
1 
 

Wild Drowner 

By Peter Volpone 

 “Lighten up, dude.” Leo slapped me on the back, holding a beer in his other hand. “We’re 

here to have fun, so don’t act so tense. Go talk to some people.” 

 “Sure,” I grumbled. I scanned the wide back room of the restaurant devoid of tables yet 

heavily populated by chattering punks and wannabes. Everyone was bathed under a neon blue 

light and muted by somebody’s Spotify playlist, waiting for the opening act to start. Leo, my 

roommate, was playing tonight so I tagged along.  

As soon as we arrived, he hit the bar to socialize, something he excelled at. My jaw 

tightened as I made my way into the crowd. I cautiously made eye contact with several people, 

scanning my brain for recognition. It’s not my style to approach people, but knowing them 

certainly makes it easier.  

 Wow, there’s Danny. He stood in a circle of friends wearing a brown jacket. I haven’t 

talked to him since elementary school. He kind of looks the same as he did back then. I was never 

good friends with him, but he lived across the street from me. I used to play in his yard with our 

mutual friend, before he moved away. That was the first I saw either of them since. It’s weird 

were you find people throughout your life. I guess he decided to move to the same city as me. Oh 

well, I better not bother him. I’d rather not awkwardly reminisce about childhood. 

Observing the crowd, I saw three different blondes looked like the girl I met at a party the 

night before. What was her name again? It started with a P, I think. She kept asking me to 

dance, but I told her it wasn’t a dancer. I let her know about the concert as a half-assed invite 

slash “I’m kind of into you but don’t know how to flirt”. Leo talked me into going to the party 
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too. He had a charming way of convincing me to do stuff which entailed incessant pestering until 

my shell was broken. I wonder if she’d actually show up to a place like this; this backroom indie 

concert. I don’t even know who’s playing besides Leo.  

I hadn’t known Leo for very long. I met him right after I moved to Richmond. Straight 

out of college, I moved to the city, lest I become an internet troll who forgets what the sun looks 

like, hidden in my parent’s basement. So, I packed up my clothes and my Psychology degree and 

caught a bus to Richmond from the suburbs. I took the first ad for a roommate wanted before the 

trip, and found myself at the door for Leo’s apartment.  

He greeted me with a tangled beard and matted black hair, wearing a striped tank top that 

exposed his ribcage and shorts that displayed most of his scrawny thighs. I assumed that he had 

just woken up, even though it was well afternoon. He let me into the main room which was 

hidden beneath a layer of trash, game cases thrown about, and music paraphernalia. I liked it; it 

felt homey. He was dream-headed aspiring guitarist who quit school and was looking for 

potential band members. He saw me checking out his amp stacked with weeks of empty glasses. 

“So, can you play?” was the first thing he asked me after I took in the environment. His 

tone was blunt and I didn’t know how to take it. I tried my best to match his low energy with my 

response. 

“Nah, man.” He seemed unimpressed. I felt a pang of nervousness. Was I already losing 

access to this shelter? I should kick it up a notch. “But, I can write. I took a poetry class while I 

was in school.” I tried my best to sound confident in my assertion. “So if you’re, like, looking for 

some help with that, I’m your guy.” He stared at me for a few seconds that felt like minutes.  
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“Cool. Well, wanna see the rooms?” He said scratching at his beard. He took me on the 

tour of the abysmal two room apartment, but it was exactly what I was looking for. I later found 

out that he was pretty high that day, as he was every day, and that I shouldn’t have taken his 

attitude with offense. Smoking helped him access his creative side, I think.  

Being a musician, Leo knew all of the happenings in the local scene. Apparently, he went 

to small gigs like this all the time to scope out potential band members and romantic partners. I 

told him that I didn’t really want to go, but he coerced me, as it would be his debut solo 

performance after his last act crashed. Actually, he was an incredible guitarist: the best I had ever 

heard in person. He practiced at the apartment every day. Unlike the simple pop hooks that I 

heard on the radio, he always transformed the place into something. He had a kind of 

underwater, spacey vibe to his play. He also argued that the guys playing tonight were in the 

same vein as the punk pop songs that I had been into for the past decade.  

