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      This book is dedicated to anyone who tries to do the right thing. There are those who talk a lot of talk, and then there are those who walk the walk. To the ones who still put in the hard yards, even when it’s scary: I salute you.

      This is also for anyone struggling with alcohol or drug addiction. There is a better way, trust me—you don’t have to live that way anymore if you don’t want to.
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chapter one

Until the handcuffs snapped around my wrists, I still thought I might be dreaming. Ratchet-arm teeth clicking into a receiving pawl make a very distinct sound. Like a pump-action twelve gauge being racked outside your back door, or a tree limb cracking beneath your weight, it is a sound that swiftly wakes you up to the reality of your situation. It is a sound that says:

You’re screwed.

This was not the first time I’d heard that particular noise, but it was the first time in my forty-one years that I had ever been truly scared by it. The rest were mere speed bumps on the way to my next drink. Laughing with a bunch of filthy punk rockers as we were hauled out of a squat into the rainy San Francisco night, a fine spray of mace shutting us up as it filled the back of the paddy wagon on the way to the station. Dropping my scooter in front of a police station then slurring insults at an officer as he cuffed me three blocks from my house, my jacket full of punctured cans spraying cheap lager like a human beer fountain. Good-natured ribbing with a cop as he waited for my girlfriend to return with a carton of Marlboros before taking me off to Richmond City Jail after failing to do sixty-five community service hours for taking a leak in an alley.

A night or two in jail, then back to the bar with a colorful story to tell and a little more street cred to hang on my spiked leather jacket. Another load of 100 percent pure uncut punk rock John Wayne horseshit.

Taking three boxes of over-the-counter sleeping pills and drinking a bottle of cheap wedding champagne in an ill-informed attempt to kill myself after the girlfriend had left me for another man yet again. Waking up insanely wasted because I didn’t know over-the-counter pills won’t do the trick, then stacking all the furniture in the house on the stove and catching the house on fire. Laughing maniacally and swinging from a tree in the back yard like a clumsy chimp as the house billowed smoke and the police and fire department arrived. Spitting in the cop’s face and calling him a pig as he slams me onto the brick sidewalk and starts in on me with the stick before my neighbor runs out and stops him. Laughing and laughing and laughing on the way to the mental ward to have my stomach pumped because I knew the joke was on him—he couldn’t hurt a dead man.

Laughter and hate and pure joy when your booze-and-drug-addled brain is convinced you are finally leaving this terrible life. Free at last, free at last; no more of this bullshit world with its bullshit people who make you drink so much. Click, click, click. Off you go to the cell or the loony bin, but you are too wasted to care. Sometimes it’s really funny. Sometimes it’s a relief.

This time was very, very different than those others. This was scary. I was almost two years sober, far from depressed, and I certainly wasn’t laughing or even cursing. Cussing out the officer cuffing me would have been futile. He didn’t speak English. I wasn’t even on my home continent.

Our plane had touched down at Prague Ruzyne International Airport about five minutes before the cuffs encircled my wrists, and I was positively ebullient. It was the rare time when my band and crew did not pile into the tour bus for yet another long, cramped drive—instead we had flown to the Czech Republic from Norway. This meant we had what was left of the day to roam Prague, a rare luxury I planned on making the most of. Touring bands grinding out the European summer festival circuit don’t see much except for one muddy backstage parking lot after the other. The rest of the time is spent driving from one country to the next, making mostly futile mental notes to come back one day and actually visit some of the beautiful countryside that’s glimpsed through the dust-coated windows of a rented night liner as it ferries you to the next show. Being a tourist doesn’t pay too well, but you can make decent scratch driving through all that gorgeous scenery if there’s a 40,000-person gig at the end of the day’s road. European travel for most professional bands isn’t full of sight seeing, it’s full of actual travel. Overnight drives, gigs during the day, and on “days off,” really long drives. There are worse ways to make a living though, and every now and then, like this particular day, you luck out and get to actually explore a bit.

As is the custom on the continent, before the plane had even come to a complete stop overhead bins were opened and people were grabbing their bags. Passengers poured over each other and into the aisles to begin the rugby-like skirmish that is European plane deboarding. No matter how many times I fly in Europe, this ridiculous display of self-important savagery never fails to piss me off, and often my bandmates, crew members, and myself will bring the stampeding herd to a complete and extremely aggravated stop. Ignoring what is undoubtedly furious, unintelligible cursing from the people behind us, one or more of us will strike a linebacker’s pose, blocking the aisle while we politely defer to the elderly people, children, pregnant women, and anyone else who wishes to get off the plane unmolested and needs help with their baggage. Call me provincial, an uncultured American, or even a redneck, but Southern manners were a big part of my upbringing.

But today, June 27, 2012, I didn’t care. Let them pummel each other to death in their senseless rush for the door. The long tour was just four days from being over, and a real day off awaited. As I gathered my things, I took the opportunity to snap a photo of our monitor tech, Brian, asleep across the aisle from me with his mouth wide open. I put my camera away and entered the fray. When an overweight balding Italian man nearly knocked me over in his charge down the aisle for the door, I just laughed. Ciao, bello! It was going to take a lot more than briefly being a pin for a human bowling ball to ruin my mood.

Dark history beckoned to me from just a few kilometers away in Prague, and I looked forward to seeing it with relish.
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Nothing fascinates me more than visiting sites where tragedies, biblical in their scope, unfolded, and I was excited to continue on with the Nazi Death Trip that had held me in its iron grip as this tour’s theme, starting with a solo photography expedition to Auschwitz One and Birkenau a few weeks earlier. As I walked alone through the sodden killing grounds, a small knot of Hasidic Jews, who stared silently at the ruins of the crematoriums, trailed me. In the darkened bathroom corral, I heard them mutter in Hebrew as they gazed at the remnants of the communal toilet, a long and rough concrete plank with holes punched in it at one-foot intervals for defecation. I turned and took a picture of them walking beneath the infamous wrought iron gate that reads Arbeit Mach Frei, entering Auschwitz One of their own volition as raindrops dripped from their wide brimmed hats onto their beards, their heads craned skyward to see the words that spelled doom for so many. The sky wept with the Jews that day, and it had been a cold, wet, and emotionally exhausting journey. But my great uncle had died in a snowy French forest fighting the men that had built this place, and I wanted to feel why the blood that runs through my veins had been spilled in the Ardennes.

