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Dedication
For Kathi Kamen Goldmark, founder of the Rock Bottom Remainders




The Band


	Mitch Albom: Keyboards, Elvis

	Dave Barry: Lead Guitar

	Sam Barry: Harmonica

	Roy Blount Jr.: Emcee

	Matt Groening: Cowbell, Marge Simpson

	Ted Habte-Gabr: Manager

	Greg Iles: Lead Guitar

	Stephen King: Rhythm Guitar

	James McBride: Saxophone

	Roger McGuinn: Rock Legend

	Ridley Pearson: Bass Guitar

	Amy Tan: Rhythm Dominatrix, Remainderette

	Scott Turow: Wigs, Remainderette

	Bombo: Lead Bark



 



From the Fax Machine of Ridley Pearson
Sent after the Remainders first-ever concert

 

Kathi Goldmark

Queen of the Universe

May 28, 1992

 

Dear KG:

There are those things in life that you go through which you quickly realize are unforgettable. Moments. Happenings. The Remainders was that way from the very first moment I checked into the Hilton and headed off to rehearsal, continuing through the final curtain call at the Cowboy Boogie. I have played—no kidding—thousands of gigs in the last twenty years. But none quite like that one.

The friendships I made while being a part of this band will hopefully last for years. Even a lifetime. As an author, I spend my time in a small hexagonal room with my nose in a manuscript. Alone. I spend over ten hours a day that way, six days a week. It is moments like the Remainders—like running out to a movie with Stephen, or watching Dave fall out of his chair in the Hilton bar because he’s laughing so hard, or having Fulghum give me a huge hug and say, “I wouldn’t have missed this for the world!” that make all that time—and agony—worth it. And you made it happen. You gave me new friends—a LOT of them—and that is a gift that can’t be measured or properly acknowledged. I thank you from the bottom of my heart for it. Some of the most fun has been my weekly touch-base conversations with you, KG, and I will miss them dearly. The Remainders gave back a lot of life to one that had become bogged down in words, words, and more words. Stephen, Dave, and I found each other on this trip. I KNOW we will be doing more stuff together, and I can only hope that it will somehow include not only writing and gabbing, but playing music with you and other Remainders. You can’t ever repeat this kind of thing—I know that; I’ve played enough to know that—but each gig is its own thing, each friendship too. There is life after even the best of gigs—and this was certainly the best of gigs!

For everything you gave us—your heart, your soul, your beautiful smile and eyes and voice—God bless you. My heart is pounding heavily. I wrap my arms around you and hug you with all my thanks. This is one of those moments…And you are to thank for it.

I know it’s a silly thing to say, but I hope we do it again. 

Lots of Love to you, 

Ridley



INBOX > Subject: I Forgot to Mention This
From: Dave Barry

Sent: Thursday, March 31, 2011

 

Next year the Remainders will turn 20. Which I think means that in some states we can have sex.

 

From: Kathi Kamen Goldmark

Sent: Thursday, March 31, 2011

 

But not a beer.



Rock Stars…for Librarians 

by Sam Barry
He’ll deny it, but my brother Dave Barry has musical talent. If he hadn’t gone astray and pursued a career in booger jokes, he could have easily been a broke, struggling musician. “You should come see this really weird band I’m in,” he said to me after a speaking event at the Boston Public Library in 1993. The Rock Bottom Remainders were performing at Nightstage in Cambridge, the kickoff of their Massachusetts-to-Florida tour to raise money for literacy.

I arrived at the Remainders’ show having no idea what I was going to see. I had been to a lot of rock concerts in my day, but the Remainders crowd was different, consisting mostly of booksellers and librarians, all of whom appeared to be drinking. I was seated next to Stephen King’s family, who turned out to be remarkably normal. We snacked on human eyeballs and shared some pleasantries until the band, such as it was, came onstage—the women and some of the men in costumes; others, like Dave and Stephen, in jeans and T-shirts. The first thing I noticed was that there were many more people up onstage than is necessary to play rock and roll. Aside from the ringers on drum, sax, and organ, the band included Dave and Stephen King on guitar, Ridley Pearson on bass, Barbara Kingsolver on keyboard, and Robert Fulghum playing the obligatory, hard-rockin’ ax—the mandocello. Then there were the folks without instruments, or at least without musical instruments (one had a whip): Amy Tan, Kathi Kamen Goldmark (the founder of the Rock Bottom Remainders), and Tad Bartimus were the Remainderettes, and Dave Marsh, Greil Marcus, Joel Selvin, and Matt Groening were the Critics Chorus. That’s right—there were two sets of backup singers in a band that didn’t have a lead singer. Finally, there was Roy Blount Jr., whose role appeared to be more metaphysical than musical.

I’ve probably left someone out and may have added someone who wasn’t there. Over the years many people have wandered onto stage with the Remainders—drunks who got lost looking for the bathroom, security guards making their rounds, and legions of confused authors and publishing people Kathi and others dragged up there to sing along. Then there are the phantom members. I’ve seen articles that claim Maya Angelou was a member.

That night in 1993, the Remainders were on fire. Not musically, mind you; musically, the band sucked. But they were clearly having a hell of a lot of fun. The Critics Chorus alone was worth the price of admission. These writers had dictated the literary taste of a generation, but they were completely incapable of clapping in unison, singing, or dancing, let alone all three at once. Another highlight of the evening was the band’s infamous rendition of “Teen Angel,” a late-1950s rock ballad about a young couple whose car stalls on a railroad track. The boy gallantly pulls the girl to safety, but she runs back and is run over by a train. When they find her corpse, the boy's high school class ring is clasped in her hand—her motivation, presumably, for running back to the car. At an earlier show, Stephen had changed the ring to a “vial of crack” clutched in those fingers tight.

Acuff-Rose Music, the publisher of “Teen Angel,” threatened to sue if Stephen persisted in changing the words, so he ceased and desisted. That night, as the band vamped the opening chords of the song, Dave repeatedly told us that we should not even think the word “asshole” when he said Acuff-Rose. Soon we were chanting “Asshole!” at the top of our lungs. Dave then carefully explained that under no circumstances were we to shout “vial of crack” at the crucial moment. We, of course, knew what to do.

They said they found . . .

“A vial of crack!” we roared.

“No,” Stephen responded, smiling sweetly. “My high school ring.”
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I met Kathi that night, but I didn’t get to know her until 1999, when I moved to San Francisco to go into publishing. Dave gave me her number, thinking she would be a good connection. Kathi agreed to meet me after work, and we hit it off immediately. In fact, we more than hit it off—we were still together hours later. We told our life stories, plotted ways to have fun, and shared our dreams and fears. We fell in love.

This presented some serious problems. For one thing, Kathi was married. I was too. We were young and foolish. Well, foolish. But we were also head over heels. From that night on, we wrote together, played music together, went to events together. We tried to be rational about our circumstances but failed. I remember late one night in Berkeley’s Tilden Park. Imagine two middle-aged people in a parked car. Or perhaps you’d rather not. I know our children wouldn’t want to. The next thing we knew, a police officer was shining a flashlight on us. I rolled the steam-covered window down while Kathi composed herself. Normally, the police have the upper hand in these situations, but this officer took one look at us and started backing away. It was clear he had not expected to encounter two people old enough to be his parents. We apologized, but he was already throwing my license at me and heading for the cruiser. I’m not sure, but I think he might have muttered, “Get a room.” Eventually, Kathi and I realized we did, indeed, need to get a room. We moved in together.
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Kathi was a woman of ideas, many of them bordering on the lunatic. It was her genius. She would get that look in her eye and say, “You know what we could do—” and people would dive for cover. The Remainders was one of her ideas, and she loved the band dearly. She was at virtually every performance, leading the Remainderettes, throwing kazoos into the audience, singing her signature song “Older than Him” (aka “The Slut Song”), changing costumes, dragging authors with absolutely no musical talent onstage, and always smiling.

Somewhere along the way, Dave and Kathi invited me to play with the Remainders. This is a bigger honor than you might think. Over the years, some major authors were unable to gain entrée into this mediocre oldies garage band. Many of them made the mistake of saying something like, “You know, I am a good trombone player,” not realizing that musicianship was a disqualifier. Meanwhile, Scott Turow made no claim to musical talent (as well he shouldn’t) and was in.

I should explain that my main ax is the harmonica. There are a lot of wankers out there playing the harmonica. In order to differentiate myself from the bad players, I often feel compelled to explain that I am a “serious” harmonica player, which sounds oxymoronic, like saying “I am a serious croquet player,” or “I am a serious bagpiper.” I often go on to enthusiastically defend the harmonica as a legitimate instrument and reinforce the impression that I am annoying, delusional, and obsessive—three words that describe most musicians. By this time, people are usually edging away from me.

My point is, there are a lot of bad harmonica players who give good harmonica players a bad name by playing too much, playing in the wrong key, and playing when they aren’t invited to. Fortunately, Kathi and Dave knew I wasn’t that kind of player. I am a world leader in the field of harmonicology and have devoted my life to educating people about the dangers of harmonica abuse.

However, in a cruel, catch-22 twist that simply drips with irony, my being a good musician turned out to be a strike against my becoming a Remainder, because Remainders are not supposed to be good musicians. What was I to do?

Fortunately, I had two aces in the hole: Kathi and Dave. In other words, nepotism, or in this case, double nepotism. I was in. And if I do say so myself, the harmonica was just what the band needed to round out its sound.

I wasn’t the only harmonica player in the Remainders. Frank McCourt played the mouth organ with considerable panache. Not well, mind you, but he was entertaining. When Frank first joined the Remainders, he said he knew one song on the harmonica, "Love Me Do" by the Beatles, so the band learned to play it. But when the band started playing "Love Me Do," Frank was playing "I Should Have Known Better," which is an entirely different Beatles song. At subsequent shows, the band made several attempts to correct this problem, but Frank would always manage to sabotage the plan by switching up the song or discovering he was playing the harmonica upside down and dropping it, or playing in the wrong key. And even if Frank had gotten the right riff to the right song in the right key, he had absolutely no sense of rhythm. I remember getting down on my knees onstage in front of Frank and trying to conduct him into a steady beat. It only made matters worse.
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One night after our show, we were partying and singing in Frank’s suite. I started playing “Danny Boy” on the whistle and Roger McGuinn (author and former lead guitarist for the Byrds) joined in on guitar, while Frank sang a verse and a chorus in his Irish brogue. It was lovely, and we all cried, “Frank! That’s what you should sing!” We had a few more drinks to celebrate.

At the next show, I started the tune on the whistle while Roger strummed the chords. A hush fell over the crowd as Frank stepped up to the mike. “O Danny boy, the pipes, the pipes are calling,” he crooned. “From glen to glen, and down the mountainside.” Everything was going along swimmingly, but then Frank stopped singing. He had forgotten the words, which I would have thought impossible (and possibly illegal) for an Irishman.

People say we’re not that bad a band. But we are. I remember standing onstage at the tenth- anniversary show at Webster Hall in New York City, watching Stephen strum his guitar. I noticed that Stephen’s left hand—the one that changes the chords—wasn’t moving. The Remainders perform simple songs, but there is no song we do that has only one chord.

Carl Hiaasen joined us once in Miami. As a precautionary measure, Carl brought his guitar teacher onstage. In the middle of a song, I looked over to see Carl’s teacher leaning over his shoulder and shouting, “E! E! A!” while Carl dutifully strummed each chord, sometimes two or three beats behind everyone else.

Many bands would fire someone for bringing their guitar teacher on stage, but not the Remainders. We value our collective incompetence—Carl and his teacher, Roy’s brilliant inability to say his line at the right time, Kathi and Dave never managing to sing a duet correctly, and on and on. Mistakes are our trademark, along with kazoos and inflatable sheep (more on that later).

Once the Remainders have a song in our repertoire, we pretty much stuck with it. This is because the band never rehearses. Or you could say we rehearse onstage. When I first began playing with the band, Dave asked me what song I’d like to perform. Without giving it much thought, I suggested the old gospel-blues “Nobody’s Fault but Mine.” I was still singing the same song years later, and I can honestly say we still managed to screw it up. But with each new effort, we made higher quality mistakes.


My favorite moments with the Remainders were in between shows—riding the bus, hanging out in a hotel suite singing songs, eating junk food in dressing rooms. At our last concert, at the Anaheim Convention Center, a golf cart was scheduled to come to the green room and take Stephen and Greg Iles to a VIP reception. (Both Stephen and Greg had survived serious car accidents that impeded their mobility.) The golf cart failed to materialize, so we decided to put Steve and Greg on a flatbed utility cart and roll them to the event. We went on a long journey through the bowels of the convention center, past a kitchen, then through a food court and the lobby. Officials from the convention were on the phone reporting our progress. Dave and I began to run ahead, Dave saying into his sleeve, “Eagle One, Eagle One, we have the pumpkin.” Dave pointed at a bellhop pushing a cart with a room service order and shouted “Check that!” I leapt on it, opening the trays to make sure there were no hidden bombs. (There weren’t—only chicken and meat loaf.)


The Remainders are more than a band, which is a lucky thing, since we aren’t a very good one. We’ve made people laugh and raised a lot of money for some good causes. But we are also like a family. In fact, some of us are family. I proposed to Kathi while we were on tour with the Remainders. Our band mates were the first people we told, which led to a spontaneous rendition of “Chapel of Love.” Scott conducted our wedding. (He’s a lawyer, which we figured was kind of like a judge.)

[image: KATHI AND SAM'S WEDDING DAY]KATHI AND SAM'S WEDDING DAY

 

In 2010, when we learned Kathi had breast cancer, each member of the band stepped forward to offer love and support. My amazing brother Dave was there for us, and Amy and her husband, Lou DeMattei; Ridley sent videos of hope, and Mitch Albom and Scott counseled us through the worst of times. Greg shared his courage, and Steve, James, Josh Kelly, Roger and his wife, Camilla, sax player Erasmo Paulo, soundman Gary Hirstius, and our illustrious manager, Ted Habte-Gabr—everyone reached out and let us know they had our backs. The cancer took Kathi in 2012. But the love continues.

What follows are the memories of the love and respect we have for each other. It’s also a living record of how much fun we’ve had together. My guess is we’ll keep having fun together, even if we have to admit we’re getting too old to pretend to be rock stars. Rock stars for librarians, that is—which is the coolest kind.



INBOX > Subject: Remainders’ Last Waltz
From: Dave Barry

Sent: Wednesday, November 30, 2011 4:22 p.m. -0500

 

Dear Band—

 

Next June it’ll be 20 years since we first stumbled cluelessly into the spotlights of the Cowboy Boogie in Anaheim and strummed (not all of us at the same time) the opening chord (not all of us the *same* opening chord) to “Money.”

 

Twenty freaking years.

 

A lot has changed since then, but one thing has not changed: We still pretty much suck. But we’ve had some fun, no? We’ve had a LOT of fun.

 

I’m hoping we can have at least one more big wad of fun before we stop. We’ve been invited to play a 20th anniversary gig next June for the American Library Association convention in—you guessed it— Anaheim. I’d like to try to get the whole band together, and maybe some special acts.

 

We need to know if we have a band for June, so we can commit to the ALA, which is eager to promote us. So I’m asking you to please let me know a.s.a.p. if you can make it. I really hope you can. It’s twenty years, folks. It’ll only happen once.

 

Love,

Dave

On behalf of Ridley and Ted

 

PS: I ran this by Kathi, who’s here in Miami recuperating from her hip operation. You will not be surprised to learn that she’s all for it. “I’ll be there on my walker if I have to,” were her exact words.

 

PPS: The opening chord to “Money” is A minor. I think.

 

 

From: Roy Blount Jr.

Sent: Wednesday, November 30, 2011 2:04 p.m.

 

i’m with Kathi

Roy

 

From: Mitch Albom 

Sent: Wednesday, November 30, 2011 2:34 p.m.

 

Count us in.

Mitch

 

 

From: Amy Tan 

Sent: Wednesday, November 30, 2011 4:26 p.m.

 

Ha! We said it would be our last 20 years ago.

I’m in.

xoox

A

 

From: Matt Groening

Sent: Wednesday, November 30, 2011 5:54 p.m.

 

As Herman Cain so eloquently stated: “Here we go again!”

 

Yes, I’ll be there, with both my musical and eating spoons!

 

Matt

 

From: Dave Barry

Sent: Wednesday, November 30, 2011 6:34 p.m.

Subject: Holy shit

 

Looks like the WHOLE BAND is in for this gig, except James, who for reasons of national security never reveals his plans until the last minute. Thanks to all for the quick responses. This is gonna be EPIC.

 

 

From: Ted Habte-Gabr

Sent: Wednesday, November 30, 2011 6:44 p.m.

 

This will be the mother of all gigs. Thank you all.

 

 

From: Dave Barry

Sent: Wednesday, November 30, 2011 7:05 p.m.

Subject: McBride Update

 

James says he’s in. We now have every major minority group, with Ted alone accounting for seven of them.



The Green Room 

by Ridley Pearson
Welcome to the green room. It’s here that the band comes together before the gig. Here that the last-minute touches are put on instruments, costumes, and even personas. Because the Rock Bottom Remainders can number anywhere from eight to fourteen players, sometimes the green room is a very tight fit. It might be a sleazy, smelly twelve-by-twelve room with a moldy carpet and an old torn sofa that probably serves as a home to mice. The bathroom door doesn’t close fully, but we’re family by now. Or we could find ourselves in a very large convention room lounge with a hot buffet, cold beer and sodas, and several volunteers ready to wait on us hand and foot. The green room is our kitchen, the place we prep the food before we serve it. And it’s probably the one time you can’t say “too many cooks spoil the broth.” There are a lot of cooks in this band, some of them gourmets, some of them sous chefs, some of them more “wok and roll.”

Over in the corner, around the partition, Stephen, Roger, and Dave are listening to an old rock ’n’ roll song on YouTube—Dave carries his laptop everywhere. (The amount of technology carted around by the band would make a heck of a Christmas list.) They are speaking excitedly. They’ve discovered an unexpected chord or a new lyric, or are simply exclaiming how incredible 1950s rock ’n’ roll was. All three, along with Mitch, are rock ’n’ roll encyclopedias. Any one of them can recite the lyrics, name the chords, the players, the name of the band, the label—sometimes even the producers—to any song you can name.

On this side of the partition are Greg; Erasmo; and Josh Kelly, our drummer. Erasmo and Josh played with me in a band in Sun Valley, Idaho. I recruited them as ringers at the start of the band; they’ve been with us for twenty years, a run that is coming to a close tonight in Anaheim.

Sam wanders the room with a harmonica in his mouth and a beer in hand. James sits on the floor, his back to the wall, working on the mouthpiece to his saxophone; he wears a beret and a sly grin, as if conversing with his instrument.

Matt is at a table with Amy, Amy’s husband, Lou, and several of Amy’s friends. Turns out, Amy has friends in every city! Matt is drawing; Matt is always drawing.

Greg is working on a problem with his guitar—his strap won’t stay on. Scott comes over and I ask him if he’s seen the president lately—they were friends in Chicago—and he holds us all captive with a quick story about their most recent conversation. There’s a videographer nearby, and I’m worried he has heard the story. Clearly Scott intended this to be confidential. I’m the designated worrier in the band.

The green room is our co-ed locker room. It’s the place we begin to get psyched up about the gig. We wander among one another with no real sense to any of it, sharing some tidbits about a particular chord change or order of the songs, or some other piece of the evening’s show that needs to be remembered. Much of the organization of the performances has been left to Dave and me over the years. Especially Dave. He and I have gotten used to consulting with each other in the green room just prior to the show, making sure we’ve thought of everything. There will always be surprises in the show. There will always be embarrassments. But we want Roger’s songs to go smoothly—it amazes us both that we get to play with Roger McGuinn. Stephen hasn’t played with us for a while; we also want to make sure his songs go especially well.
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I look around the room and think to myself:  How did I get here? How is it that I’m sitting in a room with Stephen King, Roger McGuinn, and Dave Barry at one end, Scott Turow, Amy Tan, Mitch Albom, and Matt Groening at the other? Just lucky, I guess. I’m not really doing much of anything in the green room at this moment. I am instead trying to soak it all in. I’m a romantic. Saying goodbye to the band tonight will not be easy. I could play every night of the week with these guys for the rest of my life and forget all about writing.

But writing is what got me here, and I know the idea of playing every night with everyone is only a fantasy. It ends tonight. Not the friendships hopefully, but the music.

This won’t be news to you, but these people are really smart. The first time you hang around with them, it’s intimidating, or it was to me. I kept my nose down, my trap shut, and my ears open. As it turned out, none of us had ever met one another. There were no cliques. No politics to negotiate. That made it easier for me, but still these people were monstrous best sellers. At the time of my joining the band, I had had one modest best seller, and honestly felt recruited more as a musician than an author. Now that’s a joke!
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Here’s a quick playbill biography:

Stephen, early sixties, going on nineteen. Wickedly smart, funny, thoughtful, and generous. Phenomenal reader. Not at all the ghoul you would expect him to be from his writings. His fans are psycho, but that’s a different story. He’s a good friend to everyone in the band. I was lucky enough to once write a book that tied into one of his projects; Stephen protected me through that process like a mother hen. For now all you need to know is, lovable teddy bear with a brain like Einstein.

Dave is likely the most even-keeled human you will ever meet. Never falters. Twenty years now, and I’ve never seen him in a bad mood. He’s brilliant, yes, funny, but he would throw himself in front of a train to save you. The other person always seems to come first for Dave—I’m not sure there’s a better compliment to be paid for a human being. He claims to be agnostic, and yet I don’t really believe it. The son of a preacher, Dave has an indomitable spirit. He can frustrate the hell out of you, because he knows everything. I mean it: He knows everything. He doesn’t claim to know everything; he just does. He can entertain you, but he doesn’t need to be the center of attention the way some funny people do. Dave can sit quietly at a dinner table, absorb what’s going on, and then, when called upon, cut to the quick—nailing everyone’s idiosyncrasies and faults perfectly. And making everyone laugh, especially at themselves.

Sam is Dave’s “little” brother. A big soul. Sam brings that soul to the stage, along with his expert harmonica chops and gravelly voice. He’s the minstrel of the group, the guy who would gladly set up in a subway tunnel and start playing. Most of us visit the music; Sam lives it. He joined the band late but wasted no time marrying our founder, Kathi Goldmark. They hid their romance for a while, like they were on an episode of Friends. Sam is a brother to all. If the music is the motor, Sam understands what fuels it.

Amy. At first glance, a living contradiction to the person you think you know from her books. Turns out she is an irreverent, self-denigrating, quick-on-her-feet Asian sensation, with a streak of naughty, the confidence of the successful, and a hint of celebrity. Generous, kind, willing (dare I say, eager?) to play the fool, she has risen through the band from someone terrified of the microphone to someone who owns it. If I had to pick a single word: surprise. Unexpected. Sexy. (Oops, that’s three.) I don’t know this for sure, but I sense that writing for Amy is a struggle. So one more descriptive to add: artist.
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Mitch replaced Barbara after the first long tour, when Barbara had the good sense to get out while the getting was good. A qualified musician—so I suppose something of an island in our sea. This is a Dave Barry line, but I’ll steal it: If there were a letter in the alphabet above A, that’s the personality type that Mitch would be. He is busier than three of us put together. More productive than any human being should be. He has found himself in the midst of an unbelievable career run, but still takes the time every month to fly to Haiti, where he runs a foundation to help those in need. He’s impossible to pin down, because he’s always on the move. Radio. Television. Newspaper column. Books. Plays. He collaborated with Warren Zevon on a song. He’s working with Adam Sandler on a film. He married Janine Sabino, who’s a featured singer in the band because she can actually sing. He’s had a show on Broadway. Mitch and Dave were friends prior to Mitch being recruited. Dave’s wife, Michelle, once worked with Mitch, but his and Dave’s friendship came about the honest way—they sat down at a piano at an Olympics twenty years ago and sang oldies with drunk Norwegians, or Swedes—or was it Germans?—until three in the morning.

The requirements for being invited into this band differ. But for some reason alcohol is often involved, even though several of us don’t drink. Which leads me to Roy. Seriously, that’s a low blow, because Roy is many things; a lush is not one of them. But one of my first memories of Roy is of him and Dave coming out of a Hilton men’s room on hands and knees and laughing to the point of tears. Turns out, the urinals in the Hilton talked to you. That proved too much for Roy and Dave in their inebriated condition.

Roy is a Southern gentleman, and by that I mean poised, soft-spoken, charming, handsome, and—this coming from Dave Barry—“the funniest man I know.” Roy is family. He’ll call you ahead of time if he’s going to be within a hundred miles of where you live. He’ll send cards. Return e-mails. Tell you where the best barbecue is in the city you happen to be writing from. He’s a team player. He’ll stand in the wings, smiling and singing along, awaiting the moment he speaks a single line, five songs from now. He isn’t low maintenance; Roy is no maintenance. He’s the guy who drives fifty miles to help you fix a flat tire. Two of our members have been president of the Authors Guild over the time this band has been playing: Roy is one. He is our emcee (more to come on that).

Greg entered the band because he and I happened to be writing friends and I knew he played music. We invited him one night to take my place and play bass. Within a week, he was in the band as a guitarist. Greg knows who Greg is. He’s a big guy, with a big Southern heart, but is not afraid to tell you (and audiences) where he stands on various other authors and their work. I think of Greg as 007. He’s Mr. Mystery. But he’s also one of the few legitimate musicians in the band. He and I have become close over the years, and I count him as a dear friend—but I think Stephen and Scott and others would say the same. Greg’s honesty, even when you don’t agree with him, makes him endearing.

Matt’s first big moment in the ’Ders (as many call the band) was dropping trou down to boxer shorts and shaking his ass at the crowd. Of all my band mates, I know Matt the least, which has been a regret for me. I’ve been to his house; I’ve met him on the Fox lot. Matt has always treated me like we know each other well, even though we both know it isn’t true; he’s inclusive. His celebrity is at the level of Stephen’s—Matt and Stephen fans actually chase our vehicles, stalk the hotel lobbies. It’s wild to see. Not if you’re Matt, I don’t imagine, but he is incredibly patient and gracious with his fans. He’s famous for his generosity—of time, of spirit, even of finances—in helping out fellow band mates. Despite a zillion time-sensitive projects (television, writing, films), he never seems hassled or rushed. He always has time for you.

James signs off from his e-mails with “Peace, James.” That about sums him up. James is way too cool and way too good a player to be in the band. But when he walks into the hospitality suite, things liven up. He and Erasmo have created a horn section for our lame little band, making it sound almost like, well, a band. But James has heart written all over him. We communicate a bunch by e-mail, and I always know there will be some treasure hidden in there, probably written without much thought, but so on point, I reread it several times and save the e-mail for later. James has missed a bunch of gigs over the years, but when he’s onstage, it’s different. We seem to soar with him around.

Scott came to the ’Ders late in the band’s history. He walked onstage at the Miami Book Fair (a regular gig of ours for nearly seventeen years), sang one song with us, and was in the band. For me this was another coming-to-God moment, because as I was with Dave Barry, Stephen King, Barbara Kingsolver, and Amy Tan, I was already a HUGE fan of his work. I’m sure the first few times we spoke, I was a complete fawning idiot, but Scott put up with me. He has a litigator’s command of the language and argument; he has a poet’s heart; a surgeon’s eye and steady hand. He studied and taught under Wallace Stegner at Stanford University. He’s someone with whom you can talk about writing for an entire evening, the next lunch, and a bus ride to Cleveland. Or politics. Or the Chicago Bulls. Always interesting. Ridiculously smart. Scott’s the guy to call when you need level thinking, no-nonsense listening. His processor is crunching stuff the rest of us are only chewing.

You can’t write about the Remainders without writing about Kathi. Kathi, and her smile, her wigs, her laugh. But we lost Kathi in May of 2012 to the unfairness of cancer, and my throat still chokes when I think of her, and I don’t want to get morose. So, about Kathi, let me just say: “Thanks. You changed not only my career, but my life forever when you invited me into this band.” Kathi’s photo hangs on my wall; her smile hangs in my heart.


So there we all are in the green room. A little twitchy. Eager to get onstage. Maybe some a bit afraid. I’m working through chord changes and “feels” to songs; Dave and Roger and Stephen are celebrating YouTube performances; Amy is holding court with some friends; Scott is trying on wigs; Roy is running through how he’ll address the crowd. He’s always the first Remainder onstage. Matt is drawing Bart Simpson on plastic plates to hurl into the crowd as giveaways. Mitch is working out a problem with the keyboard.

The call goes out: “Time.”

Dave collects us. We join along with Ted, our volunteer manager, our spouses, including Camilla McGuinn, and about twenty of us do “hands in the huddle.” We stretch to touch fingers.

Dave says, “For Kathi.”

Our hands and arms lift like an umbrella coming open. We shout. A few people wipe tears away.

We are led across a hallway and into a room of three thousand cheering people. Fans. Readers. Librarians, it turns out. Our final show is to three thousand librarians!
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Roy takes the stage and introduces us one by one. We run onstage as he does. And with each intro, my throat tightens. These are no longer friends; they are family. We are family. Are we really breaking up?

Roy makes ingenious puns and jokes out of our writing styles, or genres, or names. The crowd is right with him.

My turn comes. I get slapped on the back by those remaining to be called. I run out, wave, strap on my bass. Shade my eyes from the lights to look out at Gary, our soundman, who’s been with us the whole run. I wave to him. I double-check the monitor sound man as well. We’re all ready.

More are introduced. I applaud with the crowd. How did I get up here? What am I doing here? I test my bass; it makes noise. This is not a dream.

Dave steps up to the mike and welcomes the crowd. Thanks them. A girl is sobbing in the front row while looking at Stephen.

Greg catches my attention. “Hey, let’s do this,” he says.

I nod.

Every band member steps up to a microphone—we are starting with an a cappella intro to “House Is Rockin’.”

Josh counts it down with his drumsticks. 1—2—3—4.

Dave and I exchange a grin. There’s nothing like this. Nothing close to this.

And we sing.





Q&A: The Designated Worrier
Q&A with the Remainders

Q: As Designated Worrier of the band, what did Ridley worry about?

A:



  	“Playing the bass”

  	“When Mitch would show”

  	“Everything. Ridley is a powerful worrier. He routinely keeps planes from crashing using only the power of worry.”

  	“The birds!”
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Ted’s Management Lesson #1: 

Network
In 2003, the Remainders played the Los Angeles Times Festival of Books, where we also cooked up an evening called Besides the Music, a riff on VH1’s Behind the Music. We’d throw all these authors onstage and have someone in Hollywood interview them. But what Hollywood celebrity could handle this bunch? Two years earlier, I had attended a Passover seder in west Los Angeles. (Who doesn’t want a half-Palestinian-Eritrean-Episcopalian at a seder?) That’s where I met a woman who heard I worked for Dave Barry during his presidential campaign. “My boss is a big Dave Barry fan,” she shared with me. Her boss, it turned out, was Steve Martin. Remembering this, I sent Dave in to make the “ask.” The very next day, we got a yes.
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Pop Quiz: Most Likely To…
Who voted him/herself as “Most likely to fart on the band bus and blame someone else,” “Best pirate,” “Most likely to attend summer school,” and “Most likely to plagiarize”?

 

Select a choice: 

Mitch Albom

Matt Groening

Dave Barry

James McBride




Results: Most Likely To…


  See what percentage of the Remainders and all other readers picked each answer


 


  
    Mitch Albom
  
  
    
      	Readers:
      	  27%
    

    
      	Remainders:
      	  0%
    

  



 


  
    Matt Groening
  
  
    
      	Readers:
      	  32%
    

    
      	Remainders:
      	  17%
    

  



 


  
    Dave Barry
  
  
    
      	Readers:
      	  26%
    

    
      	Remainders:
      	  66%
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    James McBride
  
  
    
      	Readers:
      	  16%
    

    
      	Remainders:
      	  17%
    

  






INBOX > Subject: Update/Request about the Remainders’ e-book
From: James McBride

Sent: Monday, June 4, 2012 7:32 p.m.

 

Ridley,

 

I have no idea what I would write [for this book] other than to say this is a very lousy band, one of the worst I’ve ever played with, and that overall it has been one of the most wonderful experiences I’ve ever had as a man and a musician. I always feel free in this band. I admire the humility of the deeply talented souls around me, and I feel a kinship to them. Even to those I rarely see. Writers don’t live in a vacuum. We’re lost in public. And I’m happy to be around so many lost souls like myself. Without Kathi, we are truly Remainders. We’re all that’s left. We better enjoy it and spread some love while there’s still time. I’ll do the best I can.

 

Peace,

James



A Truly Horrible Band 

by James McBride
I was monkeying around at a writer’s event sometime before 2000 when I came across Amy Tan and Isabel Allende. I don’t remember the event. I don’t remember the year, or even where it was. I just remember we were serving penance there, signing books. The only thing worse than doing that, by the way, is not being asked to do it.

After all was said and done, after the books were signed, the crowd had gone home, and the room was cleared out, Amy turned to me and said, “I hear you play sax. You wanna join our band?”

