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			Prologue

			I’ve tried to tell this story a bunch of times. This will be my last try, here in my garden with Moana, Lucky, Abigail and Boomerang, each naked except for Boomerang, who is cinched into a blue plastic saddle. The “garden” hardly merits the word by the standards of the ­house-­proud ­resource-­hoarding whites I must count myself among. My garden is mostly rock and dirt, wild, needless as Moana with so many sticks in her hair. Lucky and Abigail are Netflix properties. They have no sticks in their hair, for my daughter gave them butch haircuts last time she was here.

			The story starts at some point in my daughter’s first year, the point perhaps at which I became aware of my inability to feel any feelings beyond those set to music by the Walt Disney Company. I’d banned Disney, its toxic messages and bankrupt values, forbid it my child long before conceiving her. Yet there I was listening to the Moana soundtrack a dozen times a day and digging it, screening the film as often as my infant’s budding synapses could bear. No other text moved me as much, with the exception perhaps of Charlotte’s Web, particularly the chapter called “Escape,” in which Wilbur briefly breaks out of his pen and the Goose, soon to be yoked unmerrily to her eggs, urges him yonder.

			 . . . the woods, the woods! They’ll ­never-­never-­never catch you in the woods!

			Or maybe it starts before then. Like I said, I’ve tried to tell it a bunch of times. Each try takes me further from whatever it is I’m after. I finish on an alien shore with a raft of needs, reminded once again that books heal people all the time, just not usually the people who write them. I promise to need nothing from this last try. It’s only a yarn for the dolls.

			It starts with my husband, Theo. (I’ve disguised his name because he is innocent.)

			It starts with Theo in a waiting room reading over my shoulder.

			1. Since my baby was born, I have been able to laugh and see the funny side of things.

			a.  As much as I ever did.

			b.  Not quite as much now.

			c.  Not so much now.

			d.  Not at all.

			2. I have looked forward with enjoyment to things.

			a.  As much as I ever did.

			b.  Not quite as much now.

			c.  Not so much now.

			d.  Not at all.

			“That’s kind of evasive,” Theo says. “ ‘As much as I ever did.’ ”

			“Do you think I’m being dishonest?”

			“No, ­but . . .”

			“But what, Theo?”

			The baby squawks. I rock the car seat with my foot.

			“I’m just saying a diagnostic like this shouldn’t be multiple choice,” Theo says. “It should be short answer. Or essay. Don’t you think?”

			“a. As much as I ever did.”

		

	
		
			Ten–­Item Edinburgh ­Post–­Natal Depression Scale

			1.  Since my baby was born, I have been able to laugh and see the funny side of things.

			We tried to find you a nickname in utero but nothing fit so well as the ones we had for your father’s scrotum and penis, your brothers Krang and Wangston Hughes.

			An app dinged weekly with developmental progress and fruit analogies. Some weeks I wrote my own.

			This week your baby is the size of a genetically modified micropeach, which itself is about the size of a red globe grape. Your baby’s earholes are migrating this week. Your baby can hear you and may already be dis­appointed by what it hears.

			This week your baby is the size of a medjool date dropped from the palm and left to soften in the dust. Your baby is now developing reflexes like lashing out and protecting its soft places. It is also developing paradoxes, and an attraction to the things that harm it.

			This week your baby is the size of a navel orange spiked with cloves and hung by a light blue ribbon on the doorknob of a friend’s guest bathroom. Your baby is developing methods of ­self-­defeat this week, among them boredom, urgency, and nostalgia. It may even be besieged by ennui!

			Your baby has begun to dream, though it dreams only of steady heartbeats and briny fluid.

			2. I have looked forward with enjoyment to things.

			Pain-­free bowel movements, sushi, limitless beer and pot brownies, daycare, prestige television events, everyone going home.

			My sister visits and asks how much a doula costs. Does a person really need one?

