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best summer ever!

Like the pool party scene from innumerable teenage sexploitation 
flicks circa 1985,1 heard this phrase thrown about with reckless abandon, 
eighteen years later, in the summer of 2003. Despite a couple of nervous 
breakdowns and a difficult break-up, by the time S.T.R.E.E.T.S. rolled into 
town the summer was admittedly fixing up to be pretty fantastic. I hadn’t 
been working much, yet the twin blessing of plentiful health food dumpsters 
and two-dollar Ballantine’s 40s allowed that I still had enough money saved 
up to leave Brooklyn and go on tour for what I expected to be a two month 
whirlwind of debauchery, skating and punk rock. Woo! See, not much has 
changed since ’85. Or, my life resembles a scene from “Zapped!”. I don’t 
know which of those is more terrifying.

As anticipated, the following week on the road with S.T.R.E.E.T.S. 
and Hightower was unbelievable. Just to travel and watch my friends play 
every night was enough; additionally, we spent two off-days and nights at an 
incredible haunted farmhouse in Cape Cod, where a friend’s parents were 
kind enough to let twelve stinking punks occupy every square inch of couch 
and consume every last calorie of food on the premises. Shortly thereafter, a 
raging country party occurred in the backwoods of rural Maine, where local 
sea-dogs cooked freshly caught lobster, children frolicked in the forest, 
bands played on the deck of a mini-ramp, and the bonfire burned brightly 
into the summer night. It was cool to see a community get together like that; 
an almost equal mix of men, women, children, young, old, urban, country 
folk, skaters, farmers, fishers, coming from near and far to celebrate life and 
get obscenely drunk together. Best summer ever.

Yet the tables turn all to quickly sometimes. Particularly in my life, 
I’ve noticed a tendency for everything to go from good to bad, and vice- 
versa, instantaneously. As soon as we hit the U.S.-Canada border, B.S.E. 
was to be reduced to but a short-lived memory, three rolls of film, and a few 
blurry Sharpie tattoos. , .

If you’ve any sort of criminal record, don’t try to cross'the Interstate 
89 border at one o’clock in the morning with a dirty punk band. I mean, 
that’s just common sense, right? To my credit, I figured there would be 
trouble, and attempted numerous times to convince friends from Montreal to 
come pick me up in a less conspicuous vehicle, I simply forgot that no one I 
know even owns a car. We’d been driving for twelve hours and everyone



w as in a  terrib le  m ood, w anting  noth ing  m ore that to  get the hell ou t o f  the 
U .S. It w as a t th is po in t tha t com m on sense and  good ju dgm en t ceased  to 
ex ist. W e stopped at a  gas station  fo r a qu ick  faucet-show er and  change o f  
c lo thes, and gave tha t im aginary  line the o ld  rum -runner’s try.

F rom  m y vantage po in t in the back seat, I could  see the border 
agen t tak ing  ou t a yellow  pad o f  “ S econdary” tickets before w e even 
approached  her w indow .

“ N ationalities?” she unenthusiastically  asked.
“F ive C anad ians and one A m erican ,” duly  answ ered  Jam es, as the 

agen t covertly  scribb led  K IL L  T H E  Y A N K E E  in her little ticket book.
“ Pull over to  the left p le a s e ...”
S trike one.
W e p iled  o u t o f  the stink ing  van, all six  o f  us in sw eat-sta ined  t- 

sh irts , cu t-offs and hole-ridden  skate shoes, fo llow ed  by a  cascade o f  cassette 
tapes and d irt-b row n socks. T he agen t w ho em erged  to  check  ou t our 
passports w as relatively  hum an; it seem ed as if  he w as abou t to  le t us go 
w hen  h is very angry  looking partner storm ed over and  ordered m e into 
custom s.

“ Superv iso r dem ands to  see the A m erican!”
Strike tw o.
T ry ing  m y hardest to  m aintain  a calm  and innocent dem eanor, w hile 

fu lly  aw are o f  the com ing  sh it-storm , I approached  D er Supervisor. W ith  one 
pallid , chubby  hand on m y passport and the o th er on  his com puter keyboard, 
he spoke.

“ H ave you  ev er been arrested  before?”
I knew  all o f  the answ ers to  h is deep  question  lay o n  the screen 

before him . T here  w as no getting  ou t o f  this.
“Y es.”
“ Y ou  know  y o u ’re no t allow ed into C anada, d o n ’t you?”
“W e ll .. . m y .. .I . . . th e  last t im e .. .” T h a t’s the sound o f  m y rock-solid  

constitu tion  evaporating .
“ S IL E N C E !” he yelled, “Y o u ’re lucky w e d o n ’t take you to  ja il 

righ t now! T ell you r friends to  drive you back. T h e ir van is flagged  and 
th e y ’ve exactly  one hour to  re tu rn .” W ith  those w ords he slam m ed m y 
passport on the coun te r as well as an increasingly  fam iliar “A llow ed to  
L eave C anada” docum ent.

S trike three, y o u ’re out.
“ I hope you  d o n ’t lose any sleep over th is!” I spat, as venom ously  

as I could. A lthough  im m ediately  it occurred  to  me that no, he w ou ldn’t lose 
any sleep  o v e r it. In fact, th is is w hat he does, everyday, to  people o f  all 
w alks o f  life. R u in ing  a young  pu n k ’s incredibly an ticipated  sum m er trip 
w ith  his best friends w as o f  no m ore im portance to  him  than ru in ing an 
im m igran t fa th e r’s tw elve-year reunion w ith  his fam ily , o r probably 
choosing  w hat m icrow ave d inner to  stu ff in his face-hole, fo r that matter.