I didn’t realize at the time that Amy is a softie. She’ll give a stranger her last dime. She had apparently invited several best-selling writers who claimed to have musical skill into this band, at times with disastrous results. I didn’t know that back then. In fact, I didn’t know the Remainders at all and had never heard of them. But I was a desperate man at the time. I was a full-time musician who’d recently become a full-time writer, and I was starving to play. I would’ve played with the Ku Klux Klan Marching Band back then if they’d asked me.

Amy was sitting at a table when she popped the question. And while I don’t quite remember what she was wearing, I do remember it wasn’t wash-and-wear. I seem to recall there were lots of scarves and flowers on the thing, whatever it was. And each time she shifted in her chair, the daisies on it seemed to get all mixed up with the azaleas. The regal, South-American countenance of the gorgeous Isabel Allende peered over Amy’s shoulder as Amy spoke, and between the two of them, they seemed to suck the air out the room. I felt like I was like sitting in a room full of marshmallows. I seem to remember that at least two of us were married at the time, me and Amy being those two. But who cared? It was a writer’s conference. Isn’t that what they’re for? It was all systems go. All things seemed possible. I said yes.

Next thing I know, I was staring at the ugly mug of Steve on a bus outside a hall in Washington, DC, after the most horrible rehearsal I’d experienced in years. The band sounded absolutely horrific, like a cross between a warm engine trying to crank on a cold October morning and the gurgling sound my uncle Walter used to make after he downed five rum and cokes. They stopped for any error, or worse, they’d drive to the end of the song anyway, carrying a mistake around their neck like a sandwich board, embracing it, caressing it, placing it on the ground and stomping it, destroying it, decimating chords and harmonies, entire songs, slaying the dragon until the whole thing was over. Just pound the thing into dust till it disappeared. Just kill off everything, the mistake, the song. Just turn up the volume and demand more reverb and go.

Afterward, I staggered to a bus that was waiting to take us to the hotel, fleeing to the back to lick my wounds. I was one of the first aboard and kept to myself. After a few minutes, Steve and Warren climbed on and bounced to the seat in front of me. Then Steve spun around and said, “Now you’re in the band. And there’s no way out.” Next to him, Warren laughed.

Thus began the wild and fun activity of my middle years.

***


One irony about becoming a best-selling author is that you no longer know if your jokes are funny. You’re supposed to be wise, when the truth is, you’re a kind of fraud. You’re no wiser now than you were when you wrote the dang book in the first place, whatever it was. It’s a hell of a thing, to walk around in a world where everyone thinks you know more than you do. It makes hanging out with old friends difficult. It makes finding new friends even harder. Others look at you and say, “Why can’t I have what you have?” In this band, that’s not a problem. We know we got nothing. We know we’re lousy. At everything. We stink and it’s great.

But there’s another part of this for me, and it’s serious. This band has served as a kind of passage for my middle years. While I was in the band, my mother died. My brother and my favorite niece died. My wife divorced me. My youngest son was born. My two older kids grew up. 9/11 happened. And all the while, this band remained as stalwart friends. Texting and e-mailing from across the country, because they had their share of the blues, too, telling sour jokes, making fun of one another, comforting one another in times of death and deprivation. Always the same. Just a rotten bunch of frauds. A terrible group. Brash as ever. Loud, garish, unforgiving, and totally fun.

The blues visited us all. I don’t feel like getting into Warren and Kathi, because I’m a positive person. I don’t see the point in lingering on a person after they’re gone. I don’t want anyone getting all blubbery over me, having death extravaganzas and so forth. Throw a party and get it over with, is what I say. But I suppose I should talk about them, since they were important to us all and their deaths hurt us so much. The fact is, a lot of the Remainders were closer to them than I was. I used to call Warren from time to time, mostly when I had shuttered myself in some tiny cheap hovel to try to eke out a book. I once called him from a pay phone, using a calling card in the wee hours, from upstate New York, outside a pizza place near Woodstock, where I’d cloistered myself. I said, “Man, I’m stuck.”

He said something like, “Join the club.”

“What do you do when you’re stuck?” I asked.

“I go out and buy new shoes,” he said. “I have a whole closetful of shoes. Prada shoes. You want me to send you a pair?”

I laughed and felt better. I read about his death in the newspaper. It was a long-distance closure of a life. Like watching a neighbor at a barbecue across the street fold up a chair and place it away among a stack of others. Kathi, too. I heard about her death in a text that came from California, and minutes later, a horrible storm swept through my area of Pennsylvania, knocking out power for hours. I sat there in the dark, remembering some zany radio program Roy and I did with Kathi in New York City. Kathi with her fine self, a knockout, all bangles and beads and her sweet smile. Just sitting there feeling my life slip away, bit by bit, death working like an onion peel, just smoothing us off, knocking us off one by one, till it’s my turn. That’s how it comes. I let Kathi loose right there. I let her go in the storm. Just like I let go of Frank. My brother Billy. My mother. My niece Jade. Gone. Free.

Kathi’s exit was the death knell for this band, if you didn’t already know it. But she went out in style, with Roger’s voice in her head, singing “May the Road Rise to Meet You” as she moved from this world to the next. She went out with a song in her soul. That’s the way I hope to leave this life, just go to sleep with someone singing to me.

So long as it’s not someone from this band.

Roger, of course, doesn’t count in that regard. He’s a Rock and Roll Hall of Famer. He’s Hank Aaron amidst a bunch of minor-league ballplayers. He’s an All Star.


Speaking of stars, I don’t recall the other stars that suffered through playing with us. I generally avoided those gigs. I was interested only in my friends: Dave, Ridley, Mitch, Greg, Kathi, Amy, Steve, Roy, Scott, Matt, Sam, Roger, Ted, Gary, and of course fellow tenorman, Erasmo, and Josh, the only two real musicians on the bandstand—unless you count Mitch and Greg, both of whom once played to live.
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I have in my computer every e-mail that I’ve ever received from every member of this band—and that would be hundreds. I’m not sharing ’em with anybody. I’ve given enough of myself to people. They’re my memories. I want them for myself, when I get old, so when the day comes when I can no longer hold my water and have to sit around sipping whatever they make you sip when your kidneys give out and your lungs no longer wheeze, I can look back on playing the dozens with Dave Barry, a certified fool, or reading a word of encouragement from Mitch, or getting a much-needed pat on the back from Ted, who made the whole deal go, or breeze through a funny line from Amy, who got me into the whole thing. I want to remember Roy’s funny hats, Kathi’s gentle barbs, Greg’s homespun goodness, Matt’s funny masks, Steve’s laughter, Ridley’s steady hand, and Sam singing “Nobody’s Fault but Mine.” I want to hear Josh’s thunder and Erasmo putting the fire to his tenor in ways I never could, even if it’s in my memory, fading like lousy black-and-white TV.

These were my good years, when I had a family outside of my own, a family I chose, a group of horrible, rancidly bad musicians whose only purpose was to make noise and lift a few dollars for charity from the pockets of the poor suckers who were kind enough to plunk down cash to hear us destroy the works of some of the greatest songwriters of the last seventy-five years; fellow scribes who never once, in all the years I traveled and played with them, sat around and talked about whose book said what, who sold the most, who’s a good writer and who’s a bad writer, who shot John, and all that jazz. Because most of that doesn’t count. The only thing that counts is the Love. That’s the true note, the true song, the true wisdom, the true music. In that regard, this was a band of All Stars, and we will always be brothers and sisters.



Remainder Code of the Road


  	Get up really early!

  	Shut up and listen to Ted.

  	There is no road. There is no tree. There is no house. And if Josh and Erasmo aren’t there, there is no gig. Cancel it.

  	Never poop on the bus.



 



Q&A: Twilight Fan Fiction
Q&A with the Remainders

Q: If you were to write Twilight fan fiction in your genre, what would happen?

A: “I would transform into Rudy Giuliani and dance around at Occupy Wall Street in a hula skirt and a Mike Tyson T-shirt, wearing African war paint.” —James McBride

 

“At some point the vampires would go: ‘Wait a minute…We’re rich, intelligent, sophisticated and highly cultured. We can do whatever we want. Why the hell are we attending high school?’” —Dave Barry



Roynote: On Inflatable Sheep
When some people hear the expression “inflatable sheep,” they want to associate it with impure thoughts. Nothing could be further from the treweth. And yet we hear that a man down in Snakebran, Florida, has launched a campaign to ban inflatable sheep. A legislator in Scratchit City, Kansas, has introduced a bill that would create a federal registry of inflatable sheep. A seamstress in Everyman, Maine, has sewn a tapestry on which addiction to inflatable sheep destroys her marriage to an inflatable-sheep-addicted man. Quite frankly, this is hooey.

What does a fellow look for in inflatable sheep? Ewesewelly, companionship. This is especially so in the case of traveling men, such as those in a rock-and-roll band. Can a modern-day minstrel pack one or more flesh-and-blood sheep, or even stuffed sheep, into a carry-on bag? The question almost answers itself: No, he cannot. Deflated sheep, on the other hand, can be packed, and at the next destination, inflated. And there they are. Familiar. Accepting. These sheep are not strangers.

They are, however, made of plastic. Okay? They are not woolly. They do not baaah, or rub up against a fellow. They do not snuffle around in a fellow’s pockets looking for kernels of corn. Yes, these sheep remind us of the sheep back home. But is a fellow moved to embrace them in an intimate way? Let me answer that question with another question: Would anyone in his right mind have relations with an inflatable plastic watermelon? No one would even think to accuse anyone of such a practice. And yet he who enjoys the company of inflatable plastic sheep is so often stigmatized.

Real sheep are so much more than these inflatable ones. The latter are fine to relax and watch television with. And they are in some ways more hygienic. But to a real, living, breathing sheep there is no comparison. A real sheep is woolly. Does go baaah and rub up against a fellow. Does nuzzle around in his pockets looking for kernels of corn. Oh yes. Is there any wonder why we call her “ewe”?



Ted’s Management Lesson #2: 

Logistics
For our Midwest tour in 2005, we wanted a bus big enough to accommodate everyone—spouses, friends, groupies, crew, interns. A typical tour bus doesn’t really hold that many people, but we came across a listing for a “modified 18-wheeler with a custom cab on the back, previously used by a semi-pro hockey team.” Apparently, they slept on the bus to avoid motel costs. PERFECT!

Or not. It was big enough to fit everyone, but it was also big enough that the driver had to chart out his route to avoid all highway overpasses. Try getting into Chicago without going under an overpass. There was also bunk-style accommodation (three levels), a bathroom (nonworking), two TVs (one working), and a broken window in the back, covered in plastic. I’ll never forget the look on Ridley’s face when he saw the bus. I don’t think either of us fell asleep the entire trip, knowing the shenanigans people might pull. Lesson: Research the reality of the bus.

 

ABOUT THE BUS

The bus was just so damn low-class and weird. It didn’t look like a rock-and-roll tour bus or even a grandparents-tour-the-Grand-Canyon tour bus. It looked like a submarine. It looked like a bus a C-level sports team would travel in, which is what it was. It was just goofy. Mitch refused to ride on it, but truth be told, it was a lot of fun. Roger, who spent so many years on the road in both high- and less-high style, got on and took out one of those labelers and labeled the bunks across from his and Camilla’s “Kathi” and “Sam,” then settled in with a tiny, early-YouTube-like-TV-watching device of that year. Six-year-old Sophie, Dave’s daughter, planted her Barbie doll next to the driver, riding shotgun. It was just weird and funny. What would have been uncomfortable became fun. —Sam Barry



From the Fax Machine of Amy Tan
Sent: January 1992

To: Kathi Goldmark

 

Dear Kathi,

 

Thanks for the faxes. I got a note from Louise about very important matters. We have in mind to wear one gold and one silver lamé glove, bicep length. As to the rest, anything that’s black, tight, and sleazy. I am using this band as my excuse to finally do some exercise.

Can I wear my Supremes wig and sunglasses?

By the way, a friend of mine who has heard me humming tunes to the radio asks, “Are you sure they know what you mean when you say you can’t sing?”

 

Talk to you soon,

Amy
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Fifty Shades of Tan 

by Amy Tan
What I Learned After Whipping the Boys in the Band


For nineteen years, I performed unnatural acts as the Rhythm Dominatrix of the Rock Bottom Remainders. This was my calling late in life: to belittle the boys of the band by berating them and whipping their sorry butts. My hymn to their humiliation was “These Boots Are Made for Walking.” This is the true, unexpurgated, and only authorized story on how I rose to the occasion and made the boys do likewise. Don’t tweet yet, dears. Just listen. After it gets good, it gets even better.

***


Although I was not born with any obvious talents as a dominatrix, I learned to wield my newly honed skills so effectively that many times after the shows, I received furtive cries and whispers, as well as ungrammatical notes, all asking for humiliation and punishment. It was shocking who made these pathetic pleas. One was an Eastern-European publisher, who confessed that he had been a naughty-naughty-naughty boy and wanted to come to my hotel room to tell me why. I won’t reveal which nation he was from, but if Kafka were alive, he would be ashamed of his fellow countryman. Some of the boys in the band also came to me with confessions that they had been very bad; they had missed their deadlines and they needed punishing. Never Ridley, however. He would never allow himself to miss a deadline. Instead, he inserted two punctuation errors so he could be a bad boy, too.

Growing up, there were no obvious signs that a whip was in my future. I once threw a rubber doll at my older brother and its finger caught the corner of his nostril and caused a nosebleed. Even though I got in a lot of trouble for being violent, a rubber doll hardly compares with a cat o’ nine tails as a weapon meant to elicit tears. For the most part, I was a sweet and gentle girl in pigtails, who sang in the church choir and strived to get straight A’s. My arrest in Switzerland at age sixteen for drugs was an aberration; I went on to win an American Baptist Scholarship based on my academic achievement, high morals, and the fact that I returned to the United States and left behind my criminal record. As proof of my rehabilitation, twenty years later I wrote tender stories about mothers and daughters.

I have always been known as a kind person, a soft touch. In my early days of authorhood, I was humble. And I was not prone to megalomania, unlike some famous writers, whose names I cannot reveal but whom everyone knows. (Hint: begins with a C and writes murder mysteries.) I knew that a book of mine being on the New York Times Best Seller List did not mean I was automatically a better writer.

Some best-selling writers, however, fall into narcissistic sinkholes. When they reach the top ten of the list, their brain goes off-kilter, and they start thinking things like, “Hey, I could be a rock star, if only someone asked.” Kathi asked, and she was once the girlfriend of Jimmy Hodder, the drummer of Steely Dan—a girlfriend, mind you, not a groupie. She knew all about rock stars, fawning fans, and twisted egos.

I never fantasized about being in a rock band. I am not lying. I was a girl who loved classical music, a skill that did not require you to sweat in ridiculous skintight outfits. What’s more, I was not fond of singing in private, let alone in public. I did not sing “Happy Birthday” in restaurants to embarrass friends. At public ceremonies, I lip-synced “The Star Spangled Banner.” If drunken guests at a wedding reception were singing “One Hundred Bottles of Beer on the Wall,” I clinked mugs and pretended to guzzle beer and shout incoherently, “Take one down and pass it around!” My reluctance to sing extended even to the shower. I was embarrassed to hear my voice reverberate between tiles. I hummed.

But when I turned forty, mortality looked me in the eye, and I had a frightening realization: If I did not make a fool of myself soon, I might never have a chance to do so again. Call it fate, but that’s when Kathi came to me and said she had founded a garage band and was recruiting people who liked to wear costumes but who could not sing. Could not sing. To me that meant you were not allowed to sing. I would not learn the semantic difference between her intention and my interpretation until after I had said to her offer, “Yeah, sure.”

Kathi was quite stringent about the “cannot sing” criteria among wannabe rock stars. If you said you had musical talent, you were out. If you apologized and said you couldn’t even whistle worth shit, you were in. It became a contest of sorts to say how bad you were and then to blow people away with how semigood you really were. Touting that we were “pretty bad” became an essential part of the band’s reputation and our quintessential marketing strategy. In interviews, Roy boasted that our band was “hard listening.” The Boys with Guitars claimed they knew only three chords and they were all in the key of F. F is for Fail. “We’re really bad,” the others boasted. Only I was left to provide truth in advertising.

I was horrified to learn that even though I could not sing, I still had to sing. Kathi believed that everyone could sing. It was simply a matter of finding the right song. Given my limited vocal range, we chose two songs for me that first year: “Bye Bye Love,” which had two things going for it: It had a predictable harmony, and it was meant to be a duet. Kathi would sing it with me, and that would provide a training wheels approach to my first attempt. The other song was “Mammer Jammer,” which I would sing with Ridley. “Mammer Jammer” had incomprehensible lyrics. They are: Mammer Jammer oh mammer jammer, mammer jammer oh mammer jammer…” and then suddenly out sprang the words: Walter John, well he’s big and fat, he do the mammer jammer like an alley cat. Huh? Who’s Walter? I had a hard time remembering the lyrics. There was nothing to hang on to. The whole thing was meaningless.

My transformation into singer was akin to what happened to the underdog older runner in Chariots of Fire. Imagine the soundtrack from that movie: the synthesizer French horns, the reverb pluck of the bass fiddle, the acoustic piano twanging. See me as the sweating singer, pushing beyond endurance as the notes I sing sail in slow motion out to the audience. Picture my face contorted in agony as I sing the last word and am then bathed in the roar of a million people and a synthesizer simulation of crashing waves. I am breathless, standing in a pool of light onstage, proclaimed a rock star. Hold that image in your head. We’ll come back to what really happened.

***


Our band was named the Rock Bottom Remainders and members were known simply as Remainders. But Kathi came up with the idea that we girls should also be known diminutively as “The Remainderettes.”

Her choice was puzzling to me at first. The year was 1992, modern and enlightened times. Diminutive names were considered sexist. So why would we choose to diminish ourselves with the “ette” distinction? Over time, I understood that the “ette” rubric was a badge of honor, a reminder of something primal in our souls, which, in short order, would manifest in me as a whip.

The credo of the Rock Bottom Remainders was catchy: “Three Chords and an Attitude.” That relegated most of our song choices to those from the fifties and sixties—which, handily enough, were songs familiar to our audience. From the start, our audience was about our age. They grew up with us and, hence, identified with us. They remembered those olden days when you turned on the car radio and had to precisely adjust the dial, easing back and forth between squeals and static until, like magic, all the screeches became music. Like us, they listened to songs that led to “doing things” in the backseat of a car—often without the guidance of a wonderful organization called Planned Parenthood.

The boys remembered the good ol’ days quite differently than did the girls. They cast back to happy times copping feels in movie theaters or getting it on in deserted football fields. Most of us Remainderettes, however, remembered being freaked out, wondering if word was going to get out that we were sluts. One Remainderette recalled no such worries: Scott. He was an honorary “ette,” so designated because he had no instrumental ability and was thus best relegated to the girls’ harmonic hinterland of Doo-Wah-Wahs. As boy Remainderette, Scott had to wear wigs, and he chose not sexy ones but ridiculous Bozo the Clown styles. He made it obvious that his being a chick singer was a joke and that his role in the band was not a statement of anything “ette” in his psyche or anatomy. We girls also knew he could never truly be one of us. He had not grown up with our zeitgeist—our world of hope and disappointment, our fear of a “bad rep” and unwed motherhood. Guys with Guitars had no effin’ idea what it was like to be scared out of your mind, thinking you were pregnant. Guys with Guitars didn’t sit down with their guy friends and cry together as they listened to the heartache songs of the sixties girl groups like The Marvelettes and The Ronettes.
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Remember that insipid song “Wake Up, Little Susie”? The guy sings, “Our goose is cooked; our reputation’s shot.” Our reputation? The guy would more likely get a yuk-yuk slap on the back by his pals for scoring. It was the girl who was the victim of sniggers. In the sixties, if you slept with a guy just once, you were a slut. Once. That’s all it took and you could kiss off your American Baptist Youth Scholarship. Those songs from the fifties and sixties ruined many a girl’s reputation.

The bad-girl songs of the sixties represented the sexual milieu that shaped our teen expectations and self-esteem. We stared at pink Princess phones, waiting for a guy to call and ask us out. Our role was passive, accommodating, and for those of us who were not cheerleaders or prom queens, quietly desperate. The repertoire of songs that expressed our common psyche followed these four themes:



	Fantasizing about him—his looks, his hair, his car

	Losing your mind and your panties when he tells you he’s been fantasizing about you

	Chewing your fingernails until they bleed as you wait for your period or a marriage proposal

	Mutilating yourself because he dumped you



 

Am I right, girls? Dusty Springfield’s 1964 hit summed up our mind-set: We were all wishing, hoping, thinking, and praying. To win him over, a girl would follow the age-old strategy: Care for him, do what he likes to do, wear our hair the way he likes, because you won’t get him by thinking, praying, wishing, and hoping.

Why did we love those sad songs? And why were so many of the schmucks named Bill? We met him on a Monday and our hearts stood still, da doo ron ron ron, da doo ron ron. Somebody told me that his name was Bill...

All Bill had to do was catch your eye, and it was love, then zzzzip!—off went the dress. And did he stay faithful? Uh-uh. The Marvelettes told it like it was in “Don’t Mess with Bill.” Good ol’ Bill was now trying to catch a venereal disease from a chick with kohl-rimmed eyes and a tattoo on her forehead. We also identified with The 5th Dimension’s “Wedding Bell Blues,” again for a jerk named Bill, whom we loved so and always would. Am I ever going to see my wedding day? I ask, because “kisses and love won’t carry me till you marry me, Bill...”

Pathetic. Then came the inevitable. He cheated. In 1968, Etta James sang it with self-destructive pathos in “I Would Rather Go Blind.” Seeing her man with another woman, she wails that she’d “rather go blind, boy, than to see you walk away from me.”

As teenagers, we also sang “Please, Mr. Postman.” We wailed with The Ronettes, cooing “Be My Baby.” We were different from our parents and the songs they grew up with—The Andrews Sisters, who sat under an apple tree, where the boy treated the girl like gold. He held her hand. The sixties girl groups expressed the toughness of a girl who was “experienced.” Boys expected to get laid while girls were expected to remain good by resisting. But more often, Nah-nah-nah-nah became yeah-yeah-yeah. The sexual mores then were nothing like what they are now. But they were evolving, and with them came a new sound and sensibility. Lesley Gore was no longer pouting while singing, “It’s My Party.” When she belted out “You Don’t Own Me,” it was revolutionary. She was not defined by a guy: “You don’t own me.” She was strong: “Don’t tell me what to say.” She growled: “Don’t tell me what to do.” She delivered a threat with attitude: “Don’t try to change me in any way.”

That song was number two on the billboards, right behind the Beatles’ “I Want to Hold Your Hand.” Just the hand. Evidently, there were a lot of girls who were fed up with their pink Princess telephones. They would become the women’s libbers of the seventies, and “You Don’t Own Me” was their early cry to battle.

When these revolutionary girls were humiliated, cheated on, or dumped, they did not simply take it anymore. They demanded r-e-s-p-e-c-t. They had fu-un. They were tough—they would survive. They were “Material Girls” who chose guys for their money and who dumped them when better prospects came walking down the street. They could be as unreliable as any guy.

And they could be mean and inflict pain.

***


To prepare myself for my singing debut, I sang in the shower and on the beach accompanied by crashing waves. I practiced in a private studio with a live mike, then at a Chinese karaoke bar, where customers gave me courage because so many of them sounded worse than I did.

Finally, the Remainders reached a big stage in Anaheim called The Cowboy Boogie. The place reminded me of my first piano recital, a trauma that was the source of my performance anxiety and also my belief that people were ready to laugh at any mistake I made. To make matters worse, during the show, I could not hear whether I was on key. The speakers were amped to a million decibels, and the monitors, which were supposed to allow us to hear ourselves, were turned way down on the girls’ side. Imagine being deaf and singing into a mike before a thousand people.

During rehearsal, Ridley had sung “Mammer Jammer” in a low-key manner. But onstage, he was in full rocker mode, crooning meaningless words as if they were soulful confessions. He altered the song’s rhythm to make it stylistically unpredictable, especially to me. And here and there he grunted “Ooow!” or “Yeah!” or “Hey!”—as if the song were grabbing his core and giving him an orgasm. Meanwhile, I stared at him and sang in a monotone, off-key and off-rhythm. I also forgot about Walter John and his alley-catting ways.

Kathi had said that everyone can sing if they find the right song. “Mammer Jammer” was not it. Neither was “Bye Bye Love.” The latter was hootenanny fare, not rock ’n’ roll.

The band was supposed to be a one-time embarrassment. But because we had survived sheer terror together, we became a family united by adrenaline-coated love. We were infatuated with our band mates, our rock personas, and our bus. When a publisher offered us a ten-city tour on Aretha Franklin’s bus in exchange for a book, we said yes before he could realize how dumb he was for asking.

***


For the bus tour, I would perform two new songs: “Leader of the Pack,” by The Shangri-Las, and “These Boots Are Made for Walking,” Nancy Sinatra’s signature masterpiece. They were landmark songs, a contrast from the passive Princess telephone sad tunes. Like Lesley Gore’s “You Don’t Own Me,” these two songs were about women who defied expectations of good girls. That was especially true of “Boots.” Unlike the songs of girls wanting to mutilate themselves for having been cheated on, Nancy Sinatra’s song suggested that a wronged woman could mutilate the two-timin’ guy—that the tables would be turned and her boots would be walking all over them. This line was followed by the rallying cry: “Are you ready, Boots? Start walking!”

The song was ideal for me. I am not talking about masochistic tendencies, but vocal range: nearly monotone. The style was sangfroid, also known as “I don’t give a fuck.” It required maximum attitude. Attitude, I was learning, is the key to many things in life. You can’t fake attitude. You have to possess the moment, inhabit the persona, and move your audience to want to have sex with you. And to do that, you had to find your motivation—that deep place in your psyche where repressed memories of pain and rejection could be jiggled into the present with the proper accoutrements: costumes. “Boots” suggested an outfit that consisted of more than just boots.
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Kathi and I shopped in the Castro, also known as San Francisco’s gay district. There I had my choice of shops for buying a dominatrix’s trousseau at a reasonable price. You have no idea how difficult it is to choose between a leather motorcycle cap and a patent-leather police hat. I bought both. I also selected studded wrist cuffs, a studded belt, thigh-high boots, a little dress with a leather bodice and crisscross straps in back, fishnet stockings, a dog collar, dark sunglasses, and, of course, a whip.

I actually had experience in procuring whips. In 1970, I took a college class in drama and became the props person for Waiting for Godot, which required me to obtain wilted carrots, a roasted chicken, and a bullwhip. The bullwhip was fearsome. It made a crack like forked lightning and could make a grown man jump out of his shredded pants. That was the whip I wanted for “These Boots Are Made for Walking.” But I realized it could also make a grown man scarred for life, both physically and mentally, and I was lawsuit averse. For my first Remainderette whip, I opted for a limp substitute that was more akin to a flyswatter.

Being a dominatrix demanded more of me than just being a demanding bitch. For one thing, I had three and a half minutes between songs to change into my outfit. The necessary items were laid out on the sofa in the green room. Off went one dress as I struggled to put on the other with its tangle of straps. Usually I ripped the stockings when they got caught in the boots’ zippers. I would tuck a fake cigarette into the band at the brim of my cap. The tip of the cigarette glowed with red foil, and a smokelike powder issued forth by blowing on the mouthpiece. Backstage, where I waited for my cue, I would hear Dave give a spiel about my being a writer who wrote tender mother-daughter tales and children’s books. And then the deep descending notes of the bass guitar announced my entrance, and out I sauntered.
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It was astonishing to me that I had gone from singing a duet on “Bye Bye Love” to a solo on “Boots.” I couldn’t memorize passages from my own books, and now I had to remember lyrics while sneering and swaggering, stomping, and swinging my whip in the air with menacing panache. Halfway through, I blew smoke from my fake cigarette, and as Roy cringed in front of me, I burned the fake cigarette on his forehead. The audience screamed.

Over the nineteen years of performing “Boots,” I flubbed the lyrics nearly every time. The lines were basically one accusation after another: “You’ve been lying,” or cheating, or whatever. One time I said, “You been same-in.” Same-in? What was same-in? But none of those mistakes mattered, because at the end of the song, I shouted: “Are you ready, boots? Start walking!” Immediately, the boys in the band turned around and bent over, their fannies facing me, some of them even wiggling in anticipation. The audience roared louder than the sound effects in Chariots of Fire. Any notions that I was a bad singer were instantly removed as soon as I raised the whip.

In the beginning of my dominatrix days, I did some pretty weak swings at those gluteal targets. So as not to hurt the boys, I had to adjust the force and angle of my whip, rather like a professional golfer using different irons and strokes. I was still a kind person. But when the audience screamed as I beat the boys, my attunement to force and pain was altered. Despite my best intentions, adrenaline sometimes got the best of me, and I let go of restraint and delivered a real nice snap. I found it amusing to see the guys jump with genuine pain and turn around to stare at me with shocked faces. Betrayal was fun. The audience hooted and shouted approval. It was like the adulation that real rock stars got. The whipping part of the song went on for quite a while because there were so many Remainder boys and guest musicians. Even the soundman wanted to be one of the bender-overs. Not a single guy politely declined to be abused by citing hemorrhoids, higher morals, or other bogus excuses.

I am not going to claim with one hundred percent certainty that all the guys actually enjoyed this. But at times I had my suspicions that their eagerness was more than playacting. In one city—I believe it was outside of Boston—we played at a club that catered to lesbians. Unfortunately, at the show before that one, my whip was swiped. When a few of the lesbians learned of my predicament, one offered me her whip. How many people do you know who carry a spare whip? From a distance, this borrowed instrument of pain was a fair rendition of a bullwhip. Up close, it looked like cardboard, rope, and black electrical tape. That night, Stephen suggested that I jam the butt end of the whip into his mouth to give the act the verisimilitude of genuine cruelty. Leave it to Steve to suggest that. I honored the request, and this was a big hit with the lesbians, in part because it was their whip that had done the deed. After the gig, I remarked to Steve that I had been thinking about that whip, that it was preowned, and it did not take much imagination to guess where the butt end of that whip had been. I think he liked that thought very much.
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After the Boston show, I received requests from the other boys to be the lucky one who would get deep-throated at the end of the act. They said it as if they were joking, but I could see in the twitch of their lips and the shine of their saliva that this was serious. They wanted it, if anything, because it made them special. It was a different kind of best-seller status. The audience cheers varied in volume, rather like an applause-o-meter, depending on who was getting whipped. The biggest roars were for Stephen, of course, and second loudest went to those who jumped and howled.

My act got a big boost when Scott gave me a real whip. It was a gorgeous cat o’ nine tails made of mink and leather. It had heft and glamour. I would twirl it in the air above my head throughout the song. That way, the audience could see what awaited the boys. I gradually perfected the role with each performance—not in terms of my singing, but in the overall act. I changed my voice dynamic to one that was rougher, which worked well until I forgot my lyrics and Dave Barry burst into laughter.

Despite much care in wardrobe and whip-wielding, I received a letter of complaint one day. A representative from a local B&D organization noted that I was wearing a dog collar, which contradicted my role as a dominatrix. Dog collars were for submissives, the letter stated. The representative of the B&D organization felt it was important that I not give mixed messages. This was a serious request. They did say they appreciated my giving the B&D culture favorable visibility. After all, I was a respected author. I gave the dog collar to a dog and got a studded collar that could pierce a guy with a body slam.

Remember what I said about attitude, how you have to inhabit the role and find your motivation? Well, I found it at a club in Massachusetts. The green room was nothing more than a seedy hallway. There was no room with privacy, mirrors, lights, or a toilet. We Remainderettes were not fussy types. A broom closet would have sufficed. But there was not even one of those. We girls had arrived in street clothes and had yet to transform ourselves with our teased wigs, tight dresses, and cheap slut makeup. I also would have to do a costume change midset, and I was not about to transform myself into a dominatrix where anyone walking by could see me in my middle-aged glory.

The Guys with Guitars did not view our lack of changing room as a problem. They had typical guy sensitivity. Problem? What problem? They had arrived in T-shirts and jeans, which was what they would wear onstage. If they needed to pee after drinking a couple of beers, they could use the empty beer bottles. Not an option for us. The dude at the club pointed out there was a perfectly good bathroom at the front of the club, at the opposite end of the stage. All we had to do was cut through the audience and wait in line for ten minutes. Sexist jerk. The Remainder boys did not offer to break the guy’s kneecaps. They were busy figuring out which of three chords they should play.

We girls eventually created a dressing room with what we had at hand; we took turns holding up sheets in a dark corner. But I would not forget our humiliation. That night, when I sang “These Boots Are Made for Walking,” I wielded the whip with extra gusto, egged on by my sisters. “You’ve been bad!” I growled. “Bad, bad, bad. Bend over, you wimps!” I loved the shocked faces on those boys. Best-selling authors—ha!


I learned to love “Boots.” I felt the same power that Billie Jean King must have had when she beat Bobby Riggs. I felt the thrill of women who broke the glass ceiling and became CEOs. I was avenging The Ronettes, The Marvelettes, and The Shangri-Las. To the women whose Princess phones never rang, this whip is for you.

I had power that comes from attitude. I had motivation and results to show for it. The simple fact is I had allowed myself to act like a fool. And I came to enjoy it as much as everyone else did. I did not have to take myself seriously, and no one else did either—except for that Eastern European publisher.

