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            PREFACE

         

         In 2016, I published my first memoir, Porcelain, covering my weird life in New York City from 1989 to 1999. After finishing the book, rather than go back to therapy, I kept writing. I worked on material that was a logical follow-up, picking up where the first book left off. But I was also writing a traditional autobiography, which started at birth and ended around the time Porcelain began.

         While in New York in early 2017 I thought, Why not fold the two together? With Then It Fell Apart, that’s what I’ve tried to do. Hopefully, the dysfunction of my childhood provides context for the escalating horrors of my adult life. Oh, the temporal jumping around between chapters was somewhat inspired by Slaughterhouse-Five, but without the genius of Kurt Vonnegut.

         As before, I’ve changed some names and details out of respect for other people, but all the stories in this book actually happened.

         Thanks,

         Moby 

      

   


   
      
         

            PROLOGUE: NEW YORK CITY (2008)

         

         I wanted to die. But how?

         It was 5 a.m., and I’d had fifteen drinks, $200 worth of cocaine, and a handful of Vicodin. After I stumbled home at 4 a.m., depressed and alone, I wandered from room to room in my apartment, sobbing and repeating, “I just want to die.”

         I calmed myself and considered my options.

         I could tie a long rope or extension cord to the edge of the rough wooden fence on my roof and drop twenty or thirty feet down the back of the building, most likely breaking my neck. But I knew that sometimes after a long drop the head could become separated from the body. That seemed unnecessarily grisly for the person who found me.

         Or I could get into the pristine white bathtub in my minimalist bathroom with the stainless-steel Kohler faucets and the Calacatta marble floor and cut my wrists and slowly bleed to death.

         Or I could take an entire bottle of Vicodin, which, combined with the vodka and the cocaine and pills already in my system, would probably stop my heart.

         I was still a WASP from Connecticut, and even though I wanted to die I needed to be polite. So before killing myself I would have to remember to unlock my front door and tape a suicide note by the doorknob. That way anyone coming into my apartment would know what to expect and not be too upset.

         Over the last few years my depression had been building, and nights like this were becoming the norm. 

         I was a lonely alcoholic, and I desperately wanted to love someone and be loved in return. But every time I tried to get close to another human being I had crippling panic attacks that kept me isolated and alone.

         I’d had a few successful years of making music, and sold tens of millions of records, but now my career was sputtering. I couldn’t find love or success, so I tried to buy happiness. Three years earlier I had spent $6 million in cash on a luxury penthouse apartment on the Upper West Side of Manhattan. It had been my dream home: five stories on the top of an iconic limestone building overlooking Central Park.

         Having grown up on food stamps and welfare, I’d assumed that moving to a castle in the sky would bring me happiness. But as soon as I moved into my Upper West Side penthouse I was as sad and anxious as I’d been in my small loft on Mott Street.

         I sold the sky castle, moved back downtown, and recommitted myself to debauchery. I put tinfoil over the windows and had weekend-long orgies fueled by alcohol and drugs. But the more I threw myself into degeneracy, the more I ended up filled with self-loathing and loneliness.

         The world of fame and success that gave me meaning and legitimacy was being taken away from me. And now the only respite I found from anxiety and depression was an hour or two each night when I was full of vodka and cocaine, looking for someone lonely and desperate enough to go home with me.

         Recently I’d considered buying a bar and turning the basement into a light-proof apartment, reasoning that if I lived only at night, I’d find happiness. My plan was to sleep in the basement below the bar, wake up at 6 p.m., have dinner, and start drinking and doing cocaine around 10 p.m. I’d stay up until 8 a.m., take a handful of Xanax and Vicodin, and sleep until 6 p.m. I’d spend the rest of my days or years like an anxious, defeated Nosferatu, until my life finally, mercifully ended. 

         For decades alcohol and drugs had made me happy. But now I needed more and more alcohol and cocaine to get drunk and high, and my hangovers lasted for days. And when I was hungover, which was almost every day, I couldn’t string sentences together or even remember simple words.

         I’d vaguely considered getting sober, but the impulse never lasted for more than a few days. I’d even gone to some AA meetings, and while I appreciated the chance to look at beautiful alcoholic women covered in tattoos, I’d decided that institutional sobriety didn’t work for me. So I kept drinking, kept buying cocaine, kept trying to stave off hangovers with handfuls of Xanax and Vicodin, and kept wanting to die.

         My daily routine had become rote and tautological: after getting out of bed in the late afternoon I would stumble to my bathroom, step into the shower, and as the hot water poured over me I’d say one word over and over: “Fuck.”

         As in: “Fuck, I’m hungover again.” And: “Fuck, I’m sick.” And: “Fuck, I’m such an idiot.” And: “Fuck, I hate myself.”

         But maybe tomorrow I wouldn’t wake up and say “Fuck” in the shower. Because maybe I would finally be dead.

         Which brought me back to the question of how to end my life. Hanging myself or cutting my wrists seemed too violent. And I’d heard that swallowing pills didn’t always work – sometimes people just vomited them up and ended up alive, but with severe liver and brain damage.

         A few years ago I’d read about elderly people killing themselves by tying plastic bags over their heads and quietly suffocating on their own exhaled CO2. So, considering all of my options, tying a bag over my head seemed like an easy and painless and polite way to kill myself.

         I walked into my kitchen, got on my knees, and found a box of black plastic garbage bags underneath the sink. I took one out of the box and looked around. When I’d bought this apartment in 1995 it had been an empty storage space in a nineteenth-century loft building. But after a year working with a local architect I’d ended up with my first real home. And it had been beautiful, with skylights and tall ceilings, white brick walls, and a kitchen filled with maple cabinets.

         I had made most of my albums here, from the ten million-selling Play to my most recent record, the hundred thousand-selling Last Night.

         I’d fallen in and out of love here. I’d had dinners here with my mother and grandmother, both of them now dead. I’d shown Lou Reed around my studio. I’d even sat on the $8,000 dark-green-and-teak Danish modern couch in my living room and played “‘Heroes’” on acoustic guitar with David Bowie.

         Growing up I’d assumed that if I could release even one small indie record and play shows to a hundred people a night, I would be happy. Now the long, tall wall leading from my front door to the kitchen was covered with hundreds of gold and platinum records, and I was miserable. So after a lifetime of baffling sadness I was declaring defeat.

         I’d built this home. This was where I was going to die.

         I took a belt out of my closet and got into bed.

         I sobbed into my pillow, asking, “Why?”

         I felt like I was asking my dead parents, “What did I do wrong? Why didn’t you love me? Why did you leave me?”

         I put the bag over my head and thought, This is it, my last memory: crying inside a plastic garbage bag. I pulled the belt tight over the bag and lay back, resting my head on my pillow. “I’m sorry, God,” I whispered, and closed my eyes.
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            1

            NEW YORK CITY (1999)

         

         Play had been out for a week and was poised to fail.

         It was early May, and I was walking up 4th Avenue from my loft on Mott Street to Union Square, past buildings that 150 years earlier had been New York’s fanciest. On my left was the Colonnade, which in the nineteenth century had been a row of townhouses styled to look like the Acropolis, and was now just a few surviving limestone columns, stained gray and black from a century and a half of factory smoke and exhaust.