Plus, it is always good to get out, I reasoned. Besides flipping burgers for the past two 

months, I hadn’t left the apartment for any event. In the evenings, the two of us usually smoked 

and played video games while he rambled about his dreams. 

Last weekend, we were playing around of Battle Bros on his old game station. Luckily, 

everybody played in college, so I was able to hang with him. We sat cross legged on the floor 

with a family sized bag of chips, torn open from the side, sprawled out in front of us.  

“Dude, have you seen the professionals play this game?” he asked.  

“There are professional gamers? That’s news to me,” I said taking a handful of chips to 

my mouth. 
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“Dude, have you been living under a rock? Yeah, there are, and they’re crazy good man. 

Watching them control the game is like watching a sport, or even a person playing an instrument. 

Total control of their craft, man.” 

I scratched at my head, “So they get payed to play games all day? Sounds like an easy 

life.” 

“Ah, I guess you wouldn’t understand. Anyways, I was going to say, I always dreamed of 

being the best at something. Like, guitar, or something like that.” He paused to grab a chip. 

“What about you, what are you going to do with your fancy degree? I bet you want to dissect 

heads, don’t you? Digging around in people’s minds could be fun, if you’re into that.” 

I couldn’t answer. 

“Well, at least you’ll have something more than paper when we get our band going!” he 

remarked cheerfully. 

 

Dreams are kind of silly. There are the dreams that you desperately crave to come true. 

Like your imagined future self: your ideal. I don’t have any of those. I’m a present liver. When I 

envision my future, it’s hard for me to imagine beyond the weekend. How can I know how I’ll 

change day to day? Sure, I’d like to write songs for Leo. That sounds like a lot of fun. But for 

how long? I guarantee I’d get bored quickly. One reason I love Leo is his passion for the future. 

I’m jealous of the starry look in his eyes when he describes the infinite possibilities of the next 

moment.  
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The other type of dreams are the ones that your brain cooks up every night to remind you 

how shitty your life is. Ask anybody and they’ll tell you their dreams stress them out. Or at least, 

you could conclude they are derived from stress. Like, my mom told me she has recurring dreams 

about me, and how I’m always in trouble. She can never save me. It’s easy to see that she is 

stressed because her baby has moved away for good. She can’t keep me safe under her wing 

anymore.  

Last night I dreamt that I was at an isolated beach. Actually, I’ve been having this dream 

a lot. In the water, there is a large piece of driftwood, lazily floating in circles. I figure the tide 

was just pushing it back and forth so I jump on. It is a relaxing ride until the current breaks and 

pulls me out to sea. Should I stay aboard or jump ship to try and find shore again? Well, I swim 

for it and drown. The dreams where I die are trying really hard to tell me something. 

 

“Yo, dude, what’s up?” A short girl with a slick haircut had come up and leaned on the 

wall next to me. She had a spunky look to her. She was sipping on a beer, wore a loose white t-

shirt and tight jeans, and was tapping her foot to the DJ’s playlist. Everybody here is so 

fashionable. I hope I’m not too out of place. I tugged at the front pouch of my hoody. 

“Hey. I’m just enjoying the atmosphere.” 

“Really? You don’t seem like the type.” I was taken aback for a moment. Did she just 

call me out? I guess she’s not one for formalities. I noticed her raise her finger to her lips and 

nibble on her nails. But she seems kind of nervous. “Anyways, that’s cool. I kind of wanted to 

find a corner to relax for a minute. So what brings you here?” 
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“My roommate always goes to these kinds of things, so I figured I’d join him.” I tried to 

play it cooler. “But I’m really into music. I love seeing the bands in person.” Please don’t 

challenge that. She already guessed that I was out of my element here. I didn’t really know 

where my element was, to be fair. 

“Yeah, I’m super excited to see the other bands too!” She seemed more energetic and less 

tense now. “This is my first time in Richmond, so I’m curious about the local talent.”  

