nickel’s worth of food, I figured. 

I punched my card; like everything else at Forbidden City, the punch clock was probably 

a relic from opening day. They paid a pittance of an hourly wage, plus tips. It paid the rent, at 

my parents’ place at least. 

The phone rang, and I took the order. “Dinner for two,” I called out as I put down the 

receiver. “Chicken balls instead of sweet and sour pork.” 

“Okay, rock star,” one of the cooks answered me. 
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“You tell them extra charge for chicken ball?” Faye screeched from her cubby hole of an 

office. 

I ignored her and looked at the cook. It wasn’t the one I’d talked to outside; word had 

already gotten around. He was standing smirking at me, his hands on his hips, a ladle dangling 

from his fingers. 

I shrugged, and he turned to his wok, chuckling and shaking his head. I wouldn’t admit it 

to him, or anyone in fact, but secretly I was pleased. They’d see when I started playing. Things 

were going to be great. 

 

*** 

 

The place closed around ten or eleven on weeknights, whenever Faye decided that 

she’d had enough of the customers. This was a short night and by ten-thirty I was pulling into 

my parents’ driveway out in Stoney Creek. 

It was good, in that I could practice playing the bass for a while tonight. It was bad in 

that my father would still be up. I left the bass and the amp in the car for now. 

Sure enough, he was sitting on the couch in the living room, watching the late news. 

“Hullo,” he said without looking up. 

“Hi.” I flopped down into the armchair. 

“Good night?” he asked. 

“Okay.” 

“How were tips?” 
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I hadn’t looked too closely yet. I pulled the wad of fives and handful of loonies out of my 

pocket – not much of a wad, now that I saw it in my hand. “Twenty-seven,” I counted.  

“For six hours’ work,” he said. 

“And five-fifty an hour,” I pointed out.  

“Hm.” He stared more intently at the TV. 

I knew what was coming, so I didn’t say anything. 

Sure enough. “The deadline for applications is coming up,” he said, as though it had just 

occurred to him. “Have you filled in your forms yet?” 

“I think so,” I dodged. 

“You should get them in early, just in case. Mario said they do a pre-check, and if you’re 

in early...” 

He probably kept talking, but that was around the point where I usually zoned out. I 

knew the outline of the conversation pretty well already: 

1. Send in application forms 

2. Get accepted into business program 

3. After two years, apply for university based on excellent marks 

4. Get university degree 

5. Hot wife 

6. Porsche 

7. ... 

The last few lines were implied, of course, but that was the gist of it. I nodded along at 

the right times. 
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“It only makes sense,” he said at last: the finale. 

That was the cue. “Well, I’m going to go look at them, then,” I said. “And maybe read for 

a bit.” 

I didn’t want to be a jerk about it, but we both knew I wasn’t going to look at those 

forms. I think my father probably felt that he could eventually erode my resistance to these 

plain facts by repeating the argument; there weren’t too many tools at his disposal. 

I did go up to my room, though, and put the Ramones tape I’d bought on my stereo, 

playing it through my headphones. I had seen Larry’s headphones; they had the big foam cups 

and the coiled cord, not like the crappy little pair I had. I wondered what those cost. I didn’t 

even have a TV in my room. 

I would listen to it until my dad went to bed, I decided. By then I’d know the songs well 

enough, and I could go outside and get the bass and practice for a while. It wasn’t that I 

couldn’t bring the guitar and amp into the house with my father home; I just didn’t need the 

questions. Not tonight.  
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Chapter 4: Practice 

The guy was about five feet tall, but his white skinny jeans and frizzy hair somehow gave 

him the illusion of size. It wasn’t until he strapped the guitar on and I saw it almost down to his 

knees that I realized how short he was. 

He also made up for it with volume. His amp exploded with sound from the very first 

chord he scrubbed across the strings. He gritted his teeth and squeezed his eyes shut as though 

bracing himself for the onslaught. 

I should have done the same. Each movement of his pick sent a cloudburst of groaning, 

screeching, wailing sound across the room. Larry and I lounged on a threadbare, slightly musty 

couch, taking it in, enduring it. 

Eventually a song seemed to make its way through the thick sonic fog of brash, crashing 

chords. Somewhere in there, something slightly familiar emerged. 

I nudged Larry. “Is that Motley Crue?” I asked. He shrugged. 

It ended with a long, ringing chord. The guy looked over at us expectantly. 

“Nice,” Larry said. “Do you know anything... faster?” 

“Oh, sure,” the guys said. “You mean like Motorhead?” 

He didn’t wait for an answer, just launched into the next torrent of crunching, heart-

wrenching sound. I closed my eyes and waited for it to end. 

Larry surprised me when the guy left. “He was pretty good,” he said. 

I wasn’t sure if I was supposed to argue with him or what. “He seemed to have a lot of 

skill,” I offered. 

“He says he played with – I think he said Horseheads. You ever hear of them?” 
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“No.” There was no way in hell I’d have heard of a band that guy played for. 

“Heavy metal isn’t that far from punk.” 

I didn’t answer.  

“Other guy’s supposed to be here soon,” Larry added, after a pause. 

I sat back and rubbed my temples. “I’ve been practicing a lot,” I said. “Lots of Ramones.” 

“Oh, I made you a tape,” Larry said, digging into his jacket pocket. He had a black leather 

jacket like the Ramones too. “Here.” 

He had neatly written the name and artist of each song in the cassette liner; they went 

past the end of the liner, and there was a square of paper taped to the end of the cardboard 

with the rest of the songs listed on it.  

There were three, four, five songs by the Quirks. One by Husker Du, a band whose name 

I recognized. A few bands that Larry had played for me – maybe – the other day. “Wow,” I said. 

“This is great.” 

“If you want some more stuff, let me know.” 

“Are we going to practice tonight?” I asked. I had lugged my amp and guitar up the 

steep staircase to this studio, and while I wasn’t going to leave it in my car parked downtown 

after dark, I hoped all that effort wasn’t for nothing. 

“Billy the Kid is going to be here at nine,” he said. “This other guy is going to come in 

soon I think.” 

As if on cue, the door opened, and a chubby guy in a button-down shirt, jeans, and a 

dusty baseball cap sauntered in. “Hey,” he said. “Is one of you Larry?” 

“You Jeff?” 
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“Yeah.” He put an amp and guitar case on the floor. “I tell ya, I had to go up and down 

one more flight of stairs on this block, I was gonna die.” 

There was an earnestness in his voice that made me laugh. After the Prince of Heavy 

Metal, this was a nice change. “Where’d you go?” 

“I forgot the address,” he said, kneeling down and opening his guitar case. “But I knew it 

was on this block. So I kept trying doors until they opened, and then went up staircases and 

asked for Larry. I think I saw a crack house.” He clamped a guitar pick between his teeth. “Glad 

there wasn’t a Larry there.” 

He stood up, a candy apple red guitar hanging from his shoulder. The ends of his guitar 

strings weren’t cut, so at the head of the guitar, long strands of silver wire waved around in the 

air when he moved. “Shit,” he said. “I forgot to bring a patch cord.” 

“I got one.” I hurried over to my case and retrieved the cord.  

“Thanks,” Jeff said, plugging in. He scraped his pick up and down the strings, and the 

guitar screamed in response. He had mercifully kept his amp turned down a lot lower than the 

other guy, which already put him ahead if I was scoring them. 

“So,” he said. “What do I do? Play some Ramones?” 

“Do you know the Quirks?” I asked. 

“They sound great,” he answered, “but no.” 

“Teenage Head?” Larry asked. With the Forgotten Rebels, Teenage Head were Hamilton 

punk royalty. I took a quick look; Larry hadn’t put them on the tape. I would have to go down to 

Cheaply’s and see if they had any used. 

“I think I know ‘Let’s Shake’,” the guy said. 
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“Go for it,” Larry said encouragingly. 

I was immediately thankful that the guy wasn’t turned up as loud as the other guy. He 

was all over the place. He kept slowing down and picking out the chords, one by one, for a line 

of the song; then he’d speed up to the tempo of the original song, and it would all fall apart, 

each chord muddier and more off-key than the last. He grimaced angrily at his guitar, paused to 

wipe the sweat from his brow with his sleeve, and gamely kept going. 

I felt bad for the guy by the time it was done. “I haven’t played that in a long time,” he 

said, shaking his head and looking at the floor. 

“Play some Ramones, then,” I said, trying to help the guy out. 

He launched into Sedated, which even I – two days in a punk band – knew was a wrong 

move. He was tolerably better with this song, though, at least coming close to the rhythm. He 

was scowling even more fiercely at his instrument this time, too. Sweat was starting to show 

through his shirt, under his arms and on his back. 

I couldn’t watch any more, so I gazed around the room. This was the first studio I’d ever 

been in. It was a long room with high ceilings. Most of the room was open space, other than a 

couple of couches against the walls, no more comfortable-looking than the one Larry and I sat 

on. Thick blankets hung on the walls, fuzzy, warm-looking woolen blankets.  

Over in one corner was a stack of furniture, probably broken. And there were a few of 

those dividers they used in offices, the ones that are covered in fabric and are kept up on wide 

chrome feet. These dividers, though, were covered with egg cartons, the square ones like you 

see in restaurants or at the cash-and-carry, with four dozen eggs on them. They were attached 

somehow, glued maybe, in neat rows on both sides of the dividers. What were they for? 
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Jeff stumbled up to the end of the song and stopped. It wasn’t bad, to be honest – no 

worse than what I’d played for Larry. But after the Motorhead guy it was hard to judge. 

“All right,” Larry said when the Jeff silenced his guitar. “Thanks. We’ll let you know.”  

“Yeah,” he said, his face downcast. “Thanks for giving me a tryout.” He took the guitar 

off and knelt down by his case. 

Larry got up. “I’m gonna see if Billy’s waiting outside or something. It’s after nine.” 

I stood up too, not knowing where I was supposed to go. Larry left and I watched Jeff 

pack up his gear. 

“Thanks for the cord,” he said, handing it to me in a nice tight coil. 

“You were pretty good.”  

He shrugged. “I sucked. I heard the guy who played before me. Don’t worry about it. I 

had a bad night here, that’s all. I didn’t even tune before I showed up.” 

“Punks don’t tune their guitars,” I said, quoting Larry. “That’s page one of the punk 

book.” 

“I gotta get this book,” he said. “Who the hell are the Quirks, anyway?” 

“They’re this punk band,” I said. “Larry’s a big fan.” 

“Huh.” He closed the latches on his guitar case. “You guys are way more into punk than 

me.” 

The guy was totally dejected; I couldn’t be dishonest with him. “Actually, I don’t really 

know them either, except through Larry. I don’t know a lot of punk stuff. Just the Ramones and 

Sex Pistols and the Clash and stuff.” 

“And the punk book,” he pointed out. 
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“I still haven’t read it.” 

He grinned. “Guess I’ll see ya.” 

Larry walked into the room with a muscular Asian guy. Both of them were carrying big, 

round cases covered in black leather. “This is Billy the Kid,” Larry announced. The guy rolled his 

eyes at me and extended his hand. 

“I’m Bill,” he said pointedly. “You Tom?” 

“Nice to meet you,” I said, shaking his hand. 

“And you?” Bill turned to Jeff. 

“I’m not staying,” Jeff said.  

“Hang on,” I told him. 

I dragged Larry out into the hall. “Let’s take Jeff,” I said. 

His face reverted to the sullen expressionless mask he had on when I met him. “Nah,” 

he said. “He’s not –” 

“He’s not as good as the other guy, granted,” I said. “But he’s the kind of guy who’ll 

learn. He’ll get better. That other guy will make us into a metal band. He already thinks he’s 

great. This guy knows he’s not that good.” 

It had all come out in a crazy rush, and I stopped to catch my breath, and see if Larry 

was keeping up with me. 

He nodded slowly. 

Inspiration hit me. “He’s punk,” I added. “Right out of the book.” 

“All right,” he said. “We’ll give him a try.” 



25 

We went back into the practice room. Jeff had put his gear down, and was standing 

face-to-face with Bill. 

“So when the other guy throws a wide hook like that,” Bill was saying, “you throw a 

short left hook right when his glove passes his chin, and you turn your body. That way, even if 

he connects –” 

Bill realized that we were watching him, and he stopped and grinned. “Sorry,” he said. “I 

started talking about boxing, somehow.” 

Jeff had left his hands in the air, and was looking around as though wondering what had 

happened to his opponent. He met my eye, and dropped his hands. 

I gave him a quick thumbs-up. His eyes widened. 

“Anyhow,” Bill said, “I’d better get the rest of the kit moved up here.” 

“We can help,” I said, and was pleased to find Jeff joined me without question as I 

followed Bill down the stairs. 
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Chapter 5: Larry and the Quirks 

“What do we owe you for the pop?” I asked.  

“Don’t worry about it,” Bill said.  

“You usually play with punk bands?” Jeff asked. 

“Not really,” he answered. “Larry just asked me to come out for tonight. I don’t play 

much any more.” 

He stood up. “Thanks for the help with the gear,” he said. “Sorry I couldn’t stay later.” 

“Thanks for the boxing lesson,” Jeff said. 

“Keep your left up,” Bill answered as he walked out of the room. 

The three of us were left there, sipping our cans of lemonade. “Do you guys want to 

practice some more?” Jeff said. “We can go through the chords a bit without the drums.” 

“We have to be out of here by eleven,” Larry said. “We should pack up.” 

Jeff ignored this. “So who are these guys, the Quirks?” he asked. “Tommy says they’re 

friends of yours.” 

“I didn’t say that.” 

“They are, actually,” Larry said. “They’re a punk band from Boston. I’ve seen them tons 

of times, and I wrote them and told them how great they are so they said come backstage next 

time you see us play and we’ll hang out.” 

“No way,” I said. Why hadn’t he told me this the other day, when we’d been listening to 

them? He was way more modest than I would have been. 

“Yeah,” he said. “I went to see them in Buffalo this spring, and they let me come 

onstage and play with them for a couple of songs.” 
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“Holy shit.” Jeff was as impressed as I was. 

“I was even crowd surfing while I was playing. It was wild. It was at this festival they 

have there, and the crowd was just totally into it.” 

I thought of the photos I’d seen in copies of NME and Q, the British music magazines I 

picked up every once in a while at Cheaply’s or the Disc Doctor, when I had money. The festivals 

in Britain were massive, a hundred thousand people at Glastonbury and Isle of Wight and so on. 

They were there to see bands like Ned’s Atomic Dustbin and the Soup Dragons, Britpop bands I 

knew of but didn’t really like. But the thought of playing one of those festivals – even a much 

smaller festival, which whatever Larry went to in Buffalo must have been – was dizzying. 

And the image of Larry, in his t-shirt, his sullen expressionless face as he played the 

guitar, held aloft by a multitude of screaming fans... okay, it was ridiculous. 

“You think you could get us a show with them?” Jeff asked. 

Jeff’s transformation in the last hour had been amazing. Once I let him know he was in 

the band, he was buoyant and excited, running across the hall to borrow a patch cord from 

whoever was in that room so that he wouldn’t have to use mine, shouting out punk songs he 

knew or thought he knew, gamely trying to keep up with Larry as he played through them. 

“We need a drummer first,” Larry said. “What’re you guys doing on Saturday?” 

“Cool with me,” Jeff said. 

I was working, of course. Saturday was sometimes half my tips for the whole week. 

“What time?” I asked. “I can do the afternoon.” 

“I think he said three o’clock or something,” Larry said. “I’ll find out and give you a call.” 
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Maybe I could switch shifts with whoever the other driver was, and go in for five instead 

of four. Maybe even stretch that to five-thirty. “Fine with me,” I said. 

“I still can’t believe you know the Quirks,” Jeff said, shaking his head and smiling. “Here I 

am, sitting with a punk god of some kind, and I didn’t even know.” 

“Gotta read the book,” I said. 

We shared a glance. I felt a little bad about leaving Larry out of the joke, but he had 

enough fame and fortune to go around. He could miss out on an in-joke now and then. 



29 

Chapter 6: Cresta and Marianne 

We met Robin not at a Tim Hortons but at one of those downmarket coffee places that 

tried to mimic Tim Hortons, without success. He was easy to spot: he was the only customer in 

the place. 

“Hi there,” he said. “You Larry?” 

“I’m Tom,” I said. “Larry said he’d be here at two-thirty.” 

“Robin,” he said, pointing at his chest. “Have a seat.” 

I sat facing the door, hoping to catch sight of Larry or Jeff coming in. This guy was a real 

piece of work: long, scraggly red hair that flowed seamlessly into a long, narrow beard, 

gathered a couple of inches below his chin into an elastic; a denim vest over one of those black 

t-shirts with the three-quarter white sleeves and the metal band logo on the front; a greasy-

looking, once-white toque perched on his head. I was glad he didn’t offer to shake my hand. 

“So you’re the retard bass player,” he said. 

I searched his face for some kind of sign that he was kidding, or a lunatic, but he was 

sort of smiling in a friendly, inoffensive way. “What?” I asked, when I regained my ability to 

make sounds. 

“Larry says you’re a quick learner,” he went on. “He says we’ll be playing shows in no 

time.” 

I must have misheard him, I decided. No way did he call me the retard bass player. That 

would just be too much. 

I almost said thank you aloud when I saw Larry coming up to the glass door. “Hey guys,” 

he said casually as he came in. 
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“Just talking about getting some shows,” Robin said. 

“Yeah,” Larry nodded. “Hang on, I’m gonna get a coffee.” 

Jeff came in just then, and he and Robin made their introductions. Robin didn’t call him 

a retard, or anything that sounded like it. I must have been mistaken, I decided. 

“So you guys bring your gear?” Robin asked when Larry returned. “My place is just 

around the corner. We can load it right in.” 

“I thought we were gonna practice downtown,” Jeff said, mostly to Larry. 

“That place is way expensive,” Larry shrugged. “They want like ten bucks an hour. 

Robin’s place is free.” 

“And no time limit,” Robin said. “And we’re in the basement, so the sound doesn’t 

travel so the neighbours don’t complain.” 

“All right,” I said, standing up. I was feeling impatient; I just didn’t want to sit at this 

table in this crappy coffee shop with Robin any more, I guessed. “What’s the address?” 

“I’ll ride over with you,” Robin said to Larry. “I don’t drive. You guys can follow.” 

Robin’s place was a small square bungalow with patchy grass and a shrub as scraggly as 

his beard out front. The street felt strangely silent, and there were no cars parked on it. I pulled 

up behind Jeff’s car, a brown Acura with a lot of rust around the license plate. “You ride in 

style,” I commented as I got out. 

“It was my parents’, god rest their souls,” he said. 

“Sorry,” I mumbled. 

“Oh, they’re not dead,” he said brightly. “They just don’t like me using their car.” 

“Freak,” I said, and he smiled. I opened my hatch and pulled my gear out. 
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I was worried about that. Mick had called a couple of times, and had left a message on 

my machine. He wanted his stuff back. I was going to have to commit soon. What would a new 

amp and guitar cost, though? 

I placed my stuff on the sidewalk, beside Jeff’s gear. His amp was about the same size as 

mine. “Where’d you get your amp?” I asked. 

“Guy my uncle knows sold it to me used,” he said. “Got it for two hundred bucks.” 

“Cool.” I could possibly afford a two-hundred-dollar amp, if that’s what it came to. 

Money would be tight for the rest of the month, though. “Does your uncle know anyone selling 

a bass amp?” 

“Doubt it,” he said. “You’re gonna want to get a bigger amp, though.” 

“Really?”  

“Bass amps usually have bigger speakers,” he said, pointing to the grill on the front of 

his. There was some kind of mesh behind the grill, and behind that I could make out the 

speaker inside, about the size of a dinner plate. “This is a nine-inch,” he said. “Bass amps are 

twelve, eighteen-inch speakers.” 

 Something else I knew nothing about. I picked up my stuff and turned to the little 

house. 

“Fine place for a serial killer, I’d say,” Jeff commented, and we approached the door. 

Robin met us there, and waved us straight down the basement staircase, which was 

directly beside the door. “Go on down,” he said. “Light should be on.” 

Jeff shot me a look over his shoulder before he descended. I followed close behind. 
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It was a short staircase, because the ceiling was about a foot lower than a normal 

ceiling. Junk was piled all around the walls, in cardboard cartons, wooden crates, bundles of 

unidentifiable sticks and cloth. There was a space about fifteen feet square in the middle of it 

all, with a couple of metal support beams that presumably held up the house above us. Robin’s 

drum kit sat to one side on top of a dust-coloured rug. 

“The floor,” Jeff pointed out, “is dirt.” 

He was right – the floor was packed earth, not concrete or anything else.  

Larry came down the stairs with Robin close behind him. “You guys want a beer?” Robin 

asked, walking over to his drum kit. He and Larry had bottles in their hands already. 

A beer, yes. That’s what I needed. “Sure,” I said. 

“Thanks,” Jeff said. 

Robin turned towards the staircase. “Girl!” he hollered. 

There were footsteps on the stairs, and two women appeared. The light from the single 

bare bulb hanging in the room barely illuminated them, but one was young with dark hair, pale 

skin, and bangs, and the other was older, with skin and hair roughly the colour of the basement 

floor. 

“Get these guys some beers,” Robin ordered. “Guys, this is Marianne and Cresta.” 

“Hi,” Jeff said casually. I wasn’t able to say anything at all. 

They traipsed back up the stairs. “I guarantee there are bodies buried down here,” Jeff 

whispered to me as we set up our amps. 

I tried to concentrate on keeping Mick’s gear off the dirt floor. There was a piece of 

cardboard nearby, and I set the amp on it. “Power bar’s over here,” Robin called out as I looked 
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around for where to plug in. I tried to ignore the musty odour that permeated the room. Just a 

basement, I told myself. Probably no bodies. 

The younger girl, Marianne, came bounding down the stairs, offering Jeff, then me a 

bottle of beer each. “Here you go,” she said sweetly. 

I tried hard not to look at her weird too-young hair and the simpering smile on her face. 

Putting my eyes elsewhere, I soon discovered that she was wearing nightclothes, a teddy and 

shorts or bloomers – some kind of getup that was supposed to look, I assumed, like a young girl. 

This Robin guy had to be forty, maybe older; what the hell was going on? 

I stammered a thank-you and took the beer. Half of it was gone in the first gulp. I 

exchanged another look with Jeff. We were clearly on the same page. 

“Okay,” Larry said. “Let’s start with ‘Girl from Outer Space.’” 

“I forgot to tune,” Jeff protested. Larry looked at him. “Kidding,” he said. 

“Can you count it in?” Larry asked Robin. He raised his drumsticks. 

Click – click – click – click –  
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Chapter 7: Yummy Yummy Yummy 

“So that’s seven songs,” Jeff said, counting them on his fingers. “Little Girl, Girl From 

Outer Space, Educated Idiot, uh –” 

“Exeter Girls,” I supplied. 

“Whacked Out, Eat Your Peas, Long Way Back,” Larry reeled off absently while fiddling 

with the knobs on his amp. I had not touched the knobs on my own amp at all since I borrowed 

it from Mick; I could guess at what DIST, LO, MED, HI, and VOL meant, but what combination 

would make a difference? I had no way of knowing. I figured I’d ask Jeff some other time.  

“Maybe we can slow a couple of those down a bit,” Robin said from behind the drum 

kit. He was wiping his forehead with a rag or towel or something – nothing I wanted to look too 

closely at. 

So not only was he an old freak in a weird house with two really strange women, he was 

also an idiot. We had run through the songs a few times each in the two hours we’d been 

playing, and the terrifying pace was most of the fun for me. My fingertips were burning, my 

ears were ringing with the echoes of three guitars and a drum set in such an enclosed space, my 

heart was throbbing. I’d never felt so energized before. 

“So that’s probably, what, fifteen minutes’ playing time,” I said. 

“Plus banter,” Jeff added. 

I looked at him, not sure if he was being funny. We only had one microphone, standing 

in front of Larry. There were probably some parts of some of the songs where we could add 

some backing vocals, but Larry hadn’t said anything about that. 

“You need to learn a couple more,” Larry said. “We need a twenty-minute set.” 
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“What, is that the minimum they allow at Maple Leaf Gardens?” Jeff asked. 

“For our show,” Larry said. “In two weeks.” 

There was a long moment of silence. Jeff and I exchanged a glance, looked together at 

Larry, exchanged another glance. Larry was still fiddling with his amp, touching a knob, picking a 

string, fiddling again, like he’d said nothing abnormal at all. 

“We have a show in two weeks?” I asked. Apparently we were going to have to ask for 

more information. 