         I was wearing my usual uniform of old jeans and black sneakers; my small hands were balled in the pockets of my thrift-shop army jacket. The late-afternoon sun stretched down the long crosstown blocks, burnishing the old stone buildings.

         I had worked on Play for the last two years, and it looked like it would be my final album, a flawed and poorly mixed swan song. I was amazed it had been released at all. A year ago I’d lost my record deal with my American label, and even before the release of Play most people in the music business had quietly consigned me to the trash heap of has-beens.

         Losing my record deal didn’t leave me bitter or surprised, because my previous album, Animal Rights, had failed in almost every way that an album could fail. It sold poorly, and received almost exclusively terrible reviews. My former American label, Elektra, was the home of Metallica and other artists who sold millions of albums. Objectively it made perfect sense for them to drop me, as all the evidence indicated that my best years were behind me. In the early 1990s I’d been seen as a techno wunderkind, but as the decade progressed I never lived up to the expectations that led to me being signed to a major record label.

         I was still signed to Mute Records in England – but they had never dropped any of their artists. And a new label in New York, V2, had agreed to release Play, a decision I assumed stemmed from charity or delusion.

         I walked past the former location of the Ritz on 11th Street, where I’d seen Depeche Mode’s first-ever US show in 1982, when I was sixteen years old. After seeing the band with their synthesizers and new-wave haircuts I’d dreamed of someday playing my own solo show to a few thousand people at the Ritz. But now I was thirty-three, my glory days were behind me, and tonight I was going to perform in the basement of a record store for maybe fifty people. I tucked my head down against an unexpectedly cold wind and walked up 4th Avenue in the shadows.

         I’d started working on Play in 1997, writing and recording it on old equipment in my small bedroom studio in my loft on Mott Street. Now that the album was released I realized there was nothing about it that augured success. It was poorly mixed, and when it didn’t feature my own thin voice it used vocals recorded forty or fifty years earlier by long-dead singers like Bessie Jones and Bill Landford. I assumed that Play would soon be forgotten, as 1999 belonged to Britney Spears and Eminem and Limp Bizkit: pop acts who made albums in expensive studios and knew how to write and record songs that sounded huge on the radio.

         Not much had worked out for me in the past few years: my mother had died, I was battling near-constant panic attacks, I was guzzling ten or fifteen drinks a night, and I was running out of money. But today I was happy, as I had been allowed to release one final album.

         After tonight’s show in the basement of the Virgin Megastore in Union Square my band and I were scheduled to do a two-week tour of small venues in North America, and then a two-week tour of small venues in Europe. Playing small shows and waking up hungover in parking lots wasn’t everyone’s idea of glamour, but I was excited to have this one last month on tour. Afterward my career as a professional musician would be over, and I could go back to school or figure out what else I could do with the rest of my life.

         For this short tour I’d put together a small band: Scott, a dark, handsome drummer I’d worked with since 1995; Greta, a tall, tattooed bass player with spiky bleached hair; and on keyboards and turntables, Spinbad, a DJ-comedian with a shaved head and a carefully trimmed goatee. I was going to sing some of the songs, but most of the sampled and female vocals were going to be on tape, as I couldn’t afford to hire a real singer.

         I turned onto 14th Street and walked into the record store, holding a dripping bottle of Poland Spring I’d bought from a pretzel vendor. I took the escalator down to the basement, where my band and crew had already set up our equipment. Even though I barely had a career I still had three managers, and one of them, Marci, was at the bottom of the escalator, badgering the store manager. Marci had exploding curls of red hair, and she was short, fierce, and loyal. The store manager was trying to back away from her.

         “Hi, Marci,” I said.

         “Mo! How are you?”

         “Hungover,” I told her. “When do we go on?”

         “It was supposed to be 5.30, but I think we can push it back to 6?” she said, smiling aggressively at the store manager.

         “Okay,” he conceded. Everyone eventually conceded in the face of Marci’s persistence. “But you guys need to be wrapped up by 6.30.”

         “Is that okay, Moby?” Marci asked.

         “I guess so,” I said with a shrug. I walked over to my band and road crew.

         “Hey, Mo!” said Dan, my lighting designer. “How are you?” 

         “Hungover.”

         Dan was a Brit with a tall green Mohawk. We didn’t actually need a lighting designer to play this show under the fluorescent bulbs of a record-store basement, but he had shown up to help carry equipment and lend support. He was hanging out with Steve, a disturbingly tall and attractive sound tech, and J.P., an unfailingly friendly sound man from Manchester who’d started out working with the Happy Mondays.

         My new tour manager, Sandy, walked over. “Everything okay, Moby?” he asked.

         Sandy was British, a bit taller than me, and handsome – with a full head of blond hair that I envied. He’d been a tour manager for successful British indie-rock bands, and I was surprised that he’d been willing to spend a month overseeing my small, unexceptional tour.

         “I’m good, Sandy, how are you?” I asked politely. He was a rock ’n’ roll tour manager who lived on a series of tour buses, but he seemed professional and erudite. I wanted him to think well of me.

         Other than my band and crew, there were only a handful of people in the basement. Some were wandering around the magazine racks, and a few were watching us set up equipment. I walked onto the small stage, picked up my guitar, and started playing “Stairway to Heaven.” The store manager rushed over and remonstrated, “You need to keep it down before you go on.”

         I looked at him and blushed. “Sure thing,” I said, and turned off my guitar.

         This wasn’t glamorous. But it was something. At the end of the Animal Rights tour I’d been playing to twenty-five people a night. If we drew fifty tonight, it would be a 100 percent increase.

         I put down my guitar and wandered around the store, looking at the racks of CDs and cassettes and music magazines and books. I picked up a copy of the UK weekly Melody Maker to see if they’d reviewed Play. They had. They’d given it two stars out of ten, and mostly used the review as an opportunity to malign me personally. My heart sank.

         Marci walked up to me. “What are you reading, Mo?”

         “Melody Maker review.”

         “How is it?”

         I shrugged and handed her the review. She read it and shook her head. “Well, at least the Spin review was good!” she said with bright and unwarranted optimism.

         I gathered my band, walked back onstage, and picked up my guitar. I tapped on the microphone and surveyed the scene. I’d hoped for fifty people to be at our first show, but in the bright store lights I could see only thirty looking down at us from the balcony.

         “Hi,” I said cautiously into the mic, “I’m Moby, and this is ‘Natural Blues,’” and we started the first show of the Play tour. I hoped people were watching us play our instruments, and maybe wouldn’t notice that the female vocals were pre-recorded and nobody was actually singing. When the song ended a few people clapped, while the rest of the shoppers went about their business.

         We played “Porcelain” and “South Side” and “Why Does My Heart Feel So Bad?” and “Go” and “Bodyrock,” and then ended with “Feeling So Real.” “Go” and “Feeling So Real” had been European hits, and at various points I’d stood onstage at raves and played them for tens of thousands of people. Now I was in a basement playing them for thirty people who applauded politely while a bunch of commuters looked for Hootie & the Blowfish CDs.

         As soon as the show ended the audience dispersed and my band and crew and I started unplugging microphones, packing up the drums, and putting guitars in cases. I smiled. This was my life for the next month, and this was enough.