A s I w alked  dejec ted ly  back  to  the group, sad  and m ad as all hell, I 
noticed  Jam es argu ing  fiercely  w ith  the angry , neo-Fascist bo rder agent. He 
claim ed he’d  d iscovered  traces o f  w eed in the van. W hen Jam es rem arked, 
“T h a t’s funny , none o f  us sm oke w eed. W hy d o n ’t you  show  us?” the agent 
w as ju s t kind o f  speech less and  put-off. T hey  hadn ’t found  anything; 
obviously , they w ere sim ply  try ing to  scare us in to  adm itting  that w e had 
som ething.

T hey  finally  le t us return  to the S tates to abandon  the real illegal 
cargo, m e. I though t o f  the thousands o f  im m igran ts deported  everyday  from  
around  w here I grew  up in Southern  C alifornia, m ercilessly  sh ipped  back to 
T ijuana  to  fend fo r them selves. I considered  how  aw ful i t ’d feel w ith so 
m uch m ore than a  to u r rid ing  on c ircum stance, w ith  an  entire livelihood 
destroyed  by the IN S  and  the law s they uphold . T hen  I though t o f  how  there 
are  few  things in th is w orld  w hich I hate m ore than  borders. I told 
S .T .R .E .E .T .S . they  had  to  w rite a song entitled  “N o B orders B ut 
Skateboarders”.

T he nearest tow n on  the 89  w as St. A lbans, V erm ont. W e stopped a t 
a  gas station  to  vain ly  a ttem pt to  dev ise  a  plan. I w as an em otional w reck and 
d rink ing  the last o f  a  bo ttle  o f  C anadian  M ist w hisky to  num b the absolute 
d isappo in tm en t and  fu tility  o f  the situation . S .T .R .E .E .T .S . had to be back  at 
the bo rder in a half-hour and w e co u ld n ’t reach anyone in  M ontreal. 
Furtherm ore, w e had  no  c lue as to  w here St. A lbans even  w as, m uch  less 
w hat, o r  w ho, w as there. A s M apee w as dev is ing  a  schem e to  sneak  me 
across the C ornw all, O ntario  w ater-crossing  in  a boat, a  truck load  o f  skater 
kids pulled  up and asked  if  w e w ere a  team  on  tour. W ell no, b u t . . .yeah, in a 
w ay. W e explained  to  them  our d ilem m a and  they to ld  m e to  m eet them  in 
Ja y ’s Pub across the street in  tw enty  m inutes, then  left. I gathered  together a 
backpack  fu ll o f  essen tia ls, and  after a  solem n goodbye I w atched  m y friends 
d isappear up in to  the cold, dark  N orth.

E ntering  Ja y ’s Pub w ith m y filthy  c lo thes and a big backpack at tw o 
a.m ., I w as m et by the six  o r so  patrons w ith  a  m yriad  o f  g lances ranging 
from  “cu rious” to  “ unw elcom e” . I d ropped  m y bag  in  the co m er and  took a 
sea t a t the bar, o rdering  up  a  cheap  p in t and lighting  a  sm oke, try ing  to  be as 
unobtrusive as possible. A  grizzly  young m an w earing overalls and a cam o 
cap  sat nex t to  m e, and nex t to  h im  an o lder, iden tically  dressed  m an 
m ethodically  threw  dow n shots. 1 eventually  asked  about St. A lbans. “I t ’s an 
industry  tow n, w e ’re loggers. B orn and raised, w e ’ve never left. T h is is our 
bar, w ant a beer?” K ind fo lks. I to ld  them  an equally  shortened version o f 
m y story , “ I ’m  on the road, a  traveler. S tranded, m igh t never leave. R ight on, 
to tally .” \

T he bar c losed  and  everyone w as d runk  and  the fou r m en and four 
w om en w ere flirting  in  the w ay tha t people w h o ’ve seen each o ther every 
w eekend fo r tw enty  years m ight do. T he bartender poured everyone a few  
m ore, and  by the tim e w e w ere shooed ou t I w as trashed. T he skater k ids had 
never show n. T hanks, bros. Fuck it, I m ade a  beeline fo r the nearest dark,



partia lly -w ooded  co m er o f  a building, laid  o u t m y sleep ing  bag on  som e 
leaves, and  passed out.

I w oke up  early  to  spiders in m y sleep ing  bag and  increasingly  hard 
raindrops falling  th rough  the trees. N o m atter, I w as still a  little d runk  and 
unfazed a fter the p rev ious n ights ordeal. N onetheless, a  storm  w as com ing  in 
and the though t o f  a R ecluse bite w as m aking  m e nervous, so  I packed up m y 
stu ff and  stum bled  ou t in to  the grass. In the early  ligh t o f daw n, I could  see 
that I ’d slep t nex t to  a  train  station  and, furtherm ore, a  train  yard! A nd w hat 
w as that sound in the d istance? A train w histle! O f course! I ’ll ju s t  hop this 
incom ing  fre igh t train  up to  C anada! B ut a las, I w atched despondently  as it 
ro lled  past a t a  dangerous speed w ith nary a ridable car to  be seen. Fuck. It 
w as too  good to  be tru e ...

N ow  the ra in  w as com ing  dow n in sheets and  I w as soaked  to  the 
bone. I d id n ’t care. I snuck up on to  som eone’s front porch and lay dow n in 
the sw inging  chair. C ursed  the heavens and hoped the property  ow ner d id n ’t 
a lso  ow n  a  gun. F inally  decided  tha t bottom less coffee w as m y only 
sa lvation  and shuffled  in to  tow n, through the deluge.

