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I actually don’t mind if you reproduce or share parts of this book. If you’re going to read the whole thing, it’d be cool if you paypal a couple bucks to matthue@gmail.com. You can also email me if you want to buy the physical zine—it looks real nice and has a couple of hand-designed elements. Also, you should buy R.E.M.'s album Automatic for the People. It changed my life and all, but it's also really amazing on its own.
Automatic for the People came out in October 1992. I was fourteen years old and didn’t know how to drive. I still don’t.
“Drive” was originally supposed to be a loud, raucous song. I know this from interviews, and from R.E.M. Behind the Mask, a biography that came out the same month as the album; but I know it most from the song itself. In its finished form, “Drive” is quiet and pensive, all acoustic guitars and a violin section. The angriest it becomes—the closest it comes to actually rawking (though it never quite gets there)—is in the drums, two separate moments when they switch to a hard, anal tympani, crashing like a few stray thunderbolts during a soft spring rain. The opening guitar part, a smooth, twinkly hook barely worth being called a riff, might sound really cool when played on an echoey electric guitar, but in its finished form the melody sounds more like a campfire song performed by a smartass, a professional guitarist sitting among mere campers, or an overtalented amateur with nowhere else to show off his chops.
Peter Buck, R.E.M.’s guitarist, was neither. Floppy-haired, bright-eyed, indisputably shy and taciturn, with a penchant for wearing pajama pants to his concerts and everywhere else, he was less rock star and more composer. Patrick, my best friend, wanted to be him. I was more Michael Stipe, the singer, who could never settle on either being cocky and self-assured and grasping the microphone like the phallic symbol it was, or wearing his hair long over his face and muttering poetry into it. Patrick played guitar and keyboards, but he was in a legitimate band, a goth band, and they were way too trendy and scene-intensive to ever allow him to admit in public that he willingly listened to R.E.M. Patrick didn’t care, he’d do it anyway, but on pain of being excommunicated from the minor Philadelphia fame he had (a high school kid! playing real clubs! on the weekends! with drink tickets!) he forced himself to keep it on the down low. He had taken to saying such covert and underhanded statements in public as “I really admire Twisted Kites’ later work” (Twisted Kites was the name R.E.M. used to play under, in the early days) and “J.M. Stipe’s spoken-word backed with music is quite enlightening, in a darkening sort of way."
People tended not to pay much attention to the specifics of what Patrick said, his bandmates and their friends, anyway. He was a great guitarist, but socially, he was still just 14. He looked weird. His skin lumped up around his neck and chin because of the disease that he was born with. He wore paisley shirts and bright ties, painter’s caps and tweed vests. Several days a week, he wore a bathrobe to school. I bought a beret and tried to keep up with him. I had no disease to blame for the way I looked; I was just weird.
We had both more or less forsaken other people our age. Most of the guys at our middle school would just try to kick our asses on a daily basis because we looked weird. Then they’d try to take whatever money we had, which wasn’t much. It wasn’t like the rest of his band was eager to hang out with us, but they didn’t shove us away, and that was good enough. We were a losers’ club of two, exiled of our own volition to Patrick’s bedroom after school, dissecting our school days and then dissecting the music we listened to.
Patrick bought Automatic for the People the day it came out. The CD case was a midnight streetlight yellow, one of the first CDs we’d seen to come in a colored case. Was it a marketing ploy? In October 1992, everyone in Northeast Philadelphia was too obsessed with gangsta rap and Metallica to notice that R.E.M. existed. If you’d heard of R.E.M. and you weren’t weirded out by their obscurantist lyrics and you didn’t think they were gay, you’d probably like them, and then if you had a job or if your parents gave you money, you’d buy their album. Simple as that. I recorded Patrick’s copy but, urged on by him, purchased the actual album later, once I was absolutely sure I liked it. I bought the cassette tape version. $10 was the biggest investment I’d ever made. I had to be sure I knew what I was spending it on. Once I was sure I wanted to listen to it every day, wanted the full unfiltered audio mix in the perfect clarity of an original copy, unmarred by the hiss of distant static that always blemished the copies our tape player created.
Once I was sure that the lyrics spoke to me and were not pandering or disingenuous, like they could have been. “Hey / kids / where are you / nobody tells you what to do,” the verse started, followed by a dim and unenthusiastic mutter, “baby.” I groaned. They were trying to be role models. Like every other bad rock band. R.E.M., together with They Might Be Giants and Sonic Youth and maybe half a dozen other bands comprised the entirety of good music to us, grouped together in record stores as “alternative” because none of those bands sounded like anybody else. Rock, like any other classification, was an insult. And now Stipe was preaching straight to his audience? Calling them kids, straight to their face? Something was amiss.