      

   


   
      
         

            2

            NEW YORK CITY (1965–8)

         

         My father drove into a wall and killed himself.

         He and my mother had been living in a basement apartment in Harlem with Jamie, their dog, Charlotte, their cat, three rescued lab rats, and me. One night after a bad fight with my mom, my dad got drunk and drove into the base of a bridge on the New Jersey Turnpike at a hundred miles an hour.

         He had grown up in New Jersey, and after college had joined the army as a sharpshooter. He left the army to move to New York City, grew a mustache and let his hair grow long, and became a beatnik. In 1962 he met my mom at Columbia University, where he was getting his master’s degree in chemistry and she was working as a receptionist.

         My mom was a short, blonde, twenty-year-old WASP from Connecticut, and together they drank wine and smoked pot and listened to Ornette Coleman records and wandered around New York City and fell in love. They loved each other almost as much as they loved being young in New York City at a time when it seemed like the artists and the intellectuals and the radicals were reinventing the world.

         They were married in New Jersey, and years later my mom told me that I was conceived in their basement apartment in Harlem while they listened to A Love Supreme by John Coltrane.

         At first their world felt idyllic, but then the banalities interrupted: rent, groceries, animals who needed to go to the vet. After I was born on September 11, 1965, their soundtrack changed from obscure jazz LPs to a newborn crying in his crib. In the rest of the world the revolution was unfolding and revealing itself, but because of me they were in a basement apartment in Harlem, smoking cigarettes and changing diapers.

         So they fought. My father, who was already a heavy drinker, drank more. He’d disappear for days on end, leaving my mother broke and alone in a cold apartment with a wailing newborn. One night she threatened to divorce him and take me away. That night he drove into the base of a bridge and died.

         After the funeral my mother drove her 1964 Plymouth to Connecticut with Jamie the dog, Charlotte the cat, the rescued lab rats, and me. We moved into a small apartment in an old, gray, Victorian house next to a prison in Danbury. It had a small kitchen lit by a circular fluorescent bulb, a living/dining room with a thrift-shop couch and an old black table, a bedroom where my mom slept, and a small closet where I slept.

         In September 1968, after we’d lived in Danbury for a year, my mom asked me what I wanted for my third birthday. Even more than toys what I wanted was to eat Kaboom cereal. I loved sickly sweet Kaboom, so for my birthday dinner she let me have two bowls of it. After my second bowl I begged for a third, but she said no.

         I pleaded – but she remembered the last time I’d eaten too much Kaboom and had vomited up cereal pieces and pink milk on the peeling linoleum kitchen floor. When I realized she was cutting me off from my supply of Kaboom I ran crying to my closet. I curled up on my metal-framed camp bed and cried into my pale green blanket.

         Earlier that day my mom had given me a plastic kazoo as my birthday present. I thought that after Kaboom my new kazoo was the greatest thing on the planet. All day I’d carried it with me, even bringing it into the bathtub to see if it would make sounds underwater, which it didn’t. So now I put the kazoo in my mouth to see what it would sound like if I cried into it. 

         I cried loudly into the kazoo, making a buzzing wail, and my mom opened the door to see what I was doing. She started to ask, “What is that sound?” but couldn’t finish the sentence because once she saw me crying into the kazoo, she started laughing. And even though I was still miserable after being denied my third bowl of Kaboom, I started laughing too.

         I climbed under the blanket to play my favorite game: There’s a Lump in the Bed. The game involved me crawling under the blankets and my mom saying, “There’s a weird lump in the bed!” She would then push down on me (i.e. the lump). When my mom said, “Is there a weird lump here?” I said from underneath the blanket, speaking through my kazoo, “I’m not a lump, I’m a kazoo!”

         I poked my head out of the blanket. She was laughing so hard that she was crying, and had taken off her glasses to wipe her eyes. “Why are you crying?” I asked, still talking through the kazoo.

         My mom was pretty, with short blonde hair that got longer and curlier as the 1960s progressed. She’d loved the beatniks. She’d wanted to stay in New York so she could be a painter and hang out with the bohemians in Greenwich Village. But now she was a single mother attending community college and living next to a prison.

         Through my kazoo I asked again, “Why are you crying?”

         
            *

         

         A few months later my mother graduated from the local community college with a degree in English literature. She was a widow in Connecticut, but she longed to be with her people: the beatniks, who had moved to San Francisco en masse and become hippies. For her, the East Coast was the land of dead husbands and conservative parents and apartments next door to prisons. California was the land of Jim Morrison and Jefferson Airplane, with droves of young people migrating west to be reborn next to the endless Pacific.

         Her graduation present from her parents was a pair of tickets to San Francisco: one for her, one for me. While we stood at the gate at JFK airport, a United Airlines agent asked me if I’d ever flown before. 

         “No,” I said breathlessly.

         “Well, this is for our first-time flyers,” she said, and handed me a big yellow pin with the cartoon image of a grinning and possibly pregnant jumbo jet. We boarded, and I sat in my orange-and-brown middle seat, clutching my new yellow pin. I didn’t have many possessions: my kazoo, a few stuffed animals, some Babar books. But now I had a big yellow pin that proved that I’d been on an airplane.

         After we took off the ginger ale was free, so I kept drinking it. When I told my mom for the third time in ninety minutes, “Mom, I need to pee,” she looked annoyed. I had learned that I had two moms: one was happy and calm and laughed with me when I cried into my kazoo; the other was mad at the world and at me.

         “Just pee in your seat if you have to go so bad,” she snapped.

         I’d never been on an airplane and didn’t know what the protocol was. So I peed in my seat and promptly started crying.

         “What!?” My mom turned to me. “Why are you crying?”

         “I peed in my seat and it’s wet.”

         She sighed and scooped me up. In the bathroom she dried me off and yelled at me, “I didn’t mean to really pee in your seat!”

         “But you said to.”

         “I was being facetious,” she said, forgetting that as a three-year-old, I didn’t know what “facetious” meant.

         She took me back to our seats and had me sit on a folded blanket. “Is that okay?” she asked. I couldn’t talk without crying again, so I nodded my head.

         A flight attendant came over and asked if I wanted to go upstairs to visit the upper deck. Awestruck, I immediately forgot about my wet seat. “There’s upstairs?” I asked.

         She took my hand and walked me up the metal spiral stairs to the upper deck, where a few businessmen were standing around a bar, smoking cigarettes and drinking brown liquor. “This little guy has never been on a plane before!” the smiling flight attendant announced. 

         “I’ve never been on a plane before!” I told the businessmen, to make sure they knew.

         “Well, have some peanuts!” one of them said, handing me a packet of airline peanuts. It was silver and blue and looked like the future.

         “Can I keep them?”

         “Ha! They’re yours, sir!” the businessman said, shaking my tiny hand.

         The flight attendant took me downstairs and back to my seat. “Mom,” I said, “the man gave me peanuts.” I held up my airplane peanuts in their shiny wrapper.

         “That’s great,” she said, and went back to reading the in-flight magazine.

         I opened my fold-down table and played with my giant yellow jumbo-jet pin and the packet of airplane peanuts from the future.