Being a dominatrix gave me the ultimate power: to sing without self-consciousness. I know I am not a better singer even after nearly twenty years of whipping some of the best writers in the country. But these days I can sing in public—onstage, at restaurant birthday dinners, at ballparks when the anthem rolls out, and in the privacy of my own shower. I sing robustly, with attitude. I sometimes sing “Boots” with fond memories of band mates and their array of butts. I sing with feeling, remembering the roar of an audience that affirmed I was a rock star. And for three minutes, I was. Enough for a lifetime.



Dom-Outfit Shopping with Kathi
When Kathi and I went shopping in the Castro for my police cap, studded wrist cuffs, leather rhinestone collar, boots, and whip, she did not say, “That’s always nice” to any of the things I picked out. “That’s always nice” was the lukewarm phrase she’d use to avoid flat-out telling me that my choices were bad ideas. Instead, she said, “Cool,” and “Coooool,” and even her highest accolade, “Coooool—I want one!”

Shopping for skintight clothing and wigs became part of our Remainderette sisterhood, and together we created a fashion statement that led security at one hotel to escort us out, thinking we were hookers. Yay! Success. I think this was one of the reasons she awarded me a statuette later for being the “Most Improved” Remainderette. Competition, however, was not that fierce, since she was the only other Remainderette and did not need improving.



INBOX > Subject: Past Our Bedtime
From: Amy Tan

Sent: Tuesday, June 5, 2012 9:17 a.m.

 

Sorry, Mitch, according to the Examiner, you will not be playing keyboard. I am. I can loan you my dominatrix costume, which this year is leopard Lycra.

 

If I were Kathi and planning her tribute, I would buy everyone leopard-print clothes. For the guys, this far it is only short-shorts. Lucky you. For the Remainderettes, it is a leopard catsuit. Scott, what size are you?

Amy

 

From: Amy Tan

Sent: Tuesday, June 5, 2012 9:23 a.m.

 

Good news!
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From: Amy Tan

Sent: Tuesday, June 5, 2012 12:29 p.m.

 

Scott, here is our outfit!
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From: Ted Habte-Gabr

Sent: Tuesday, June 5, 2012 11:37 a.m.

 

Hel-lo

 

From: Scott Turow

Sent: Tuesday, June 5, 2012 10:50 a.m.

 

Amy, I would have hoped you remembered after our interlude at the Detroit JCC when you walked in on me dressing in the men’s locker room.

 

From: Ridley Pearson 

Sent: Tuesday, June 5, 2012 11:14 a.m.

 

Amy:

I’m alone in a hotel room.

Thank you.

 

From: Dave Barry 

Sent: Tuesday, June 5, 2012 11:15 a.m.

 

This is WAY too much information.

 

From: Amy Tan

Sent: Tuesday, June 5, 2012 11:58 a.m.

 

Ah yes, I do remember Scott, of course. It is seared into my brain, something I think about when I am, like Ridley, alone in a hotel room.

 

Fortunately, the leopard catsuit is Lycra and thus stretches to accommodate those lower areas that are generously endowed.

 

From: Sam Barry

Sent: Wednesday, June 6, 2012 2:06 a.m.

 

Actually, I am here with Ridley, but he wouldn’t own up to it.

Sam

 

From: Ridley Pearson 

Sent: Wednesday, June 6, 2012 5:20 a.m.

 

Tattletale




Pop Quiz: Scott Turow's Spleen
Does Scott Turow have a spleen?



Select a choice: 

Yes

No




Results: Scott Turow’s Spleen


  See what percentage of the Remainders and all other readers picked each answer


 


  
    Yes
  
  
    
      	Readers:
      	  33%
    

    
      	Remainders:
      	  0%
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    No
  
  
    
      	Readers:
      	  67%
    

    
      	Remainders:
      	  100%
    

  






Singing in the Key of H 

by Scott Turow
“Every writer of our generation,” I said to Kathi in the late summer of 1993, “who was not invited to join the Rock Bottom Remainders bears a psychic wound.” At that point, I was on book tour, and Kathi, the nation’s most-beloved author schlepper—aka “media escort,” the person who knew the back way into every TV and radio station—was driving me around to my stops in the Bay Area. The Remainders, Kathi’s brainchild, had performed for the first time a year before at the American Library Association convention in Anaheim and they had been a sensation, at least in the narrow confines of the literary world. All these famous authors who really didn’t sound that bad!

This was my third tour with Kathi, and I, like so many other humans, had been instantly drawn to her. We’d become friends, and I could see that my jest had left her stricken. She threw a hand across her chest as we raced onto the Bayshore.

“Scott,” she said, “I’m so sorry. I didn’t realize. What instrument do you play?”

“None,” I admitted. Nor, I added, could I really sing either, since I could reach no better than seven notes in any octave. “But,” I concluded, “I’m wounded anyway.”

It was a longtime axiom that no author ever got into the band by asking, and nothing about my conversation with Kathi broke that rule. Much as I harbored the same rock ’n’ roll fantasies as millions, or wanted to play shortstop for the Cubs, I had, like every grown-up, accepted that a total lack of talent was, generally speaking, a barrier to those kinds of dreams. With regard to music, I knew there was an ‘h’ in chord, but was still not sure if ‘h’ was a note. I was just pulling Kathi’s chain and we both knew it.

As a result, I was thrilled three years later when another book tour brought me to the Miami Book Fair and I was invited to join the Critics Chorus, a mob of writers who were friends with someone in the band and who would holler from the back of the stage during the band’s final number, usually “Wild Thing” or “Gloria.” There was a pack of us that night, as I recall, and I sang alongside Art Buchwald and Michael Moore, who, no disrespect intended, were pretty much my musical match. The only members of the band I knew at that point were Kathi and her BFF, Amy Tan, because Kathi had extended to me Amy’s invitation to be a guest at a National Kidney Foundation Author’s Luncheon in San Francisco, an event Amy has long supported. It had proved a memorable meeting. Amy and I sat side by side on the dais, with 1,500 people grazing on lunch below us and somehow had gotten into a moving but very intimate talk about the families in which we’d grown up. It felt a little like visiting with your shrink in the middle of the Super Bowl.

Now, as I came onto the back of the stage in Miami, Stephen, strumming his guitar in the midst of a number, walked over to introduce himself and ask me how I felt about a recent remark by Camille Paglia in Publishers Weekly to the effect that we each blurbed too many books. The comment had gone past me, but this was the first evidence of what I would soon discover to be true: There is no end to what Steve knows.

Aside from that first gig, I yodeled along with the Critics one more time before my big break came in 1999, in another midtour return to the Miami Book Fair. Roy, who relentlessly failed in the face of the near-operatic task of the a cappella sections of “Wild Thing” was absent, and so the band needed somebody else to mess up the song. Somehow, they chose me, and I was asked to rehearse with the group at Dave Barry’s house.

If I were going to be honest about the way I felt about that invitation, the prior sentence would be in italics and caps and followed by many exclamation points. Being successful allows you to meet lots of interesting, accomplished, and famous folks. But to me writers were and are the stars that rock my world. And the idea of hanging around with that bunch—AT DAVE BARRY’s HOUSE!—approached the surreal. What do I remember? Mitch was on the phone. (He was always on the phone in those days.) Ridley gave all indications of being the nicest person in the world (sometimes first impressions are correct). Dave was incredibly funny (Duh). Michelle Kaufman, Dave’s wife and a popular sports writer at the Miami Herald, was a warm hostess. And I found Erasmo, Ridley’s longtime friend, a comforting Yoda-like presence.

As the afternoon wore on, I became more nervous because there was not a lot of rehearsing going on. We were mostly eating cold cuts and schmoozing and watching football. Mitch and I talked about Dustin Hoffman, who was involved in film adaptations of recent books of each of ours. Finally, Dave and Ridley strummed their way through the chords to “Wild Thing” and assured me that there was really no way to fuck up that song (a feat I in fact accomplished repeatedly right up to the band’s last performance in LA). Eventually, we got into a van for a trip to the venue, in which, in my state of high anxiety, I said a number of inappropriate things that everybody seemed to think were kind of funny. Events continued to feel extraterrestrial. When we arrived, the backstage area was a boat in the water, on which there were more totally starry type people, like Carl Hiaasen and Warren Zevon. At some point, I dug out half a Xanax I had in my pocket. And eventually came forward to perform. I figured WTF. Here I was with the world-famous RBRs for the first and last occasion, let it go, and I did. I was almost on key in the two lines I actually sang and was very loud, in any event. I hugged everybody after the performance and went back to my real life.

A few months later, Dave called. They wanted me in the band. When I started to detail my ineptitude, he interrupted. “Don’t worry,” he told me. “Once you’re in, you can’t get out.” I was stunned. On the other hand, I reasoned, think how many rock bands would be better off traveling with their own criminal lawyer.

Dave explained to me that I would be introduced as one of the chick singers doing background vocals, a group that included at times Amy and Kathi and Mitch’s wife, Janine, whose vocal power is reminiscent of Cher. In those days, the Remainders were doing a shtick in which Janine was picked out of the audience as a volunteer to sing with the band. Then she would come onstage and blow everybody away. Janine was once described to me as the only person I would ever meet who’d been played in a movie (the adaptation of Mitch’s autobiographical Tuesdays with Morrie) by a beautiful Hollywood star who was not even close to as good-looking as she is. Poor Janine spent the next twelve years singing beside me from time to time, with one finger in her ear, so that her harmonizing was not thrown off by my happy vocalizing in the key of H.

What I lacked in musical ability, I tried to make up for in shamelessness. I came onstage during that first tour with a huge blond shock wig that I appropriated from my drummer son (a real professional musician). I realized instinctively, given my musical talent, that the only way I could earn my keep in the band was as a sight gag. And so it went. When the first wig met with approval, I bought a rayon rainbow-striped number at Walgreens. Amy and Kathi each gifted me additional wigs over the years. In a feather boa, a wig, and sunglasses—to keep the plastic hair out of my eyes—I trotted onstage for the next thirteen years, sang in H (when something really serious was happening, like Roger playing with us, I know they sometimes deadened my mike at the sound board), and did my own version of dancing during musical interludes. Occasionally, Kathi and I jitterbugged. Often Erasmo descended from the risers with his sax to boogie beside me. And a lot of the time I was there on my own, throwing in what Ted, the band’s magnificent producer, described as unsanctioned moves. Dave, who knows a little bit about what’s funny, always encouraged me.
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Over the years, I got a couple of numbers of my own. I suggested “Runaway,” the number-one hit when I was in eighth grade. The screeching falsetto in the middle of the song, which I rarely sang without a piercing voice crack, was perfect for me. I also took up Bruce Channel’s “Hey Baby,” which I struggled with at times, until I realized that the harmonica introduction, always beautifully performed by Sam, began with my opening note. A few years ago, Dave decided it would be amusing if I performed “I Fought the Law,” the old Bobby Fuller Four standard, one of the simplest songs ever written and thus one that I sometimes didn’t mess up. There were, of course, more ambitious efforts that proved well beyond me. For instance, “And She Was” by the Talking Heads was far out of my comfort zone. The singing was actually not as hard for me as the unrhymed lyrics. At one performance, Judi Smith, Dave’s amazing friend and assistant, handed out fans with large photos of Dave pasted on Popsicle sticks (“I’m a Dave Barry fan,” get it?), and I pasted the lyrics to “And She Was” on the back of mine, making sure the audience could see me turning the pages as I sang.


No matter how big a thrill performing with the band was for everybody else, it was double that for me, because if there was even a little justice in the world, I might have been forbidden from humming in the audience, let alone singing onstage. Ridley, Mitch, Greg, Kathi, Sam, Janine have all done stints as professional musicians. Amy was a classically trained pianist. And countless surprised rock critics across the country have allowed that Dave is actually a pretty good guitarist. I, on the other hand, was me. No matter who in the band we were talking about, each was Beethoven when compared to Turow. Even the late Frank McCourt, who could never remember his harmonica numbers, at least could actually play an instrument.

In that vein, the biggest high of all for me came from taking the stage with Roger McGuinn, the greatest twelve-string guitar player in the world. The first heartbreak of my life had come in my sophomore year in college, when my high school girlfriend dumped me. I spent hours in my dorm room wailing The Byrds’ “I’ll Feel a Whole Lot Better” even though, frankly, I did not feel a whole lot better when she was gone. The first time I got to join the chick singers on that chorus, I goose-bumped and grew teary as I sang unwritten notes, while Roger rendered the anthems of our youth. The idea that I, a true no-talent bum, was singing background for beloved performers like Roger or Judy Collins, who joined us for one tour, or Warren or Leslie Gore...I mean, really.

The thrills onstage, deep as they were, were a small pleasure compared to the friendships shared over the years. We all truly, deeply, passionately love one another. Yes, we learned one another’s faults. But it is a dear group of brilliant and deeply decent people who relish one another’s company. One of the secrets of the band, I always thought, was that most of us did not live in New York and thus did not have access to a large literary community. Being a successful writer in this country is a wonderful experience, but a rare one, and with the band, we were each, for a time, among peers. Mitch liked to point out that you could get on the bus and sit in any open seat and end up having the best conversation you’d enjoyed in weeks. There was no limit on the subject matter, although Dave tried to forbid any actual talk about being a writer—I guess because we were pretending to be musicians—but occasionally Ridley and Greg and I would hide from him in the back of the vehicle and huddle for actual discussions of craft. On the other hand, in one of my first meals with the band, I listened to Tabby King, Steve’s wife, and Dave speculating about the nigh-invisible nature of birds’ dicks. The night before our last performance, Erasmo and I sat with James and listened to him speak serenely about the nature of forgiveness, a conversation Ras and I were still marveling about the next day. On the last bus trip back to the hotel following our final performance, we drew abreast of another bus on the highway. Steve, because he is Steve, looked up and said, “What if we looked over there and saw that everyone on the bus was one of us, except they were dead?”

The band was a family experience, not only because we were so close emotionally, but because family really was part of it. Willing spouses were always integral participants, including onstage. Dave got Michelle, a native Spanish speaker, and in later years, their daughter, Sophie, to sing a smokin’ version of “La Bamba,” while his son Rob’s wife, Laura, performed “I Love Rock ‘n’ Roll” several times. Amy’s husband, Lou, another Yellow Dog D (and lawyer), who rushed with me to a TV set to check on the Florida recount whenever the bus stopped during our tour in 2000, took pratfalls during Amy’s rendition of “Leader of the Pack,” until he broke his collarbone doing it. After that, he came onstage once on a Segway, but he still dove to the floor out of team loyalty in both of our last two performances. Camilla, Roger’s wife, sometimes helped at the soundboard. Marcelle Pearson, Rid’s spouse, played the teen angel mourned in the tune of the same name that Steve sang. Tabby frequently danced at the back of the stage. And Ellen McCourt performed a lovely a cappella ballad the time the band arrived in New York after Frank’s death. Partners who didn’t care for the lights were also “in the band” anyway, experts at the main band activity, which was just hanging out. Joan Griswold, Roy’s wife and a well-known artist, was on the bus for most of the tours I saw. And the best late addition was clearly Ted’s girlfriend, Lisa Napoli, an author and former reporter for NPR’s Marketplace. When we met Lisa, several members of the band independently gave Ted the same advice: “Don’t screw this up.”

For a while, I believed that the band’s funniest experiences had all occurred before I joined. Then I realized it only seemed that way because, generally speaking, prior events—like the time a T-shirt store owner in Cleveland mistook Steve King for Stephen Spielberg—were being recounted by Dave. Ted, who for years flawlessly negotiated the details of the tours and the shoals of our exotic personalities, believes the most hilarious evening with the band concluded with Dave waking up the next morning with the words NO SPLEEN written on his hand. Somehow, over drinks, following a performance in New York, I’d mentioned to Dave and Roy that I’d been advised years ago to have my spleen removed. Dave thinks Roy is the funniest person in the world, except when both of them hang that title on Josh. (Members of the Barry family occasionally vote for Sam.) Anyway, everybody who was there was in rare form. Most of what went on was byplay between Roy and Dave, who every now and then would somehow return to wondering about my spleen and then riff together on subjects like what a spleen does anyway (primarily filters blood), and whether you can live without one (yes), and thus whether I was alive or dead (no comment).

Life is sometimes an absolute bitch, as we all know, and my time with the band embraced several somber moments. Frank, the last Beatle, as it were, and Warren left us far too soon. Kathi, who thought the whole thing up, was not alive to see it end, perhaps a mercy in a way because she loved the band so much. Steve and Greg were both seriously injured in car wrecks, and Sam was treated for prostate cancer. There were other extended illnesses. And a number of us got divorced.

But I’ve always believed that the down stuff makes the light shine more brightly during the good times. And for me, my time with the band will always be haloed in memory by incredible radiance. It was simply a joy.



The Cleveland T-Shirt Shop
Matt: We were in a T-shirt shop in Cleveland...first of all, the T-shirt shop was several blocks from the [Rock And Roll] Hall of Fame where the T-shirts at the Hall of Fame were very pricey. 

Dave: It was the High Profile T-shirt shop, High Profile was the name of the shop.

Matt: And you, Dave, and Stephen King, went to this T-shirt shop because there were bootleg T-shirts and they were cheap, right?

Dave: I wouldn’t say that was the reason...

Matt: I followed you guys and the guy at the T-shirt shop said, “I know you! I know you!” to you and [Stephen] “You guys are famous!”... And, who did he say he was?

Dave: He said, “You’re Stephen Spielberg!”

And Stephen said, “This happens to me all the time. They know I’m famous and they know my name is Stephen but they don’t know who I am.” So the guy made the whole staff come out to get a picture with Stephen Spielberg. And he was so insistent that Steve said, “Okay, we’ll do it.”

They do the picture and then finally—because we’re all laughing and talking about it—he finally realizes that it’s not Stephen Spielberg, it’s Stephen King. So he makes the whole staff come back out for another picture. 

And then Matt tells him that I’m George Lucas. So he brings the whole... And I’m saying, “I’m NOT George Lucas!” And he brings the whole staff back out and the guy finally believes me. I showed him my driver’s license. And he goes, “Well I better not hear you were in town.”

—Interview with the Remainders, Besides the Music, April 2003



Q&A: Scott Turow’s spleen?
Q&A with the Remainders

Q: Does Scott Turow have a spleen?

A:



  	“I don’t think he has one.”

  	“Yes, I think Scott Turow has a spleen. But he hides it under a bushel. He should let it out, and go ahead and shut down Amazon.com.”

  	“He did, until that night we ate it.”

  	“I don’t know, because the note on my arm has washed off.”






Two Truths and a Lie
Two of the following statements about Dave are true. Which one is a lie?



Select a choice: 

Dave wrote a song about Joseph and Mary being turned away from the inn, which he performed in church.

Dave once shook Richard Nixon’s hand.

Dave once got drunk and passed out on the chief of police’s lawn.




Results: Two Truths and a Lie


  See what percentage of the Remainders and all other readers picked each answer


 


  
    Dave Barry wrote a song about Joseph and Mary being turned away from the inn, which he performed in church.
  
  
    
      	Readers:
      	  27%
    

    
      	Remainders:
      	  17%
    

  



 


  [image: correct answer]
  
    Dave once shook Richard Nixon’s hand.
  
  
    
      	Readers:
      	  55%
    

    
      	Remainders:
      	  83%
    

  



 


  
    Dave once got drunk and passed out on the chief of police’s lawn.
  
  
    
      	Readers:
      	  18%
    

    
      	Remainders:
      	  0%
    

  






What I Learned in the Remainders 

by Dave Barry
LESSON ONE: You should know your limits, which you will probably reach somewhere before that eighth vodka gimlet.

I learned this lesson in New York City. The Remainders had played a gig, and afterward, as was our postshow tradition, we gathered in a quiet setting to sip herbal tea and reflect upon the works of Marcel Proust.

I am, of course, kidding. Our tradition was to go to the hotel bar and get semiloud. That particular night I ended up sitting next to Scott, who for some reason was telling, or attempting to tell, a lengthy and detailed anecdote involving his spleen. I say “attempting,” because I—and here is where gimlet consumption may have been a factor—was having a lot of trouble following this anecdote, and specifically, the question of whether Scott did, or did not, have a spleen. I kept interrupting him and saying, “Wait. I don’t get whether you’re saying that you do have a spleen, or you don’t have a spleen.”

Each time Scott would have to pause his anecdote and tell me, yet again, exactly where he stood, spleenwise. Then he would resume the anecdote. I would listen for a while, then drift into some other conversation and perhaps order another vodka gimlet. Time would pass, and I would tune back in to Scott, and once again, I would find myself to be unclear on the whole spleen/no-spleen question, so I would again interrupt Scott and ask him for clarification. This happened three or four times, until finally Scott, in the interest of finishing the anecdote before dawn, borrowed a marking pen from somebody and wrote NO SPLEEN in large capital letters on my right forearm. I was not in any way offended by this: I viewed it as a welcome and handy information resource that I could refer to whenever I needed it, which was several more times before the anecdote finally ended.

So anyway, the evening swirled on, and eventually we all staggered off to our respective rooms and lapsed into varying degrees of coma.

The next morning, we had to catch a train to Boston. I was jolted from sleep at seven a.m. by the hotel wake-up call. I rolled, groaning, out of bed and stumbled toward the bathroom. As I passed the mirror, I caught sight of myself and noticed that I had something written on my skin. I looked down at my arm, and...

 

Ohmigod.

 

OHMIGOD.

 

OH. MY. GOD.



It took me maybe eight seconds to remember that the NO SPLEEN on my arm did not refer to my personal spleen. But those were eight seconds of pure terror. We have all heard the awful stories of the traveling businessperson who accepts a drink—possibly a gimlet—from a friendly stranger in a bar and wakes up the next morning in a bathtub filled with ice because one or more of his kidneys has been taken by a gang of kidney harvesters. That’s what I thought had happened to me, except with spleen harvesters.

Fortunately, as my brain rebooted, I realized that there was no evidence that anybody had cut me open and removed my spleen. To be honest, I don’t know exactly where my spleen is, but I could see that I had no fresh wounds on my body, although my head did feel as though a team of musk oxen had been using it as a trampoline.

It also occurred to me that the spleen is probably not an organ with a high market value. You never hear about anybody anxiously awaiting a spleen donor. Many people–Scott, for example–have their spleens removed and do fine. A spleen-harvesting gang wouldn’t make any money. “He’s so dumb, he would harvest a spleen” is probably a common insult among illegal organ harvesters.

So I felt pretty stupid, there in the bathroom, scaring myself like that, and I swore to myself right then and there that I would not go overboard on the gimlets ever again. And I am proud to say that I kept that promise from that day forward all the way until Boston.
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LESSON TWO: Never kick a man when he is down, even if he is an attorney.

This is also something I learned in New York, although not on the same trip where I learned about the gimlets. (Maybe the lesson I should have learned is “Never go to New York.”) We were performing before a large and enthusiastic crowd, and we had launched into “Leader of the Pack,” one of our signature numbers (I am using “signature” in the sense of “stupid”). This is the 1964 hit by The Shangri-Las about a girl who, under pressure from her disapproving parents, tells her motorcycle-gang boyfriend, Jimmy, that they’re through. Heartbroken, he gets on his motorcycle to ride off on a rainy night, and she begs him to go slow, but tragically—as you have no doubt already guessed—a rival gang harvests his spleen.

No, seriously, Jimmy has a fatal crash. It’s tragic, as you can tell by the fact that the song ends on an F-sharp minor, which is a very sad chord that took some of us Remainders more than seventeen years to learn.

In the Remainders’ version of “Leader of the Pack,” Amy sang lead, and the part of Jimmy was played by her husband, Lou. In real life, Lou is a tax attorney who does not ride a motorcycle, although he does own a Segway. Lou would dress in leathers and stand next to Amy as she sang, revving an imaginary motorcycle while making vroom-vroom-vroooooom noises with his mouth, looking every inch like a Segway-owning tax attorney who had ingested some kind of pharmaceutical.

At the point in the song where the motorcycle crashes, we in the band would make discordant sounds1 with our instruments, which to be honest was pretty much what we did even when we were trying to make cordant2 sounds. To add to the drama, Lou would fall to the floor and pretend to be dead. He had really been getting into it, making his falls appear to be more and more dramatic every night, and in this New York show he executed his most spectacular fall ever, really crashing to the stage. As he lay there, it occurred to me, as a showman, that here was an opportunity to add a little “extra something” to the act, so I went over and, in what I considered to be a humorous all-in-good-fun manner, kicked him.

Lou responded by writhing around very dramatically. This amused the crowd, inasmuch as Lou was supposed to be dead. Stephen King, joining in the fun, strolled over and kicked Lou from the other side, and Lou writhed again, to the increased delight of the crowd. We each kicked Lou a few more times as the band finished the song. We got a big hand and then ended the show with another one of our signature songs, “Gloria,” which is even more signature than “Leader of the Pack,” if you get my drift. Then, with the crowd still cheering, we trotted triumphantly off the stage, feeling pretty darned pleased with our performance.

That’s when we found out that Lou was in the hospital.

It turns out that when he fell, he fractured his collarbone. From the instant he hit the stage, he had been in intense pain. So you can imagine how he felt when Stephen and I started kicking him in our hilarious showmanlike manner. He went pretty much right from the stage to the hospital emergency room, where doctors x-rayed him and then, as a precaution, removed his spleen.3

Seriously, the doctors put Lou’s arm in a sling and, trouper that he is, he remained with the band for the rest of the tour and even continued to play the Leader of the Pack, although he no longer did the dramatic fall. Instead he sort of slunk off the stage, a wounded and vulnerable gang-leading Segway-riding sling-sporting tax attorney.

But the point is that I should never have kicked him, and I am deeply sorry that I did. Lou, if you’re reading this: I apologize for my thoughtlessness; I would never knowingly do anything that could in any way cause harm to a band mate. I also want you to know—and this comes from the bottom of my heart—that if you ever decide to file a lawsuit, Stephen has way deeper pockets than I do.
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LESSON THREE: If at first you don’t succeed, it’s possible that you simply lack talent.

When the Remainders formed in 1992, we were not a good band. Technically, our biggest weaknesses were:



  	Starting songs

  	Ending songs

  	Playing the parts of songs that go between the beginning and the end



 

We butchered even the most basic songs. “Wild Thing,” for example. It is not easy to play “Wild Thing” incorrectly; it has only three chords, and they come along in a predictable sequence, set to one of the least-subtle beats in all of rock and roll, a beat that makes “Louie Louie” sound like “Flight of the Bumblebee.” It goes like this:

BOM BOM, bom bom bom bom BOM BOM...

And so on. Given time, you could probably train lemurs to play “Wild Thing.” And yet the Remainders consistently had trouble with it. We especially had trouble with the part where the band stops and the singer says, “Wild Thing, I think I love you,” then states that he wants to make sure, so he asks Wild Thing to hold him tight, and she4 does, and he says, “I LOVE you,” this being the cue for the band to resume going:

BOM BOM, bom bom bom bom BOM BOM...

A bit later, the band stops again, and the singer, having determined that he loves Wild Thing, proceeds to ponder the question of whether or not she moves him. Again, he asks her to hold him tight, and he concludes that she does, in fact, move him, as is evidenced by the fact that he says, quote, “You MOVE me.”

BOM BOM, bom bom bom bom BOM BOM...

My point is that this song is not musically complex. Yet the Remainders screwed it up pretty much every time. Who was responsible for this? Without singling out any specific individuals, I would say:



  	Scott Turow

  	Roy Blount Jr.



 

These are two wonderfully talented writers and fine human beings, but they both happen to be severely rhythm impaired. I frankly wonder how they manage to walk erect. They were our two main singers when we did “Wild Thing.” Scott, who had most of the lines, always rushed them. Instead of “Wild Thing, I think I love you,” he’d say, “WildThingIthinkIloveyou,” getting all the words out in the first three-tenths of a second, as though he had to leave for an urgent root-canal appointment before the end of the song. This had an unnerving effect on Roy, who was supposed say the “I LOVE you” and “You MOVE me” parts—these being his lone solo moments in the entire show—but was never sure when, exactly, he was supposed to deliver his lines. When Scott finished, we’d all be looking at Roy, who would have this alarmed expression, like a flight attendant who just found out the pilot and copilot are dead and he has to land the 747, the panic building inside him until, at some random moment—but never the right random moment—he would blurt out, “I LOVE you.” Then the rest of us, by this point thoroughly unsure of where we stood in the song, would lurch unsteadily back into:

BOM BOM, bom bom bom bom BOM BOM...

That is just one minor example of how the Remainders could screw up a song. But it wasn’t just “Wild Thing,” and it certainly wasn’t just Scott and Roy: We all messed up regularly. I personally messed up all the time. Ridley, our bass player, who stood next to me onstage and who has a very good ear, would periodically look at my amplifier as though it had just emitted a 250-watt fart; this was a signal to me that maybe I should think about tuning my guitar, or perhaps, as an act of mercy, take it outside and shoot it.

When I talked about the Remainders publicly, I was always forthright about our badness. “We suck,” I would say. “We try to suck in an entertaining manner, but we still suck.” I was accused of deliberately downplaying the band’s abilities, to lower expectations. “You guys aren’t as bad as you claim,” was something I sometimes heard from people in the audience. But invariably these people had been drinking (see Lesson One). The truth was that, compared to real bands—the kind that practice and have their instruments in tune and always know which chord is coming next, or at least what song they’re supposed to be playing—we were bad.
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I will admit that, over the years, we got to the point where we could occasionally sound decent on a certain type of song. I would define this as “a song where Roger was playing his guitar and singing.” Roger, at risk of being the first person ever to be kicked out of the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame, performed regularly with the Remainders; he did a set of classic Byrds songs with us, including “Mr. Tambourine Man,” “My Back Pages,” and “I’ll Feel a Whole Lot Better (When They Remove My Spleen).”5

When Roger was onstage, the rest of us guitar players—me, Stephen, and Greg—would turn our amplifiers down to minus fourteen. This meant that the only people you could actually hear, aside from Roger, were Ridley and Josh, both of whom are good musicians. So for those songs, we really did sound kind of like The Byrds, because Roger’s guitar playing is superb, and his voice still sounds exactly the way it did back in the sixties. Although Amy’s karaoke machine may beg to differ.

I refer here to an incident that occurred in Washington, D.C., in April of 2010, where we were getting ready to start a four-city tour. Amy, who loves gadgets, had brought a portable karaoke machine, which she hooked up to the hotel TV. The machine played music and displayed lyrics on the screen, and you sang along into a microphone. When you were done, the machine gave you a score based on how close you came to the original performance. As it happened, one of the songs on the machine was The Byrds’ classic “Turn! Turn! Turn!,” which was sung, on the record, by Roger. Naturally, we insisted that he take a whack at it.

So he did, sitting on the hotel sofa, holding the microphone, frowning at the TV screen, singing along to the machine. When he was done, the machine did whatever calculations it does and declared that Roger had done a barely adequate job of singing this particular song. That’s right: According to this machine, Roger did not sound much like himself. So Roger gamely tried again, really concentrating, giving it his best shot. This time the machine—grudgingly, in my opinion—gave him a better score, but not a great one. Basically it was saying to Roger: “You’re okay, but you’re no Roger McGuinn.”
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But I digress. My point is that, aside from Roger’s performances, we never got good as a band; we never even reached the lower rungs of mediocrity. The best thing about the Remainders was, we knew this. We embraced our lack of talent. We gave up early on being good; this freed us to focus on having fun. That worked out well, not only for us, but also for our audiences, who immediately realized that they didn’t have to act impressed; they could laugh at us and sing along as loud as they wanted, because the odds were that, whatever song we were attempting, they could sing it better than we could.

Our last show was at the American Library Association convention in Anaheim, the same city where, twenty years earlier, Kathi got the Remainders together for the first time. The last song on our set list for the last show was “Wild Thing.” This was Scott’s last chance to race through the lyrics, and I believe he may have beaten his fastest time, setting a new indoor record. It was also Roy’s last chance to try to figure out when to deliver his lines. His lines, as you may recall, were “I LOVE you” and “You MOVE me.”

Here’s what Roy said: “You LOVE me.”

Which was, of course, wrong.

And, therefore, perfect.

BOM BOM, bom bom bom bom BOM BOM...
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Most Likely to Fart
Which Remainder is most likely to fart on the band bus and blame someone else?

“Not to name names, but Amy Tan does this constantly.” —Dave Barry



Ted’s Management Lesson #3: 

Risk Taking
En route to our show at the Texas Book Festival in Austin in 2003, I chatted up the cabdriver, who wanted to know what kind of music we played. I mentioned a few songs, including “Leader of the Pack.” Amy’s husband, Lou, appears in this number and provides the motorcycle sound effects.

Half an hour before the show, I got a call on my cell from the cabdriver. He’s outside with a friend and his friend’s giant Harley. “You should use this for the ‘Leader of the Pack’ sound effects.” The venue production manager’s response? “Great, bring the bike in as a prop, but under no circumstances is the bike to be turned on.”

When the manager’s back was turned, the owner of the bike asked me, “Really, what’s the point of having this great Harley when we can’t showcase what it’s about?”

We’re never gonna come back anyway. What the hell. “Fire up the hog,” I said. We didn’t tell anyone in the band. We certainly didn’t tell the production manager.