			No, I tell her, not if you have an older woman in your life who is helpful, trusted, up to date on the latest ­evidence-­based best practices and shares your birth politics, someone who is not all judgmental, won’t project her insecurities onto you, is respectful of your boundaries and your beliefs and those of your spouse, carries no emotional baggage or unresolved tensions, no submerged resentment, no open wounds, no helicoptering, no neglect, no library of backhanded compliments, no bequeathed body issues, no treadmill of jealousy and ingratitude, no internalized misogyny, no gaslighting, no minimizing, no apology debt, no I’m sorry you feel that way, no I’m sorry you misunderstood me, no beauty must suffer, no don’t eat with your eyes, no I cut the ends off the roast because you did / I did it to fit the pan.

			“That’s a steal,” Lise says. “Seven-­hundred and fifty dollars for the mother you wish you had.”

			3. I have felt scared or panicky for no good reason.

			There are little white moths drifting twitchy through the house, sprinkling their mothdust everywhere. I cannot find their nest. I brace myself each time I take a towel or a sheet from the linen closet.

			You are born jaundiced. We wrap you in a stiff so-­called blanket of LEDs, to get your levels right. She’s at twelve, they tell us, without saying whether the goal is fifteen or zero or a ­hundred—­not telling us whether we are trying to bring them up or down. I don’t know which way to pray, Theo says. Little glowworm baby, spooky blue light-­up insured baby in the bassinet, hugged by this machine instead of us. A gnarly ­intestine-­looking tube coming out the bottom of your swaddle. Jaundiced and skinny though neither of us are. Failure to thrive. In the car Theo agrees that a ridiculously lofty standard. ­Haven’t we every ­advantage—­health insurance and advanced degrees, study abroad and strong female role models? Aren’t we gainfully ­employed, and doing work we do not hate no less? Didn’t we do everything right and in the right order? And yet, can either of us say we are thriving? I remind myself it’s not so bad, the jaundice, the smallness. Lise says, I was little and look at me! I remind myself of the nick-­u and pediatric oncology, which we must pass on the way to our appointments. I remember the apparatus we learned about in breastfeeding class that the lactation consultants can rig up for a man. A sack of donated breastmilk and a tube taped to his pectoral, positioned to deliver milk to the baby as though through his nipple. I comfort myself with the dark, unmentioned scenarios wherein this rig would be necessary.

			A box on the birth certificate paperwork says, I wish to list another man as the baby’s biological father (see reverse). I see reverse, curious what wisdom the hospital has for such a situation, what policies the board has come up with to solve this clusterfuck of the heart, what discreet salve ­for-­profit medicine might offer the modern woman’s roving loins, but the reverse is blank.

			Theo has hymns and spirituals, but I can remember only the most desperate lines from pop songs.

			If you want better things, 

			I want you to have them.

			My girl, my girl, don’t lie to me.

			Tell me, where did you sleep last night?

			4. I have been anxious or worried for no good reason.

			Lise says, “Your phone is ringing.”

			“What’s the area code? There are certain area codes I categorically avoid.”

			“What about home?”

			“Especially home.”

			In my Percocet visions, our blankets are ­meringue-­thick and quicksand, ­suffocation-­heavy, the baby somewhere in them. From the toilet I shout it out.

			“She’s not in the bed,” Theo says from the hallway.

			“How do you know?”

			“Because she’s in the bassinet.”

			“But how do you know she’s in the bassinet?”

			“Because I am presently looking at the bassinet and I see her in there.”

			But how does he know that he is truly seeing?

			5. I have blamed myself unnecessarily when things went wrong.

			A postcard arrives from Lake Tahoe. Addressed to the family but meant only for me. Funny how some people feel like home.

			6. I have been so unhappy that I have had difficulty sleeping.

			On video chat people say things about the baby I don’t ­like—­she seems small, she seems quiet, she is a princess, she will be gone before we know ­it—­and I slam the computer closed. After, I send pictures of the baby and small loops of video, to prove I am not a banshee. I am a banshee, but cannot get comfortable with being one, am always swinging from bansheeism to playacting sweetness and back. The truth is I cannot play nice and don’t want to, but want to want to, some days.