      

   


   
      
         

            3

            LONDON, ENGLAND (1999)

         

         I wouldn’t normally have looked for vegan food in the King’s Cross neighborhood of London, since it was a filthy pit of grease and vice, but I’d finished the soundcheck and I was hungry. I was wearing my daily tour uniform of jeans, a black T-shirt, an old army jacket, and a black New York Yankees cap I had bought at JFK before flying to the UK. Even though it was June, it was cold and raining, and my sneakers were soaked.

         The hookers and drug dealers huddled in doorways and underneath bus shelters, smoking cigarettes and staring disconsolately at the wet streets. For most people, King’s Cross would’ve been frightening, but its damp squalor reminded me of Times Square in the 1970s.

         A few blocks away from the Scala – the venue where I would be performing in a few hours – I found a vegetarian Indian restaurant. So many things in my life had fallen by the wayside during the 1990s: Christianity, sobriety, fame. But after I became a vegan in 1987 my commitment to veganism had never faltered. I might drink myself to death or even forsake my eternal soul, but I would never do anything that contributed to the suffering of an animal.

         I ordered rice and lentils with fried potatoes, and sat on a stool with my styrofoam tray full of greasy food. The restaurant’s window was covered with steam on the inside and streaks of rain on the outside. Through the atmospheric chiaroscuro King’s Cross looked soft, like a Turner painting. I could see shapes and colors through the steam and rain; a few people hurried past the window like windblown flags. 

         My four-week Play tour was almost over, and it had been more successful than the Animal Rights tour I’d done a few years ago. Almost all the venues we’d played had been half-full – this was progress, even if the venues had been tiny. I was excited for tonight’s show, because afterward Mute (my European record label) were going to throw a party for me in the bar above the club.

         I had been drinking almost every night since the tour started, but hadn’t met any women. Every time I drank I hoped I’d meet a beautiful woman who would offer love and validation. But so far on this short tour drinking had delivered only drunkenness.

         I knew I would meet someone tonight. How could a musician play a concert in London and then go to a party being thrown for him by his record label and not find someone to kiss at least?

         I took my empty tray, still glistening from greasy potatoes, and threw it in the overflowing trash by the door of the restaurant. When I stepped outside the rain had picked up, so I pulled up the hood of my jacket and rushed back to the Scala.

         At 10 p.m. we played a seventy-five-minute set for two hundred people, a crowd that half filled the room. During “Next Is the E” I climbed on top of one of the onstage monitors, hoping to strike a rock-star pose, but my sneakers were still damp and I slipped. Luckily the strobes were flashing, and nobody seemed to notice when I fell. The audience clapped politely between songs, and a few people even danced cautiously to some of the older rave tracks, like “Go.”

         After the show my band and I changed out of our sweaty black stage T-shirts into our black after-show T-shirts. At the party a few fans came up to me as I was ordering shots of vodka and told me that they’d enjoyed the show and that they loved Play. This surprised me – I didn’t think anyone had heard it. We were performing some songs from the album, but they were slower and more subdued than the older rave songs, so they weren’t going over very well. I’d taken “Porcelain” out of the set; it was so quiet that I could sometimes hear people talking over it while we played. 

         I drank the free vodka and talked with people from the record company, but by 1 a.m. I was drunk and alone in the bar with the bartender and the janitor. The bartender turned off the Blur cassette he was playing and flicked on the harsh overhead lights. “Sorry, mate,” he said with what seemed like genuine sympathy, “party’s over.” I pulled on my army jacket and stumbled down the stairs, out into the rain.

         I drunkenly shuffled down the wet sidewalk, looking at shuttered storefronts and feeling sorry for myself. How badly was I failing as a musician that I couldn’t even find someone to flirt with at my own after-show party?

         Waiting to cross the street I saw a delicate blonde prostitute standing in a bus shelter. She was smoking a cigarette and scanning the street through half-closed eyes. She had long, thin, alabaster legs. An off-white raincoat partially covered her short skirt and yellow halter top. Her bleached-blonde hair was cut short, and she had a little pixie nose.

         Over the last few years I’d dated a variety of sex workers, although I’d never paid money for sex. But standing in the rain in King’s Cross at 1 a.m. I realized that I could pay this beautiful woman to come back to my hotel room. I was drunk and lonely and wanted to feel another person next to me. Ideally that person would like me and desire me, but I was desperate enough for validation that I would accept being just another customer.

         I wanted to talk to her, but as I’d never approached a prostitute I didn’t know what to say. I assumed that if I asked “How much?” she’d look at me suspiciously. Her eyes would be hidden, but when she saw my vulnerability she’d soften. Maybe she would even smile at me. We’d go back to my hotel and we’d sit on my bed talking. We’d share our loneliness, and through our mutual brokenness we’d fall in love. She’d see my flaws and inadequacies and love me in spite of them. I’d hold her on my sagging hotel bed and we’d relax, knowing that we were going to save each other. And finally at dawn we would sleep, safe in each other’s arms.

         I stood in a phone booth for several minutes, enjoying my fantasy and trying to summon the nerve to approach her. My biggest fear was that she’d reject me. Rationally I knew that prostitutes didn’t reject people who were going to pay them. But I still feared that when she looked at me, she’d know that I was an impoverished white-trash kid with attachment issues.

         I heard someone say my name, “Moby? What are you doing here?”

         I snapped out of my reverie. A group of Mute employees were standing next to me. I said, too quickly, “I was just walking back to my hotel.”

         They were nonplussed, as I hadn’t been walking. I’d been standing. In the shadows at 1 a.m. in King’s Cross, staring at a prostitute.

         The Mute staffers pretended everything was normal, that standing by yourself in the rain in King’s Cross late at night was something that people did. “We’re going to meet some people at the bar of your hotel,” one of them said awkwardly. “Want to come?”

         “Sure,” I said, and took one last look at the beautiful prostitute as she leaned into an idling car.
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            SAN FRANCISCO, CALIFORNIA (1969)

         

         I caught a pigeon.

         My mom and her San Francisco friends had gotten high and gone to Golden Gate Park to have a picnic on the grass. They smoked cigarettes and drank wine on a tie-dyed blanket, while I ran through flocks of pigeons, waving my arms, amazed that I could make them fly. I went back to the blanket, exhausted and exhilarated.

         “Hey, go catch us a pigeon, Mobes,” my mother’s friend Jason told me. Jason, like all of my mom’s San Francisco friends, had been a preppy kid in Connecticut in the early 1960s. Now he lived near Haight-Ashbury and had a thin brown beard and hair down to his shoulders.

         “Okay,” I said, and walked back to the pigeons. This time I didn’t wave my hands – I just walked up to a stout gray pigeon and picked it up. I returned to Jason and presented the softly cooing bird to him with outstretched arms. “Here,” I said.

         “Mobes, let it go,” my mom said gently.

         I was confused. Jason had asked me to catch a pigeon. So I caught a pigeon. And now my mom was telling me to let it go. Adults were confusing.

         “Okay,” I said, putting the pigeon on the ground. “Bye, pigeon.” The pigeon cocked his head at me and then walked back to the flock to rejoin his friends.

         “How did you do that?” Jason asked me.