When the lights went down for “Leader of the Pack,” on my cue, Mr. Harley fired up the hog. The audience shrieked. The band erupted in laughter. And the production manager of the Austin Music Hall was one unhappy camper. The Harley didn’t run for the entire song. We turned it off, fumes spewing all over the venue, and Lou did what he does best: He vroom-vroomed.
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Q&A: A Book About The Remainders
Q&A with the Remainders

Q: If you were to write a book (in your own genre) about the Remainders, what would be the plot summary and title? 

A:

Title: There’s No Door Lock

Plot Summary: Hijinks ensue when more than a dozen aging author/rockers play a gig and are forced to share a single backstage toilet.

 

Title: All I Really Know about Playing Music Badly I Learned in Kindergarten

Plot Summary: Discovering that you already have the wisdom within you to make a complete fool of yourself.

 

I don’t know about a book, but here is a limerick I would write about the Remainders, if only it were feasible:

A band, the Rock Bottom Remainders,

[something] a Bill of Retainders,

        [something else here]

        delivered more cheer

Than Santa and all of his reinders.



Roynote: Words of Wisdom
Three signs you may be getting old, or drunk, or something:



  	You slip and fall into the lake and, instead of clambering out immediately, you sink for a while, thinking, “Now, what did I come in here for? Looking for something? What? Fish? No….”

  	Fish? What fish? What about fish?

  	GOD DAMN IT!



 

 

Three signs you may have just awakened and found yourself turned into a dung beetle:



  	You can’t get off your back.

  	You appear to have a lot more legs than when you went to sleep.

  	Certain notions that would have struck you as nasty before now sound pretty good to you.



 

 

One sure sign that you may be obese and nearsighted:



  	You can’t get close enough to the mirror to tell.



 



Q&A: All-Author Boy Band
Q&A with the Remainders

Q: If Dave, Ridley, Mitch, Stephen, and Greg form an all-author boy band, what should they call themselves?

A:



  	“The Bird Crappers”

  	“The Accidents”

  	“Roger McGuinn’s Backup Band—‘The Mockingbyrds’”

  	“Without Scott”

  	“I like the sound of ‘Dave and the Coauthors.’”



 



Q&A: Tuesdays with Mitch
Q&A with the Remainders

Q: What would Mary the intern learn if she spent Tuesdays with Mitch? 

A:



  	“Mitch isn’t available.”

  	“Mitch does more on Tuesday than the rest of the band does in, for example, October.”

  	“He is already working on Thursday.”

  	“Mary would have a black eye Wednesday ’cause Janine don’t play that.”



 



My Elvis Takes It Off 

by Mitch Albom
“Watch this,” I said to the band.

This was during rehearsal. I stood center stage, in front of our drummer, and yanked on the sides of my pants. They flew off and landed twenty feet away.

“Whoa!” “Cool!” “Perfect!”

I accepted high fives. At long last, the problem had been solved. In seventeen years of doing an Elvis impersonation in the Rock Bottom Remainders, I had never figured out how to strip out of my black slacks (worn for the first song, either “The Teddy Bear Song” or “Such a Night”) and down to the striped prison pants I wore underneath for “Jailhouse Rock.”

Over the years I had tried many things—tugging the pants over my shoes, which left me hopping on one foot like an Elvis flamingo, or shaking off my shoes and then pulling the pants down, which left me singing about how the warden threw me a party in the county jail in white sweat socks—less Elvis than a freshly arrested basketball player.

But my aha! moment actually came from watching the NBA, where tearaway sweatpants are all the rage. They snap along the sides. One yank and they fly off. The athletes use them to quickly enter the game.

I use them to strip.

“People are gonna love this,” Ridley assured me. Dave gave it a thumb-up. Even Josh, our dry-to-the-wry drummer, gave a smile and an approving nod.

You look for such encouragement as Elvis. Well. Not if you’re the real Elvis. The real Elvis, I imagine, didn’t need his drummer’s approval to undress. But when you are the designated cartoon figure in a band that already borders on the cartoonish, anything that makes you feel less than a total idiot is appreciated.

So I went into that night’s performance brimming with confidence. It’s a funny thing, doing Elvis. You wear a big wig and sunglasses and a gold lamé jacket, and when you walk out onstage, there is always some kind of screaming (happily, from a stage, all screaming sounds alike, so I try to imagine it’s young women screaming, “Oh my God, he’s so gorgeous!” when in fact, it is more likely middle-aged women cackling, “Oh my God, this band is so desperate!”)

Still, you shake your hips and you sneer your lip, and for a brief moment you can feel the power, the energy, the raw, oozing sexuality that the King commanded by simply reaching for the microphone.

And then you open your mouth.


***


I am not the world’s greatest singer. I know great singers. I am married to a great singer. Me? I’m just okay. I can carry a tune. Nothing special, much to my dismay. But I have been warbling Elvis since I was a kid. It’s not that hard. You dip into your lower range, you pull a sound up from your diaphragm, and you take it no further than the back of your throat. Then you expel it. If done correctly, it comes out a cross between a shiver and a moan. “Uh-uh-huhhhhhhh…”

And then you sneer.

That’ll get you a good reaction at a dinner party. And at a dinner party, you don’t have to do any more. You just go, “Elvis? You mean, “Uh-uh-huhhhhhhhh?” Everyone laughs. Boom. It’s over.

Onstage, you actually have to follow that with some singing. And this is where, as they say in hockey, you must put the biscuit in the basket.

Or take your clothes off.

***


Given my limited singing, I opted for the latter. It’s like that moment in Dreamgirls where Jimmy, once a huge star but now fading behind upcoming talent, decides, in desperation, to show the audience his privates. It was pretty much the end of his career.

I figured mine was already history.

But if you join the Remainders, you park your ego at the door, along with your reputation, and if people were going to whisper, “Is that really the Tuesdays with Morrie guy?” I figured I’d give them their money’s worth. Over the years, I did my Elvis outdoors (at an LA book fair), indoors (at a Seattle nightclub), at altitude (in Colorado), and at sea level (in Miami). I went through three different wigs, the last of which looked like a dead possum with the sideburns of a Hasidic Jew. I kept it on with carpet tape. My sunglasses were secured with Croakies. It was all part of Being Elvis.

And now, finally, my pants would come off.

I approached the show eagerly. I counted through the numbers while playing piano. When the time came to slip offstage and change into my outfit, I bounded up the backstage steps. I did the wig. I donned the golden jacket. And then, over my prison pants, I snapped on the tearaway pants, a perfect black material. The audience would never know. When the first notes of “Jailhouse Rock” would sound (bum-bummmm on the bass, followed by two cracks of the snare drum), I would begin my seductive dance. I’d wiggle my rump, hook my hands behind my neck, give them a few pelvic thrusts, then lose the jacket.

A few more gyrations and off with the shirt.

And then, the coup de grace, two hands on the side of the pants and…there she goes!

And that is exactly what happened. The crowd roared, squeals rose with each Presley shake. I grabbed the pants. I counted to three. I yanked forward and ripped the sweats from my legs. They flew out of my grasp, up, up, up into the blinding lights…

…and landed on Josh’s head.

We were useless after that. Dave cracked up. Ridley cracked up. I cracked up. And Josh couldn’t see.

We somehow did the tune, but my warble was way off (it’s hard to sing when you are laughing), and to be honest, I don’t remember if the crowd went wild, since I was trying to figure out how a drummer can keep playing when his face is covered in 32-waist Nike sweats.

Still, today, as I write this, I look back on that as one of my funniest memories of a truly funny band. And I console myself with the knowledge that, despite the embarrassment, I experienced that rarest of things in an Elvis impersonator’s life; a moment when you do something even the King never did.

It was never repeated, no matter how I tried. The pants went right or left, but never hit the drummer. No matter. I had my gold medal. I had my story. And years from now, I will be able to tell my grandchildren, or somebody else’s grandchildren, about the perfect parabola, my ass to Josh’s head.

And they will no doubt turn to me, look into my eyes, and say:

“Uh-uh-huhhhhhhhh….”



Ted’s Management Lesson #4: 

Contracts
Halfway through our concert at the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame, management approached me with the signed copy of our twenty-plus page contract, opened to a clause that I kind of definitely maybe read but intentionally forgot about: NO Elvis impersonators. Completely coincidentally, Mitch had just performed his Elvis medley. But it’s not like we were expecting to be invited back…
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Dave on Mitch Joining the Band
In 1994, Mitch and I met when we were both in Norway for the Lillehammer Winter Olympics (aka the Tonya Harding Games). One night after we were both done working, we went to the press-center bar, where there was a piano, and Mitch started playing old rock tunes—he knows all of them—and we both started singing. There were hardly any other reporters there, so the staff gathered around to listen and…they LOVED us. We were a big hit, in the press center. It turns out that Norwegians, although they excel at winter sports, have no taste whatsoever in music.

The song I best remember singing with Mitch in Lillehammer was “Land of 1000 Dances.” I was singing into a banana, microphone-style, and we were bellowing the always-moving lyrics to that song: “Na, na na na na, na na na na, na na na, na na na, na na na na.” Then we’d shout, “COME ON, NORWEGIANS! JOIN IN!” And the Norwegians would dutifully sing “Na, na na na na…”

Anyway, not long after that, the Remainders had a gig—I think it was in LA—and Barbara couldn’t make it. So I asked Mitch if he’d fill in on keyboards, and he said yes, and the rest is history. Okay, maybe not history, exactly—more like a series of Elvis impersonations. Also, without Mitch we would never have had Janine, who is such a good singer that she was able to make the band sometimes rise to the level of not terrible.

PS: I probably should mention that there was beer for sale in the press center.




INBOX > Subject: Roy Blount Intro
From: Greg Iles

Sent: Wednesday, February 22, 2012 8:55 a.m.

 

By some strange inversion of the laws of the universe, I have been asked to introduce Roy Blount at a literary festival rather than be introduced by him. I fear the magnetic poles of the earth may invert, due to the ironic overpressure. Consequently, I now open my mailbox to any and all anecdotes, one-liners, or “Roy-isms” that I could shamelessly plunder this Saturday night. I’m praying that Dave, especially, will come through for me, but I invite all to try to outdo our fearless leader. This is urgent since, as we all know, I am not funny.

Thanks in advance,

Greg

PS: I only wish I had Roy’s Uncle Sam top hat. I can’t find one big enough to fit my big head.

 

From: Dave Barry 

Sent: Wednesday, February 22, 2012 9:25 a.m.

 

I know for a fact that in the early days of the Rock Bottom Remainders, Roy urinated out of a moving recreational vehicle on I-95. Speaking of urinating: Roy once, while using a urinal in the men’s room of a hotel bar in Anaheim, delivered a commentary on the automatic flush valve that was so funny, I fell down and had to crawl out of the restroom on hands and knees. Yes, I may have had a few drinks beforehand. But still. For the record, Roy can be very funny even when he is not urinating. I’m just hitting the highlights here.

 

From: Ridley Pearson 

Sent: Wednesday, February 22, 2012 9:32 a.m.

 

I witnessed the retelling of the former and the crawling of the latter.

Roy has also been known to drop his drawers onstage—if Matt encourages him.

But the really annoying thing about Roy is that his Southern-gentleman charm makes him a favorite of all the women, including, I assume, Joan. I attended a graduation ceremony where Roy was awarded an honorary doctorate degree—and they were SERIOUS.

Wait…wait…don’t tell me…

 

From: Sam Barry

Sent: Wednesday, February 22, 2012 9:48 a.m.

 

There’s just something about Roy that moooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooves me.

-Sam

 

From: Ted Habte-Gabr

Sent: Wednesday, February 22, 2012 2:15 p.m.

 

I still laugh when I remember that night at the W Hotel restaurant/bar when Roy and Dave had us in stitches and I recall it somehow involved Scott’s pancreas or kidney. But Roy ended tossing the ice out of his 5th or 6th cocktail behind him over the guests at another table…someone better with words can recall that night…

 

From: Scott Turow 

Sent: Wednesday, February 22, 2012 12:20 p.m.

 

As we all know, I am not funny either. I will say, however, that I have heard Dave, drunk and sober, say that Roy is the funniest person he knows.

 

From: Dave Barry

Sent: Wednesday, February 22, 2012 12:42 p.m.

 

It was a spleen, and it was Scott’s, except he doesn’t have it. Or so he says.

 

From: Scott Turow 

Sent: Wednesday, February 22, 2012 2:14 p.m.

 

Typical Ted. He can’t remember a spleen from a kidney, but he knows which bar we were at.

 

From: Ridley Pearson 

Sent: Wednesday, February 22, 2012 2:31 p.m.

 

I thought you said you weren’t funny.

 

From: Amy Tan

Sent: Wednesday, February 22, 2012 4:41 p.m.

 

On our Aretha Franklin Bus Tour, whatever year that was, Roy had to attend his Vanderbilt University 30th reunion, and we happened to be in Nashville when that was going to happen. He was the oldest Remainder and still younger than we are now. (The former is still true but not the latter.) I think Roy dreaded going, but at the same time, here he was, the guy who graduated magna cum loud, and Phi Beta Yadda, author, actor, radio show smart aleck, and thus was far more successful than most and having more fun than most, so he had nothing to be ashamed of. He would be the buzz. That evening, Kathi, Lorraine Battle, and I were wearing Remainders clothes, i.e., slut fashion. It must have been that we were doing our gig afterward. Roy put on pressed khakis and a crisp white shirt, plus loafers. He did not wear his baseball cap. He looked very preppy and sweaty around the collar. It was warmish mosquito weather. We asked if we could go to his reunion, and I can’t remember if he was happy that we would accompany him to this excruciating event, or if he was aghast. If it was the latter, he did not say, because he is a Georgia gentleman. So we crammed into the same taxi and went to a place with a lot of lawn. Every guy was dressed in Khaki and the women had on southern society sheaths with pearls. And they were all white, not the clothes, but the people. Among the three Remainderettes, we were a Jew, a Chinese, and an African-American. I said to Roy, “So these are your people.” And Roy looked genuinely ashamed, and said, “Yeah.” Later, we decided to shake things up and we acted like we were Roy’s groupies and he was our sex god. We sang a cappella, and maybe it was “Chapel of Love,” the song in which Roy plays the bigamist. I think that pleased Roy. And after we made everyone envy Roy even more, we piled into a taxi to go to the gig, and in that taxi, we found a diamond ring on the seat. So it was an omen. I don’t know what it was an omen for, but the whole evening seemed like the diamond ring would have been an omen, if it had been in the taxi on the way over.

Roy enjoys humiliation. He steps up to the plate for any song that requires abuse and belittling or bolstering of his manhood, e.g., as mentioned, being married at the chapel to two sluts at the same time, or wearing ridiculous hats and looking baffled while lip-syncing clapping, or crawling over to light the cigarette of Mistress Boots and having that cigarette burned into his forehead. He really enjoys that and has practiced the part many times to get it right. He also takes his share of whupping, as the Southern guys say it.

Because Roy has good Southern manners and is our Gen’leman Remainder, it makes humiliating him all the more fun. I know people keep talking about the thing about peeing out the bus. That was aberrant and what boys think about. To us girls, he is a gentleman and offers to get us drinks, offers us a seat, and mumbles something we can’t understand, but it sounds like he’s saying we look great.

One other thing about Roy: he has the deepest voice of all the Remainders. It’s like God’s. 

 

From: Kathi Kamen Goldmark

Sent: Wednesday, February 22, 2012 7:29 p.m.

 

On our first RBR tour Roy had us wet-your-pants laughing when he said “You gotta leave some kibble where the slow dogs can get it.” But I don’t remember the context.

Roy and I once wrote a song together called the “Twelve Bar Twelve Bar Blues.”

Roy contributed the best verse:

In bar number eight I threw up in my hat

In bar number eight I threw up in my hat

I sat there thinking, “Now why did I do that?”

 

From: Dave Barry 

Sent: Wednesday, February 22, 2012 5:05 p.m.

 

I forgot about Roy being the Lighter Man on Boots. Can’t believe he was never even *nominated* for a Grammy. Not to mention his seminal vocal work on “Wild Thing.” (I’m using “seminal” in the sense of “involving semen.”)

 

From: Kathi Kamen Goldmark 

Sent: Wednesday, February 22, 2012 5:12 p.m.

 

At that Vanderbilt reunion, I remember four of us women—Amy, Lorraine, Carole, and I—each introducing ourselves to all of his classmates as “Hi, I’m Roy’s wife.”



This Is Not About Me 

by Roy Blount Jr. 
It's about the band. Of which I am the least musical member. Can you imagine what a burden that puts on me? Compared to me, you see, the rest of the band doesn't sound all that bad. Not really good, maybe, but with me in the band, listeners can gain perspective: “Oh, okay, I guess this soup isn't supposed to be really good, since it has a turd in it. This must be some kind of comical soup. I get it, hahaha!”

People in the audience may be on the verge of shouting, “Yow! Ungh! This band is way bad off-key.” But then—you can just tell by looking at me how rotten I sing. Because I sell it. And people in the audience nudge one another, and smile, and whisper to one another, “Awww. What a sweet-natured band that is, to allow this clod, this doody-head, this personification of a clinkeroony, to join in with them for all the world as if he belongs in a band!”

I'd like to say what a challenge it’s been for me to sustain the requisite level of unmusicality. To be the least musical member of, say, the Mormon Tabernacle Choir would be a lot easier—you wouldn't even have to be what most people would recognize as all that unmusical. But the Rock Bottom Remainders have never been the Mormon Tabernacle Choir. Imagine having to be—consistently—the least constructive member of Congress, or the least wholesome-looking inmate on Death Row. For twenty years. That's how long I have been the least musical member of a famously not-any-too-musical band.

Well, for most people that would be a challenge. But I can't honestly take any credit, because here’s the truth: My voice stinks through no effort of my own. I just get out there and cut loose, and when enough of my fellow Remainders have cringed and shuddered and edged away, I figure my job is done. For the rest of the evening I just grin, die inside, and move my lips. (And do the moonwalk, of course, and the splits, and that bent-legged kicking Cossack thing. No one who has seen a Remainders concert needs to be told how much I contribute via the light fantastic.)

So let me take this occasion to express my humble appreciation and gratitude for the extraordinary forbearance and tolerance that my long-suffering fellow band members have…

 

ENOUGH!
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I can no longer live this lie. The plain truth is, by God, I can sing like a greased nightingale, and if Al Kooper had signed off on renting me a sousaphone, as I asked him to in the beginning, I could have tossed in some mean boopty-boomps. Do you know how hard it is for a stone music natural like me to fake utter ungiftedness? Very hard. That’s how hard.

So you may well be wondering: How did I get to where I found myself taking a bullet to my talent for the good of the Rock Bottom Remainders? Let me take you through my life in music.

I was born Twoboy Huskins in the small town of Drainage, Louisiana. My older brother, Youboy, and our twin sisters Pea and Pea (the second one pronounced like “Pia”) all drooled too much to make any kind of music, and my parents were nothing to write home about either: They drank for a living. A more positive early influence, and a constant protector, was the family's three-legged speckledy pup, Trey, who could whistle. And I was a tuneful little scooter from the get-go. Sing? Brother, I chirruped so sweet in the crib that bluebirds flocked to the windowsill to harmonize. By the time I was three, I even had patter.

“Do you know how hard your father and I have to drink to keep a roof over our heads?” my mom demanded one evening.

“No,” I cracked, “but hum a few bars and I’ll fake it.”

And Trey growled, and Mom backed away.

Little else is known of my early childhood, but by the age of seven I was performing at snake festivals and army installations all up and down the Eastern Seaboard—me favoring the folks with everything from “Celeste Aida” to “The Caissons Go Rolling Along,” and good old Trey a-whistlin' and doing his signature two-step.

I lost Trey one night on the road. We had caught a ride on a bus full of sanctified youth—the High Lonesome Sunbeams, is how they were billed—and while I was grabbing some welcome shut-eye, one of the Sunbeams provoked Trey into biting one of the other ones. I think the first Sunbeam must have convinced Trey that the second one was going to do me some harm. Nothing else would have made old Trey lose his cool.

Anyway, I woke up somewhere north of Fort Mudge, and I knew something was wrong. For the first time in my life, as I rubbed the sleep out of my tired little eyes, I did not hear Trey's special whistle that said, “Hurrah! My boy is up!” My old pal Trey—after being framed, entrapped, egged on into biting that Sunbeam—had been tossed cruelly off the bus. Well, I coldcocked both Sunbeams in question, and never forgave them either, even though, looking back on it, to be fair, it was probably castration that had made them mean.

And I jumped off that bus and hightailed it back down the highway on foot, in the pitch-dark, crying my little heart out and promising the Lord that if He could just let me find my little buddy Trey…

 

ENOUGH!

 

I made every bit of that story up, except for the twins. I can't sing a damn lick and never could, nor dance, either, by any kind of public-performance standard. (Actually it wasn't the loss of Trey that broke my heart; it was Lesley’s reaction as I undertook to cut a rug with her onstage.)

Maybe I’ve never applied myself enough. One of the things I worry about, in case there is an afterlife, is that I’ll show up and St. Peter will find my name on the roll and say, “Oh, yes, Mr. Chief Justice,” and I’ll say, “Hunh?” and he’ll say, “Wait a minute. It says here…You weren’t even on the Supreme Court? You were supposed to be.”

“Well,” I’ll say, “I didn’t go to law school.”

“Why not? Your daddy kept saying you ought to, didn’t he?”

“Yes, but that was because I argued with him so much. About what I ought to. So, of course, I—”

“What a shame. Oh well, at least you had the satisfaction of your recording career.”

“Hunh? By no means. I never could sing at all.”

“What? It says here . . . Look, sing something for me.”

“No, sir. I’d really rather not. Not up here, of all places. I mean—ask Mitch.”

“Mitch isn’t here yet. Elvis wants to meet him, by the way. But never mind that—come on, sing!”

“Okay, I warned you. I’m the Sheik of Aaa-ra-bee…”

“Oooh! Stop! Cut! Quit it! No wonder you think you can’t sing—you’re holding your mouth wrong!”

But that’s an unlikely scenario. Here’s what actually did happen to me onstage with the Remainders: As long as I kept my singing way back down in my vocal apparatus where it was just between me and the song, I could feel stirred into the general mix. And I liked the people I was jumping up and down among so much, and the crowd we were doing it in front of seemed not to mind that we were doing it, that I expect it was the closest I’m probably going to get, with that many people at once, to honey from the honeycomb. The only thing wrong about performing in a band is that after you come home, unless you catch yourself, you’ll be hugging too many people—the FedEx man, the lady in the drugstore, the veterinarian’s assistant.

So thanks for letting me be a Remainder, everybody, especially Kathi. Last night I listened to a cassette tape of Kathi singing, with her friend Kathy Enright (who joined us on the LA gig): “My eyes are turned toward heaven and my butt is in this bar,” and I thought: “Aw, man. I’ll bet some nights now she sings it the other way around.”
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Ted’s Management Lesson #5: 

Cultural Sensitivity
When the Remainders appeared on Good Morning America, I added a contract rider stipulating that Roy Blount Jr., a Southerner, required grits for breakfast. No one in the band has ever had a food requirement (except Amy, who has this thing against portobello mushrooms as a meat substitute. Can’t say I blame her.) Roy has never demanded grits. But the look on his face when the crew brought a big pan of grits for breakfast? Priceless.
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Q&A with Roy
Q: What’s one song that RBR never played that you wish they had?

A: The song I sort of regret we never did is “Ain’t I’m a Dog.” I say sort of, because on the one hand, it was going to be my solo (Kathi’s idea), but on the other hand, I sucked singing it. Al Kooper (I’m talking back in the day, way back in the day) agreed even more so than I did. And I myself agreed fairly strongly that I sucked singing it. But I do wish I had sung it and it hadn’t sucked. Although I think everybody hated the song even independent of my rendition of it. But no doubt I did rendition it badly. (Once, in case I didn’t already say this, Kathi had me sing a Roger Miller song, “Tall Tall Trees.” This was in North Carolina, independent of the Remainders. I love Roger Miller. I guess “Tall Tall Trees” is a pretty simple song. I sucked.) Then I was going to be Charlie Brown at one point. “Why’s evuhbody always picking on me?” I did do that once in a show, actually, didn’t I, and I thought I nailed it, but (saddest of words, of tongue or pen) maybe not.




Two Truths and a Lie
Two of the following statements about Ridley and Dave are true. Which one is a lie?



Select a choice: 

On a book tour once, Ridley got into trouble with the TSA for trying to smuggle his toothpaste through security in his pants pocket.

Ridley did this at Dave’s suggestion.

When it looked as though Ridley might miss his flight, Dave felt bad.




Results: Two Truths and a Lie


  See what percentage of the Remainders and all other readers picked each answer


 


  
    On a book tour once, Ridley got into trouble with the TSA for trying to smuggle his toothpaste through security in his pants pocket.
  
  
    
      	Readers:
      	  29%
    

    
      	Remainders:
      	  0%
    

  



 


  
    Ridley did this at Dave’s suggestion.
  
  
    
      	Readers:
      	  6%
    

    
      	Remainders:
      	  14%
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    When it looked as though Ridley might miss his flight, Dave felt bad.
  
  
    
      	Readers:
      	  65%
    

    
      	Remainders:
      	  86%
    

  






Q&A with the Barry Brothers
Dave is often touted as the funniest person in the world. But within the Barry family Sam gets a few votes. So what would be better than Sam and Dave combined?

 

What are some of the weirdest places you’ve been recognized? 

Sam: The band was walking a gauntlet of autograph seekers outside the NYC studio at Good Morning America and a woman handed me a RBR poster and asked me for my autograph. While I was signing, she looked at me skeptically and asked, “Who are you?” I thought the easiest answer was to point at Dave and say, “I’m his brother.” “No you’re not,” the woman said derisively.

Dave: That would be public restrooms. It’s especially awkward when I get recognized in women’s public restrooms.

 

How did Kathi persuade non–musically inclined authors to get onstage?

Sam: Kathi started from the premise that everyone had a song in them. The fact that she was patently wrong never deterred her.

Dave: She gave them a lot of encouragement. (I am using “encouragement” in the sense of “drugs.”)

 

What’s one song that RBR never played that you wish they had?

Dave: “Hanky Panky.” Also, the “1812 Overture.”

Sam: “Wang Dang Doodle”

 

If you could rewrite the ending to another band member’s book, which one would it be and what would happen?

Sam: Carrie, by Stephen King. Carrie, a shy girl with special powers who has been bullied mercilessly by her classmates and is in the process of destroying and killing everyone at her prom, picks up a harmonica and discovers that she can play “Oh! Susanna.” Everyone claps along and Carrie becomes the most popular kid at school.

Dave: I would rewrite the Stephen King’s The Stand so that the contagion, instead of killing 99.4 percent of humanity, affects only people on reality TV.
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Who in the band is most likely to plagiarize? 

Dave: Not to name names, but Stephen King stole pretty much ALL of his book ideas from me.

Sam: Not to name names, but Stephen King stole pretty much ALL of his book ideas from me.

 

In Mid-Life Confidential, Amy said that being in the band made her huggy. Have there been any other on-the-road transformations?

Dave: When we started that bus tour, Matt Groening was, biologically, a woman.

Sam: In fact, his essay is all about being a man trapped in a woman’s body.



I Was the Man in the Marge Simpson Mask 

by Matt Groening
My exciting essay begins onstage at the Orange County Convention Center in Anaheim, June 2012, where the Rock Bottom Remainders are sweating our little hearts out in front of an overflow crowd of gyrating librarians, pages, library assistants, and assorted facilities managers. I’m safely ensconced in a rubber Marge Simpson mask, peering out the tiny eyeholes through my fogged-over glasses, furiously doing the Frug with all the gusto of a feisty Walter Brennan hopped up on goofballs. I can’t see much of anything, so I mainly try not to prance off the edge of the stage. At one point I believe I’m bumping hips with Amy and Mary Karr, but it turns out to be Sam and Roy. Amazingly enough, the clapping and whooping seem to be sincere and not just pity huzzahs.


And then the Remainders’ farewell show is over. We bow and wave goodbye and stumble over guitar chords and head backstage to fend off all the groupies, except there aren’t any.

But lurking in the shadows are two long-haired dudes in shorts, T-shirts, and high-top sneakers. My fan demographic.

“Can you sign our Simpsons posters?” one guy asks.

“They’re for charity,” his pal explains.

“Really?” I say. “What charity?”

“Um...the Buena Park Library.”

“Are you guys librarians?”

“Well, we’re…volunteers.”

“Yeah.” The other guy nods. “Volunteers.”

“Okay. I’ll sign your posters,” I say. “But tell me: What’s your favorite book?”

They look at each other for a while.

One guy says, “Stephen King.”

The other guy says, “Yeah, Stephen King.”

“That’s a great book,” I say.

I met Kathi in 1985, when I flew to San Francisco as my first stop on my first book tour, to promote my debut cartoon book, Love Is Hell. Kathi was, among other occupations, an authors’ escort, and from the moment she picked me up at the airport, I was dazzled by her enthusiasm and smile and good humor. After a quick radio interview and book signing, it was time to be dropped off at the hotel, but Kathi had a brilliant idea: Why don’t we stop at her house first for some milk and cookies?

Almost as impressive as those cookies was the massive record collection of her then-husband, pedal-steel guitarist and former professional gambler, Joe, who introduced me to some mighty obscure albums by Speedy West and Jimmy Bryant. To this day, when I hear “Stratosphere Boogie,” “Skiddle-Dee-Boo,” or “Serenade to a Frog,” I find myself reaching for an Oreo.

At the time I was the world’s least rocking rock critic, filling up a weekly column in the Los Angeles Reader with feeble jokes and vaguely music-related nonsense. Occasionally, I would review a rock album, but those were of bands I made up. I liked rock music okay, but my real enthusiasm was for George Antheil; Brave Combo; Harry Breuer; the Willem Breuker Kollektief; Milton Brown and His Musical Brownies; Eugene Chadbourne; Hoyt Curtin; Martin Denny; the DeZurik Sisters; Juan Esquivel; Wild Man Fischer; Red Ingle; Burl Ives (not really); Spike Jones; Lambert, Hendricks & Ross; Olivier Messiaen; Vic Mizzy; Moondog; Ennio Morricone; Conlon Nancarrow; Lee “Scratch” Perry; Nino Rota; Raymond Scott; Ravi Shankar; Carl Stalling; Karlheinz Stockhausen; Igor Stravinsky; Yma Sumac; Sun Ra; Bob Wills and the Texas Playboys; and any record featuring solo xylophone or lengthy yodeling. My musical predilections had been honed when I was a disgruntled record-store clerk in 1977 and I tried to see what record would make customers flee the fastest. (By the way, it’s a Bing Crosby 45 played off-center at 33-1/3.)

A couple of years later The Simpsons showed up, and the bookstore crowds started getting bigger and surlier. By this time, Kathi was my regular Bay Area bodyguard, helping me escape a Stanford dorm spaghetti-feed after a five-hour signing and calming down some disgruntled kids who wanted their skateboards autographed at Moe’s Books in Berkeley, who were pissed off because they had to stand in line “with a buncha bookworms!”

Then Kathi invented the Remainders, and what started as a onetime goof turned into a couple-decades-long goof. I snuck into the band as part of the Critics Chorus, along with Greil, Roy, and Joel.

We played in New York, Los Angeles, Boston, Chicago, Miami, and a bunch of places where I didn’t show up. I remember once dreaming I was onstage at UCLA and had no idea why I was there. The next day, I actually was onstage at UCLA singing “Wild Thing” with Scott, who was wearing a pink wig, and I still have no idea why I was there.

Like everyone else in the Remainders, I had a crush on Kathi. She was beautiful and funny and made fun of herself even though she could actually sing. And here’s my secret confession: I wrote “Colonel Homer,” a 1992 Simpsons episode, inspired by Kathi. Her character, many steps removed from reality, was country singer Lurleen Lumpkin.

My favorite bit of dialogue was when Lurleen says, “Homer, you’re just a big sack of sugar!”

And Homer says, “Hey!...you did say sugar, right?”
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The last time I saw Kathi was at the Shanghai Literary Festival last October (2011). A truncated version of the Remainders performed at the M on the Bund Bar, with Kathi and Amy singing and Sam holding things together on piano. I did my part by drawing cartoons on an easel by the side of the stage, and everyone, including the bar crowd, had a blast. Kathi and Sam were obviously very much in love, and later we all marveled over tea and soup dumplings that the Rock Bottom Remainders had just played in China without causing an international incident.

I’m grateful to have hung out with Kathi these last couple of decades. She was the kind of pal who called me up every year and sang “Happy Birthday” over the phone. She started a rock band whose members actually dug one another. She loved Sam and her son, Tony, with all her heart. She knew that we’re only here for a little while, and then we’re gone. And Kathi grabbed her little while and took me, and a whole lot of other people, to places we never thought we’d go. And she made us dance, too.



Q&A: Where You’ve Been Recognized
Q&A with the Remainders

Q: What are some strange and awkward places fans have recognized you?

A:



  	“In a public restroom just before I went into the stall.”

  	“At the hospital, where a doctor was performing a sigmoidoscopy on me and said he couldn’t wait to tell his wife he saw me.”

  	“At an airport after losing my temper for having had my seat given away.”