During the German occupation of Prague, the river Vltava had literally run red. Snaking through the city, the Vltava was stained crimson with the blood of Czechoslovaks as the haughty Reinhard Heydrich, known as the Butcher of Prague, the main architect of the Final Solution, brutally annihilated the Czech resistance during the Reich’s reign of terror. Heydrich’s well-known hubris was his undoing, for he hadn’t completely crushed the Czechs’ will, and died at the hands of two young Czechoslovakian paratroopers trained as assassins by the British. But the Butcher had lived up to his namesake before fragments from a grenade had poisoned his mad blood.

I wanted to wander Prague’s dark and winding streets after the sun had set, listening for the echoes of jackboots on the Charles Bridge, the screams of Sieg Heil in Old Town Square, and perhaps even a whisper of resistance on the wind, the sharp ghost reports from a contraband revolver as a long dead fiery young Hasid took a few pot shots at Nazi stormtroopers clearing the Jewish Quarter. As the Jews were being shipped off to Terezin internment camp to await eventual extermination, Hitler was said to have ordered the Jewish ghetto left intact, planning for it to be a future “Museum of an Extinct Race.” Prague was a treasure trove of tragedy indeed.

Some people avoid these places, the Auschwitz’s and Choeung Ek’s and Wounded Knee’s of the world, saying they do not wish to think of such things. I am drawn to them, not as some morbid casualty vampire, but to bear witness with a respectful curiosity. I feel a deep need to listen to the remnants of history’s saddest songs, to keep their mournful melody alive on my lips and in my heart. My psyche craves the lessons humanity’s blood-rusted fissures have to carve into my soul, and maybe, just maybe, if I soak up enough of them, one day I will begin to make sense of today’s ongoing global hostilities.

So it was with a cheerful eye towards catastrophe that I finally stumbled off the plane, hauling my camera gear and dragging behind my rolling laptop case that bulged with my requisite ridiculously excessive amount of books. About midway up the glass-and-steel exit ramp, a blond woman with some sort of badge on her blue uniform asked to see my passport, inspected it carefully, and motioned me onwards. Normally any sort of passport check occurs at customs, located within the confines of an airport building itself, not on a moveable jet bridge. I didn’t pay too much attention to this mildly curious event, figuring it for some sort of random check.

I beelined towards the jetway’s exit doors, eager to get through customs and out of the airport for a cigarette. Arriving at the top of the jetway, a nervous-looking man in uniform gestured me towards a small glass enclosed room. I saw all the other passengers walking in the opposite direction and out into the concourse. Perhaps they were all EU citizens and went a different way than us Americans. I shrugged and walked into the room, seeing my bass player, John, already inside and looking pretty freaked out. The blond woman who had inspected my passport reappeared beside me and asked for my passport again, keeping it this time. John looked even more worried.

John is always happy to research the worst aspects of any given country we are traveling to, and then inform us that in all probability we will be kidnapped by drug cartels for ransom money or decapitated by fundamentalist religious nuts soon after landing in said country. But perhaps this time he had a right to be a tad bit nervous. In the room with us were three heavily muscled plainclothes officers with badges slung around thick necks holding up their severe Eastern Bloc–style haircuts. Behind them were five even larger, very heavily armed men decked out in SWAT-style tactical gear: Black combat fatigues. Body armor. Loaded submachine guns. Pistols and large, pointy knives that obviously weren’t designed for the dinner table strapped to their waists and legs. They had black ski masks pulled over their heads, only cold eyes and pursed lips visible through holes in the fabric.

They appeared to be on some sort of mission to apprehend and execute a highly sought after international terrorist right on the spot.

I saw this fierce display of force, laughed out loud, and began to sing the beginning verse of “Celebration” by the almighty Kool and the Gang. There’s a party going on right here . . .

I didn’t know what was going on, but whatever it was I knew it couldn’t have anything to do with me or my band. Who the hell would send an anti-terrorism squad loaded for bear after five smelly rock-n-roll long hairs from a small Virginia city?

“No, there is definitely no party here,” John said. “This is something serious.”

The tone of his voice wiped the grin right off my face. My mind cranked into overdrive, old behaviors from my drinking days immediately rising to the surface as I furiously searched for someone to blame for this delay. Which idiotic band or crew member had some illegal “dry goods” in their luggage? For once, I knew it wasn’t me—my days of smuggling drugs over international borders had long been over. Maybe someone had stupidly accepted something bad in the guise of a gift in the Norwegian airport, something you never do in any airport. Or perhaps our manager or the promoter of the next day’s show hadn’t remembered to fill out some form and our work visas were not in order. Yes, that was probably it—thanks to someone’s foolish oversight, we were going to be denied entry into the Czech Republic. The guns and masks seemed a bit heavy handed, but maybe they took deportation seriously in the former Eastern Bloc. My anger intensified thinking about the hole I was going to chew in whoever’s ass had screwed this up so badly, costing us time, money, a show, and a day off.

I suddenly realized I was letting that cunning old anger monkey back into my mind, the one I fed with booze for so long until he shrieked so hard it nearly tore my head off and killed me. I calmed myself and began to look on the bright side. Oh, well. Norway was a great place for a night off, and the flight back to Scandinavia was fairly short. I began to wonder if Hitler had ever visited Oslo.