I grasped for straws to remember a name of one of the acts that night. One of them had to 

do with a bird, I think.  

“I’ve heard good things about (oh god) Peacock Mitosis. They’re supposed to really 

move the crowd.” I forced enthusiasm, desperately hopeful I said the name right. She giggled to 

herself. 

“Yep, I’ve heard that too,” she held back a laugh, “Hopefully they’ll live up to the hype.” 

There was a pause while she drank from a water bottle and I fiddled with my pockets. Strange.  

“So what about you, what brings you to the city?” 

“I like to travel. I’ve never been one to stay in the same place for too long. I feel like I get 

claustrophobic. You get me?” 

“Yeah, I got you. I recently moved here myself because I was tired of the daily drag back 

home.” 

“Well it sounds like you made a good choice if it you led you here.” She smiled, then a 

voice from across the room caught her attention. 

“Hey, Marci!” A lanky guy called and waved for the girl to come to him. 
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“Oh, gotta meet up with my friend. Nice talking to you.” 

“Yeah, cool. I’ve got to grab a beer. Talk to you later.” I made my way to the bar as she 

seemed to hop towards the tall guy in the crowd. She reminded me of a mouse: shrewd but 

restless.  

What animal am I? Maybe a sloth. No, that’s not it. I’m more like a fish. But, I suck at 

swimming. That’s it, I could be a worm, because the rain always washes me up from the ground. 

Then I kind of flail around until I can find my whole again. Yeah, I’m a worm. 

Over at the bar in the front of the restaurant, I saw Leo chatting drunkenly with a guy I’d 

never met. He’d put his weight on the bar, raising himself from his stool as he expressed 

something important to the guy. His faded denim shirt hung low as several of his buttons were 

down. He had his sleeves and pant legs rolled up at the ends as usual, showing off more of his 

skinny body. He did tell me he gets extra flirty when he drinks. I grabbed a beer from the 

bartender and made my way towards him. He turned and shot his enthusiasm towards me.  

“Mike, great, you’re here!” I thought you wanted me to socialize? “I need you to meet 

Chuck! He’s awesome!” Chuck wore an earthy button down that exposed the collar bone of his 

rounder frame, large glasses, faded jeans with knee holes, and had sloppy hair that covered his 

forehead. He certainly looked like the kind that Leo is drawn to. He stuck his hand towards me. 

“Chuck.” 

“Mike. Nice to meet you,” I said shaking his hand.  
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“So Mike, you’ll never believe this, but Chuck is a drummer.” Leo interjected, brimming 

with happiness. He leaned in for a whisper, “And I think he’s into me too.” He continued in his 

usual, boisterous tone, “That’s just what we need, right?”  

Chuck downed half of his whiskey glass then looked straight at me. “So Mike’s in your 

band too?” Chuck’s question seemed to come at me in slow motion. It felt like a full minute had 

passed by the time his glass hit the bar. What do I say? I did say that I’d write some lyrics for 

Leo, but I was just being friendly. Although, he tends to bring it up a lot when we’re high. I 

usually dodge the question, I think, because there’s no way he takes that shit seriously. There’s 

no way I could actually do that, let alone, preform with them.  

“Of course!” Leo said as he wrapped his arm around the back of my neck. It wouldn’t be 

a band without him, haha.” Chuck looked hesitant. I don’t know what he saw in me, but it wasn’t 

impressive enough to lead him into our group hug. I did make terrible first impressions. It was so 

hard to just be friendly around people I didn’t consider friends.  

“Well, let’s give it a shot,” said Chuck standing up, “When Leo goes up, we can join him 

for a little improve jam. We can see if we have any chemistry.” 

“Haha, great. We’re going to be such a mess!” Leo was really hyped now. I was usually 

inspired by his confidence, but that proposition sounded insane.  

