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Chapter One





My name is Howard Walker and I’m talking into a tape recorder hanging from a chain around my neck. I’m driving a bus to Los Angeles and have long stretches with no stops, just riding on through the darkness of America the beautiful out there. Not supposed to be talking like this as I’m the driver, but there you have it. For the first time in seventeen years, I’m smoking cigarettes. Marlboros, actually. I’m 62, old enough to know better.


I was born in Blue Hill, Tennessee, and joined the Marines when a romance didn’t pan out. I got an honorable discharge after a tour in Vietnam and not long after that was when I met Philip Boothman, the songwriter. I had been living hand to mouth, traveling the country, did some acting too and slept on benches in bus depots and train stations. I ended up in New York, arriving in January of 1979, just one step ahead of that big blizzard and I’ve pretty much stayed since.


The first years in New York were tough. The city had been on the brink of bankruptcy, veterans were considered some sort of misfits, and no one cared how we felt about the damn war. I was living hand to mouth, doing odd jobs. I even tried my hand at acting, but all you got was a half-hearted applause and then people walked home while I poured my whole heart into it and still had to sleep on park benches and in subway stations.


Then I met Philip Boothman and soon started working for him even if we never made any formal agreement. It was just something that happened. New York can be such a magical place. He called me his handyman, but I always considered myself private security; he was way too famous and absentminded to be left to his own devices for too long.


That’s why I was with him the night he met a young Danish singer named Ida Granby. We were at the Beacon Theatre on Broadway and 74th Street and I was sitting with him backstage while the piano tuner was at work out there after the sound check. Not that Philip needed a sound check as he had played the Beacon every year for more than a decade. I stood in the wings as a couple of thousand paying customers filled the venue. They all came to hear Philip play his new songs, even if it was just him and his acoustic guitar. That’s all it took. And when the lights were dimmed, I found my usual spot in the audience.


Toward the end of the show, we saw a blond head pop up at the lip of the stage and an usher tried to get her back in her seat, but she waved a letter and cried, “Mr. Boothman!” and he walked over and talked to her which was highly unusual.


That’s the beginning of the story. A year later, Ida was dead.




[image: ]







I guess that’s why the police keep calling, but I’m sitting on this bus and the phone is at home in Alphabet City, ringing in an empty kitchen. If the police have any more questions about Ida they should call Philip Boothman. She did, after all, die on his property that night. That’s a fact. She was his ex-girlfriend, not mine.


But no one asks Philip Boothman such questions.


That’s how I came in handy. I could sit down and talk to the NYPD, sit on that deep white loveseat of his, and, hell, they were nothing but kids with badges and eyes as shiny as their shoes. They cast glances at my Veteran’s cap and wrote down every single word I said as if my words came straight out of the Good Book. People notice a cap like that even if they have no idea what happened to us down in that damn jungle.


Well, I spoke to them in plain and simple English. I come across as someone who couldn’t get away with flat-out lying and they believed every word. Then we went our separate ways and Ida was flown back to Denmark, her body in a coffin in the cargo section. Her father, poor bastard, likely too heartbroken to shed a tear, well, he was seated in first class, compliments of Philip Boothman.


So they should call Philip Boothman. Except he only has a landline and never picks up the phone. Why, then they should leave him a message. They left plenty of messages for me, back at the house, but I sure ain’t sticking around for a second act, no sir, and I haven’t listened to any of them. So here I am, talking to myself behind the wheel, the answering machine flashing its red numbers back home. Doesn’t mean a thing in the big scheme of things, few things do.


I was the one who pulled Ida out of the sweat lodge. Her body was soft and warm, her skin shiny and moist, and the towel I had wrapped around her kept blowing off, leaving her naked and lifeless in my arms. I yelled for someone to get me a stack of blankets from the basement and told the rest of those fancy guests with their trimmed eyebrows and polished nails to fucking look the other way or I’d knock their heads off. I shouldn’t have talked like that, but there it is. Then I lowered my head and continued giving Ida mouth-to-mouth even if I knew it made no difference.


I built that lodge myself, years ago, and I’ll bet you my bottom dollar it’s the only backyard sweat lodge you’ll find in Greenwich Village. I’m sure Philip had no permit and I’m pretty sure no one ever asked to see it.