Within two minutes of deboarding, my entire band and crew had joined John and me in the room with the cops. As we stood there asking each other what was going on, the woman who held my passport walked up to me and in heavily accented English said my name.

“David Blight?” (No one ever says my last name, Blythe, correctly. The the is silent, so it’s pronounced BLĪ, like “fly” with a b instead of an f.)

“That’s me,” I answered.

“This is for you,” she said, handing me a few sheets of official-looking paper bound together with red, white, and blue twine, “You will come with us for some questions. Please gather any medicines you may need in the next few hours.”

I looked at the paper. In convoluted, very poorly written English, it read that I was responsible for the death of young man whose name I’d never heard of before this instant, apparently a fan of my band who attended the one concert we had played in Prague two years previously. From what I could gather, the paper said that I had knowingly and with harmful intent assaulted this young man, somehow throwing him from “the podium” (which I took to mean “stage”), after which he had sustained a head injury, gone into a coma, and died a few weeks later in a military hospital in Prague. I was to be charged in court with killing this young man.

Time slowed to a surreal pace as I tried to process this unexpected information. This obviously isn’t reality. I have never killed anyone in my life, I thought, this is some sort of crazy mistake. I must be dreaming.

As my band and crew gathered around me, my guitarist Mark snatched the papers from my hands and read them.

“Ooooooooh. Someone must have died at the show,” Mark said, looking up from the papers and handing them back to me. His soft voice seemed to echo a bit and then begin to slip away, like a fader being slowly pulled down on a soundboard’s vocal track. As I took the papers, it felt as if a strange distance suddenly grew between us, imposed by these large war-like policemen and this bizarre situation.

“It is time to leave now. We must go,” said the largest of the plainclothes officers, his Czech accent forcing the words into an unfamiliar cadence.

“Gimme a second,” I replied. I bent down and unzipped my computer bag, looking for my cell phone charger and bottle of Lexapro, a mild anti-depressant I had been prescribed for the last year or so. Through the weirdness of the moment, other, more practical, behaviors from the drinking days arose as I rummaged for as many extra packs of cigarettes as I could find. In some corner of my mind it was dimly registering that I was probably going to be locked up for a few days. Cigarettes are valuable currency in jail, but apparently I had left my extra packs in my checked luggage. I had seven Marlboros in the pack in my pocket.

“We must go now. You must hurry,” the big cop said again.

“Hold your horses. I’m almost ready,” I said. I was getting annoyed by this pushy cop, and I was ready to wake up as well. I had had enough of this particular dream. I closed my bag and straightened up.

“Call my wife and let her know I’ve been arrested,” I told Mark as the over-anxious cop and another of the plainclothes officers gripped my biceps tightly and began leading me away from my band and crew.

“You might want to get some representation, and call the embassy,” one of my crew called to me as I walked away. This struck me as a particularly ludicrous thing to say. Might? Might?

As we walked from the small room and into the airport proper, my mind shifted gears from disbelief to a hyper-focused awareness of my surroundings. Self-preservation ripped away the gossamer haze that had coated reality just seconds before, and everything became bright and crystalline. As I was led past curious onlookers through Ruzyne International, flanked by eight heavily armed men, I had a very clear thought, simultaneously pragmatic and bizarre:

Focus. Pay attention to everything happening around you right now. Choose every word you say very carefully. This is immensely important to your well being, perhaps even your survival. Do not let your attention waver or wander. Focus. This is going to make a great book one day. Focus.

It seemed very strange, even inappropriate, to be thinking about writing a book at a moment like this, and I wondered what was wrong with my brain; but even as I thought this, my eyes began scanning my surroundings and I heard clicking sounds in my mind, like my Canon’s shutter button being depressed in rapid fire mode. As strange as it was, I knew I was capturing images and filing them away for later use.

The two officers on either side of me were almost dragging me through the airport, their steps hurried and their hands clamped hard on my arms. They seemed strangely nervous to me. What did they have to worry about?

“Relax, okay?” I said to them. “I’m not going anywhere. You guys have a bunch of guns, remember?” The cops eased up a bit, and we walked out through the sliding doors of the airport entrance, and towards a red-colored unmarked car in the taxi lane. The five SWAT team cops walked away from us without a word as soon as we were out of the airport. I supposed they were there in case my band and crew had tried to fight the police and resist my arrest. Now that it was just me, apparently machine guns and face masks were no longer necessary. I wasn’t sad to see them go.

One of the cops told me to face the car and put my hands on its roof, and as I did so I spread my feet apart automatically. I knew the drill, and had no desire to piss them off—that had never worked in my favor before, despite a few valiant efforts. The cop did the standard pat down that always precedes a ride in a police vehicle, emptying all the pockets of my cut-off camo BDUs and placing the contents in a clear plastic bag. As I took my hands off the roof of the car, a last-ditch thought came to me once again that maybe I was dreaming. I pinched my forearm, hard. Regrettably, I seemed to be awake. The cop asked me if I had any drugs or weapons hidden on my person.

“Nope. But could I smoke a cigarette before we go downtown?”

The cop looked confused.

“We are not going downtown. We are going to the police station,” he said “and you can have a cigarette later. Put your hands together.”

Click, click, click. This was definitely real. At least they weren’t assholes about it and didn’t cuff me too tight. Some cops will do that, especially if you have had a little too much of the jerk juice. They opened the car door and carefully guided me into the back seat, making sure I didn’t bump my head on the way in. They closed the door, and I heard one laugh as they spoke briefly in Czech outside the closed doors. They got into the car, and we pulled away from the airport. No one said a word.

