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American Gladiators

Personally and professionally, my music is a total failure, as even Ida can’t
stand it, since it has apparently gotten only more avant-garde, and annoying -

She thinks it sounds like, “Shostakovich, with the addition of crippling anx-
iety.”

I am nonetheless already quite rich thanks to my software, so I don’t really
care, as there’s an audience of one that appreciates it quite a bit -

Me.

Our children also hate my music, and run out of the room whenever I start
playing it, mocking its sound, making buzzing sounds, like bees, whenever I play
it, once even baiting me, suggesting that they were about to jointly listen to
one of my compositions, asking me to join them, to my legitimate enthusiasm,
sitting on the bed with them, only to instead witness my oldest son quickly
pull up the “dramatic hamster” video on YouTube, which they had apparently
queued up in advance, and minimized, all three of them then laughing at me,
even the baby, only three years old, too young to fully understand the joke, but
nonetheless understanding that she should be laughing at her dad, because he
writes weird music.

Ida has since quit her job in private equity, and instead retooled as a pi-
anist, and is now somewhat popular in Norway and Denmark, playing at large
churches, and several small concert halls.

She plays mostly French music, with some German, almost entirely from the
early 20th century, in particular Poulenc, Ravel, Debussy, Germaine Tailleferre,
Brahms, and some Scriabin and Rachmaninoff as well, at times.

She has also dabbled in composing, though she hides it from me, so I sneak
into her office to listen to recordings she keeps on what is basically a small
electronic dictaphone, to her legitimate aggravation.

She’s also been experimenting with arrangements of jazz standards for solo
piano, which she’s played for me, and I think they work quite well for her
aesthetic -

The goal being to take the jazz format and apply it once, to create a distilled
arrangement of a standard that she can take with her to different venues -

She sticks to ballads, which works well with her selections generally.

This works as a practical matter as well, since she can’t improvise well
enough to spontaneously compose, but she can improvise well enough to com-
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pose an arrangement.

We have small performances in our home, from chamber music to jazz en-
sembles, which the children really enjoy -

The kinetics of live instruments always fascinate children.

The flood trashed the studio and everything in it, and severely damaged the
Clara Schumann portrait, making me feel awful for my selfishness -

I was an alcoholic millionaire with no regard for history, and took a pub-
lic item and purchased it to quench my own unhappiness, ultimately failing,
cosmically.

The painting has since been restored, with no visible damage, absent x-rays,
which we had done on the painting, both out of curiosity, and for insurance,
but the house was damaged to the point that we decided to settle with our
insurance company, who took title to the house and all insured items, except
Pandora, which was undamaged, since there was no flooding on the roof, since
the rain was ultimately not that bad -

There were electrical fires all over the city, before they ultimately cut the
power to certain neighborhoods, including in the wiring under the flooring of
the studio, creating damage that was wide spread, but small in scale, making
repair pointless in the case of our house.

We now live in New York, on Governor’s Island, which has since been pri-
vatized -

We bought a bit of land, and built a truly incredible home, which looks like
a spaceship from a distance.

There’s a small bit of sand and beach on our land just behind the house.

The kids all go to public school, but have private music education on the
weekends at Manhattan School of Music Prep, my alma-matter.

They all grew up taking Suzuki lessons, and the baby is doing exactly that
now, for piano.

Ida travels often, but almost never for more than a week at a time.

The house is basically alive -

It’s always on in the background, my complete set of algorithms, that knows
where we are at all times, monitors and predicts everything, and provides secu-
rity:
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The house is bounded by extremely dense bushes that cannot be walked
through, since there’s insufficient space in between the branches, leaving only
two walkways up to the clearing that contains the house and our property.

As you proceed along the identical walkways, unaccompanied by one of us,
things get increasingly weird:

It begins with a simple red sign attached to a low, green-painted metal post,
tilted, for kitsch, with a white font that reads:

“Warning: if you don’t stop, you will have a bad time.”

If you pass it, a recording of my voice plays, simply reading the words on
the sign, played from a speaker hidden in a bush nearby.

Then, at the first perimeter, the ground starts rumbling beneath you, and
sprinklers turn on, except they’re mounted to autonomous rotors that know
where you are, and deliberately spray you, randomly firing from positions hidden
in bushes about the property.

If you continue past this confusing and humiliating experience, autonomous
red laser pointers mounted to the roof of the house fire, to create the impression
of snipers on the roof -

They’re totally harmless, but they track your movements, and it’s not the
most comforting experience.

If you continue past the lasers, which don’t stop, then an autonomous spot-
light, mounted to an extremely noisy rotor on the roof, turns on and follows
you, and also calls the police, as a recording of my voice says,

“Your life is about to get very strange.”