Philip’s old man had been a boat-builder back in the day and he had handpicked those logs himself. The cabin is built from Ponderosa pine that was shipped across the nation on a lumber truck. All Philip had to do was send a check in the mail—his lawyer handles that kind of stuff, more about him later—and then the pine was delivered to his townhouse on Grove Street, the only one on the street with a shiny red front door. I know because I’ve checked. A tall crane lifted the logs over the house, lowering them into the yard. Watching those yellowbellies come down from heaven in slow motion reminded me of my days in the theatre where we roped all kinds of stuff down from the ceiling. I tore off some loose pieces of bark, the smell of butterscotch and vanilla rubbing off on my hands. And now, as I’m sitting here talking about it, that smell comes back to haunt me, and I feel like I’m choking.


It would have been better if those trees had stayed out in Oregon, pointing like crematorium chimneys toward God’s empty sky.
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Philip is a habitual man—eccentric artists often are, or so I’ve read—and he tended to use his sweat lodge at the same time every evening, whether he had people over or not. If I were around he’d ask me to get the fire going, otherwise he’d ask the maid, or do it himself. This was a ritual of his, a cleansing was what he called it. He is particular about certain things, and certain other things he doesn’t give a hoot about. I guess that’s part of being a genius. He has this thing about time. But, then again, he is one of our most accomplished songwriters, and music is all about time. Ida played music as well, but she sure ran out of time.


Well, the maid hasn’t been around much since Philip’s better half showed up out of nowhere with her golden scarves and three shades of blush. Can’t say for sure if she is his wife or ex-wife, but no matter her current designation, Lady O pulled me aside to let me know that she thought the maid was a little bit too pretty for the job and could easily find something better. And then the maid was gone.


I had to laugh. That’s Philip for you, keeping himself attractive company. Even if they come to mop the floors they always look like someone straight out of the movies.


I’m the exception, not much beauty going on here. But I’m good with my hands and I was the one who built the fire that night, kneeling by the low door, stacking the firewood one piece at a time.


If I could do things over I would burn the damn lodge down to the ground.


But I can’t.


That’s why I’m sitting behind the wheel, getting the hell out of here ahead of the morning commuters with their coffee mugs and cell phones glued to their ears, nothing but half an eye on the road. Yes sir, I’m leaving this island kingdom behind. Mind you, technically, I’m just doing my job—my new job with Sammy’s Coach Lines—but what they don’t realize is I’m not coming back to New York. America is a vast country. I’ll find a place somewhere. At least I will try, just because that means doing something.


Not that I’m on the run or anything. For now I’m keeping this vehicle on the planned route just as the company pays me to do, and I got my papers in order, yes sir. Just don’t know why the police keep calling me back home. I told them everything exactly the way Philip would have wanted me to, looked those NYPD boys straight in the eye. Philip even thanked me afterwards. “People trust folks like you,” was what he said.


Folks like me?


Not sure what that means anymore. What I do know is that I went down to Sammy’s Garage on East Houston before crack of dawn this morning, got this rig going, chrome bumpers and mirrors polished to a shine, dual tanks full of diesel, and I don’t intend to head nothing but west. It will be a week or two before Sammy starts wondering what the heck is up with Walker’s bus, he’s running a big outfit with offices on both coasts, so I have plenty of time to go over things in my mind, talking into this tape recorder even if it does feel making a confessing to a dead priest.
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The night Ida died at Boothman’s place was his biggest night of the year. He had performed one of his new songs from the stage at the Beacon, just him and his acoustic Martin guitar, and his girlfriend Sharon Moses on the cello. Guess I haven’t mentioned her yet. She was the one he kicked out when Ida showed up, but a year later Sharon was back again. It was the first time in years he had anyone on stage with him. That damn song is sure to become a real top-ten hit on the airwaves.


The two of them looked great up there together, his wild grey mane and her dark long limbs and eyes aglow. The cello and her red dress didn’t much hide the fact that she was with child.


I strongly suspect that might be my child, but Sharon flat-out denies that and where I’m from in Tennessee you don’t ask the same question twice.