Focus, focus, focus.
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chapter two

It’s hard for me to explain how uncomfortable I feel when someone describes me as a rockstar. A while ago, I was the only member of my band asked to do an interview for a well-known hard rock magazine’s one hundredth issue, the theme of which was “The 100 Greatest Living Rockstars.” All members of my band are paid the same as equal business partners, there are very few individual writing credits on our records, we all go on the same tours riding the same bus. There is no “leader” of the band. And as far as I know none of my guys lives a more exotic or glamorous lifestyle than any of the others, including me. I suppose I was selected to represent my band simply by virtue of being its front man, a job that admittedly seems to require a somewhat larger-than-life personality by its very nature, at least if you want to be effective at it. Regrettably, often this personality manifests its worst aspects via the full-blown cases of egomania-cloaked insecurity known in our business as L.S.D. (lead singer’s disease). Musicians afflicted with L.S.D. are easy to spot, especially for another musician—they are constantly in the press blabbering on about absolutely nothing, even when they are not promoting an upcoming release or in the midst of a touring cycle (about eighteen months on average, by the way), tend to have no interests outside of promoting their band (and thus, themselves, since they have no real sense of identity or self-worth), and behind the sacred veil of the backstage door are the most demanding, needy, flat-out-annoying jackasses you will ever have the misfortune of rubbing shoulders with. And while lead singers are certainly not the only breed of musician to contract L.S.D. (in fact some of the most hideous cases I have witnessed were in players who would be too terrified to squeak a single note into a microphone in a room full of deaf people), it is called lead singer’s disease, not rhythm guitarist’s disease, for a reason. As my wife likes to not-so-gently remind me at times, I do have a rather, um, loud personality, but on the whole I think I do a pretty good job of keeping my L.S.D. in check.

While I rarely enjoy doing interviews, this particular magazine has done a great deal to advance my band’s career (thanks, guys—you know who you are), so I agreed. I obviously enjoy expressing myself publicly with words, otherwise I wouldn’t sing in a band (and you wouldn’t be reading this book), but not through the often-distorting filter of a journalist’s written lens. Regardless, when I did the interview, I expressed the fact that I didn’t really consider myself a rockstar and wasn’t comfortable with being labeled as such, and to the magazine’s credit they included that in the full-page spread they gave me. When the issue came out, I read it, but it still just felt weird to be included.

On the magazine’s cover, I was drawn in caricature along with twenty or so other musicians. Virtually all of the cartoon dudes adorning the magazine’s cover fall under what I believe most folks’ definition of a rockstar would be, and their bands are light years beyond mine in popularity. Some of them are even household names across the globe. I know about half of these men personally, and several are dear friends, whom I always try to crush in one of my over-exuberant bear hugs whenever we meet in person. But even on the cover of the magazine the illustrator captured my impostor complex pretty well: the cartoon version of me lurks to the side of all the real rockstars, a rueful sideways grimace on my penciled face that says What in the hell am I doing here? I better split before I knock something over and they realize I snuck in through the back door with the help.

Strange or not, after almost twenty years in this business I am finally starting to accept the fact (no matter how distasteful and bizarre I may find it) that some people do indeed consider me a rockstar. And although I never dreamed of or planned on becoming a rockstar, I also never dreamed of or planned on becoming a rampaging alcoholic hell-bent on destroying everything good in my life, repeatedly breaking the hearts of those who loved me most in the process. But somehow both things seem to have occurred, both are fairly public knowledge, and since I’ve been sober a few years now and have returned to what little senses I have left, I might as well face the music (as it were) and make the best out of both situations. For those of you unfamiliar with who I am, my band, and/or my reputation, I better qualify myself and explain a little about my life. I’ll address the rockstar stuff first and get it out of the way upfront, because while it is pretty interesting at times, its impact on my life is inconsequential compared to my alcoholism. For me, being considered a rockstar is just fancy window dressing, a really nice paint job on a worn out sports car in need of constant, daily maintenance. It may look really cool, but underneath the shine a turd is a turd, even if you gold plate it.

[image: ]

My name is David Randall Blythe. I reside in Richmond, Virginia, United States of America. On the records my band releases (and on the cover of this book) I am credited as D. Randall Blythe. This is because my father told me once when I was younger that one day, whenever I (hopefully) figured out what I was going to do for a living, that “D. Randall Blythe will look really sharp” (his exact words) as my professional name. I tend to agree, and although neither of us ever imagined that I would wind up playing heavy metal for a living (not exactly a realistic or stable career choice in the average parent’s eyes), and my choice of profession has caused him just a wee bit of consternation a time or two (and that’s putting it mildly—I think he’s still waiting for me to “grow out of it”—sorry Pops), I have always remembered his advice. I love and respect the old goat, so D. Randall it is. Thanks, Dad.

Most everyone just calls me Randy though.

The band I sing for, lamb of god, has sold over two million records world wide. The music we make is not exactly what you would call “radio friendly,” but our last four albums have been released on a major label. We have been nominated for the biggest prize the music industry gives, a Grammy award, on four separate occasions, handily losing all four times, might I add (some of my bandmates have been to the Grammy ceremonies a few times, and good for them—they seem to have had a good time walking the red carpet and raging the after parties, but that scene is simply not for me. If I were to attend, it would only result in broken glass, disgrace for my family, and a furtive flight out of Tinseltown). On tour with lamb of god, I have flown literally around the world several times, playing in front of large crowds numbering anywhere from 1,500 to over 100,000 people. On tour and off, fans regularly ask for my autograph and/or to take a picture with me, some of the younger ones’ hands shaking so hard with nervousness at meeting me that I gently grab their camera phones from them and take the damn photo myself after a few blurry attempts. People tattoo my signature, the lyrics I write, and sometimes even my portrait indelibly into their flesh. More than once, fans (mostly female, but there has been a dude or two) have cried when they met me or my bandmates. Lamb of god has been hand-picked to open up for the biggest names in the heavy metal business. Incredibly, people actually tell me that they consider it an honor to meet me.