This happens just as a second sign becomes visible along the path, in this
case, it’s a black and white photo, the size of an ad at a bus stop, about 4x6
feet, housed in an aluminum casing, with white fluorescent lighting around the
inner boundary to display the photograph:

It’s my mugshot from jail in Copenhagen, that I’ve vandalized on the glass
encasing the photo, with the words, “Giant Baby”, written across the top, above
the pixelated industrial print, in a thick, black graffiti marker, that I top up on
occasion.

If you still don’t stop, then water balloons filled with non-toxic paint get
chucked at you, by another autonomous arm mounted on the roof of the house,
powered by an algorithm I came up with designed to track rockets,1 which

1C. Davi, “Tracking Moving Objects in 3-Space”.

https://derivativedribble.wordpress.com/2019/10/20/tracking-moving-objects-in-3-space/
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has no trouble tracking people clumsily moving about a relatively small space
getting pelted by paint-filled balloons -

As punishment, they don’t stop until you actually leave the property.

Our oldest son of course uses the system to prank his friends, some of whom
are very young, and out of fear, run forward, into the madness, presumably
because they associate the house itself with safety.

This ruins their clothes, sometimes upsets them, and requires us to clean
paint off small children and the floors of our house, which is infuriating, and
also requires us to explain to enraged parents why their children come home
from our house completely covered in paint, wearing new clothes.

But it is the natural consequence of thinking at least in part like a child
when you have children, and it is on balance worth the inconvenience, since it
has at least once foiled what we suspect was an attempted robbery, with the
ostensible bandits quitting after being mercilessly barraged with paint balloons,
ultimately getting arrested, with a spectacular spread in the New York Post a
few days later, featuring what was apparently a couple, completely covered in
what was a carefully selected spectrum of nonsense -

I of course shared the lowfi security camera footage with The Post, which
they loved, showing the bandits attempting to hide in the bushes, as a me-
chanical arm hurled balloons at them from the roof, with an astonishing rate of
precision, that I also shared with The Post -

Approximately 92% of the balloons made contact -

As they clumsily tried to hide in what was impenetrably dense bush, ulti-
mately running away out of confusion and merciless inconvenience.

The reporter asked me for my inspiration for the security system, to which
I replied,

“American Gladiators.” †
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Immigrant Song

We go over the Williamsburg bridge, currently renting a place just off Mc-
carren Park, ultimately heading to upstate New York, to visit my uncle, who’s
not really my uncle, but I call him that, having grown up with him, working in
his recording studio from the age of twelve onward, until law school.

I’ve put on the Turina Piano Quartet in A Minor, which I’m singing along
to, to highlight the melody for William, being overly dramatic at all times, and
even though it’s certainly modern, it has a listenable melody that I’m hoping
will eventually stick in his head, as he gets older, providing him with a tune he
can whistle, that will unfold in complexity over time, as he learns more about
music, and the context of the melody changes its meaning.

Leaving William was not easy, though this isn’t the first time we’ve done so,
having spent a weekend with Ida’s parents in Norway, without us -

He is so well-adjusted, that it’s not that he doesn’t care that we’re gone, he
instead already has an appropriate understanding of our relationship, knowing
somehow we’ll come back, and that he’ll be fine, and that our affections for him
carry even in our physical absence.

On this occasion, he actually waved back to us as we closed the door, causing
Ida get a bit upset, and cry in the elevator down from our mutual friend’s
apartment in Tribeca, which she eventually shrugged off, before exiting the
building.

...

My uncle now lives in a decidedly massive Victorian mansion in a small town
that he’s turned into a record studio, plus a home.

This is our first quasi-real trip without William since he was born eight
months ago, since then doing almost nothing other than taking care of him,
moving to New York, and settling out our life in Copenhagen.

Once we get onto the FDR (to avoid the lights on West Street), which is
fairly empty, presumably because it’s a Thursday afternoon during work hours,
I crank the volume up, and start blasting, “Immigrant Song”, by Led Zepplin,
loud enough that you can hear the faders open up one by one in the beginning
of the track, together with someone counting them in, “two, three, four ...” -

Ida opens up the glove compartment as the guitar and drums come in, pulls
out a pair of wayfarers, this time white, with small black polka dots, slides
them on, with both hands, staring forward into the open road ahead, while
John Bonham terrorizes a drum set, both of us feeling completely awesome.
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...

I can see him standing on his giant wrap around porch as we approach the
massive house, complete with a bell tower that he’s converted into a den filled
with rare comic books.

