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Brotherhood at the Bottle 

By Dave Reidy 

 My younger brother is an improv and sketch comedian. I am a writer.  

For years, I have been anticipating our great collaboration, a filmed or staged 

piece with which we might emulate the cooperative-yet-competitive genius of the 

brothers Gershwin, Davies, Cohen, Duplass, Dessner, Lawrence—hell, even the 

Gallaghers—who set sibling rivalry aside, if only momentarily, to realize an artistic 

vision. But in all the years he has been performing, I have written only one joke that my 

brother used in his work, a one-liner for a hapless baseball play-by-play announcer in a 

sketch my brother wrote and performed:  

 “That pitch,” the glib announcer said, “was like a hippie in the summertime: High 

and outside.”  

 The line got laughs, and he always credited me if anyone mentioned it, but my 

brother has not taken me up on any of my subsequent offers to write with or for him. He 

has called me up to serve as sounding board for a punchline he was working, and let me 

review a couple of sketch packets he’d written that, in my opinion, were already so well 

done that they didn’t need any help. But we haven’t done anything together from the 

start, nothing that clears the meaningfully high bar of collaboration.  

 Given his own talents as a writer, it’s quite possible that my brother just doesn’t 

need me, and doesn’t believe that work we do together will help us achieve something 



greater than the sum of our parts. But I think the reasons my brother won’t write with me 

are tangled up in our longstanding disagreement over music. As the older brother, I was 

the first to expose my brother to most of the music he liked as a kid. In 1989, with the 

release of Full Moon Fever, I became a Tom Petty fan, and so my brother became a Tom 

Petty fan. I flipped for Beck’s Odelay, and my brother did, too. All of this was, to my 

mind, just as it should have been, the right and responsibility of older siblings 

everywhere.  

Some time during his middle teens, though, my brother rebelled against the 

tyranny of my tastemaking.  

“Dude,” I would say, ripping the cellophane and adhesive label from the case of a 

new CD. “Listen to this.” 

No matter what sound emanated from the mediocre speakers in our parents’ 

basement, be it hard rock or hip-hop or freak folk, my brother would listen, his face 

expressionless at first, and then sour.  

“This is brutal,” he would say.  

“What do you mean?” 

“I don’t know, man,” he would say, walking out of the room. “It’s not my thing.”   

With these displays of distaste, my brother was declaring that he would choose his 

own music and that it would be different than mine.  

Today, my brother seems no more interested in my writing with him than he is in 

my record recommendations. And it’s not as if my brother refuses to work with other 

people. On the contrary, he has been a willing, almost promiscuous collaborator with 

non-me people—a gifted and generous scene partner when improvising on stage, and an 



excellent co-writer of sketches and musical comedy to dozens who have different parents 

than he and I do. Quite simply, my brother is bound and determined that everything he 

does creatively should not belong to the both of us. And so I find myself left out in the 

cold by my unshakeable suspicion that, given our many similarities and our 

complementary set of differences, something my brother and I create together might be 

better than anything either one of us could create alone.  

 

-- 

 

I was twenty-nine years old and my brother was twenty-five the day he picked me 

up in his car, spun the touch wheel on his iPod, and said, “I’ve got something new for 

you. Listen to this.”  

Snare hits splashed through the shallows of reverberating guitar chords. Dry, airy 

notes—whistling, maybe—soared above the foam. During the verse, the percussion went 

under, only to resurface in the transition from a worried, wordy minor bridge to the 

triumphant, wordless major chorus, a musical idiom that suggested hope and wholeness 

in the wake of a bad break-up.  

I was hooked, but I didn’t know what I was hooked on.  

“Who is this?” 

“Peter, Bjorn and John.”  

I had seen their name in headlines on Pitchfork, but I hadn’t heard their music. I 

picked up the iPod from the cup holder. The song was “Objects of My Affection.” 



 I didn’t give my brother the satisfaction of hearing me gush over his discovery, 

but I did my homework on Peter, Bjorn and John, less interested, at first, in the band than 

in how its music had escaped my notice. They were three men from Sweden, I learned. 

They were friends (not brothers). Stateside critics appreciated their new album, and I 

liked it even better than the critics did. Even the album’s title easily won my empathy: 

they called it Writer’s Block.  

 My brother may have beaten me to their music, but I was first of us to see that 

Peter, Bjorn and John would play the Empty Bottle on May 8, 2007. I snagged two 

tickets to the early show, a rare 7 p.m. start time that would suit both an early-rising 

writer and a comic performer with his own late sets to play. Over the phone, I offered my 

brother the second ticket at face value, taking care not to stain the invitation with any hint 

of charity. Before accepting the offer, my brother hesitated. Later, I would imagine that 

he had weighed, in that moment of hesitation, the joys of seeing a favorite band play a 

small, storied venue against the psychic pleasure of refusing my ticket and suggesting, in 

not so many words, that my interest in Peter, Bjorn and John had poisoned their cool.  

 I met my brother on Western Avenue, just after doors were scheduled to open. He 

initiated a handshake that I turned into an awkward half-hug. I handed his ticket to him, 

and we joined the short line of people awaiting an ID check, a hand stamp, and two-plus 

hours of live music.  

 Entering the Empty Bottle from the warm brightness of early evening is a surreal 

and momentarily disabling experience. In the time it took my eyes to adjust to the 

dimness, I probably cost my brother and me a place directly in front of the stage. As it 

happened, we staked out a spot in the short end of the Bottle’s L-shaped main room. We 



each nursed a beer. We watched the openers, a skilled, engaging, all-woman synth outfit 

called Au Revoir Simone, and between acts, we made the kind of small talk that makes a 

person wonder why there isn’t more to say or more will to say it.  

 Peter, Bjorn and John dove into their set with the same efficiency that might have 

characterized the band’s brief appearance at the Apple Store on Michigan Avenue that 

afternoon. Stage banter was minimal. Time between songs was short. But the songs 

themselves lived and breathed before the eyes and ears of the young, early-show crowd. 

Under the thrashing right hand of guitarist Peter, and minus the reverb in which the 

recorded version is bathed, “Objects of My Affection” sounded more like a sneering kiss-

off to a former lover than a triumphant achievement of wholeness. Bassist Bjorn ambled 

endearingly through his Eeyore-esque vocal turn, “Amsterdam.” Heather D’Angelo of Au 

Revoir Simone joined her voice with Peter’s on “Young Folks.” Through it all, my 

brother stood beside and a little behind me, out of my sight unless I turned to face him, 

which I did, a few times, each attempt to catch his eye or remark on the band’s 

enthralling performance a clumsy attempt to create, alongside our respective individual 

experiences of the show, an experience we could share.   

 When the encore ended, the Empty Bottle staff cleared the room in anticipation of 

the late show. Out on Western, my brother thanked me again for the ticket. I thanked him 

again for coming. Then we shook hands and went our separate ways.  

Like so much between my brother and me, the shared experience of attending the 

show had amounted to less than I had wanted. But I imagined that, by going to the show 

together, we had finally managed to collaborate, albeit unevenly, on something worth 

making: An evening at the Empty Bottle. Two brothers. One night only.  