T he rest o f  the m orning w as relatively  uneventful. I hung ou t under 
a gazebo in the tow n  square park. I d rank  a gallon o f  coffee and tried  to 
m ake sense o f  m y situation . I had to  get into C anada, yet I h ad n ’t thought o f 
any th ing  and I w as all ou t o f  ideas. Ha. O ne those seem ingly  hopeless, 
terrib le  tim es w hen the m ind 's defense is to  sim ply shu t dow n. I w ent 
w alking.

E ventually , I ran across a  couple  o f  sketchy looking dudes w hom  
I ’d observed  lurking abou t the park a  few  hours previous. I asked  if  they 
could  o ffer any  advice on border crossing , w hile try ing  to convey  tha t 
secretive know ingness o f  illegality  in m y speech. W ink, w ink.

“Fuck tha t shit! G o to  F lorida!” answ ered  one w ithou t hesitation.
“M m m m ph!” agreed the other.
I soon learned that they w ere both nam ed Jam es; the ta ller, talkative 

Jam es bragged about every th ing  from  being the b iggest crack  deale r in 
T allahassee  a t one tim e to  how  m any girls h e ’d fucked  last w eekend, and 
claim ed to  be the only black dude in St. A lbans (I d id n ’t doub t this), w hile 
the shorter, silent, w hite Ja m e s ...I  d o n ’t know . He never really  said m uch 
besides “H a!” o r “M m ph” or “ U hh”, bu t loud Jam es seem ed to  enjoy his 
com pany.

F or lack  o f anything better to  do, I fo llow ed  the Jam es’ to  a house 
w here they “had som e shit to  deal w ith”. I w alked th rough  the screen door 
in to  the k itchen, w here an obese m iddle-aged  m an sat w ith a  tough-looking 
preadolescent. Pacing around nervously  w as a young  w om an w ith  feathered 
b londe hair and a few  m issing teeth, w hich I co u ld n ’t help  bu t notice as she 
ground her jaw  incessantly . A  w iry construction  guy sat on the countertop . 
T hey  all eyed  m e w ith hostile suspicion until Jam es in troduced me.

“Y ’a in ’t a  cop, are ya?!” the w om an dem anded.



“N o, I ’m  not a co p ,” I answ ered , “ D o you  have a ligh t?” I 
desperately  needed a  cigarette.

“R ight there in  the cupboard .”
I opened  a  d raw er and  rem oved a  box o f  w ooden m atches nestled 

betw een an  array  o f  em pty  prescrip tion  bo ttles and  a  sm all handgun. I lit a 
sm oke and  sat dow n on  a ratty  couch. Jam es and the w om an w ere now 
haggling over a deal o f  som e sort. T he  sound  o f  a  vehicle pulling  in to  the 
d rivew ay in terrupted  the argum ent and Jam es w en t running out, returning a 
m inute la ter w ith a  handful o f  blue pills.

“T en  m illigram  P eres?” asked  the construction  guy.
“It w as all they could  ge t,” rep lied  Jam es.
Peering through the V enetian  b linds, the w om an suddenly  raged,

“IS T H A T  F U C K IN ’ D E B B IE ? I T O L D  Y O U  N E V E R  T O  D E A L  W ITH  
T H A T  B IT C H  E V E R  A G A IN ! Y O U  K N O W  W H A T  SH E  F U C K IN ’ DID 
T O  M E  R IG H T ? SH E  F U C K IN ’ C O M E S IN  H E R E  A N D  ST A R T S 
F U C K IN ’ B EA T IN G  O N  M E  O N E  N IG H T  C U Z  O F  W H A T  H A PPE N E D  
W IT H  T Y L E R  W H IC H  I D ID N ’T  E V E N  H A V E  N O T H IN ’ T O  DO 
W IT H !” T h is  tirade con tinued  until she and  Jam es ran ou tside  to  figh t w ho I 
can  on ly  assum e w as D ebbie and  T yler.

I took  th is opportun ity  to  cau tiously  approach  the m an a t the table. 
“ S o ... W hat do  you  know  about getting  o v e r the border?”

A fte r a  long pause he began, “W e ll ... T h ere ’s this crossing , over 
near A lberg . U nguarded  after m idnight, you  can  ju s t drive righ t through. 
‘C ourse y o u ’d have to  be in the trunk, ju s t in case. H ow  m uch m oney you 
got? C uz I ’ll get you  there fo r a  hundred .”

It w as a tem pting  offer, bu t if  anyone in the E astern  U .S. w as going 
to  be busted a t the border, it w as th is m an, and  I w asn ’t abou t to  trust him  
w ith  m y freedom . Furtherm ore, I d id n ’t  have a  hundred  bucks. “H m m ... N o 
thanks, m an .”

“A lright. S u it yerself. G ood lu c k . . .”
O n the w ay back  dow ntow n, I decided  to  try  m y luck  in  the train  

yard  again. S tashing m y backpack  beneath  an abandoned  boxcar a t a  siding,
I casually  w alked in to  the yard. W ith  m y cam era  slung around  m y neck, I 
slow ly approached  a yard w orker.

“H ello  friend! W ould  you  happen to  know  o f  any northbound 
freigh t leaving today?”

H e gave m e the once over and  half-asked , half-w arned , “Y er not 
gonna hop  a  train  to  C anada, a re  ya? C uz I ’ll have ya  know  th a t if  yer 
caught, tha t th e re ’s a  Federal O ffense .”