“This the one in Cayuga?” Robin asked. 

Cayuga, twenty minutes outside Hamilton, a tiny little town on the edge of an Indian 

reservation. What was in Cayuga? Where could we possibly play a punk show there?  

“Yeah,” Larry said absently. 

Finally he straightened up and looked at us. “It’s next Saturday. We should have time for 

two or three practices before that.” 

“You serious?” Jeff blurted out. Larry shrugged. 

“We just learned these songs,” I said. “Last time we only played two songs. Now we’re 

learning a bunch in a row –” 

“It’ll be fine,” mumbled Larry. 

“Guys,” Robin cut in. “It’s not a big deal. You already know them.” 

“It’s just a little gig with this other band,” Larry said. “There’ll be a bunch of kids. The 

kids in those little towns love punk bands.” 
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News to me. I hadn’t grown up in a big city – Stoney Creek is more like a suburb of 

Hamilton – but I’d never even heard of punk rock, much less gone to a punk show, when I was a 

kid. 

“Who’s this other band?” Jeff asked. 

“They’re called Razor Eater,” Larry said. “They’re practicing tomorrow night. I’m gonna 

go up and say hi. You guys should too.” 

“Razor Eater,” I repeated. 

“They mostly play covers.” Larry said this like it was a satisfactory explanation for 

everything. I checked my watch; it was already four-thirty. I would barely make it down to 

Forbidden City for five even if I packed up and left right now. 

“What time?” I asked. “Tomorrow.” 

“Like seven, seven-thirty. Their practices are cool. They have this garage and the local 

kids come and hang out when the band is rehearsing.” At least he was sounding a little more 

animated now. 

“Well I can make it,” Jeff said. “I can probably meet you up there around seven-thirty.” 

“Okay,” I said. I didn’t know how I was going to swing it, but tomorrow was a Sunday, 

and Forbidden City wasn’t too busy on Sundays when the weather was nice. I would probably 

be able to slip out at seven or so, and head straight up there. It would work as long as Faye 

didn’t realize I wanted to leave early and find some reason I should stick around. The only thing 

she seemed to hate more than paying us for hours when we were sitting around the kitchen 

doing nothing was us leaving early when we had something to do. 
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“We can play whatever we want to,” Larry said. “We’ll play all the ones we played 

tonight, and a couple more, and a cover.” 

“Which cover?” I asked. At least I would be able to play along with a song if I had it on 

tape somewhere. “Something by the Ramones?” 

“Nah,” Larry said, turning back to his amp. “Razor Eater plays lots of Ramones covers. I 

was thinking Yummy Yummy Yummy.” 

“I got love in my tummy?” Jeff asked. 

“Awesome!” Robin piped up from behind the drums. I had momentarily forgotten he 

was there. 

“All those old songs work great with punk,” Larry said, his voice muffled a bit with his 

back to us. “We just speed it up.” 

Jeff started to strum his guitar, trying to pick out the chords. “And I feel like loving you,” 

he sang softly. 

I shut off my amp. “I gotta go,” I said. 

Larry whirled around. “We gotta –” 

“I’m already late for work.” I pulled out my plugs and coiled up my patch cord. “I gotta 

get going. Can you give me the address for the practice tomorrow?” 

“It’s okay,” Larry said. “If you gotta work.” 

The room turned cold; Larry and Robin were both looking at me. Jeff was strumming his 

guitar, oblivious. 

But I had already started packing up. If I turned around and plugged back in now, I 

would look like a pushover. Then again, my guitar was still out, my amp was still plugged in.  



38 

“All right,” I said. “I can probably be a bit late.” 

Jeff looked up from his guitar at last. “You said you live in the east end?” 

“Stoney Creek,” I nodded. 

“Maybe we can go together tomorrow. I live near Glendale.” 

“I’m gonna go straight from work tomorrow.” 

“Where’s that?” 

“Forbidden City. Main and Kenilworth.” 

“I can get dropped off there if you can drive. What time?” 

My guitar was plugged in again, the amp emitting its thick electric hum when I flipped 

the switch. I bonged a string to test the sound. 

“Sure,” I said. “Wait out back, though. The owner’s nuts.” 

 

*** 

 

When I pulled into the parking lot, the other driver, Jay, was heaving a cardboard box 

into the passenger seat of the crappy yellow delivery car. He was there first, so he’d claimed 

the yellow one. It was way better than the crappy blue car – the brakes didn’t grind and howl 

when you hit them in the yellow car. “’Bout time you got here,” he called, spreading a blanket 

over the bags of food. “Faye’s in a mood.” 

“Same mood as usual, you mean.” 

“Pretty much. These are going up the mountain. You want ’em?” 
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I’d just fought my way down from the Hamilton mountain; I wasn’t about to go right 

back up. “You go ahead. I’d better punch in.” 

“Plenty of orders inside.” 

He got in the driver’s seat and sped off, leaving a stinking blue cloud behind. I walked 

into the kitchen.  

 There was lots of energy, lots of noise, lots of steam. The kitchen was in full swing. 

“There you are,” Faye said. “Punch in, punch in, let’s go.” 

“Sorry I’m late,” I said. 

“Hey, rock star!” one of the cooks called across from the woks. There was a big counter 

between the cook line and the side I sat on. The shelves above the counter were packed with 

the lids and bags and boxes we used to pack the food. You couldn’t look across to the cooks at 

eye level. I leaned down and gave them a quick wave in case they were looking. 

Faye ignored them. “Always late. Here.” She pulled a box out of the old fridge they used 

to keep orders warm while we were out on delivery. Four bags were packed tightly in the box. 

“Get back right away. Lots more come in.” 

I reached up to the shelf for my float, poured the coins into my hand and stuffed it in my 

side pocket, folded the bills and stuffed them in my back pocket. No time to count it tonight; I 

could just assume that Faye had shorted me the nickel. 

I took the keys for the crappy blue car, hoisted the box of orders onto my arms, and left, 

Faye’s voice shrieking behind me at something the cooks were doing. Got off easy there, I 

realized. Rock star. 
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Chapter 8: Razor Eator 

“You know this guy?” Faye said as I punched out. She was peering through the window 

at the back, through a thirty-year-old film of grease. “Looks like a criminal.” 

“My ride,” I said. Easier than explaining. It was probably Jeff; he didn’t look like a 

criminal to me, but everyone looked like a criminal to Faye as soon as they walked into the 

parking lot behind Forbidden City.  

“You didn’t bring your car?” she asked, still squinting through the window. 

“Long story,” I said. “See you Tuesday.” 

“Don’t be late,” she said.  

“Rock star!” one of the cooks called out, and I heard the others laugh. Whatever. It was 

getting old, but the cooks worked hard in that cramped, hot kitchen, and Faye yelled at them all 

the time. If they wanted to make fun of me, that was all right. 

The evening was sunny and warm, a nice night for a drive up to Cayuga. I waved at Jeff 

as I approached. 

“Hey,” he said. “Ready?” 

“Sure.” I led him to my little Nissan and we got in. I didn’t bother locking the doors; the 

stereo had been stolen the year after I bought the car, and the thieves had cracked the 

dashboard getting it out. It would have cost hundreds to repair the thing to the point where a 

stereo could be installed, and I never had that kind of money at once.  

Jeff bounced into the passenger seat. “Riding in style,” he commented, tracing the 

outline of the empty stereo casing with his finger. 
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“We could have taken your luxury vehicle,” I pointed out. Jeff’s Acura was way nicer 

than any car I’d ever driven, even if it was a little worse for wear. 

“It’s my parents’,” he said, staring straight ahead. “I couldn’t get it today.” 

Fair enough. I started the car and pulled out of the lot. “Which is the best way to go, do 

you think?” I asked. “I’ve never actually driven to Cayuga.” I’d been there a few times in my life, 

but my parents had always been driving. I couldn’t even think of why I would have visited the 

place. 

“I’ve got family up there somewhere,” Jeff said. “Take the Kenilworth access, take Upper 

Ottawa to highway 53, then turn on Upper James and it goes right into the downtown.” 

Simple enough. I followed Kenilworth and wound my way up the escarpment. 

“You think we’ll be ready to play in two weeks?” Jeff asked. I was relieved to hear him 

say it. 

“I have no idea,” I said. “You ever play a show before?” 

“Me and a couple of guys did a show in my garage in my first band last summer,” he 

said. “It was just a couple of neighbourhood kids there. We only knew three songs, and one was 

a Kiss cover.” 

“At least you’ve played a show,” I said. “I’ve never played anywhere.” 

“How long’ve you been playing the bass?” 

I had rounded up for Larry; I wouldn’t do the same for Jeff. “Three months,” I said.  

Okay, I had rounded up, but only to the nearest month, not the nearest year. 

He stared straight ahead and didn’t say anything for a while. I concentrated on the road. 
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“Thing is,” he said, “it’s punk. It’s only three or four chords at the best of times. We just 

need to remember which chord to start on and we’ll probably be okay.” 

“We should write out a list of what we’re playing for the show,” I suggested. 

“A set list.” 

Okay, so he knew the terms better than me. “Right.” 

“We can mark the first chord each song starts in on the list,” he said. “Then even if we 

forget, we’ll have somewhere to start.” 

I didn’t mention to him that I didn’t really know what notes I was playing on the bass. I 

knew that if someone said E, I had to play the lowest string, and if they said A, I could play the 

second-lowest string or the fifth fret on the lowest string. Other than that, I was still searching 

around the guitar until I heard the note that matched whatever Jeff and Larry were playing. 

“It’s probably gonna be fine,” he said as we crested the top of the Kenilworth access. 

“Larry seems to know what he’s doing.” 

“It’s kind of crazy,” I said. “We’ve only practiced twice so far. How did he get this show?” 

“I guess these guys are friends of his.” 

We drove in silence for a while. Traffic was mercifully light. 

“It’s just,” I said, the thought taking shape in my head even as I spoke, “I thought we’d 

have to practice a lot more before we played any shows. I thought we’d have to be way better.” 

That felt slightly dishonest. “I thought I’d be a lot better,” I corrected myself. 

“Punk is fast,” he commented. 

“What page of the punk book is that?” 

He laughed. “Probably somewhere near the front.” 
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At least we were on the same page, so to speak. “So you work?” I asked. 

“Just at the library. I shelve books for a living. I’m going back to university in the fall 

though.” 

“For what?” 

“English.” 

“My dad wants me to go back to school for business,” I admitted. 

“School’s not for everyone.” 

It was a bit condescending, but at least it was a different condescension from my dad’s. 

“I don’t really know if there’s a point,” I said. “I didn’t do that well the first time.” 

“So you work full time at that Chinese restaurant?” 

“Five or six days a week.” 

“Pay well?” 

“Just about minimum wage, plus tips.” I sensed he’d like hearing more about the job. 

“I’ve been there two years,” I said. “Started at a quarter above minimum. Every once in a while 

my boss would say ‘you’re doing a good job, I’m giving you a raise.’ So recently I looked a little 

closer at the pay stub and figured out what I’m making an hour.” I paused to give it a bit of 

drama. “I’m still making a quarter above minimum. I think every time she said I was getting a 

raise, it was because the legal minimum wage went up.” 

He snorted. “Nice.” 

“What do you make at the library?” 

“It’s a city job. Minimum wage.” 

“This rock band stuff better start paying off soon.” 
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“Let’s hope.” 

We reached the city limits and drove on, straight towards the setting sun. The sun visor 

in the car never seemed to block the sun quite right, a glare of light always managing to get into 

my eyes. I looked at the clock: seven-thirty already. 

“Should be there in about fifteen,” Jeff said. “You’re going to turn right at the first 

stoplight going into town. Then we look for the numbers on the mailboxes.” 

He was right; the clock showed seven forty-four as he pointed to a house standing alone 

on a wide lot. A few cars were dotted along the driveway. “I think that’s it.” 

We parked and got out. There was a muted thudding sound coming from the garage, 

which was a few yards separated from the house. “Probably a side door,” Jeff commented. 

Good thinking – I was about to try one of the big metal doors in front. I didn’t tell him that 

though. 

There was a door around the side, as we thought. Jeff pulled it open, and I followed him 

in, wondering if it would be as shitty as Robin’s hideous basement. 

The first thing I noticed was that I was standing on carpet; the whole place was 

carpeted, wall to wall, a sturdy beige carpet. A varied collection of seats lined the walls, 

beanbags, overstuffed armchairs, folding chairs, a leather bench seat from some massive old 

car. The band was all at one end of the room, set up like they were on a stage, not the irregular 

circle of amplifiers gathered around the drums that we’d had in our own two practices. 

I scanned the room for Larry. There were six or seven people sitting around. He’d been 

right in saying “the local kids” – although the band looked a bit older, they were all teenagers as 

far as I could tell.  
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Larry was sitting alone, his weirdly long frame pressed somehow into a folding chair. He 

glanced at us and nodded as we entered, but turned his attention back to the band 

immediately. 

They were pretty loud and reasonably fast, so it was a bit odd that I didn’t find the 

sound too loud as soon as I walked in. Maybe I was getting used to punk rock. I stood in the 

doorway with Jeff, not sure where to sit. 

The band’s current song ground to a halt. The drummer had some kind of cymbal that 

made a sharp cracking sound, like a gunshot, whenever he hit it. It was going like a machine-

gun as the rest of the band came to a stop.  

“Hey,” the lead singer said into the mic. “It’s the rest of the retards.” 

Twice in two days I had been called a retard. Was it some kind of punk thing? 

“Hey, you!” a girl squealed. 

She was petite and had long sandy hair and heavy eye-liner. At first I thought she was 

coming towards me, arms outstretched, as she flew across the room. Instead she fell on Jeff 

with a tight bear hug. 

“Hey, Nikki,” Jeff said. 

“What are you doing here?” She dropped the squealing. 

“We’re with Larry,” he said. “What are you doing here?” 

“Mike’s my boyfriend,” she said, turning and pointing at the lead singer. He was a skinny 

guy with a thick mop of dreadlocks that whirled around his face when he moved. 

“Hey guys,” the singer said, still talking into the mic. 
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“Jeff’s my cousin.” Nikki was shouting to make herself heard, even though the band 

wasn’t playing. 

“Cool.” The guy was grinning, as though his voice being amplified was some kind of joke. 

“Have a seat, guys,” he said, looking at me. “We’re gonna rock for a bit more.” 

Jeff and I took the big car seat, which wasn’t occupied; I knew why as soon as I sat 

down. It might as well have been made of cement, it was so hard. 

The band launched into another song, one I knew: “I Fought the Law.” I didn’t know who 

did the original, but the Clash had covered it. I waited to see if anyone else applauded when 

they were finished, but they didn’t. “So how’s your brother?” I heard Jeff ask Nikki when the 

sound died again. 

I looked at the selection of posters on the wall. The Ramones were apparently 

obligatory, the four guys standing in front of a brick wall. There was an oversized poster for 

someone called the Misfits, a face about three feet high, wearing a skull mask or something. 

There was also a small handmade poster with some kind of lizard-man on it, with RAZOR EATOR 

in big letters above it, coloured in with highlighters as far as I could tell. 

Larry had never told me the name of our band. I didn’t even know if he had a name. We 

were playing a show in two weeks; we should probably talk about that soon. He’d pick a good 

name, I was sure, but I hoped I would have some say in it. 

Straight after the Clash, they played another song which I was pretty sure was a 

Ramones song, and then the band put down their instruments. “You guys want a beer?” Mike 

said, coming over and shaking our hands. 
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“I brought some,” Larry said, holding up a six-pack. I retrieved a bottle for myself and for 

Jeff. A lot of people were giving me beer these days; I could get used to this, I decided. I would 

probably have to supply the beer at some point, of course – I’d have to remember to put aside 

some tip money for that. 

“You guys are great,” I said to Mike, and nodded to his bandmates. They all smiled and 

nodded back, but didn’t introduce themselves. Not as though I would have remembered 

everyone’s name anyhow. 

“So this is Allison and Beatriz,” Nikki was saying, tugging at my sleeve and pointing at 

two of the girls sitting in beanbag chairs. On top of all the beer, now I was being surrounded by 

girls. Allison had long, curly blonde hair; Beatriz had olive skin and black hair. They were both 

beaming, both young and beautiful. Both of them wore Razor Eator t-shirts. How did they get t-

shirts made? 

The band distributed themselves around the remaining seating in the room. The 

drummer dropped into an armchair next to me and stuck his hand out. “Denny,” he said. 

“Tom.” I took a sip of beer. “I love that cymbal you’ve got,” I said. “The really sharp-

sounding one.” 

“The inverted one, yeah,” he said. “I like it. People say it’s too loud.” 

“Works for that Clash song.” 

“Yeah. Oh, hey, you guys see the poster for Saturday yet?” 

Jeff leaned in. “There’s a poster?” 

“Hang on.” 
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Denny got up and picked something up from behind his drum kit, and handed it over. It 

was a photocopy, with the same lizard as on the poster on the wall. Jeff and I both held onto an 

edge as we read. 

RAZOR EATOR  

with special guests  

from Hamilton 

THE RETARDZ 

I let go of the page. The Retardz? We were the Retardz? 

Jeff looked over at Larry, stabbing at the poster with his finger. “You said next 

Saturday.” 

I pulled the poster out of his hand. Goddamn, the date was this coming Saturday. Six 

days. 

“I said this Saturday,” Larry said.  

“You said in two weeks,” I said, trying to keep my voice from getting shrill and annoying. 

How was I going to get out of the shift this week? 

“Two Saturdays,” he insisted calmly, his face falling back into the dead mask. 

 “That’s –” 

“I’m supposed to go to a wedding that night,” Jeff said softly. 

“There’s no way I can get out of work,” I added. 

Larry glared at us. “We all agreed,” he said. “This Saturday.” 

No way. We hadn’t agreed to that. 
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The room had fallen uncomfortably silent around us, and I was suddenly very aware that 

everyone was looking at us, listening to us arguing. 

“It’s fine,” I said. “I’ll figure something out.” 

“We’re the Retardz?” Jeff said. Right – there was that issue, too. 

Larry grinned and folded his arms. “Yeah. It’s like from that Quirks record, Love Songs 

for the Retarded.” 

Maybe he had shown it to me, but I didn’t remember this record, didn’t care anyway. 

“It’s awesome,” the Razor Eator bassist chimed in. “So offensive.” 

“You guys’re gonna kick ass Saturday,” the drummer added. 

The Razor Eator guys and Larry started talking about the gig, talking themselves up more 

and more about it. There were going to be dozens of people, maybe a hundred. The place was 

always packed when Razor Eator played. They would play a few songs, then we’d go on for 

twenty minutes, then they’d play for the rest. Beer was going to be cheap. The kids would love 

us. We were going to kill. Did we have any merch to sell? Razor Eator sold fifteen shirts last 

time. 

I sat and stared at the poster. The Retardz – the Retardz. I could barely breathe. 

To my relief, Nikki finished her conversation with Jeff and went over to her boyfriend. I 

gave him a nudge. “Wanna go?” I asked. 

“Yeah,” Jeff said gratefully.  

We said our goodbyes as quickly as possible, thanked the Razor Eator guys, agreed again 

and again that we’d see everyone Saturday. I stopped to talk to Larry although Jeff didn’t. 

“Let’s practice tomorrow,” I said. 
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“Okay,” he nodded. 

I made it outside; Jeff had already stalked all the way to the car. He got in long before I 

reached it. 

I got in and started the car. Jeff had picked up the poster for Saturday; I might have 

handed it to him, might have dropped it, I wasn’t even sure any more. 

We didn’t say a word until we were halfway back to Hamilton, almost back to highway 

53. 

Jeff turned to me and waved the poster meaningfully. 

“We’re the fuckin’ Retardz?” he exclaimed. 

I had no answer by the time I dropped him off at home. 
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Chapter 9: Candy 

I had picked up Jeff as we’d arranged on the phone earlier, and we made it downtown 

for seven. I even found a parking spot right outside of Fist Studios. The door was locked. 

“He definitely said here? At seven?” Jeff asked me. 

“Definitely,” I said. I sounded a little more peevish than I’d meant to, but I was not only 

annoyed at Jeff asking me the same thing over and over, but at Larry and Robin too.  

I figured this was some kind of payback from Larry. When I called him earlier, he wanted 

to get together at nine; I insisted on seven. “We need to practice,” I said. “I don’t even care if 

you’re there. Me and Jeff will play. But we have to get these songs down.” 

“Don’t worry so much about the songs,” he told me. That’s when I lost it. 

“You already know the songs! And we’ve got one week less than I thought we did.” 

“I said this Saturday,” he told me yet again. 

“Whatever,” I answered, not even wanting to get into that conversation again. “But we 

need to practice. You hear me? We need to practice.” 

I felt a little bad about being so angry, now that I thought back to it. I was justified, but I 

actually didn’t know anything about punk, didn’t know anything about playing in a band. Larry 

was the expert. But now he’d stranded Jeff and me on the street, waiting for him to show up. 

“Is that him?” Jeff asked, pointing up the block. 

I turned. Sure enough, Larry was walking towards us, smiling. He wasn’t carrying any 

gear. “What the hell’s going on,” I breathed. 

He waved us over to him excitedly, but I didn’t move, and neither did Jeff. “I thought we 

were practicing,” Jeff said. 
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“We are,” he answered, still smiling. “C’mon.” 

He turned and walked back the way he had come. Jeff looked at me, and I shrugged. 

What were we supposed to do? We picked up our amps and guitars, and followed. 

Larry got there long before us, of course. He held a glass door open and waved us in. 

“Upstairs and to the right,” he said. “Door at the end.” 

There was a distinct stench of urine as we crossed the threshold. “You smell that?” I 

said. 

I could see Jeff shaking his head, a couple of steps above me. “Nice of him to give us a 

hand with this stuff,” he grumbled. 

Larry was right behind me. “Through there,” he said, pointing past me. “The open door.” 

The door was only partly open, and Jeff shoved it with his foot; it hit the wall and 

banged loudly. I followed him in. 

On the walls, the obligatory Ramones poster, as well as another Misfits poster, this one 

of the guy in the same skeleton mask as the other one I’d seen, but this time in a full skeleton 

suit, bent over, maybe dancing. And facing us was an even bigger poster of a guy in an 

oversized top hat, T REX in large letters across the bottom. 

Light was coming in from windows to the right, facing the street. I found a drum set was 

sitting there, with a short woman looking over the top of it.  

“Hi, guys,” she beamed.  

We must have looked like idiots. “Hi there,” Jeff said, long before I figured out how to 

react. 
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There was a guy behind the drums too. He stood up and dwarfed the woman, towering 

over the kit. 

The woman got up too, and the pair of them came over to us. We were still standing in 

the doorway. “Candy, Len,” I vaguely heard Larry say behind me, “this is Tom and Jeff.” 

“Hey,” Jeff said. “Nice to meet you.” 

“Candy’s our new drummer,” Larry went on. 

I was going to turn to ask him what had happened to Robin, but the big guy was warmly 

shaking my hand. It was a toss-up as to which of them looked the least punk: Candy had a black 

denim vest over a black t-shirt and black jeans, and had what looked like ankle-high cowboy 

boots on. Len was in faded blue jeans, a ratty washed-out red t-shirt, and a blue trucker cap on. 

Both of them sported mullets. I felt like I’d just walked into the bingo hall on Barton Street. 

They were really friendly though. “Larry gave me the tape,” Candy told us reassuringly. 

“I’ve been practicing since I woke up.” 

“All three hours,” Len put in. 

“And I think I’m getting the hang of it,” Candy said, tossing her head girlishly. “It’s fun 

stuff.” 

“Real old-school punk,” Len agreed. 

“There’s a tape?” Jeff asked Larry. 

I turned around too. “What tape?” 

“I found this old tape I made of some of the songs I wrote,” Larry said. “I dropped it off 

last night when Candy said she’d join us.” 
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“As a drummer?” Jeff asked. He wasn’t exactly tactful, but I appreciated that. The time 

for tact, I would have agreed, was gone.  

“Why didn’t you make us a copy of the tape?” I demanded. If I’d been playing along with 

a tape, maybe I would already know the songs. Hell, I could have been listening to it for the last 

week in the delivery car. The one thing that worked on the crappy blue car was the tape deck. 

Larry ignored us, walked right by us to where his amp was already set up, next to the 

drum kit. “This is Len and Candy’s studio,” he said, pulling the strap over his head. “So we can 

practice here for free.” 

“While I’m in the band,” Candy said warningly. But she was still smiling brightly, and I 

realized she was joking. So she was in the band? I looked to Jeff, as usual, but he was staring at 

Larry, eyes wide. 