  	“Once, a technician was doing my mammogram, and while squeezing my breast into a pancake, she said, ‘Oooh, my friends will not believe who I just met.’”

  	“A woman attempted to pick me up once in the men’s room.”

  	“At another doctor’s office, where a receptionist said, ‘Hey, everybody, this is Amy Tan!’ That was followed by, ‘Did you do your enema yet?’”



 



INBOX > Subject: Happy Hour
From: Amy Tan

Sent: Friday, November 9, 2007

 

Dear Boys and Girl,

I am just back from LA, where we got a chance to see Matt a couple of nights. We saw the Simpsons movie with a bunch of animators screening the movie for the Academy Awards. They served pink donuts and all kinds of other Homer junk food. I wanted to steal donuts. The second night we saw a documentary I was in and afterward Matt asked where we wanted to go for dinner—fancy or Thai in a bad neighborhood. So we went to a Thai restaurant where Thai Elvis performs every night. You have not lived until you have eaten Thai with a tiny Thai Elvis gyrating before your main course. 

Matt says that now that his kids are grown up and he’s not, he wants to gig with us. He thinks he got taken off the mailing list for not showing up that often. 

Your former token minority,

Amy



Hitting Rock Bottom 

by Roger McGuinn
“It was a dark and stormy night” when Max Weinberg and his wife, Becky, joined Camilla and me for dinner in 1992. We took turns telling stories about our rock-and-roll adventures. Max, the longtime drummer for Bruce Springsteen’s E Street Band, mentioned that he had jammed with Max Q, a band of astronauts who played for fun. I have always loved spacemen and lit up when he suggested that I might be able to jam with them. He put me in touch with the band leader, astronaut Brewster Shaw.

Brewster invited us to the Kennedy Space Center to see the shuttle launch and to play with Max Q. It was the beginning of a wonderful relationship. I often returned to play with various incarnations of Max Q. The band members changed as new astronauts became active and old ones retired; you couldn’t play in the band unless you were actively flying in space. They thought I was already in space! The experience woke me up to an enchanting reality—playing music with people who did it just for fun was a lot more of a blast than playing music with people who did it just for money!
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In March of 2000, the mailman brought two packages to our doorstep. At first we didn’t understand why different people had given us copies of Carl Hiaasen’s book Sick Puppy. Camilla and I each began reading. We thought maybe they’d been sent to us because the plot involved an evil lobbyist who was planning to bulldoze a south Florida island and we live in Orlando. It wasn’t until the main character, an ecoterrorist named Twilly Spree, kidnapped the lobbyist’s dog and renamed it “McGuinn” that we realized why copies were showing up at our house.

A week later, Carl was in town for a book signing. We thought it would be funny to stand in line and ask for his autograph. “Would you make it out to Roger McGuinn please?”

After dinner we joined about three hundred well-behaved patrons who waited for Carl’s autograph. Our joke suddenly didn’t seem so funny. Ten minutes later, a local TV news reporter recognized me and asked if I would mind going to the front of the line because the cameraman had another assignment he had to get to. We didn’t mind one bit. Our plan didn’t go as dramatically as we’d hoped though because Carl had been told that I was there. Carl was too busy to chat during the signing, but he invited us to a dinner the next night where he was the guest lecturer.

After his lecture, we found an out-of-the-way table and became fast friends. Carl mentioned that sometimes he played with a band of authors called the Rock Bottom Remainders—another group who played for fun. Carl noticed my excitement and offered to contact Dave Barry on my behalf.

I had met Dave the previous year at an SCO software convention in Northern California, where he was presenting a talk, or maybe it was a stand-up comedy routine. You can’t always tell what Dave is doing. I was playing my guitar and singing. Dave told me he’d seen The Byrds in concert as a teenager and thought it was so cool when girls rushed the stage. Maybe that’s why Dave invited me to play with the Rock Bottom Remainders.
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Entering a rehearsal studio was nothing new to me, but this time Camilla and I were both a little intimidated. The Rock Bottom Remainders had instruments strapped on, but underneath those guitars they were carrying “the mighty pen.” We were scared of them and they all looked scared of me. We didn’t exhale until Kathi came over and declared that this was going to be fun.

Kathi told me that she had met me in the seventies at my house in Malibu. She had come to one of my many parties with our mutual friend Kinky Friedman. After entering the kitchen, she noticed a guy sitting on a table next to the stove, eating bits of lamb shank with his fingers. He was trying his best to look and sound like Bob Dylan. Kathi couldn’t believe he was bold enough to try and pull that off in a house where people actually knew Bob Dylan! Kinky later introduced her to the lamb shank eater…Bob Dylan.

Kathi loosened me up and we started playing. Dave always downplays the musicianship of the Remainders, but I found them to be very good—especially when they practiced. Most of them had played in bands before they realized there might be a more lucrative way to make a living. The front line of the RBR is a rocking band. Dave and Greg on guitar, Ridley on bass, Mitch on keyboards, Sam on his soulful harmonica, and James rocking his sax. With core musicians that good, you can always add the “dark and stormy night guy,” Stephen, for a bit of drama and Scott to “shoot the sheriff.” With sultry Amy strutting around with her whip, the band not only sounded good, there was eye candy, too!
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As much fun as they are onstage, they’re even more interesting on the tour bus or in the dressing room. Most musicians talk about and listen to music all the time. The Rock Bottom Remainders talk about books and read and write books. They’re all so bright and witty, it’s like hanging out with Mensa without having to pass an IQ test.

The writers often compared notes about writing and publishing. Listening to them give one another technical advice about the novels they were working on was fascinating. My reputation for carrying gadgets on the road opened the door for me to be a technical adviser, too. Carl Hiaasen called me in 2001, wanting information for his book Basket Case. It involved recording rock and roll on a computer hard drive, and he knew we had recorded “The John B. Sails” on a Dell laptop at Ridley’s house in St. Louis for my 4-CD boxed set, The Folk Den Project. Another tool I always carry is a radiation detector, because you can never be too careful. Ridley asked for advice on how the Gamma-Scout radiation detector operates for his novel Killer View.

There was one thing they did that I didn’t adapt to very well. The Rock Bottom Remainders got up early! Rock musicians usually stay up till dawn and sleep till noon. With the RBR, we were up at four to make a seven a.m. flight, or if we were traveling by bus, it would depart the hotel at the break of day. After concerts, we would be back at the hotel singing and partying until security shut us down. Roy, Frank, and I were the old guys in the group, but even their energy put me to shame.

I have great memories of the twelve years I got to play with the Rock Bottom Remainders. I’m sure others will talk about how Amy said playing with the Remainders was so much fun, she would do it to kill the whales! How her husband, Lou, broke his collarbone in a fall during the “Leader of the Pack,” or how Bruce Springsteen told them not to get any better because then they’d just be another lousy garage band. Playing with the Remainders was so much fun–it’s hard to believe it’s over. There is talk of renaming the band so they can tour sometime in the future. Mitch came up with a great one: “The Whom.” Dave had a line in one of his songs, “Proofreading Woman,” about not dating guys who split their infinitives. “The Split Infinitives” might work too. Whatever happens, I will miss them, and especially Kathi.



Q&A: Roger’s Next Band
Q&A with the Remainders

Q: Which group of professionals should Roger play with next?

A:



  	“Professional musicians. The man has suffered enough.”

  	“The Daughters of the American Revolution. They need God.”

  	“Solar Panel Installers.”

  	“After having gone from the outer limits of space to the depths of human imagination, how could I possibly perform with anyone else? Or maybe an undertaker band would be pretty cool. We could all get embalmed together before the show!”



 

 



Q&A: Aspiring Writers Aspiring to be Rock Stars 
Q&A with the Remainders

Q: What advice do you have for aspiring writers aspiring to be rock stars?

A:



  	“Be sure to always get up really, really early!”

  	“Practice practice practice”

  	“In the land of the blind, the one-eyed man is king. Take music lessons first.”

  	“Get Ted. Otherwise little hope. In fact, put Ted in charge of the federal government. He could run it from his laptop.”

  	“If you poop on the bus, deny it.”



 



Ted’s Management Lesson #6: 

Time Management
A big part of touring involves meeting in the lobby to get on the bus. I quickly learned that “be in the lobby at nine sharp” means different things to different people. Roger? Always on time. Ridley, Kathi, and Dave, too. The rest of the group? Well, without naming names, nine a.m. ranged anywhere from nine ten a.m. (Steve, Scott, Roy) to nine thirty a.m. (Matt, Greg, Sam) to “Just give me the address. I’ll take a cab.” (Ahem, Amy and Mitch).

Bonus pro-tip #1: Do not try to tune guitars in the hotel lobby to save time. It seemed like a perfectly reasonable idea to me. Of course, I have absolutely no musical talent, background, or experience, so it wasn’t just unreasonable…It was pretty damn stupid. If you ever find yourself managing a band of famous authors, take note: Musicians tune their instruments just before going onstage. And putting Stephen or Roger in a hotel lobby doing anything is a bad idea, unless you enjoy crowd control.
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Q&A: Titles and Plots
Q&A with the Remainders

Q: Create a plot summary and title for a book that uses three of these items (all referenced in Remainders’ essays): KKK Marching Band, Bus of dead Remainders, Closet of Prada shoes, Kicking someone to death, A Segway, Teddy bear named Steve with a brain like Einstein, Invisible bird dicks, Roy (as himself), An inflatable sheep.

 

A: Dancing with Drunks. Dave joins the KKK Marching Band and is excised when one of them spots his Prada shoes. They pull off his sheet to discover he has an invisible penis and there’s just a hole there and you can see clear through to the back, where Roy (as himself) is spotted behind Dave. The KKK flees in terror and jump aboard a bus of Dead Remainders, whereupon an inflatable sheep kicks one of them to death. —James McBride

 

“Woz Up?” The unauthorized biography of a big teddy bear named Steve, with the brain of Einstein, who plays Segway polo. Steve the bear gets stopped by the California Highway Patrol, going over a hundred miles an hour in his Prius. —Roger McGuinn




Pop Quiz: Who was Described as…
Who was described as endearing, sneaky, maddening, cuddly, downright odorous, and as “a Southerner who knows how to call a fart a fart, especially when they make ’em”?



Select a choice: 

Greg Iles

Scott Turow

Dave Barry

Roy Blount Jr.




Results: Who was Described as…


  See what percentage of the Remainders and all other readers picked each answer


 


  [image: correct answer]
  
    Greg Iles
  
  
    
      	Readers:
      	  17%
    

    
      	Remainders:
      	  33%
    

  



 


  
    Scott Turow
  
  
    
      	Readers:
      	  0%
    

    
      	Remainders:
      	  0%
    

  



 


  
    Dave Barry
  
  
    
      	Readers:
      	  25%
    

    
      	Remainders:
      	  0%
    

  



 


  
    Roy Blount Jr.
  
  
    
      	Readers:
      	  58%
    

    
      	Remainders:
      	  67%
    

  






“MORE COWBELL!” 

by Greg Iles
Every writer I’ve ever met who has sung even once in the shower has asked me how to get into the Rock Bottom Remainders. There’s no formal procedure. It’s like being tapped for a secret society. I’m one of the mere mortals in the Remainders, and thus—hopefully—a window into it for the people reading this book. I’m also one of the newer (and younger) members, having been in it about twelve years. How I got into the Remainders we must pass over in silence, since in so many ways this band is an inside thing, a family, and even at the end some secrets must remain.

I consider writing this “essay” akin to signing my band mates’ yearbooks (and selfishly taking up a couple of pages). Despite our relatively advanced ages, some might call the vibe in this band collegial, but I think it’s a lot more like high school—which was always the realm of rock and roll anyway. And like high school, the Remainders have given me moments of exhilaration, joy, and excruciating embarrassment.

The first time I ever saw the band was in 1993 in Miami. I was starting the book tour for my very first novel and hadn’t even known the Remainders existed until the previous night, when I’d been floored to learn that some of my literary idols—Stephen King, for God’s sake!—performed in a band together. As a former rock musician, I was sure (like a thousand others before me) that I was destined to become part of this supergroup. The next night, I (and a girl who worked at a bookstore where I’d just signed about eight copies of my first book) stared slack-jawed at the visual and auditory calamity that was the Remainders. As we danced, she promised that she could get me backstage into the VIP room to meet the band. After the show, she disappeared for about twenty minutes, then returned with an apologetic smile and told me my fantasized meeting/audition was not to be. She was nice about it, but the subtext was clear: I wasn’t cool enough.

About three novels later, back in Mississippi, I walked unsuspectingly out to my mailbox and among the bills discovered a hand-addressed letter from a certain “Steve King.” This turned out to be a not-so-run-of-the-mill letter offering heart-stopping praise for the novel I’d just published. I had no idea how Stephen King had learned my humble address, but I assumed he had people for things like that. Not too long after this, I received a phone call from fellow thriller writer Ridley Pearson, asking if I’d like to sit in with the band at a show in New York. Duh…An improbable but mostly delightful sequence of events followed this call (excepting several horrifying hazing incidents devised by Dave Barry), and before a year had passed, I was a member of the Rock Bottom Remainders.

The first time you see your name on the New York Times Best Seller List means a lot to any writer, but for me, that wasn’t the moment that told me I had “arrived.” No, that moment came at a party in Amy’s SoHo loft, after the first gig I played with the Remainders. Somehow I found myself standing in a corner with Scott, discussing the genesis of Presumed Innocent over far too much alcohol. That was tall cotton for a boy from Mississippi, who’d started out wanting to tread the disputed borderland between commercial and literary fiction. Dave has always joked that there’s a band rule that we can’t talk about writing, but I’ve constantly broken this proscription, most notably with Scott and Steve. I’ve also talked writing and the business of writing with Roy, Amy, Mitch, and Ridley. For who could possibly stand listening to the problems of best-selling authors besides other best-selling authors? In that way, this band has been a therapeutic haven for me, a writer who lives so far from others who share his trade.

As the fictional lead singer in Cameron Crowe’s Almost Famous famously said: Rock and roll is about the buzz. And the buzz comes in many forms. One in which it presented itself to me was Roger McGuinn, founding member of The Byrds. The first time I found myself standing side by side with Roger onstage, playing rhythm guitar so that he could solo on “Eight Miles High,” near-nirvana levels of endorphins went shooting through my brain. When I sang backup for him on “Mr. Tambourine Man,” I was certain I’d stepped into a time machine set to 1967.

But not all was to be flowers and moonbeams. One night in Los Angeles, after the band appeared with Steve Martin, McGuinn helped us close the show by playing an upbeat folksong—I forget which one. But at roughly the midpoint, Roger half turned to me and called, “Greg!”—indicating that I should take the guitar solo. Now, you might expect this to be another nirvana moment. Not so. The instant I realized what Roger meant, I forgot which fret was which, what the dots on the guitar neck meant, and what my flatpick was for. Like Mitch and Ridley, I’d actually earned my living as a musician for a number of years, so I should have been prepared for this moment. But when a Rock and Roll Hall of Fame guitarist turned to me and called out my name to take the solo…I nearly crapped my pants! After a momentary delay, I played a passable solo, but I don’t remember a note of it. In that dazed blur, I realized that I was meant to be writing books, not sharing the stage with a rock god.
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I could tell Remainders stories forever, but I’d rather jot down a few things I’ve learned about some of the people who make up this band of scribes: not-so-secret secrets that have enriched my life:

Dave is the sharpest knife in the drawer. You know how, after some unpleasant confrontation, you think of the perfect withering comeback, only woefully too late? Dave is one of those rare humans who thinks of the perfect retort at the exact moment it’s required, then delivers it with devastating effect. I’ve witnessed what happens to journalists who have the temerity to try to slyly insult Dave; they slink away with near-fatal wounds to their egos. I’ve also learned that beneath the comic genius of guys like Dave and Steve Martin are depths of feeling the public never sees. Comedy is a lot like writing novels that move people: If it were easy, everybody would be doing it.

I will swear on a stack of Bibles that Stephen King is the most gracious man I’ve ever seen in the flesh. No matter where I’ve traveled with him, obsessive fans have swarmed out of nowhere, sometimes in frightening numbers and occasionally with outrageous levels of aggression. Yet Steve has always gone beyond the call of duty to give them what they think they want: a piece of the magic he carries inside him like a glowing nugget of radium. Stephen is an example to everyone who ever reached their dream, or went beyond it. I only wish other “stars” could see how he handles his fame.

Roy is a gentleman and a scholar, and my fellow Southerner in this band of mostly Yankees. A consummate wordsmith, Roy made me feel at home in the Remainders from the very first night. In droning buses, planes, and trains filled with some very funny (and loquacious) people, Roy would always choose a brief lacuna of silence in which to inject an insight so dry and pointed that you had to wait for the shock to wear off before you could burst out laughing.

You need chicks in a classic-rock band (and at least one dude that dresses like a chick), and we had both. When they weren’t providing emotional support of various kinds, Amy and Kathi threw aside all notions of propriety and shocked crowd after crowd with how far they were willing to go for the cause of rock and roll. Kathi sashayed across countless stages and owned every one, while Amy channeled her inner dominatrix with such intensity that I sometimes wondered how much of it was an act. Scott, a lawyer of consummate skill and experience, threw aside a lot more than propriety (swapping gender and sporting outlandish wigs in front of his own partners, no less!) and proved again and again that he had the biggest clanking cojones in the band.

It takes more than stars to make a “star-studded” band. A screenwriter once put the following theory into the mouth of Brian Epstein. The Beatles were like one complete person: John Lennon was the mind, Paul McCartney the heart, George Harrison the soul. Lennon asked Brian what Ringo was, and Epstein answered, “Ringo’s the flesh and blood, John.” Myself, Ridley, and a few other now-close friends were the flesh and blood in the Remainders. And it was these journeymen who upped the musical ante during the band’s second decade. Dave, Ridley, Mitch, and I had been professional musicians, while Dave’s brother Sam is one hell of a harp player. Mitch’s wife, Janine, has world-class pipes. To bolster our chops, we had ringers Josh and Erasmo, along with prosoundman Gary. And together, after a little work (on at least a few nights), we truly rocked the house. The vocals might not have won us any Grammys, but the music kicked ass.

“I knew this would happen,” Roy bemoaned as we rehearsed for a show at Google headquarters. “We’ve gotten too good.”
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The musical high point for me came when, filled with hubris, we took our shot at “Don’t Fear the Reaper” by Blue Oyster Cult. That song had been the theme of The Stand, and I wanted to give Stephen the chance to stand out there and wail that death anthem in front of a wall of screaming guitars. Cowbell in hand, Steve rose to the challenge, yelling “MORE COWBELL!” between verses while I did my best to shred the solos. You can’t buy that kind of experience with all the money in the world.

But my most treasured lessons were quiet ones.

There’s nothing more surprising than sharing a terrifying secret with someone as funny as Dave, then realizing that he understands more about your plight than your best friend. My favorite Dave quote: “Other people’s problems are always simple to fix. It’s only your problems that are complicated.”

For a long time I looked up to Scott as one of those magical writers who managed to walk the high wire between commercial and literary fiction while somehow remaining gracious, modest, and—like Mary Poppins—practically perfect in every way. In short, he seemed like a superhuman big brother. But after enough unguarded conversations over the years, I finally realized that Scott was as human as I—which made it a little easier to live with my own choices.

Once, after a show in New York, Stephen and I sat up late in his hotel room, swapping story ideas. One tale he told me later became a little book called 11/22/63, and one I shared with him is coming to life even now. Five years after that conversation, when I tore my aorta, broke far too many bones, and lost a leg in an accident, it was Steve who counseled me from experience, with brutal honesty and hard-earned black humor. I look back on a moment he and I shared alone in a dressing room in Webster Hall, not long after he’d almost been killed by a drunk driver. Tormented by pain and haggard with fatigue, Steve said, “Greg, I’m too old for this shit”—referring to going out on the road to play music and meet the readers. But then there’s that afternoon only months ago, when we shared a mike at The Late Late Show with Craig Ferguson, dancing like maniacs with our guitars and yelling out lyrics like two crazed punks in a high school garage band. Such is the redemptive power of rock and roll and of friendship.

I’ve left out a lot more than I put in, which is usually the way it goes in writing. As with all families, the most important things are those that can’t be spoken of until most of the principals have died. Sadly, some of our principals have died, and we mourned and carried on, which is what all families do. Attentive readers will have noticed that I’ve had trouble with verb tenses in this essay. Please forgive my confusion. Officially, this band is no more. Whether I believe we’ve played our last show is another matter. All that’s certain is that the people who proudly toured this country as Rock Bottom Remainders share a bond that transcends that of the “vanity” bands so common among star entertainers in various fields. I know this because I learned long ago that most famous writers, unlike other stars, remain very much who they were as their younger selves. They have to, for it is only out of that sacred well that good writing comes.

And so, like a faithful soldier, I await the call from Ted, summoning me to yet another show at Google, the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame, the White House, or some no-name club in Miami or New York. I still don’t know whether Ted’s true occupation is rock manager, TV producer, arms dealer, or vertical transport specialist. All I know is that he’s currently off the no-fly list and thus able to put together yet another spectacle if the need should arise.

And I believe it will.

 

PS: To Matt Groening, who’s a class act on the level of Stephen King: My son, like all the sons of numberless fans before him, thanks you for the autographed Bart Simpson toxic snack plate.  I could have brought home the half-torched guitar of Jimi Hendrix as a present and Mark Iles would not have been as impressed.


 

PPS: Dave Barry and I share one bedrock belief: that the question of which is the better band, the Beatles or the Stones, cannot even be classified as a genuine debate by right-thinking people. I’m not sure I could hang with anyone who falls on the wrong side of this illusory question. And if Dave ever reaches the Oval Office, I expect him to settle this by presidential fiat.

 

PPPS: I had a lot of fun in high school, but my twelve years at Rock Bottom Remainders High topped the real thing by a hell of a margin. To those of you who shared some of those years and shows…we were blessed, all of us. To those who missed them…pick up a guitar, crank your amp to eleven, and find some like-minded maniacs who know that it’s not how perfectly you play the notes that matters, but how much feeling you put into them. And remember Uncle Stevie’s dictum: “MORE COWBELL!”




Nails On Fire
Dave: One night, we were playing in Nashville. And, we're on a high stage, and...Stephen's standing over there (left) and I'm standing over here (right). 

Ridley: It was the encore, so they had their Bics out...for us. 

Dave: So Ridley goes by me and goes, "Check out the woman in front of Stephen." I look over to the side and there's a woman like this (raises his arms above his head) right in front of Stephen King and all ten of her fingernails were on fire. And you're thinking, I *hope* those are artificial fingernails. Because, otherwise, this is a woman who can make her fingernails shoot flames. And then Ridley goes back the other way and goes, "I don't ever want to be that famous."

—Interview with the Remainders, Besides the Music, April 2003



Ridley on Greg Joining the Band
Greg and I met far too many years ago to remember exactly when. Late 1980s? Early 1990s? I was speaking at the Golden Triangle Writers Conference in a squalid Holiday Inn on a weekend so humid and hot that it rang itself out with a deluge on that Saturday night, flooding the city. Greg was about to have his first novel published, a long romp through Nazi Germany filled with spies and warcraft. He was an island of intelligence, and we clung to each other, probably in the bar—for that was in my drinking days.

We shared a love of Ken Follett and found we’d both supported ourselves as musicians in former lives. And that was about it. Forty-eight hours and gone. Probably with a headache on my part. Maybe a fax or two after that—for it was before e-mail.

At some point one of us contacted the other and we kept in distant touch. He was in the South, and sounded like it. I was in the Northern Rockies and dressed like it. He knew I was a founding member of the Remainders and, when we both realized we were to be at the same New York book expo, I invited him to sit in and play bass on a number. He admired Stephen and, knowing they’d have a chance to meet, accepted.

He did a competent job on bass—probably much better than I ever played. Greg is an alpha male. I am closer to omega. He was more than competent when it came to “hanging out,” which was the first requirement of any future Remainder. The man could talk the talk. He hit it off with Stephen and others with his self-deprecating musical modesty. His mannerisms and his Southern drawl even impressed Roy, the authentic Southern gentleman of the band. The funny thing about being invited into this band was—and maybe this had to do with Stephen’s bizarre writings—that it was more spontaneous combustion than planned arson. People like Scott walked onstage and just belonged with the rest of us. Greg was that way.

But he was a liar—another quality of Southern gentlemen? (I should ask Roy.) Bass wasn’t his instrument. Turned out he’s a top-tier lead and rhythm guitarist and one hell of a vocalist. By the time he was sitting in again—this time on guitar—we were awestruck. Usually people with talent weren’t allowed into the band. Musical deficiency was a prerequisite. We’d only looked the other way with Mitch because he had a hot wife. Greg’s private life, on the other hand, remained a mystery shrouded in an enigma, just to get as clichéd as possible. To this day, Dave and I refer to him as Mystery Man. Greg enjoys a bit of the unknown swirling around him.

Somewhere in all this, he was invited into the band. I’m not sure when. I know that we realized we needed him as much as we could get him because he lent the band musical credibility, which was a dangerous road to go down. His rendition of “Steamroller Blues” was a Remainder show stopper. He could rewrite lyrics to standard rock songs and leave the crowd guffawing. Greg’s real contributions, though, came around the dinner tables and in the back of the buses and vans, where we all tell stories and lies and try to sing songs we shouldn’t. Those were/are the best times, and Greg understood that from the start. There isn’t much Greg is likely to miss.




INBOX > Subject: A big thanks from Brother Greg
From: Greg Iles

Sent: Friday, July 8, 2011 3:55 a.m.

 

Dear Remainders,

This is the first thank-you note I’ve written to anyone since the wreck. Like Steve, I broke a lot of big bones, but about three weeks ago I took my first steps on my prosthetic leg. Hallelujah! Also like Steve, at the time of the accident I was nearly finished with a 425,000-word novel. I wish I’d stopped trying to emulate the master at that, and skipped all the rest.

I want to thank everybody for the “iPod of Life,” which I received, like all true gifts, when I most needed it. When I opened that package, I could not believe what was inside: a brushed-black metal iPod that looked like a miniature version of the Monolith from 2001: A Space Odyssey. Then I saw the song list—and the worksheet—that Sam thoughtfully included (my own one-off liner notes from the Remainders). To know that all you guys (and gals) took time out of your lives and thought up a song for recovery or meditation or just a good laugh made this the no-shit best present I got during the whole crazy nightmare.

A final note on age, mortality, and immortality: (There’s nothing like a torn aorta to give you some insight into mortality) I may have lost half a leg, but there are worse appendages for a writer to lose. Like the middle leg. Seriously, though…If you regularly play LIVE rock ’n’ roll in any way, shape or form, you stop aging. You may die, but you will die young. And that’s why this band should never split up OR retire. Authors may age and become irrelevant, but rockers just wrinkle a bit. The music pouring through you keeps you immortal.

So thanks for the music, and I’ll see you at the next motherfugging show!

Greg



Q&A: Literary Mash-ups
Q&A with the Remainders

Q: Mash-ups are popular in music. Why not in literature? Which two band members would you like to see a mash-up from? (For example: Disney holograms in a horror novel called Kingdom Eaters)

 

A: “I’m too embarrassed to ask my kids what a mash-up is, so I’ll just skip this one.” —Scott Turow

 

“I think the ideal mash-up would be Stephen King and Roy Blount Jr. There would be a sense of mounting dread and almost unbearable tension, but there would also be possum-tossing. ” —Dave Barry



Just a Little Talent 

by Stephen King
One day in the early sixties—I was thirteen or fourteen—I went over to my friend Chris’s house and he said, “I got this cool record for my birthday. Wait until you hear this one song. I’m learning to play it. It’s pretty easy.”

The record jacket showed a bearded man in sunglasses. The title was Dave Van Ronk Sings the Blues, and the song Chris wanted me to hear was called “Bed Bug Blues.” I had never heard anything like it on the radio. Van Ronk’s voice was hoarse and urgent; his guitar playing was rolling and rhythmic. I was particularly taken by the comic desperation of the last verse, in which Van Ronk sings that he got a wishbone and “these bugs they got my goat,” and wishes they’d all “cut their own goddamned throat.”

That song was great, but others on the album were nearly as good. “Yas Yas Yas,” for instance, began with an entrancing couplet about his mother buying a chicken that she thought was a duck, which she put on the table “with the legs stickin’ up.” After years of soupy hand-holding ballads by teeny-bop yodelers like Frankie Avalon (“Bobby Sox to Stockings”—uck) and Bobby Vinton (“Roses are Red”—double uck), Dave Van Ronk was like a splash of cold water.

Chris showed me the chords on his grandfather’s guitar. There were just three of them, and the only hard one was the B, which I mastered after three weeks of pain and suffering. By the end of that summer, we had learned to play—after a fashion—every song on the Van Ronk album. We began to buy folk magazines like Broadside and Sing Out!, because each issue had lyrics and chord progressions.

My friend got a gorgeous bloodred Gibson guitar for Christmas that year. It had beautiful tone, and the touch was like silk. The following spring I bought a much humbler instrument in a Lewiston, Maine, pawnshop. It was a Sears Silvertone, and the distance between the strings and the fret board was approximately two feet.

1963…1964…1965. Chris and I would meet either at his house or at mine and listen to our latest purchases: Tom Rush on Elektra; Joan Baez and Mississippi John Hurt on Vanguard; Koerner, Ray, and Glover on Folkways. KR&G were another revelation to me; for weeks on end, I practiced the driving, bare-bones beat of field chants like “Black Betty,” “Whomp-Bom,” and “Red Cross Store,” songs I still like to play when I’m in a rip-ass mood.

We started to go around to coffeehouses and gig at open hoots. That was exciting and a lot of fun, but at some point I came to recognize the obvious: We had exactly the right guitars for our talents. Chris was good and getting better. I, on the other hand, was not very good and not getting better. This was depressing, but not too depressing, because I could write stories and I was good at that. Still, it was the first time I recognized the very basic fact that separates the major leaguers in any given field of the arts from the minor leaguers: Without a fairly large dose of talent, not all the work in the world will make you as good as the people you idolize. I remember telling my mother this once—or at least trying to—and her response: “Almost everybody has one thing they’re really good at. If you’ve got just a little talent for something else, be grateful.”

I don’t remember how I took this observation—at seventeen, probably not very well—but looking back from my midsixties, it seems like pretty good advice. But I’d add a codicil: Don’t let that little talent get away.
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I played at a few open hoots in college and for a while with a jug band called the Up Against the Wall Mother Juggers (Van Ronk’s version of “Yas Yas Yas” was always our closing number, and it always brought down the house). That was a good gig, mostly because Tabitha Spruce, my wife-to-be, played comb in the band, and when I stood next to her, I could look down her blouse. Then I graduated and got a job teaching school, and all at once there was nobody to play with but myself.

It was a thing I did less and less, and I might have stopped altogether had not a few verses of “Barbry Allen” or “Tell Old Bill” soothed the kids when they were teething and fractious. I can remember sitting on a lot of apartment stoops, cigarette burning in an ashtray beside me, playing “Galveston Flood” or “Baby, Please Don’t Go.” Music also soothed me when I was fractious and made me feel better when I had the blues. I knew these things, but still I played less and less every year. Once I had learned three or four new songs a week. After college, I rarely bothered. Sometimes I’d scratch a few lyrics on a napkin and chord them out, but mostly when I had spare time, I spent it at the typewriter. On the guitar, I knew twelve chords. On the typewriter I was learning new ones every day. On the guitar, I had to look at my fingers to make a B-minor chord. When I was at my typewriter, I could clatter out perfect lines while looking out the window.

There came a time when I could actually support myself with those word chords and a time a few years later when I realized they were making me rich. By then I had three guitars. One was a Gibson electric, and one was a Martin acoustic with beautiful tone. Both were gifts, because I’d made myself a promise when the big bucks started rolling in: I’d never spend money on a guitar just because I could afford to. That, I felt, would be the height of arrogance, especially when there were talented guys playing crap guitars on street corners all over America. The third guitar, the one I bought myself and mostly played, was a hundred-dollar Yamaha. I still think of it fondly when I hear Steve Earle sing the politically incorrect lyrics of “Guitar Town.” That cheap Japanese guitar was, I felt, about what my little smidge of talent deserved.

When I got a letter from Kathi, saying she was trying to put together a band of writers for a book convention, I strapped on the gift Gibson and made a tape of myself playing and singing the old Phil Phillips tune “Sea of Love.” I sent it off, thinking it sounded just fucking awful and they’d never let me in the band. Little did I know that I could have made the band if I’d said my instrument was a cowbell—which I have, in fact, played in the RBRs, most notably on “Don’t Fear the Reaper”—or the skin flute.

Looking back on it, I thank God that I sent in that tape and that Kathi said, “Yeah, come on, play rhythm guitar for us in Anaheim.” Because no one should let their little bit of talent get away just because they happen to have a bigger one with a cash register attached. Roy, who usually served as the band’s chief—and very amusing—spokesman during the RBR’s unlikely twenty-year run, became a master at lowballing the band. He defined our style as “hard listening” (as opposed to “easy listening”) and liked to tell audiences, “The more you drink, the better we sound.”