         “I picked it up,” I said, surprised that I had to explain something so simple. 

         “Betsy, I think he’s magic,” breathed Piper, one of the hippie girlfriends.

         My mom smiled at me. “I think you’re right.”

         I didn’t like San Francisco or all the scary hippies. But I loved standing in the sun with my mom smiling at me and telling me I was magic. “Should I get another pigeon?” I asked.

         
            *

         

         After Golden Gate Park, we went to an arts and crafts festival. Wherever we went, my mom’s friends had the same routine: pile into a Volkswagen, drive somewhere in San Francisco, smoke pot, wander around with other hippies, smoke pot. My mom’s friends didn’t seem to have jobs, although they complained sometimes about not getting enough money from their parents back in Connecticut.

         The arts and crafts fair was in a public square surrounded by scraggly trees, with hippies painting, playing guitar, and dancing to drum circles. It was all chaos to me, so I clutched my mom’s leather fringe handbag wherever we went.

         In Connecticut my mom had been a short-haired preppy from Darien who smoked pot and listened to Jefferson Airplane records. But since we arrived in San Francisco she’d done everything she could to leave Connecticut behind and fit in with the other hippies. Her blonde hair was now wild and curly. She wore flowing orange batik dresses and faded denim skirts. And even though pot was illegal, she and her friends smoked it openly, the way my grandparents and their friends drank gin and tonics.

         “Here you go, Mobes,” my mom said, high and smiling. She leaned down and put a small silver peace pin on my overalls.

         “What is it?” I asked.

         “It’s a symbol of peace,” Piper said. “Do you like peace?”

         I didn’t really know what peace was, but I was happy to have another pin. With my pregnant jumbo-jet pin, I now had two.

         
            *

         

         The next day my mom and her friends decided to drive to the beach to take acid. They found a low-rent day-care center run by hippies, near where we were staying in the Tenderloin. “I’ll be back tonight,” my mom said as she dropped me off. I watched her get into a VW Bug with her friends and drive away.

         The day care was in an old Victorian house, with a small patch of dirt out front. The other kids all knew each other – I assumed they were here every day. I found a Tonka truck with three wheels and pushed it around the dirt, picking up pebbles and garbage, hoping my mom would come back soon. I was three years old and scared, and I didn’t know why my mom had left me here alone.

         After a few hours I’d made a couple of sandbox friends, but I was still terrified. The day-care workers weren’t nice. They smoked cigarettes and smelled like wine, and they watched sullenly from the porch while the kids played in the dirt.

         At naptime we went inside, got our mats, and lay down. I fell asleep, hoping that when I woke up my mom would be there.

         Some time later I was jostled awake, not by my mom but by one of the day-care workers. He looked like all the other hippies: faded jeans, an R. Crumb T-shirt, long black hair, a thick beard. He held his finger to his lips, making the universal gesture for “Sssh, be quiet.” He took my hand and led me to a bathroom in the back of the house. We stepped inside and he locked the door, again holding his finger to his lips.

         He pulled down his pants and sat on the toilet lid. “Here,” he said, gesturing at his penis, “you can touch it.”

         I didn’t know what to do.

         “It’s okay,” he said. “You have one too. It’s okay to touch it.” He guided my three-year-old hand to his erect penis. “Now rub it,” he said, and leaned back as I tried to do what he told me.

         “You can put your mouth on it too,” he said.

         Afterward he took my head in his hands and stared in my eyes. “You did good. But you can’t tell anyone. Do you hear me?” His grip on my head got harder. “Not ever.”

         He led me back to my mat, and I lay there, not sleeping, not moving.

         
            *

         

         My mom and her friends collected me in the early evening.

         “Hey, Mobes, sorry we’re late,” my mom said, walking up to the porch.

         I didn’t know how to say anything, so I stared at the ground.

         “Mobes?” she asked. “Are you okay?”

         “He’s just tired,” one of her friends said. “It’s late. Right, little man?”

         I felt heavy, like I was about to start sobbing forever.

         They put me in the back of the VW Bug, and we headed back to the house where we were staying. “Did you have fun with your new friends?” Jason asked me.

         I couldn’t say anything.

         Jason smiled at me. “Don’t worry – we’re going back to the beach tomorrow, so you can see all your friends again.”
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            NEW YORK CITY (1999)

         

         Suddenly, and surprisingly, my failure of an album wasn’t failing.

         The four-week tour was over, and I was back home in New York. But something was happening – Play was selling more every week, even though it had been out for over a month. When I released Everything Is Wrong and Animal Rights in 1995 and 1996 they each had their most successful weeks in the seven days after they were released, and then quickly drifted off into obscurity.

         But that wasn’t happening now. Play wasn’t disappearing. And, by association, I wasn’t disappearing. In fact, I was looking at myself on the corner of Broadway and Houston Street, and I was over fifty feet tall.

         Someone from Calvin Klein had approached me after hearing Play and asked me to be a part of an ad campaign that featured musicians. Kim Gordon and Jon Spencer were doing it, so it didn’t seem like too much of a compromise. Nobody had ever asked me to model clothes before – but now I was looking at myself on a billboard covering the entire face of a building.

         The photo shoot took place in a five-thousand-square-foot white-walled loft in Chelsea. The giant space was filled with food and assistants and racks of clothes and klieg lights the size of oil barrels. For my shoot they built a desert set in the corner of the cavernous studio. The wardrobe person put me in dark jeans and a dark denim jacket, making me look like a male prostitute on the outskirts of El Paso.

         A few weeks after the photo shoot I was back in New York, walking to my friend Damian’s apartment. The sun had set, but the sky was the dark blue that comes the moment before actual night. It was late June, and the air was the same temperature as my skin. The discount jeans stores and nail salons on Broadway had all closed for the night, so I headed down Greene Street through Soho.

         When I first moved to New York in 1989 Soho had been a desolate wilderness without streetlights. There were galleries and artists’ studios, but for the most part the neighborhood felt as empty as an Edward Hopper painting. Now the galleries were being replaced by boutiques, and I had even heard that Chanel and Prada were planning on opening Soho stores.

         I walked west on Grand Street and passed Lucky Strike, a restaurant where I’d DJed in 1990; when I worked there I’d literally been paid in spaghetti and salad. I crossed Canal Street into the emptiness of Tribeca, and walked a few blocks to Damian’s studio. Damian, one of my closest friends since the 1980s, had been my roommate when I moved to New York over a decade ago. He was an exceptionally talented painter, but the art world was wary of him, as he was blond and handsome and took pictures with his shirt off. He was also plagued by social anxiety, which made him seem aloof.

         When I arrived at his studio he was shirtless and smoking, standing in front of a giant painting of a swimming pool. He put on a polo shirt, turned off the Nine Inch Nails CD he was blasting out, and locked up his studio.

         As we walked outdoors the aroma changed from the fresh oil paint in his studio to old pee. A dump truck lumbered by, its thunder amplified in the canyon of tall buildings. I didn’t savor the smell of pee or the sound of dump trucks, but they were part of New York, and I loved New York unconditionally. This was the city of my birth, and it felt safe to me, like a walled medieval town.