Here is how it went: Philip met Ida in December and by January he had kicked his then-girlfriend Sharon Moses out. Six months later or so Sharon and I had a fling, and soon after that Philip and Sharon got back together.


Well, there sure ain’t no business like show business.


But let me tell you one more thing: I don’t want any part of it. The only love I ever wanted in my life, well, that would be my sweet Delaney. She lives out there in San Francisco with her daughter who I guess must be in her mid-twenties by now. Delaney and Alberta were staying with me in Alphabet City, and she left me when Alberta was about eight. Just like that. I haven’t seen any of them in seventeen years, and now I’m the one leaving, doing like the hockey player and getting the puck out of here.


No one knew that I provided the lyrics to one of Philip’s earlier hit songs, his famous antiwar song that the children used to sing in school. Nor does anyone know that I wrote most of the lyrics to this most recent hot. Just those two songs, but still. No one but Philip knows that. It was a gentlemen's agreement, but then things started falling apart.


It was dark in the yard that night, people had been drinking and the nor’easter was howling. Nobody noticed a thing or heard Ida cry for help. The wind was deafening, and Philip’s windows had all been soundproofed. How else compose in this city?


Goes without saying that I didn’t know Ida was inside the sweat lodge. It was a freak accident. The police even said so themselves, it’s all in the report, word for word.


That’s why I wonder why they keep calling me.


My mother always said, unto the pure, all things are pure, but unto them that are defiled, nothing is pure.


Now I’m pulling over to pick up the first passengers. It’s seven a.m. on the dot. They run a tight operation at Sammy’s and it’s my first new job since the Reagan years so I’m trying to make a good impression.














Chapter Two





Philip never went to Vietnam. He got married and moved to Italy and was gone for years. I killed thirteen people. I still see their faces on the street. Someone ought to put that in a song.


It was a letter to my mother that I showed to Philip and that he later turned into that famous protest song of his. The war had ended in Paris, but we were still fighting down there and my mother was dying back in Tennessee and I knew I wouldn’t make it back to the real world, being far from a short-timer at this point. So I wrote the letter but then the Viet Cong snuck up and I was wounded, and the letter was never sent. My mother died soon after that and it broke what parts of my heart hadn’t already been shattered by busted skulls, dead children, and napalm.


People sometimes ask what it’s like to kill another man. Then I don’t know what to say and end up saying some nonsense, like all you get out of killing a person is the recoil of your rifle.




[image: ]







Philip always got a standing ovation, and over the years I always enjoyed watching how a few people would get up first and look naked as they stood there alone, like a Sassafras tree on a field. Then a few more would unass and I guess from the stage this looked like rings spreading in water. I wanted to ask Philip about that sometime—how it looked from the stage—and I always forgot.


Philip brought no lyrics or chords, never did, he could plain and simply hear everything in his head, even as we shuffled up 8th Avenue in a cab that smelled of nicotine and chicken masala. If he wrote it down, he forgot it, that’s what he told me. When he didn’t write it down, the songs lived on in his mind.


I tend to write down all kinds of things. Why, sometimes I even took notes while we were sitting there just shooting the breeze and he never seemed to much mind, never asked me why the hell I was taking notes in the middle of an adult conversation. Must have seemed peculiar to a man who never wrote anything down.


There are no recordings of Philip’s annual performances at the Beacon. Nothing bigger than a nail clipper is allowed into the theater and all electronic devices are stowed in drawstring bags and left in the lobby. I even see to that myself. The fact that no one in the audience would be armed with anything larger than a fountain pen, well, that trick helped cement his reputation as a mysterious performer. Rolling Stone said he was the ghost of a lost musical past and called him the nation’s conscience. I still have the article.


One time I even found a word named after Philip. It was boothmanesque. Ever imagined your name would mean something? Something surprising and familiar at the same time, that’s boothmanesque, named after Philip’s annual performances at the Beacon. I’ve marked it with a ring in my dictionary. I do that with all words I look up more than once.


Now, I know my George Jones and my Waylon Jennings, and while I always enjoyed Philip’s music, I have to admit I never understood the fuss.


The idea for Philip’s famous protest song came from that letter to my mother that I had in my pocked the night we met. I had carried that letter in my pocket for years. He asked if he could use some of what I had written and I said sure. I never thought of it as a song, and no one knows I was the one gave him the idea. Damn thing was a big hit and he never thanked me. I should have asked for the letter back, but you don’t ask Philip Boothman things like that.