T h is I knew . “O h no, no. W o u ld n ’t th ink  o f  it. I ’m  a  r&il fan! I ju s t 
w an t to  take som e pho tos!”

“ Sure ya  are. Sure ya d o . . .” A nd  w ith  that, he turned and  w alked
aw ay.

I w ondered  if  St. A lbans w as the Patron S ain t o f  A ssho les and M eth
A ddicts.



I ’d m issed  the one daily  A m trak  to  N Y C , so  going E ast w ould  m ean 
a  couple  days o f  h itch  h ik ing in  the rain. I ’d done w orse, bu t I w asn ’t ready 
to  give up quite yet. So  I d rank  m ore coffee, sm oked  m ore cigarettes, b it m y 
nails, pu lled  m y hair and devised  im possib le  schem es. A pproaching  a  m an 
on a  bench in the park, I decided  to  ask  h im ...I  d o n ’t k n o w ...fo r  a fly ing  
carpet?  A n inv isib ility  c loak?  I honestly  fo rget w hat p rom pted m e, but 
conversa tion  ensued  as it often  does am ong those stranded, lost, lonely, 
and /o r desperate.

Pat and  I qu ick ly  m ade acquaintance. H e w as in his m id-forties, 
fairly  obese w ith  m atted  brow n hair and a  large graying beard w hich, w hen 
added to  his sta ined w hite sh irt and teal shorts, gave h im  the appearance o f  
say, a  d irty  Santa on vacation  in Florida. H e chain-sm oked  O ld  G olds and 
spoke very slow ly, w ith  a nasally , lisp ing draw l. I told him  m y sob story and 
he to ld  m e his, w hich  w as sim ilar to  m ost everyone I ’d m et; bom , raised, 
w orked  in industry , never le ft St. A lbans. A fte r a  few  pleasan t hours o f 
c igare ttes and  sm all talk , he asked if  I w anted to  go back  to  his place; hang 
out, sit on  a  couch , w atch  telev ision , d rink  beers, tha t sort o f  thing. I w as 
am bivalen t; I w anted  nothing m ore than  to get the fuck  ou t o f  St. A lbans, bu t 
I c o u ld n ’t tu rn  dow n the hospitality  g iven my situation. A  few  cheap  beers 
and a  nap  on  a  couch  sounded  ju s t fine.

W e took  a  local bus to  the north  end o f  tow n, arriv ing  a t a  gas 
sta tion  w hich  I im m ediately  recognized  as ou r fu tile  c lean-up  stop on  the ill- 
fa ted  drive up. P a t’s p lace w as across the h ighw ay in  an  old, decaying 
shopping  cen ter, above an ou t-of-business p izza restaurant. O ne w ou ld ’ve 
never guessed  a dw elling  to  be there. U p a staircase and  dow n a  darkened  
hall, how ever, the second  flo o r opened to  w ood-paneled  w alls, filthy  green 
shag carpeting , an o ld  b ig-screen T .V . flanked by vinyl couches, various 
scattered  app liances, spen t beer cans, ragged porno  m agazines, a  few  dim  
ligh ts and  a  sm all w indow . T he sm ell o f  old  cigarettes perm eated  everything. 
T h a t w as P a t’s apartm ent, a  little creepy bu t m ostly  ju s t sad. I began to  ask  
m y se lf w hy I w as there  and becam e m ore depressed w ith the thought o f  m y 
friends in M ontreal, so  I pushed the thought o u t o f  m y head, d ropped  my 
backpack , lay on  a couch, and im m ediately  fell fast asleep.

T he sun had set by the tim e I aw oke, and  the only  light source in  the 
apartm en t w as the perpetually  burning cigarette  in P a t’s m outh and the hazy 
big-screen , w hich a t the m om ent featured  a porno Film o f  sorts. S itting  across 
the sm all k itchen  table from  Pat w as ano ther m an  - m iddle-aged, w iry, 
fidgety  - w ho I soon d iscovered  w as the room m ate, ju s t back from  his jo b  at 
the pulp  m ill. T h is  fe llow  im m ediately  gave m e an uncom fortab le  feeling  as 
he, d runk  and  shirtless, leered  a t m e as I sat up on the couch and lit a  sm oke. 
P at o ffered  m e a beer and  I duly  accepted . A  b it o f  aw kw ard  silence ensued. 
T he creepy w asted  room m ate stared.

F inally , Pat. “ L issen .. .u h . . .1 go t a  few  buddies I cou ld  call up to 
hang ou t w ith .”

“Y eah, sure m an ,” said  I, indifferent.



“Y eah, m y cousin , he lives righ t dow n the road .”
“O kay, call h im  up if you  w ant.”
“Y e a h .. .y ’k n o w ...H e ’ll give us all b lo w jo b s ...”
“H e’ll . . .w h a t? ” I desperately  hoped I ’d m isheard  one o f  the m ost 

obvious w ords in  the E ng lish  language.
“Suck our dicks, y ’know ?” Pat spoke as casually  as can  be. “Y ou 

w an t m e to  call h im ? H e ’ll com e righ t over.”
“U m ...n o . N o, I d o n ’t th ink  so .” I really w asn ’t in the m ood for 

sexual favors from  som e w eird country  cousin . I certa in ly  w asn ’t in  the 
m ood to  observe w eird  country  incest. N or w as I in the m ood to  be cu t up 
and eaten  by the w eird  country  room m ate, w ho had  ju s t stared  and  chuckled  
during  the w hole exchange. Fuuuuck. I g lanced qu ick ly  around  the room  and 
determ ined  the p lace nearly  inescapable. T here  w ere a  few  barstoo ls that 
could  be used as w eapons. B ut no, these guys w ere too  huge and  drunk  and 
determ ined. I t’d  never work.

