
Chapter Five: The Shock Temple (Miniature Hero)
The Straits of Juan de Fuca draped over the top of the Olympic Peninsula, giving way to the Puget Sound waterway, like an enormous tongue lapping toward the southern reaches in Pierce County. Spread out, gleaming along its southeastern shoreline was the City of Seattle, a testimonial to pioneer ingenuity and stubbornness. A modern monument built by people who longed to see the end of things, a people who finally, having seen what the Promised Land was in reality, could now turn their attentions to their work. 

Nowhere in the Northwest was the independent spirit of the descendants of those city fathers more evident than Pioneer Square in the downtown waterfront area. Myriads of shops and restaurants flourished, some springing up from more recent tourist attentions, while others had been there long before ‘The Square’ had become gentrified into the fashionable present.


At night the streets teem with activity from the waterfront all the way up the hills to where the freeways weave in and out of town. Club owners learned to collaborate on a single cover charge for the many events during an evening of modern musical entertainment. Patrons park their vehicles for the evening and for that single price they could wander from club to club, sampling the many goings on.


In recent years, a most distinctive club had arisen, a club that had drawn much attention from the citizens of Seattle, and not all of it good. In the sixties it was known as, ‘The Max’ and was widely attended by record reps and music business types, but by the time the nineties arrived this club had drawn more bad publicity than all the other clubs in the area combined. Today it was called The Shock Temple. Twice the city had threatened to close it down altogether but the owners of this club had always seemed to pull things together in the nick of time and after all was said and done, The Shock Temple was still standing.


Three enormous stages featured entertainment, generally more geared for the harder rock crowds. Hard Rock music is where things started at the Temple, where it ended up was an ongoing nightly experiment and occasionally difficult to explain. The irony is, that the more bad publicity the Shock Temple received, the more its popularity grew. Through it all, somehow it remained the premier place for breaking music in the city, such as it was. Good, bad or both the Shock Temple had become a legend unto itself, and therefore the coveted place to perform.


It was September. Evening light faded, giving a deep pink hue to everything. In the damp paved ally behind the Shock Temple, roadies unloaded equipment from trucks onto dollies, guiding them up long ramps into the bowels of the backstage area. 

Drake too, rolled his Lab Series guitar amplifier up a wooden ramp with one hand, toting his guitar in the other. He had never seen the inside of the Shock Temple though he regarded it as a milestone when he walked through the sliding backstage doors. Wondering through tall purple theater curtains, he made his way to the front of the stage, gazing out at endless rows of empty seats. This was the big stage. The two smaller stages resided in two connecting rooms, and were certainly large enough, but this stage was the main stage. From this coveted ground, rock players could finally say they had played the biggest house in Seattle.


In earlier days his father Jesse had been a regular on this very stage. As this last thought entered Drake’s mind, he examined the stage floor to see where Jesse might have placed his amp. Knowing his father’s preferences, it would have been stage right. When Drake was fourteen, Jesse taught him to opt for stage right. Facing the other band members to the right is the best position for keeping contact between guitar and amp. It is what Drake insisted on to this day.


Selecting his place, he set his guitar case down and rolled his amp into place, sorting through eclectic thoughts. It should have been exhilarating to play the same stage as his father; it should have been a landmark of celebration, but instead he was curiously less than reverent to be there. For Drake, this was not the same place of old where legends were born. Yes, careers were still brokered from these notorious surroundings but somehow Drake felt robbed that he had missed out on former days when things were somehow more credible and less bought and sold. He wondered how much of the building was original and how many owners it might have had.


And so Drake sat, wrestling with his thoughts while roadies bustled about, erecting scaffolding, stringing wire and taping cables to the floor as did the band before them and the band before them. Decades of this kind of perfunctory activity had left the stage smothered under the scares of abstract duct-tape patterns, that may have had meaning if you saw them from high above, like something spacemen left behind for navigational purposes.

Not having told the band he was leaving caused Drake substantial guilt. They would not be happy, especially Jason who was prone to flying off the handle. He had known Jason since he could remember and in the last few years he frequently found himself asking why he ever befriended this human. Jason was an insensitive, caustic, loud mouth whose drug activity had become increasingly more dangerous. As years pass, they seem to have less in common except for the band and even that seemed an increasingly minor distraction from Jason’s other pursuits.

As if on cue, Jason bounded out from behind the curtains with Phil and Nemo close behind. 

“Yeah, Baby!” Jason shouted. “The big house! We be bad now, Baby!” Jason let go of his anvil bass case and a heavy thud echoed out into the open room. When he reached the front of the stage, spreading his arms he whispered, “Can you believe it? They won’t be able to ignore us. Where going to make it now, baby!” He turned to poked Drake’s arm. “You wanna make it doncha Drake, doncha?”