Yeah, but guess what? We all worked hard. Partly this was because any group of successful writers is, in reality, a bunch of nervous norvus type A obsessive-compulsives. Mostly, though, it was because all at once we were going to play for other people instead of just for ourselves. For some of us, it had been a long time. And while I can’t speak for the others in the band, I was pretty fucking skittish before that first—and supposedly only—show at Cowboy Boogie in Anaheim. I had read my fiction or spoken entirely off the cuff before lots of audiences, and I was okay with it because that was my major talent. When we took the stage in Anaheim, I was going to be doing something that—let’s face it—I could hardly do at all.

I wasn’t alone in that, but there were enough good players in the band—especially Al, our musical director, and God bless him for his laid-back instruction—to carry it off. We had a good time, and more importantly, the audience had a good time (they were pretty drunk). After the show, I corralled Dave and told him we couldn’t let it go at that; we absolutely could not let it go at that. And we didn’t.
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During my time with the band, I played almost every day, and I was delighted to discover you actually can teach an old dog new tricks—a few, anyway. I could list some of them, but it would be wrong…like a magician explaining how his illusions work. But one example might be okay.

From our first performance in Anaheim to our last one (also in Anaheim), we played a great old soul song called “634-5789.” It begins with half a dozen or so quick changes from G to C. Because I came to the Remainders from a folk background rather than rock, I’d never learned any bar chords. Oh, I knew they were there, but for the kind of stuff I was used to doing, they weren’t much good—the sound was too funky, somehow. So when we played “634,” I was going back and forth between G and C at the top of the neck. I couldn’t quite keep up. The changes were a little too quick.

After one rehearsal, Dave grabbed me and said, “There’s an easier way to do that, you know.”

He showed me how, if I played a bar-G, all I had to do was rock my fingers to get the C. It was a little uncomfortable at first, but actually easier than learning to play that first B-chord at the top of the neck. And boy, was it fast. So, at the tender age of forty-four, I began the transition from folk guitarist to rock guitarist. I’m always going to be more comfortable playing a song like “Hey, Baby” (the old Bruce Channel thing) at the top of the neck—the progression is simple and sweet, from G to E7 to A to D—but a song like “Runaway” doesn’t work up there very well. If you can play the bars, though, it’s a piece of cake.

Stuff like that is no substitute for talent, and in spite of Roy and Dave’s comic lowballing, there was plenty in the band. I was astounded and uplifted by Sam’s joyous harmonica solo on the old Staples Singers’ number “Nobody’s Fault but Mine” (and he played it while prancing along the edge of the stage), and delighted when Greg, our lead guitarist, nailed the John Fogerty swamp lick that opens “Suzie Q.” That was my song to sing, and when we did it at our final show, I added an extemporaneous verse simply because I wanted to hear Greg play some more. I can hear those magic dozen notes in my head as I write this, and it makes me smile.


A bit of craftsmanship—a teeny, tiny bit of craftsmanship—was the best I ever managed as the RBR’s titular rhythm guitarist, but every now and then I actually did manage what Al once termed “that quantum leap to palatability.” (Al, a font of musical knowledge, once informed me that the chorus of an old doo-wop song by The Elchords, appears to include the line “Peppermint Stick will suck my dick.” Thanks, Al. Good to know.)

A little musical talent is what I’ve got and all I’ll ever have, but playing with the band made me hugely happy. The great gift was that the band gave me back an instrument I might otherwise have finally put away in a corner forever. And you know what? Having just a little talent is useful in all sorts of ways. It keeps you humble; it lends you perspective; it gives you something to fall back on when it rains and nothing in your life seems quite right.

I no longer play for my kids—they’re grown—but the miracle of talent is that sometimes it grows as it makes its way down the bloodline. I have three grandsons who are in a band—Ethan plays drums and sings backup, Aidan plays bass, and Ryan sings lead. They’re pretty good. Their favorite group is the Black Keys, a blues band that sounds quite a lot like Koerner, Ray, and Glover. Would you pay to hear them? Not yet, but maybe soon. And I have a pretty little granddaughter who just turned three. She might get a kick out of “634-5789.” I’ll try it on her, see what she thinks. Until the band reunites, that’s good enough for me.



FedEx from Stephen King
Sent after the Remainders first-ever concert

 

May 26, 1992

Dear Kathi,

 

When I was a kid attending my first birthday parties, my mother instructed me to always seek out the hostess before I left and say, “Thank you for a very nice time.” I didn’t get the chance to say that to you before Tabby and I headed back to Maine yesterday, so let me say it now: Thank you for a very nice time. Also, thank you for giving me a chance to kick ass and take down names in an all-out way for the first time since I was sixteen or so.

 

A bunch of us were up in Al’s room Saturday night, watching some of his weird videos, and Dave slid to the floor, just howling with laughter. When the spasm finally eased a little, he looked up at me and said, “This is the best time I’ve ever had in my life.” As simple as that. And I feel almost the same way; I think my first wet dream was better, but I can’t remember for sure. Anyway, nothing from now on will be quite as good as lighting off that first set with the downbeat to “Money”—of that I’m almost positive.

 

Thank you, thank you, thank you. It was totally tubular.

 

Love from us Kings,

Steve

 

PS: Please send cassettes, videos, clippings, and lace underwear as soon as possible. And speaking of lace underwear, one more story. While Dave was introducing Al’s song the second time, I picked a pair of pink panties up off the stage and hung them over the end of my guitar. During the sax break, Al came over and asked me what my wife would think of that. “I don’t know,” I said, “but I think they’re hers.”



INBOX > Subject: Keep It in Your Heart for a While
From: Dave Barry 

Sent: Sunday, June 24, 2012 1:43 p.m.

 

Dear Band—

I’m here at LAX, about to leave, wishing I were arriving so we could do it all again. That was perfect, all of it, including the mistakes. Especially the mistakes. Thanks to everybody for making the effort. But above all, thanks to Ted, who made everything happen and worked so hard that he actually fell asleep. You’re amazing, Ted. We owe you.

I don’t know what happens next, but I do know this: I love you guys.

Dave

 

From: Roger McGuinn

Sent: Sunday, June 24, 2012 5:22:59 p.m. +0000

 

It was a blast!!!

Love all you guys!!!

Headed to SF.

 

From: Sam Barry 

Sent: Sunday, June 24, 2012 2:32 p.m.

 

Amen, Brother Dave.

 

Thank you everyone for your love and kindness. You rock forever.

 

Sam

 

From: Scott Turow

 

Sent: Sunday, June 24, 2012 2:33 p.m.

 

Also at LAX. Also still in love.

 

I have had a remarkably blessed life on so many fronts. Some of that has involved being in the right time at the right place and having enough ability to take advantage of that. But not even that formula accounts for the piece of extraordinary good fortune that allowed me to hang around with you guys for 12+ years and ruin your music. You are each an effing treasure. It’s been a gas to share your company. To all, special thanks for your patience in allowing me to bring 12 tone music to the set list and rhythms unknown even to the caveman. I love you all, together and the individual pieces. I am really good at keeping track of the people I care about, so you’ll have to avoid me if you want to take full advantage of this breaking-up thing. XO S.

 

From: Scott Turow

Sent: Sunday, June 24, 2012 4:46 p.m.

Now hear this.  Flew LAX/SFO with Ted. He slept AGAIN! Apparently all these years, he was waiting for the band to play its last before closing his eyes.

 

From: Stephen King

Sent: Sunday, June 24, 2012 6:15 p.m.

 

That was the greatest. Thanks to all, especially Ted and Dave and SAM. Wore my tattoos home with pride.

 

Steve

 

From: Roy Blount Jr.

Sent: Sunday, June 24, 2012 6:51 p.m.

 

I thought the love thing, I mean, openly, was just between Scott and me. And now, all I can say is, y’all move me.

Roy

 

From: Dave Barry 

Sent: Sunday, June 24, 2012 7:38 p.m.

 

Sometimes, when Scott and I are having sex, he speaks Roy’s name.

 

From: Camilla McGuinn

Sent: Sunday, June 24, 2012 8:14 p.m.

 

There y’all go again! Me ears and eyes is a burning! but…I’m peeking

 

Blessings to you,

Camilla McGuinn

 

From: Greg Iles 

Sent: Sunday, June 24, 2012 11:50 p.m.

 

Once in, never out.

 

From: Matt Groening

Sent: Monday, June 25, 2012 10:18 a.m.

 

Now I can confess after all these years that I’ve finally figured out who everybody is. By the way, I was the guy in the Marge Simpson mask, except at the end in Anaheim, when it was Ted…Thank you all for letting me wiggle around at the beautiful end of the stage. I had a blast!

 

Matt

 

From: Ted Habte-Gabr

Sent: Monday, June 25, 2012 11:34 a.m.

 

Just waking up…

 

But wanted to say thanks for letting me have fun with you guys for the last dozen years. It’s been fun. I recall the first gig, where—in the name of efficiency—I suggested you guys tune your guitars at the hotel, where we had time to kill. We were waiting for, well, never mind. It’s been fun—from all the cities, the venues, the trips, the causes, the laughs, the hangovers, our once-thriving “internship” program, and yes, a little shut-eye.

I have learned a lot, but I’m still not sure I understand what real action weighted keys are.

 

Thanks to all of you, for welcoming and being nice to Lisa.

 

As always, go on gently,

 

- Ted

 

From: Greg Iles

Sent: Monday, June 25, 2012 3:21 p.m.

 

Paraphrasing my Mississippi homeboy, William Faulkner, I offer the following:

 

I decline to accept the end of Band. It is easy enough to say that the Band is immortal simply because it will endure: that when Stephen King has signed the last book shoved in his face by the last crazed fan, that when Matt Groening has drawn his last toxic snack plate, that when the last power chord of doom has clanged and faded from the last worthless amp hanging tideless in the last red and dying evening, that even there will still be one more sound: that of Roy Blount’s gravelly inexhaustible voice, still mumbling: “You love me…I move me?”

 

I refuse to accept this. I believe that the Band will not merely endure: it will prevail. The Band is Immortal, not because we have inexhaustible voices, but because we have survived marriages and divorces, births and deaths, illicit affairs that became licit (if that’s a word—Roy?), tragic accidents, illnesses, and amputations, and we have still pushed on with Churchillian verve and style. We’ve also narrowly avoided the spontaneous combustion of egos that destroys so many Supergroups; as well as miraculously dodged the potentially world-annihilating paradoxes that customarily ensue when public and private personas occupy the same space.

 

On a personal note: when the drummer for Def Leppard lost his arm, he kept on drumming, but the band’s music was never really the same. My experience proves that for a guitarist in the Rock Bottom Remainders, a leg isn’t really all that important. Our music sounded just as bad this past weekend as it did last year. On the other hand, a leg turns out to be sort of necessary to get you from gig to gig. But if a man has friends who are healthy enough, and loyal enough, to push him from place to pace on a goddamn mail cart by the sweat of their brows, then that man has to paraphrase Gary Cooper quoting Lou Gehrig: “You love me.” No, no, wait—“I might have been given a bad break, but I’ve got an awful lot to live for. In fact, I am the luckiest man on the face of this earth.”

 

And I am. We are a family, folks. End of story.

 

From: Gary Hirstius

Sent: Monday, June 25, 2012 3:49 p.m.

 

My Dear Friends,

For the last 14 years, starting the night Bruce joined you in LA, I have had so much fun with you, and somehow I feel this is not over by a long shot. We have the right to reunite at any time…until then I’ll be here waiting for Ted to call. I love you all so much! Thank you from the heart. Your Soundman ;-)>~ Gary

 

From: Ridley Pearson

Sent: Monday, June 25, 2012 5:06 p.m.

 

Nice goatee, Gary!

Safe travels with Slash over the next 9 months. It doesn’t matter really if we get back together, because after Slash you’ll be DEAF.

R

 

From: Roy A. Blount Jr. 

To: Greg Iles

Sent: Monday, June 25, 2012 7:41 p.m.

 

If you love me, licit.

 

From: Mitch Albom

Sent: Tuesday, June 26, 2012 8:38 a.m.

 

As one of the last to always arrive (I would blame Janine but it’s often my fault) it is normal for me to be late chiming in, but after reading all the e-mails I wanted to add this:

 

I thought I lost my Elvis wig the last night, thought someone took it, and I figured, “oh, well, that’s fitting.” And then, as we were walking out, someone handed it to me and said, “Hey, I found this.” And it looked like a dead raccoon. And I put it in my bag. And I still have it. And that is symbolic of who we are and how we go on. Not the dead raccoon part.

 

Music stops, friendship does not. And where there is friendship, there can always be new music—around a piano, on a massive stage, or under a Marge Simpson mask.

 

You have all enriched our lives, and every memory is like a well-played chord. Even though I don’t remember many well-played chords.

 

Thank you for letting a sportswriter into the band.

 

love

 

Mitch and Janine

 

From: Amy Tan

Sent: Tuesday, June 26, 2012 9:16 a.m.

 

Well, I just noticed that I sent my note to Dave only on Sunday. So here is what I meant to send all of you.

 

---

I’ll keep you all in my heart for a while, if a while means forever. These shows made me feel we should start over again as a tribute band to us.

 

Whether we get together to play in front of paying audiences, I hope we promise to have reunions. Even though I know I will see you all individually over the years, there is something magical about all of us together in one green room with junk food.

 

Love you all.

 

Amy

 

From: Ridley Pearson

Sent: Tuesday, June 26, 2012 10:09 a.m.

 

Surfin’ Bird is stuck in my head.

 

From: Stephen King

Sent: Tuesday, June 26, 2012 12:29 p.m.

 

That’s because the bird…is the word.

Everybody’s heard about the bird.

Even Mitt Romney knows that…the bird is the word.

Word, bros and sisters.

Word.

This is the gospel according to Little Stephen.

 

From: Steve King

Sent: Tuesday, June 26, 2012 10:23 a.m.

 

Mitch, when you put on that weird wig Saturday night, I thought I’d either shit myself or die. Luckily, I did neither. You were great. You always are. God bless ya, and Janine, too.

Steve

 

From: Ted Habte-Gabr

Sent: Sunday, July 1, 2012 1:23 a.m.

 

FYI…the Entertainment Weekly piece is in the July 6 issues on the newsstand. It’s not online just yet for some reason, maybe so they make sure they sell at least 15 extra copies.

 

From: Stephen King

Sent: Sunday, July 1, 2012 4:34 a.m.

 

That’s very interesting, Ted, but not important. What’s important is…DO WE LOOK GOOD?

 

From: Ridley Pearson

Sent: Sunday, July 1, 2012 8:53 a.m.

 

HAVE WE EVER LOOKED GOOD?

 

From: Stephen King

Sent: Sunday, July 1, 2012 8:56 a.m.

 

You always look good to me, Ridster, especially in that bathrobe.

Mmmmm!



INBOX > Subject: The McGuinn Karaoke Challenge...for Authors
From: Sam Barry

To: Dave, Ridley, Greg, and Stephen

Sent: Thursday, August 30, 2012

 

You’ve been hand-picked to participate in the first ever McGuinn Karaoke Challenge...for Authors.

  

Please write a page of text trying to mimic Steve’s writing (Steve should just be himself). We’ll send all of the entries to The Book Genome Project to see if their computers can tell us who wrote what, and we’ll also let readers live-vote in the ebook. 

 

Can you out-Steve Steve?

 

From: Stephen King

To: Sam, Dave, Ridley, and Greg

Sent: Thursday, August 30, 2012 2:47 p.m.

 

> Can you out-Steve Steve?

I do it every day.

Steve



The McGuinn Karaoke Challenge...for Authors
Can Anyone Out-Stephen Stephen King?

The following are four short works of fiction written by Stephen King, Dave Barry, Ridley Pearson, and Greg Iles. 

 

Can you tell who wrote which one? Read carefully and make your pick at the end to see how you stack up against the other Remainders, as well as the experts and computers behind the Book Genome Project.



Black Mambo
He resented the name Black Mambo. It wasn’t a name he wanted to live with. For one thing, he was white as a preacher. Maybe he’d earned it because he was lethal to get in the way of. Maybe it was because he kept his head up, even when in the tall grass. Then again, maybe it was because he’d bitten a man in the neck, right there in front of Jimmy Devine’s Baptist Church, an old faded circus tent on State Highway 50 that ran along the Penobscot River out Millinocket way. He’d had his Mike Tyson moment. So what? Who among us doesn’t skid off the rails now and then? Who hasn’t imagined crossing that line that separates the civilized from the uncouth? Maybe they should have called him Uncle Cooth, so they could have abbreviated it to something more accurate.

“When we gonna do it?” he asked.

The bar was a five-dollar-a-pitcher rathole that bikers would have frequented if any bikers had lived out here. Instead, its patrons were out-of-work itinerants who worked the lobster wharfs in the late summer, cracking shells and pulling meat for minimum wage. The place carried a smell like that: shellfish and beer piss. Better off lying in wait in the car.

“Soon as he shows hisself,” she said. Lizzie Tramwunkle. Queen of the Dairy Queen. The zit-faced sister of one of the babes of Millinocket. She’d gotten married at seventeen to a guy who’d knocked her up, then ditched him when he took to backhanding her and making her go moo-moo on the wife rack in ways she wanted no part of.

Now she was going to get a part of him. The important part. The part he’d given her little sister a week ago Thursday, probably their dog, KillJoy, too, at some point.

Black Mambo fiddled with the X-Acto knife he’d lifted from his mama’s art table where she made her holiday cards she sold around Christmastime. The handle was aluminum and warmed in his hand.

“You sure ’bout this?” he said, not for the first time.

“Sure as shit, Blacky. You ain’t backing down on me, is you?”

“I ain’t backing down.” He grabbed the beer from between his feet off the filthy carpet and drank a full half of the bottle.

“You ain’t getting no amp, you don’t do this for me.”

“Who said nothing about not doing nothing?” He heard what he’d said echo around the car a couple times and even he wondered what the hell he’d just said.

Young Lizzie just rolled her eyes. She grabbed her crotch and squeezed. Not for the first time. Not for the last. This boy’d given her the complete package—the Magic Johnson curse—and she aimed to settle the score. For Black Mambo, it was just something to do. A little bit of fun on what would have otherwise been just another boring night.





In The Woods
I could feel them on me, out in the woods, in the dark, burning the skin on the back of my neck like two pinpoints of fire. I could feel them, and I knew what they were.

You live in Maine as long as I have, you sense things. Things that are there, but at the same time they’re not there. Like in that song from 1973, by that singer, where things are there and then not there.

What’s the name of that fucking song?

Can’t remember. Can’t remember much of anything. Where are my car keys? What are the last four digits of my social security? Do I have on my pants? What about my underpants?

I have no idea. It’s all gone now, gone from my brain like water down a drain. But my skull’s not empty, not by a country mile. There’s something new in there, something I can feel scuttling around, especially at night, when I can hear the wind moaning in the tall pines deep in the woods, in the dark, where I felt them the first time, the fiery pinpoints on my neck, and I knew what it was, up there in the tree behind me, but I didn’t want to turn to look, didn’t dare turn to look, because that’s when it gets you, the old Maine people say. Don’t turn around, they say. Keep walking, and maybe you’ll be lucky. Maybe it will let you go. Maybe it will wait for some other damn fool to be walking alone in those woods at night, in the dark.

Maybe.

Or maybe it will decide it wants you.

If it does, you’ll know, the sound behind you getting louder in the trees, and you’ll do what I did, you’ll start running. You can’t outrun it, the old Maine people say. But you’ll try; my God how you’ll try, running and stumbling through the dark woods with the pine branches clawing at your clothing as if the trees themselves were trying to stop you, and you’ll realize that they are, the trees are trying to stop you, and you’ll stumble on a root—the tree made you stumble—and you’ll fall, and you’ll try to get up but you can’t get up, and the two fiery pinpoints will burn hot in the back of your neck and you’ll try to scream but you can’t scream. And then, slowly, you’ll roll onto your back. You won’t want to, but you will, because it will make you. Now you’ll feel the burn on your face. And then you will look into the eyes. You don’t want to—Don’t look into the eyes—but you will, you will look straight into the burning red eyes. And you will know that it owns you, now and forever. And you will do whatever it wants you to do. It owns you.

The Hell Squirrel.



The Rock And Roll Dead Zone
I get home from my latest book tour dog-tired and wanting nothing but a couple of Pop Tarts in front of the TV and maybe twelve hours of sleep, but as I roll up my drive, I see it’s not going to work that way. Sitting on my steps and waiting for me is Edward Gooch, aka Goochie, also aka the Gooch. I’ve known him since grade school, and I love him like a brother. At two hundred and eighty pounds, there’s a lot of him to love, and what the Gooch loves most is rock and roll. God, does he love rock and roll. He loves big ideas, too. The biggest he brings to me, every one a guaranteed moneymaker. All I have to do is invest a small sum (say twelve million) or a slightly bigger one (say seventeen, or maybe twenty).

Today the Gooch is wearing red Keds held together with masking tape, huge gray sweatpants (only a bit pee-stained at the crotch), and a Metallica shirt that shrank in the wash, allowing me a good view of his lint-encrusted belly-button. He looks like a stoned roadie in the middle of a nine-week tour. Except, that is, for what he’s got in his hands: a very large imitation alligator-skin presentation folder.

Oh-oh, I think. The Gooch has had a big idea. God help a poor boy from Maine.

“Steve!” he yells, and spreads his arms. Before I can flee, I’m enfolded in a bearhug that smells of beer, chili, and armpit sweat.

“Gooch,” I say. “Great to see you, buddy, but I’m really tired, and—”

“Sure, sure, you must be, I saw you on The View, saw you on GMA, saw you on Jimmy Fallon, saw you on Oprah—”

“I didn’t do Oprah,” I say. “I’ve never done Oprah.”

“Maybe it was Rachael Ray. You helped her make a skillet-fry, right? Anyway, I won’t keep you long. Ten minutes and you’re gonna see the beauty of this thing I’ve got in mind. I could have taken it to Dave Barry, you know—the man’s got vision, but he’s a small-timer compared to you, Stevie. When it comes to large concepts, Dave’s vision is 20/20. Yours is 15/15. Maybe even 10/10.” He takes a look at my thick specs. “I’m speaking metaphorically, you know that, right?”

“Sure. I’m totally hip to metaphor. How much would I have to invest in this beautiful thing, Gooch? Twelve million or seventeen?”

“This could go thirty,” he admits, “but once we’re up and running, it’ll make Disney World look like a county fair!”

“Gooch, I’m really tired, so maybe tomor—”

“Ten minutes,” he begs. “Fifteen at most. Stevie, I need you.” His eyes fill up with tears. This is a thing Gooch can do pretty much at will, but it always gets me. With his sad face on, he looks like Paul McCartney singing “Let It Be.” A considerably fatter Paul McCartney, though.

“Ten minutes,” I sigh, unlocking the door.

“Great! Great! Got anything to eat? Creativity always makes me hungry.”

That’s the Gooch. Oh man.

***


Ten minutes later (time spent preparing food doesn’t cut into his presentation time, we both understand that), the Gooch is chowing into a multinational triple-decker: German bologna, Swiss cheese, Bermuda onion, and French mustard, all on Jewish rye. With a buttered English muffin in the middle for good measure. He lays this gooey monster aside long enough to open his faux-’gator folder and set the first square of cardboard up on the dining room table, using my suitcase (full of dirty clothes and the souvenir coffee mugs people always give me when I’m on tour, for some reason) as a makeshift easel. Written on the square, among artistic splashes of blood, is this:

THE ROCK AND ROLL DEAD ZONE! 


“How do you like it so far Steve-anator?” he asks.

“Great,” I sigh. “How come you didn’t make me a sandwich, while you were at it?”

“I was too starved. I have to build up my energy. Besides, I figured you ate on the plane.”

Actually, I did: chicken salad that came over on the Mayflower and a small bag of peanuts. The flight attendant also gave me a souvenir airline coffee mug.

“What, exactly, is a rock and roll dead zone?” I ask. “Other than a rip on a book I wrote about a thousand years ago?”

“It’s not a rip,” he says indignantly, “it’s a homage.”

“That’s French for a rip,” I say. “Go on, Gooch. I’m all eyes.” Although they keep trying to close.

He puts up the next square, slobbering mustard on his shirt and my table as he does so. This one shows…a house. A plain old ranch-style house, in the shade of a gigantic oak tree.

“Oh…kay,” I tell him. “It’s a house.”

“Not just any house,” he says, “but the Honey House! Remember, from the old Bobby Goldsboro song?” He taps the overhanging oak, leaving a blot of mustard on the leaves about halfway up. “Check out the tree! See how big it’s grown? Steve, it hasn’t been so long that it wasn’t big.” He frowns. “Or maybe it was just a twig.”

“Goochie, the Smothers Brothers did the Honey House thing about a billion years ago. It was one of their most popular skits.”

“I know!” He’s delighted. “That’s where I got the idea! Steve, people will love it! They’ll cry their eyes out! You go in the kitchen, and the last dishes Honey ever washed are in the drainer! You go upstairs and you can see the Honey Bedroom with all her clothes in the Honey Closet! Just the pictures on the Honey Dresser—wedding shots, you know—will reduce people to puddles of goo! And listen, we can hang a mannequin from the tree outside and call the dead guy—”

“Tom Dooley,” I said. “He swings where the little birdies sing.”

“Right, right. Do you think they’ve got anything like Honey House at the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame?”

“No,” I said, “but they do have the wreckage of Otis Redding’s plane, I believe. It’s actually sort of ghoulish.”

“You’d know ghoulish, Steve-anator,” he chortles. “Given your track record.” Then he sobers. “Jeez, I was hoping for that darn Redding plane. We are going to have a mockup of the one that Buddy Holly, Richie Valens, and J.P. Richardson were riding in, though. I don’t have an artist’s rendering of that one yet, but I was thinking it could go in the field behind the Honey House. You know, the empty stage where Honey laughed and Honey played?”

“Great,” I say. “That’ll sell a lot of franks. You can call them Crash Dogs.”

“Not a bad idea. I’ll make a note. Now check this out.” He puts up the next cardboard square. It shows a stretch of road leading down to a hairpin turn.

“Is that…?”

“You bet your sweet Irish bottom,” he says. “This is the Eddie Cochran Memorial Highway, leading straight to Dead Man’s Curve.”

“Goochie,” I say, “that’s as tasteless as a water sandwich.”

“True!” he says. “Which is what people like! Look at American Idol and The X Factor, right? Or that hoarders show. And we can pitch it as a public service. The Curve will be a warning to kids who think they can text and drive.”

“There’s nothing about texting in ‘Dead Man’s Curve,’” I point out. “It hadn’t been invented.”

“The song will be playing over a loudspeaker, and I was thinking we could change the lyrics to something like…” He starts to sing, a truly horrible occurrence. Listening to the Gooch vocalize is like listening to a baby squirrel caught in a very large door that is slowly swinging closed. “Dead Man’s Curve, it’s no place to text, Dead Man’s curve, you’re sure to get wrecked…” He looks at me and says, “Okay, so it needs some work. You’re creative, you can do that part.” He brightens. “Or your friend Mellencamp! How about him?”

“If I brought a project like this to John,” I say, “he’d escort me to the nearest empty room and kick me to death.”

“Oh.” His face falls. “Too bad.” Then he brightens again and puts up Exhibit C. It appears to be a small racetrack. “This is Dickey Lee Go-Kart Arena. You know, like in ‘Tell Laura I Love Her?’ Where the guy gets killed in a stock car race trying to win enough money to buy a wedding ring? Kids are gonna love this, Stevie. The karts are gonna be souped up, with extra-loud motors. Rrrrr-rrrrr! RRRRRR-RRRRRRRRRR!”

“Goochie,” I say.

“What?”

“If you don’t stop making that sound, I’ll kill you.”

“Oh. Okay.”

“Will any of the go-karts overturn in flames?” I ask. “It’s in the song, you know.”

“That might pose insurance problems,” he says. “And we don’t really need go-kart wrecks, because we’re going to put the Teen Angel Death Car in the pit area. Check it out.”

He shows me a smashed-to-hell ’57 Chevrolet. Standing beside it is a figure in a bloody wedding dress. Actually, it’s a guy in a bloody wedding dress. One who looks horribly familiar.

“Goochie,” I say. “Isn’t that…?”

“Yeah!” he says, actually hugging himself with glee. His too-small shirt rides up, showing me more of the Gooch than I ever wanted to see. “Dave Marsh, just like in your shows, back in the day! I didn’t even have to pay him to take the photo! He loves putting on that wedding dress.” He frowns. “Course, he insisted on silk underwear from Victoria’s Secret to go with, and that set me back a few bucks—can’t return that stuff once it’s been worn, you know—but it was worth it, wouldn’t you say? And if you look closely, you’ll see he—she, I mean—has got her boyfriend’s high school ring, clutched in her fingers tight!”

“Amazing,” I say. “Whose ring is it? Ridley Pearson’s?”

“Dunno where Dave got it,” Gooch says, “but probably not from the Ridster. I’m not sure the Ridster graduated from high school. Hang in there, Steve, we’re getting to the best ones.”

“I can’t wait,” I say.

He shows me an artist’s rendering of a coalmine entrance. Some of the timbers have fallen, and smoke is billowing out. A sign beside it, complete with skull and crossbones, reads BIG JOHN’S MINE OF DOOM.

“I get it,” I say. “At the bottom of this mine lies a big, big man.”

“Nah,” he says. “That’d be too easy. The audience always likes it when you defeat their expectations. As a writer, you should know that. What happens is you pay to go in, and about fifty yards down you come to the cave-in. When you look through the wreckage, you see a couple of audio-animatronic miners chowing up on another audio-animatronic miner. Or I guess we could save some dough and use a dummy, since the guy’s dead.”

“This one’s a little too esoteric for me, Gooch.”

“It’s from that song ‘Timothy!’ They’re trapped in the mine…they get hungry…and—’”

“I guess I missed that one,” I say.

“Yeah, a lot of stations wouldn’t play it, which was too bad. Cannibalism set to a good beat is very rare in pop music.”

“Speaking of beat,” I say, “that’s how I feel. I need some time to think this over, Goochie.” To think of a way to get out of it is what I mean.

“Yeah, I understand, but you need to check this one out before you take a nap.” He shows me a river. I can see Honey House in the background. “It’ll cost to put this in—dredging ain’t cheap—but it’ll be worth it. This is Moody River, like in the Pat Boone song?”

“Not one of my faves,” I tell him. “And I don’t think most people will even remember it.”

“We’ll have it playing on loudspeakers to refresh their memories,” he says. “On a constant loop. The customers can listen while they take the Moody River Ride of Death.”

The idea of “Moody River” on a constant loop chills my blood, but I keep my mouth shut.

“A quarter of a mile downstream,” he says, “we’re going to have a boy and a girl dressed up as Indians. Half a dozen times a day, we’ll see them swimming toward each other…and drowning! Do you get it, Stevie?”

“Yeah,” I say. I’m getting a headache. “Running Bear and Little White Dove.”

“Exactly!” he cries. “Gotta be live actors for that gig, of course. Can’t use audio-animatronic figures in water. All the circuits would short out. And see this?” He taps a bridge upstream, not all that far from Dead Man’s Curve. “Know what this is?”

“Um…no. But I’m sure you’ll tell me.”

“The Tallahatchie Bridge! You know, the one Billy Joe McAllister jumped off of in the Bobbie Gentry song? We’ll have a guy…some Olympics wannabe who can do triple-gainers and stuff. Think of the photo-ops!”

“Gooch,” I say, “why would there be a Tallahatchie Bridge over the Moody River? Wouldn’t it be the Moody River Bridge?”

He looks at me sadly. “That’s only if you insist on narrative unity. Your problem is that you’ve written too many books.”

“Right,” I say. “That’s probably it. Gooch, you’ve really got something here, but I’m the wrong guy to back the project. For a dead zone theme park, you need somebody who’s more hip to the afterlife.”

A light starts to dawn in his eyes. “You mean…?”

“Yeah,” I say. “Let me give you Mitch Albom’s phone number.”

“Would you do that for me, Steve? Would you really?”

“You bet,” I say. Anything to get him out of here. “If you let me take a nap, that is.”

“Of course, I understand. You need your rest to think up more scary stories and gross-out stuff. I can respect that. But can I make myself another sandwich first?”

That’s the Gooch. I hope Mitch Albom’s fridge is fully stocked.

“Sure,” I say. “And Gooch?”

“Yeah?”

“Would you like a souvenir coffee cup?”



Robert Johnson’s Flat-Top
Hip-deep in cotton bolls and sweating like a sharecropper, Branch Davis stared at the Mississippi Delta mansion with a moon as bright as a National resonator hanging over it and waited for the owner’s guard dog to die. Branch had a pistol in his ankle holster, six melted tuning pegs in his pocket, and a Molotov cocktail in his left hand, but he still felt naked and vulnerable. Every few minutes he’d heard something slither or scuttle beneath the plants, and the mosquitoes were eating him alive. If this was what Southerners called “tall cotton,” Branch wanted none of it. He’d flown his two-million-dollar King Air all the way from Bangor to this nameless Dixie hell to steal something most men wouldn’t look twice at, but that proved only one thing beyond doubt: He was a true collector.

There were two kinds of collectors in the world, and Branch was the second kind. Both varieties had patience; both knew obsession; but the true line of demarcation was that some collectors had the ability (or weakness of character) to accept that certain prizes would remain forever beyond their reach, and could live with that aching emptiness. Others—the accursed few, if you listened to Branch’s ex-wife—refused to let anything stand between them and the objects of their desire.