			7. I have felt sad or miserable.

			I can hear the whispers of my own future outbursts. I wiped your ass, I suctioned boogers from your nose, I caught your vomit in my cupped hands and it was hot! I pruned the tiny sleep dreads from your hair and blew stray eyelashes off your cheeks. I can feel the seeds of my resentment as I swallow them. When you couldn’t sleep I lay beside you with my nipple in your mouth. For hours I did this!

			I can feel lifelong narratives zipping together like DNA, creation myths ossifying. You would smile, but only if you thought no one was looking. Your hands were always cold, little icicles, but pink and wrinkly as an old man’s, little bat claws, little possum hands. Your dad cut off the teensiest tip of your finger while trying to trim your nails, and after that we let them grow. That’s why you have socks on your hands in all your pictures, to keep you from scratching yourself. When we took the socks off, you had little woolly worms of lint in your palms, from clenching and unclenching your fists all day. We have a machine that rocks you and another that vibrates you and an app that very poorly replicates sounds from the world you’ve not yet ­heard—­breakers and birds, rain on a tin roof. ­Robo-­baby, I worry you’ll become, since you like the machines so much more than me.

			8. I have been so unhappy that I have been crying.

			Ours is not even a bad baby! She’s chill. She sleeps so much I have to lie to the other moms, pretend to be a different kind of tired than I am, commiserate lest they turn on me. In truth ours sleeps through anything, even two adults screaming at each other crying begging saying things they can’t take back making up and screaming ­again—­our baby sleeps through all of it, waking only when we stagger into bed.

			Creation myth, his: He broke his collarbone falling off a fence. He was trying to get to the neighbor girl.

			Creation myth, hers: When they brought her baby sister home from the hospital she tried to put the bundle in the trash.

			9. I have thought of harming myself.

			But more the profound pleasure of sitting in the backyard on the last warm day of fall, you and your dad on a bedsheet on the grass, me in a lawn chair because I cannot yet bend in the ways that would get me to and from the grass, in my lap a beer and a bowl of strawberries.

			10. Things have been too much for me.

			On Christmas Eve the Ann Arbor Whole Foods is a teeming, ­jingle-­bell hellscape. I take deep belly breaths. I decide to play nice for once, an exercise, my Christmas gift to the universe! I strap the baby to me and do not pretend not to notice when strangers gape at her. I stop and let them say oh how cute and even oh how precious and when they ask if the baby is a boy or a girl I do not say, Does it really matter? nor, A little bit of both! nor, You know, I’m not sure, how do I check? And when they ask how old? I do not say, Two thousand eight hundred and eighty hours, nor, A lady never tells. I round up and say, Three months today! I wag the baby’s hand and make the baby say hi and ­bye-­bye. I spend too much money on stinky cheeses and chocolate coins, stovetop popcorn, armfuls of ­fresh-­cut flowers, muffin tins I will never use, pomegranates that remind me of home. I do not use ­self-­checkout, the misanthrope’s favorite invention, and when the nosy checker asks me to sign my name on the electronic pad I do not write 666 or draw a big cock and balls and instead I sign, in elegant cursive, the baby’s name. And outside I do not look away when more lonely people ask me with their eyes to stop so that they might see the baby and touch the baby and instead I do stop, in the fresh snow padding the parking lot, let them hold the baby’s hand and tell me how I will feel in five years or ten years or twenty years or this time next year, let them tell me where I will be and what will be happening and how I will cherish every minute.

		

	
		
			Vagina Dentata

			Theo took the baby to her first Christmas Mass. I stayed home to read a little and masturbate a lot. How I’d missed masturbation! I’d beaten off like a maniac throughout the ­pregnancy—­watched filthy porn with headphones on so the fetus wouldn’t ­hear—­but this was my first ­self-­love session since giving birth.