As we get closer, an enormous American flag now becomes visible in the
windows of his home, clearly spanning an entire room -

He stands before it, outside, on his porch, wearing black jeans, a white
button-down shirt, neatly pressed, snakeskin boots, with a matching snakeskin
belt, a black cowboy hat, with an actual revolver pistol in a holster attached to
his belt, his long, black, rock star hair obscuring his face.

Taking in the presentment, I hear Ida say,

“Oh my God.”, under her breath.

...

We make some small talk in his main kitchen, as we’re the first guests to
arrive, and Ida sees a water cooler -

Preferring bottled over tap, and ignoring the large, cautionary Grey Goose
sticker planted over whatever brand of water was originally there, she grabs a
glass from the table beside the cooler, after gesturing for permission, she fills it
up, then taking a sip, only to realize it’s actually vodka -

He compliments her, seeing a full glass,

“I like this one.”, he says, as he then supplements a cup of coffee he’s holding
with some vodka, as an acknowledgement, lifting it to toast, and having a sip
as he smiles at Ida, who is now in the awkward position of trying to balance
impressing a person of legendary status in my own personal narrative, with the
fact that she is now a mother of a small child, and also simply never in the
mood for a tall glass of straight vodka.

So she passes me the glass, and simply walks over to the sink, grabbing a
new cup from the drying rack, atop a rustic wooden counter, pouring herself a
glass of water from the sink, as my uncle watches, confused -

Perhaps she prefers Belvedere, he thinks to himself.

...

The control room of the studio on the first floor of the house overlooks a lake
positioned about two-hundred feet in front of the house, and has a handmade
vocal booth, made of reclaimed wood generated by demo work we did inside the
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house together, that we then lined with grey insulating foam.

Ida looks about the room, looks at me, and then stares out the old windows
lining the control room, leaded glass, like our home in Copenhagen, suddenly
getting a much better look into my own personal narrative, despite knowing me
for five years at this point.

...

He’s organized a party for us, and himself, inviting many of the people I
grew up with at his studio, including some of the other engineers, some of the
musicians I worked with regularly, as well as some of the locals from the town.

Ida is entertained by the unusual company, and my uncle’s legitimately beau-
tiful home, which varies from proper Victorian mansion, complete with original
Edison recordings and playback devices, and Victorian furniture and art, to the
madman’s house, loaded with vintage and modern recording equipment, and
instruments, absolutely everywhere.

The music is awesome, as he plays all of the songs I grew up with -

Frank Zappa, “Baby Snakes”;

King Crimson, “Red”;

Yes, “The Gates to Delirium”, which makes me a bit sad, hearing the dreamy
opening harmonics, wishing William were old enough to be here with us, and
hear this, in this setting, the lake beyond the old windows, listening to music
that sounds as though it’s from a different future;

Steve Vai, “For the Love of God”;

Cream, “White Room”;

Then, finally, Jimi Hendrix, “All Along the Watchtower”.

We leave the music in the control room to grab a bite to eat, and Ida is
pleased to find that my uncle is a gourmand, with an excellent spread of great
champagne, baked cheeses and baguettes, and a hearty salad of vegetables grown
in his own garden, loaded with sea salt and olive oil, supplemented with sev-
eral meats that he’s hunted himself, including cured venison, which she tries,
thinking it’s quite good.

This goes on for a few hours, with him manually loading CDs and playing
records, despite having a home filled with professional audio equipment, after
which his band from years ago plays a set, in his live room, which is in terms of
appearance, true to the original house, with high tin ceilings, old, small plank
hardwood floors below, that are heavily worn in, with a small, black iron, wood-
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burning stove, unlit with a few small logs within for effect, since it’s a warm
spring night, though the room is filled with instruments, equipment racks, and
amplifiers, and has some sound panels on the walls to absorb the sounds in the
room.

The performance is completely mental -

American Yngwie Malmsteen:

Heavy metal of an unprecedented, yet dated variety, featuring furious, har-
monic minor guitar solos, riddled with impossibly fast lines, randomly palm-
muted riffs, and a double-bass drummer peddling fast enough to power a small
car.

Ida is amused, as we sit on the couch, this being the first time either of
us have been drunk since William was born, on the perfect occasion, totally
unpredictable from her perspective, exactly the kind of moment that defines
our relationship -

The random.

They then of course cover a Malmsteen track, “Eclipse” -

Epic.