         We started our night at a party on the rooftop of a tall building in Chelsea. I quickly downed three drinks, and with vodka coursing through my veins I gazed up at the Empire State Building, reflecting on how New York City was a gentle paradox. The surface was brutal, but its core felt soft and nurturing, whispering that it would never disappoint me.

         Damian walked to where I was standing at the edge of the roof.

         “What are you doing?” he asked.

         “Anthropomorphizing New York.”

         “Want to go?”

         I finished my fourth drink. “Okay.”

         We left the party and went to a new club on Bleecker Street, where I drank more. At 1 a.m. we realized we weren’t going to find anyone to flirt with us, so we headed further south, meeting our friend Fancy at another new bar, on Broome Street.

         “You look amazing,” I told Fancy. He was wearing a black three-piece suit and carrying a small briefcase filled with playing cards, dark-blue rayon socks, and a flask of whiskey.

         “You look so boring,” he told me. He pressed his hand on my forehead, checking to see if I was ill. “Are you okay?” For years he and I had gone out five nights a week, both of us wearing thrift-shop suits and drinking compulsively. Tonight I was in jeans and a T-shirt, a sartorial disappointment.

         At 2 a.m. Damian headed home. Fancy and I had a few more drinks and walked over to Sway. We always tried to end our nights at Sway: it stayed open very late and was filled with people who were as debauched as we were. We were both drunk when we got there, so we ordered beer. Beer didn’t seem like actual alcohol, more like late-night soda for drunks.

         When the DJ played an old Smiths record I danced with a beautiful Norwegian woman Fancy had introduced me to. I bought us beers and we found a booth by the corner of the dance floor. “Do you want another drink?” I asked her as we sat down.

         “No,” she said, looking at her still-full beer. “I haven’t finished this one.”

         “Okay, hold on.” I stumbled to the bar and bought two more beers, just so I’d have enough when last call happened. 

         We talked about Norway, where I’d been a few times, and then I leaned in to kiss her. “No, sorry, I have a boyfriend,” she said.

         “Oh,” I said, suddenly deflating. “Okay.”

         The music stopped and the lights came on. Abruptly the bar transformed from a mysterious playground to a brightly lit room filled with blinking alcoholics and drug addicts. “I go find my friends now,” she said, leaving me alone in my booth.

         I scanned the room to see if there were any other women I could flirt with, but everybody already seemed to be paired off or leaving. I finished my beer and said good night to Fancy. I’d had twelve drinks, maybe thirteen, and I was solidly drunk.

         I walked home through Soho and returned to the corner of Broadway and Houston Street. I looked up at my billboard again, marveling that there was an image of myself five stories high. I hated the nights when I didn’t find anyone to flirt with or validate me – but seeing myself fifty feet tall made me feel better.

         The biblical quotation “What does it benefit a man if he gains the world but loses his soul?” came unbidden into my head, sounding more like a judgmental cricket than Christ challenging his disciples. I didn’t want to lose my soul, but I liked that Play was selling more than the other albums I’d released. Most likely it wasn’t going to keep selling, I decided, so I wasn’t really in much danger of gaining the world. And anyway, I’d learned years ago that my soul wasn’t worth all that much.

         Over the years I’d had a complicated relationship with God. In high school I’d been a punk-rock atheist, and then in the late 1980s I’d become a very serious Christian. By the mid-1990s I had shed my formal Christianity, but I still prayed and thought of myself as a good and spiritual person. And even though I was scrambling to pick up every perk that my small amount of fame had to offer, I still valued the idea that I was a spiritual person, and I believed that materialism and worldliness were not in keeping with my values.

         I wanted to do the right thing. But I was sad and lonely, and thought more fame could fix that. Maybe people would see me on a billboard and think that I mattered. Or a woman would read about me in a magazine, and then when I met her she would be more inclined to love me.

         I knew that countless people had been damaged and destroyed by fame. But I was sure I could figure out a way to succeed where they had failed – to gain the world and still hold onto my paltry soul.
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            AUSTIN, TEXAS (1999)

         

         “Natalie Portman is where?”

         “She’s at the backstage door.”

         We had just finished a show in Austin, playing to four hundred and fifty people at a venue that held five hundred. I walked to the backstage door, sure that this was a misunderstanding or a joke, but there was Natalie Portman, patiently waiting. She gazed up at me with black eyes and said, “Hi.”

         “Hi,” I said. As if this were normal, as if we knew each other, as if movie stars randomly showed up after my shows.

         I escorted Natalie backstage and got her a bottle of water. I drank a beer, while my band and crew stood around the dressing room, quiet and uncomfortable. We’d never had a movie star backstage before, and none of us knew what to say or do.

         “So, did you enjoy the show?” I asked Natalie.

         “I loved it!” she said. She was wearing jeans and a white T-shirt; her dark-brown hair was pulled back in a ponytail. “The songs from Play were so great.” Natalie sat on the black leather couch and smiled at me. My heart stuttered.

         I was nervous, so I made small talk. “We’re going to New York in a few days,” I said. “For the VMAs.”

         She smiled again and looked straight into my eyes. “I’ll be in New York too. Can we meet up?”

         This was confusing. I was a bald binge drinker who lived in an apartment that smelled like mildew and old bricks, and Natalie Portman was a beautiful movie star. But here she was in my dressing room, flirting with me.

         “Yeah, let’s meet up in New York,” I said, trying to emanate a degree of confidence that I had never in my entire life actually felt.

         “Well, I should go,” she said. “Can you walk me to my car?”

         
            *

         

         A week later I was standing on a mezzanine at Lincoln Center, playing records during the commercial breaks at the MTV Video Music Awards. There were a few thousand people inside the theater, watching Britney Spears and Eminem and Backstreet Boys perform and win awards. But I was by myself in the cavernous lobby, with two turntables and a few records I’d brought from home.

         That afternoon a publicist from my record company had asked me if I had any clothes that would stand out on camera. The best I could come up with was a gold lamé Elvis suit I’d bought at the Salvation Army a few years earlier. It was five sizes too big and had never been washed, but when I wore it I shone like a radioactive clown.

         After the show Natalie appeared on the balcony where my turntables were set up. She was wearing a perfectly fitted beige dress and looked disconcertingly like Audrey Hepburn. “What do you think of my suit?” I asked, smiling nervously.

         “It’s interesting,” she said. “What are you doing now?”

         “I’m playing a late-night show for Donatella Versace,” I said. “Do you want to go?”

         “You’re DJing?”

         “No, playing live.”

         “Okay,” she said, putting her arm on my frayed gold lamé sleeve and confidently leading me out of Lincoln Center. I was thirty-three and she was twenty, but this was her world. I was comfortable in dive bars and strip clubs and vegan restaurants, but I knew nothing about award shows and red carpets.

         Natalie had a limo and a driver and a security guard waiting for her, and before going to the Versace event we headed over to the VMA after-show party at the Hudson hotel. In the limo we awkwardly discussed our favorite vegetarian restaurants, while her six-foot-five security guard tried to make himself inconspicuous. When we arrived at the party we stepped out of her limo – and into a phalanx of flashes and yelling photographers.

         “Natalie! Over here! Natalie!”

         “Natalie and Moby! Over here!”