			It wasn’t long before I noticed something alien in my vagina. A node in the wall. Left ­side—­my ­left—­about half a finger in. My first thought was birth injury, though I’d had a c-­section so that didn’t track. The node didn’t hurt, but it also didn’t heal. It seemed over time to harden. I did some research. A vaginal dermoid cyst, I decided, a condition so rare and unlikely I would never ask my doctors about it. They already thought me ­drug-­seeking and insane.

			Cyst. Such a soft, sisterly word, all air. It allowed me to nearly forget the nub for months, until the day my daughter cut her first tooth. Absently letting her gum my index finger, I felt an edge and recoiled. I put my finger immediately back in her wanting mouth and found a spearhead of enamel. I thought: if this is tooth then that is tooth. More research revealed that vaginal dermoid cysts are in fact sometimes teeth. I found mine inside me that night and pressed it, confirming.

			Naturally, at first I felt myself a mutant. I was afraid and disgusted. But most vaginal dermoid cysts are benign, I read. They come from DNA the baby leaves in you. I admit I did not entirely grasp the science. But rather than hate or fear the tooth, I resolved simply to monitor it. Observe without judgment, as the yogis advised. I ministered to the tooth. I fetched the green glass jar of olive oil and the ceramic fingerbowl Theo had used while stretching my perineum throughout the third trimester. It had been a source of great anxiety for me during pregnancy, the fate of my woefully inelastic perineum. My fear of episiotomy was right up there with fear of death and c-­section, though it was the c-­section that ultimately rendered my dutiful stretching regimen for naught.

			I dipped my finger pad in the olive oil and stroked the tooth with the same forced fondness with which I applied ointment to my stretch marks, trying to practice the ­self-­love encouraged by my therapists and budtenders. I deleted certain apps in hope of replacing the shocking image search results for birth+injury or vaginal+dermoid+cyst with the throbs of my own body.

			Miraculously, it worked! The tooth was hard and unequivocal, but not unpleasant to touch. It did not at all interfere with masturbating, neither with digits nor with toys, and Theo and I were not really having sex at the time, so the tooth was truly no bother. Neither were the others, as, gradually and at about the same rate as my daughter, I cut a ring of them.

			Tooth enamel is the hardest substance in the body, I read, understanding myself to be mythical and rare. Possibly it was my imagination (and what does it matter if it was? what is any of ­this—­love ­especially—­if not imagination?) but after my teeth came in, my orgasms became longer and stronger, more intense and easier to come by. I filled my alone time with them.

			Yes, I said love. I loved the teeth and was unafraid of that love. I loved freely, as the poet advised. The teeth became my secret companion. I told no one, not Theo and, as I’ve said, not his colleagues tasked with evaluating what sort of risk I posed and to whom.

			I did not want to hurt the baby or myself. I stressed this. We were the only people I didn’t want to hurt.

			How long have you felt this way? was a question they all liked.

			Since my baby was born. No, before. Way before. Since I was clouds pressed against a mountain. Since Tecopa.

			I was okay. If I stopped breastfeeding and started meds and kept going to therapy and called my sister every day and journaled and beed a lizard at hot yoga four or more nights a week and took a lover or two, I would be ­okay—­would survive my child’s first winter, a sludgy era of despair, bewilderment, and rage passed in the palm of the mitten.

		

	
		
			A Personal Narrative of People and Places

			The Amargosa River is one of the world’s most remarkable water courses. . . . You may cross and re-­cross it many times totally unaware of its existence, but in the cloudburst season it can and does become a terrible agent of destruction.

			—­William Caruthers, Loafing Along Death Valley Trails: A Personal Narrative of  People and Places

			The Amargosa River begins as rare rain on the proving grounds, Pahute Mesa, not far from the made-­up place where California becomes Nevada. The rain braids in washes down the alluvial slopes of Frenchman Flat and Yucca Mountain and seeps into the rock, flows south underground for about ten thousand years and sixty miles under a desert basin splashed with turquoise, aquamarine, smears of amethyst, rose quartz, folds of charcoal and onyx sparkling above dry lake beds of bleached bone dust. The river is ephemeral, sometimes there but mostly not, its few oases guarded by impenetrable thickets of thorny, ­black-­barked mesquite.