Well, he did give me a job and the keys to his old apartment in Alphabet City. Not that he ever lived there, place was too gritty for him, just stood empty for years. Still, he could have thanked me for that song.


People pay five hundred dollars for the tickets, rich people—I even met Marlon Brando one time, shook his hand. Everyone is dressed up, shirt and tie, fancy dresses.


Well, not me. That’s why I’m so easy to spot at these gala performances. I’m the only one in the audience wearing a camouflage jacket.


But I still say five hundred bucks is a little steep, even for my good friend’s particular style of picking. But who am I to talk? My name is Walker. I looked it up once and there was a picture of one of those strollers that old people use when they go shopping for toilet paper and TV-dinners.
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The roar and clapping always make my ears about ready to burst. That’s why I go backstage when he is done playing, and that’s why I was standing in the wings when Ida walked up to the stage. Some folks had tears in their eyes, some of the men too.


Philip’s smile is a rare bird, but when he smiles it’s such a reward. Some people screamed and whistled through their fingers. Others who had dressed up as proper penguins were clapping with their hands over their heads and if you’ve ever seen penguins flap their wings you know what I’m talking about. There is this sadness to it because you know they won’t ever fly, but they don’t know that.


And here was Ida by the footlights, handing Philip a letter. I think he wanted to make a joke of it, what with his girlfriend Sharon sitting in the audience—she was not on stage with him until the following year—and all he said was what is this? Said it into the mike.


Philip never said a word from stage, and he knew that they knew that. These events were discussed on the Internet for months before the actual performance. Oh, I kept track. Knew who was saying what and when, and the horse they rode in on. Would he play fifteen minutes or four hours straight? Would he smoke cigarillos? Would he play some of his old tunes like Reading Me My Rights, Sorrow In This Land, or my mother’s song, Before You Leave This World? He had done all of this in the past, but the price was the same. Pay five hundred dollars and you have no fucking idea what you get. I would feel like a penguin too.


Some claim to have been to all twelve or thirteen concerts and will blabbermouth about this and that and the other, like real experts, but truth is no one knew Philip. No one was invited backstage or to a party. He did no curtain calls either, no sir. When Philip Boothman left the stage, no one would hear or see anything from him until the second Friday in December of the following year. That is, except me. I would get his girlfriend and himself a cab and make sure they got to the house on Grove Street all right. Then I’d make a pit stop at the Continental or another such waterhole on my way back to Avenue B.
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That night with Ida, the applause never seemed to end. Then Philip held up a hand and motioned for the audience to take their seats. Mind you, this was highly unusual and made me uncomfortable. But Philip just held his position, panning the rows of dark faces. He always called this moment a real load off his chest because he no longer heard the music in his head.


I don’t hear music in my head. I hear helicopters.


While everyone had their eyes fixed on Philip, I remained in the wings, looking at the crowd. Truckloads of cosmetic facial work out there. Then everyone sat down, hands back in their pretty laps, tears wiped from their cheeks.


Ida didn’t sit down though. She held her gaze like she was reading something that was written with invisible ink on his face. They were the only ones standing.


She said, “I’m sorry to bother you, sir, but this is a letter of introduction.” She said, “I didn’t know how else to contact you.”


Philip sounded genuinely surprised when he said, “A letter of introduction? From whom?”


Now you could have heard a pin drop.


“From my father,” she said.


Here I detected an accent, but I wasn’t sure where it might come from. Not much of a traveler outside the United States. Did my travels in Nam.


Philip said, “Do I know your father?”


She looked tall with the rest of the audience seated. The next day the Times said this was the first Boothman performance in more than a decade to have a second act. Hell, the audience seemed even more focused than during the singing. No one noticed me in the wings, and I must admit that I do have that particular quality to my being.


“My father saved your life,” Ida said. “When you were seventeen.”


Then she shrugged, smiling that big smile of hers so full of confidence. “Or so he says.”


Some folks in the first couple of rows laughed, but I didn’t laugh.