         The paparazzi knew my name. I’d never been photographed by paparazzi. No one had ever yelled my name before, unless they were mad at me. I wanted to stand there and soak up the flashes, but Natalie took my hand and led me into the hotel.

         I walked to the bar and ordered two vodka and sodas, one for each of us. “Oh, I don’t drink,” she said, scanning the room – which, in turn, was scanning us.

         “Do you mind if I drink?”

         “Okay.”

         A few feet away I saw Joe Perry and Steven Tyler from Aerosmith, both with perfectly styled long hair and bespoke leather rock-star clothes. Joe Perry made eye contact with me. “Hey, are you Moby?” he asked humbly.

         “I am, and you’re Joe Perry.”

         “Man, I just want to tell you how much I love your album.”

         “You do?” Enough people had told me this lately that it no longer surprised me, but it still confused me.

         I tried to endear myself to Steven Tyler and told him the story of the first time I kissed someone, when I was eleven years old. For all of seventh grade I’d had a crush on Lizzie Gordon, and at the end of the school year I’d somehow convinced her to listen to records in my bedroom. I wanted to appear sophisticated, so I made us gin and tonics out of my grandparents’ liquor cabinet, even though we were just eleven. I owned only three records, so I put on the first Aerosmith album. When “Dream On” began I leaned over and kissed her. Unfortunately I had never kissed anyone romantically and didn’t know how it was supposed to be done. I kept my mouth closed and kissed her the way people kissed family members at Christmas. The next day she started dating my best friend, Mark Droughtman, because he was cuter than me and knew how to kiss.

         I thought that Steven Tyler would find my story charming, but he stared at me blankly and asked, “Are you with Natalie Portman?”

         “I guess so,” I said.

         “She’s so hot,” he said, and walked away.

         I finished my drink and Natalie’s too. We headed out for the Versace party, where I was supposed to perform at midnight. As we left, the paparazzi started screaming again: “Natalie!” “Moby!” “Natalie!”

         “They’re so annoying,” Natalie said as we got into her limo.

         “Oh, I know,” I said, lying. I loved the paparazzi – they knew my name.

         We arrived at Donatella Versace’s party, where there were even more paparazzi than at the official VMA after-party. This time they yelled my name as often as Natalie’s. I’d only had two drinks, but I felt like I’d swallowed a distillery full of joy. I was hand in hand with Natalie Portman; I’d chatted with Aerosmith; paparazzi were shouting for me.

         Growing up as a left-wing punk-rocker I had always decried celebrity culture. I’d revered people like Ian MacKaye, of Minor Threat and Fugazi, who had deliberately eschewed fame. Now I found that my own burgeoning fame was like warm amber, encasing me with a sense of worth I’d never felt before. I knew that cool celebrities were supposed to be confident and unaffected by fame, but every drop of attention I received felt like water on a desiccated sponge. My normal existence was flat and filled with doubt, while this new life was magical. And it all sprang from Play, a weird little album that I thought was going to be a failure.

         I found my band in an office that had been turned into a dressing room, changed into jeans and a T-shirt, and walked onstage in front of Donatella Versace and fifteen hundred of her best friends. A few songs into the set, as we were playing “Honey,” I looked at the side of the stage. Natalie was there, dancing with Madonna and Gwyneth Paltrow. In unison they raised their hands and smiled and cheered. For me.

         I wanted to stop the show and patiently explain to the movie stars and the beautiful people that they’d made a mistake. They were celebrating me, but I was a nothing. I was a kid from Connecticut who wore secondhand clothes in the front seat of his mom’s car while she cried and tried to figure out where she could borrow money to buy groceries. I was a depressed teenager whose first band had played a show in a suburban backyard to an audience of zero people and one dog. My brief moment of rave fame had come and gone in the early 1990s. Now it was 1999 and I was an insecure has-been, a wilting house plant of a human being. But we kept playing, and the celebrities kept dancing and cheering.

         Somehow a door had opened into this glowing, golden world, and Natalie and Gwyneth and Madonna and David Letterman and Elton John were holding it open, smiling and telling me they loved me.

         If nineteen-year-old me – the punk-rock philosophy major – could have seen what was going on, he would have been disgusted by my obsequious running-dog pursuit of fame. “Really?” he would have asked. “You’re buying into this celebrity bullshit? Don’t you know it’s all a facile celebration of commerce and mediocrity?”

         And I would have said, “But look, there’s Natalie Portman, and she’s being nice to me.”
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            OLD SAYBROOK, CONNECTICUT (1971)

         

         My mom inched through the traffic on I-95, smoking one cigarette after another. We’d left Darien forty-five minutes ago, and I’d spent the first thirty minutes of the trip checking out every station on the FM radio. My mom’s Plymouth was in the shop, so she’d borrowed a Fiat from a friend of hers. The Fiat had FM radio and air-conditioning, and I’d never been in a car with either.

         “Can I turn on the air-conditioning?” I asked.

         “No, the air-conditioning wastes gas,” my mom said, exhaling smoke.

         I returned to the FM radio. I didn’t know any of the songs, but sitting on the Fiat’s fabric seats and turning the knobs I felt like a king. I spun the dial past a rock station.

         “Oh, wait, leave it there,” my mom said.

         “What’s this song?”

         “Big Brother and the Holding Company.”

         My mom sang along with Janis Joplin and tapped her fingers on the brown leather steering wheel, her white cigarette looking like a tiny baton. I cracked open my window so I could get some fresh air.

         We were driving to her friend Janet’s house in Old Saybrook. Janet and my mom had grown up together, and in the late 1960s had become hippies. Now, in this new decade, neither they nor their friends called themselves hippies. I heard them refer to themselves as seekers, travelers, and freaks. But I still thought of them as hippies. 

         I’d never talked about what happened to me in San Francisco. I only remembered it because I was still afraid of any man with long hair and a beard.

         The freeway traffic cleared up after Bridgeport, and we sped along until we arrived in Old Saybrook. I wished I could spend the weekend in the Fiat: it was clean and new and felt safe, while I had been to Janet’s dirty old house enough times to be scared of it.

         Janet’s house was a one-bedroom cottage near the end of a dirt road. The front room had tapestries on the walls, and an old couch covered in thin blankets. Behind that was a kitchen the size of a closet, which led to her bedroom: a porch with thick plastic stapled over the screens. The driveway was just a patch of dirt and gravel. We pulled onto it and parked the Fiat. My mom opened the trunk and produced her overnight bag and a shopping bag with three jugs of dandelion wine that one of her back-to-the-land friends had made for her.

         The front door opened and Janet appeared, smiling and high, with long curly hair and flowing purple and yellow robes. “Betsy!” she called, coughing out pot smoke.

         “Janet!” my mom said, smiling. “You furry old freak!”

         They hugged. Janet handed my mom a joint in a roach clip with a long feather dangling from it.

         I followed them inside and looked around Janet’s living room. Next to the tapestries on the walls she had taped pictures of Wavy Gravy and Abbie Hoffman and Krishnamurti. Her coffee table was a wooden ship’s door on concrete blocks, holding an impressive collection of half-empty bottles of wine and homemade ceramic ashtrays overflowing with cigarette butts.