			However, near the town of   Tecopa, the Amargosa surfaces to a sur­prise party of riparian wonders. Mesquite, as ever, but also endangered pupfish and voles, bobcat, coyote, cattails, mint, aspirin bark and other medicinal plants. Here the river turns, wends west then north in what my biologist calls the J curve, and in its wending digs a canyon. All along this canyon there are springs, water rising hot from the rock ­year-­round. The jade mud at the springs is bentonite, good for the soul, skin, upset stomach or snakebite. A mask of it sucks the ­poison out. The water itself is said to heal. Fossil water, my biologist calls it.

			We considered this place ours, my family and I, its names hints we did not take. Amargosa is Spanish. Tecopa is Paiute, after a Paiute chief. A mining company’s way of asking to dig. Yucca Mountain, the site of the would-­be Yucca Mountain nuclear waste repository, genus Yucca, subfamily Agavoideae: agave, yucca and Joshua tree. Joshua comes from the Old Testament by way of the Mormons, as in leading whoever needs leading out of the desert. The Amargosa River never gets out. It dies below sea level somewhere beyond Tecopa, baked into the sky above Death Valley. Death as in death as in no one gets out alive.

			The summer of 1967, the summer called the Summer of Love. My father turned seventeen and hitchhiked from his parents’ house in Thousand Oaks up to ­Haight-­Ashbury and from there to a commune in Taos. In September he went home to LA to start his senior year. But he couldn’t handle school anymore. So says his 1979 memoir, My Life with Charles Manson by Paul Watkins, cowritten with Gui­llermo Soledad, the pen name of a member of the faculty at University of California at Santa Barbara. Paul dropped out, forfeiting his position as class president, and once again fled back to the Haight, only to find the weather had turned and the scene soured. By March of ’68 he was back in LA, living in a pup tent in Topanga Canyon, hiking, smoking pot, jamming all day on his flute and French horn.

			One day, Paul was tooting his heart out amongst the butterflies, bees and mustard weed when two blue jays joined in. That’s how he likes to tell it. The jays reminded Paul of his friend Jay, who had a house up the canyon. Paul followed the creek up the canyon to Jay’s, where he discovered Jay’s car gone and in its place a school bus painted completely black.

			Paul knocked on Jay’s front door. Two naked, ­wispy-­legged teenage girls with ­waist-­length hair stood in the doorway. Jay doesn’t live here anymore, said Brenda and Snake, welcoming Paul ­inside. Ten or twelve ­people—­most of them girls, and those mostly ­naked—­sat on the floor around a low table topped with candles. A fire in the fireplace. At the head of the table, a shirtless man holding a guitar.

			Brenda introduced Paul. Charlie said, Won’t you stay and make music with us?

			They played, Charlie talked, and then the rap session gave way to an ­orgy—­we moved together in a kind of harmonious, inventive slither.

			As harmonious and inventive as the slither may have been, Paul woke at dawn the next morning, slipped on his moccasins and split. He hitchhiked up to Big Sur and camped alone on the beach for three months, did some housesitting, then once again gravitated back to Los Angeles. Thinking he’d hitch to his camping spot, Paul stood with his thumb out on the corner of Topanga Canyon and Ventura for mere minutes before a battered green Plymouth pulled over. Snake and Brenda, fresh off a dumpster dive, invited Paul to come see their new digs.

			Want to smoke a number? he asked from the backseat of the Plymouth.

			No thanks. We’d rather make love.

			Snake drove the Plymouth up Santa Susana Pass to Spahn Ranch. Paul unloaded his stuff and joined a group playing music in the woods. After, Paul and ­Snake—­fifteen years old and dispatched by Charlie for this ­purpose—­spent the rest of the afternoon balling in a eucalyptus grove. That night Charlie drove the Family to Bel Air to play music with Dennis Wilson. This reads like easily the best day of Paul’s short life.