Chapter Three





If Philip had been a child prodigy no one had noticed. He grew up on an island in the middle of a river. The music didn’t pick up until he was in his late teens, after an incident that I have more to say more about later. I’m told he toured the Pacific Northwest and parts of Canada, then the rest of the United States. For some reason, they’re crazy about Boothman in Hong Kong. Having made more dough than you could stack he retired from the music business around the time I met him, back in the Reagan years. And then he would reemerge, what twelve-fourteen years later, right after Nine-Eleven, and pardon my French but fuck those camel jockeys. And now he’s a real legend. Every time there’s a revolution somewhere, his antiwar song is right back on the charts. It’s his White Christmas.


Now, in the days after the performance there’s usually radio silence, and when Philip retreats like that it’s sort of my time off.


I live on the top floor of a five-story walkup and tend to find myself sitting on the roof with my binoculars, following the airplanes. I know that a lot of folks consider New York to be some kind of a fairytale land and if so it’s the only fairytale land without any stars. The only lights you see in the city are the lights of the city itself. I sit up there at night too, but I don’t tell anyone. When I’m looking at planes in the sky I don’t hear helicopters in my head.


The house is almost two centuries old. It was there when that coward Booth assassinated President Lincoln in the Ford Theater. I think about stuff like this when I can’t sleep. Ever notice that guys like that always have three names? John Wilkes Booth, Lee Harvey Oswald, James Earl Ray, and even Mark David Chapman.


I’ve been to that particular theater in D.C., let’s call it a healthy interest in our cultural heritage, and in spite of how I might come across I’m not a person to take account of just one side of things, not one of them harebrained conspiracists who say we never made it to the Moon. Of course, we did. That was Kennedy’s promise, J-Fucking-K. Don’t get me started on what them cowards did to that fine man. I just don’t think he would have let things go to hell like they did, but I can’t prove it.


One time passing through Maryland I stopped at the Green Mount Cemetery. It was early morning and no one was there so I went to the Booth family gravesite and took a piss. He is buried in an unmarked grave on the family plot and you don’t know where he is down there so I just pissed all over the place. And that’s how that sumbitch got a Walker urine sample to his name.
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The motel is quiet as hell on a Monday. I’ve gone back to the bus and got the heater on. Guess I might be homesick. Never know what to do with myself this time of day when it’s too late to have a drink and too early to do anything else, and I do have to operate this vehicle in a few hours.


When I’m back in New York I just look down at the street and there’s always stuff going on. One might say that there’s not just one New York. Well, of course there is, but it changes every twenty-five years or so. I should know because I’ve been there thirty-five years now, most of them in the apartment on Avenue B that Philip bought dirt-cheap and never asked for rent. Guess it’s what they call a service tenancy in those British television series.


No way I could afford any of it without Philip. It’s nothing fancy—single pane sash windows, steam heat, cracked linoleum. Still, it would be out of my reach. I thought about stripping it off, but I believe that damn linoleum holds the entire structure together. I’ve fixed the place up over the years. Put up a kitchen counter by the windows overlooking East 6th Street, a solid piece of lumber, two feet deep, recycled oak, hard as a congressman’s soul. I get morning sun and used to keep pots of herbs on the sill and on the fire escape, even if the fire inspector got pissed off. I like working with my hands. Always did most of my own cooking. It’s kind of a meditation for me. Send a fellow for a stint to Vietnam you either get someone who’s cracked up to the core of his being or you get someone who just wants to mind his own business.


Or you get someone who is dead and then you don’t have to pretend not to notice him on the street.


So I stayed in my job and kept my apartment stocked with beans, rice and water by the gallon. Hell, I’m beginning to sound like a real complexity myself.


Well, I’m nothing like him. Admitting this always hurts, but I’m not even sure Philip and myself would become friends if we met today. We were young in those days. And though he was famous, he had just had it. He wanted to live a plain and simple life and it seems I was as plain and simple as he could find.


Then the years rolled by like tunes on a jukebox. I don’t bother carrying my Christmas decorations back into the basement anymore. Before you know it, it’s Christmas again. So the box sits there on the landing, been sitting there since Delaney and Alberta moved out, seventeen years ago. Birdie was what I called the little one. And I still decorate the tree each Christmas even if it hurts, but it hurts just as much if I don’t.
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Sometimes I can tell he is looking at me. Like when he has invited me to join him at Emilio’s or some such place and I’ve said something particularly stupid over a plate of spaghetti and meatballs. I can tell he is thinking what the hell am I doing holding on to this dude?