My face was burning so hot that it must have looked purple under the blue lights. Holy 

shit! Shit, shit, shit! I can’t perform. What will I say? I can’t even sing? Shit. Before I could 

suggest otherwise, a bomb went off in the back room that shook the building. It seemed the first 

act had started.  
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The three of us made our way towards the crowd that was nodding their heads in unison 

as the band grinded away at their instruments. The drummer wore a baggy, sweat-drenched V-

neck that slapped his chest as he beat the drum tops like jack hammer. His mouth was agape and 

I couldn’t tell, but he may have been drooling. The bassist’s head flung wildly to the beat, 

whipping her hair up and down so fast that it masked most of her body but I could tell she was 

wearing a short dress and hole-riddled stockings underneath a red sweatshirt. I had trouble seeing 

the singer over the wave of the crowd. It was so loud that my face was feeling numb, but it 

sounded so good. All of the instruments were in a perfect form so that the whole air was dense 

with sound. I couldn’t even hear any of it properly. I felt like I was making up most of what I 

was hearing and was dizzy. Beside me, Chuck was nodding and tapping his foot along while Leo 

was freaking out bodily. His limbs were flapping in every direction while his legs moved so fast 

that he could have been in a race. I was worried that he’d give himself a concussion. He seemed 

to be lost in ecstasy, and I don’t think he took any either. Then, as suddenly as it started, the song 

was over. My ears buzzed. Then a female voice rang through the sea.  

“Fuck yeah, Richmond! This is our first time here, but you guys know how to throw a 

hell of a party!” The crowd clapped like a hundred fish on a dock. “London was cool but I love 

these down town shows dearly. Make-shift rock concerts are where it’s at! If you’re lacking in 

anything, its good dancers. Ya’ll need to liven the fuck up!” The crowd whistled and clapped 

accompanied by a flurry of woos. “I need all of our best dancers up front, right now!” 

Immediately, Leo began swimming his way through the crowd to the front. As he pushed 

a person to the side, I saw the owner of the voice was the mousey girl that I spoke to earlier, now 

holding a guitar as big as her. I felt compelled to get closer. Without any thought to it, I dove 

through the gap that Leo formed before it closed back up. My claustrophobia began to kick in as 
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I pushed my way through the people. I was surrounded on every side and subdued by the 

unnatural blue lighting. I felt like I was drowning in my dream.  

 

There I am underwater, struggling to find the surface, but weighed down by the pull of 

the tide. On instinct, I pull off my clothes as quickly as my arms can move. Naked underwater, 

I’m stuck in the viscous goo of the ocean, so I become a fish. I swim to shore, but the beach is 

dangerous. It is inhabited by so many strange faces that I fear being crushed. So, I go back to the 

ocean, in search of a little place of my own, where I could exist in peace. After years of 

searching, I find a shore that is wild and unkempt. I live the rest of my life there in peace, never 

touching the ocean again. I share my place only with the big spider that inhabits the treetops, but 

I’m not going to climb up there anyway, so he can have it. Where I can find this place in reality? 

 

I found myself at the front line as the next song burst into the air. There, the bass shook 

my chest with each note and the guitar sounded like metallic fuzz, because my ears couldn’t 

register sounds that loud. Leo went about his spastic dance routine. Marci, the singer, belted out 

lyrics about only wanting to dance. She did her best to move while playing the guitar and 

singing. My legs started up on their own. The drummer was somehow controlling them. My head 

wobbled back and forth trying to keep my focus on Marci. She noticed me and smiled. I blinked 

in surprise and smiled back, not sure of what else to do. I definitely wasn’t in control of my 

body. Suddenly, Marci stepped away from the mic and began slamming her head up and down 

like the bassist for her solo. My heart was beating so fast; I felt like I was having a panic attack. 
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Lost in the moment, she jumped on top of her amp and the crowd went nuts and raised their 

hands. My hands raised too. What the fuck is happening right now? 

The rest of the set went on with me as a bystander to my body’s actions until Peacock 

Mitosis signed off, and escaped to the VIP lounge in the back-back room. I think I had tears 

running down my cheeks, but my face was numb so I couldn’t tell. Then, a dude grabbed the mic 

and announced, 

“What an opener! Next up we have Leo the Guitarist with his debut solo performance. 