“So c’mon,” Larry said. “We were supposed to start at seven, remember?” 

Jeff moved to the other side of the drum kit, and there wasn’t enough space to stand 

beside him; a card table with four chairs was in the way. The only place I could set up was 

beside Larry. I put my amp down and found a plug in the wall. 

“Check it out,” Larry said, turning towards me, pulling the guitar up from his body. He 

pointed to a big circular sticker on the back of it. BIOHAZARD was emblazoned in capital letters, 

under a symbol I’d seen somewhere before, an arrangement of circles that turned into weird 

tendrils or something. 

“It’s authentic,” Larry said. “There’s tons of them at work, so I picked one up.” 

“Where do you work?” Len asked, walking by towards Candy’s kit. 

“Medical research,” Larry said. Well, maybe there was an explanation there. 
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He seemed to be waiting for a reaction from me. “Nice,” I said, and turned back to my 

own equipment. Was I just being a jerk? Who could tell? Maybe I wasn’t in the band any more. 

Maybe we weren’t called the Retardz now. 

Larry hit a chord, letting it ring out loudly. I ignored it, more worried about getting my 

bass out and plugged in. Whatever else was going on, Larry was right that we were supposed to 

be practicing. Five days till the show. 

“You guys ready yet?” Larry shouted into the mic. Candy beat her drums a few times, 

presumably as punctuation. Jeff gave Larry the finger and turned back to his amp. 

 

*** 

 

My fingers were blazing and my arm was exhausted and cramped. I worked at the knot 

of muscle or tendon or whatever it was bunched up in my forearm. Across the table from me, 

Jeff was massaging the fleshy part of his hand between thumb and forefinger. Every few 

minutes he switched hands. 

“You guys want some coffee?” Candy said. 

Somehow she had already become the mother, and Len the dad. It was pretty clear that 

they were together – married, whatever – from the way Candy always addressed Len as 

“buddy”. She elongated it, saying “bahhh-dee” each time. 

“I’ll take some coffee,” I said, a yawn surfacing suddenly from deep inside me. 

“Me too,” Jeff said. 

“So what do you pay for this place?” Larry was asking Len. 
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“Three-fifty a month,” Len answered, leaning against the wall behind the chair where 

Candy had been sitting. “Problem Child rents the whole floor, and we sublet from him.” 

“We were only using it to hang out and practice,” Candy added from over at the coffee 

machine. “But if I’m in a band, we might as well use it.” 

“Cool,” Larry nodded. 

“Do you play something?” Jeff asked Len. 

“Nope,” he said. No elaboration.  

Candy sat down again. “Few minutes,” she said, nodding towards the coffee maker. 

“Yeah, with the kids it’s hard to practice at home, even in the basement. Even worse soon.” 

“Kendra’s pregnant,” Len said, rolling his eyes. 

I looked to Jeff in surprise. Candy and Len had kids? Who were old enough to get 

pregnant? 

Jeff put the question out there, to my relief. “How old are you? If you don’t mind my 

asking.” 

“Not at all,” Candy said. Apparently not much would keep her from smiling. “I’m thirty-

nine.” 

So not quite twice my age. 

“So you think we’re ready to play this show on Saturday?” Jeff asked her, pointedly not 

looking at Larry. 

“Oh yeah,” she said enthusiastically. “It’s gonna be great. I mean – you guys are ready, 

right?” 

“Sure,” I said.  
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“We’ve been practicing for days,” Jeff said. “Almost – almost three of them.” 

I laughed, but a sudden gurgle and sputter from the coffee machine covered it up. Jeff 

got up. “Can I get anyone a coffee?” 

“Mugs’re in the back room,” Len said. “Over the sink.” 

I hurried to catch up with Jeff in the back room and helped him collect five mugs. “What 

the hell?” I asked, unable to put any coherent words together. 

“We’re playing on Saturday.” he said, spreading his hands wide. “So – what happened to 

Robin?” 

“Arrested?” I suggested. 

“Maybe buried in his own basement.” 

I examined the bottom of one of the cups. “Let’s give these a little rinse,” I said. 

“That Marianne was pretty hot, though,” he said as we ran the cups under the 

lukewarm water. 

“She was?” 

“Well, what she was wearing was pretty hot. That little short thing.” 

“What was up with those shorts though? Or whatever they were.” 

“Culottes, I think they’re called.” 

“They’re called freaky.” 

He shook out one of the mugs and looked up inside it to see whether he’d dislodged 

whatever was inside it. Apparently not; he put it back under the stream of water, rubbing the 

inside of it with his fingers. 

“She wasn’t wearing anything under that shirt,” he said. “Couldn’t you tell?” 
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Shit. I hadn’t looked closely enough, clearly. “I didn’t see,” I admitted. 

“She had really small nipples,” Jeff said, lowering his voice. “Tiny nipples on big tits.” 

Had I seen that? Had my subconscious mind registered it somehow? I had noticed she 

was pretty top-heavy, but that was it. 

“She told me to cut my strings,” he went on. “I’m not going to, now.” 

“You know, if we were there,” I said, “we wouldn’t have to do this. We’d just say ‘Girl! 

Coffee!’” 

He laughed. “I’m not upset that I’ll never go back to that house again.” 

There was no dish towel in the room, so I just shook the water off the mugs as best I 

could and brought them out to the coffee maker. 

“Is there any milk?” I asked as I poured coffees out for myself, Len, and Candy. Let Larry 

get his own, I figured. Len had lit a cigarette, and the greasy smoke was rapidly filling the room. 

“Creamer’s underneath,” Candy said. 

I opened the door in the cheap fibreboard cabinet the coffee maker sat on. Great – 

hazelnut flavoured coffee creamer. Disgusting. I poured some into my mug and stirred it with a 

dirty spoon I found in the cabinet. “You guys want some too?” I asked. 

“No coffee for me,” Len said. 

“I’ll take some,” Larry said. 

I smelled pot. I poured Larry’s coffee, dumped some of the creamer in, placed the two 

mugs on the table for them and returned to my seat. Yes, Candy was smoking a joint. She held 

it out to me, eyebrows raised. 
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I had never smoked up before, and I was already agitated enough tonight; I didn’t want 

to have to fret about my first time using drugs on top of all the rest. 

“So I can practice on Wednesday,” I said. “And Thursday, but only if we practice late, like 

starting at nine or ten.” I was cashing in all my favours this week.  

“I think we’re ready,” Larry said. 

Jeff was politely waving off Candy, who was offering him a hit off the joint too, which I 

appreciated; I didn’t want to be the only one not smoking up. But his head snapped around 

when Larry spoke. “What?” he demanded. 

“I think we’re ready,” Larry repeated. “We’re almost there already.” 

“You’re not serious,” I said. “Listen to us.” 

“All bands are kinda rough at first,” Larry answered sagely, as though he was dropping 

some great wisdom on us. “It’s punk.” 

“That can’t be the excuse for everything!” Jeff exploded, dropping his hands pleadingly 

on top of the table. 

“Razor Eator was a lot sharper than us,” I added. “We’re going to sound like idiots.” 

“We’re not even gonna be in tune,” Jeff said ruefully. 

“Seriously,” I said. “We need at least one more practice.” 

Larry nodded. “I can do Wednesday.” 

“Sometimes,” Len said in his slow, deep voice, “the rhythm section practices together. 

Just the bass and drums.” Candy nodded enthusiastically. 

I waited a second, just in case there was a follow-up; there didn’t seem to be. “Okay,” I 

said. “So we can practice – all four of us – on Wednesday?” 
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“I’m supposed to practice with Killer Heart,” Candy said, looking up and over her 

shoulder to Len. “But they can wait, right, bah-dee?” Len nodded wisely. 

Jeff drained his coffee; I had barely touched my cup of the horrible stuff. “Well, it’s nine 

now,” he said. “Can we run through them all one more time, at least?” 

“Sounds good,” I said, and stood up, hoping that the combined momentum would be 

enough to get the other two to agree. 

I was right. Candy handed the joint off to Len, who, I noticed, didn’t take a puff himself; 

he just gently tapped the end with his fingertip until it went out, then carefully placed it inside a 

metal case that Candy had left on the table. Larry was last to get up, but he joined us 

eventually. 
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Chapter 10: First Show 

“Hey,” Jeff said, sliding onto the bench across from me. “Ready for this?” 

“Our gear’s over there.” I pointed to the area where everything was piled up. “We’re 

supposed to do a sound check soon.” 

“It’s only eight.”  

He looked around the room. I concentrated on the cup of Diet Coke in front of me, 

watched the single ice cube bob around in the tepid cola. 

“Hey,” someone else said, and I looked up. A tall blonde guy was standing there with a 

much shorter girl with a complexion like milk chocolate.  

Jeff turned around and half stood up. “Hey, Al,” he said. “This is Tom. Tom, this is Al and 

Mony.” 

I shook their hands. “This is so awesome,” Mony gushed. “I can’t believe you guys are 

playing. It’s amazing.” 

I scanned the room, the basement of the Cayuga legion hall. Evening sunlight was 

streaking through the high, narrow windows. Two rows of tables stretched from the stage area 

– it was only an area, not raised or otherwise marked off from everything else – with benches 

on either side of them. It was like a cafeteria, complete with a window near the back where 

they sold pop and chips, except that they were also selling beer and liquor. I wanted a beer 

badly, but held off; I would have a hard enough time playing sober, so I didn’t want to risk any 

alcohol. 
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And Larry was right again about the “kids” in town. The place was swarming with 

teenagers, shrieking, running around, screaming at each other. I was only twenty-one; when 

had teenagers gotten so disgustingly young? 

Al and Jeff sat across from me, and Mony slid in beside me. “You okay?” she said. 

“First show jitters,” Jeff said. 

“You think we’re going to do okay?” I snorted. “I think we’re going to look like assholes 

up there.” 

“Oh, for sure,” he agreed. 

Al pulled his jacket open and lifted a metal flask just barely out of his pocket before 

dropping it back in. “We’ve been trying to calm him down all evening.” 

“I’m gonna puke soon,” Jeff grinned. “We went to Valentino’s.” 

“Their panzerotti are amazing,” Mony said. 

I couldn’t take any more of this. “Let’s get set up for sound check,” I said. 

“Where’s Larry?” 

“No idea.” 

I was coming straight from work, and assumed I’d be the last one there. Instead, I was 

there twenty minutes before the rest of them. Jeff had come next, and there was no sign of 

Larry or Candy. The drums needed to be set up; how long would that take? It was eight already. 

Razor Eator wanted to start at nine. 

Jeff punched my shoulder lightly. “Relax,” he said. “We’ll just – what the hell is that?” 

I tapped it with pride. “Brand new,” I said. “Actually, used. But only one owner.” 

“How many miles on it?” he asked absently, peering around the back. “Wow. Tubes.” 
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The amp stood five feet high. Actually – that wasn’t quite correct, though I had to start 

thinking of it the right way. The way the guy who sold it to me described it was, the amp was 

the box on top, eight inches high, a foot deep, two feet across. He kept calling it the head, too. 

The bottom part, the massive box, was the speaker, which he sometimes called the cab, which I 

assumed meant cabinet. “Two eighteen-inch speakers,” he told me proudly. “I’ve played 

weddings, I’ve played big halls, like five hundred people...” 

He encouraged me to take his bass and really try it out, but I just played a few notes and 

said it was fine. He picked up the guitar and played a few riffs, which sounded great and all, but 

just reminded me that I sucked on the bass. I paid him in cash. The cabinet didn’t fit in the back 

of my little Micra unless the seats were further forward than I really liked. I didn’t care. 

I stopped on the way home at a pawn shop and bought the cheapest bass guitar they 

had, a hundred and thirty bucks. I had taken five hundred dollars out of my savings account, but 

luckily I still had the last couple of nights’ tips in my jacket pocket. Just barely enough, including 

tax. 

“This is a mean machine right here,” Jeff marvelled. “Can I take it for a spin?” 

“I haven’t even played it yet,” I said defensively. 

“You didn’t try it out?” 

“I mean on stage.” 

“Is that what this is,” he said, looking around. 

There were two mic stands set up, and Razor Eator’s drum kit. I rolled my amp into 

position, right beside the drums. Jeff heaved his amp over to the other side.  
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We plugged in, started up. I had a moment of panic, thinking that my amp wasn’t 

working, but soon I realized that I had forgotten to attach the cord that went from the head to 

the cab. The second the short cord between the two boxes made contact, the amp came to life, 

a throaty buzz emanating from it. I was almost afraid to touch my bass.  

Jeff was watching from the other side, though. He nodded grimly. I turned the volume 

on the bass all the way down, plugged it in, jumping slightly at the burst of electrical buzzing 

sound that came storming out of the bass amp. 

This was going to be something. 

 

*** 

 

Candy and Len had shown up while Jeff and I were setting up; the three of us did the 

sound check with the sound guy, who looked about fifteen years old. The tangle of wires and 

speakers – some faced the audience, and some faced us, and neither Jeff nor I had any idea 

what they were supposed to sound like. Luckily Len stepped in and through an 

incomprehensible dialogue of hand signals and waves, he and the sound boy got everything 

working. 

Larry didn’t show up until after Razor Eator had started playing their first set. Jeff, Len, 

Candy, and I all sat at one table with Al and Mony. and Larry barely nodded at me before sitting 

down on the other side of Candy and Len. He set up his amp as we took the stage, and said 

“Check one two” into the mic before turning around and telling Candy to count us in. 
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Jeff had written out the set list at our Wednesday practice, but somehow we failed to 

realize that we would need four copies, one for each of us. He’d also written it in pen, which 

was difficult to see when the paper was lying on the floor. It sat in front of Larry, who had to tell 

us what song we were playing.  

The first song was “Little Girl,” another one of Larry’s many concoctions. His voice 

wasn’t quite up to the task of the song he’d written. “She’s just a little girl,” his weak, weedy 

voice sang. “Livin’ in her own little world.” He did a little run with his voice on the word “own”, 

dodging all over the map. I didn’t really know lyrics, but they sounded pretty simplistic. I did an 

okay job of playing along, I think; I went over during the first chorus and turned my amp down, 

though, feeling like I was way too loud for the rest of the band. 

The stage area was between two of the pillars that lined the room; between Larry, Jeff, 

the mic stand, and all the equipment, there didn’t seem to be room for me. Larry needed a bit 

of room around him, I decided. I stayed halfway behind the pillar; I’d move if I could, I decided. 

We finished the song at roughly the same time. “Thank you,” Larry said into the mic. 

“We’re the Retardz.” 

I exchanged a quick glance with Jeff. Now it was official. 

“Thanks to Razor Eator for letting us play,” Larry said. “And, uh...” 

He stepped back from the microphone. I leaned in and took a look at the set list, and 

made out EAT YOUR PEAZ as the second song. This one started on G. I set up my fingers, ready 

for Candy to count us in. 

A high-pitched sound made me turn my head. Larry was playing notes on his guitar, 

repeatedly. We hadn’t practiced this intro. I turned my head to see what he was doing. 
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His face had a look of deep concentration, and his head was cocked – one ear, I realized, 

turned towards his amp. One hand was on his strings, and the other on the knobs at the head 

of his guitar. 

Larry was tuning. 

I looked at Jeff; he was coming to the realization at the same time I was; he gave me a 

wide-eyed shrug. I checked on Candy, found her looking intently forward, drumsticks in the air, 

ready to go.  

Larry moved on to the next string. 

Some shouts were coming from the audience, not sounding angry, just sort of... curious. 

“Play a song,” I heard one girl say. 

Larry looked up at last. “This one’s called Educated Idiot,” he said into the mic. “One – 

two – three – four – ” 

He launched into the song, Candy joining him only a beat behind. I struggled to find the 

right fret. Every time I picked out a note and tried to join in, the song had moved on. There was 

a howl of noise from the other side of the stage, too, as Jeff tried to catch up as well. 

By the first chorus, though, we slid in with Larry and Candy. The first verse had been a 

total wreck, though; my face was hot and sweat was dripping into my chin and burning my 

eyes. I tried to glance up at the crowd to see if they had noticed, but it was impossible to tell. 

Most of them were blocked by the pillar I was behind anyhow. 

The song ended at four different points, as if each of us had heard a different cue. Larry 

was last to finish, adding an extra line after we’d all come to a halt. “An educated idiot,” he 

sang, stretching out the words, “just... like... me.” 
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The applause was muted and scattered. Someone yelled something, but I thought it 

might have been one of the Razor Eator guys. It was vaguely encouraging but I couldn’t quite 

make sense of the words.  

Jeff moved over to Larry. “Eat Your Peaz,” he was shouting. “Eat Your Peaz is next.” He 

looked at me; I nodded.  

The song got off to a better start, and suddenly we were nearly halfway through our set. 

Jeff kept looking over and gesturing at me, but I had no idea what he wanted; I had enough to 

do, just keeping up with the songs. My hands ached and my eyes felt like they were too tired to 

open. I kept playing, washed along by the torrent of sound. 
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Chapter 11: Big Plans 

I put my guitar in its case, rolled my amp out of the way, and ran to the washroom. 

Inside, I opened the dispenser and grabbed a fistful of paper towels. First I mopped up the 

incredible volume of sweat that had gathered on my face; once my skin was a little drier, I 

soaked a couple of paper towels with cold water and put them on my forehead. I needed one 

hand on the edge of the sink for support; otherwise, I was pretty sure I was going to fall over. 

The door crashed open and I whirled around. Jeff ran in, didn’t look at me, didn’t notice 

me, just ran for one of the two dingy toilet stalls. All soon followed him in. 

“I gave him a shot of Jack,” Al told me, as the retching sounds began. “Waste of good 

liquor.” 

I nodded and turned back to the sink, pressing the wet towels to my cheeks. They were 

already warm. I rinsed them out. 

Jeff emerged, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. He stumbled over to the sink 

beside me. “You okay, buddy?” Al asked. Jeff didn’t answer, just leaned over, turned the tap on, 

and started rinsing his mouth. 

I didn’t know where the garbage can was, didn’t really care. I tossed the wad of wet 

towels over in the corner and leaned against the wall, enjoying the sensation of the cool tile 

against the back of my head. Slowly, my brain sorted out the many feelings that were passing 

through my body. My ears were ringing, my hands were vibrating, my mouth was dry and 

sticky.  

Jeff rubbed some water on his face and tuned to me, one hand on the sink for support. 

“Why were you standing behind that pillar?” he croaked. 



69 

“What pillar?” I looked around. 

“The one in front of you for the last half hour,” he said, waving his hand in the general 

direction of the door, the outside, the stage. “You were right behind it.” 

“Not right behind it.” 

“No one could see you.” 

He leaned over and rinsed his mouth out again. I thought back to the show. I hadn’t 

been paying attention. “I don’t know,” I said. 

Jeff straightened up again. “I think I’m okay,” he said. 

“What was that,” I asked, “with Educated Idiot? I thought we said we weren’t going to 

play that song.” 

“I know.” He took a paper towel and dabbed at his forehead. “He just started it.” 

“And –” The whole show was coming back to me now. “The – at the start. Was he 

tuning? I thought we weren’t supposed to tune.” 

“I know.” 

“He said that was page one of the punk book,” I said. I knew I was getting loud, getting 

angry, but I didn’t care; the rush of playing came back as I tried to put it into words, the show, 

the sound, Larry, everything. “Page one. Punks don’t tune. And then first thing he does –” 

“On stage.” 

“Tunes his goddamn guitar.” 

“Then plays the wrong song.” 

I was laughing now, even though the fury I’d felt at the moment was coming back as 

well. “How the hell did Candy know what song we were playing?” 
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“She plays the same thing every song.” 

He was laughing too, both hands now on the sink, his eyes shut tight. “And then at the 

end –”  

“What the hell was that?” 

“Big rock star ending –” 

That was enough. I tried to take a breath, heaved mightily. My lungs were finally 

working again. I wiped my eyes with the paper towel, the rough surface too scratchy but who 

cared, I was feeling better now. 

I had forgotten Al was there, standing right with us. “I’m going back to the table,” he 

said, and left.  

Jeff looked like he was about to say something, but lowered his head again. “I’ve never 

felt like this,” he said, mainly to the sink. 

“So we’re the Retardz,” I said. 

His shoulders shook a bit. “Yeah,” he said.  

“I’m going back out there too,” I said. Maybe I could get some of that Jack Daniels from 

Al. 

I got a couple of nods and even a high five as I made my way back to our table. The sun 

was gone, now, and they had turned the lights off in the part of the room where everyone was 

sitting. The fluorescent bulbs were still on over the stage area.  

I sat down on the bench between Mony and Len, where I’d been sitting before. I was 

grateful for the rest. Twenty minutes of playing, and now my body was rubber. Ridiculous.  

Mony leaned over and touched my arm. “You guys were so good!” she said. 
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“Thanks.” 

“And loud.” 

I wasn’t sure whether this was a compliment, but Mony seemed like a positive sort of 

girl. I nodded and tried to smile. 

Len leaned over. “How’s your friend?” 

“Jeff?” He nodded. “He’ll make it.” 

Razor Eator had taken the stage again. “You guys ready to rock?” Mike shouted, his 

voice bouncing around off the walls and the ceiling. Had we been that loud? 

There was an appreciative howl from the crowd. 

“How about the Retardz?” Mike said enthusiastically. 

A sound, but much less appreciative. 

Larry sat down across from me and placed two plastic cups on the table. An ice cube and 

a half wedge of lemon floated at the top of each cup. “I got you one too,” Larry said. “Seven 

and seven.” 

I had no idea what that was, but I nodded gratefully. “Thanks.” I took a sip; sweet, 

bubbly, some alcohol lurking in there somewhere. Great. 

“It was a pretty good show,” he said. “You think?” 

How to answer this? “Best one I’ve ever played,” I agreed. 

Jeff came up and stood there for a minute, and Len shuffled over so that he could sit 

beside me. I leaned over to make myself heard over Razor Eator. “Larry was just saying,” I said 

loudly, “what a great show we did.” 

He nodded seriously. “Best one I ever played,” he shouted to Larry. 
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“I’ve got another gig lined up,” Larry said. “This Thursday.” 

“Where? Here?” I asked. I could probably take Thursday off, work Wednesday instead. If 

we were going to be in Cayuga again, I wouldn’t want to try to skip out again. 

“No, a place in Hamilton,” Larry said. “I talked to the guy today. We can play every 

Thursday. He loves punk.” 

At least Hamilton seemed like it would have more punk-friendly venues than Cayuga. 

“Who are we playing with?” Jeff asked. 

“These guys,” Larry answered. “And some friends of theirs –” 

Razor Eator finished the song they were playing, another Ramones cover, and the 

cheers from the crowd drowned out the name of the band. It wasn’t like I’d know who they 

were anyway. 

“So when are we going to practice?” Jeff asked. 

“We’ve got a whole month at least,” Larry went on. Razor Eator was talking to the 

crowd, and Larry was audible now that the guitars weren’t screaming. “And once the kids know 

there’s a regular punk show, they’ll be there every week.” He downed the rest of his drink. 

“We’ll get people from all over to play. I know these guys from Buffalo called Superstrip –” 

Another song – another Ramones cover, “I Wanna Be Your Boyfriend”. Was this 

seriously what Razor Eator did for their whole hour onstage? That would be thirty Ramones 

covers.  

“So when are we gonna practice?” Jeff asked again, raising his voice over the sound. 
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“This fall I can get us a show with the Quirks in Boston,” Larry said, talking mainly to me, 

not looking at Jeff. “And the owner of the place we’re playing Thursdays also has a bar 

downtown. He says we can open when a good band is playing.” 

Jeff poked me in the shoulder. “Do you think we should practice?” 

“You can rent a van for like thirty, forty bucks,” Len intoned. Somehow his deep, 

rumbling voice cut through the music. “Unlimited miles. You each pitch in ten bucks plus gas 

and you can get to Boston in a day.” 

“You can drive, bah-dee!” Candy said with a smile. Her voice wasn’t much higher or 

more feminine than Len’s, it occurred to me. 

“Well, that’s great,” Jeff said, leaning back a bit and folding his arms. “We’ll play Buffalo 

and Hamilton and Boston. And after that, we can practice.” 

I nodded. “Maybe we can get together Monday?” I looked at Candy and Larry. 

Candy nodded, and the song came to an end. In the relative silence, Larry got up. “I’m 

getting another drink,” he said. “So cheap here.” 

Jeff watched him leave. “You know what, I just had an idea,” he said. “We should maybe 

practice.” 