Well, he is. Or at least he was. That’s why it’s called friendship. There’s a ship in that word. We’re sailing this vessel together and we’d better keep it above the surface.


We did that for a long time, Philip and myself. But sometimes ships go down.


If I had known that he was the one who asked Delaney to move out it might have gone down years ago. He always wanted the women he couldn’t have.


I just wanted the one who wanted me.














Chapter Four





It was about a week after the performance that I got a call from Philip. He apologized for interrupting me, saying I hope you’re not busy.


He always talks like that, like I have a lot of stuff on my plate but I’m not busy and important, not like him. Christmas had come and gone so I said Merry Christmas, but he just waved that off. “Let’s go for a walk,” he said. “I need you to do something for me”.


So we went up along the Hudson. Philip says New York is the only place where people like him can live a normal and anonymous life. Well, it wasn’t that anonymous and once in a blue moon people did point to him or ask for an autograph.


We must have been a peculiar sight: Philip with his manicured nails, starched dress shirts and tailored suits, and yours truly in leather boots and a US Marine Corps Veteran’s cap.


But we are who we are, is what I always say.
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Unlike me, Philip has no Internet at home. He takes no interest in those things. He reads stuff at the library and never owned a cell phone. He has an unlisted landline and only a handful of people know that number. He calls me from what few public phones are still in service around the city. He knows their whereabouts like a homeless man knows public restrooms. If you want to reach him and he doesn’t pick up, you have to knock on his door or send a letter that he might read or he might not.


Ida had sent several with no reply. That’s why she got up on her feet that night.


I never really figured him out. I reckon some well-meaning head-shrink might say that therein lies the reason why I keep talking about him and I won’t argue with that. To me, I guess he is what they call a paradox and probably the reason why I’m sitting here behind the wheel on a dark stretch of highway right past Clearfield, New York, talking into a cassette recorder, trying to make sense of things even though there probably isn’t much sense to most things that make up people’s lives.


When I hold the wheel, I know where the bus is headed. My stepdaughter, bless her heart... Well, her mother always said she wanted to do some of the driving when we went on picnics or trips out on the island. I’m sorry, but I’ve seen too much shit to relax with others at the wheel. And Delaney did like her California Zin.


Alberta, that sweet child, she was really something, bright eyes, always something funny to say. I cleared the back room for Birdie, got rid of stuff that was piling up there.


If I were to pick a few years to live over and over again, well, those would be the years Alberta and Delaney stayed with me. Seemed like life just had some kind of purpose.


Well, to hell with it, and now I’m getting all misty here. What can I say? It’s so darn complicated, and I don’t have children of my own, at least not officially, never really dared, and got plenty of shell shock as it is. And watching them skaters hanging out by the cube on Astor Place over the years, well, I’d say they’re likely to find intelligent life in outer space before they find it in teenagers.
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The story Philip wanted to talk about was when he himself was a kid. He seemed to want to talk at some length and I thought I’d just kind of let him speak his mind and see which way the cat jumped. So we hit the trail, up the North River as the sailors still call it, just the two of us strolling in the crisp winter air. He talked and I looked at the closed-down tennis courts, anchored boats bobbing up and down and the traffic humming on the DiMaggio Highway. New York is a fine town for strolling. Most folks don’t do that down in Blue Hill, Tennessee. Other folks might take it you’re up to no damn good.


Philip told me all about what the young singer’s letter had said. How Ida’s father asked Philip to do him a favor for old times’ sake and introduce her to some people in town.


Sounds fair enough to me, was all I needed to say. Then he got to talking about when he was a kid out in Oregon.


The Boothman place is on an island in the Columbia River, a few miles north of Portland, a clapboard Victorian on some acres. I never lived out there, only passed through once or twice. Philip’s father was a boat builder, self-taught, and had his own workshop out by them back roads. I met him once, a hard-working man. Guess that’s why Philip was most comfortable around people like myself. Simple folks who can be trusted and know how to coil a rope.