So it was for Branch Davis.

He cocked his head and listened for the guard dog. Its whimpering had ceased ten minutes before, thanks to the poisoned meat Branch had tossed from his car back where the long driveway met Highway 61. But even in its weakened state, the dog had somehow staggered down the drive, climbed the steps, and taken up station before the front door.

The mansion glowed in the moonlight, like a tall ship moored in a white sea of cotton. With its tall white Doric columns, it looked more like a fraternity house than a residence, but, oh, what treasure it held inside. A planter named Percy Falkner had built this house in 1847, and his great great grandson (and namesake) was a collector of the first variety. The owner of several square miles of surrounding farmland, Falkner seemed immune to the power of money. Branch knew this because he’d offered Percy staggering sums for a certain piece in his collection, and Percy had calmly insisted that the object was not for sale.

Percy Falkner wasn’t like true collectors, who fixated on one particular thing. Stamps, say—or coins, or cars, or Fabergé eggs. Percy bought whatever caught his fancy, and once he acquired something, he never sold it again. This sentimental, haphazard method of acquisition had filled a large room in this faux-Greek pile with one of the most varied agglomerations of Southern Americana imaginable. Percy owned, for example, a baseball cap worn by Cool Papa Bell (a Starkville boy) during his days playing for the St. Louis Stars in the Negro leagues. Percy also owned a piano that had been set on fire by Jerry Lee Lewis during a 1957 show in Memphis. And Percy particularly prized an antediluvian road sign that read “Mounds Landing,” which had been the site of the levee crevasse that triggered the worst scourge of the great 1927 flood. That wooden sign had floated across a hundred tumultuous miles of biblical destruction to settle on Percy’s uncle’s barn roof. But these unique items paled in comparison to the jewel of Percy’s hoard: for Percy Falkner owned something that Branch Davis had spent more than seventeen years of his life hunting: the flat-top guitar of blues legend Robert Johnson.

No true analogy could be made to this situation. Owning Robert Johnson’s guitar was like possessing daVinci’s personal paintbrushes, Galileo’s telescope, Michelangelo’s chisels. The ignorant might question such comparisons, but Branch Davis never wasted breath arguing with fools. Robert Johnson had been a bona fide genius, and his life an American enigma. More was known about daVinci, Galileo, and Michelangelo than about the poor black Mississippi boy who’d died at age twenty-seven after being given a bottle of poisoned whiskey by a jealous husband. In truth, Johnson existed primarily on vinyl 78 rpm records; almost nothing else about his life could be verified. Only three photographs had been discovered, the most famous showing the young Johnson dressed in a suit and playing a Gibson L1 guitar. But fellow bluesman Honeyboy Edwards had testified that Johnson never owned such an expensive instrument. The Gibson in the iconic Memphis photo had been a studio prop. On the road, Johnson had played either a Stella or a Kalamazoo (a cheap Gibson manufactured during the Great Depression), whichever he could acquire after pawning the last one for ready money.

The guitar that most interested Branch was the one Johnson had supposedly carried down to the crossroads when he made his legendary “pact with the devil.” According to the legend, Johnson had been a novice guitar player when he made that journey. At the Highway 61 crossroads—at midnight, of course—he’d found a large black man who took his guitar, tuned it to a unique scale, played several songs on the instrument, then handed it back to him. When Robert Johnson walked away from that crossroads, he was walking toward immortality. But in exchange, he’d left the promise of his soul behind.

While this story was almost surely apocryphal, the fact that Johnson’s unique musical power was somehow tied up with the guitar itself had always tantalized Branch. The most likely guitar for a poor boy like Robert Johnson to have carried to such a rendezvous was the Kalamazoo, which had sold for $12.50 at a time when even the cheapest Gibsons and Martins cost ten times as much. This fascination had led Branch on an epic quest across fourteen states and four foreign countries. He’d pursued tales of Johnson’s guitar with all the zeal of Kasper Gutman hunting the Maltese Falcon to Istanbul. Like Dashiell Hammett’s Fat Man, Branch had found his share of fakes, had even paid to have one stolen, then watched the thieves steal it for themselves. After he finally tracked them down, the guitar for which one man had died turned out to be yet another Gibson L1, the studio prop that Johnson could never have afforded.

The guitar inside Percy Falkner’s mansion, on the other hand, was a battered Kalamazoo dating from the 1930s. Moreover, the letters “R. L. JOHNSON” had been crudely carved into its back with a knifepoint. (The “L” stood for “Leroy.”) Obviously, any con man could have carved Johnson’s name into some old Kalamazoo. But Percy Falkner had supplied a provenance that convinced even Branch Davis that this guitar might be the genuine article. Percy’s father had taken the guitar as payment on back rent from a sharecropper he’d eventually been forced to evict from his plantation. While desperately down on his luck, Robert Johnson had supposedly traded the Kalamazoo to that cropper for a hot meal, a sack of cornbread, and a jug of shine. It didn’t hurt that the Falkner mansion stood only six miles from the crossroads believed to be the most likely spot of Johnson’s midnight meeting with “the devil.” But before being fully persuaded, Branch had visited this house a year ago and actually played the guitar in question. And from the moment he’d picked up the six-string and played “Hellhounds on My Trail,” he’d known that he’d discovered the Holy Grail of lost guitars.

Branch Davis collected guitars, only guitars, and his single-minded persistence had allowed him—a car dealer worth a mere twenty million dollars—to compete successfully with billionaires and even soulless corporations like the Hard Rock Cafe. You wouldn’t find Paul fucking Allen standing hip-deep in Mississippi cotton with a firebomb in his hand. Allen would prance through the front door with his checkbook; Percy Falkner would offer him iced tea and then, in his genteel voice, explain that Robert Johnson’s guitar wasn’t for sale—never would be, in fact, and would pass down to Percy’s children upon his eventual demise. Allen would leave his offer open, of course, then politely make his exit and be chauffeured back to his Bombardier Global and flown back to his Mercer Island compound.

Not Branch Davis.

By hook and by crook, Branch had gotten hold of guitars that dilettantes like Allen would have paid six or even seven figures for, and he’d had the exquisite pleasure of refusing to sell them to far richer men. Branch owned the actual Fender Stratocaster that Jimi Hendrix had set on fire in 1967 at the concert at the Astoria in Finsbury Park, London—not the fake that had sold to a gullible Brit for $497,000 in 2008. Branch also owned a Silvertone that Hank Williams had played on the Louisiana Hayride shows, before he switched to the 1941 Martin D-28 now owned (and played on every tour) by Neil Young. He prized the old Weymann with the white fretboard (mother-of-toilet-seat) that Jimmie Rodgers, the Singing Brakeman, had played until it was stolen off a train; and even the lesser lights of his collection were envied by most enthusiasts: the third “cigar box” guitar built by Bo Diddley (the Hard Rock Cafe got Bo’s first one, circa 1945); a ’53 Les Paul Gold Top used by Carl Perkins during the Sun Sessions; and a hollow-body ES355 “Louise” owned by B.B King in the 1960s.

Branch’s most treasured guitars, however, resided in a secret room that no other human had ever entered. Branch had built the room himself, a veritable vault for one-of-a-kind pieces. These fabled instruments could never be shown, for they had been stolen—not by Branch, but by desperate roadies who’d sold their swag without ever realizing how valuable it would become. Who could blame them? What 1960s hippie craving his next heroin fix could have known that by 1985 manic Japanese collectors would be paying more for rare guitars than the richest rock star of his day earned in a year? Taking pride of place in Branch’s secret vault were two icons of rock history: the 1960 Gibson Black Beauty that Jimmy Page had used for most of his 1960s session work (stolen by an airport worker) and Paul McCartney’s violin-shaped ’61 Hofner bass, which had been nicked during the Let It Be sessions. If put up for auction, those two axes would have shattered all previous price records. But Branch would never sell them, not for any amount of money. His reason made him unique among his peers, and could best be explained in terms of one particular acquisition.

Branch owned a Rickenbacker twelve-string that Pete Townshend had smashed to bits long before guitar destruction became a standard feature of The Who’s concerts. Most collectors would have left that guitar a wreck and sealed it inside a glass case, its twisted innards and gleaming lacquer skin posed beside a photo of young Pete windmilling away on the thing (showing off the trashed guitar like some torn gown worn by a glassy-eyed Marilyn Monroe as she stumbled through a Hollywood B-movie). Not Branch Davis. Branch had paid a renowned luthier to repair the Rickenbacker with as much dedication as a surgeon reconstructing a woman’s shattered spine. He’d done this because he actually fell into a third category of collector. This was a lonely club, because the ticket to membership was the kind of obsession that ultimately cost a man everything else in his life. Like a ravenous cancer crowding out all other cells, his compulsion killed every other emotion and desire until there was nothing left but the hunger. Yet Branch had willingly given himself over to this disease. Because his secret passion was not merely owning legendary guitars—it was playing them.

Not many people knew the godlike sensation of playing guitar for a hundred thousand enraptured listeners, but Branch did. As a young man, he had played the Fillmore East, the Fillmore West, and a thousand halls and clubs between. A month before he quit the music business forever, his band had played the Altamont Speedway only hours before the Rolling Stones took the stage. As Branch and the guys closed out their set, the crowd had swelled to nearly three hundred thousand, and the air crackled with manic energy unlike anything he’d ever known. Heady stuff for a kid who’d first picked up a guitar (a Silvertone owned by a spoiled cousin in Lewiston) at the age of twelve after seeing Carl Perkins perform on TV show called Ranch Party. After quickly picking out “Blue Suede Shoes,” Branch had traded that cousin his entire baseball card collection so that he could take the Silvertone back to Bangor with him. A year later, Branch formed his first group, and by twenty-two he was playing lead guitar for a name band and doing session work on the side.

In spite of this early success, however, happiness eluded him. Like Antonio Salieri, whom fate had brought into proximity with Mozart, Branch found himself sharing stages with the likes of Albert King, Eric Clapton, James Burton, Jeff Beck, Keith Richards, and even Jimi Hendrix. Yet he wasn’t playing with them, but just before them, usually as part of a warm-up act. He occupied the same space they did (or would, minutes later) and played to the same fans. He always moved those people to applaud, and sometimes even to scream with pleasure (or at least excitement). But Branch also saw what he failed to do. Unlike Hendrix, he did not transport those people to a higher plane where they shed their individuality and merged into a single massive, hypersensitive being that swayed and moved in response to soul-searing notes that cried and screamed from his overdriven amplifier, reaching as one for the peak and release that the black shaman would guide them to with ineffable, transformative power. No, Branch Davis had seen the evidence and read the verdict on himself.

He was a mere mortal.

And yet…two or three times in his career—on strangely blessed nights when he’d imbibed just the right mixture of cocaine and whiskey, and the right crowd stood before him—Branch had shut his eyes and somehow let go of his conscious mind. On those nights, he’d felt a sublime, almost electric energy take possession of his soul. Then the notes seemed to flow directly from his heart to his fingers, bypassing his brain altogether. On those rare nights, he somehow punched through the aqueous boundary between the mundane world and the transcendent one where the truly gifted played their instruments with the spontaneous mastery of angels, where every note was a perfect yet unpredictable bullseye shot from the bow of a blindfolded Zen archer. Branch had glimpsed this blessed realm, yet he’d never managed to take up residence there.

It was this terrible knowledge that had brought him to this Delta cotton field, to the shadow of this empty house whose owner was dying in a Memphis hospital. For long after Branch stopped performing—years after he’d given up his dream—he had experienced that sublime energy once again. The first time it happened was in a music store in Beaumont, Texas. The owner had somehow acquired the guitar that Huddie Ledbetter, Leadbelly, had played while serving time for murder in Sugar Land Prison, near Houston. Leadbelly had written “Midnight Special” on that guitar. As soon as Branch picked up the big twelve-string, primal energy had begun coursing through his hands, then his arm, quickening his heartbeat as he began to play. The guitar’s back somehow mated with his chest and belly, uniting into a larger instrument that gave voice to his deepest pain and confusion. Before long, his whole body seemed to resonate with the notes chiming from the soundhole. The music store owner had stared at Branch as though Leadbelly himself had come to life in his shop. Then some fucking kid had started playing “Smoke on the Water,” and the spell was broken. But by then Branch was hooked. Since that day—that hour—he had been jonesing to rediscover that rush.

Day and night Branch thought about what had happened in that store. Only later had he come to realize the startling truth: It was the guitar. Some unknown magic in Leadbelly’s twelve-string had triggered his sudden and profound virtuosity. After a while, Branch began to wonder whether certain musical instruments might retain a spiritual trace of their owners, like the afterimage of a flashbulb on the retina. It sounded crazy, sure, but a lot of people believed that inanimate objects like cars or houses could hold the karmic residue of tragedies that had occurred inside them. People might scoff in public, but any real estate agent could tell you how hard it was to unload a house that had been the site of a heinous murder. And what about the Hope Diamond? No matter how many History Channel specials tried to debunk the famous curse, anyone given that storied gem would think more than once about its tragic provenance.

The blinding epiphany in that Beaumont music store had lasted only a minute, but it had started Branch down the tortuous road that led him back to Mississippi. In all the years since that day, maybe a dozen axes had triggered the same rush, and still could, with the right mix of chemicals in his blood. Recalling that day, Branch popped an oxycodone tablet into his mouth and bit down on the bitter disk. Dutch courage? he wondered. He’d bought at least a dozen stolen guitars over the years, but he’d never actually ripped one off himself. But tonight he had no choice. This prize was special. Priceless. Irreplaceable. Even Jimmy Page and Paul McCartney would have to move aside for Robert Johnson.

That old hound’s got to be dead, Branch thought, staring up at the house. So much for the canine burglar alarm.

He knew Percy Falkner might have installed an electronic security system since his last visit, but that wouldn’t matter. This was a smash-and-grab job. Once Branch had battered his way inside, he’d simply snatch the Kalamazoo off the wall, set the place on fire, and leave the rest of the collection behind to burn. The nearest fire station was nine miles away. The mansion would be gutted long before a pump truck arrived. If old Percy Falkner survived his latest round of chemotherapy, he would return from Memphis to find his entire collection destroyed, along with his family home.

The fire would seem suspicious, of course, and while the fire marshal searched for signs of arson, Percy would sift the ashes for remnants of his lost treasures, as any shattered collector must. And because Percy had looked into Branch’s eyes as he played the Kalamazoo during his visit last summer, a bundle of fibers deep in his memory would twitch, and he would suspect the truth.

But here Branch’s true genius came into play. Percy Falkner would be searching for guitar parts that could survive a fire. On a flat-top acoustic, that meant the machine heads (the tuning pegs, most people called them) and the truss rod inside the neck. The budget-built Kalamazoo had no metal truss rod, so its pegs and their hardware were all that could endure a fire. If Percy didn’t find the tuners from the Kalamazoo, he would know the fire had been only a diversion and that Branch Davis had stolen his guitar. But when Percy combed through the ashes, he would find the hardware he was looking for. Because Branch had spent five thousand dollars hunting down an identical Kalamazoo. And once he’d found it (in dump of a Brooklyn pawnshop), he’d paid a street kid to go in and purchase the instrument. Back home, he’d burned the guitar in his backyard and salvaged what remained. The actual tuning pegs had melted, but the flat hardware and gears had survived. Those gears and ruined pegs now lay snugly in his front pants pocket. And their existence would allow him to keep the magical instrument once he’d claimed it.

Branch had stood so long in the cotton that the sweat had formed a river down his back. Even the front of his shirt was soaked and clung to his round belly. Though he’d visited this place once before, he hadn’t really grasped the fecund nature of it. He’d been raised on the rocky earth of Maine, where God’s bounty was measured in inches—or a few feet, if you were lucky. But tonight he was standing on alluvial soil so deep, you’d have to dig a hundred and fifty feet to hit bedrock. This was the richest earth in the world, fertilized by the bones of Indians, watered by the sweat of slaves, and sanctified by their blood. A biblical haze hovered over this land, where the sea of cotton washed right up to the front porch of the big house, like surf, and at noon the sun burned down with the same relentless fury that Moses and his Jews had known in Egypt. Even now, in the moist bosom of the night, Branch felt that if he stood here long enough, his feet might take root in the soil and the life that thrummed through it might claim his pale Northern body as its own. Percy Falkner might return from Memphis to find a new scarecrow standing in his field, buried to the waist in cotton.

This image shook Branch so deeply that he finally jerked into motion, like a standing horse startled from sleep. He took one slow step forward, then another, then, with frantic urgency began, to run toward the mansion. He averted his eyes from the motionless dog and quickly assessed the door. Getting through it proved far easier than he’d imagined in his fantasies. He simply smashed one of the small windows beside the door frame, then reached in and flipped the dead bolt. One hard kick was all it took to break the knob lock, and he was inside.

He remembered exactly where Percy kept his collection: a display room tacked on to the back of the mansion, filled with shelves, cheap display cases, and all other manner of junk. The man had no pride, no principle of organization. He was more a hoarder than a collector. Branch felt no guilt at the prospect of burning Percy’s house. Falkner’s wealth had been earned upon the backs of exploited Negroes since at least the 1840s. Desperately yearning young black men like Robert Johnson. If any man had cosmic payback coming, it was Percy Falkner, despite his genteel voice and aristocratic manner.

As Branch made his way swiftly to the display room, he froze. It wasn’t a burglar alarm that stopped him, or an unexpected dog.

It was music.

Somebody was playing guitar in the back of the house.

Impossible. Percy’s wife was dead and his kids lived in Atlanta. Besides, Percy Falkner hadn’t played an instrument since the trombone in his high school marching band. And this wasn’t just any old noodling. The flurry of notes ringing from the back room had the incisive edge that could only be imparted by a bottleneck manipulated by a very talented finger. And the finger Branch was hearing now sounded like it belonged to…Robert Johnson.

The song was “Preaching Blues (Up Jumped the Devil).”

Is that a vinyl record? Branch wondered. An old 78? Or the later 33 1/3 reissue that had so moved Bob Dylan? No. Branch hadn’t heard a single crackle or pop. Yet the music he was hearing damn sure wasn’t digital. The physical world was analog, the most analog thing in it was music, and the most analog of all music was the blues played by black musicians. All that added up to only one conclusion: There’s a black man playing guitar in the back room of this “empty” house.

Branch had stopped dead in the hallway, but probably too late, because the music had also stopped. He could feel the player listening from the other room, hypersensitive ears tuned to the tread of an interloper. Branch prayed the floor wouldn’t creak beneath his Reeboks. Just as he considered bending down and pulling his pistol from his ankle holster, the music started up again: “Hellhounds on My Trail.”

Branch’s heart began to pound.

After a few seconds of indecision, he padded forward and paused outside the display room door, which was cracked open about six inches. Bending only his knees, he set the Molotov cocktail beside the jamb, just out of sight, then pushed open the door.

Twenty feet across the cluttered room, a black man of indeterminate age sat on a stool, playing the scarred old Kalamazoo. He played with his eyes closed, smiling with preternatural intensity that appeared to be some variation of joy. Dressed all in black, he wore a frock coat, an old string tie, and a stovepipe hat that looked less like the one Abraham Lincoln wore and more like the chimney pot that had crowned the head of the voodoo priest in Live and Let Die. A diamond ring flashed from the finger of his picking hand, and a dark glass cylinder gleamed on his fretting hand, gently curved like the neck of a beer bottle.

Branch hesitated only a moment, because the music drew him forward, pulling him like a subtle alteration in the gravitational field between himself and the guitar. When he was about ten feet away, the black man’s eyes opened. They were large and bright, with yellowed sclera shot with blood. The guitar player smiled without a trace of surprise, revealing a mouthful of square teeth. He nodded a greeting, then began nodding in time to the music emanating from the strings beneath his fingers. “Hellhounds on My Trail” became “I Believe I’ll Dust My Broom.”

Branch felt a strange buzzing in his head. The guitar player was older than he’d first thought—maybe a lot older—yet he possessed an undeniable vitality, like a boasting old blues musician who could still satisfy a “sweet young thing.” His frock coat hadn’t been cut by any machine, and it was so black it seemed to suck the light from the surrounding air, then redirect it outward from the old man’s eyes. But it was the way he played that hypnotized Branch. The otherworldly music ringing from that old Kalamazoo sounded like Robert Johnson high on pharmaceutical cocaine.

He doesn’t look anything like Robert Johnson, Branch thought, recalling the famous Hooks Brothers portrait. Besides, Johnson had died at twenty-seven. This man had to be seventy-five, at least. Could he be Johnson’s son?

As he entered the home stretch of “Dust My Broom,” the old man turned on his stool and faced the near corner of the display room, simultaneously multiplying the volume and altering the timbre of the guitar. Now the incisive notes clashed and crisscrossed each other at new angles, propagating in ways no computer could predict, stirring Branch’s soul to pulsing new life. This technique had been christened “corner-loading” by modern players, but the man who’d made it famous was Robert Johnson—the bluesman who’d played with his back to the room.

Branch felt more astonishment than fear. Then curiosity overwhelmed his astonishment. Who the hell is this guy? Just as his compulsion to know the answer reached an unbearable pitch, the man finished his song and sat listening to the echoes fade into silence.

“Who are you?” Branch asked. “A friend of Percy’s?”

The old man spun slowly on the stool and smiled. “Percy and I do a little business now and then.”

A fillip of fear shot through Branch’s belly. “You’re not a…a collector?”

The man seemed to mull this over with some pleasure. “Well, now. I don’t think of myself as such. I’ve been called a collector, that’s true enough. But I think of myself more as a facilitator.”

“Facilitator,” Branch echoed, far from reassured. “What is exactly is that?”

“I help people get what they want. I try to put ’em in a particular place at a particular time and then let them do their thing. That’s all success really is, after all. Ain’t it?”

Branch thought about this. “Except for talent,” he pointed out.

“Talent!” cried the old man, giving a dismissive wave of his hand. “Talent’s everywhere, son. You don’t hardly have to look for it. Talent’s a glut on the market. It’s gettin’ people to pay attention that’s the trick.”

Branch tilted his head and shrugged in partial agreement.

“Why, I’ll bet you’ve got all kind of talent,” said the black man. “I can see you just itchin’ to try out this here guitar. I can feel it. And it takes a confident man to try on Robert Johnson’s guitar. That’s like takin’ target practice with Wyatt Earp’s pistol or blowing Dizzy Gillespie’s horn.”

“I already played it once,” Branch said. “Last year.”

The old man’s eyes gleamed. “I know you did.”

“How’s that? Percy tell you?”

Another enigmatic smile. “He mentioned it.”

Branch took a step forward. “So…have you got a name?”

The old man shrugged. “I been called lots of things in my time. Some good, others bad. Like most men who’ve led a full life, I reckon.”

“I’m—I’m Bill Denning,” Branch said awkwardly.

“Is that right? Well…my name’s Legby. My old gamblin’ buddies call me Lucky.”

“Where you from, Lucky?” Branch asked, encouraged by the man’s forthrightness. “Did you grow up around here?”

“Oh, everywhere, nowhere. Spent about all my life on the road.”

“Are you a preacher? You kind of look like a traveling preacher.”

The man’s smile broadened. “I’ve done some preaching. Tent revivals and such. I’ve sold Bibles, and patent medicines too. Dr. Rabbitfoot’s Enchanted Elixir of Youth. Cures the rheumatism, boils, piles, the grippe, headaches, eases ladies complain’ts and just about any other affliction. Works about as well as grain alcohol, which is what they call the active ingredient nowadays. Sold like hot cakes in dry counties like this one.”

Branch laughed, imagining the hard-shell Baptist hypocrites lining up for their snort disguised as syrupy medicine.

“You’ve done some sellin’ in your time, I’m guessing,” said the old man.

Branch nodded. “And a little trading. More good than bad, thank the Lord.” Branch pointed at the guitar. “I haven’t heard anybody play like you just did in a long time. How old are you, if you don’t mind my asking?”

The smile vanished, but it seemed to hover on the point of returning. “How old you think I am?”

“Well…I don’t know. I’m usually pretty good at reading that kind of thing. You have to be, when you sell cars. But with you, I can’t tell.”

“Don’t feel bad. You know the old saying, ‘Black don’t crack.’”

Branch gave a forced laugh and looked at the floor.

“What’s the matter?”

Branch looked up. He didn’t want to stare, but he was transfixed by the man’s eyes, which seemed ancient and yet ageless and yellower than any he’d ever seen.

“What is it?” Lucky asked again.

“Your—your eyes,” Branch said, almost involuntarily. “They look…yellow.”

The old man chuckled. “Oh, that. That’s just my liver actin’ up. Jaundice, from too much whiskey. Doc says if I take another drink, it’ll be my last.”

“Oh,” said Branch, embarrassed. “Sorry.”

Lucky waved his hand. “Ain’t nothing between friends.”

Friends? Branch couldn’t remember the last friend he’d spoken to with this kind of ease. One by one, his old friendships had become casualties of his obsession.

“I sure do miss my sippin’ whiskey,” Lucky said wistfully. “Robert would drink anything, you know. That boy drank shine that would draw blisters on a rawhide boot. I like my whiskey smooth. I want to taste the feet of the gal what hoed the corn it was made out of.”

Again Branch looked closely at the man’s skin. Surely he couldn’t be old enough to have drunk moonshine with Robert Johnson. Branch tried to do the math in his head, but his usual facility with numbers had deserted him.

“Would you mind playing something else?” he asked.

The old man smiled and broke into “Come on in My Kitchen.”

As he played, his eyes shut tight, Branch suddenly noticed his hands. They were huge, with thick fingers displaying almost inhuman reach along the neck, forming chords Branch could never have played. He wondered where the old man had found a bottleneck wide enough to fit over his finger. Then he realized that Lucky wore the slide on his pinky—the same finger that Robert Johnson had used. Branch was trying to think of how to explain his presence here—and possibly a way to get the guitar from this amazing old man—when he noticed the fingernails on Lucky’s picking hand. They were so long that they curved at the ends and tapered to points.

“I can’t believe the clarity of that guitar,” Branch said, still looking at the fingernails. “It’s incredible. The balance and sustain.”

“That’s the bone saddle and nut,” said the old man, still working the strings. “Bone inlay and pins, too.”

“No way!” Branch said with genuine shock. “That’s a twelve-dollar guitar—or it was when they made it.”

The old man shook his head. “No, man. This here axe been customized.” He leaned forward, still picking masterfully. “Feel the profile on that neck.”

Branch reached under the neck and ran his fingers along the shallow convex curve. The feel of the aged wood in his hand quickened his blood.

“Ain’t that sweet?” said the old man. “And fast. You feel it, don’t you? Smooth and strong as the forearm of a virgin raised on beefsteak and buttermilk.”

“Is that saddle really bone?”

The yellow eyes flickered. “Would I lie to you?”

“Ox? Steer?”

“Neither. This here be fine, fine bone.”

Branch wasn’t sure whether to push this line of inquiry. “I always heard West African ivory gives the best sustain. But you can’t kill those elephants now.”

“Ivory’s good, yeah. But bone’s better, if….”

“If what?”

“If you get the right supply. Bone’s denser than most everything else, and some is denser than others. Bone’s got a grain, just like wood and ivory. It’s just harder to see. Only your true connoisseur knows that.”

“I knew it.”

The old man grinned again. “’Course you did! I knew it when you walked in. I said, ‘Here comes a man who knows his bidness.’”

The old man stopped playing in mid-song and hung his picking hand over the curve of the box. Then he took a pouch from his coat, and while Branch watched in amazement, he rolled a cigarette with a magician’s dexterity, then lit it and took a long drag.

“Want one?” he asked, blowing sweet blue smoke at Branch.

“No, thanks.”

The old man raised a skeptical eyebrow, but he didn’t push.

Emboldened by the man’s courtesy, Branch said, “Do you keep your fingernails like that for the sound?”

“That’s right. Just my pickin’ hand. I keep the others filed close, see?”

He turned up his left hand, revealing manicured nails. “Good thing I’m left-handed when it comes to pleasin’ a woman.”

The room echoed with rich laughter while Branch’s face flushed. He felt about fifteen years old in the presence of this enigmatic musician.

“Most people,” said Lucky, “will tell you that in the end, a guitar’s just a tool. That it’s the hands and the soul playing it that make the difference.”

“That’s what they say, all right.”

“But I’m not so sure about that. Some axes are special.” Lucky rolled his sharp nails along the face of the guitar, making a sound like castanets. “And this here’s one of them. This here’s the sockdolager.”

“The what?”

“The beatin’est I ever heard.”

When Branch still looked confused, the old man grinned and said, “Up where you’re from, they’d call it the finest kind.”

“Oh.” Branch swallowed like a starving boy trying to conceal his hunger at a table piled with food. The old man gave him a knowing smile, then held the guitar out by the neck.

“Why don’t you give her a try?”

Branch swallowed hard, but he didn’t wait to be asked twice. He reached out with both hands and took the guitar by its curved body, like a man gripping a woman’s hips. Lucky dragged a second stool from beside a nearby curtained window. Branch sat, then set the inward curve on his thigh and began to play.

At first he merely noodled, trying to recapture what he’d felt during last year’s visit to Percy Falkner. Then he henpecked a little, casually imitating one of Johnson’s techniques. The old man held out his glass bottleneck, and Branch slid it loosely over the second finger of his left hand. Then he started in on Robert Johnson’s “Terraplane Blues,” this time playing in earnest. From the first note, his playing took on a fresh authority, and the display room began to resonate around him. Lucky smiled and nodded, his eyes brightening with excitement and maybe even appreciation.

Something fluttered in Branch’s chest, and twenty years of fatigue sloughed off him like a dead snakeskin. As he slid the bottleneck along the strings, picking hard with his right hand, he felt as though someone had drawn a wire taut between his prostate and his Adam’s apple and plucked it, hard. The wire ran right through his belly and heart, vibrating with an energy half sexual and half spiritual, lifting him right off the floor. As he looked down to see whether he was actually levitating, the stool beneath him became an upturned crate bearing the legend “Royal Crown Cola,” and old men sang and clapped from a porch while barefoot children and barelegged, coffee-colored girls danced around him in the dust. Where Lucky had sat smoking, a tin sign nailed to a weathered wall now read “CLABBER GIRL” in red and yellow, and the tangy scent of barbecued pork rode the air.

“My God,” Branch breathed.

“Ain’t she something?” said the old man over the music.

The vision of dancing girls wavered. Branch picked harder. “Sweet Jesus,” he whispered, playing with a freedom he’d never known before this day.

“You got a nice touch,” said Lucky. “If you don’t mind my sayin’.”

Branch finished off “Terraplane Blues,” then sat looking at the worn fretboard of the guitar. The divots between the strings told him Robert Johnson hadn’t clipped his fingernails often enough on his fretting hand. “People always told me that. But I never really managed to please myself. I saw too many of the great ones up close.”

“Did you?”

“Yeah.”

Lucky sucked in some smoke, held it in his lungs, then blew it right past Branch’s face. “I know how that is. You see something magic like that, and you’ve got just enough gift to know what you’re witnessing—you see way deeper into it than common folk—but somehow that just makes the pain worse. That yearning.”

Branch looked up, amazed by the old man’s insight. “You’re exactly right.”

“If you’ve felt that, man, you’ve felt the blues. Even if you are white.”

Branch chuckled politely and looked back at the remarkable guitar in his hands.

The old man said, “You know what the blues is, son?”

Branch looked up, considering all the stock answers he’d heard over the years. “Pain, I guess.”

“Not just pain. It’s pain and joy, too, all at once. Pain and joy so tied together you can’t pry ’em apart, like two snakes mating in the jungle.”

Branch nodded and began picking out “Love In Vain.” He still felt that wire stretched taut inside him. This time, he thought, I came to the right place.

“The joy of getting that pain out, maybe?” he suggested after a minute of playing.

“Now you got it!” cried the old man. “Just like you doin’ now. Damn, that’s pretty. You sound a little like Robert yourself.”

Branch shook his head, but he knew that his playing had indeed risen to a new level. “I’ve got to say, something does feel different. I don’t think I ever sounded this good. Is it really the guitar, you think?”

Lucky nodded. “Like I said, some axes are special. When you think of where that one’s been, whose hands have played it, you’ve got to wonder.”

Branch stopped playing and looked up. “Do you know who customized this guitar?”

“Sure do. I did.”

Branch gave a nervous laugh. “Come on. Robert must have bought this thing in 1930 or so.”

The old man nodded. “1931. Four years after the big flood. He come to me one night and said he’d heard I could make a guitar sing like nobody else. Heard I could fix one where it would talk. I could, too. I told him I was a fair hand with an axe, but I didn’t work for free. That boy didn’t care. He was so eager. Said he’d pay any price.”

Branch smiled nervously. “Uh-huh. Next you’re gonna tell me this happened down at the crossroads.”

The bushy eyebrows went up. “Maybe it did. But maybe not. That don’t matter. See…the crossroads ain’t a place. The crossroads is a choice. It’s a fork every man comes to sooner or later. Small ones every day, big ones more seldom. And some…only once in a lifetime.”

Branch didn’t like thinking about the choices he’d made. Even the decisions he’d thought had been good ones had turned out bad, and the bad ones…more than once they’d brought him to the edge of the abyss.