Whenever I sit and take stock of my professional life, often a part of me says, “Huh? Wait a minute, you do what for a living? Nooooo . . . stop pulling my leg!”

It makes me happy inside that all of these things continue to astound me on a daily basis, that I’m not so jaded and bitter by two decades in this wacky, often ugly, business that I don’t remember how blessed I am to do what I do. I’m so grateful for the unique experiences and opportunities that my job has provided me, and it honestly touches me deeply when someone says, “Hey man, I just want you to know that your music has helped me get through a really difficult period in my life.” This is the greatest compliment a fan can give me, as I feel like I have done my job. Forget the recognition, forget the travel, and especially forget the money—other people’s music has helped me to get through some really hard times, times I was so low that I honestly believe that a song alone kept breath in my lungs. So if a person, even just one person, can use music I helped create to keep their head up in a rough spot, then I feel like I have in some small way repaid a debt to all those who put their blood, sweat, and tears into the tunes that kept me going when I wanted to just crawl into a hole and die.

But no matter how many people say those sweet words to me, the ones that mean so much and make my heart want to burst out of my chest with joy, no matter how many times I hear a few thousand fans boomeranging the words I wrote in some cheap spiral bound notebook back at me, singing so loudly they almost drown out the PA, a part of me is (and always will be, I think) convinced that one day they will find out, and then it will all be over quicker than a duck on a june bug. Who they are and exactly what it is they will find out, I have no clue. But as sure as the sun will rise, I just know they are gonna show up one day, and when that day comes . . . it’s back to sweating in a restaurant kitchen or on a roofing crew for me. Oh well—it was a nice ride while it lasted.

So while some folks do consider me a bonafide rockstar, and all heartwarming artistic rewards and paranoid insecurity aside (obviously symptomatic of my L.S.D.), I still look at things a little differently. Maybe because I don’t enjoy the rockstar label, particularly not when it is thrown in my face, and especially not when it’s slurred out after one too many beers by acquaintances or fans who think they are being cute (you’re not cute, you’re drunk) or are trying to look “cool.” If you say anything remotely resembling the following words to any professional musician, you look the antithesis of cool; in fact, you mostly resemble a dirty convenience store microwave overheating at the tail end of a three-day bender:

“Heeeeeeeey, Mister Rockstar, how’s the big time treatin’ ya? Must be nice to be you, not having to work and all that, cruising around the world in that tour bus and just partying all day and night!”

Give me a break. Anyone carrying these idealized pipe dreams around in their witless noggin of what being a professional musician is has no conception based in any sort of reality of what it actually is we do for a living, or what it requires. There are plenty of jobs that are a lot, lot harder than mine. I know this, because from the time I was twelve until I was thirty-three years old, I worked those kinds of jobs, and not a single one of them involved sitting down in an air conditioned office, or sitting down period until I slumped onto a barstool after busting my hump all day in a kitchen, someone’s yard, or on a roof. The majority of my adult life I worked a regular job and did the band. I know what back-breaking physical labor is, and I know what it means to wonder if you are going to make the rent, and I know the hollow dread that fills you as you try not to cry, looking in your empty wallet and thinking, How in God’s name am I supposed to feed myself and my family like this? How are we going to make it through this month? I lived that way for a long time; in other words, I know what work is. While I wouldn’t trade my job for any other you could offer me, being in a band is work. And if you are crazy enough to try and do it for a living, it is hard work. Very hard.

Another thing that gets my goat to chewing a ball of tin foil is when younger guys or girls who want to do the band thing come to me and say something like this:

“I love your music! Man, you guys are so lucky! You get to just play music to all your fans for a living! I really wish my band could go tour the world like yours! We aren’t that lucky—maybe one day though . . .”

I have some bad news for you, pal—you will never be as lucky as us. Not as long as you think that way, because for the most part it’s not luck, it’s work. For some odd reason, tons of otherwise intelligent people seem to hold a weird belief that luck is a major factor involved in “getting a career” as a professional musician, especially in this day of idiotic reality TV “talent” competition shows. The pervasive cultural myth of the lucky break has only gotten stronger with the advent of these mawkish clown-shoe battle royales, and young players hang their career hopes on getting accepted into some ridiculous contest, not on skilled hands calloused from playing guitar in empty dive bar after empty dive bar for years on end. You don’t hatch out of some rockstar egg, you work and hone your craft.

Just for kicks, I would love to meet an actual brain surgeon at a cocktail party (or wherever it is brain surgeons kick it). I just want to see the look on their face when I hit ’em with this gem: “You are a brain surgeon? Wow, that’s so cool—you are so lucky! You get to crack open skulls, dick around with medulla oblongatas, and save lives all day long—plus you get paid! I always wanted to take a whack with a scalpel through someone’s dome, but I’m not that lucky. Maybe one day they will let me into the ER, though! I just gotta meet the right hospital administrator . . .”

Admittedly becoming a brain surgeon requires more work (and a truck load more education) than becoming a heavy metal singer (and is certainly a much more important job), but the principle is the same. In the real world, no one is going to “discover” you. Especially if you’re too busy smoking joints and playing video games on your couch to actually play music in front of real, live, breathing human beings. The Internet will not get you a record deal, no matter how many “friends” your band has on all the social media sites. There have been a few lucky exceptions, but there’s that luck word again. Just go play the lottery if you want to try to win something. Your odds are probably better. Plus, even if you won a record deal, that in no way guarantees you a career. If you’re curious and need a more in-depth explanation, there are plenty of ex-professional musicians in New York City and Los Angeles who will gladly tell you all about it, assuming they have a spare moment between delivering you your burrito and running table eight their enchiladas supreme.