Nemo assumed the roll of a reporter, transforming his fist into a microphone he held it up to Jason and then Drake as they spoke. Phil stooped and moved along with him rotating his arm and making a rattling noise as if filming news coverage.

“Make what? Jason,” asked Drake.


“The Big Time!” shouted Jason, thrusting his arms in the air and prancing around like Rocky Balboa, singing the theme to that movie as Nemo and Phil paced behind him. “Da Da… Da…Da Da… Da.”


“What is… the Big Time?” asked Drake.


Nemo sang a dramatic, “Bum, bum, BUM!” and the poparotzy zoomed in on Jason for the close up.


“The Big Time! Yes, the omnipresent Big Time,” Jason announced clenching his fists for emphasis.


“Yes Jason,” said Drake, as he became the interviewer. “Define for us …the ‘Big Time’? And what exactly do you want with IT?”

Jason puffed out his chest and grabbed invisible suspenders. “Well, rumor has it that playing in Bremerton IS the ‘Big Time’, well, I can tell you, that is completely a misnomer.”


“Yes Professor,” Drake mused.

Jason waxed on. “Making it is… making it BIG, playing for the big bucks. You get to select what magazine covers you’re on and people look at you and know who you are.” As Jason gave his oratory, he paced around the stage with exaggerated arm movements and the Phil-and-Nemo-film-crew didn’t miss an inflection. “You do not have to take any crap from people. Yes, Now hear this, there will be no crap-taking from now on. Anyone discovered crap-taking in this band, will be sentenced to a fortnight in Gorst. Oh, and yes, we shall need a better vehicle.” He turned to the empty room and shouted, “CAN YOU SAY LAMBORGHINI?”

“LAMBORGHINI!” shouted Phil and Nemo in agreement.

Drake cleared his throat. “Excuse me professor I don’t mean to throw any crap your way but what is it that you want from the Big Time. What are your goals, man.”

Jason paced back and forth while rubbing his chin, formulating his response.

“Yes, it is for this that mankind has struggled through the many centuries of our history… Goals… Purpose.” He came to a stop and raised an index finger into the air. “The meaning of life is…” Jason paused… then, “The three Bs gentlemen. We must have Babes, Beer and Blow.”

Nemo thumped his knuckles and shouted, repeating his words into the empty room. “Babes, Beer and Blow!”

“No really, Jason,” insisted Drake. “What do you really want?”

Jason turned to Drake, “For real?”

“Yeah for real.” Drake repeated somewhat sober.  “What are you in this for?”

As Jason scrutinized Drakes face, the levity of the moment dissolved. “Have you ever heard the word, fame? How about the word, rich? That’s why I’m in it. I want this fucking planet to know I was here!”

“That’s it?” questioned Drake. “Really… what about music?”

Jason grew bored. “The music can come too. Christ Drake, lighten up. Don’t be such a shit head.”

Jason turned to the open room again, “Can you say SHIT HEAD!”

Nemo and Phil were quick to respond, “SHIT HEAD!”

As Drake watched his comrades in arms, he wondered when he might tell them he was leaving and decided that whenever it was, it was not now.

Two disheveled looking roadies wondered out from back stage, rolling part of a drum riser on a large dolly. They had the look of faded youth. The big chubby one with hair down to his belt approached Drake. His faded black t-shirt tucked tight around his extended belly and into his pants. There were tattoos scrawled on both arms, one of them said, “Marry Me”. 

He directed his emotionless face at Drake. “You Brain Sponge?” 


“Yeah!”

“Where do you want your monitors?” he asked leaning on the drum riser.


“Uh, right there,” Drake answered, pointing to a spot near the front of the stage.


They discussed the stage layout till all preferences were defined. Then the ‘house’ roadies set about making it so. The band then retired to the dressing rooms to prepare for the show. 

Adrenaline sparked adolescent idiocy as they goofed off all the way up the stairway and on to the upper level dressing room floor. The stairwells were awash with multi colored Graffiti, “I was here in 85”, “Tushi Rocks”, or “You’ll never hear surf music again!”


“Who’s got a pen?” Phil bleated. “We’re going down in history.”


“I got one,” Jason responded. “But lemme do it, I’m better at it than you.”


Jason pushed his way to the wall, searching for a clear space. Moments went by while they searched the hard flat surface for a place to leave their mark.


“Hey I got it,” said Nemo. “If we stand on each others shoulders we can reach the ceiling.”


This stroke of genius inspired smiles all around, as they maneuvered into position with schoolboy excitement.


“Phil, your on the bottom,” directed Jason. “Then Nemo and Drake and me.”


They shuffled into place on top of Phil’s sturdy frame and soon Jason was perched atop a swaying pillar of fellow band members, trying to draw something intelligible.


“Hold still, God Damn it,” Jason complained.