Give it up!” The crowd reciprocated with applause and woos, then returned to droning chatter 

while Leo stepped up to the stand and set up his guitar.  

Out of the crowd stepped Chuck who leaned in towards me and said, “Showtime,” with a 

tinge of nervous energy. He made his way to the drum set. My heart was punching my rib cage 

as if it had slept with its spouse. My chest was going to burst. But somehow, I felt obliged to try 

it out. Something about Marci’s performance inspired me. 

“Mike, what are you waiting for, come over here! Band meeting, now!” Leo beckoned. I 

crept his way, and Chuck met us from the other side of the set. “Okay, okay. We can do this. I’ll 

start riffing on guitar, Chuck you just play a beat to match. Do your best to just play with the 

guitar, and we’ll see what happens from there.” 

“Sure thing,” said Chuck as he polished off his beer. “So like, what genre are we doing?” 

“I’m going to lean towards the prog rock guitars with some psychedelic pedals, but feel 

free to go more punkish, like Peacock’s drummer. Just be sure to mix it up when you can. 

Nothing kills a song like the same beat straight through. Mike, you got some lyrics on deck?” 



12 
 

When he turned to me, I realized that I was barely listening to them. It was hard to hear over the 

screams of my own anxiety.  

“Um, fuck, I don’t know.” 

“Well, dammit, just make something up, like the rest of us. Nobody can really hear the 

words at these gigs anyways.” 

“Fuck, fuck. Let me grab another drink really quick. Something will come to me, I 

promise.” 

“Fine, don’t take too long. Chuck, we’ll warm them up with an instrumental.” I couldn’t 

think about Leo’s sudden transition from his sloppy drunken self to this focused band leader. I 

stumbled out of the room, ready to throw up. 

At the bar, I ordered another beer. From the back room, I heard Leo, 

“What’s up, you beautiful people! I’m Leo, this is Chuck. We literally just met, but we’re 

going to rock your fucking pants off. Get ready!” One of Leo’s familiar riffs echoed through the 

restaurant, just as they did our apartment every night while he practiced after I went to bed. They 

were slow and melodic, often but thick in sound. I actually liked when he played at night, the 

music helped distract me from my thoughts so I could pass out easier. His music had become the 

sound of my dreams at this point. Last time I heard this riff, I was drowning, I think. It sounded 

fresh with Chuck complimenting the melody with a relaxing tempo. I could imagine the heads 

swaying in the other room while my beer shook in my hand. 

“Hey, man! How did you like our set?” Marci had jumped onto the stool next to me. 

“You looked like you were having the time of your life! Haha, I definitely pegged you wrong 
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when I saw you in the corner earlier.” I was having trouble speaking so I took to my default 

conversation devices to help me. 

“You guys were great. Why didn’t you tell me you were playing when we talked earlier?” 

“I get really tense before I play so I don’t like to think about it.” She paused with a grin, 

“But, I kind of wanted to mess with you too.” I ignored the second bit. 

“Hm, but you looked like you were on fire, the way you moved up there. It was 

incredible.” 

“Yeah, the key is to channel that tension and just let it all out like a tornado.” We both 

sipped our drinks while Leo’s guitar had really pick up steam and Chuck started to throw in a lot 

more cymbal. The melody was haunting, like staring at the ocean in the middle of the night: 

waves crashing violently before calmly meeting your bare toes in the cold sand. “Wow, that 

guitarist is actually really great. It be nice if they had a singer up there. I think a performance has 

a whole different energy when somebody is bearing their soul for the audience. Want to go check 

them out?” 

“I’ll join you in a minute,” I hesitated, “I’ll be in by the next song.” Marci got up and left. 

Hell, what do I have to lose? I looked to the bartender, “Hey, I’ll have three shots of vodka.” 