 

*** 

 

The light was on in the house even though it was after one a.m. My father was still up, 

of course, puttering around the kitchen. “Late shift,” he said. 
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“I was at a show.” I looked in the fridge and pulled out some pop. My throat had dried 

out again on my way home, and I hadn’t had anything other than the seven-and-seven that 

Larry bought me.  

“Hmmm.” 

He was apparently rearranging the dishes in one of the cupboards. “How was business 

tonight?” 

“Fine.” 

I got a glass, filled it halfway with pop, swallowed it all immediately, and refilled the 

glass. “Tips good?” he asked, closing the cupboard. 

“Just the usual.” I had delivered a hundred dollars’ worth of orders, and had made seven 

bucks. My total usually hovered between five and ten percent. 

I sat down at the table, taking my second glass of cola a little more slowly. I normally 

would have been bracing myself for the usual – an innocent question about my application, a 

remark about college, whatever. Tonight, though, I was too tired to care. 

“Well,” he said, “g’night.” 

Surprising. I waited, listening to him climb the stairs, walk across to the bedroom, slowly 

and quietly close the door. 

After a minute, just to be sure, I got up and went to the liquor cabinet, found the bottle 

of Crown Royal, and poured a healthy shot or two into my pop. I had earned it. 
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Chapter 12: Mr Laffs 

We rolled along Upper Wellington slowly, passing a Seven Eleven and a garage. “Did we 

miss it?” I asked. There was a lot of traffic, and I couldn’t look very hard myself. 

“I don’t know the address,” Jeff said, craning his neck around. “Larry just said it was past 

Fennell.” 

“Maybe we should find a phone booth.” 

“I tried looking it up in the yellow pages already. I looked under ‘M-R’ and ‘Mister’ but I 

couldn’t find it.” He turned in his seat to scan the other side of the road. “This would be easier if 

I had more than a cubic foot of space here.” 

He did look pretty squished – he was a big guy, and with the seat forward so far he 

didn’t seem to fit into the car correctly. But without the seat forward that far, the hatch 

wouldn’t close. “They don’t call this thing a Micra because it’s so big,” I pointed out. 

“It’s not a bad size for a bike.” He pointed. “There. That it?” 

The front of the bar poked out a little from between a long row of houses on either side. 

I had probably driven up this street dozens of times in my life, and I had never noticed it before. 

The sign above said “Mr Laffs”, though. “Must be,” I said. “Where the hell do we park?” 

I turned at the next street and circled around, and we drove past the bar again. A dim 

sign in the window claimed it was open, but it might have been a lie; the windows were 

otherwise opaque and dark, and the door was uninvitingly set back from the road. I stopped in 

front. 

“Can’t park here,” Jeff said. 
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“You want to carry this gear halfway across the city?” I answered, reaching below the 

dash, feeling for the switch for the hazard lights. Like everything in this car, the switch was hard 

to find and harder to make work. 

I turned off the car and popped the hatch, and we unloaded the gear. I decided to let 

Jeff go in first. “I’ll find parking,” I said. 

It was a bad plan. There was no parking anywhere near the bar, and when I walked the 

two blocks back, Jeff was still sitting outside with all the gear. “Didn’t want it to get stolen,” he 

explained. 

I looked up and down the street. Cars were whizzing by but there wasn’t a pedestrian in 

sight. “Lazy bastard,” I said. 

He shrugged. “I’m not the one with the seven hundred pound bass rig.” 

I opened the door to allow him in, and he held it open with his foot as I rolled the 

cabinet in.  

The bar seemed cramped and dingy at first, as my eyes adjusted to the light. It was only 

seven o’clock; Jeff had insisted we get in early. “Larry’s not going to show until right before we 

start,” I had protested, but he didn’t seem to care, so I picked him up at six-thirty as he’d 

demanded. Luckily another driver, Phil, had agreed to switch shifts with me, so I’d worked a 

rare Wednesday and had the day off Thursday. 

There was a short Asian woman behind the bar looking at us skeptically. “Yes?” she 

asked. 

“We’re playing tonight,” I said. 

“Okay,” she answered, placing her hands on her hips. “Where?” 
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I looked around the room. It was bigger than I’d realized when I stepped in: the door 

opened up onto a long wooden bar on the right, with a few stools in front and a towering wall 

of bottles behind. Two guys sat on the stools, half-empty glasses of draft beer in front of them. 

They didn’t look up when we entered. 

But past the doorway, on the left, there was a large open area with tables and chairs. At 

the back of that side of the bar, there was a little raised area. Not quite a stage – an oak 

banister blocked part of it off – but it was the obvious place to play. 

“Over there?” I suggested, pointing. 

“So in here,” she said. “Tonight.” 

Oh. “This is Mr Laffs, right?” 

“As far as I know.” I couldn’t tell if she was joking or not. 

“Here,” Jeff said. “It’s official.” 

He unfolded the piece of paper he’d pulled out of his pocket and smoothed it out on the 

top of the bar. “Where’d you get that?” I asked. 

“Larry made it,” he said. “Showed it to me at practice.” 

“He could have given me a copy,” I said. I had left practice right before Jeff, as far as I 

knew. Why hadn’t I seen it? 

The poster was obviously made on a computer. WACKED OUT THURSDAYS stretched 

across the top in bold letters, and there was a weird, cartoony drawing of a man’s head in the 

middle, a terrified expression on his face. The band names, THE RETARDZ – RAZOR EATOR – 

MADISON, were scattered around the poster. MR LAFFS – 570 UPPER WELLINGTON – THURDAY 

JUNE 9 – $4 ALL AGES were all crushed in at the bottom. 
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The bar woman pointed at the bottom. “You spelled Thursday wrong,” she said. “And 

this isn’t all ages.” 

“I didn’t make the poster,” Jeff said. “Larry said he was going to drop some off here.” 

“Well, if he did, no one put them up,” she said. “So who are you guys?” 

I suddenly found a strong urge to set up our equipment. “We’d better get the guitars,” I 

pointed out to Jeff. “They’re still outside.” 

“We’re the Retardz,” Jeff said proudly. “I’m Jeff.” 

“Okay,” she said, frowning. “That’s really nice.” 

I turned towards the door. I’d bring the guitars in, then. 

“It’s punk rock,” I heard Jeff saying as I went out. “Offensive names are, like, the second 

page of the punk book.” 

I brought the two guitar cases over to the stage area, such as it was, and put them 

down. I returned for the cabinet. 

“I dunno,” the bar lady was saying as I approached. “How loud are you guys?” 

“We’re sort of a poppy punk outfit. Do you know the Ramones?” 

“No.” 

I rolled the cabinet over. There were two tables on the raised area. Even if I moved 

those, once our amps were up there and the drum kit, we would barely be able to fit behind the 

railing. 

The two guys at the bar were watching me now; I avoided their gazes. “The thing is, if 

they’re under age, they’ll just buy pop or whatever,” Jeff was saying confidently to the bar lady. 

“I don’t think you have to worry.” 
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“I’ll have to worry if a liquor inspector comes in,” she answered. “Or a cop.” 

“We’ll check IDs at the door.” Jeff looked around the little area we stood in, and 

addressed me. “I was just discussing with –” He stopped, looked at the woman. 

“Eugenie,” she answered. 

“We were just discussing,” Jeff said, “where to put the table to collect the door. It’ll fit 

here, probably. Have you got a small table?” 

 As if Jeff’s gestures had cued her, the door opened, and two girls walked in. The girl in 

the lead wore combat boots and a leather jacket, and her hair was braided and pulled back 

from her face. The girl behind her was taller and skinnier than her, but she was somehow 

dwarfed by her friend. “We’re here,” the first one said in a thundering voice. She sounded 

pissed off already. “Who are you guys?” 

There was a pause, then Jeff answered.“The Retardz. I’m Jeff. You guys must be 

Madison.” 

She rolled her eyes and sighed angrily. “Mad Is On.” 

Jeff glanced at me; I had no answers for him. 

“What?” he asked. 

“Mad. Is. On. Three goddamn words.” She shook her head, looking at the poster. “Is that 

– god. What the hell is wrong with you guys?” 

“We didn’t make the poster,” I put in. “That was Larry.” 

“Mad Is On,” I said. “Clever.” 

The two looked at me. 

“Uh – I’m Tom,” I said. 
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That earned me a scowl. “Fine. I’m Victoria, and this is Maria.” 

Maria waved from behind Victoria. Her expression was a little more friendly, although 

maybe her glasses were making her seem that way. “With three A’s,” she added. 

That brought things to a halt. “In your name?” Jeff asked. 

“Yes.” She glanced away nervously, then back at us. 

We gave this some thought before Jeff came up with an idea. “At the end?”  

She rolled her eyes. “Two in the middle, one at the end.” 

Maaria. Why was she telling us this? 

“Interesting,” Jeff said. “Is it German?” 

“Finnish. I spend half my life putting the third A back in my name.” 

Eugenie reappeared and handed Jeff a pint of beer. “Four-thirty-five, hotshot,” she said. 

When had Jeff ordered that? 

“Can I buy you girls a drink?” he said sweetly. “Victoria? Ma-a-a-a-aria?” 

“Don’t be an asshole,” Victoria said. “And tequila.” 

I went over to the stage area. Jeff seemed to have an easy way with girls. He also could 

afford to buy them drinks. I couldn’t compete with that. I could, however, move the tables. 

 

*** 

 

Jeff and I went out to help carry the drum kit in with Len and Candy. “I didn’t know we 

were playing with a girl band,” I said. 
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“That Victoria’s got a hell of an attitude,” he said. “I called her Vicky and she practically 

castrated me.” 

Len drove a battleship-sized Cadillac. “Look at the size of this trunk,” I said. I fished 

around the bottom for more of the chrome drum stands. 

“I don’t know what that Maaria’s doing in a punk band,” Jeff said, grunting with the 

effort as he pulled a large round cymbal case out. “She barely said a word. We’ll need a pillar 

for her. You guys can share it.” 

The pile of big, rounded boxes was growing behind us as we dragged more and more 

stuff out of the trunk. How far back did it go? 

“Real friendly types,” I said. The big drum – the “kick”, people seemed to call it – was at 

the very back. It wasn’t heavy, but it was unwieldy, and I couldn’t find a way to lift it. My fingers 

refused to grip the edge. 

“Still,” Jeff said, helping me slide it forward in the trunk until I could get hold of the 

handle. “I didn’t think we’d play with a girl band either. It’s kind of cool, don’t you think?” 

That was it for the equipment. We ferried it into the bar and piled it around Len, who 

was setting up. Victoria and Maaria were sitting on stools, their backs to the bar, watching us, 

so I tried to keep busy. There were knobs and levers and stuff all over the different drum 

stands, so I started loosening them and standing them up. 

“What the hell –” Len said, picking up one of the stands I’d readied for him. “This 

doesn’t bend this way.” He looked at Jeff. “And what are you –” He grabbed the stand out of his 

hands. “You two. Sit down. Quit helping.” 



82 

We took the table just to the left of the stage, against the wall. “I didn’t even know he 

could get angry,” Jeff said. 

“Want another beer?” I asked, heading to the bar. I could afford to buy him one, and I 

would only have one since I was driving. It would probably empty me out, but as long as beer 

wasn’t too expensive it would be okay. 

“Two pints,” I said to Eugenie, pointing to the draft tap. 

“Who’s going first?” Victoria demanded.  

Was she asking me? I turned towards them, unable to prevent the sheepish smile from 

spreading across my face. “That’s more Larry’s area,” I said. 

“Where’s Larry?” she asked, slamming her empty glass down and looking around the 

room exaggeratedly. She knew Larry wasn’t there – I’d seen her talking to Candy and Len, and 

no one else had arrived. 

“Nine-fifty,” Eugenie cut in, putting the two glasses on the counter in front of me. I only 

had a five and then all loonies and quarters in my pocket; Faye always kept the big bills when I 

cashed out. I pulled the handful of coins out of my pocket and sorted through them, picking out 

the loonies, then the quarters. A dollar twenty-five seemed like a reasonable tip. 

I put the uneven pile of change on the counter on top of the five dollar bill. Eugenie 

collected it wordlessly and walked away. I looked back at the two girls, suddenly realizing that I 

hadn’t answered Victoria’s question. They were staring at me. “Larry might be late,” I 

answered. 

“Are you –” Victoria paused and looked at Maaria before finishing her question. 

“Homeless or something?” 
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I was already self-conscious enough after paying for the beers almost all with coins. Now 

I was blushing. I hoped the dim light in the bar didn’t make it too obvious. Now I would have to 

admit to what I did for a living on top of that.   

“Delivery,” I said. Was that enough of an explanation? I didn’t care. 

I picked up the beers and went and sat down beside Jeff, turning my chair towards him a 

bit so that my back was towards the bar. They might have been making fun of me, giggling at 

me. I didn’t know, didn’t want to know. 

“Thanks,” Jeff said. “You look nervous.” 

“I’m fine.” I sat and took a sip of beer; then a gulp. 

Jeff drank some of his own beer, and after he put it down he leaned back in his chair, 

clasping his hands behind his head. He seemed to be watching Len working on the drums. “This 

is okay, huh?” 

I looked around. “I guess so. We’re playing here for at least a month, so it better be.” 

“No.” Jeff sat forward again. “This. Being in a band. Playing shows.” 

I thought about it. “So far, so good.”  

“Larry’s a good songwriter.” 

I’d been thinking about this myself. I had no idea how to write a song, could barely even 

play the songs on our set list. I also couldn’t tell what the words were; Larry wasn’t the kind of 

singer who made a lot of effort to sing the lyrics clearly. I’d tried to listen more closely during 

practice, just trying to get the words to Educated Idiot straight, but they seemed to change 

every time we played it. I didn’t have enough head space to concentrate on both my own bass-

playing and Larry’s vocals at the same time, anyway. 
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“He is,” I agreed. 

“I thought we’d be doing all covers like Razor Eator. It’s kind of amazing that he has all 

these originals.” 

“We should add backing vocals some time.” 

“You can sing. I’m not.” 

I never sang, not even for people’s birthdays, not even in the shower. “Maybe,” I 

ventured. 

His hands were moving, agitated; there was something he wanted desperately to say. “I 

mean – three weeks ago, none of this,” he said at last. “Now we’re playing shows, we’re 

actually going on second tonight.” 

So Mad Is On was going first. Well, Larry could break that news to Victoria. 

“People watching,” he went on. “Girl bands. This is all just –” He searched for the words. 

I nodded. “This is good,” I supplied. 

“Exactly.” He smiled and took another sip of beer. “This is really good.” 
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Chapter 13: Second Show  

The place was bouncing. Kids were streaming in all through Mad Is On’s set, filling all the 

chairs and then sitting on the tables. I only looked around a couple of times – I felt conscious 

that we were at the band table, up at the front, somehow conferred special status – and it 

made me feel like I wasn’t supposed to take notice of the people who had come to watch us 

play. 

When I did look around, I was surprised at how young everyone looked. There wasn’t a 

single girl in the crowd I could have hit on without feeling creepy, if I were the kind of guy who 

would actually hit on women. Victoria and Maaria were the only girls anywhere near my age. 

They weren’t a girl band, as it turned out. There was a lanky, sullen-looking guy on the 

guitar, and a fat guy with a ridiculous mop of hair behind the drums. Maaria was on bass, and 

Victoria sang. 

The current Mad Is On song came to an end like a car crash. “Thank you,” Victoria 

bellowed into the mic, the speaker accompanying her with a burst of static. “We are Mad Is On, 

and we’ve got one more.” 

A muted shout of approval from the crowd. 

“And then the Retardz, and then Razor Eator –” 

She kept talking, but the shrieks from the teenagers drowned out even her strident, 

angry voice. They launched into another song. 

Jeff leaned over to shout in my ear. “They really suck.” 

I nodded, but I was watching Maaria. She plucked at the strings of her bass with her 

fingers, the way I did. She had long fingers, strangely long and straight, and she looked like she 
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was putting too much effort into her playing. What did I know, though? I hadn’t been playing 

long enough, and hadn’t watched anyone else play this closely before. Maybe I looked the 

same. 

Mad Is On wasn’t what you’d call punk, at least as far as I knew. Their songs were at 

least twice as long as ours, and they were all in a minor key. The vocals were incomprehensible; 

Victoria howled more than sang. She also stomped her foot a lot, which probably would have 

made an impressive sound if she was on a stage. On the floor of Mr Laffs, the effect was lost. 

They also weren’t very good. The guitar guy kept leaning back, throwing his guitar 

almost vertical, and launching into terrible, whining guitar solos. His mouth would hang open, 

and he would shake his head from side to side. 

“I hate this guy,” Jeff confided during a break in the action. 

“Let’s murder him in the alley,” I agreed. 

“Done.” 

Their last song blasted its way through to an ending, and Victoria took a deep, 

exaggerated bow. I took another glance around the room. There was polite applause and a few 

shouts of approval, but not too much reaction. The audience didn’t seem to think any more of 

them than Jeff and I did. 

I checked the bar; apparently Eugenie was shooing away the younger patrons from the 

stools, because they were mostly empty. The two guys from before were gone, probably as 

soon as the music started. Taking their place were two guys in suits, conversing intently. One of 

them was a huge, bulky guy with black hair and a low, apelike brow; the other was older, 
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normal-sized, with his head shaved completely bald. I nudged Jeff and nodded at them. He 

checked them out, then looked back at me in confusion.  

“C’mon,” Larry said, standing up. “We’re up.” 

“Right away?” Jeff asked. 

“Yeah. C’mon.”  

He picked up his pint and drained it. I had barely touched my beer, so I carried it up to 

the stage with me, filing up behind Jeff and Candy. 

Larry was waiting for us, holding a pitcher of beer. “Band beer,” he said. 

“I’m okay.” Larry was the expert, we all knew, but it made no sense to go up right after 

Mad Is On. They hadn’t even finished packing up their gear. 

“Thanks for letting me use your amp,” Maaria said. She was winding her patch cord up 

around her elbow. 

She had used my amp? Maybe Len had told her it was okay. 

“You guys were great,” I lied. She looked the part, at least; she had a white t-shirt with 

the Tonka Toys logo on it, and her straight, shoulder-length hair was slightly askew from the 

effort of playing. I did my best not to stare at her chest for any longer than necessary. 

She rolled her eyes and shrugged. “Tube amps are the best,” she said. “Such a warm 

sound.” 

It took a second to figure out she was talking about my amp. “I got it used,” I said. Why 

was I explaining that? 

She didn’t know either, so there was an uncomfortable silence. “Well, thanks,” she said. 

“Hey,” Jeff said behind me, poking me in the back. I tried to wave him away. 
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“Well, I’m gonna...” 

I tried to smile in a friendly way, and moved aside to let her get by, but she went with 

her back to me so I couldn’t tell what her reaction was. 

I turned around angrily; Jeff had started to tickle my ear with something while Maaria 

went past me. “What?” I said, my voice going much louder and higher-pitched than I’d meant it 

to. 

He had a knowing smile on his face. “Here,” he said, passing me a piece of paper. The 

set list; he’d thought to write one out. Smart. 

“Thanks.” I laid the list on the ground in front of where I would stand, and turned 

around to set up. Maaria had left her guitar leaning against my amp; I carefully moved it over to 

the wall. 

I plugged in and regardless of Larry and the punk book, I started to tune. Mick had 

shown me how to tune when I dropped off the guitar and amp the other day. Jeff’s head 

snapped up and he grinned. Larry might have looked too, but I made sure not to notice. 

Thump, thump – Candy was ready as well. I scanned the crowd. They were milling 

around, talking loudly, laughing a bit harder than they probably needed to. High school kids. I 

thought I recognized some of them from our last show; had Razor Eator imported half of 

Cayuga? They had sat down at our table when they arrived during Mad Is On’s set, nodded their 

greetings, and kept to themselves. They weren’t really paying attention to us now. Maybe they 

weren’t expecting us to start so soon, or maybe we’d embarrassed ourselves in Cayuga. 
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Too late to care about that; Larry had stepped up to the mic. “Hello Hamilton,” he said, 

and paused as if waiting for a reaction. None came. “We’re the Retardz,” he pressed on, “and 

we’re gonna play a little show for you.” 

Jeff gave me his wide-eyed look of shock; I returned my usual shrug. This was only our 

second show. 

“This is a little song called...” Larry seemed to pause for effect, as though people were 

breathlessly anticipating the title of the song. The buzz of voices in the room had barely 

wavered since he started talking. 

“Educated Idiot,” he finished. 

Goddamn. “Eat Your Peaz,” I said, more to myself than to Larry. Not like he’d hear me, 

or listen. Far too late anyway; Candy had already started counting out the time, and we were 

starting. 

 

*** 

 

“Long Way Back” ended well, the first time we’d nailed the ending. One more song. 

It was a smaller room in Mr Laffs, and its air conditioning couldn’t compete with three 

bands and a few dozen teenagers; the air up here where we played was moist and stifling. My 

skin was clammy and dizziness was setting in. 

“Eat Your Peaz,” Jeff was over with Larry, conferring, and trying to get my attention. 

“Eat Your Peaz. We didn’t play it before.” 
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I nodded. My beer was long gone; I looked around for the pitcher Larry had been 

offering me before. It was lying at his feet, empty. Two more songs, not one, but then I could go 

get some pop or water or whatever Eugenie would let me have for free. 

“This one’s called Eat Your Peaz,” Larry said. I readied myself for the start of the song, 

waiting patiently as I heard Jeff go over and explain to Candy what was going on. Apparently it 

did matter to her what song she was playing. I stood still, trying to take a bit more of the fetid 

air into my lungs before we launched in, scanning the crowd. Razor Eator had disappeared; Mad 

Is On was sitting at our table, although the guitarist and drummer didn’t seem to be paying any 

attention to us. Victoria and Maaria were talking to each other, but kept glancing our way. I 

avoided their eye. 

“All right,” Candy said behind us. Jeff had apparently finished sorting her out. 

“Alllll right,” Larry repeated into the mic, sounding more like a strip club  DJ than a punk 

singer. Idiot. “One two three four –” 

He started playing, and we caught up quickly enough. Since when did we start without 

Candy counting us in? Was Larry deliberately trying to ruin this show? 

“My dad calls me a useless slob,” Larry sang, almost swallowing the mic. “Get off your 

ass and get a job...” 

Well, those lyrics were clear enough, anyhow. I thudded away on my bass, trying to 

ignore the cramp developing in my left hand. Did bassists all go arthritic in their first two fingers 

early in life? 

“Good for nothin’ and brain dead too,” Larry continued. “I just wanna do stupid things 

with you.” 
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So listening to the lyrics wasn’t that worthwhile; even when I was able to figure out 

what they were, they made no sense at all. They didn’t even fit into the lines of the song 

correctly. I wondered whether the Z on the end of Peaz was Larry’s innovation, or Jeff’s; 

presumably it was to fit with Retardz.  

The part where we switched from the verse to the chorus was a bit tricky; I had to slide 

my hand way down the lowest string and land on the third fret, and then play the note at the 

exact same time as Jeff. We’d tried it again and again at our practice, and I’d done it a few times 

at home too, but I was nervous and had to look at my guitar.  

There was movement in front of me, white shapes moving around a few feet away, that 

my brain was trying to tell me to pay attention to, but I managed to concentrate, hit the fret, hit 

the note right along with Jeff. I looked up proudly; of course the audience had never heard the 

song before, but I felt good about nailing it, wanted to share it somehow. 

Victoria and Maaria were right in front of us, hopping up and down in time with the 

music. 

My fingers slipped off the strings and I struggled to find my place again; I was way off, 

too slow, wrong notes. I was playing the chorus still, Larry had already moved into the second 

verse. 

“My mom says I’m a useless slob,” Larry was singing. 

 I concentrated hard, finding the A string, plucking it a few times, wondering what to do 

next. I couldn’t help glancing up again; they were still there, jumping up and down. 

Maaria’s t-shirt was just tight enough, but she was one of those girls who seemed to 

wear not a bra underneath but a set of body-hugging armour. I tried to detect the slightest 
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amount of bounce in her chest as she bobbed up and down, her arms wide, her eyes half-

closed, her head swinging from side to side. Nothing. 

“Retardz!” Victoria was yelling, drowned out by Larry’s next line. 

“Calls me a slob, go get a job, a job.” 

As if by magic, I hit the right note, coming back into time with Jeff and Candy. Jeff was 

facing me, I could tell, but I kept my head down. The big change coming into the chorus was 

coming up. 

The song finished with what Len had called a “hard stop”, all of us hitting the note or 

drums or chord at the exact same time and then stopping the sound immediately. “Easy as 

falling off a cliff,” Len said. 