			Everything at Spahn’s was seen through a veil of dust, Paul writes of the ­movie-­set ranch where he lived with the Family. The very next day they knocked out the wall dividing the jail from the saloon. The girls brought in mattresses and tapestries and turned the space into a giant bedroom. The boys installed a toilet in the corner, as no one was to leave during the evening ritual of music, lecture and ­orgy—­the heaviest psychosexual therapy ­imaginable—­which for the most part my dad makes sound like a lot of fun.

			Charlie’s rap in those early days urged egolessness, surrender and other Eastern precepts cribbed from the Beatles. Plenty of acid that first summer, and group sex where casual rape was disguised as radical body positivity, but no talk of violence. Not even as much talk about the revolution as Paul would have liked. He’d been busted in Big Sur the summer before, tripped on acid all through a roadside beating from the cops, did some time in jail. Some time. That’s how he put it to Charlie, eliding the specifics of his ­two-­day incarceration. Charlie had done time, real time, and it was this time that made him brilliant, more serious, more committed than the burnouts Paul had lived with in the Haight and Taos.

			Which is not to say the scene at Spahn’s was no fun. The girls cooked and cleaned and embarked on thieving expeditions to keep everyone in zuzus, Charlie’s word for junk food. The boys smoked dope, played music, took Dennis Wilson’s Ferrari on a joyride on Santa Susana Pass and totaled it. Sadie had a baby. Minus a few bad ­trips—­freak-­outs, choking, confusing requests (Paul come over here and show this girl how to give head)—­this was a beautiful time.

			But the friction between the Family and Spahn’s wranglers, once easily lubricated by alcohol and dope, began to chafe. Charlie and Paul tried and failed to infiltrate Fountain of the World, the tantric monastery over the hill. Three new girls joined the Family: Juanita, Leslie and ­seventeen-­year-­old Catherine “Cappy” Gillies, whose grandmother owned a ranch in Death Valley. That’s when Charlie began rapping in earnest about moving to the desert.

			The family spent October rebuilding the engine of their ­fifty-­six-­passenger International school bus and remodeling its interior, adding plush carpets, satin tasseled curtains, a refrigerator and a stove. On Halloween they loaded the black bus with mattresses, blankets, clothes, musical instruments, food supplies, five cases of zuzus, a kilo of grass, and fifty tabs of acid and lit out for the Mojave. They camped comfortably in the bus the first night, candy and drugs for dinner and sex for dessert. By dawn the next morning the bus was northbound, their magical mystery tour headed into the Panamint Mountains.

			They found Goler Canyon, the only route to Cappy’s family’s ranch, treacherously steep, too narrow for the bus, strewn by flash floods with immovable boulders. Forced to ditch the bus, they loaded their backs with all the supplies they could carry plus two infants (another baby had joined) and hiked for miles up the canyon.

			The Family tried to settle into the bunkhouse of Cappy’s family’s ranch, known locally as the Myers place, but Charlie grew increasingly paranoid. Cappy had told her grandma it would be only girls camping up there. Charlie and Paul scouted for other homesteads and soon found one farther up Goler Canyon, seemingly abandoned. Paul and Charlie tracked down its owner, Ma Barker, in Ballarat, the nearby ghost town. Together they convinced Ma Barker to trade them the Barker Ranch for one of the Beach Boys’ gold records.

			Death Valley marked a turning point for the Manson Family, my father “wrote.” Our family lore credits this desert with saving his life, but first it tried very hard to kill him. The cosmic vacuum of the desert was a perfect place to program young minds. The vastness of scale ­offered by the stars, the treeless mountain ranges and plunging valleys urged surrender. With infinity so close at hand it was easier to give ­yourself . . . Ideas that would have seemed utterly inconceivable to me in West Los Angeles were perfectly understandable on a crystal clear morning   from the peaks of the Panamint Mountains.