“So what did you do to this guitar?” he asked.

“Well…first, I sanded down her neck, right on the spot. You know what I used?” He stuck out his hand and turned up the palm for Branch to examine. It was much lighter than the rest of him, whitish and hard. “Feel that, man.”

Branch did. A quarter inch of tough callus coated the thickly muscled palm; moving his fingernail across it made a sound like striking a match. Though it might be only a John Henry tall tale, the old man probably could sand wood with that palm, if he rubbed hard enough. “What else?”

“I filed six grooves into that bone nut, with these right here.” Lucky snapped his thumbnail over the long, razor-sharp nail on his forefinger. “Then I switched out the pins, laid in the nut and saddle, and strung her back up. Robert took it in his hands and set to playin’. Lord, what music came out of this box! But he still wasn’t satisfied. Wasn’t ready to pay for it.”

“Why not?”

“Robert was searching for a special sound. A sound nobody’d ever heard before. That’s why he came to me. He wanted that sound you hear when you spin that old seventy-eight of him you’ve got back at home.”

Branch felt a shiver run down his back. “How do you know about that?”

“Hell, every serious player’s got that record.”

Maybe, but not a 78 rpm. “How did he get that sound? Especially back then. Every blues player in the world wants to know that.”

The old man’s face took on a proud serenity. “I gave it to him.”

“What do you mean? You taught him some secret? A special tuning or something? A picking technique? Or that corner-loading thing?”

“No, no.” The old man shook his head. “I put a piece of myself into that there guitar. That was the only way to satisfy that boy.”

“I don’t get it.”

“Well, I’m surprised. You told me you saw the great ones play. What did you think you was seein’, ‘cept boys puttin’ a piece of their soul into their music? Givin’ their whole selves to it. That’s what greatness is, man. That’s why players like you can practice for a lifetime and not get close to what Jimi Hendrix done in his twenty-seven years on this earth.”

Branch flushed again, and the old man looked away, as though aware he had forgotten his manners.

“I forgot Hendrix died at twenty-seven,” Branch said. “Just like Robert.”

“Not long to live, is it? But long enough to leave your mark. You’re what, fifty-seven? And still reachin’ for what them boys did all those years ago.”

Branch squinted at the old man. “How did you guess how old I am?”

“Oh, that’s just a fairground trick. I can guess your weight, too. Don’t look so down, Bill. Don’t take it so hard. You play better than ninety-nine percent of all the boys who ever picked up a guitar. Ain’t that good enough?”

Branch ran his fingers along the edge of the Kalamazoo. Then he slid them to the back and felt the gouged-out letters: “R. L. JOHNSON.”

“No,” he whispered. “It’s not.”

The old man took a last drag from his tailor-made, then crushed out the butt on the sole of his shoe. When he leaned forward, Branch had the feeling something was coming, the way he always did before a negotiation began.

“Listen, son,” said Lucky, his eyes glinting. “I’m going to tell you something, and it’s going to shake you up. But I want you to keep calm. All right?”

Branch looked around, half expecting a potbellied Mississippi sheriff to step from behind a curtain. “What is it?”

“I know what you’ve got in your pocket.”

Branch blinked in disbelief. His face went scarlet with shame. “Bullshit.”

“Six tuning pegs from an old Kalamazoo guitar, just like this one. Half melted, and the hardware to go with ’em.”

Branch’s stomach flipped, and he drew back in fear. “How do you know that?”

“It sure ain’t no carnival trick. Aw, don’t look so scared. I know you got a pistol in that ankle holster, too, but any jook bartender would’ve seen that the second you walked in.”

“Are you—are you a cop or something?”

Deep laughter made the whole room echo like an apple barrel. “A cop? No, no. I just know things, that’s all. Always been that way. I see things others can’t see. Been that way ever since I was a child.”

Branch couldn’t imagine this man as a child. For that would require imagining him as innocent, naive, and that was impossible. “When was that?” he asked.

“Oh…too long ago to remember.”

Branch tried to keep his face impassive, but inside his bowels had gone to water. This had to be some kind of sting. Percy Falkner had set this guy up to punk him or something. Part of his brain was screaming, “RUN!” But the other part told him he’d be crazy to leave without the guitar. After all, it was already in his hands. And yet…he didn’t fancy trying to get out with it if the old man had other ideas. Branch had his pistol, but this character looked like he’d been through many a scrape and come out on top.

“You want to know about Robert Johnson?” Lucky asked in a gentle voice. “For real?”

“I do.”

“Picture a skinny black boy walking along an endless Delta road carrying an empty guitar case. He’s squinting into the shimmering heat, his tongue swelling in his mouth, but there’s no car coming and no water to be had.”

This stark, barren image unsettled Branch in some way he could not pin down. “Why is his guitar case empty?”

“Because there ain’t no music in hell.”

Absolute silence followed this statement. Branch thought he heard flies buzzing on the dog’s carcass outside. “Hell?” he echoed.

“Not in Robert’s hell, anyway.” The old man slapped the face of the Kalamazoo like a salesman coming to the conclusion of his pitch. “This here is Robert’s guitar, Branch. You heard it; you know it. Payment in kind, see? And where Robert is now, he don’t need it. Because there ain’t no music. Least, not what you’d call music, anyhow.”

Branch was stunned that Lucky had used his real name. But the truth was, he was too afraid to ask how the old man knew it. “You’re bullshitting me,” he said, his throat tight. “You’re shining me on. Who are you, really?”

“I done told you. And maybe I exaggerate now and again. But one thing I know for sure: Each man chooses his own hell. You can bank on that.”

Each man chooses his own hell? Branch had certainly seen this maxim in action. He shifted on the stool and clung to the guitar like a shield. “You’re trying to get me to think you’re the devil, aren’t you? This is some kind of practical joke. Percy put you up to this.”

The old man shook his head. “Percy’s dyin’ on the oncology ward up in Memphis. He’s got doctors and nurses waitin’ on him hand and foot, but they can’t prolong his life by a single second.”

Branch tried to swallow, but he couldn’t gum up a drop of spit. “Well…are you?”

“Am I what? Be clear, boy.”

“The devil?”

The big mouth opened wide, and laughter filled the bass register. “How could I be the devil, Branch? The devil’s white.”

“How do you know that?”

“It just stands to reason, don’t it? To a black man, anyway.” Lucky sniffed and looked down, then looked up at Branch with his glowing yellow eyes. “’Course, I suppose your devil could be black.”

Branch shifted on the stool again, wondering whether he should bolt with the guitar. The hall door seemed far away.

“If each man chooses his own hell,” said the old man, “then I guess each man can choose his own devil. Without even knowing it, maybe.”

“Why are you here?” Branch asked with sudden courage. “Have you come to try to steal my soul?”

The yellow eyes transfixed him again, and they didn’t blink for a long time. “Oh, Branch. You lost that a long time ago. Most all those little crossroads you came to, you chose the wrong road. People you cheated, women you lied to, things you took that weren’t yours. Over time, all those choices mounted up. And then, the other evening…well, you know. You decided to fly down here and steal Mr. Falkner’s guitar and burn up his house besides.”

“I never did!”

The old man’s heavy brows gathered like thunderheads. “Don’t waste your breath or my time! Don’t you remember what the Nazarene said? ‘I am not come to destroy the law but to fulfill it. Whosoever looketh on a woman to lust after her hath committed adultery with her already in his heart.’”

Branch’s face burned red. “Adultery? Look, I haven’t done anything but play this guitar.”

“You poisoned that dog.”

The awful truth of this statement filled Branch with shame.

The old man gave him a knowing look. “So you’re gonna walk away and leave that guitar here? Fly back home to Maine empty-handed? After you’ve heard that sweet sound? After you’ve felt that wood, supple as a sinful woman’s backbone?”

Branch nodded earnestly.

“I guess we’ll see. Seems a shame, though. Percy sure ain’t comin’ back to claim it. He’s gettin’ cold from the feet up. So what’ll happen to this guitar? Prob’ly get sold to some fool cracker in an estate auction, who’ll try to pick out “Wildwood Flower” once in a blue moon. That’d be a crime, to my way of thinking. This guitar was meant for a player.”

The old man was sure right about that.

“And if you did take it,” he went on, “I sure wouldn’t tell nobody. I know how to keep a secret. You know that already. I’ve always known where Robert’s guitar was, but I never told a soul.”

“And you never took it for yourself,” Branch said, realizing this for the first time.

“That’s a fact.”

“How did Percy really get this guitar?”

“Not quite the way he told you. Percy’s daddy cheated a starving sharecropper out of it just before he kicked him off this place. That sharecropper happened to be near Greenwood on the night Robert was murdered. While Robert lay dying from that poisoned whiskey, that greedy cropper slipped into his room and snatched the guitar. Thieving bastard died of consumption a year after Percy’s daddy run him off this place. I imagine old Percy’s thinking about all that while he screams for the nurse to give him his next morphine shot.”

Branch shivered, recalling his own father’s death. “Look, I don’t understand this. If you’ve already got my soul, like you said…what are you doing here?”

The sulfurous eyes smoldered with secret knowledge. “Like I said, Branch. I know how to keep a secret.”

Suddenly filled with panic, Branch shoved the guitar at the old man. “Here. Take it back!”

Surprise filled Lucky’s eyes. “You don’t want it?”

“No! Hell, no!”

The old man accepted the guitar. “All right, then. No need to get in a swivet.”

Branch tried not to look at the guitar again, but inside he already felt the hollow ache so familiar from the early seventies, when he’d been shooting up like Clapton and Richards and the rest (one more desperate try to reach the master level, a futile journey that had almost killed him).

The old man gave Branch an appraising glance from the corner of his eye. “You’re jonesing bad, ain’t you? Well…I sympathize.”

Lucky stood and strode to the wall, where a peg hanger had been screwed into the wood about six feet off the floor. “I’m just gonna put her back here, in case Percy somehow comes through his ordeal. You never know, right? Wouldn’t be the first miracle in this world. And if he does…he’ll find this right where he left it.” The old man looked back at Branch. “Right?”

“Right.”

“Well, okay then.” Lucky gave a small tip of his hat. “I’m gonna take my leave now. You take care, Branch.”

“I will.”

“I don’t like to say goodbye, because I like to think someday, when I least expect it, I’ll come across a new friend again. That’s how new friends become old ones, right?”

“I guess so.”

The old man hitched up his trousers, then straightened the frock coat on his big shoulders. “Back on the road, like always. You be good, son.”

Branch nodded, feeling like he had when his father took his leave after a visit to Orono during Branch’s failed year at UMaine. Desolate and alone.

The floor creaked as the old man walked to the door. Branch half expected him to turn back and say something more, but he didn’t. His broad back receded down the hallway, then turned into the foyer, and a few seconds later, Branch heard the front door close.

His mind was already back on the guitar. It hung exactly where the old con man had left it, like an open invitation. His fingers itched to feel that wood and steel again, the way his palms had itched to cup a girl’s breast when he was fourteen.

“Goddamn,” he muttered, trying to force himself to turn away and follow the old man outside.

He couldn’t do it.

He knew this as surely as he’d known he couldn’t stay in college or marry that pregnant girl back in Bar Harbor, as surely as he’d known that if he got a draft notice, he’d rabbit to Canada the first day, and not for any high-toned moral reason, either—not for anything but fear.

Fresh fear rose up his gullet, locking his throat shut. A small voice inside told him he was in mortal peril. But that voice was powerless against the siren call of the guitar hanging in front of him. He could almost hear music chiming from the sound hole, all the music yet to be played on those bronze and silver strings stretched to perfect tension on the one-of-a-kind body.

“That old bastard was full of shit,” Branch muttered. “Plain and simple. He was nothing but a carny huckster Percy paid to scare the crap out of me.”

Filled with relief, Branch took three deliberate steps forward and reached for the guitar. The moment his hands closed around the neck, he remembered Lucky telling him what it felt like: the forearm of a virgin raised on buttermilk and beefsteak. Branch couldn’t help but smile.

The firebomb he’d left in the hallway seemed to detonate in silence, for the flash arrived first, its white rays bouncing off the face of the guitar and blinding Branch until the shock wave and the sound arrived, slamming him against the wall. Even before Branch pushed himself erect, fire filled the heart of Percy Falkner’s mansion. Branch was stunned, unsure of what had happened. Had the old man set off the Molotov cocktail on his way out? No—he wouldn’t.

Holding up his hand to shield his face, Branch squinted toward the hall, where flames were already blackening the ceiling. Through the thick smoke, he saw a dark silhouette coming up the hall, black as ash but in the shape of a man. The stovepipe hat scarcely rose above the flames.

“Why?” Branch shouted. “Why did you do that?”

“I didn’t do nothing,” said the old man, his yellow eyes almost indistinguishable from the fire. He hadn’t raised his voice, yet Branch heard it as clearly as if Lucky had spoken into the shell of his ear. “You did, when you reached out to take that guitar.”

“You tricked me!”

“I didn’t do any such thing. You made your choice, Branch. And you’ve got to live with it, just like Robert did. I told you—every man chooses his own hell. Robert chose silence. You chose fire.”

Branch staggered backward, away from the oven heat. He wanted to ask the old man something else, but when he looked up again, the silhouette was gone.

He’d never make it down the hall, not even if he wrapped himself in a wet blanket. The corridor had become an inferno. For a few desolate seconds, he sagged against the outer wall and began to sob. Then, in a flash of insight, his original plan came back to him. He’d never meant to leave by the door! The display room had two windows. Branch had watched Percy’s hound chase a goat around the yard when he’d visited last year. Grabbing the guitar from the wall, Branch ran to the window and flung back the heavy curtains.

Six iron bars had been set into the window casing, running from bottom to top. Branch’s mouth fell open in shock. Those bars hadn’t been there last year! He would have remembered. Forcing down panic, he ran to the other window and pulled back the curtains. Six more bars greeted him, set so close together that a child couldn’t squeeze between them.

“No, Jesus,” he gasped, looking back toward the hall.

The fire had already stolen through the display room door. Hungry tongues of flame licked up the walls, seeking fuel and oxygen. Seeking flesh, Branch thought with horror. Suddenly the fire seemed alive, an extension of the old man who’d left him here to die.

Branch leaned the guitar against the wall and started kicking at one of the bars. He kicked kung-fu style, the way he and his buddies had kicked out streetlights in Bangor when they were kids.

The bar didn’t budge.

As he tried the next one, a human form suddenly appeared at the window, lighted by the flames behind Branch. The old man’s face floated inches beyond the glass. He was smiling.

“Let me out!” Branch screamed. “Help me! I’ll do anything you say!”

Lucky shrugged, and his calm voice projected clearly through the glass. “I can’t break them bars, no more than I could break a slave chain when I wore one.”

Branch snatched his pistol from his ankle holster and pointed it at the old man. “I’ll kill you!” he shouted. “Let me out!”

Lucky only smiled. When the smile became a grin, Branch fired two shots into his chest, then two more. The bullets shattered the window, but they disappeared into the black frock coat without even a ruffle. The old man shook his head as though in disappointment. “All you done now is draw the fire to you.”

Branch glanced over his shoulders at the burgeoning flames, then threw down the gun in despair. “Why did you do this to me?”

“You didn’t have nothing to do with it. I knew you was coming, that’s all. I told you, I had to put a piece of myself into that guitar to convince Robert to do our deal. Seventy-five years I been missing that piece of my soul. Like living without a hand, son.”

“So…you came back just to play that damned guitar?”

Lucky shook his head. “I came back to get what I lost that night at the crossroads. I couldn’t get it back till somebody destroyed that guitar, and nobody ever did. Who could, with it sounding the way it does?”

“You knew where it was! Why didn’t you destroy it?”

The old man looked past Branch at a runner of flame that was coming toward the window. “World don’t work that way. Everybody’s subject to laws, son. Even me. Everybody’s got to render unto Caesar. But when you decided to do this, I knew my night had come. I knew I’d be whole again. But I ain’t so different from you. I wanted to play that axe one last time. To feel that sweet neck, and work them strings the way Robert did in his prime. I just stayed too long, that’s all. I was enjoying myself, and you surprised me. That’s all right, though.” He chuckled. “You won’t be around long enough to tell nobody.”

Part of the ceiling collapsed behind Branch, and flaming debris filled the air. He whirled to see a wall of flame only a couple of yards away. Unbearable heat blistered his skin, and suffocating black smoke billowed toward him.

“Breathe deep!” cried the old man. “Let the smoke take you! Easier that way. Trust me.”

But his words went unheeded. As Branch looked into the yellow eyes, something else the old devil had said came back to him: “There ain’t no music in hell.”

“FUCK YOU, OLD MAN!” Branch screamed.

With sudden inspiration, he seized the guitar, sat on the window casing, thrust his finger in the glass bottleneck and began playing “If I Had Possession Over Judgment Day.” Though the fire roared like a ravenous beast, Branch’s crystalline notes pierced it like arrows, and within a moment he saw the “CLABBER GIRL” sign materialize before him, nailed to the weathered wall. Barefoot children and bare-legged women danced around him in the dust.

Branch grinned fiercely and played as he never had in his life. Not even Robert Johnson had played with such fervor or poured more of himself into and through this guitar. A whole bright world appeared around Branch, coalescing with perfect clarity, as though a summer storm had knocked all the dust from the air and everything shimmered in its own perfect light.

“Play, boy!” shouted the old man from behind the glass. “Play! Remember, there ain’t no music in hell! Not what you’d call music.”

Branch thrashed the strings with his fingernails and slid the bottleneck from the saddle to the nut. A fusillade of notes drove the fire back. Behind him the old man laughed and clapped, shouting encouragement. Branch cycled “Judgment Day” into “Last Fair Deal Gone Down.” Before him the new world grew ever brighter. The coffee-colored girls danced like dervishes, and the old men clapped and chanted a language Branch had never known. Branch felt himself rising off the floor. After fifty-seven years, he’d finally done what Hendrix and all the other greats had done. He’d summoned a full-blown world with his fingers, with his heart…with his soul.

The world he had conjured was perfect, save for the heat. High above this rich pageant, the Mississippi sun burned down like the glowing mouth of a forge heating an anvil. Sweat poured off the dancing girls, and it sizzled off Branch’s spine like water thrown on a griddle. He was so hot that the tang of cooking pork on the air sickened him. Branch flexed his jaw and focused on the music, working the guitar like a swordsmith working metal. “Last Fair Deal” became “Stones in My Passway,” one of Robert Johnson’s favorites. But as he played, something popped inside the guitar, like bone cracking.

One of the rib braces had given way.

Branch gripped the neck harder and played for all he was worth, but four bars later, the neck snapped and the guitar buckled in his hands. His breath caught in his throat and tears welled in his eyes. The “CLABBER GIRL” sign wavered, then began to fade. One of the colored girls gave him a sad smile, then turned away.

Branch set the wrecked instrument reverently on the floor and turned back toward the window. He was half hoping the old man would be gone, but he wasn’t so lucky. The jaundiced eyes looked deeply into his, more deeply than any eyes ever had, and then they softened with something like empathy.

“At least you tried,” Lucky said, tipping his silk hat once more in farewell. “You nearly did it.”

Branch had no words left. As he looked into the ancient face, a runner of flame licked up his pants leg, and searing agony speared into his brain. The smell of pork became the smell of man, man burning, and madness filled him. Branch grabbed the iron bars and began to scream. The old man’s yellow eyes grew brighter, and his smile broadened, the square teeth reflecting fire. The devil seemed to swell in size as the orphaned fragment of his spirit rushed back into him. Branch’s hands broiled as they shook the red-hot bars, and he screamed until his throat produced only a soundless shriek of pain and betrayal.

“Now that’s music,” said the old man, rolling his shoulders as though in preparation for some task or journey.

After a few delicious moments, he turned and walked away from the mansion, striding through the sea of cotton, whistling a walking blues, making for the still-warm asphalt line of Highway 61.




Pop Quiz: The Real Stephen King
Which story was written by the real Stephen King?



Select a choice: 

Black Mambo

In The Woods

The Rock And Roll Dead Zone	

Robert Johnson’s Flat-Top




Results: The Real Stephen King


  See what percentage of the Remainders and all other readers picked each answer


 


  
    Black Mambo
  
  
    
      	Readers:
      	  29%
    

    
      	Remainders:
      	  20%
    

  



 


  
    In The Woods
  
  
    
      	Readers:
      	  14%
    

    
      	Remainders:
      	  20%
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    The Rock And Roll Dead Zone
  
  
    
      	Readers:
      	  36%
    

    
      	Remainders:
      	  40%
    

  



 


  
    Robert Johnson’s Flat-Top
  
  
    
      	Readers:
      	  21%
    

    
      	Remainders:
      	  20%
    

  






INBOX > Subject: Grading the Kings
From: The Book Genome Project

To: The Remainders

 

Here are the results of Grading the Kings, including both our methodology and results. 

-The Book Genome Project

***


How to Grade Stephen King

Written by Aaron Stanton, CEO Booklamp.org. Special thanks to Dr. Matthew Jockers, Dan Bowen, Matt Monroe, Sidian Jones, and the rest of the Book Genome team. 

 

How do you grade four highly skilled bestselling authors when they try to write like Stephen King? Well, if someone asked for a book that was “like Stephen King,” they wouldn't typically be looking for King's latest non-fiction work on, say, taxes, but rather a book that was written in the way that Stephen King writes and about something that Stephen King would typically write about. As such, we analyzed our would-be Kings for both thematic and stylistic consistency.

Thematic Analysis: We looked at the themes of known Stephen King books, everything from Carrie, Cujo, and Thinner to Tommyknockers, Rose Madder, and On Writing. In our case, “theme” is very granular; we literally measured the thematic building blocks the author used on a paragraph-by-paragraph basis. Did the author focus on characters, spending a lot of time on things like facial expressions or emotions? Or did they spend more time on physical setting and atmosphere? The idea is that each author has a unique thematic rhythm that you can compare using the tools of the Book Genome Project. Stylistic Fingerprinting: Most writers have stylistic “tells,” qualities in their writing that are natural and difficult to conceal. The most telling features of individual style are also the most frequent. For example, compared to the other three authors, Stephen King was more likely to use words like, “it, was, had, one, were, on, all, there, like, at, no,” and, “up.” King also tends to use contractions ending in “’t” more often than the other authors, but he is less likely to use, “to, this, we, is, for,” and “about.” The stylistic approach generally needs at least 1,000 words to be reliable. With less text, there's less opportunity for the author to “drop their guard” long enough for their natural style to slip through.

 

Our Homework 

We knew that our four Kings were Dave Barry, Ridley Pearson, Greg Iles, and Stephen King himself. We started by getting a sense of how closely each writer naturally wrote like Stephen King, comparing a number of their books to known King titles. We also included one additional author, a mysterious fellow by the name of Richard Bachman, to see how closely he naturally wrote like Stephen King, as well.

 

What We Found

It turned out that Stephen King has a fairly wide range; he doesn't always write in a single style. Despite that, King does have a detectable and consistent signal in his writing. On average, his books appeared closer to other books he'd written than 99.86% of the books around them (because of the way the system works, it's impossible to get 100%). The closest non-King author was Richard Bachman, whose books were closer to King's writing than 99.66% of books by other authors. It's as if he and King were the same person (if you're not familiar with Richard Bachman, I'd recommend a quick Google search).

Of the other authors, Greg Iles naturally tended to use themes most similar to King, scoring a respectable 70.91% compared to King's 99.86%, while Dave Barry had the farthest gap to close at 42.33%. You can see that here:
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Next we wanted to find a similar identifying signal using stylistic fingerprints. Of the four authors, Iles had the least consistent stylistic tells in his writing, while King and Pearson clustered together most closely. After some training and tests using blind samples of their known writings, we were able to correctly guess the right author about 78% of the time using the stylistic method alone.

So there was a signal. More importantly, in every sample where King was the true author, the stylistic tool correctly guessed King. Between the two methods, we were ready for the hunt to begin.

 

Analysis

We received four short stories with the authorship removed. The stories varied in length, from a few hundred words to more than 10,000 words. The minimum length typically needed for this sort of analysis is around 1,000 words, but we decided to see what we could do with the materials provided.

As you know by now, the four stories were:



  	Black Mambo by “Stephen King”

  	In the Woods by “Stephen King”

  	The Rock And Roll Dead Zone by “Stephen King”

  	Robert Johnson's Flat-Top by “Stephen King”



 

 

The First Pass (Thematic Analysis)

First, we looked at the four stories for their thematic similarity to Stephen King:
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King's known books tended to range from 90% - 99.99% in training, so having three stories fall within that range meant that our authors did a good job of putting on Stephen King's clothes for a short time. All of the authors changed their natural themes fairly dramatically, so much so that Stephen King was the nearest similar thematic match in three of the four stories. The one exception was Robert Johnson's Flat-Top, which came slightly closer to Greg Iles (67.20%) than it did to Stephen King (65.18%).

So in terms of grading the four Kings on writing a “typically thematic” Stephen King story, the author of The Rock And Roll Dead Zone came closest, followed by Black Mambo, In the Woods, and then Robert Johnson's Flat-Top.

 

The Second Pass (Stylistic Fingerprinting)

Next up was writing style. Writing style is a better-tested academic approach to author attribution. It calculates the probability that each story was written by an author based on their known writing samples. In the case of our four would-be Kings, this approach provided 1st, 2nd, 3rd, and 4th place author guesses for each story. Each guess is in isolation, meaning the first guess was the one the computer thought was most likely to be the author, regardless of what it guessed on the other stories.
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The most glaring distinction between the thematic and stylistic approach was that The Rock And Roll Dead Zone, which was judged thematically as the most similar to King’s body of work, contains very few of his typical writing tells. In fact, the stylistic tool thought there was only about a 7% chance that it was actually written by Stephen King.

The only point where both thematic and stylistic methods agreed was on Robert Johnson's Flat-Top; both seemed to think it was likely to have been written by Greg Iles. So with that agreement, we made our first guess.

Greg Iles wrote Robert Johnson's Flat-Top.

At that point in the tests, the stylistic tools had done a good job of correctly selecting Stephen King when he was the actual author. Assuming he hadn't tried to hide his own style, we expected him to appear pretty clearly in the four stories. Of the four, there was only one that the stylistic tool thought was clearly more likely to be King than any other author, and that was In the Woods. The stylistic method thought it was 78.67% more likely to be written by King. If another author wrote In the Woods, then he did a very good job of imitating King’s stylistic tells even over a relatively short 500 words.

And while it wasn't the closest King story in terms of theme, it was still closer than 91.21% of other books in our test corpus, which is within the range of other known King books.

Our second guess, then, was that In the Woods was likely written by the real Stephen King.

This left us with Black Mambo and The Rock And Roll Dead Zone.

Both were difficult. On one hand, the Book Genome's thematic approach suggested that Black Mambo was more similar to Pearson's writing (62.05%) than it was to Barry's writing (25.67%). But stylistically, it was the other way around. Since the stylistic method was really better suited for picking out someone trying to hide their writing “fingerprint,” we went with the stylistic approach and rolled the dice on our final guesses.

Black Mambo was written by Dave Barry.

The Rock And Roll Dead Zone was written by Ridley Pearson.

Book 'em, Danno. That's our final answer.

 

The Report Card
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So who won the competition? Who wrote the most like Stephen King? Well, if In the Woods was written by anyone other than Stephen King, then they win, enough so that we think they are Stephen King. If you combine both stylistic and thematic scores then Black Mambo seems to be overall next in line on the grading curve.

Yet there's an argument to be made that Robert Johnson's Flat-Top actually was the most successful in writing like Stephen King, if Stephen King were writing about the themes in Flat-Top. Length is likely having a large impact on our results. Putting aside In the Woods, Flat-Top came the closest to having an overall “King” style – and it did so over a full 11,000 words.
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The Results

Which story did Stephen King really write? And who wrote what? 

The correct story-author pairing is:



  	Black Mambo by Ridley Pearson

  	In The Woods by Dave Barry

  	The Rock And Roll Dead Zone by Stephen King

  	Robert Johnson’s Flat-Top by Greg Iles



 

 



A Final Word from Dave Barry
Letter sent:

June 14, 1993

 

Dear Kathi—

 

This is a pantie exchange. A what? That’s right, a pantie exchange!

 

Send one new pair of pretty and/or interesting underwear to the person listed #1. Send a copy of this letter to 6 of your friends, or just people that you suspect could use new underwear. Only your name and mine should appear on the letters that you send out.

 

Move my name to #1 and your name will be #2. Do not forget to list your size. This is not a chain letter. This is just fun and you won’t find a better deal. You will receive 36 pair of fabulous new undies.

 

Don’t wait. Mail a pair today to:

 

#1 The Rock Bottom Remainders

822 College Avenue, #584

Kentfield, CA 94914-0584

(all sizes welcome)

 

#2 Dave Barry

One Herald Plaza

Miami, FL 33132

(size 32)

 

Dave Barry

not responsible for wording or anything else.


THE END
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This was all her idea, this wondrous contraption of a band, and from the beginning to the end it was infused with her joy, her humor, her warmth, her what-the-hell spirit, her fantastic sense of fun. The Rock Bottom Remainders did little to advance the cause of music, but we did usually manage to be entertaining, and along the way we became the kind of friends who are closer than family. And, damn, we had a good time. All thanks to Kathi.
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And since we’ve mentioned Warren and Al, we should also include some other genuine rock stars who performed with us despite the damage it would inflict on their reputations: Bruce Springsteen, Lesley Gore, Judy Collins, Darlene Love, and, of course, Roger McGuinn. We also want to thank rock-star author Carl Hiaasen. Carl connected us with many of the rock stars mentioned above. He also played guitar with us at the Miami Book Fair International, one of our favorite venues. This brings us to the always-generous Mitchell Kaplan, co-founder of that wonderful book fair—thank you for giving us a place to play year after year. 



There were a lot of other folks who helped make the Remainders fun (at least for us). Many of them were, more or less, members of the band. In fact, we may be, when you tally us all up, the largest rock band ever. We can’t possibly name all the authors and other folks who jumped on stage with us. It is possible that one time or another half of the authors in the United States joined in with the Remainders.
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Twenty years. And we still aren’t that good.

Rock on.



—The Rock Bottom Remainders





About Coliloquy
Coliloquy is the first digital publisher to focus on active and interactive storytelling, leveraging advances in technology to create groundbreaking new forms of digital content. Originally developed as part of the Kindle Developer Program, Coliloquy’s books and apps are now available across all tablet, phone, and e-reading platforms, including iOS, Android, Kindle, NOOK, and Kobo. Based in Palo Alto, CA, the company was founded by Lisa Rutherford, an AlwaysON “Top Women to Watch” award winner, and Waynn Lue in 2011. For more information, please visit www.coliloquy.com.
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Sam Barry (harmonica) is the author of How to Play the Harmonica: and Other Life Lessons and coauthored Write That Book Already! The Tough Love You Need to Get Published Now with his late wife and founder of the Rock Bottom Remainders, Kathi Kamen Goldmark. Sam writes the Author Enabler column for BookPage, in which he offers information and encouragement to aspiring authors. He is also marketing director at Book Passage, a contributing editor at the literary magazine Zyzzyva, and serves on the board of San Francisco’s literary festival, Litquake. Although he has played harmonica, piano, and sung with the world’s most famous mediocre rock band for many years, Sam really is a musician. He lives in the San Francisco Bay Area.
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Ridley Pearson (bass) is a New York Times best-selling author with more than 40 novels published in 22 languages in 70 countries, including over a dozen co-written with Rock Bottom Remainders lead guitarist, Dave Barry. His novels have been adapted to both network television and the Broadway stage. Ridley also wrote, pseudonymously, The Diary Of Ellen Rimbauer, a NYT #1 bestseller, a tie-in to Stephen King’s ABC mini-series, Rose Red. After college Ridley began his career as a singer/songwriter for an acoustic rock band and spent over a decade on the road. In 1991, he was the first American to serve as the Raymond Chandler Fulbright Fellow in Detective Fiction at Wadham College, Oxford University, England.
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Scott Turow (vocals) is a writer and attorney. He is the author of seven best-selling novels: Presumed Innocent, The Burden of Proof, Pleading Guilty, The Laws of Our Fathers, Personal Injuries, Reversible Errors, and Ordinary Heroes, In November, 2006, Picador published his latest novel, Limitations, which was originally commissioned and published by the New York Times Magazine. He has also written two non-fiction books—One L (1977) about his experience as a law student, and Ultimate Punishment (2003), a reflection on the death penalty, and has frequently contributed essays and op-ed pieces to publications such as the New York Times, Washington Post, Vanity Fair, the New Yorker, Playboy and the Atlantic. Mr. Turow’s books have won a number of literary awards, including the Heartland Prize in 2003 for Reversible Errors and the Robert F. Kennedy Book Award in 2004 for Ultimate Punishment. His books have been translated into more than 25 languages and have sold more than 25 million copies world-wide. He lives outside Chicago.
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1. A good name for us would have been "The Sounds of Discordance." (back to text)

         
2. Or whatever the opposite of "discordant" is. (back to text)

         
3. I swear that is the last spleen joke, unless I think of another one. (back to text)

         
4. I’m assuming that Wild Thing is female, although this is not explicitly. (back to text)

         
5. I cannot help myself. (back to text)
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