Patrick had a working theory. He had a theory for everything. I’d only browsed the Behind the Mask book; Patrick had memorized it. He’s being ironic, Patrick said. [1] The author of the book had seen the original lyric sheet. Apparently said that the beginning lines of each verse, the “hey, kids” lines, were surrounded by quote marks. The kind you write when you don’t actually mean something. He was being ironic. I lived my life by irony. I could never fault it.
Still, the irony that these rumored quote-marks signified was pandemic of a larger issue: It was getting harder and harder to separate between the bands that wrote earnestly bizarre lyrics, like early Nirvana and Tori Amos, from the bands that wrote drug-induced lyrics that reeked of fake and played-up bizarreness, like later Nirvana and Tori Amos—or, worse, bands that were never earnest in the first place. We swore we could tell the difference between Kurt Cobain’s pure, thoughtful, free-association metaphors (“I’ll take advantage while you hang me out to dry”) and his drug-addled ones that made no sense (“Speak at once while taking turns/Second-rate third degree burns”).
But the death knell came with bands like Bush, bands that wrote lyrics that seemed emotive and meaningful at first glance, but they were attractive jocks, with dyed hair and no shirts and pectoral muscles they liked to show off. And these bands, these singers, wrote second-rate first-person crap to convince quietly beautiful girls to share the essence of their specialness, and then they would steal it. They were leeches, sucking at the blood and marrow of honesty in our teenage blood to make themselves bloated and fat.
Everything’s gone white and everything’s gray
Now you’re here, now you're away
I don't want this, remember that
I'll never forget where you're at
Patrick loved R.E.M. something deep and fierce. He backed up his devotion by excessive purchases. He bought whole full-length CDs just to procure a single R.E.M. track. He bought Alternative NRG, a Greenpeace benefit CD, that had a live version of the original, electric “Drive.” Listening to it is a revelation, like catching your role model in a public urinal, pissing. The drums are less hard rock, more hip-hop. Peter Buck lets loose some crazy guitar crunching, but even when he’s shaving his amps-cranked-to-11 wild rumpus, he’s still restrained.
The singer is trying to force the anger, barking his lines in staccato bursts. “Hey.” “Kids.” “Where are you.”—but it’s no match for Buck’s minimalist tidiness. His fingers hit the strings and there is thunder. And then it’s gone. BZAMP. BZAMP. Quiet. The only thing that’s really angry are the drums, taking up all the space in the song of what would otherwise be silence. After hearing that version, every time I put on the original I’d think of that tightly-channeled anger. And then the campfire guitar would flood my headphones, and I would sigh deeply. I’m glad they kept the quiet version. Not that it’s toned-down or less emotional—it’s not—but there’s a wisdom to it, a maturity, which I’m glad I had at 14 and which I wish I still had now.
Now I don’t listen to quiet music at all, almost. When my kids are around it’s the blippy electronic music that they like, Uncle Moishy and Merrily Merrily, as well as the music that I try and introduce them to, They Might Be Giants’ kids’ stuff and the B-52’s. They love the B-52’s. I can’t tell what they like, the music or the lyrics. Maybe it’s neither—when my older daughter listens to them, she always insists on holding the rainbow-colored CD case as she jumps around—but she is jumping around, after all, which means there’s something about the music that grips her. In a few years, her jumping around may evolve into dancing. My older daughter won’t allow anything on the radio that isn’t her music, and to be honest, I’m inclined to agree with her. Last week, we were playing a Regina Spektor CD. It’s a relatively sedate album, all piano and voice. The chorus of one song, repeated several times, went, “Mary Anne’s a bitch,” which led to my older daughter (who, at the time, was not quite three) doubling over and screeching “beeeeetch!” over and over again. Why would I want her listening to the damaged music of my damaged adolescence, the fucked-up singers who gave voice to my own teen fucked-upness? And when I’m alone now I listen to songs that are loud and angry. Songs that are so big that nobody will hear me crying.
But I remember listening to “Drive” in all its quiet, twinkly acousticness and thinking it was beautiful. Alone, walking on the traffic island in the middle of Cottman Avenue, the twinkle of headlights glistening down the boulevard in both directions. Way after sunset, when I’m on my way to bed, having finally left Patrick’s house for the night.
“Memory Me,” I used to think that was the song’s title. When I first copied the album from Patrick he made me an extravagant insert, half drawn and half collaged from the psychedelic advertisements in his music magazines, but forgot to include the song titles. It didn’t matter to me. I could make my own. I sat there with a stopwatch, well, using the stopwatch function on my digital watch which was also a phonebook, and recorded the time of each song. I listed time, title, and track number on another sheet of paper that I cut to fit alongside the last fold of Patrick’s insert:
DRIVE 4:31
MEMORY ME 4:48
COMING TO FEVER 3:27
and so on. It was an insert for the insert, except it fit directly atop Patrick’s creation instead of inside it. I sketched out the front cover from the way I remembered it, a black metal box on a grey background with metal instruments bursting out at every angle. Patrick came over a few days later and, when I put the tape on, he swiped the compound booklet out of my hand. “That’s not right,” he said. “You drew too many implements.”