There is also the matter of talent. Yes, being a professional musician requires some innate talent, I believe—not tons, as Top-40 radio clearly illustrates, but there has to be something there. I hate to further crush anyone’s dreams, but not everyone has musical talent. There, I said it—yes, I’m a big meanie. No matter how many drum lessons you take, no matter how many feel-good “you can do anything if you set your mind to it” self-help books you read (and I own a shelf full—I never finish them for some reason; maybe because I know that reading that stuff doesn’t get the new record written), no matter how many times you do the visualization exercises you read in one of those wastes of paper, imagining yourself on stage in front of thousands of adoring fans and saying into the mirror “I am a rock God, I am a rock God, I am a rock God”—you cannot cultivate musical talent where there is none. If you have no musical talent, just give up and find something you are good at. It’s okay—not everyone is meant to do this. How will you know if you have no talent? Get out and play in front of as many people as you can (no, your girlfriend doesn’t count), as often as you can, anywhere you can. Trust me, sooner or later, someone will let you know, either gently or not-so-gently with the time honored “don’t quit your day job.” When you hear that more than “I really enjoyed your set,” it’s time to hang it up and take up knitting or something. Sorry.

But beyond the modicum of talent required (if it exists, it can be nurtured with practice) to get your foot into the door of this dirty game, the bottom line here, like most anywhere else, is work. There are many, many talented musicians out there just waiting to be discovered; thousands of players with far more natural musical talent in their pinky fingers than me or any of my band members. But the overwhelmingly vast majority of them will never even come minutely close to being professional musicians for a few simple reasons (and right about now some people are going to start to really hate me as they read this, but it is the indisputable truth):

Most wannabe pro-musicians are simply not strong enough to put up with all the sniping bullshit that is thrown at you when you have the audacity to publicly perform music you wrote yourself, much less even attempt to make a living from it (or any sort of art for that matter, as some reviews of this book will surely attest). They do not possess a thick enough skin to handle the constant rejection, criticism, and never-ending underhanded attempts by everyone and their crooked uncle to rip off what little bit of money they do manage to make. They do not have the will to stand up for themselves and ignore those who cry “greedy wanna-be rockstar pig!” when they ask for enough money to at least fill the van’s gas tank to get to the next town; because unlike the fantasy land that the current generation of spoiled brat Internet critics seem to live in (“Music should be freeeeee, maaaaaaan!”), for those of us living in the real world and not at Mom’s house, gasoline, equipment, and uhm, food actually costs money. And even if they happen to have the cojones to deal with all the creeps, critics, jerks (and of course the worst of them all, the family members) who have never picked up an instrument but are all too happy to tell you how you are wasting your time, most folks simply are not willing to suffer long enough, not ready to be broke for the years and years it takes 99 percent of us to finally be able to support ourselves at a mere sustenance level. I don’t blame them. Who in their right mind would waste years of their lives on a ridiculous dream with no immediate returns, ending in decades long bouts of self-loathing, financial disgrace, and smug familial I-told-you-so’s for the overwhelming majority of those who are foolhardy enough to try and pursue that dream? Many times over the years I have wondered, What in the hell am I doing? This will never work! I must be crazy.

You can’t sit around and dream your way into a career in the music business, anymore than I can dream my way into being a professional skateboarder. If that worked, I would have been a highly paid world record holding pro-skater at age fourteen, surrounded constantly by a bevy of adoring Hawaiian Tropic bikini models. Instead, I’m a forty-something dude who still likes riding around on my skateboard for fun; in fact I love it. Always have. But even as a kid I didn’t love it enough to do what it took to get really, really good. I know a few who did though—some of them have skeletons made mostly out of metal and weird synthetics now.

As Marilyn Monroe reportedly once said—“I wasn’t the prettiest, I wasn’t the most talented. I simply wanted it more than anyone else.”

Suppose you do want it badly enough, then what? It’s time to start living the dream, right? The reality for most people who pay the bills with music is not what you see on television. I make a more than comfortable living, and I haven’t worried about where my next meal is going to come from in a long time, but MTV won’t be calling me to show off my two bedroom house on Cribs anytime soon, that’s for sure. I have never owned a brand-new car in my life (I have owned four total, and three of them were beaters that I drove until they just wouldn’t drive anymore. Currently, I’m quite happy with my used Toyota truck, thank you very much. There is no Ferrari in my nonexistent garage), and most of the clothes I buy come from the Army Navy surplus store on the south side of Richmond. The cost of living in Richmond is quite reasonable compared to cities like NYC or LA, where famous musicians are supposed to go live their fabulous lives in opulent splendor amongst the beautiful people. My overhead is relatively low, I save my money, and my band is established well enough, with a large enough and dedicated long-term fan base, that I’m not particularly worried about getting on decent tours and selling enough t-shirts to make the mortgage payment (by the way, that is where most of your revenue lies—merchandise. Virtually no one makes money from record sales, because they don’t really exist anymore. Just a fact). I don’t work a straight job anymore, and if I’m smart, I won’t have to. I am the happy exception to the rule, though. Many of my friends in established bands with fairly large fan bases are what I call “semi-professional” musicians, because when they aren’t on the road, they are slinging drinks at the local watering hole to make that rent check. Signing autographs one week, the next carrying out the bar trash at the end of their ten-hour shift. This is reality.

There is no retirement plan in this business, no 401(k) waiting for you when you finally can’t drag your not-so-cute-anymore aching frame onto the stage. There is no company health insurance (most of my professional musician friends can’t afford health insurance, but hey—that’s America, right?). There are no paid vacations, and when you’re touring (once again, where you make that rent money from merch sales), there are no personal leave or sick days. No one cares if you feel terrible. No one cares if you have strep throat. No one cares if your migraine is killing you. No one cares that you are losing your mind because your wife has just left you via text message for Clarence, the thirty-eight-year-old bag boy at the grocery store who “understands her” (yes, this happened. Not to me, but it happened. Clarence, you motherfucker). No one cares.