At that moment, the upper stairwell door opened and out walked two stagehands in heated discussion. The boys froze with panic holding their breath. But the stagehands strolled passed them, descending the stairwell down to the next floor without so much as a nod. When the door slammed shut, the four of them broke into uncontrollable laughter, nearly toppling Jason to the floor. Jason finished and the column disassembled to admire Jason’s handy work. Having claimed the primo location, they took time to savor the moment before moving on to the dressing rooms. 

Toward evening, ‘The Big Room’ began to fill up. First one table and then another sprouted occupants, plumping toward capacity. The bar began serving drinks, while side orders of food began to flow freely. Before long, bodies had crowded in every available space, with the expectation of things to come. Patrons pay a heavy cover at the Shock Temple. Since the Temple was the only bar in the vicinity of Pioneer Square with the audacity NOT to comply with the ‘one cover for all’ program, it tended to put more pressure on the bands to perform well enough to keep the audience from wandering.

As a solitary acoustic performer opened the show, suffering a mild reception, Brain Sponge warmed up in the dressing rooms behind the stage, where bare light bulbs lined several large mirrors adorning the walls. And one long folding table In the middle of the room stood decorated with light foodstuffs, cheeses, turkey and assorted beer.


“Five minutes!” someone shouted inside the doorway and whisked off.

 
Jason started singing at the top of his lungs, mimicking an old Van Morrison song, “Here it comes…Der, Der, Der, Der… Der, Hear comes the Night!” and played air guitar with arms flying.


Just then, Robert strutted through the doorway wearing his New York cap, suit coat and jeans and a very young girl hanging on his arm. Her black fishnet stockings and mini skirt, black leather coat, black fingernail polish and heavy black eyeliner gave her a sheik-goth look. Her lips glistened, smothered in glossy red metal-flake lipstick.


Robert swaggered, motioning to his female friend to take a nearby seat, “This is where I go to work, honey. Well, well, well my boys,”


Obediently, she took her place in a carefully rehearsed pose.


Robert positioned himself in the middle of the room and motioned for all to circle around. He spoke in a playful Scottish accent. “The rrrrubber tis about to meet the rrrroad lads. Tis one forrr all and all forrr one, I say.”


The band joined in the festivities by holding hands in the air as if they held swords and mouthing clinking noises.


“Now listen up.” Robert barked. “I got a couple of surprises for y’all tonight. But I can only tell you the first one. He paused for effect until he saw them grow impatient. “What would you think if I told you KZZT is covering the gig tonight?”


A blank looks from the boys in the band.


“Well? what’s a matter with you guys. I said KZZT Radio, people… we’re broadcasting Brain Sponge all over Western Washington tonight!”


Finally hoops and hollers went up from the band.


Jason crowed. “Next thing you know we’ll be basking in the L. A. sun with babes on each arm.”


“That’s right!” Robert agreed. “Am I takin’ care of business, or what?”


“Yeah,” the band agreed in unison, all except Drake who was a little confused by this new marketing move.


“Now you guys kill ‘em tonight and I’ll put you where you want to be. I’m with you all the way. You hear me?”


“When did you work this out?” asked Drake.


“Hey don’t worry about the business my little friend,” Robert answered. “I don’t rrrealy hearr Ya Lads!” taunted Robert.


More shouting followed.


“What about the other surprise?” asked Drake.


“Nope, sorry lad, can’t tell you that one till later,” said Robert returning to his lady friend and holding out his arm. She rose, latching on as he made for the door announcing over his shoulder, “My work here is done. Don’t let me down lads. You carry my reputation on your shoulders.”

While others celebrated, Drake followed Robert outside to the stairway and ventured a question. “Robert! What are you doing?”

“What ever do you mean?” answered Robert, turning at the top of the stair.

Drake drew near, keeping his voice down, “What’s with the “I’m with you all the way” crap? You’re going to dump the band when I go on tour in a month.”


“What are you talking about? I am with them, all the way until I dump ‘em. It’s not your concern.”


“But that’s bullshit. You’re just leading ‘em on.”


Robert grew annoyed. His playful countenance left him and he grabbed Drake by the front of his jean vest, ushering him over to the wall out of view of the dressing room. “So tell me. What the fuck are you doing?” he spoke in a low tones. “Have you told them you’re leaving yet?”


The question took Drake by surprise. He didn’t answer.


“No! I didn’t think so,” Robert answered himself and let Drake loose. “Welcome to the real world, lad. Don’t ever question me again. Besides this is a great day for you any way you cut it. You’re playing the Temple. You’re going on tour with Moochie. Cheer up, boy.”


Robert smacked him on the cheek and acquiring his lady’s arm, he once again proceeded down the stairwell. Half way down the first flight his voice echoed back, “Don’t forget, I got another surprise for you later!”


At that instant another stagehand passed Robert on the way up the stairs, reaching the top and seeing Drake he shouted, “Brain Sponge?”


“Yeah!” Drake answered.


“You’re on!”