“ I ’m dead ,” I thought, “W hat a  sh itty , stupid  w ay to  go .” 
“W hatever,” said  Pat, ju s t as nonchalan tly  as before, then  som ew hat 

sadly, “Y our lo s s . . .”
W hat a w eird, w eird  fuck ing  tow n.
T he rest o f  the even ing  passed w ithou t incident. It seem ed as  if  Pat 

and his room m ate w ere slightly  d isappoin ted  that I d id n ’t w an t any th ing  to 
do  w ith  th e ir o rgy  plans, bu t I clearly  w asn ’t going to  be d ea lt w ith  
D eliverance-sty le . Ju s t in  case, I stayed  aw ake sipp ing  on  cans o f  N atural Ice 
and w atch ing  a  M el G ibson  film , w hich had taken the place o f  A nal S lu ts III 
since the m om ent I had to tally  ru ined the m ood. T he tw o m en finally  
shuffled  o ff to  bed and  I eventua lly  d rifted  in to  half-sleep , p lagued  by the 
strangest m anner o f  dream s until sunrise, w hen I shouldered  m y backpack 
and  m ade haste.

T he A m trak  m ade the usual e igh t-hour trip  to  N Y C  in six teen 
hours, due to  the fac t tha t the railroad  ties w ere m elting  in  the B est Sum m er 
E ver heat.







two wheels, one gear, zero patience... I d i d n ’t  h a v e  a n y  r o m a n t ic  d e lu s io n s  o f  u n p a r a l l e le d  f r e e d o m  w h e n  I  c h o s e  
to  w o r k  a s  a  N e w  Y o r k  C i ty  b ik e  m e s s e n g e r .  N o r  c o u ld  I r e a l ly  s e e  m y s e l f  w i th  
s h a v e d  h e a d  a n d  le g s ,  n e c k  t a t to o s  p e e k in g  o u t  o f  a  to r n  u p  ly c r a  te a m  j e r s e y ,  c a l l in g  
o f f  w o r k  to  g o  f o r  a  p in t  w i th  m y  m e s s e n g e r  f r i e n d s  a t  th e  m e s s e n g e r  b a r . I ’m  n o t  th a t  
to u g h ,  I ’v e  n e v e r  h e ld  a l le g ia n c e  to  a n y  p a r t i c u la r  j o b  o f  l i f e s ty le  a n d ,  m o s t  
im p o r ta n t ly ,  I ’m  s c a r e d  to  d e a th  o f  r id in g  a  f ix e d - g e a r  t r a c k  b ik e  in  d o w n to w n  t r a f f ic .
I l ik e  m y  b ra k e s ,  w h ic h  t r a n s la te s  to  im m e d ia te  d i s q u a l i f i c a t io n  f r o m  th a t  c lu b .

N e v e r th e le s s ,  I ’v e  a lw a y s  lo v e d  b ik e  r id in g  ( H e l l ,  I  r a c e d  B M X  a s  a  
y o u n g s te r  a n d  w a s  s t i l l  r id in g  m y  b r o th e r ’s  1 9 8 5  G T  M a c h  O n e  a s  m y  p r im a ry  m e a n s  

o f  N Y C  t r a n s p o r ta t io n  u n ti l  la s t  f a l l ,  w h e n  m y  k n e e s  s ta r te d  g iv in g  o u t  a n d  I 
s p o n ta n e o u s ly  p u r c h a s e d  w h a t  w a s  m o s t  l ik e ly  a  s to le n  r o a d  b ik e  f o r  th i r ty  d o l la r s ) ,  
s o  w h e n  I o n c e  a g a in  f o u n d  m y s e l f  to ta l ly  b ro k e  a n d  to ta l ly  u n e m p lo y e d  in  th e  m id s t  
o f  w in te r ,  I th o u g h t  to  m y s e lf ,  “ G u y , y o u ’r e  s p e n d in g  a l l  d a y ,  e v e r y d a y ,  j u s t  r id in g  
a im le s s ly  a r o u n d  th e  c i ty ,  th in k in g  a b o u t  h o w  b o r e d  y o u  a r e  o f  b e a n s  a n d  r ic e  a n d  
C o l t  .4 5 , y e t  y o u ’r e  o b v io u s ly  n o t  a b o u t  to  w r i te  a  r e s u m e . . . f u c k ,  s o m e o n e  s h o u ld  b e  
p a y in g  y o u  f o r  t h i s . . . ”  D IN G !  I t  w a s  a s  i f  th a t  a n im a te d  id e a - b u lb  l i t  r ig h t  u p  in  m y  
f u z z y ,  h u n g o v e r  h e a d .  “ I ’ll b e  a  b ik e  m e s s e n g e r !  W h y  d i d n ’t  I t h in k  o f  th is  e a r l i e r ? ”