We were a bit ragged, but at least we were in the same neighbourhood as we came to 

the end. There was some applause; the audience actually seemed to be paying attention to us 

now, at least. “The Retardz!” Victoria shouted again. 

I looked at the two girls, saw Maaria looking back, risked a quick smile. 

“All right, you guys ready for Razor Eator?” Larry asked the crowd.  

I looked down at the set list, set my hand on the guitar. We were ending on “Girl From 

Outer Space”, the same song as last time; we’d decided as a band to end all our songs with that 

one – Jeff, Larry, and I did; Candy always agreed with whatever anyone else said.  

It was our fastest song, probably our best song. “No encores, ever,” Larry had insisted. 

“We go out with a bang, and then we’re done.” Jeff and I nodded; this felt right. We weren’t 

rock stars. 
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The crowd noise had swelled slightly when Larry mentioned Razor Eator, and he milked 

it, waiting until far too long after the cheer had died down. “All right,” he said at last. “So I 

wanna thank Mr Laffs for having us, and for Wacked Out Thursdays. And Madison for playing 

first...” 

I stopped listening, concentrating on the song. Starts on A, runs up to E, then down to G 

and then I play that until the end of the line. Maybe Victoria would strangle him for that one. It 

would save Jeff and me the trouble. I was sure that Jeff was as pissed off at him as I was. 

Larry finally finished his thank-yous, his speech, whatever that was, and Candy started 

the song. I ran through the first verse pretty well, getting my fingers to the right place at more 

or less the right time. 

The chorus was easier; there were only two chords. The melody was higher than most of 

our songs, and Larry had real trouble reaching the notes. “I fell in love with a girl from outer 

space...”  

It was over. There was some clapping and cheering, and I wasn’t able to look up for a 

while, just stood there with my head down, beads of sweat running down my cheek, my nose, 

dripping onto the floor.  

Finally, I looked up. Razor Eator was approaching, and Victoria and Maaria were gone. 
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Chapter 14: Maaria 

We didn’t discuss it, just seemed to know: once our guitars were in their cases and our 

amps shoved against the wall, Jeff and I went outside. There were a few nods of approval as we 

left from the kids in the crowd, but they were all waiting for Razor Eator to start, and mostly 

ignored us. I didn’t care, I just wanted to get out of the thick, funky air. Half these high school 

students were smokers, which was part of the problem.  

Nikki was taking care of the table at the door, and I managed a smile towards her while I 

waited for Jeff to give her a hello and a hug. They talked for what felt like a really long time, and 

I couldn’t take any more; I stumbled for the door and the outside. 

Night had fallen while we were on stage, and the cool, clean, dry air was like nectar. I 

wiped my forehead with my hand and stood there for a while, watching cars drive by. 

“Nice show.” 

I whipped around; I thought I was alone out there. Victoria and Maaria were there, 

leaning against the wall.  

“Oh, hey,” I said, embarrassed at being so startled. “Thanks.” I was also a little surprised 

at the source of the compliment; Victoria still looked angry, but at least she sounded a little 

friendlier. 

“What was that last song?” Maaria asked. “Girl from outer space?” 

“Yeah.” 

“Who writes your stuff?” 
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“Larry.” I didn’t mean to give her one-word answers, but my brain refused to switch into 

gear. Why couldn’t I talk to them more easily, the way Jeff did? Why couldn’t I buy them 

drinks? 

“You guys are really old-school,” Victoria said. “All Ramones-y. Was everything original?” 

I nodded. “We’re working on covers of some oldies, but we’re not solid enough on them 

yet.” 

“I thought every punk band played ‘Sedated’ at least once per set.” 

Weren’t they a punk band? If not, what were they? “Wait’ll you hear Razor Eator,” I 

answered. Why was I able to respond to Victoria but not to Maaria? “They’re practically a 

Ramones tribute band.” 

“Seems to bring the kids in.” 

“True.” 

The two of them took up all the space on the brick wall beside the door; I would have to 

lean against the window, beside Victoria. Oh well. I moved over and stood against the window. 

“So you guys playing next week?” I asked. We seemed to be able to talk about band 

business easily enough, at least. 

“I don’t know,” Maaria answered. “The other guys might not be around, I think.” 

“If we are,” Victoria said, “maybe you guys could try to get our name right.” 

“I’m doing the poster for next week,” I heard myself say. “It’ll be right.” 

“You do design?” Maaria asked. 

“Sure,” I apparently answered. 
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Jeff came through the door. “Hey,” he said. “Thanks for coming up front when we were 

playing, guys. That was cool.” 

They both turned towards Jeff and away from me, and I felt the pressure of 

conversation lift away from me; somehow the gravity switched to Jeff instead. I looked through 

the window, wondering if Razor Eator was going to be on soon. I had forgotten to get water 

from the bar. 

The guys in the suits were still at the bar, which surprised me; they didn’t look like punk 

rock types. I hadn’t noticed that they’d stayed for our set. Too much going on – 

Larry was standing there, talking to them. I couldn’t really see through the tinted 

windows, but it was definitely Larry, definitely talking to them. They seemed to be interested in 

what he was saying. 

There was a series of thuds; the kick drum. Razor Eator was apparently getting ready to 

play. I didn’t want to go in; I wasn’t sure I could stand that level of assault on my senses. 

I must have sort of drifted off, because Victoria was waving her hand in front of my face. 

“Hellooo...” 

“Sorry,” I said. “What?” 

“I said, we’ll see you next week. We’re going to get our gear and go. Can’t stay for the 

last band.” 

I felt my chest tighten; she meant her and Maaria, obviously. “Okay,” I said. “Nice 

playing with you.” 

They went inside again, and Jeff took Victoria’s place beside me. “I owe you a beer,” he 

said. “You look like you need one.” 
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“Yeah.” A beer sounded about right. “You know who those guys in the suits were?” 

“Didn’t see them.” 

“At the bar.” 

Jeff shrugged. 

“Larry was talking to them.” 

“Friends of his, maybe.” 

“Medical researchers?” 

“They’ve got a good subject, there. I don’t know about that guy at all. Why did I write 

that set list out?” 

I closed my eyes, smiling and nodding along with Jeff’s rant. Razor Eator was starting, 

and I needed to gather my strength to go back inside.  
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Chapter 15: One Thing Leads to Another 

Larry was last to arrive. The rest of us were gathered around the card table, other than 

Len, of course, who was in the back room doing Len things. I was almost finished my disgusting 

cup of fake hazelnut flavoured coffee, we’d been waiting so long. 

“We said eight o’clock,” Jeff pointed out. 

“Check it out.” Larry had a plastic shopping bag along with his guitar case; we had been 

leaving our amps at Len and Candy’s since the last show, which was better than leaving it out in 

my car whenever I came home before my father went to bed, I figured. 

“Okay,” Jeff started, “the thing –”  

“Awesome!” Candy said, stopping him. 

Larry had overturned the bag on the table, and a bunch of t-shirts had fallen out, white 

t-shirts with black printing. I pulled one towards me, opened it up.  

It was cartoony, not the same way as the poster Larry had done for Mr Laffs – I was 

pretty sure that was clipart that he’d gotten with whatever computer he made the poster on – 

but hand-drawn this time. It looked a bit like a Mad Magazine cartoon, thin neck, elongated 

head, bulging circular eyes. Just a head and neck on this one: a guy with a bewildered 

expression, sporting a spiky Mohawk haircut, a nose piercing, a dog-collar around his neck.  

“What the hell is this?” Jeff demanded. Candy and I had reached for shirts to see what 

was on them, but Jeff had crossed his arms defiantly and was glaring fiercely at Larry. 

“The Razor guys sold a ton of shirts last Thursday,” Larry said, addressing me for some 

reason. “They cost six bucks apiece, I figure we can sell them for ten and make a bit of money. I 

made a dozen – they don’t print less than a dozen. But if we get thirty they’re cheaper.” 
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I put the shirt in my hands down. THE RETARDZ was printed across the bottom of the 

image, in some weird, almost psychedelic font. Definitely not a good choice. 

“So is this supposed to be the logo for the band or something?” Jeff asked quietly. 

“It’s so cool,” Candy said. “I want one.” 

“They’re ten bucks each.” 

“We said eight o’clock tonight,” Jeff said again, although now his voice sounded much 

weaker. 

“Len’ll want one too,” Candy said, turning towards the door to the back room. “Bah-dee, 

have you got twenty on you?” 

“Hang on,” Len called back. 

“Are they all large?” 

Larry was beaming. “Large and extra large.” 

“Have a seat,” Jeff offered. 

“We should start practicing,” Larry said, walking over to where his amp was. 

I could feel Jeff’s anger from across the table, cutting through the room like a blade; it 

seemed only Candy didn’t sense it. Probably the weed. She got up and went into the back room 

to find Len. 

Jeff watched Larry setting up, then turned back to me. “That went well,” he said. 

“Let’s play first,” I suggested. “Talk afterwards.” 

We ran through the songs; I had been practicing at home steadily and I was starting not 

only to know the songs perfectly, but to add little extras, a note slipped in here, a little run on 

the frets there. Without Mick’s practice amp, I was playing only on the bass, unplugged, 
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trusting the quiet bing – bong –bong of the naked strings to tell me whether I had it right, but it 

was definitely helping. 

We ran through the eight songs we had done the last Thursday. “Let’s do Yummy,” Larry 

said into the mic once we had played them all. 

“I want to go over Outer Space again,” Jeff said. “I don’t think we’re getting the bridge 

right.” 

Jeff and Larry had talked about the bridge a few times in our other practices; at first I 

thought it was a guitar thing, but I had recently figured out that it was the little half-verse we 

played between the choruses late in some of the songs. 

“It went fine,” Larry said. 

“It’s not fine,” Jeff answered, his brow deeply furrowed. “I go on G. Tom goes on G. And 

you’re – I have no idea what you’re doing.” 

“Playing G,” Larry mumbled into the mic. 

“There’s no way you’re even in the same city as G,” Jeff thundered, his voice now rising 

to a volume louder than Larry on the mic. “G is a foreign country to wherever you’re at. Your 

country doesn’t even take American dollars as currency. They’re trading pelts from some exotic 

marsupials when they aren’t actually bartering. They don’t even have guitars, there’s some 

primitive system of stones and ropes that approximates the sounds that guitars made in 1500 

when your country was last touched by civilization.” 

I could barely see any more; I tried looking at Candy, but her open-mouthed look of 

shock, wearing – of course – the new Retardz t-shirt was going to set me off even worse. I 

concentrated on Larry, his expressionless mask. 



101 

“Whatever country you’re in is slowly being eroded by the onward march of 

civilization,” Jeff bellowed on. “But there are some of you still hanging on to the old ways. It’s 

wonderful that you’re keeping the long centuries of tradition alive. I applaud you for it. But I’ll 

tell you this.” He took a deep breath and pointed threateningly at Larry. “Whatever the fuck 

place you’re in, it’s not fucking G.” 

I was done. I threw my guitar aside, hoping it would land against my amp, missed, it fell 

to the floor with a deep resonant BOOONNNNNNGGG, followed by a long moan of feedback. I 

couldn’t help that, though; I was on my knees, my hands tightly clutched to my face. 

Jeff mercifully ignored me. “Now,” he went on. “Len said he’s got another mic. We 

thought we might add some backing vocals to this. Tommy’s going to try it out on Thursday, but 

not till we try it tonight. Okay? So let’s take a break, have some coffee, and come back and try 

Outer Space again. In FUCKING G on the bridge. Right?” 

Larry mumbled an answer, not into the mic this time. I slowly picked up myself and my 

bass from the floor, turned the volume dial down on the guitar, flipped the switch off. Candy 

was there beside me, her vacant grin on her face. “You okay?” she asked. I nodded. “I’ll make 

coffee,” she suggested. 

I didn’t stop at the table, just walked out through the back room. The door from the 

back room opened out onto the roof, which was covered in sticky soft tar and broken glass, but 

I felt like I needed a bit of air. Len was out there, perched on an air conditioning duct, what was 

left of a cigarette dangling from the corner of his mouth. 

“Someone tearing a new hole in Larry?” he asked. I nodded and sat down near him, 

though not too near him – my mother had already complained about how my clothes were 
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making the laundry room stink of tobacco smoke these days. “I’ll get the new mic set up in a 

bit,” he added. “Just waiting for someone.” 

At that moment a head poked up from over the side of the building. I was too deflated 

now to be too surprised, but still, I wasn’t expecting it. Did the guy scale the wall or something? 

“Hey, Len,” the guy said warily. He had short, curly hair and a wide face, one of those 

guys who always seemed to be smiling, or nearly smiling. 

“C’mon up,” Len said, as relaxed as ever. “Andrew, Tommy. Tommy, Andrew.” 

The guy threw a leg over the edge of the roof and climbed up. “Just you buying?” he 

asked, half-turning towards me. “Or...” 

“I’m fine, thanks,” I said. 

“Okay. So you wanted two quarters?” He immediately seemed to forget I was there, 

pulling a couple of plastic Ziploc baggies out of his pocket and waving them back and forth 

between his fingers. 

“Sometimes people call that a half,” Len pointed out, dropping me a quick wink. 

“Yeah, yeah, or – anyway, yeah. That’s forty-five.” 

“Got change for sixty?” Len asked, digging in his back pocket. 

I was watching a drug deal go down, I suddenly realized. 

“No, I don’t carry change,” Andrew said. “Come on.” 

“I’ve got some fives,” I offered. I still had my tips from the weekend in my jacket. 

Len turned slowly towards me. “That would be great,” he said between gritted teeth. 

I dashed inside and went to where my jacket hung, on the back of one of the chairs. The 

other three were sitting around the table, completely silent, Jeff and Larry glaring in different 
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directions, the coffee machine burbling happily behind them. I felt in my pocket for the wad of 

bills.  

“One sec,” I said. “Be right back.” 

No one said anything, so I went out back again, riffling through the wad of cash and 

pulling out four fives. “Here,” I said, offering them to Len. “If you’ve got a twenty.” 

Andrew grinned at me as I handed the money to Len. He gave me a twenty back. 

“Thanks a lot, buddy,” Andrew said. 

“No problem,” I answered. He didn’t look like a drug dealer, or sound like one come to 

think of it. He sounded educated, smart. Not the kind of guy you’d expect climbing up onto 

rooftops to deal weed. 

“Anyhow, I’d better get back,” I said. 

“Thanks again,” Andrew said. 

“Yeah. Thanks.” 

Len sounded pissed off, but he always sounded pissed off. I went back inside and stuffed 

the bills back into my pocket before taking my chair. 

“So,” Jeff said, looking right at Larry now, though Larry still stared off into space. “Set 

list. We’re going to follow the set list on Thursday, right?” 

“Too small,” Larry murmured. 

“I couldn’t read mine either, really,” Candy added helpfully. 

“Fine. I’ll write it bigger next time. And are we going to try Yummy this week? Are we 

going to be able to get through it a few times tonight?” 

“Gotta go soon.” 
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“You show up late, then – fine. Fine.” Jeff took a pen and piece of paper out of his 

pocket and started making notes. “So this week. Tom made the poster. Where is it, Tom?” 

I was a little embarrassed to show it, for some reason; it felt like it took ages to drag it 

out of my jacket pocket and open it on the table. 

“Awesome,” Jeff said. “Yeah. This is perfect. See?” 

Even though I was a little bashful about showing it off, I was proud of my work. I had 

spent my whole afternoon on it the day before, after Jeff and I talked about it all the way home 

from Thursday’s show. 

We’d used a photograph Jeff had of his sister, who was only sixteen and one of those 

artsy types everyone hated in high school. She was leaning against a brick wall, looking 

pensively into the distance. She had long, straight red hair and wore a ton of makeup, lips thick 

and red, eyes heavily lined. We went over to the business store and photocopied it, doubling it 

in size, then shrunk in half, then doubled again. The lines got rough and blurry, and the smaller 

lines were lost. 

I used dozens of sheets of paper and dried out a Sharpie working on the rest, cutting 

each element out and putting it together with a glue stick. At the top it had MR LAFFS and the 

address, with the date in big letters below that. Jeff’s sister was along the right side, looking 

left. That’s where the bands were listed: RAZOR EATOR, in lettering just like on their poster; 

THE RETARDZ, in jagged capital letters; and BAR TELLY, the third band who was playing. I 

stylized their lettering, all lower case, the first word fitting in above the second, the tail of the Y 

running along the bottom. If they wanted a logo, they should come to me anyhow. 
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At the bottom was my favourite innovation, taking up an entire third of the poster. “The 

problem,” Jeff had said when we talked about it, “is that there’s nothing on there that says 

‘punk show’.” So I wrote PUNK SHOW in big, thick letters, so big that even on the regular page 

size you could read it from thirty feet away. We’d checked into it: we could print it on the 

double-sized eleven by seventeen paper for forty cents a copy, or on regular paper for seven 

cents a copy as long as we got thirty or more.  

One more innovation, something straight out of the Sex Pistols and all that British punk 

stuff. I slowly, carefully drew a black stripe across Jeff’s sister’s eyes. 

The total cost had been under four dollars, my own supplies not included. Jeff paid, 

marvelling at the poster as I drove him home. “It’s the best poster I’ve ever seen for a show,” 

he said. “People are going to shit themselves when they see this.” 

“Oh my god,” Candy said, taking hold of the poster. “Did you make this? Really? I’m 

going to put it up right now.” She turned towards the back room. “Hey, bah-dee, do you got any 

more thumbtacks?” 

“What?” Len rumbled from outside. 

“Thumbtacks.” 

“Tell me,” Jeff insisted, looking at Larry. “Tell me this isn’t the greatest poster you’ve 

ever seen in your life.” 

“It’s good,” Larry admitted. 

“It’s better than good,” Jeff said, thumping the table with his fingertip. “It’s the most 

punk thing that’s happened in this city since Teenage Head.” 
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“Can you make one for Saturday?” Larry asked, finally turning towards us, looking at me 

instead of Jeff. 

“What’s Saturday?” I asked. “We’re playing Thursday.” 

“I got us another show,” Larry said offhandedly, and got up and walked over to the 

coffee maker. 

“A show where?” Jeff said. “With who?” 

“At the Dublin Town.” Larry’s back was still to us, pouring his coffee. He didn’t put any 

of the filthy hazelnut creamer into it, I noticed. “The pub downtown.” 

“I know where it is,” Jeff snapped. “Who’s it for? Why are we only hearing about it 

now?” 

“I just talked to the guy before I got here,” Larry said. “He called and asked if we could 

open for the Rip Cords.” He took a meaningful sip of coffee. “They’re from Montreal.” 

“Wow,” Candy said. “We’re opening for the Rip Cords?” 

“You know them?” Jeff asked her, angrily, as if Candy was betraying him. She froze, her 

eyes darting towards the back room in confusion, then back to Jeff. 

“It’s cool,” I said, hoping to calm Jeff down. “Larry, I need more notice than this. I’m not 

going to be able to switch off this shift very easily. I’ve been dropping Saturdays all week.” 

“It’s a big show, though,” Larry said, sitting down again. “We can make some money on 

it. And the club gives us free beer.” 

Jeff was glaring at me. “Can you redo the poster?” he wanted to know. 

“Probably. I need all the band names.” 

“Thursday’s basically going to be a practice, then,” Larry said. 
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I took Jeff’s pen and paper from the table, and tore a chunk of the page off the bottom. 

“So us, the Rip Cords –” 

“They have a zed at the end,” Larry pointed out. “And an H in Chordz. It’s the name of 

one of their album – it’s called ‘There’s an H in Rip Chordz, Dickhead’.” 

“Who else?” I asked, writing. 

“We should really run through the set list again,” Jeff said. 

“Cake Hole, the Double Feature Creatures, and us,” Larry said. He was really seeming to 

warm up to me all of a sudden; I didn’t want to alienate Jeff, and clearly he was pissed off about 

all this, but this sounded like a big show. I had never been to the Dublin Town; it was in a scary 

downtown neighbourhood, and I knew people who went there for shows in the past and said 

there were fights there every night. Still, the Forgotten Rebels had played there. 

 

Realization dawned on Jeff’s face. “Was this the guy in the suit at Mr Laffs?” he asked 

Larry, a new calm in his voice. 

Larry nodded. “He owns a bunch of bars.” 

“Okay.” 

“There’s a show in Toronto in late June if we do a good job on these. Band from Buffalo, 

Superstrip, is playing there.” 

Jeff nodded. “Good.” 

“One thing leads to another, eh?” Candy said cheerfully. 

I looked at the lineup on the page in front of me and that Candy was now affixing to the 

wall with Len’s help. How did I ask Larry to invite Mad Is On to next week’s Thursday show? 
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“Okay,” Jeff said curtly. “Let’s run through it once more.” 

To my relief, Larry got up too, and we went back to our instruments. The run-through 

went surprisingly well. 
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Chapter 16: Poster 

Larry was there first for once, holding our regular table. It was a good thing, too: the 

place was already buzzing, half-full by seven-thirty when Jeff and I walked in. Jeff was driving 

this time; we didn’t have to bring our amps because we were using Razor Eator’s, and he was 

able to get the car from his parents. 

“Big crowd,” Jeff said, dropping into the seat across from Larry. “Poster must be 

working.” 

“People are hearing there’s a regular punk show,” Larry responded – strangely, looking 

at me instead of Jeff. “That’s why we’re doing it every Thursday.” 

 “We postered downtown yesterday,” Jeff said, not looking at Larry any more than Larry 

was looking at him.  

Postering had been another new experience. We drove down to Gore Park with our 

stack of posters and a roll of clear packing tape, parking at a meter on Rebecca. The concrete 

telephone poles were the obvious place. “On the side facing traffic,” Jeff advised. 

I held the poster first, keeping it tight against the pole, and Jeff passed the tape around 

it a few times, breaking the tape with his teeth. Once we got to King Street, we switched. The 

tape was really cheap stuff, the stench of the glue filling my nostrils and staying there too long 

after each poster was done. 

“This isn’t illegal, is it?” I asked. King Street was busy in the afternoon. Lots of witnesses. 

“Probably,” Jeff said, slapping another poster up. “That’s page three or so.” 
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We dropped one off at Cheaply’s, where the girl behind the counter promised to hang it 

on the bulletin board later. We were putting them up outside the store when Jeff lit up. 

“Gimme the tape,” he said. 

I broke off the end from the current poster and handed the roll over to him. He ran off, 

and I followed him down the block and around the back of an idling bus. 

He was giggling madly as he stretched out the tape and pressed it to the ad on the back 

of the bus. He took a step back to admire his work, then turned when a shout came from across 

the street. 

“Crap. Let’s go.” 

He grabbed my arm and pulled me along just as I figured out who was doing the yelling: 

a cop was standing on the other side of King Street, pointing angrily at us. Traffic was whizzing 

by him, but the light would change soon enough. I took off at full speed behind Jeff, overtaking 

him almost immediately; he wasn’t a fast-moving guy. 

We tore around the corner, up John Street, and turned off into an alley, which opened 

up into the parking lot that was behind one of the porn cinemas. Jeff pointed to the other side 

of the lot; we ran up and across King William Street and around the corner of the Silver Spur, 

the two-storey country bar. We stopped there to catch our breath. 

“We should go,” I said. 

“He’s not going to find us here,” Jeff said between panting breaths. “We’ll wait five 

minutes, then go to the car.” 
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We made it back without incident and went straight home. Jeff counted the posters we 

hadn’t hung: only five left. At least twenty were still up downtown, even if the cop pulled the 

one off the bus. 

“The poster’s doing a lot of good,” Jeff insisted. “Anyhow, check out the one for 

Saturday. We’ll go stick it up tomorrow.” 

“Cool,” Larry said, glancing at the poster and putting it right back down. “I’m gonna get 

a seven and seven.” 

Eugenie was moving madly back and forth behind the bar, looking angry; I decided to let 

Jeff offer to get the first round this time. The two old boys were on their stools with their small 

draft beers in front of them. The guys in suits were nowhere to be found. 

Razor Eator was carrying in their kit and setting up the drums when I felt a poke in the 

back. Jeff was grinning, and I turned around, expecting it to be Candy. 

“Hey, losers,” Victoria said. I looked past her anxiously: yes, Maaria was with her. 

“Have a seat,” Jeff said, offering Larry’s chair to her. “You see the poster for tonight?” 

“Yeah, saw it outside,” Victoria said. She sat down, but Maaria went and stood beside 

her awkwardly. The chair beside me remained empty. “It’s awesome. Who’s the chippie?” 

