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Once upon a time I was a rock star.
I was the front man for a heavy metal band. We called ourselves Teazer. The Z in the middle of our sign was a lightning bolt and it pointed down at our drummer, who ran the band. Teazer hovered on the edge of greatness for a couple of years. Detroit-area radio stations used to call us to do warm-ups for whatever hot group was in town. One night a group of young moneymen caught our act, told us they had been hearing a lot of buzz about us, and asked about repping us for bigger things.
After we signed, they pretty much said Teazer was their bitch. We couldn’t book a bar night without their approval. We were told not to worry about anything, just show up when told to. That got us the rep as the nursemaids of bands as old as our grandparents. The idea was that by drawing in a younger crowd for oldie-reunion concerts, the younger crowd would develop a liking for the over-the-hill singers.
We had this mid-week, midday gig at Hart Plaza in Detroit. It was the day our shooting star crashed and burned. Our set had ended and our part of the crowd was worked up or tanked up and kept chanting for more. The band we were warming up for was getting impatient and came out on stage to boos and calls to go take their vitamins. One Teazer fan threw a paper cup of piss at the stage. Someone who had come to see the New Kent Travelers didn’t appreciate the taunt, especially after a good deal of the contents spilled over his tweed jacket. He took a swing at the thrower. The space between the bottom row of the amphitheatre and the raised concrete hub holding the band shell became a mosh pit.
After the riot ended, the moneymen called us in for a meeting to let us know our contract was terminated. They blamed our drummer for inciting the melee by saying—their words, not mine—“Hey, man, buy our CDs so Teazer doesn’t have to open for Geezer!” The moneymen gave us a severance check. A hundred grand seemed like a lot at the time to a twenty year-old kid who was hoping to have the mansions and cars and girls. Splitting it five ways, the dream got a little smaller.
I crashed at my grandmother’s drinking beer and getting high trying to figure out what to do now. No school, no job, no future. I looked up at the stars and said, “Come on, give me a sign.” Across the field behind my grandma’s condo complex I heard a couple of motorcycles gun it and race along Metro Parkway. I laughed. I had my sign.
The next day I went and had my heavy metal hair shaved down to the scalp. It left my signature lightning bolt Z exposed on the back of my neck but what the hell, I thought. Teazer never made it so big that anyone outside of Michigan would ever know who I was. I showed up at our drummer’s house to show off my new look. Told the band I had a plan—a new gig, dig? A new name, a new look. I asked them to each put in some of their settlement cash so we could hire a manager who would do a better job of looking out for us. Nothing against Benny, our drummer, I said, but none of us was cut out for the business end. They were into it, even Benny. I asked them for a few days to do some digging and I would give them a call when it was time to meet. I left my buddies in the garage playing video games and smoking dope. I told them I had a meeting all set up. Benny offered to go but I said it was my idea, I’d do the footwork.
I headed for a guy I found in the want ads. He was selling his Suzuki Boulevard for three grand. It had a liquid-cooled 1522 cc V-twin engine. He bought it to be cool and it scared the hell out of him. I gave him two thousand cash and left Michigan.
The next three years were a blur.
When I could see straight again, I was heading back to Detroit to celebrate my grandma’s fiftieth birthday. I was still bald, except for my chin. I was twenty pounds heavier and tight in the right spots. I rode a Yamaha Star 950 after losing the Suzuki in Flagstaff. The 950 was a squat-seated ride with an air-cooled, fuel-injected V-twin solid mount. I spent a few months longer than I had wanted to in Flagstaff, working every odd job I could to buy the 950. I liked the ride, and the painted deep-purple tank, frame, and fenders reminded me of a panther crouching low as it stalked its prey, with me on the back like some warrior god on the cover of a paperback novel. But that was me with my over-active imagination and my self-indulgent soul—rock-and-roll tough guy on a motorcycle.
Life on the road gets in a guy’s vein. Whenever I think I miss being a rock star, I realize I just miss being on the road. But even a traveler has to go home sometimes.
I was cruising along a lonesome stretch of four-lane divided highway in the middle of Iowa cornfields. It was late August and the stalks were as high as, well, you know. Behind me a rippling reddish-orange gumball of a sun seemed to hover on the horizon where the road dipped away into infinity. Every so often I caught a glimpse of the sun in my mirror. I wondered if I was silhouetted against it, looking like some apocalyptic iron horseman riding out of the west to all the cars in opposite lanes of traffic.
Alone on a bike, my head closed in by the helmet, my mind sometimes went off on little trips of its own. It wasn’t as if I’d forget I was driving, but I did have those moments when out of the blue I’d find myself wondering how I got where I was because I didn’t remember even going anywhere. When these episodes began to happen, I learned to pull off the road and clear my neural pathways.
I was coming up on a cloverleaf in Waterloo and decided it was time for a break. One of those new multiplex truck stops with stadium lighting around the entire property sat back off the exit ramp and I rolled into the lot, pulling the bike up to the curb. I took off my helmet and cracked my neck before I stood and stretched my back. About the same time a couple of truckers came out of the front doors. They had been talking but stopped their conversation and slowed their pace as they approached me.
One of the truckers, who had an apple-barrel of a belly, chewed a toothpick while the other, a wrinkle-faced string bean, fished out a pack of Gridlock cigarettes, shook one out, and lit it.
“Coffee any good in there, guys?” I asked.
“Yeah,” Toothpick said. “If ya like hot tar.”
Gridlock turned his head and laughed, coughing a little of the tar out of his lungs. Toothpick clapped him on the back and the two wandered away, laughing at their inside joke. For me, it was a little troubling. Truckers and bikers haven’t always gotten along. I remember a story on Unsolved Mysteries about the still-open murder case involving a guy on a motorcycle and how his death was linked to some truckers who played a game of “run bikers off the road and brag about it.” For all I knew, Toothpick and Gridlock were using code words for mashing me into the black top.
I watched the two go off to their trucks, making notes of cab colors and company names. Every customized extra on a truck is called “chrome” even if it isn’t metal, and the more distinguishing attributes I could find, the better off I felt about being able to identify them should the Iowa Highway Patrol have to scrape me off the concrete.
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