Not sure what his mother did. They had dogs roaming the spread and two black draft horses, Percherons or such breed, for pulling the boats. His folks’ place is still there but most of the acres have been leased off by now. Don’t know if the horses are still alive.


Funny thing is, back then Philip never displayed any extraordinary musical talents, or so I’m told. Or perhaps he just practiced when no one listened. He was into math too, talked about it all the time, read books on the subject, stuff far above his level and age. He had a band or two, but kids do that one day, give it up the next. I even played some music myself when I was young and ended up out there in the Haight-Ashbury. Not that I remember much of it, and I was never into that hippie scene. They may have flowers in their hair, but they sure don’t smell like roses.
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That day by the river Philip told me that back in the summer of 1972, the year he began in junior high, an exchange student arrived from Denmark. His name was Thomas Granby, a tall fellow, six-three, piss and vinegar, and Viking genes. It wasn’t that unusual to have exchange students back in the early 70s but as I understood what Philip was saying, it sure didn’t happen all the time, not out in Oregon. A Christian family had invited Thomas to stay with them at their house a ways up a dirt road.


Philip said he never knew why. “They had two daughters and a God who sees everything, yet they invite a strapping young Viking to stay under their roof.”


Well, it turned out that Philip and Thomas shared an interest in music and got a band together, jamming in a gambrel roof barn on the Boothman property.


I said, “So you and this Viking became friends? Stayed in touch over the years?”


Philip shook his head and said he hardly remembered it any longer. Said they stayed in touch at first but then he got busy touring and recording.


One winter morning after a party they made a shortcut home, passing a cabin by a lake called Wagonwheel Hole. Not by any means sober, as he explained it, most likely drunker than skunks on a Sunday. This being wintertime and all, and a hard winter at that, the lake was all but completely frozen with only a few open stretches along the edges on the other side where they got a little sun.


I saw the place a long time ago. The Wagonwheel Hole must be four hundred feet wide. Not even a real estate broker could throw a stone that far. And if you looked toward Scappoose, you could see morning light reflected in the frozen trees that dotted the hills, see those frozen bluff tops. All of that has probably been developed now but back in the day all you saw from the cabin was the wind blowing in the trees.


Or so I guess from what Philip told me. But I do know that Philip was on friendly terms with one of the locals who let him use the cabin, and later Boothman Sr. took it over, a red shanty hovering on three rows of wooden poles. There is a small deck overlooking the water, and the area under the shack is storage for boats and oars. A couple of rusted chainsaws, cobwebbed fishing gear. I saw a four-stroke Honda that looked all right to me.


Philip knew that place since he was nothing but a rug rat. When he was eight he was out there on his own, shooting tin cans and rabbits.


On that particular evening, Thomas the Viking dared him to go skinny-dipping. They had had an argument over a girl or something, back at the party.


Philip said this was a bad idea and that the lake was frozen. Thomas shook his head and went up behind the shack, rummaging around in the dark.


He came back with an axe.


Then he lit a cigarette. Philip told me that the fellow just stood there like a general sizing up the terrain.


“I hope you’re not serious,” Philip said.


But Vikings must be serious folks because Thomas walked some fifty feet from the shore and began knocking a hole in the ice, wielding the axe above his head, striking with a wham. Even this close to the shore the water is deep and Philip knew that. He had been swimming at Wagonwheel Hole every summer.


Philip didn’t try to talk Thomas out of it. I think I would have. At that age, you do stupid things. I guess he saw it as a challenge and it’s not like they were alone. Jim Beam was there, too.


Philip said he remembered how Thomas’ forehead was shining with sweat even if it was cold and windy.


When the hole was large enough for a person to get in, Philip began to strip down.
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Now, we know Philip survived, that goes without saying because he went on to live the life that is the subject of my humble story here. I read somewhere that to a person under the ice, a hole in the surface will be like a dark spot. The rest is white. So you have to find that darkness.


Walking along the Hudson that day, Philip said all he remembers is stepping onto the ice and getting into the water, elbows resting on the jagged edges of the hole, his feet going numb. Then everything moved and all he saw was a white surface where he searched with eyes and hands for a dark spot.


He said he smelled summer flowers. Then all went blank.
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