In  a  r a re  e p i s o d e  o f  d e te r m in a t io n ,  I g o t  u p  a t  s ix  th e  f o l lo w in g  m o r n in g  a n d  
w a s  p u s h in g  a c r o s s  th e  W i l l i a m s b u r g  B r id g e  b y  s e v e n . L e t  i t  b e  k n o w n  th a t  I h a v e  
n e v e r  b e e n ,  a n d  n e v e r  w il l  b e , a  “ m o r n in g  p e r s o n ” . I m e a n ,  I lo v e  m o r n in g s  - th e  
c r i s p ,  c o o l  a i r ,  th e  g r a y -b lu e  d a w n  l ig h t ,  th e  s e d a te  y e t  s ta te ly  m a n n e r  in  w h ic h  th e  
c i ty  e m e r g e s  f r o m  s lu m b e r ,  a n d  a l l  th a t  s h i t  -  b u t  th e  w h in in g  o f  th e  a la r m  c lo c k  a n d  
th e  c o f f e e - s w e a t  s u b w a y  r id e  to  f a c e  a n o th e r  d a y  o f  w o r k fo r c e  d r u d g e r y ?  F u c k  th a t .  
I ’v e  n e v e r  s e e n  h u m a n  b e in g s  lo o k  a s  d o w n t r o d d e n  a s  th e y  d o  o n  th e  A  t r a in  a t  s e v e n -  

th i r ty  a .m . B u t  th is  j o b  w o u ld  b e  d i f f e r e n t .  Y e s .
B y  te n  o ’c lo c k ,  I h a d  b e e n  o f f e r e d  th r e e ,  c o u n t  ’e m , T H R E E  b ik e  m e s s e n g e r  

j o b s  f ro m  d i f f e r e n t  c o m p a n ie s .  I h a v e  to  s a y  th a t  I f e l t  r a th e r  p r o u d  o f  m y s e lf .  O n e ,  a  
r a m s h a c k le  l i t t le  o p e r a t io n  r u n  o u t  o f  a  s m a l l ,  d in g y  s to r e f r o n t  o n  2 4 th S t . ,  a s k e d  i f  I 
c o u ld  s ta r t  im m e d ia te ly ,  a n d  w i th  n o th in g  e ls e  to  d o  in  M a n h a t ta n  b e f o re  n o o n ,  I 
a g r e e d .  I d i d n ’t  h a v e  th e  $ 5 0  d e p o s i t  n e c e s s a ry  to  g e t  a  tw o - w a y  r a d io  a n d  I d o n ’t 
o w n  a  c e l l  p h o n e ,  s o  I b e g a n  m y  j o b  j u s t  l ik e  th e y  d id  in  th e  o ld e n  d a y s ,  w i th  a  p o c k e t  
b u lg in g  w i th  q u a r te r s  in  o r d e r  to  c o n ta c t  m y  d is p a tc h e r  v ia  p a y p h o n e .

T h e  b a s ic  p r e m is e  o f  th e  j o b  is  in c r e d ib ly  s im p le ;  y o u  c a l l  d is p a tc h  a n d  
t h e y ’ll s e n d  y o u  th e  p ic k - u p  a n d  d e l iv e r y  a d d r e s s  o f  w h o m e v e r  h a s  c a l le d  th e m , y o u  

w r i t e  th e  in f o r m a t io n  d o w n  o n  y o u r  m a n i f e s t  s h e e t ,  g o  f i n d  th e  p a c k a g e  o r  w h a te v e r ,  
s t u f f  i t  in  y o u r  b a g  a n d  h a u l  a s s  o v e r  to  w h e r e  i t  n e e d s  to  g o . G e t  a  s ig n a tu r e  o n  y o u r  
m a n i f e s t  a n d  S N A P !  Y o u  j u s t  m a d e  a b o u t  th r e e  d o l la r s !  D o n ’t  s p e n d  i t  a l l  in  o n e  
p la c e ,  k i d . . .

A s  I q u ic k ly  d is c o v e re d ,  th e  m o s t  d i f f i c u l t  p a r t  o f  th e  j o b  i s n ’t  D e a th  
p e r p e tu a l ly  r id in g  o n  y o u r  n y lo n  c o a t t a i l s ,  b u t  r a th e r  th e  lo g i s t i c s  o f  m a p p in g  o u t  a  
s e r i e s  o f  p ic k - u p s  a n d  d e l iv e r ie s  in  a n  e f f i c ie n t  m a n n e r ,  th i s  in  a  c i ty  w i th  l i te r a l ly  
b i l l io n s  o f  n u m b e r s .  B u t  “ lo g i s t i c s ”  a r e  k in d  o f  b o r in g ,  a r e n ’t  th e y ?  L e t  m e  in s te a d  te ll  

y o u  w h a t  I R E A L L Y  le a r n e d  a b o u t  th e  C i ty  o f  N e w  Y o r k  d u r in g  m y  b r i e f  s t in t  a s  a  
b ic y c le  m e s s e n g e r ,  in  h a n d y  m a p  fo rm :





A s you  can clearly  see, the only areas o f  M anhattan  w orth  the ir w eigh t in 
shit are: T he E ast V illage, L ow er E ast S ide, and C hinatow n. In a  perfect w orld, those 
neighborhoods w ould  rem ain  connected  to B rooklyn, w hile the rest o f  the m oney- 
grubbing W all S treet fucks, preten tious b lack-clad  artistes, pathetic asp iring  runw ay 
m odels, b loodth irsty  hom icidal drivers, and cute little dogs in  suits and ties w ould 
break o ff  and  floa t far, fa r aw ay in to  the briny A tlan tic , leaving the freelance 
renaissance m en and  w om en o f  afo rem entioned  neighborhoods, harb ingers o f  the 
cultural revolu tion  tha t they are, to  live in  peace. W e ’ll call it B rooklyn Island, and 
yes, w e get to  keep  the S tatue o f L iberty , rep lacing  her tab let w ith  a  B allan tine’s 40  
and her to rch  w ith  a  m assive, ou tstre tched  m iddle-finger, o f  course.