 

 Minutes later, I stumbled back into the backroom and easily swam to the set. My chest 

was warm from the drinks and I could feel the sugar rushing through my veins. Fuck, fuck, shit, 

goddamnit, am I going to do this? 
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 “Hey, here’s my best friend Mike coming up to give us some lovely vocals.” I took the 

mic from him. “Hey,” he whispered to me, “What mood are we going for?” I shook my head side 

to side as if an answer would fling off my brain.  

 “Shit, just do that usual trippy shit, but leave pockets for me to sing. Um, try cueing some 

faster drums too” The guitar started up again, like a honey waterfall, glazing over the room.  

Chuck sketched along on the drums at a dancier temp than before, then the noise died down for 

my queue. I shook my head again and the love poem I wrote for a crush in college came front 

and center. She rejected me, so I submitted it for the poetry workshop we were in to spite her. 

She thought it was a dick move and it was. Fuck, right. Let’s channel this energy. 

How did it go, Oh, this infatuation, right, then, it’s like a virus that comes into my 

heart, oh god, now I remember, and causes an inflation. Like the Grinch, I’d ruin Christmas 

for you. Shit, did I really write this? But love is reciprocal, so I hope you would too. Cue 

interlude. 

I didn’t realize it, but I was shrieking all of the lyrics like I had been impaled. Tears were 

running, but it was different than when I was listening. I felt like my eyes were leaking from my 

skull. I hoped Leo’s guitar would catch fire so he could become famous like Hendrix, and so I 

could die right there in the blaze. The interlude was coming to a close and I had to bring myself 

to sing another verse. I tried yelling this time, so nobody would understand me. 

 It’s not fair that you’re always in my head. Oh no, don’t say it, I’d rather have you in 

my bed. 

 At that point, I just started making animalistic noises. I was pathetic. I don’t know if we 

were in synch, or what, but Leo sensed that I was choking. So, he switched up his guitar to an 
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aggressive shoegaze melody that warped the walls of the restaurant, and I danced my way 

through the end of the song. I probably looked like the marionette of a child puppeteer, because I 

was flailing as hard as my body could. It reminded me of drowning in my dream.  

I really hope that this is a dream. 

 

The big spider creeps down from the tree tops one evening, dangling from its web that 

glimmered in the sunset. I had been building sand castles all day and kicking them down before 

any of them were complete. As I lay sunken in a mountain of ruined castles as a long worm, more 

akin to a snake, the spider hovers right above my face. It casts a solar eclipse so that sun rays 

are poking out from behind it. Am I going to die now? In a sultry voice, the spider whispers to 

me,  

“Stranger, why do you keep knocking down your castles? If you built one high enough, 

you could meet me in the tree tops. We could be the best of friends and enjoy this island’s riches 

together.” 

“I don’t fucking know what I’m doing anymore.” 

“Just do. That, alone, will take you anywhere.  

“What do I do? I’m so worthless, I can’t even build a sand castle.” 

“Your self-perception is only one of you—” 

 

“Mike, you’re scaring me dude. Wake the fuck up!” I always wonder what that spider 

was trying to tell me. 
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 When I woke up, my entire body was sore, especially my throat and head. My face stuck 

to the floor with dried beer. The crowd was chatting again, but this time in a more hushed and 

worried tone. The music had stopped. Leo picked me up from the floor. 

 “Dude, are you good? You scared the hell out of me.” I stared at him blankly. “Dude, you 

passed the fuck out while we were up.” I was about to apologize but he stopped me with the 

dopiest smile I’d ever seen on him. “That wasn’t bad for our first gig.” I felt more lost than ever. 

 “Wow man, you really have a scream. That was great, consider me in the band,” said 

Chuck, who was patting me on the back. 

 “Hey, it looks like he is back up! Let’s give a round of applause to Leo, Chuck, and our 

wild drowner, Mike,” announced the host who introduced Leo earlier. The crowd erupted in 

applause. 

 Marci jumped wildly in the front of the crowd. “Woo, Wild Drowner, you guys were 

fucking dope!”  

“I guess we found our band name,” I laughed. 