“On the poster?” Jeff asked. “My sister.” 

“She’s hot.” 

He shrugged. “She thinks she’s an artist. She’s nuts.” 

“Probably looks better without her eyes blacked out,” I remarked. 

“Show ’em Saturday’s poster,” Jeff said. 
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The poster was sitting, folded in half, on the table where Larry had left it. Why did I have 

to show it to them? They could pick it up themselves if they wanted to see it. 

“Who’s making them?” Victoria wanted to know.” 

“This guy,” Jeff said, pointing at me. “I think it’s a little better than the one Larry made 

last week, don’t you?” 

“Well?” Victoria demanded, staring at me. “Are you going to show us, or what?” 

I leaned forward and opened it up. The general layout was the same, with the show 

details at the top, and PUNK SHOW in huge letters at the bottom. The band names were along 

the side; I had found a Rip Chordz tape in Cheaply’s and had done my best to copy the logo 

down quickly, without the clerks thinking I was shoplifting or anything. The result on the poster 

wasn’t perfect, but it was okay. The Double Creature Features were easier, just letters that 

seemed to be made from smears of blood. Cake Hole had a birthday candle stuck a little lewdly 

through the O. And the Retardz were the same as last time. 

The image came from an old book I’d gotten in a scholastic sale, the picture book that 

accompanied the first Star Trek film. I’d photocopied a posed photo of Kirk, Spock, and Bones 

standing dramatically on the bridge of the Enterprise, as if transfixed by whatever was on the 

view screen. I did the same enlarge-shrink-enlarge process, which made it look old and washed 

out, and of course I’d blacked out everyone’s eyes.  

The dramatic stances of the three Star Trek idiots, the blacked-out eyes, PUNK SHOW. It 

made no sense; that’s why it worked. But maybe I was an idiot, and it was just stupid and 

random. I watched Razor Eator set up, watched Denny screw his cymbals to the top of the 

stands. My hands were clammy, and I pressed them to my jeans to dry them off a bit. 
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“It’s excellent,” Maaria said. 

“What’s it supposed to mean?” Victoria said. I didn’t look, hoping she was asking Jeff. He 

was ready with an answer anyway. 

“It’s about the exploration, the boundlessness of space,” he said. “And yet we’re really 

blind to the, uh –”  

He laughed. “You’re bullshitting,” Victoria accused him. 

“Probably. Maaria likes it though.” 

I couldn’t bear to sit there any longer, so I got up. “Who wants a drink?” I said. “Tequila? 

Beer? Beer? Good. Hang on.” 

“I’ll help –” Jeff started. 

“I got it.” I waved Maaria over, even though I didn’t manage to look at her directly. 

“Have a seat. I’ll be right back.” 

I stood waiting by the bar for at least five minutes, being ignored completely by Eugenie; 

I hadn’t even caught a glare from her by the time Candy arrived and stood beside me. “Busy 

here tonight,” she said. 

“Yeah.” 

“Think the show in Toronto will be this busy?” 

I couldn’t understand the question, but didn’t turn to look at Candy; I would miss my 

chance to flag down Eugenie if I wasn’t careful. “On Saturday?” I asked absently. 

“No,” Candy said. “Next Saturday. Larry says we’re playing that show at the Elmo.” 

I tried to care but couldn’t. Tonight’s show, then Saturday at the Dublin Town, and 

Maaria liked the poster. 



114 

“Three pints,” I called over to Eugenie, who had given me a sidelong look, probably the 

only chance I’d get in the near future. “And a tequila.” 

“The Elmo. It sounds good, anyway,” Candy said, but I barely heard her.  

 

*** 

 

Faye came over while I was eating. It was one of the few – very few – perks of working 

at Forbidden City: you got a meal with every shift. I never got tired of Chinese food, which was a 

lucky thing. Jay, the friend who’d gotten me the job, only ate white rice, wouldn’t touch 

anything else. I asked the cooks for something different every time. 

They took the meals seriously, too. If you were eating, you were left completely alone; 

you had a ten-minute window where you didn’t have to answer the phone or go out on 

delivery. The orders sat in the fridge for you. Faye would even run to get the phone. “I’ll get it,” 

she’d say, waving me away like a fly. “You go eat.” 

So I was a bit puzzled as I looked up from my beef and broccoli with fried rice. I let her 

wait while I chewed and swallowed. “What’s up?” I asked. 

“You’re having beef,” she said. 

“Ding made it.” I’d made a point of learning the cooks’ names lately. 

“Beef very spensive. You should have chicken or pork.” 

“I’ve had a lot of chicken and pork lately,” I said, and took another forkful. 

She was serious, it seemed. “Beef is too spensive,” she repeated, and held out her hand. 

“You owe me one dollar.” 
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I could argue, I figured, that the beef and broccoli on the menu was only fifty cents more 

than the chicken and broccoli. It probably wasn’t worth it though. She’d have another argument 

ready. 

I stood up and reached into my back pocket, and drew out the gigantic fistful of change 

I’d collected. I counted out ten dimes, slowly and deliberately, and one I had collected them all 

in my palm, I poured them slowly into her hand. 

She waited patiently for the money, then dropped it into the pocket of her apron 

without comment. 

“Hang on,” I said, before she walked away. “I’m going to need this Saturday and next 

Saturday off.” 

She frowned. “Is this because of your band?” 

The cooks had been talking. “Rock star!” one of them yelled from across the kitchen. 

This was why I was learning their names. “Shut up, Wah,” I yelled back. “Yes,” I said to 

Faye. “I can ask Jay to cover this week. Maybe you can get Phil or Dan to cover next week.” 

“Ask them yourself.” 

“You’re more persuasive,” I said. “Turn on the old Faye Tan charm.” 

The corner of her mouth twitched almost imperceptibly. 

“This band paying you to take days off?” 

“Not yet,” I said. “We’re starting to make some money at the shows, though. It takes 

time to build it up.” 

She glared at me, her fearsome glare that used to wither me; I was used to it now. I bent 

down, took another forkful of beef, and straightened up again, chewing. 
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“You’re a terrible driver,” she said. 

“Shouldn’t be too hard to find a replacement for me on Saturday, then.” 

She turned and walked away. “Next order is in a bad neighbourhood,” she called over 

her shoulder. “Empty your pockets before you leave.” 

“Thanks, Faye,” I called after her. 
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Chapter 17: Dublin Town 

We parked in the lot beside the Dublin Town Pub, or the Dub as Jeff had already taken 

to calling it. There were about a dozen spots, and only a couple of cars and one ominous-

looking white van. There was a back door with a little overhang over it. “Back in there,” Jeff 

advised. 

Once we were parked, we could read the graffiti on the fence directly opposite. WHITE 

POWER, and a backwards swastika. “Great sign,” Jeff said. 

As the local band, we were apparently supposed to bring all the kit. I didn’t know where 

the other bands were from, other than the Rip Chordz being from Montreal, but to be able to 

play the Dub was good enough reason to go through the hassle. We had stopped at the studio 

just before, heaved my cabinet down the long flight of stairs, carried our guitars and Jeff’s amp 

and the mic stands. We weren’t ready to do the backing vocals yet – I wasn’t ready, I mean – 

but Len pointed out that the other bands might need the equipment. I was going to pop the 

hatch, but thought better of it as I glanced around the silent parking lot. I locked the doors 

when I got out. 

We tried the back door, but it was locked tight, so we walked all the way along the blank 

wall and around the corner.  

“Are there any windows in this place?” I asked. 

“Another good sign.” 

He reached out and pulled the door open. Faint country and western music leaked out. 

He looked back at me, eyebrows raised, before we walked in.  
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The place was huge compared to Mr Laffs. From the door we were facing the stage, a 

real stage with big speakers on either side and spotlights hanging on a wide metal rack over 

top. There were pool tables at the near end of the room, and rows and rows of tables, all 

deserted, leading up to the stage. Off to the side, though, the bar carried on, forming a U shape 

around the bar. There were more pool tables on the other side, and a little bit more light; there 

were people on that side, too. 

There was precious little light anywhere. The only source of light near the door was a 

vending machine, antique by the look of it, that advertised HOT NUTS. The walls had some of 

those ancient mirror signs for decor – those old Coke and beer signs that were painted right on 

to mirrors and then framed.  

There was a woman behind the bar, standing there staring at us. Jeff strode over to her. 

“Hi there,” he said. “We’re the Retardz. We’re supposed to be playing tonight.” 

She frowned and looked slowly from Jeff, to me, back to Jeff. She didn’t really fit with 

the vibe of the place, too prim and correct to be a waitress here. She wore glasses and her hair 

was short, straight, and perfectly in place. And instead of casual clothing, she had a very proper 

blouse on. 

“The Retardz,” she repeated, as if to be perfectly sure. 

“Yes. We’re opening for the Rip Chordz. We have all the... the stuff.” Jeff was pretty 

good with the words but even he was running out of steam under her glare. 

She looked past us, and signalled with her hand. A guy about the same age as her, but 

dressed more like I expected – denim vest, faded t-shirt, jeans – came jogging over. “This is 

Doug,” she said. “He does the sound.”  
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I turned to Doug. “Hi,” I said. 

“Hey, guys,” Doug said affably. “Let’s get your gear in, all right?” The woman watched 

imperiously from her spot at the bar as we followed him over to the stage; I could feel her 

steady eyes boring into the back of my skull. 

“That’s Lee, the owner,” Doug said confidentially as we walked through the room, past 

all the empty tables. “Don’t piss her off.” 

“We just told her we were in the Retardz,” Jeff said. 

“That’s gonna piss her off,” he replied. “Don’t piss her off.”  

Jeff pointed to the wall; there was the poster, hung in three or four places through the 

room, along with a handful of other posters for upcoming shows. “Yeah, Larry dropped them 

off yesterday,” Doug said. “He did a nice job on those. Real old school. Love the Star Trek stuff.” 

“He did them,” Jeff corrected him angrily. “This guy. Not Larry.” 

“Oh yeah?” Doug nodded towards me. “Okay, you did a good job then.” 

He walked right past the front of the stage – it was about two feet high, but looked 

majestic – and over to the side door, which he pushed open. “Okay, load the gear as quick as 

you can. The neighbours call in noise complaints at the drop of a hat. Those piss Lee off too.” 

We hurried over to the Micra; this time we didn’t mess around, just grabbed equipment 

wildly and stowed it inside. I locked the car, but when I turned around, Jeff or Doug or someone 

had pulled the door closed, locking me outside. 

The panel door of the white van slid open, and three figures got out. Two of them were 

tall guys, with big hair – practically pompadours – and slouching, angry demeanours. The guy in 

front of them was shorter than me, but had a bald head. “Hey,” he shouted at me. 
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I pretended not to hear, turned towards the door. So skinheads had put their graffiti up 

to mark their territory and now they were on the hunt for prey. This was my mother’s worst 

nightmare, exactly the reason I didn’t tell my parents much about the band I was in. Oh, how it 

sucked when she was right... 

Footsteps pounded up behind me, and I turned defensively, bracing for the fist that was 

inevitably coming my way... 

“Hey, man,” the guy said. I had a chance to look at him, now; he had a leather jacket on, 

a t-shirt that said something in French. He reached a hand out to me; it had a metal bracelet on 

it, more like a manacle, secured by a brass padlock.  

His hand reached me – 

– and landed on my shoulder. 

“Hang on, man,” the guy said. “I just wanna ask, is this the Dublin pub?” 

My brain was slowly letting me catch up. There was French writing on his t-shirt. 

“I’m Paul Guilbeault,” he said. “We’re the Rip Chordz. I think we’re playing tonight.” 

I put my hand out with a confidence I certainly didn’t feel. “Tommy from the Retardz,” I 

said. “We’re opening for you. Follow me, I’ll introduce you to Lee.” 

Something told me she’d love these guys. 

 

*** 

 

Like most of my plans, that had been a bust. Lee had been charming and friendly with 

Paul and his crew, and they had dropped all their stuff by the door and left me, Jeff, and Doug 
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to sort through it. They said they were going to find some burgers and poutine, and departed, 

their van puttering loudly down the street, audible long after it had turned the corner on 

Walnut. Eventually Len showed up and after the lifting and carrying was done, he shooed us 

away so that he could confer with Doug about whatever sound guys talked about. 

“We’ve been fired,” I told Jeff as he hauled the last of the Rip Chordz’s trunks into the 

door. “Len says to scram.” 

“He actually said scram? What year is it for him?” 

“Let’s get a beer.” 

I let Jeff approach the daunting Lee to collect the beer, and I went to stake out a table. 

The table right by the stage, I learned from Mr Laffs, was too close, too visible; we wanted a 

nice big table in the back, big enough that if another band sat there – not necessarily Mad Is 

On, but whoever came out tonight – they would fit. 

There was a table right in front of the sound booth, which would have been perfect 

except that there was a woman already sitting there. “Your mom let you stay out late tonight?” 

she asked with a smirk. 

“Nice,” I said, and took the table in front of her. Good enough. 

She didn’t leave it alone, though. “Are you playing tonight?” she asked, calling from 

behind me. “I’ve never seen you guys in here.” 

“Yeah,” I said. “We’re the Retardz.” 

She rolled her eyes. “It was a ska night the other night,” she said. “It took Dougie hours 

to mic all the trombones and shit.” 
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Okay, she wasn’t so bad, maybe. I turned around in my seat to face her. “Two guitars, 

one bass, and the drums, that’s all we have,” I reassured her. “It probably won’t be too much 

for him.” 

“He’s an expert,” she said. “So you guys are new?” 

“Only got together three weeks ago,” I said. 

“So do you suck?” She didn’t give me a chance to answer, just broke off in a peal of 

laughter. “Sorry,” she said. “I was laughing because you probably suck.” 

I decided to let it go; she was probably right anyway. I shrugged and smiled agreeably.  

Jeff came back with a jug of beer. “On the house,” he said. “The bands get two pitchers 

of beer, plus they split half the door. But apparently the last-minute additions like us don’t get 

as much of the door as the guys who come from Montreal or whatever.” 

“Also the bands who suck don’t get much,” the woman cut in, laughing again, leaving 

Jeff confused, not sure whether to smile or not. 

“Sorry, this is –” I realized I hadn’t been introduced either. 

She saved me. “Tessa,” she said, waving at us. “I understand you guys are Retardz.” 

Jeff nodded solemnly. “We try not to spread that around too much.” 

“Don’t blame you. I’m with Doug. I don’t come out most nights, but I love the Chordz.” 

“Sure,” I said. 

“We’re all big Chordz fans,” Jeff added. “We’re in the market for a rusty white van if you 

know anyone selling. As a tribute.” 

“It’s true,” I said. “I remember when we were in grade six, we hopped a bus to Montreal 

–” 
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“Oh!” Tessa said, waving frantically past us. “There’s a familiar face!” 

I turned around, and to my surprise it was my friend Mick who she was waving at. It 

made sense; the Everything Changes had probably played the Dub many times. They would 

know most of the sound guys in the city, surely. He had his girlfriend Dani with him, who I’d met 

a few times. 

“Hey guys,” Mick said in his friendly way. “I saw you were playing tonight, thought I’d 

check it out.” 

“I can’t believe you’re in a band,” Dani said. 

“You haven’t been here in so long!” Tessa said. “Did you piss Lee off or something?” 

Dani and Tessa sounded like sisters, the way they immediately fell into excited tones 

about who was doing what and where. The three of them fell to talking around Jeff and me, 

reminiscing as far as I could tell, leaving us on the outside. Jeff didn’t seem to care; he just filled 

the two glasses he brought with the pitcher and slid one over to me. 

“Look at you,” he said, keeping his voice below the other three. “You’re just the social 

hub around here.” 

“I barely know any of these people.” 

“But you love it,” he said with a sly grin. 

“I don’t –” I started, but stopped. He nodded and laughed then turned with his beer to 

watch Len and Doug do their work. 

 

*** 
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The Dub was fitted with a much better sound system than I’d ever seen before. Doug 

was behind the vast array of tiny knobs – honestly, did anyone ever touch most of those knobs 

on a sound board? – and spoke into a little microphone. Len, about fifty feet away and sitting 

behind the drum kit on the stage, was apparently able to hear him. 

He was beating the snare drum right now, a steady snap – snap – snap under his 

drumstick ringing through the speakers. Doug must have been twiddling some knobs or others, 

because the sound kept changing slightly, a little more crack to it, a little less. 

Len switched to one of the bigger drums, thud – thud – thud. But Doug swore loudly, 

and Len stopped suddenly.  

I turned to look at what had happened; Doug was marching over to the jukebox on the 

wall between the two sections of the Dub. Some guy from one of the pool tables – pretty 

obviously a neighbourhood local, judging from his painter’s cap and brushy moustache – was 

leaning against it nervously. It was playing some kind of country song. 

“I told you,” I heard Doug say, even from a distance. The rest was inaudible until Doug’s 

voice rose again. “Nine o’clock,” he said. I glanced briefly at my watch; nine-twenty. Weren’t we 

supposed to be on soon? At Mr Laffs we started the first band at eight-thirty. This was clearly 

not Mr Laffs. 

Doug marched back, leaving the guy leaning against the jukebox, looking smug. Even 

though I had no idea what was going on, the guy was clearly being an asshole. 

“Tell them every night,” Doug said into the mic, filling Len in. “After nine. But they just 

don’t...” 
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After the country song the guy had selected ran out, and the music died away. “All 

right,” Doug said with a sigh into the mic. “Back to the floor tom.” 

Thud – thud – thud – 

Almost immediately, there was a whine from the back wall, which soon turned out to be 

a pedal steel; the guy had started up the jukebox again, apparently in protest. Doug stormed 

over, looking left and right for the culprit, but he was smart enough to get out of the way fast. 

Doug yanked the jukebox angrily away from the wall and leaned back to pull the plug out, 

tossing it over the top of the machine. He stopped briefly to say something to Lee, then 

returned to the sound board. “Okay,” he said to Len. “One more time. 

Thud – thud – thud – 

I looked at Jeff; he had been watching, same as I had, but there was a look of glee on his 

face. “This place is the best,” he said. 

They were still working on the drums when the conversation between Tessa, Mick, and 

Dani suddenly died out. “What the hell is that?” Tessa’s voice rang through the sound check. 

They all got up and moved away, and it was like a good punch line, the way it took its 

time reaching us, then assailing us all at once: the smell, the hideous smell. 

“Someone shat behind the jukebox,” Dani insisted again and again. Doug had to find the 

snow shovel somewhere in a back room and remove the guy’s protest from behind the jukebox. 

Jeff and I were forced to move up to the front of the room, right by the stage, and were up 

there when Larry came in. The doors were open to create a cross-wind, noise violations be 

damned. Lee stood, furious an imperious, behind the bar, amid all of it. 

“This,” Jeff told me repeatedly, “is the greatest night of our lives.” 
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Chapter 18: Larry’s Problem 

“That was great,” Jeff said as we gathered at the table afterwards, around our second 

jug of beer. “Flawless. Without a hitch.” 

“We were on,” I agreed. 

We’d been congratulated by everyone there who knew us: Tessa came up to say we 

were really good for just starting out, and Mick beamed with pride, telling anyone who’d listen 

that he’d gotten me started on the bass.  

There was a German guy at the back of the room, Sigurd, who Larry introduced me and 

Jeff to; he sat on a stool, away from the action, a knowing smile on his face. We shook his hand 

as though being introduced. “You guys are very interesting,” he said cryptically. “He loves the 

punk scene,” Larry told us as we were walking away. “He always comes out to shows.” 

The tension that had run between Jeff and Larry for the last week or so had vanished 

during our set, with Larry following the set list, being brief and simple on the mic, ending the 

songs the way we’d practiced. Things really seemed to be turning around at last. 

So I didn’t detect anything to worry about when Jeff said casually, “Hey, Larry, aren’t 

those guys your friends in the suits?” 

Larry and I both turned to look; the two guys he’d been talking to at Mr Laffs were 

sitting at the far side of the bar, and were eyeing us fairly obviously. 

But Larry stiffened, and the relaxed expression drained away from his face. “Hang on,” 

he said, and walked over to the guys robotically. 

I wavered between joining Larry and going back to the table. “C’mon,” Jeff said, moving 

towards the table. “Beer’s getting warm.” 
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I followed him back to the table and sat down. Candy and Len were there; on this side of 

the bar everything seemed normal. Jeff immediately began pouring. “You want?” he asked. 

I accepted a glass of beer. We were going to be here late; we had to stay till the end to 

take back all the equipment, so I wouldn’t have any problem shaking off the effects of the drink 

before I drove. I could probably have another one. 

Larry came up to the table, his face strangely dead. “I have to go,” he said. 

“What, you’re leaving us here?” Jeff asked, the tension flaring straight back up. 

“Can you guys leave my amp at Candy and Len’s?” 

“All right,” I said. 

“Practice Monday, then?” Jeff asked. 

“Yeah,” Larry said. “I’ll let you guys know.” 

He was gone. 

“Well, anyway,” Jeff said, raising his glass. “To our first good show. First of many.” 

I raised my own glass, and then Cake Hole stepped up to the mic, and there was no use 

talking any more. 

 

*** 

 

By nine o’clock on Monday, we had given up on practicing, and were gathered around 

the little card table. 

“I left a message, though,” Candy said. “He could have called me back.” 

This was strong stuff from her. “Maybe he’s making more t-shirts,” I suggested. 
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Even Jeff didn’t rise to the bait. “The thing is, he gets all the shows, writes all the songs, 

and sings,” he said, answering a question no one had asked. “It’s not like we can kick him out. 

We’d basically be kicking ourselves out.” 

“Is it that hard to write these songs, though?” I asked. “I mean, the guy isn’t a genius or 

anything. Maybe we could write some songs, do a few covers...” 

“Become Razor Eator, you mean,” Jeff said, looking at me through half-closed eyes. 

“They get a good crowd.” 

Footsteps on the stairs. We had been fooled a couple of times already by people from 

the other two rooms going up or down the stairs, but we still waited and listened to see if it was 

him. 

The door opened; it was. Larry placed his guitar case over by his amp – Len had even set 

it up for him – and joined us at the table, dropping into the empty chair with an exaggerated 

sigh of exhaustion. 

“Where ya been?” Jeff asked. 

“Sorry,” Larry mumbled. 

“Well, let’s go run through the set list, anyway.” Jeff got up. “We’re playing Thursday, so 

we should sharpen up.” He paused before changing to a more calm, conciliatory tone. “We 

played a good show on Saturday. We can build on that.” 

Larry heaved another sigh, but got out of his seat and went over to his amp.  

Jeff followed him, holding my latest poster. “Did you see Tom’s new poster?” he asked. 

“It’s awesome. Check it out.” 
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I had taken a baby photo of my father, about one year old, howling mercilessly for the 

camera, blacked out the eyes as usual. Again, it probably made no sense, but it was right. 

He held it out for Larry, who glanced at it quickly before turning back to his amp, 

mumbling. 

“What’d you say?” Jeff prodded. 

He turned around again. “Razor Eator isn’t playing.” 

“Since when?” Jeff was standing really close to Larry. 

He shrugged and turned away again. “They said they weren’t playing any more.” 

“Well...” The poster fell a bit, went limp in his hand. “We already put them on the 

poster.” Larry didn’t even turn around, just barely gave him a shrug. “And I spent all morning 

putting these up.” 

“They aren’t playing,” Larry said, finally turning around, his face back to the cold, dead 

mask. 

 

*** 

 

Thursday was starting to become a chore. Larry had gotten Bar Telly to bring the 

equipment this time, but Jeff couldn’t get his parents’ car for some reason so I was driving 

again. Still, this was only our third Thursday and it was getting tiresome. I had more or less 

permanently traded my Wednesday shift for Thursday with Phil at the restaurant, but it was 

starting to feel like a drag to play a show on my night off. 

“Are we still calling this Wacked Out Thursdays?” Jeff asked as we approached. 
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“I don’t know,” I admitted. “Larry had that on the poster the first week, but I didn’t keep 

it.” 

“They’ve got it on the white board behind the bar.” 

I hadn’t noticed any white board. “I guess so, then.” 

“Sucks about Razor Eator.” 

Larry had gotten Mad Is On to come in and sub for Razor Eator, so I wasn’t going to 

complain. 

“They did bring a good crowd,” I agreed. 

“Mostly underage kids, though. The bar didn’t like that. They want to get rid of the all 

ages stuff, apparently.” 

“Where’d you hear that?” 

“Larry called me the other night.” 

I hadn’t gotten a call from Larry. 

“I guess that’s why Razor Eator Dropped out.” 

“Maybe.” 