			Death Valley inspired the particulars of Charlie’s apocalyptic thinking, particularly its ghost river, the Amargosa, here flowing, here raging, here dried to nothing. He became obsessed with one spring in particular, Devil’s Hole, bottomless, waves in its waters from earthquakes on the other side of the world.

			This phenomenon always perplexed Charlie, who, from the time we arrived began speaking of “a hole” in the desert which would lead us to water, perhaps even a lake and a place to live. Charlie’s mythic hydrogeology sent him and Paul on grueling night hikes in search of a subterranean world, a cave, a place where we might take the Family and make our home when the shit came down. They hiked, smoked, Charlie rapped. Paul collected rocks and gaped unscientifically at the shock of stars overhead. Had they been there this whole time?

			Nights got colder. Supply runs to LA and Vegas demanded hours of hiking down and then back up the canyon lugging plunder. Gas was scarce. Isolation invited madness. Paul watched the deterioration of his friend Brooks Poston, who took to chopping wood from sunup to sundown to avoid Charlie. Charlie himself struggled to adapt to the desert, hanging comatose in a hammock all day and raving like a demon after dusk. The flower child in Charlie Manson was dying, wilting away in Death Valley day by day, freezing by night.

			Then, all at once, things changed dramatically. Charlie went to LA for a meeting with Dennis Wilson and Terry Melcher and returned euphoric, having heard The White Album and found in it a name for his doomed prophecy: Helter Skelter. Race hate was palpable in the city, Charlie said, perfect conditions for the Family’s album. They would lure young love to the desert while the rest of the world burned. The Beatles had put the revolution down to music.

			Later, after, Charlie said, Why blame it on me? I didn’t write the music.

			He summoned the Family minus Brooks and Juanita back to LA, to the Yellow Submarine, a yellow ­two-­story house on Gresham Street in Canoga Park. ­Suburbia . . . mellow enough when compared to L.A. proper but hectic after living in the desert. With his Family submerged in the Yellow Submarine, Charlie kept on with his grisly raps and tests. Paul enrolled in Birmingham High School to recruit teenage girls. The macho brigade moved in: mechanics, bikers and ex-­cons, Vietnam vets, men tutored by the state as Charlie had been, men content to do what they were told in exchange for sexual gratification and good weed. Charlie sent Sadie, Ella, Stephanie, Katie and Mary to work as topless dancers in clubs in the valley. To buy vehicles and outfit them properly, we needed money. The girls went to work willingly.

			On Gresham Street the Family focused on their music. Recording sessions at Brian Wilson’s studio went poorly. Charlie arranged for Terry Melcher to come hear them play in the Yellow Submarine. The girls cleaned the house, set up the instruments and made dinner: vegetables, lasagna, green salad, French bread and freshly baked cookies. Then they rolled some good weed. Melcher didn’t show. That motherfucker’s word isn’t worth a plugged nickel, said Charlie.

			Preparations for Helter Skelter accelerated. The Family moved back to Spahn’s, hoarded dune buggies and Harleys, listened to The White Album nonstop. Charlie rapped on the Book of Revelation, chapter 9, locusts and scorpions, electric guitars and the coming ho­locaust the Family would ride out in their hole. “When all the fightin’s over,” Charlie said, “the Muslims will come in and clean up the ­mess . . . cause blackie has always cleaned up whitey’s mess. But blackie won’t be able to handle it and he’ll come over and say, ‘You know, I did my number, ­man . . . I killed them all and I’m tired of killing. The fightin’ is over.’ And that’s when we’ll scratch blackie’s fuzzy head and kick him in the butt and tell him to go pick the cotton.”