         I’d seen pictures of my mom and Janet when they were younger. Janet had been a horse-riding prep-school girl from Greenwich. Her dad was a senior vice president at Bear Stearns. Then she traded in Izod shirts and khakis for tie-dye and buckskin jackets. Now she sat on her couch with my mom, passing a joint back and forth. 

         “I brought Tarot cards,” my mom said. “We can read each other’s fortunes.”

         “Far out,” Janet said, wheezing slightly as she exhaled pot smoke. “Far out.”

         “Mom, I’m going outside, okay?” I asked.

         “Okay,” my mom said in a strained voice, speaking without exhaling so the pot smoke would stay in her lungs.

         I went through Janet’s backyard to get to an old cemetery behind her house. Cemeteries didn’t scare me, even though I’d heard that dead people could take your soul if you opened your mouth when you yawned. Whenever I walked through cemeteries I just made sure to yawn with my mouth closed.

         I wandered from grave to grave, reading the epitaphs. My uncle Dave did charcoal rubbings of grisly epitaphs, so I wanted to find a good one and tell him about it. He had a really scary one in his art studio that told the story of a man who’d killed his wife and child, and then, after walking into town, shot himself. Disappointingly, most of the epitaphs in the cemetery behind Janet’s house were fairly banal: “Rebecca Waltham, beloved mother and wife”; “Thomas Goodkind, rest his soul.”

         Behind a moss-covered statue of a winged angel I found some wild strawberries. They were hard and not particularly sweet, but I ate a few, as I’d never seen wild strawberries before. I gave up on looking for grisly epitaphs and sat at the feet of the angel, trying to chew on the hard berries while I thought about my grandfather.

         Last summer I’d been walking in Darien with my grandfather when he spotted wild raspberries growing by an old barn. We’d eaten handfuls of the fruit and brought the rest back to my grandmother. “She can make jam out of these,” my grandfather told me. That seemed like magic: someone I knew could turn raspberries into jam.

         There was a tall tree behind the winged angel, so I climbed it, thinking maybe I could see Long Island Sound from the top. I clambered up as high as I could go, my hands getting covered with pine tar, and looked south. Over the water, great shafts of sunlight were cutting through the clouds. And in the distance, I could see Long Island. I stayed at the top of the tree for thirty minutes, watching the light dance on the gray water, taking in the quiet beauty and the calm grandeur. Plus I had nothing else to do.

         When the light dimmed and the air got colder I climbed down. I was brave enough for a graveyard on an overcast day, but not at night. I walked along an old stone wall, looking for bugs. I turned over some rocks and saw millipedes and potato bugs, and got back to Janet’s house just as night fell.

         Janet and my mom and two of Janet’s friends were sitting around the makeshift coffee table, flipping over Tarot cards. Their eyes were glassy and they all had sloppy grins from the pot and the dandelion wine. Charlie, a friend of Janet’s, was busy pushing pot around on the cover of Déjà Vu by Crosby, Stills, Nash & Young. My mom and her friends spent a lot of time using gatefold album sleeves to help separate hemp seeds from the leaves.

         “Hey, Mobes!” Janet said, her voice wet. “Where’d you go?”

         “Oh, I just walked around,” I said, not surprised that nobody seemed to have noticed that I’d been gone for three hours. On these weekends my mom would smoke pot with her friends, and I’d disappear. There were never any kids around, and never any toys, so I’d learned to explore and make up games for myself. Sometimes I’d reenact TV commercials in the woods, and sometimes I’d just wander along streambeds until I found frogs.

         “There’s soup in the kitchen, if you’re hungry,” my mom said. I went into the kitchen and fixed myself some soup with bread and butter. There was a small table in the kitchen, so I ate my dinner there and read a copy of The Whole Earth Catalog, a hippie bible that I saw in all the houses of my mom’s friends. I didn’t know what anything in the catalog actually was, but it was something to look at while I ate. 

         Charlie came in and poured himself a glass of vodka from a bottle above the stove. He looked like all of my mom’s male hippie friends: long hair, sideburns, dirty jeans, and an old jacket. “Hey, kid,” he said.

         “Hi,” I said, hoping he’d leave me alone so I could eat and read in peace.

         “You’re reading? How old are you?”

         “Almost five and a half.”

         “Aren’t you small for five?”

         I wanted to say, “I’m small because I’m a kid. Plus you’re scaring me. Will you leave me alone, please?” But instead I said, “Five and a half. I don’t know.”

         He nodded and sauntered back into the living room, where someone had just put on a Richie Havens album. My mom and her friends listened to music constantly, and I had become proficient in telling the difference between Donovan, the Doors, and Richie Havens. I liked the calm songs, but the louder ones scared me.

         I finished my soup and bread and went to the freezer to see if I could find ice cream. Janet might have been an anti-materialistic seeker who rejected Western society and its phony values, but her freezer was full of ice cream. I made myself a bowl of chocolate, vanilla, and strawberry ice cream and poured a glass of orange juice. I’d paged through all of The Whole Earth Catalog, so I read The Farmer’s Almanac instead. It was boring and adult, but I had nothing else to read.

         There were other books in the living room, but I didn’t want to go in there. When my mom and her friends got drunk and high they stopped being adults. When my mom got high, which was almost every day, she stopped being my mom. She hid her pot-smoking from her parents, but was open about it with everyone else in her life.

         I finished my ice cream and put the dish in the sink. It was time for bed, but I didn’t know where I was going to sleep. I reluctantly walked back into the living room, which was cloudy from all the smoke. Janet was on the couch, kissing a hippie with extremely long hair. My mom and Charlie were sitting very close to each other, reading each other’s Tarot cards. “Mom, where should I sleep?” I asked.

         “Oh, you can sleep anywhere,” she said, and turned back to Charlie.

         I couldn’t sleep in Janet’s bed, because that was Janet’s bed. And I couldn’t sleep on the couch – Janet and the hippie were making out there. I couldn’t sleep in the Fiat because it was too cold. I took a pillow and an Indian blanket from the edge of the couch and climbed underneath the coffee table. There wasn’t much space, but as Charlie said, I was small for a five-year-old.

         I looked up at the wooden slab a few inches from my face and pretended I was in a coffin. Was this what people in the cemetery did after they died? Did they stare at the wood a few inches above their face?

         The Richie Havens record ended. After a while I fell asleep.

         
            *

         

         At dawn I woke up and crawled out from under the coffee table. It was cold and the air smelled like cigarettes and damp wool. Two people were curled up on the couch. I could tell they were naked: a bare shoulder and a foot were sticking out from underneath a pile of blankets. I assumed it was Janet, but it mostly looked like naked skin and curly hippie hair.

         In Janet’s bedroom Charlie was lying on top of the blankets, naked. He was snoring, and I could see my mom next to him.

         I knew that none of them were going to be waking up soon, so I quietly made myself a bowl of ice cream for breakfast. The house smelled strange and I didn’t want to have to talk to any of the hungover hippies if they woke up, so I got the keys from my mom’s purse and took my ice cream to the borrowed Fiat.

         I sat on the clean fabric seats to eat my breakfast and turned on the radio and found a station where the newscaster sounded like my grandfather.
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