I think he was offended. His cover looked nothing like the real one, but was awesome-looking in its on right. My cover looked like a cheap knock-off of the originals. Like one of those TransFormers imitation toys that was called TransPorters. By this point I could have just bought the damn album—it would be less trouble, take less time, and of course it wouldn’t have sounded so damn staticky—but that wasn’t the point. Right then, it was me claiming R.E.M. for my own.
I thought I deserved the band like an inheritance. Patrick and I, we were spiritual heirs to the music. Our souls knew each other. If the world worked the way I thought it should, the crappy Northeast Philly neighborhood where we lived would be right down the street from Athens, GA, the college town where R.E.M. was formed and where its members still lived. Michael Stipe would have biked over to my house and slipped a copy into my parents’ mailbox as soon as they’d finished recording it. There would be an expectation for me to call him later that night, after my parents had gone to bed, as soon as I’d gotten a chance to lock myself in my bedroom and plug in my earphones and listen to it. Or maybe the band would stop by my house for coffee (strong) when they came on tour—”Oh, Automatic?” he’d say casually. “We didn’t send you one? Here, have a copy.” And he’d toss me a CD off a tall stack, and I would try not to breathe. I would play it calm. I would nod quickly, thanks.
The song was a real singalong. After hearing it two or three times, you’d know all the lyrics by heart, even though you wouldn’t be sure where the lyrics began or ended, as the chorus seemed to have the same number of lines as the verses (that number being, well, one), all connected loosely by a swell of the music and a bunch of earnestly-sung “whoa”s. Any line in the song could be a chorus, really,
You will never seeee
or
I. Want. You. To remember
or
I need something to breathe
or
Leave it to memory me
You have to understand, listening to music wasn’t just flipping the music switch and having a conversation while songs played in the background. When we listened to music we didn’t talk, didn’t do homework or the dishes, didn’t pay attention to the rest of the world. Ideally you had your eyes closed, but we were too high-energy for that. Listening to a four-minute-and-fifty-two-second song was like giving five minutes of your life into the hands of the band, to these four guys who wouldn’t recognize you if they saw you on the street but who, by this point in our lives, had already lived in our ears for hundreds of hours, whose lyrics were engraved in our heads like the names of our siblings. Like language itself. Patrick’s and my friendship was predicated on that shared language, and, more than that, was it predicated on the idea that no one around us was fluent. We kept each other’s secrets like they were our own. They were our own.
This song is based on “The Lion Sleeps Tonight (Wimoweh),” written (or, more accurately, remade from an African drum-based folk song into an American guitar-based one) by Pete Seeger, whose records my dad used to play me. My father used to be a DJ at his college radio station. Years after he’d graduated, while I was growing up, we had tons of folk and jazz records lying around the basement, even though we only had one record player and it’d been dead for years. My parents were hoarders. Which might explain the addictive quality of my hoarding of memories.
The entire stereo worked except for the turntable. It wouldn’t turn. A few times when I really wanted to hear a song, I’d power up the speakers, lay down the needle, and rotate the record myself. It was impossible to keep a steady pace, though, and by the time the song had finished, everyone present in the room was feeling a fair amount of motion sickness. Mostly my family listened to cassettes in a tape recorder, propped up against a stack of books when we really intended to party. We aimed its single speaker like a bullseye from the corner of our living room. We didn’t own a CD player, not yet.
Patrick had one, but all the albums he bought (and he only bought a few bands’ albums, but those bands, he owned literally everything they’d ever released) he would purchase on both cassette and CD, as well as vinyl, if it was available. His collection was fat with the same designs on different shapes of packaging. “Sometimes there’s different art inside,” he protested.
On the CD single of “Sidewinder Sleeps Tonite” (he owned all the singles, too) there were three horizontal photos, each tinted a different primary color. [2] There was the band practicing, the band sitting around—talking, thinking, strumming mandolins, waxing philosophical to each other—and then the empty practice room, awash in copper blue, half destroyed, with instruments strewn akimbo, cords looping like lazy, proud serpents, just daring anyone to step over one of them. It was like the aftermath of a party, only, instead of dancing or eating lots of junk food, they’d been making music all night.
Patrick’s room was like that. It was perpetually in FEMA mode, a creative disaster, so much more than mere messiness, as if it had been a very meticulously-plotted and well-crafted disaster. My room at home was under constant surveillance from my parents, and had to be cleaned up every Saturday morning before I was allowed to leave for synagogue; I was jealous. If we were a four-person band, like R.E.M., the apocalyptic condition of Patrick’s room would have been excusable (we had friends. It was a gathering. We were being boys) but because we were loners, there was no valid reason for it.
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