They follow up with another Malmsteen song, this time, “Leviathan” -

My uncle, sweating like a beast, his shirt now partially unbuttoned, ham-
mering down on the floor pedals of a Moog synthesizer, as his guitar roars, the
synthesizer setting off a massive bass tone, shaking the floors, bringing a smile
to Ida’s face, reminding both of us how much fun we have together. †
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Ramble On

We wake up before the others, with many people staying over my uncle’s
house, which has three floors, and over twenty rooms, so everyone that stayed
has their own space, including us, taking a bedroom on the second floor, fea-
turing in its center, a glass-topped, wooden, museum-style display case, fit for a
collection of butterflies, that instead contains a rare issue of Spider Man, causing
Ida to laugh first thing in the morning.

I head downstairs to make us coffee, toasting some baguette leftovers from
the night before, ultimately setting up a small spread on a stone stage that my
uncle constructed about twenty feet from his porch.

As we’re seated, Ida stops eating for a moment, clearly about to say some-
thing, so I look at her,

“Yes?”, I ask.

She says nothing, and continues eating, shaking her head, signaling a noth-
ing.

But then pauses again, this time puts her plate and coffee down, as, “Ramble
On” by Led Zeppelin plays from my phone -

As the lyrics come in, “ ... magic filled the air”, she finally asks,

“Charles, he looks just like you, but older -

Who is he to you?”, to which I reply,

“I know -

I don’t know”.

She accepts this answer, as we continue eating breakfast, admiring the lake
just beyond the house.

Otherwise enjoying a tranquil spring day in the countryside, we see a for-
mation of ducks fly first over the house, then make their way overhead, when
suddenly, my uncle bursts onto the scene, at the drop of the final chorus, he
kicks the screen door open, holding a chrome shotgun, standing on his porch,
pointing the gun into the sky, prompting Ida to hide behind me -

He opens fire, appearing this time as a total madman, wearing a black Looney
Tunes t-shirt, and the same jeans from last night, a cigar in his mouth, he reloads
the chamber from shells in his pocket, cocks the gun, firing and reloading again
and again, causing Ida to scream, the gun blasting, deafeningly loud, Ida hiding
behind me, now even closer to the surface of the stage, covering her ears, pressing
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herself against my back, as I laugh hysterically.

This continues for about fifteen seconds, after which he stops, having hit
nothing, he returns to the house, saying nothing.

She immediately sits up and stares at me, astonished, though she sees me
laughing, and so she starts to laugh as well, and as the lyrics continue, rambling
into the outro,

“Baby baby baby baby baby ...”,

We both start to laugh hysterically, Ida now suspecting we somehow teamed
up to do this, together with the ducks. †
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The voodoo child returns

On the drive back to Brooklyn, the sun setting again behind the trees,
“Voodoo Child” glaring, continuing on into “Freedom”, painting the interior
with shadows and ghosts, she sees the benevolent devil within me, again, perhaps
in herself as well, the weekend having transformed the way she sees me, with
my biography now coming together, after years of politely not asking. †
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Sending out an SOS

We end up in Soho, following instructions from my phone, and I take the
opportunity to get one more moment of freedom in before we return to adulthood
in Tribeca, playing, “Message in a Bottle”.

We drive past CBGB’s on Bowery, seeing it’s now a Varvatos shop, which I
like, but it says something -

Independent music has moved, but where?

I see time for one more, about to turn off Bowery at a red light -

“Blind Faith”, Chase and Status, rolling the windows down, singing at the
top of my lungs, slamming the roof of the car with my hand on the downbeats,
people on Bowery staring at us, the block completely lit up with the track,
blasting, as Ida laughs at me, a group of punk-looking kids pass the car on
skateboards and bikes, some throwing their arms into the air, others shouting,
some singing along as well, several popping wheelies, one reaching out and
grabbing my hand, which is now hanging out of the car window, pointing up,
for a brief moment as he passes -

He looks back and smiles, we make eye contact, he looks like I did when I
was a kid, with my eyes, long hair, then turns forward, kicking the ground to
catch up, as Ida and I turn left off Bowery. †
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Note that song titles are hyperlinks
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https://youtu.be/kOkOQ4DMhdM?t=477
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=y8OtzJtp-EM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=z_-Lz0q861s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=X_pDwv3tpug
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=E8MPNOqYpWs
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XvHgs4mBz9w
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=V5BF1V1pbTs
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PWSMeK28x3E
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WObzMo7XfYc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=G7Jh1kr3AOc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8oWfHcl94k4
https://open.spotify.com/track/6d3I7THB2bONUkxOo1DvmZ?si=-82xYKIsRXy2evAr1qNW4w
https://open.spotify.com/track/494aMHJOpaMyyxaqcmbjLi?si=u2wnp-ALQySWO6uH6Cft7Q
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MbXWrmQW-OE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8MfUnIvialU
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Clair de lune

La clair de lune -

La clair de lune,

Sur la mer,

Est la langue de mon mere. †
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For, “Anna”, in Denmark.