O h yeah , I w as w riting  abou t being a  b ike m essenger. U m ... I d id  it fo r three 
m onths then q u it because I w as k illing  m yself fo r fifty  bucks a  day. I ’m  gonna go lay 
dow n and  d ream  ab o u t B rooklyn Island  now.





c r a p p y  j o b  s t o r i e s  p a r t  t w o :  r e c o r d  f i n d e r ,  s a n  f r a n c i s c o ,  C A

A  lo n g , lo n g  t im e  a g o ,  w h e n  I w a s  l ik e  tw e n ty ,  I d e c id e d  th a t  I 
w a n te d  to  l iv e  in  S a n  F ra n c is c o .  T h is  m e a n t  l e a v in g  a  w o n d e r fu l  g ir l  in  
C a n a d a ,  h i tc h  h ik in g  d o w n  th e  W e s t  C o a s t ,  a n d  a r r iv in g  to  a  t in y  a p a r tm e n t ,  

w h e r e  I w a s  s o m e w h a t  in v i te d  to  s p e n d  a  f e w  w e e k s  b y  h a l f  th e  in h a b i ta n ts .  
T o ta l l y  f u c k in g  f l a t  b ro k e ,  m ig h t  I a d d . A  b i t  m o r e  n a iv e  th a n  I a m  n o w , I 
s im p ly  f ig u re d  e v e r y th in g  w o u ld  f a l l  in to  p la c e  u p o n  m y  a r r iv a l ;  I lo v e d  S a n  
F r a n c i s c o  a n d  h a d n ’t  y e t  d is c o v e re d  th e  p h e n o m e n o n  o f  la r g e  c i t i e s  b e in g  
e n t i r e ly  d i f f e r e n t  p la c e s  to  l iv e  th a n  to  s im p ly  p a s s  th ro u g h .

I t  w a s  g o o d  to  b e  l iv in g  w i th  S h a w n  a g a in ,  a n d  K r i s t in a  to o .  I t  w a s  
c o o l  th a t  th e y  w e r e  h a p p i ly  in  lo v e  a n d  e s ta b l is h in g  a  l i f e  a w a y  f ro m  
S o u th e r n  C a l i f o r n ia .  W h a t  w a s n ’t  s o  g r e a t  w a s  t h a t  th e y  h a d  b ro k e ,  d i r ty ,  
s m e l ly  m e , o c c u p y in g  th e  t in y  s p a c e  a t  th e  f o o t  o f  th e i r  b e d  e v e r y  n ig h t .  “ I t ’s 
a l r ig h t ,  d u d e .  W e  lo v e  h a v in g  y o u  a r o u n d ! ”  t h e y ’d  s a y . S t i l l ,  I  c o u ld n ’t  h e lp  
b u t  fe e l  j u s t  a  b i t  in t ru s iv e .  I k n e w  I ’d  h a v e  to  f in d  m y  o w n  p la c e  s o o n ,  a n d  
th a t  m e a n t  f in d in g  a  jo b .

S e a r c h in g  f o r  e m p lo y m e n t  in  S a n  F r a n c i s c o  a t  th a t  t im e  w a s  
im p o s s ib le .  T h e  D o t .c o m  E m p i r e  w a s  f a l l in g  a n d  w e b - d e s ig n e r s  w e re  
m o o n l ig h t in g  a s  d r u g  d e a le r s  a n d  p r o s t i tu te s .  H a d  d e c e n t  j o b s  e v e n  b e e n  

a v a i l a b le ,  i t  w a s n ’t  a s  i f  I w a s  q u a l i f ie d  to  d o  m u c h  o f  a n y th in g ;  a p p a r e n t ly  
th i s  w a s  e v id e n t ,  a s  p r o p r ie to r s  o f  th e  a w fu l  n e w  “ t r a n s i t io n a l”  c a f e s  a n d  
r e s ta u r a n t s  ( w h ic h  w e r e  s p r o u t in g  u p  a l l  o v e r  th e  M is s io n  D is t r i c t  a t  a n  
a la r m in g  r a te ,  o v e r p r ic e d  a n d  s h o d d i ly - b u i l t  m o n u m e n ts  t o  g e n t r i f ic a t io n  
th a t  th e y  w e r e )  w o u ld  t a k e  o n e  lo o k  a t  m e  a n d  s h a k e  th e i r  h e a d s ,  ta c t f u l ly  
a t t e m p t in g  to  b lo c k  m y  v ie w  o f  th e  “ N o w  H i r in g  D is p o s s e s s e d  
D o t .C o m m e r s ”  s ig n s  o n  th e i r  w in d o w s . T h in g s  w e r e  lo o k in g  g r im .

J u s t  w h e n  I h a d  a l l  b u t  g iv e n  u p  h o p e ,  I r e c e iv e d  a  p h o n e  c a l l  f ro m  
a  r e c o r d  s to r e  a t  w h ic h  I ’d  d r o p p e d  a  r e s u m e  a  f e w  w e e k s  p re v io u s .

“ L is te n ,”  s a id  B i l l ,  th e  o w n e r ,  “ W e  d o n ’t  h a v e  a n y  p o s i t io n s  o p e n  
o n  s ta f f ,  b u t  I  n e e d  s o m e o n e  to  p a s s  o u t  a  f e w  f ly e r s  f o r  a  p r o m o tio n a l  s a le  
th is  w e e k e n d .”

“ I th in k  I ’m  y o u r  m a n ! ”  I r e p l ie d .