The promoter has given your booking agent (who takes a percentage of every show you play, by the way) an advance and doesn’t want to go broke over one canceled show. Your crew, who works twice as hard as you for none of the glory, needs to get paid, and paid on time because they have rent and child support and hospital bills and their daughter needs to get glasses. Gas has to be put into whatever vehicle you are carrying your dog-and-pony show around the country in, and since the teleporter doesn’t exist yet, your driver needs some moolah. Your fans have waited months to see you do your thing, paid their hard-earned money for a ticket, and they expect to be entertained. They deserve it, too, because as I said, we are very, very blessed to be doing this for a living.

Without the fans, I would still make music. I did it long before anyone but my friends and family knew my name, and if no one ever heard another song I wrote ever again, I would still be kicking out the jams, because that is what I love to do. It is as much a part of my life as reading books, which I simply cannot live without. So I would still be writing songs, but I would be writing when and if I had the spare time and energy to do so at the end of a long day working my straight job, and my focus on the music would not, by circumstance, be so absolute. I believe my art would suffer. My fans have allowed me to live a life I never dreamed of as a younger man, and for that I owe them. So when you’re on tour and you don’t feel so hot, if you have any sort of integrity or respect for the people who got you to where you are, you do your damn job. Shut up, rub some dirt on it, get your ass onstage, and give the people what they paid for. No excuses. No one cares.

Most band guys I know suffer from a variety of ailments and/or chronic pain of some sort, generally due to repetitive motion injuries and bad decisions made while exhausted and/or intoxicated. Compressed vertebrae, pinched nerves, bone spurs, tendinitis, hair-line fractures, weird skin conditions from being immersed in the rolling germ factory that is a tour bus—it’s endless. Spend enough time around a few touring musicians and sooner or later you will hear the creaks and groans as they sit down to compare their list of bodily complaints and swap remedies. It’s like sitting with a group of twenty-to-forty-somethings who have been zapped prematurely into a backstage senior citizen’s home for aging rockers.

It takes a different breed of human to try to do this stuff for a living (and by different, I mean completely lacking in common sense). You have to be a little cracked to even try to make it in the high weirdness that is the music business. It gets even weirder once you attain a little popularity, and people start assuming they know you. Suddenly there is a multitude of mewling milk-toothed experts holding forth on all sorts of things about you, your personality, and your personal life; things these people who have never met you have no way of knowing besides what they can gather from that hallowed and infallible source of all information in this “information” age, the Internet. Thousands of them will anonymously either praise or condemn you, depending on what the almighty hive mind has pronounced within the last five minutes.

If this being a professional musician thing is so darn hellish and impossible to attain, as I may be leading you to believe with all this talk of doom and gloom, then why in the world did I bother to try in the first place? Why do I still do it now?

Because I love it.

And I love it because truth be told, at its absolute best it is a dream come true. There is nothing in the world like the feeling of listening to a song, a song you spent weeks and weeks writing and arguing with your bandmates over, finally recording it and getting it just right after three weeks of ripping your vocal chords apart, then hearing that song blasting out through a PA louder than a 747 jet engine, hearing that song that you know in your guts kicks ass rip in perfect time out of you and your bandmates, watching it smack the waiting audience in the face, and then hearing that song roar back at you on the voices of a few thousand people who have taken that song, that thing you created, and loved it enough to take it into their heart and soul and make it a part of their own lives, giving that damn song a whole new meaning and a life of its own.

It’s a massive energy exchange, an amazing, sublime, and holy experience of pure communication. When it’s happening, you can feel every single molecule in your body vibrating in perfect harmony with the universe. I wish that every single person on this planet could have that experience. If everyone could feel it, just once, I think the world would be a better place, and we would understand that everyone in fact is the same, equal in the eyes of God, and that every voice on this planet deserves to be heard, that everyone’s song deserves to be sung. I wish this could happen for everyone, because I truly do believe in the intrinsically equal value of every human life on this whirling green and blue spaceship we travel through the cosmos in.

But all hippy-dippy crap aside, almost none of the thousands upon thousands of kids with an instrument and a dream will ever make it out of the basement and onto a stage in a professional capacity to attain that feeling. Because they aren’t strong enough in their convictions, don’t have enough will power to follow those convictions, and most importantly, aren’t willing to suffer long enough and work hard enough until the process of living those convictions finally, finally pays off. They just don’t want it badly enough. The numbers never lie. Sorry, kid.

Somewhere though, through the magic of time and space travel that the holy act of writing and reading provides, I can actually feel the burning eyes of a few kids on this page, eyes that blaze with malice and determination, eyes trying their best to sear a hole through this page and into my head for daring to try to tell them that they have no hope of living this dream I’ve done my best to write out of their hands. When they are done reading this and cursing me for being a patronizing rockstar son of a bitch, they will throw this book across the room and into the poster covered practice space wall, they will pick up their instrument or their notebook and pen, and they will get to work. They will not listen to any of the voices that tell them they can’t do it, least of all my sardonic croaking. Not ever.

These are the ones I will see down the line somewhere, on tour, and they will rock my socks completely off. They can even tell me to kiss it, because I obviously didn’t know who I was dealing with. I know they are out there, and I can feel them coming my way even as I write this. I know this because I was one of them. We can smell our own kind.

I’m looking forward to it, kid. Now get back to work.

[image: ]

But I was explaining my dubious status as a rockstar, and its effect on my life. I previously mentioned one of the greatest gifts and curses of our current age, the Internet, specifically its hive mind aspect. The hive mind is a vast and interconnected global game of he said/she said, with virtually no rules of accountability, no reliable yardstick by which the truth may be measured, not to mention any sort of arbiter of good taste.