We’d learned that after seven p.m., the auto body shop two doors down from Mr Laffs 

closed, and they didn’t seem to care who parked in their lot. I pulled in, and we got out and 

unloaded our instruments.  

The bar was almost as silent as our first time walking in. Eugenie faced us angrily. “Oh, 

look who it is,” she said. “Some idiots, or morons, or something.” 

“Howdy,” Jeff greeted her. 
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“No free beer tonight,” she said. “And I’ve got someone coming to take care of the 

door.” 

I shrugged. “That’s Larry’s department.” 

“I’m just telling you.” 

We walked up to the front to stow our instruments. “Want to take a table near the back 

instead?” I asked. 

“Someone going to take a dump on the floor here or something?” 

“No – it’s just –” I didn’t know how to explain my preference for a table at the back. 

“People know where to find us if we sit up here,” he said, waving to our usual table. 

“Like, you know...” A smug grin. “Other bands.” 

“Fine. Whatever.” I sat down in what had become my usual chair. Jeff sat across from 

me. 

“So?” he said. 

“I don’t know what you want me to say.” 

“Say what everyone – all of America – is waiting to hear. Say you love this girl, with all 

her many A’s, and you plan to marry her in the world’s most extravagant punk wedding. She 

could even give your family an A as a dowry. She’s got plenty of them. Do you know her last 

name? I bet it’s Alfredson or something Scandinavian like that. But with seven A’s at the start.” 

“Alfredson sounds Swedish. She said she was Finnish.” 

“Do you know any Finnish last names? Because I bet they’ve got just tons of vowels 

there for you. You could just bury your face in her vowels. God, this is starting to sound pretty 

hot. Cue slap bass.” 
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I tilted my head back and rubbed my temples, hoping the feeling of tension would 

release. “She’s just a girl in a band.” 

“Yes. And you’re a guy in a band. Don’t you see how perfect this is?” He rapped the 

table with his knuckles. “It’s not our fault you two are a couple of awkward nerds. We want 

results. We deserve results.” 

Was I really an awkward nerd? And was Maaria too? And who was this “we” he was 

talking about? 

“What’s more,” he continued, “if you break that poor girl’s heart, Victoria’s going to 

smash you into the ground.” 

“Did she say that?” 

“I can feel it.” 

I got up. “Want a beer?” 

“More than anything in the world. I should warn you, though. Bar Telly is going last 

tonight, and I intend to be plenty drunk by the time our little train wreck falls off the stage.” He 

glanced quickly at the area just in front of us. “Such as it is.” 

I left him, hoping that he’d run out of things to say by the time Maaria showed up.  

“You know you gotta pay for these,” Eugenie warned me as she filled the pint glasses for 

me. 

“You told us. Anyway, I don’t think I got any free beer before as it was.” 

“I gave Larry a pitcher for all you guys.” 

Right. He’d shared it on the first night, at least. 

“Anyhow, that’s nine-fifty. And don’t think that fifty cents is a reasonable tip.” 
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*** 

 

Victoria, across from me, was counting again. “Eighteen, nineteen. That’s not including 

the two guys at the bar.” Those were the guys in the suits, not the draft-drinking regulars. 

Those guys had gotten the hint and stopped coming in on Thursday evenings. “Or that girl 

who’s collecting the door.” 

“Ella,” Jeff supplied. How did he know this kind of thing? 

“You know her?” Victoria asked. 

“I talked to her for a bit. She’s nice.” 

“You should ask her out, then.” 

I felt myself shrinking into my chair. 

“You know, I should.” Jeff rubbed his chin musingly. “Because that’s what people do. 

They seem to like each other, they go out together, and have babies.” 

“I think you skipped a step.” 

I could feel the discomfort radiating from Maaria, too, who was in the seat beside me. 

Luckily Candy leaned in and saved us. “My daughter’s gonna pop pretty soon.” 

It took a second to figure out the connection: right. Babies. “How old is she?” I asked. 

“Seventeen.” 

“And the father...” Jeff said, leaving the question open. 

“Oh, I don’t even know.” 

If I couldn’t make it work with Maaria, at least Candy had another daughter. 
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“It’s nine,” Victoria said. “We should go. Tell the guys to get up here.” 

We’d had forty people at the first show, forty-five at the second one. Already down to 

nineteen. Larry seemed to be right: it wasn’t the poster bringing people in. 

He dropped into the seat beside me just as Mad Is On hit their first chord. “Dead 

tonight,” he said without looking at us, staring straight up at the band.  

 

*** 

 

Jeff’s nagging seemed to be paying off; this was the second show where we had made it 

through the set without any major screw-ups, and where no one seemed to want to murder 

Larry by the end of it. The applause from the few people sitting in the bar – some had left after 

Mad Is On’s set, and only a couple had come in – at least sounded sincere. 

“We’ve just gotta keep building it,” Larry said. 

I looked around; the two guys from Mad Is On were at the table next to ours, but 

Victoria and Maaria had disappeared. 

“I don’t want to do the posters any more,” I said. 

Larry, Candy, and Jeff all looked at me at once. I had surprised myself a bit, to be honest. 

“I can’t keep doing them last minute and then having the bands change. It takes too 

long, and I owe so many shifts at the restaurant...” This sounded weak, even to me. 

“You’re so good at it, though,” Candy said. “They’re funny.” 

“See? Candy likes ’em,” Jeff said. “You can’t just quit doing them.” 
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I hadn’t known I was going to say that, and I couldn’t defend it now. “I just... don’t want 

to do them any more.” 

“C’mon,” Larry said. “They’re really good.” 

“Everyone thinks you do them.” 

“Who said that?” 

“Doug at the Dub.” 

Larry waved me away. “He’s a burnout.” 

“Hey,” said Candy. “I like Doug.” 

Jeff was raising his eyebrows meaningfully at me, but I managed to keep from reacting. 

“Well I found out tonight that we got the show in Toronto, at the Elmo,” Larry said. That 

changed the subject nicely. 

“Seriously? The Elmo?” Even Jeff sounded impressed. 

Larry nodded. “That Buffalo band Superstrip is coming in. They’re friends with the 

Quirks. And Cake Hole is going to be there, too, so there will be two Hamilton bands on the 

bill.” 

“Does Superstrip have a big following?” Jeff asked. “Are they going to get people in?” 

“They’re pretty big.” That wasn’t the answer we were looking for. 

“Fuck it,” Jeff said after a pause. “The Elmo. You know the Rolling Stones have played 

there, right?” 

“Everyone knows that,” Larry said. 

“Really? The Stones?” Candy asked. Len nodded sagely. 

“So when is this show?” I asked. I was going to be missing more work at the restaurant. 
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“Next Friday. I’ve got a new song we can try out at practice, and then we can basically 

do a dress rehearsal on Thursday.” 

“We’re playing here next week, then?”  

“Bar Telly is going to headline here again, and this other band, Atomic Pyro Storm, is 

going to open.” 

“Do we have to play next Thursday?” 

He shrugged; that was going to be the only answer I’d get, clearly. 

“I thought you said the end of June for Toronto,” Jeff pointed out. 

“Here.” Larry pulled a folded piece of paper out of his pocket. 

It was a poster, a terrible poster, a close-up of a guy’s face, wearing oversized dark 

glasses. Scattered behind him were tiny, low-res images of strippers grinding against brass 

poles. It said SUPERSTRIP at the top in letters that were supposed to look like they were made 

of metal; COMING SOON was poorly lettered at the bottom. 

“They sent me this when they found out they’re playing with us,” Larry said, as though 

we were supposed to share in this misguided sense of pride. 

Jeff snorted and pointed. “Check it out.” 

The writing was in ballpoint pen, apparently held by someone with severe nerve 

damage. The shakily formed letters said: 

LARRY 

WELL SEE YOU ON THE 16th BYBY 

Whoever it was had tried to sort out the spelling of “baby” but the first Y still looked like 

a Y. 
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“If only they knew someone with some extra A’s,” Jeff mused. 

“I thought you said it was just set up tonight,” I pointed out. “When did they send this?” 

The long, uncomfortable silence was like another person at the table. 

“We can car pool to Toronto, right?” Candy asked. 

Enough. I scanned the stage while Bar Telly was setting up, over by the bass amp. 

Maaria’s gig bag was gone, her bass was gone. When had she gotten away? 

“Hey, missed again, huh?” Jeff said. “I wondered if they were leaving. They went out the 

door just before we finished.” 

“I hate this goddamn band,” I said. 
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Chapter 19: The Elmo 

“You know the Rolling Stones played this place?” Jeff asked brightly. 

Traffic was snarled going into Toronto, and we had been behind the same car forever. 

The guy seemed to fall asleep for about twenty seconds when traffic moved in front of him; he 

would suddenly speed up to make up the distance, then slam on the brakes. More than once I 

was sure he was screeching to a halt. 

“This is the fast lane,” I said. 

“Do you mind if we smoke in here?” Candy asked from the back. 

I gave it some thought. “Open the windows a bit,” I told her. Blue tobacco smoke 

immediately filled the small compartment. 

“The Rolling Stones, Marvin Gaye, Tom Jones, and the Rolling Stones all played this 

place,” Jeff said. “Also the Rolling Stones.” 

“Any big rock bands ever play this place, though?” I asked. 

“Aerosmith.” 

“Really?” 

“I don’t know. But you know who definitely did play the Elmo? The Rolling Stones.” 

“I think I heard them on the radio once,” I said. Even Jeff’s half-amusing blather was a 

lot better than concentrating on the idiot in the car in front of us. 

“Seriously?” Candy asked. “The Rolling Stones?” 

I wasn’t sure what she was responding to, so I left it to Jeff to reply to her. The Spadina 

Road exit was coming up, and I had to make my way over three lanes to get off the expressway.  

“You know who my favourite band is?” Jeff asked. 
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“The Rolling Stones,” Candy answered firmly. 

“Close. It’s Pink Floyd. But they’re a good band too.” 

“Did they ever play the Elmo?” 

“No idea. But you know who did?” 

I gritted my teeth and gripped the steering wheel more tightly. The smoke was starting 

to get in my eyes and coat the inside of my nose with a disgusting, greasy film. I shouldn’t have 

agreed to let them smoke, I shouldn’t have agreed to drive in the first place. 

And we had a show to play with some semi-literate goons from Buffalo. The night 

stretched out before us in all its unlimited potential. 

 

*** 

 

I had to admit, it was impressive. Jeff and I walked slowly along the wall of the upstairs 

of the Elmo. Music was thumping along on the level below, but so far my carload of people we 

were the only ones in the deserted upstairs of the Elmo. 

There were yards and yards of signed photos, though; presumably every one of these 

artists had played here at some point. Tony Bennett. The Beach Boys. Every few feet, Jeff or I 

would find a new surprise. 

“Look, Tina Turner when she was still with Ike,” Jeff said. “They did a nice job of 

airbrushing the bruises out, too.” 

“Willie Nelson,” I said, pointing. 
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“Kris Kristofferson. I wonder if it was his acting or singing career that got him up on the 

wall, here.” 

“Kenny Loggins. And... another guy.” 

“That’s Messina. He had a life before Danger Zone, you know.” 

We stopped and turned; there were heavy footsteps coming up the stairs. They echoed 

clearly in the wide-open, deserted concert space. 

“Here comes the cavalry,” I said. 

I was wrong; it was Victoria, her usual heavy boots actually louder than the music below 

us. “Hey, Retardz,” she called out. 

There was an older woman with her, with grey hair and a big, friendly smile. “Vickie,” 

she chided her. “Don’t use words like that.” 

“It’s their band name, mom.” 

I didn’t care. Behind them, Maaria emerged from the stairs. 

“What are you guys doing here?” I asked. 

“We heard the Rolling Stones were playing,” Victoria sneered. 

“Oh, now,” her mother said. “They were coming to see you play, of course. I hope you 

don’t mind my coming along with them. I’m Mary – I’m Vickie’s mother.” 

“Vickie’s mentioned you many times,” Jeff grinned. 

“It’s just that I’ve heard so much about this hall over the years – and oh, look.” She had 

spotted the immense rows of photographs. 
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“Please,” Jeff said, stepping forward. “Allow me to give you the grand tour. We start on 

the left, in the year 1959. Are you an Andy Williams fan? You know, I thought you might be. 

Vickie, you should soak up some of this as well...” 

This left me, and Maaria. 

“Thanks for coming,” I said. 

She stepped forward suddenly, and hugged me tightly; I could barely make my arms 

work to hug her back. The fabric of her t-shirt was incredibly soft against my arms, and her body 

was perfectly warm. 

Maaria broke it off too soon, though. I felt her letting me go, and I quickly loosened my 

arms. She stepped back, pushing a lock of hair away from her face with one finger. She smiled 

nervously. 

I was smiling too, I realized; I must have looked like a goof. “It’s nice to see you,” I 

ventured. 

“I’m glad we could come,” she said. 

Another round of uncomfortable silence. Awkward nerds. 

“Victoria’s mother drove,” she added, as if that explained something. 

“You mean Vickie,” I grinned. 

“Oh, god, she hates that so much.” She returned the smile. 

More footsteps echoed on the stairs: Larry emerged, followed by Cake Hole. He waved 

me over. “Come help with this stuff.” 

I turned back to Maaria. “I’ve gotta –” 

“Of course.” 
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“We’ll talk later,” I said, and rushed off. 

 

*** 

 

We played our set. We were getting better, noticeably better, with each show. Larry’s 

new song, “I’m Gonna Steal Your Boyfriend,” was towards the end of the set, right before :Girl 

from Outer Space”. It had gone all right the night before at Mr Laffs. 

“Skip it,” Larry said, then was gone, telling Jeff and Candy. 

It gave me a chance to count the people there again. Same total: twelve, although some 

of them might have been girlfriends of the other two bands. This was Superstrip’s huge 

following. 

“All right,” Larry said, back at the mic. “We’ve been the Retardz. Cake Hole is up next, 

and then –” He paused dramatically, for no discernible reason. “Superstrip!” 

There was a scattering of applause, and some supportive hooting from Victoria, but 

Candy managed to cut it off when she counted us in and we drowned everything out. It was 

going to look ridiculous when we finished our set, walked off the stage, and took our places ten 

feet away, making up a quarter of the audience. Maybe Toronto people liked being fashionably 

late.  

This was still an improvement over the previous night, though, at Mr Laffs. We could 

have used the Mad Is On girls there, too. Six people paid at the door, according to Ella the door 

girl. The girlfriends of the band should probably have paid, I figured, but then again they 

probably wouldn’t come if they had to pay. Bar Telly and Atomic Pyro Storm – those guys were 
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young enough to be Razor Eator fans, and they were terrible – were both three-piece bands, 

which reduced the size of the crowd even more.  

Larry was practically out the door while the last note of “Outer Space” was still ringing in 

the air; he didn’t even stop to talk to the guys in suits. Jeff and I debated about whether we 

should go introduce ourselves, but they looked pissed off about something. “Another time,” 

Jeff decided with an air of finality. “We’ll rent tuxedoes for the next show.” 

So two nights, two shows, two disappointments. And Larry, the mastermind behind all 

of it, was barely even making an appearance. Jeff was going to have his best drunken rant yet 

on the way home tonight; I could tell by the way he was scowling at his guitar. 

The songs were only two minutes long; we were done almost as soon as we started. 

“Thank you Toronto,” Larry said into the mic half-heartedly. “G’night.” 

Some more scattered applause, and then a long silence before the sound guy got some 

music playing. I searched for the power button on the bass amp, found it, waited till the red 

light faded, pulled my cord. 

The Cake Hole bassist was standing right behind me. “Nice amp,” I said. “Good sound.” 

He nodded curtly and looked away. Asshole. I dragged my cord and guitar off to the side 

and sorted them out there. We’d opened for them only a week ago, and the guy was acting like 

we’d never met before. Come to think of it, they hadn’t said a word to me at the Dub, either. 

I stowed my guitar case behind some of the other stuff at the back of the stage and 

looked around for the others. Jeff and Larry were at the other side of the stage, talking loudly. I 

hurried over. 
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“You’re not leaving,” Jeff was saying. “You keep telling us how important it is to stay and 

support the other bands. Well, that goes for you, too. Look at it out there. Don’t you think your 

good friends Superstrip want you to fill it out a bit?” 

“Seriously,” I weighed in, not sure whether I was wanted in the conversation, but it had 

been bugging me, too. “We’ve been to more bad punk shows in the last two weeks – we get 

there first and leave last. It’s totally unfair.” 

“Maybe we can each take a separate table here,” Jeff said, gesturing wildly towards the 

sparse audience. “Keep moving around to create the illusion of size. You think?” 

Candy wandered up, a worried grin on her face. “What’s up?” she asked. 

“Okay,” Larry said. “Band meeting.” 

“Oh, really?” Jeff said. “We were about to leave.” 

“Come on.” Larry actually had an air of authority for once, leading the three of us to a 

table in the far corner of the room. We sat down. Larry crossed his arms and glared. 

“We got this show,” he said, “because of the owners of Mr Laffs and the Dublin Town. 

Those guys in the suits.” 

“Okay, great,” Jeff said. “So they need to hire some new promo staff. I bet Tommy could 

do their design work.” 

“They gave us these shows as a favour,” Larry said; I was surprised that he wasn’t 

backing off from a fight with Jeff for once. “You think any new punk band can just play the Dub 

and the Elmo? That we were opening for the Rip Chordz because we’re so well-known?” 

Jeff was glaring now. “Oh, and Superstrip,” he said. “Don’t forget we got to open for 

Superstrip.” 
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“They’re expecting us to draw a crowd, like Razor Eator,” he said. “And they want us to 

keep playing every Thursday and Saturday and bringing in other bands and stuff.” 

“Great,” Jeff said. “Let’s learn three dozen Ramones and Sex Pistols covers, and then we 

can get all the girls from our high school –” 

“Listen,” Larry said. “I said we’d play these shows, at least for the summer. So we’ve 

gotta do them. Danny did this for us, we have to pay him back.” 

“I never agreed to this,” I said, my voice quiet. I was going to lose my job; the realization 

was just starting to set in. And I’d spent the money I was supposed to be saving for tuition. 

“Well, we’ve gotta play them,” Larry said. “And we’ve gotta figure out how to get 

people to come out to the shows. Maybe get some other bands to come, I don’t know.” 

“None of us agreed to this,” Jeff said. 

“I agreed to it for all of us.” 

They sat glaring at each other for ages. Jeff broke it off first. 

“I’m gonna go get a drink. Probably a lot of drinks. I’ve gotta go downstairs for that. You 

know why? Because they won’t open the bar up here for twelve fucking people.” He seemed 

like he was going to say something else, then thought the better of it and stomped off across 

the floor, over to the staircase. 

“I don’t...” Larry started. 

I got up and walked away. 

 

*** 
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I wished I’d brought my jacket. I had a windbreaker in the car but I didn’t feel like going 

and getting it. I watched the traffic slow down in front of me for the stoplight, speed up again, 

whiz by for a while, slow down. There was a rhythm there, a nice, comforting rhythm. 

“Hey.” 

Maaria. 

“You’re missing the main act.” 

“Are they any good?” 

She shook her head and sat down beside me. “You guys break up?” 

“I wish.” Suddenly I felt like crying. Great. A girl comes to talk to you – a girl you like, a 

girl with extra A’s, and – 

“What?” she asked, nudging me with her elbow. 

“Nothing. Sorry. I just figured out –” 

Jeff was such an asshole. I tried to stifle a laugh, and failed. 

“C’mon,” she said, nudging me again. 

“I just figured out what Jeff was saying,” I said. “He kept saying you had a lot of A’s, and I 

didn’t...” 

“A cups,” she said flatly. I risked a look; she was smiling a thin smile. 

“Sorry,” I said. 

“I’ve heard it before.” 

“I’m a little slow on the uptake, I think.” 

Cars went by, slowed down, stopped, went by again. 

“Jeff’s a bit drunk,” she said. 
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“It’s going to be a hell of an epic rant on the way home.” 

“I can just imagine.” 

“We’ve gotta play all these shows,” I said. “Larry committed us to all these extra shows, 

every week for the whole summer. I’m going to lose my job.” 

She nudged me again with her elbow. “You don’t want to give up your only source of 

income to play in some crappy band.” 

I had been thinking the same thing all night, but hearing it from someone else – from 

Maaria, especially – turned it over in my head a little differently. 

“You know,” I said, trying to sort the thought into a string of words, the feeling of 

finishing a song, the way I could now put the extra little run into Outer Space, the way it felt 

when we did the stop – go – stop after the chorus on Long Way Back. Just thinking about it, my 

hair started to tingle and buzz. 

“I really do love being in a band,” I said. 

Cars slowed, came to a stop. Maaria nudged me with her elbow once more. “Don’t give 

up what you love for some shitty job.” 

The cars sped up again and were gone; the street was empty. 

“Can we go out some time?” I asked. “Somewhere where a band isn’t playing.” 

“Yeah.” 

She leaned her head against my shoulder. Cars sped past, slowed, came to a stop. 
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Chapter 20: Suits 

All evening on Sunday, as I rushed orders around the east end of the city, I worried 

about Monday’s practice. It would be tense, with Jeff and Larry squaring off again to finish the 

argument that they had started on Saturday. 

Jeff had gotten pretty drunk, as he’d promised, so he dozed for most of the ride home. 

Len and Candy were fine for small talk, but we all avoided the big issue, the proverbial 

elephant. They smoked, Jeff slept, I drove and thought about Maaria. 

I worked till past eleven on Sunday, made a few extra bucks in tips, had chicken balls 

and fried rice for dinner to keep from drawing any extra attention from Faye. She didn’t ask 

about the night before, and I didn’t volunteer anything. 

The only good thing about Monday is that I had a chance to give Maaria a call. She’d 

written down her number and I’d put it in my pocket; later, when she was out of sight, I put it in 

my wallet to make sure I didn’t lose it. 

She kissed me before she turned around and ran off down the stairs after Victoria and 

Mary. My lips were still buzzing, my nerves still jangling from that quick, chaste peck. 

I dialled the number. 

“Hey there,” she said. 

“Oh – hi.” It took a second before I realized this was just how she answered the phone. 

“Who’s this?” 

“Tommy.” She laughed.  
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We were going to go out some time, definitely. It wasn’t clear when. My week was 

packed with work and shows; Mad Is On was playing a bar called Dee’s on James Street on 

Friday. “Skankiest bar ever,” she said. 

“I’ll see if I can drop in.” 

“Only if you can. It’s fine.” We agreed that I’d call her next Sunday before work if 

nothing else. 

So that was going well, or at least it was going okay. Practice was the next problem. 

I told Jeff that I would have to meet him there; I would be out during the day and would 

go straight to practice. He might have figured out that I was avoiding him, but he didn’t 

question me, so I left it alone. I had a whole story ready, that I was going to Cambridge with my 

mom to help her pick up an antique something-or-other, but I didn’t even need it. 

I also made sure I got to practice a bit late, so that I could minimize the time I spent 

around the card table, complaining with Jeff and Candy about Larry. 

I heard the sounds of a guitar as I came up the stairs, though, a good sign. No – as I 

approached the closed door, I could pick out two guitars. They were both there, and they were 

playing. I immediately felt better as I opened the door. 

Larry and Jeff were facing each other, guitars on, watching each other’s hands. Jeff saw 

me come in and gave me a quick nod but went right back to Larry. “It’s G, then D, right?” Candy 

was behind the drum set, watching; she waved a stick at me. 

I got my guitar out and plugged in as quickly as I could. “New song?” I asked. 

“Yeah. You know, we could start with the bass line.” Jeff directed this at Larry, not me. 

“Let’s try it.” 
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I’d arrived late, so I couldn’t complain; still, I should have been in on the conversation. I 

looked to see what chords they were playing. 

“You’re pretty ugly and your mother dresses you funny,” Larry sang. 

Were these new songs Larry was writing, or was he dredging up stuff from some huge 

back catalogue? It didn’t matter, I supposed. They were all new to Jeff, Candy, and me. 

Len came over while I was getting myself ready to play. “I set up an extra mic,” he said. 

“You’re going to be doing the backing vocals, right?” 

“Sure. Thanks.” So there was that, too. 

We were actually working on Outer Space, adding a “hey hey hey hey” to each line of 

the chorus. My back was to the door, so I didn’t know anything had happened until Larry looked 

over and swallow hard; then Jeff turned, stopped, and flipped off his amp. I turned around. 

Two guys in suits – not the guys from Mr Laffs or the Dub, two different guys – were 

standing in the doorway.  