“ F a n ta s t ic .  S e e  y o u  S a tu r d a y  m o r n in g  a t  e ig h t .”  * c l ic k *
F r id a y  n ig h t  c a m e  a r o u n d ,  a n d  J o h n n y  a n d  J o h n  to o k  th e  t r a in  u p  

f r o m  D a ly  C i ty ,  b r in g in g  w i th  th e m  a  c o u p le  g a l lo n  j u g s  o f  C a r lo  R o s s i .  P e r  
u s u a l  a t  t h a t  p e r io d  in  o u r  l iv e s ,  w e  to o k  i t  u p o n  o u r s e lv e s  to  g e t  a s  d r u n k  a s  
w e  c o u ld  in  th e  s h o r te s t  a l lo t t e d  t im e  p o s s ib le .  W e  w a lk e d  th r o u g h  th e  M u n i  
tu n n e ls .  W e  s a n g  J a w b r e a k e r  tu n e s  a t  th e  to p  o f  o u r  lu n g s .  W e  b r o k e  th in g s  
a n d  h a d  f u n  b e in g  y o u n g ,  p ro to ty p ic a l  p u n k s  in  S .F .!  F u c k  y o u !



M iraculously , I d id n ’t get sick , bu t ra ther w ent to  bed a fter a  few  
hours o f  debauchery  w ith a  good three liters o f  cheap , cheap  w ine w reaking 
havoc upon m y vital organs.

W aking up and  getting to  the record  store on tim e w as no big deal. I 
d id n ’t get hungover in  those days and besides, I w as still w -a-s-t-e-d . It w as 
fix ing  to  be a  beautiful, sunny, w arm  day, so  it w as w ith reluctan t 
enthusiasm  that I took to  the co m er o f  M arket and M ission w ith  a large stack 
o f  fluorescen t green flyers tucked under m y arm .

“T en  percen t o ff  a t R ecord  F inder w ith  this fly er!” I forced  through 
m y w ine-stained  teeth, ex tend ing  cigarette-sta ined  fingers tow ard  a c learly  
sober couple  on the ir m orn ing  stroll. T hey  threw  m e a condescend ing  sm ile 
and continued  past.

“W hatever” , I thought, “ I can  handle ano ther e igh t hours o f  this
bullsh it.”

By nine-th irty , the phrase had burned itse lf in to  m y brain , the part 
w hich  d o esn ’t actually  th ink, bu t ju s t k ind o f  does th ings, like flick  sw itches 
o r tie shoes. “T en  percen t o ff  a t R ecord  F inder w ith this flyer! T en  percen t 
o ff  a t R ecord  F inder w ith this flyer!” T he  w ords had ceased  to  sound like 
English, w ere now  ju s t th irteen  syllables w hich fell ou t o f  m y m outh  every  
ten seconds. 1 w as com pletely  am bivalen t to  the reaction  o f  passersby.
S im ply  put, I had transform ed in to  a flyer slin g in ’ robot.

T he  only  d ifference, o f  course, w as tha t robots d o n ’t get sick  and  by 
now  I w as feeling  the effects o f  the prev ious ev en in g ’s revelry  in a very  bad 
w ay. N auseous, dizzy, and  sw eating  co ld  under the ho t m orn ing  sun, 1 began 
to  w onder w hether I ’d be able to  carry  ou t m y duty until the  d ay ’s end . It 
w as am azing  how  quick ly  it all cam e on , w ith in  ten m inutes I literally  could  
not stand. I sa t in the shade and crad led  m y spinning, ach ing  head , hoping 
that neither boss no r cop  w ould  w alk  by.

“Fuck th is!” w ere the first hum an w ords to  en ter m y head all 
m orning. It w as useless. I m ade a  d ign ified  decision  to craw l up to  the store 
and “exp la in” m y situation. A s I shuffled  through the door, a  b last o f  air- 
cond itioned  cool h it m y face and every th ing  w ent kind o f  blurry. I tried  hard 
to  m aintain  m y com posure as I approached  the counter.

“H e y ...B ill? ” I m anaged betw een quick , deep  breaths, “ I ’m  fee ling  
k in d a ... sick  a n d ...  I w as w ondering  if  i t ’d .. .  be okay if  I .. .  ”

“O h m aaaaan!” he in terrupted , obviously  d issatisfied  w ith m y 
perform ance, “T w o hours on the jo b  and you  already w anna leave? Shit! 
L isten, I . . . . ” A s he con tinued  his reprim and, h is w ords becam e underw ater 
gargles and  I w atched help lessly  as B ill faded to  black.

I w oke up suddenly  w ith a  startled , deep  breath as a  figure in a  blue 
ju m p su it crad led  m y head and  lightly  slapped m y cheek. A  large she lf lay 
facedow n on the floo r and  C D s w ere scattered  everyw here. I had abso lu tely  
no fuck ing  idea  w here I w as, w ho  these people  w ere, o r w hat had happened.



If y o u ’ve ever fain ted , y o u ’ll know  w hat I m ean. C om ing  to  is like w atching 
a M arx B ro thers film  on acid w hile an out-of-tune orchestra  p lays “ F light o f 
the B um blebee” in  reverse. A bsolutely  terrifying.

“H ere. D rink  som e orange ju ice. Y our b lood sugar is really  low ,” 
said  a reassuring  voice. A  param edic. I slow ly sat up  and  gulped ravenously  
at the sugary liquid. D etails slow ly returned to  m y mind. A fte r answ ering  a 
few  sim ple questions fo r the param edics about d rugs and  d iabetes, they 
helped me to  m y feet and took o ff fo r m ore pressing engagem ents.

“B etter go hom e and get som e rest, k id ,” said  a  dum bstruck  B ill, as 
he show ed m e the door.

I never heard from  him  again.