Following my arrest and eventual release, I cracked open my laptop and read a large amount of incorrect information concerning myself and my situation, information that spread at the speed of wifi on wings of speculation. I didn’t really bother to try to correct the many falsehoods concerning my legal situation that peppered the Internet, because to do so would have been an exercise in futility. The hive mind is much too big and far too stupid to take correction. Its very nature prevents the existence of veracity on a global scale within its confines. Too many screaming chefs, not enough sweaty line cooks. But this is my book, not the Internet, so I can speak factually here, with no one contradicting me or adding their two unsolicited counterfeit cents; at least not until some asshole with no writing talent of their own “remixes” it. Here are a few facts about me, ones you may take to the bank, no matter what anyone else says. If you bother reading the rest of this book, you’ll know a few more as well, because I am writing this, me, good ol’ Uncle Randy, not a ghost writer, not a co-author, and certainly not a giant digital conglomeration of slobbering critics and jabbering pundits. Just me, and I reckon I should know a few things about me after more than forty years of being me, so here they are:

1. I was born February 21, 1971, in Fort Meade, Maryland, United States of America.

2. Except for the first two years of my existence, I have lived in the Southeastern United States of America (AKA Dixie), primarily in Virginia and North Carolina.

3. I am happily married to an awesome woman as of this writing (assuming the wife doesn’t get fed up and split before this goes to print).

4. My band, lamb of god, formed in the winter of 1994 in Richmond, VA. I joined the band in the late summer of 1995, and since 2004 lamb of god has been my primary source of income, and for the most part I love my job.

5. I am a rampaging alcoholic who drank insane, mind-blowing amounts of booze for twenty-two years until I sobered up at the youthful age of thirty-nine in 2010.

Those things are facts, but all they really let you know is that I’m a married Southerner with a cool job and a drinking problem that should have killed me but didn’t. At the base of it, that’s all there truly is to know about me, but I guess that wouldn’t make for a very interesting book (and my publishers would probably be a little pissed if I submitted a one sentence manuscript). How did I get to where I am today in my field? Besides the obvious stuff I’ve already laid out (being stubborn/foolish enough to stick with this band thing until it actual worked), why do I get to travel the world and play music for a living when almost everybody else who wants to doesn’t? Since false modesty is almost as great a sin as hubris to me, and many times more annoying, I’ll lay it out right now—there are a couple of things that I am very, very good at. In fact, I’m one of the best in the business. My unique proficiencies?

1. I’m really good at screaming rhythmically like some sort of terribly wounded, very angry mountain ape, and I can do this night after night without losing my voice.

2. I’m extremely good at convincing large crowds of sweaty, hairy people who are packed in some dingy venue like furry sardines in a concrete tin, to do things that most normal folks find distasteful, such as flinging their bodies around in an extremely violent-looking manner, wrecking into each other for a solid hour so hard that it hurts to move the next day and their bodies are covered in bruises, all the while screaming at them in the above mentioned mountain ape voice.

Not a very impressive skill set I know; in fact it seems ludicrous even by my low standards, but I actually make decent money doing these things. I travel the world, getting paid to go jump around and holler like a buffoon in exotic places most folks will only dream of ever seeing. It’s really quite astounding to me, every single time I think about it. I still can’t believe people all over the globe look forward to me and my band coming to their countries and doing our ridiculous hirsute song and dance. Amazing.

But I still don’t consider myself a rockstar, at least not a real rockstar. Real rockstars are filthy rich, have legions of beautiful women or men (or both) throwing themselves at them, and can’t walk down the street without getting hassled to death. Real rockstars get invited to weird stuff like fashion week parties in Milan and the White House. Neither the President nor anyone with a last name like Gaultier has called yet, so while I am quite well-known in the genre of music I play, I am not a real rockstar.

I prefer the term budget rockstar. A budget rockstar resembles a real rockstar in many superficial ways, and many budget rockstars try their best to maintain the appearance that they swim in the same pool as the big boys and girls, but there are some very big, often insurmountable differences. A budget rockstar cannot afford to blow his extra cash on diamond-plated teeth, a garage full of Porches and Lamborghinis (we would never even qualify for financing for a set of tires), or obscure impressionist art from Micronesia. A budget rockstar will probably never meet, and definitely will never date, a super model. A budget rockstar will never own a private jet or yacht, nor be accepted into some weird club for enthusiasts of said luxury vehicles. A budget rockstar will never utter the words “Hold on a sec, Preston—my house keeper in Malibu is on the other line.”

As I said before, I know some real rockstars, and count a few as good friends—they are all amazing and humble people who have worked very hard to get where they are. But they exist in a different realm than me and guys in bands like mine, having a different species of renown that comes with its own set of problems. I am absolutely fine with that—the amount of fame I have obtained as a musician makes me uncomfortable at times, and it’s low grade compared to the level of public recognition these dudes have. Maybe one day I will become that famous, but I seriously doubt it, and it’s certainly no goal of mine. Unless they are stupid with their money (and many have been—not my friends, but more than one rockstar, real or budget, has gone bankrupt), real rockstars don’t have to tour for months on end, playing five to six nights a week in order to maintain their lifestyle (although some do, because they love to be on the road). My band does, and that’s okay. We make good money, live comfortably, and can support our families from our music alone. It’s a really good life, and I am happy with our level of success. Sure, some fame has come with that success, but I can still go to the coffee shop or bookstore without being mobbed.

In summary, I am a semi-famous guy in a pretty well-known heavy metal band who makes a very respectable living touring the world as a glorified t-shirt salesman. I worked really hard to get where I am, I have a large fan base who loves my band’s music, and a few really famous friends who respect what I do. I pay my bills doing something I love, I own my home, I have a beautiful wife, and my family loves me. I am a happy guy most of the time, and that’s the truth—who in their right mind wouldn’t be if they were in my position? My life is really neat.

But (and there is always a “but”), there is a dark side to this way of life. And if you are already predisposed to certain less-than-wholesome things, it can and will suck you in as you walk this path, dragging you down into places you thought you would never go in your worst dreams . . .
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