“Whaddaya want?” Candy called from behind the drums. 

They stepped closer to us. I wondered where Len had gone – he was at least as tall as 

these guys, though he probably wouldn’t have filled a suit out as well, except in the beer belly 

area. 

“You,” one of them said, pointing at Larry. “The tall one. You’re Larry Ruston, right?” 

I had never heard Larry’s last name, nor Jeff’s or Candy’s. I’d spent more time with them 

than anyone else in the last four weeks, too. Were all bands like this? 
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“You told us thirty paying customers every show,” he said, his finger still pointing at 

Larry, even though he was now standing right in front of him. “Last two shows have been short, 

and the one in Toronto was way short.” 

“People weren’t coming,” Larry mumbled. 

“What’d you say?” The guy was now toe to toe with Larry, eyeball to eyeball. 

“Promotion – Toronto wasn’t –” 

To my surprise, Jeff moved closer, not further away the way I was. “Hey, he said. “That’s 

not –” 

“Who the fuck –” 

The guy threatening Larry turned around and gave Jeff a shove, and he stumbled back 

and fell over his amp, his feet tangled up in his patch cord. I moved forward automatically to 

help him, and the other guy was away from the door like a mongoose, grabbing me by the front 

of my shirt before I could put up any resistance. 

I must have looked a lot more scared than scary, because he turned up his nose at me 

with a little contemptuous sneer, and let me go. I tumbled to the floor. 

The first guy took a step back towards the door, raising a warning finger to us all. “One-

eighty for the shows on the mountain, and two hundred for the Toronto gig,” he said. “You got 

the money?” Larry silently shook his head.  

I actually had the money, right there in my bass case – I’d been socking my tips money 

away for the last while at home, using the loonies and fives and keeping the tens and the very 

few twenties in an envelope. There was about four hundred and fifty dollars there now, ready 

to drop into a bank machine on my way home. That would have bailed us out. 
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I said nothing. 

“And we better see thirty people every single show till the end of August,” the guy 

finished. 

They backed up carefully, as though one of us was about to draw a gun or something. 

They reached the door, then turned and walked casually out. 

Len walked in from the back room. “Someone here?” he asked, then discovered Jeff and 

me on the floor. Larry’s skin had turned an ugly grey colour, his face now as colourless as it was 

expressionless. 

“Practice over,” Jeff said. 

 

*** 

 

Even Len dragged a chair over to join us around the table. There wasn’t enough room, 

but it felt a little safer to have him there. 

“Door’s locked,” he said. “Locked at all times from now on.” 

Lot of good that did us now, I thought, but I kept quiet. 

“Okay,” Jeff said, and took a deep breath to calm himself. 

“It’s not –” Larry started. 

“What the fuck just happened here?” Jeff bellowed, so loudly that even Len looked 

surprised. 

“It’s just – nothing.” 
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“That’s not nothing,” Jeff said. “Two goons coming in here isn’t nothing. Me and Tom 

getting thrown on our asses isn’t nothing.” He was counting on his fingers now. “Paying these 

crooks three hundred and eighty bucks to actually play a show is definitely not nothing. And 

having an audience requirement is certainly not nothing, considering none of us have anything 

to do with booking the shows or the bands.” 

“It’s my problem,” Larry said, staring at the tabletop. “I’ll deal with it.” 

“You shouldn’t have to deal with it,” Candy said softly. 

“Oh, oh, no, he most definitely should deal with it,” Jeff said. “There is no one on this 

earth who should be dealing with it more than Larry fucking Rushton or whatever the fuck.” 

“Fine,” Larry said. 

“Fine, yeah. What page of the punk book is this, Larry? Is it somewhere near the back? 

Make a deal with the criminal underworld, pay hundreds of bucks to play some shitty bar on 

the mountain, pay hundreds more to play a big empty club in Toronto. Page ninety-nine.” 

“It’s more complicated than that.” 

Jeff was getting into full swing, and he wasn’t even drunk, as far as I knew. “How about 

this. Why don’t we play Maple Leaf Gardens? We’ll get ten people and we can pay ten million 

dollars. Or the moon. How about we play that gig on the moon we were always after? A 

hundred billion bucks due. Or maybe they could just break a million of our kneecaps. I think I 

know who’s going to be the first to get a limp.” 

Larry’s head bent down, his eyes closed. “Don’t worry about it,” he muttered. 

“What? Don’t worry about it? I think I’m going to worry about it. Page twenty-six of the 

punk book: worry when mobsters charge into your practice space and shake you down for a 
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few hundred bucks. Worry very fucking much. Right there. Page twenty-six. Got a bookmark? I 

think we’re going to flip back to that one a few times.” 

Larry’s head snapped up, and he pushed his chair away from the table, the furious look 

on his face almost a match for Jeff’s. “I’ll deal with it,” he said, and turned around. 

“You’d better get to the library and check out the mafia book when you get a chance.” 

Jeff was standing up and shouting after him. “It’s only got one page, and it’s a lot stabbier than 

the punk book.” 

Larry slammed the door behind him, hadn’t even glanced back during Jeff’s parting 

harangue. His guitar stood where he’d left it, and his amp was still on. Len got up and turned it 

off, then checked the door to see if it was still locked. 

“Well?” Jeff was sitting again, and sounded much calmer now. No one responded. 

“Are we going to play this show on Thursday?” Candy asked.  

“I don’t think we have much choice,” I said. 

The thought meandered around the table, and we sat silently and considered it.  

“It buys you some time,” Len said. 

All three of us turned to look at him; he didn’t usually contribute to the band 

discussions. He was usually out back buying weed or fixing something. 

“You get a lot of people out to the show. Have someone you trust sit by the door, keep a 

count of how many people come in. You know, ‘help’ the girl who’s sitting there already.” 

“She doesn’t need much help,” Jeff said. “There were eighteen people last time, 

probably because they thought Razor Eator was playing, and they actually think Razor Eator is 



155 

the Ramones. Bar Telly brings in maybe six people, and Mad Is On will bring, I don’t know, does 

anyone even come see them? No offence, Tommy.” 

I shrugged. 

“So unless a miracle happens, we’re getting no people and a nice, solid beating.” 

“You doing a poster for this show?” Len asked me. 

I hadn’t thought of it. “I haven’t,” I said. 

“You should. Do it tonight, put some up tomorrow. Not just downtown, but also at all 

the bus stops you can find on the mountain. All along Upper Wellington and Concession. Near 

the McDonalds at Mohawk and Upper Gage, wherever young people are going to see it.” 

“There’s a community centre right near there, too,” I said. 

“Right. And each of you have people who know you’re in a band and who you can call to 

come out to at least one show. You both are new to this, you haven’t cashed in any favours yet. 

You can get some people out if you put some effort in.” 

I mentally made a list. Ren and Frances, they’d probably come out, even though I hadn’t 

seen them since last year. And my cousin Tracer was in the army, but he was still in Hamilton as 

far as I knew. Maybe he could bring some friends. Big, tough, overly protective friends. 

“I don’t know if there’s a show planned for Saturday or not,” Len went on. “Is there?” 

“I’ll call Larry and find out,” Jeff said. 

“Are you –” 

He put out a hand as if he was going to pat me on the head. “It’s fine, it’s fine. I should 

probably apologize anyway.” 

“It was a pretty impressive beatdown,” I said. 
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“Geez, thanks,” he grinned. 

“All right,” Len said. “Remember, you guys are as good as you need to be at playing 

these songs. They’re, like, three and a half chords each anyway. Now you need to figure out 

how to be good at being a band.” 

“That’s harder,” Candy supplied. 

“Pack up,” Len said. “Go.” 

He was right. Jeff and I went over and dismantled our gear, and we were off. 
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Chapter 21: Mr Laffs Again 

I had dropped Jeff off a few times, and picked him up a couple of times, so I knew his 

house well; I just had never gotten out of my car and walked up to it. Jeff was usually waiting 

outside, but there was no one there and the driveway was empty. I pulled in, waited a second 

in case he was looking out the window. When nothing happened, I got out and walked up to 

the door. 

It was opened almost immediately by an older woman. “You must be Tom,” she said.  

“Yes,” I said. “Hello.” 

“I’m Jeff’s mother, Mae,” she said. “Pleasure to meet you. I think he’s on the phone. 

Please come in.” 

“Oh, I don’t –” 

“He just got on the phone,” she said. “He’s been calling people all afternoon. Why don’t 

you come and sit down for a minute.” 

She led me to a kitchen table and I sat as I was told. “Jeffrey tells me you’re going back 

to school this fall,” she said. “For business, I think?” 

“I’m still considering it.” I answered carefully; I got the impression immediately that this 

was someone who was paying attention to every word I said. 

“Is there a problem with the tuition? Or are you not sure you can get in?” 

“No, I think I’ve got those covered.” 

“Mom,” Jeff called from the other room, “stop grilling the bassist.” 

She ignored him. “Well, it sounds like the sensible thing to do is to apply, pay the tuition, 

and go back to school in the fall.” 
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There was a precise, clipped sound to her words that made any argument I could offer 

dissolve and flow away as I thought of it. I could make up the tuition I’d spent on the amp, I 

thought.  

Jeff poked his head into the room. “One more call,” he said. “Then we’re away. Mom, 

leave him alone. He’s a good poster designer.” 

“Are you?” she said. “Then I assume you’re responsible for this?” 

She pointed without looking at the kitchen counter behind her, and I spotted a copy of 

my latest effort. Why had Jeff shown her that? 

I’d gone to the library and found a book on sex that was written for kids, young kids. 

Nice, high-contrast drawings. There was a picture of two chickens having sex, technically part of 

the birds and bees subject matter. I photocopied it there at the library and took it home. 

Instead of putting the photo on the right and the band names down the left, I replaced 

the labels of three of the body parts with the band logos. Bar Telly was the vaginal canal, Mad Is 

On was the penis, and the Retardz were the anus. The chickens’ eyes, naturally, were blacked 

out. Mr Laffs at the top, PUNK SHOW at the bottom. Done. Jeff and I had gone out separately 

and plastered the city with a hundred of the things. 

The diagram was so ridiculously simplified, there was no way anyone could possibly take 

offence. That didn’t mean I wanted to take credit for the poster in front of someone’s mom. 

“To tell you the truth,” she said, “I’m not sure what kind of education you need. You 

seem desperately in need of something though.” 

She could answer this, then, I realized: the question that had been dogging me all 

summer, all year. “Is it sensible,” I asked, “to go to school if I just don’t want to?” 
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Mae looked at me steadily. “I don’t know,” she said. “But you don’t seem to be doing 

many sensible things these days. Is that going well for you?” 

Jeff entered the kitchen. “Done,” he said. “Mom, love ya, thank you for the birth and 

childhood and dinner tonight and everything up to this point, we have to go. Tommy, shoes, 

jacket, good, didn’t take them off.” He had my shoulders in his hands, was propelling me out of 

the kitchen and down the hall. He was still talking to his mother, though, talking over his 

shoulder. “Don’t wait up, I’m coming home drunk or in a coma, same effect in the end, turn my 

body regularly to make sure I don’t get bedsores. Say goodbye to Tom.” 

He let me go for a second to grab his guitar case from beside the door. “It was nice to 

meet you, Mae,” I managed to yell. 

“You too,” she said, just before Jeff pulled the door closed behind us. 

He tossed his guitar in the back of the Micra carelessly, banging it hard against my bass 

case. “Hey, watch it,” I protested. 

“You can tune on stage,” he replied as he got into the passenger seat. “Page one. So I 

called Larry today.” 

“At work.” 

“Yeah. What did he tell you he did?” 

“I don’t know. He said... he was in medical research.” 

“Yeah. Well I called him at the number he gave me. He answered the phone, too. Know 

what he said?” 

“What’d he say.” 

Jeff paused to savour it a little. “Warehouse.” 
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I shook my head, and we were off. 

 

*** 

 

It had worked. Eight o’clock, and Mr Laffs was buzzing, almost every chair taken. I went 

to see my friend Frances, who was sitting beside Ella to help with the door. “How many are we 

at?” I asked. 

“Twenty-eight,” Ella said. 

“She means thirty-two,” Frances said. “She just hasn’t marked those last four who came 

in.” 

My parents had been friends with Frances’s parents since before we were born, and 

having her at the door was a good choice. She had a way of looking at people that made them 

take a half-step back; her parents, two Scots, were the same. “I’ll check on Ren,” I promised. 

“Buy him a beer or two,” she said. “And don’t let him get too friendly with your floozies. 

He’s very impressionable.” I had sat Ren beside Victoria; he looked up pleadingly every time I 

passed him, but I got him a fresh beer and Victoria a fresh tequila whenever they were low, so 

they had no reason to complain. 

“Hey.” A heavy hand landed on my shoulder, and I winced. I didn’t need another 

embarrassment in front of my friends. The voice was familiar – 

It wasn’t a guy in a suit; it was Tracer. Not his real name, but he’d been using it since he 

was twelve. “Thanks for coming,” I said. “Can I – oh.” There were three guys behind him, 

Tracer’s size or bigger. “Let me buy you a couple of pitchers,” I said.  
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“Kind of a douchey crowd here,” Tracer said. He’d never had any volume control on his 

voice. “Things ever get out of hand?” 

“You never know,” I said. “Maybe you guys should hang out by the bar here.” I flagged 

Eugenie down as she passed me, earning me a scowl. “Here.” I passed her a twenty and a five. 

“Two jugs for these guys.” 

Bar Telly, or two-thirds of it, caught up with me as I tried to make my way over to 

Maaria. “Jeff says we’re going on second,” the lead singer, the redheaded Jay, complained. 

“We brought the gear,” long-haired Jay added. “We’re supposed to be headlining.” 

“Talk to Larry,” I said. 

“Where is he?” 

I looked around. “Probably here somewhere.” 

Victoria, sitting next to Maaria, waved me over. “When do you want us to start?” 

“Place is full,” I said. “Start whenever you like.” 

“Okay.” She drained her glass, put her arm around Ren, and gave him a sloppy-sounding 

kiss on the cheek. “Don’t go anywhere, handsome,” she said as she got up. 

She and Maaria were all the way on the other side of the table; I had no way of getting 

over there, through the floor packed with chairs and people. She smiled and shrugged. 

“Good show,” I called. 

She blew me a kiss, and I went to look for Larry. 

 

*** 
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There were a few people still lingering in the bar, but Bar Telly had torn down their 

equipment, and Len was helping them load it into their van. “We gonna see any of the door?” 

long-haired Jay asked as he carried an amp past us. 

“We’ll divvy it up next week,” Jeff said. “Nice job on the, uh, carrying, by the way.” 

Long-haired Jay flipped him off and went out the door, leaving the four of us, the 

Retardz, around a table. 

“I should get going soon,” Larry said. 

“Band beer,” Jeff replied, pouring what was left, about a quarter of a pitcher, into four 

of the small draft glasses.  

I raised mine in a toast. “A successful show.” 

“Good show,” Larry said. 

“That was a terrible show,” Jeff said. 

Larry and I stopped and looked at him, our glasses still aloft, halfway to clinking 

together. I sensed a speech coming on, and lowered mine. 

“We didn’t hit a single ending together, I don’t think,” Jeff said. “Larry, I know it works 

for the Ramones, but we’re not the Ramones, so just yelling one-two-three-four at the 

beginning of a song doesn’t guarantee we’re going to start all together.” 

He was slurring a bit, but a rant was definitely on its way. “It wasn’t that bad,” I said, 

hoping to head him off. 

“No, we started within a couple of minutes of each other,” he said. “I admit, not bad for 

us. But Larry, do you actually know the words to your songs? Any of them? Because every time 
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we play them, they change. And I’ve tried to figure out the words, I really have, but you sound 

like you’ve turned into a palsy victim whenever you start to sing.” 

“It’s punk,” Larry said. 

“The book, yes, of course, fine. What does it say about backing vocals? Does it say stop 

playing while you sing them? Because you might as well have been holding a fish during the 

chorus, Tommy. Every time you opened your mouth, your hands shut off.” 

He was probably right; I had been feeling good about how the backing vocals sounded, 

but now that I thought about it, I had been struggling to get back into the song after each 

chorus was done. “Yeah,” I admitted. 

“We’ll check the book. And don’t think I’m excusing myself here, by the way. I could’ve 

been playing Razor Eator covers of Ramones covers for all I know. I don’t know if I was playing a 

single chord right, and I was playing power chords for Christ’s sake.” 

“We’ll keep practicing,” I said. 

“Yes. We will. And as soon as we’re done these shows, however many we’re 

contractually obligated to play, we’re going to spend a solid month practicing. We’re going to 

try being a good band.” 

“We don’t have to play any more shows,” Larry said. 

He’d found something to throw Jeff off the rails at last. 

“What?” Candy said. 

“Yeah,” Jeff nodded, pointing at her. “As Candy put it. What?” 

“I sorted it out,” Larry said. “It’s cool.” 

“You sorted what out?” Jeff’s voice was sounding strangled. 
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“The whole... the whole thing. We don’t owe them anything. It’s taken care of. Bar Telly 

is going to run Wacked Out Thursdays from now on, and we don’t have to worry about any of 

it.” 

“There’s got to be more to this,” I said. “Two guys came into the studio the other day, 

pushed us around, demanded money. Now you’re saying...” I trailed off; I couldn’t even try to 

summarize what he was saying. 

“Okay, Larry,” Jeff said, his voice measured and carefully clipped; I recognized the tone, 

now. “Here’s the thing. I don’t think there’s a single thing you’ve told us, ever, as long as I’ve 

known you – and that’s only a month or so – anything that was actually, definitively true. Is 

there?” 

Larry looked to Candy and then to me for support, but I shook my head angrily and 

Candy just gazed back, slack-jawed. Larry’s head sank. 

“I mean, you told us – you told us Robin was our drummer. Then he disappeared along 

with his two crazy slave-women. You said the Dub show was one day, then it was another. You 

said the Elmo show was at the end of June, and it was last week. Fuck, you said you’d be at 

practice at seven last week, and you showed up at nine. With t-shirts that look so shitty I 

wouldn’t sell them to Razor Eator fans.” 

I looked at Jeff, wondering if there was any reason to try to get him to relax. Probably 

not. 

“I mean, do you even know the Quirks?” Jeff demanded. “Tell you what. You show me 

anything, anything at all, that even suggests that your story about playing onstage with the 
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Quirks is true, and I’ll take it all back. I’ll wash your car every day for a month. Whatever you 

want. Because I don’t believe you any more, Larry, not for a second.” 

He drained his glass, reached over and grabbed Candy’s glass, drained that too. “Oh for 

fuck’s sake,” he said. “He’s crying.” 

“All right,” I said. “That’s enough.” 

Larry got up, knocking his chair over, and walked out of the bar. 

“Practice Monday at eight,” Candy called after him.” 
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Chapter 22: Not as they Were 

“I was pretty hard on him,” Jeff said. 

“You were really hard on him,” I corrected him. 

“But come on,” he said. “He deserved it. He wasn’t the one being tossed around by 

goons in suits.” 

“That was probably not his fault.” 

“Who knows? They could have been in friends of his. They could’ve been in cahoots.” 

He stopped suddenly, taking his hands off the steering wheel and placing them on his head. 

“Oh, good lord, I’m turning into Len.” 

“Drive,” I said. “We’re going to be late.” 

“I’m not going to apologize,” he said. “Some of those things had to be said.” 

“Okay. Just apologize for the things that didn’t have to be said.” 

“Do you think he’s going to show up?” 

I thought about it. “I really don’t know. He won’t be on time, anyway.” 

“Fifty-fifty chance he’ll show?” 

“I don’t know anything any more,” I said. “Just drive.” 

 

*** 

 

The door was locked, so we knocked; Len let us in. And we saw immediately that we 

were wrong: Larry was there, sitting at the card table with Candy when we came in. 

“Sit down, please,” he said in a shaky voice. 
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We sat. 

“The Retardz are going to go on,” he said, then took a deep breath and paused. 

“Right,” I said. “But –” 

He held up a hand, and I shut up. 

“The Retardz are going to go on, but not as they were,” he said, finishing his half-baked 

thought. He took another breath. “You two are out of the band.” 

“I can’t say I didn’t see this coming,” Jeff said defiantly. 

Could’ve said something to me, I thought. I looked at Candy. “Are you okay with this?” 

She shrugged sadly. “I’m sorry.” 

“It was my decision,” Larry said. 

“I guess we’ll see if your monster fits in the back seat of my car,” Jeff said, getting up 

from the table. 

I looked carefully from Larry to Candy and back; they were both just stone. “All right,” I 

said. 

I got up and joined Jeff over with the equipment, unplugging the power cord, winding 

the cable that connected the head to the cabinet around the pegs in the back, rolling it over to 

the door. I took the two guitars, and Jeff carried his amp. 

“You want a hand with those?” Len offered. 

“Nah, we’re good,” Jeff said. 

I walked over to the table, shook Len’s hand, then Candy’s. Larry didn’t look up when I 

reached out. 

“Larry,” I said. 
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“One more thing,” he said.  

There was a CD case on the table; one of the Quirks albums. He opened it, pulled the 

liner notes out, and put his thumbnail on a tiny block of text. “Read that.” 

I leaned forward and tried to see, but the print was to small and the light wasn’t bright 

enough. I pulled it out of his hand, and holding it close to my eyes, managed to read. 

“It’s been awesome sharing a stage with... Screeching Weasel, NOFX, The Misfits – wow, 

really? Cool – Marc Bell, Doug Colvin...” I looked up. “Larry Rushton.” 

Larry looked straight at Jeff. “See?” 

“I thought your name was Ruston,” I pointed out. “Not Rushton.” 

“It’s punk,” Larry said, taking the liner out of my hand and stuffing it back into the CD 

case. “No one cares how people’s names are spelled.” 

Jeff smiled. “Right.” 

Larry held the CD case up triumphantly, smiling at Jeff, and that was it for me. I smacked 

it out of his hand, and it went flying, the case shattering against the wall behind him. 

I turned and walked to the door, and pushed my amp out. Jeff followed with the guitars, 

and closed the door behind us. As we piled the gear at the top of the stairs, I heard someone, 

probably Len, lock the door. 
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Chapter 23: Closing the Book 

I parked on King Street in front of Fist Studios – I hadn’t planned to do that, but there 

was a parking metre free there and I pulled in. I got out and walked the two blocks from there 

to Cheaply’s. I went by once a week or so; I had a lot of free time now. Faye had fired me, and I 

hadn’t gotten my application in on time so there was no school for me in the fall. 

Jeff called me every few days to try to talk me into forming a new band. “It’ll be a lot 

more fun without someone like Larry involved,” he said. I told him I would think about it. I was 

willing to go for a beer with him, but I wasn’t going to join another band, not yet. My amp was 

in the basement and I would need a very good reason to haul it up the stairs again. 

Cheaply’s had a larger bulletin board now, two four by three cork boards hung side-by-

side, way more real estate than they had when I picked up Larry’s number. The Retardz had 

been advertising for a new bassist and rhythm guitarist a couple of weeks ago, but their posters 

seemed to be gone now. 

But there were tons of ads looking for musicians to join punk bands. The biggest 

difference was probably Green Day. Their album had all the anthems of the summer, and they’d 

blown up just after I was kicked out of the Retardz. 

I scanned the other bulletin boards, the ones with all the shows. Wacked Out Thursdays 

at Mr Laffs had reverted to Larry’s poster design, all capital letters and clipart. But the other 

posters had taken my designs and run with them. There was one that had a photo of a huge 

bunch of army guys, lined up in formation, dozens of them; on each tiny face, the eyes had 

been meticulously blacked out. Another poster had Kermit the Frog, his usual chipper self, eyes 
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blacked out. One had a photo of a classic roadster speeding down a racetrack, black bars across 

the headlights. None of them said PUNK SHOW, though. It was just safe to assume. 

I checked the new arrivals, the used discs, under Q; no Quirks records. It was a long shot 

that any would arrive, but you never knew. 

I could go up to the Disc Doctor, but it was all the way up on Wilson Street and I didn’t 

feel like making the trek. Still plenty of time on the meter, so I took my time walking back to the 

car. Maaria hadn’t called in a few days, but she’d leave a message if she did. I didn’t know 

where that stood, either. 

Music was playing in one of the bars I passed – live music. It was only about seven 

o’clock, and on a Friday, too. I wasn’t sure what the music was; the sound wasn’t familiar. 

A guy stood outside the door of the bar. “Grapes N Things,” the sign above it said. 

“Who’s the band?” I asked. 

He shrugged. “No idea.” 

I walked past him, into the bar, to listen. 