			Around this time Charlie instructed Paul to steal a big heavy duty Dodge ­ambulance-­weapons-­carrier and take it on a supply run to the Panamints. Paul thought of Brooks, ­zombied-­out and withdrawn last Paul had seen him. He hesitated only a moment before ­hot-­wiring the Dodge. By four a.m. he’d loaded the stolen truck with supplies and several ­girls . . . still in their nighties and T-­shirts. By dawn this band was back in the desert, thinking themselves free.

			Instead they were busted, the stolen truck pulled over outside the town of Mojave, the group thrown in jail. The next morning, Paul was bussed to the Los Angeles county jail. He was booked for car theft and, after a couple of days, released.

			Returning to Spahn’s so suddenly, after anticipating a stay in the desert, made me even more aware of how denigrated things had become. Guns and Buck knives and bad vibes from the wranglers. Charlie, too. Gotta get a goddamn truck up there man. Something’s stopping us. One afternoon in late June, Paul and Charlie walked to the corral. Charlie climbed the fence and sat watching the horses. Paul asked how much longer. Charlie winked down from the top rail. “Helter Skelter is coming down,” he said, “but it looks like we’re going to have to show blackie how to do it.”

			Another Panamint ­run—­another bust. Released again, and newly appreciative of Charlie’s rule that only the girls carried dope, Paul ached for the desert. What was the barrier keeping him away? He felt it hitchhiking out of his city, felt it all the way to Ballarat. It was with him hiking up Goler Canyon, until the moment he saw Brooks bounding down the hill like a frisky goat.

			Been climbing mountains, Brooks said. Met this ­far-­out old prospector dude.

			Paul Crockett, Big Paul, the man my father credits with deprogramming him. The three men wandered the desert for three days. Crockett showed Paul and Brooks the velvety texture of bentonite clay, how to find opal, lapis, gold. He showed them how the desert is an organism. At a mine called Gold Dollar he taught them that everything was by agreement.

			Paul said, Charlie says everything is in your imagination.

			Yeah, that’s kind of how it ­is . . . but it’s there because we agree to ­it . . . 

			The Panamints had agreed to Paul, offered clean air and water, sobriety, meditation, dark skies and deep sleep. His mornings passed billygoating up and down the mountain with a backpack full of that same mountain, his afternoons helping Juanita in the garden, making food from the mountain or grinding the mountain with mortar and pestle to pry gold from the quartz base. Evening meant dinner and making music.

			This was the scene when Little Paul embarked on a mystical scavenging expedition to Las Vegas that would eventually cleave him from Charlie. In Vegas he stole a motorcycle and three live chickens, a rooster, two watermelons and two dozen eggs. Struggling to carry his loot up Goler Canyon on the motorcycle, he wrecked deep in the canyon. It was 125 degrees.

			When at last Paul limped back up to Barker Ranch, dehydrated and deranged, the surviving poultry squawking under his arms, something strange happened. Big Paul healed Little Paul. Crockett laid his hands on Little Paul’s busted body and talked the pain away. My father felt his hurt evaporate into the dry air, a mist of agonies that belonged, he saw plainly now, in the past.

			He was in Death Valley during the murders. He returned to Spahn’s soon after, unaware, and asked to be released from his agreements. Charlie said, Sure, Paul.

			Snake crawled into his sleeping bag that night to say goodbye. I knew Charlie had sent her but it didn’t matter.

			The Family followed Paul into the Panamints. Little Paul, Big Paul, Brooks and Juanita could hear them coming all night, war whoops and the engine screams of dune buggies echoing up the canyon walls. The Family moved into the Barker Ranch while Crockett and his apostates stayed a ­quarter mile down in the Myer bunkhouse.

			Charlie started in on his creepy crawlies, saying, You ain’t released from nothing.

			Saying, we cut him up real good.

			Saying, had they heard about Bobby and Mary? They’re in jail, ­man . . . for murdering Gary Hinman.

			Did they do it?

			Sure they did ­it . . . you did it, I did ­it . . . we all did it.

			Juanita split. Brooks wanted to. Crockett wouldn’t be run off his claim. Charlie sent Snake to Paul again. It was August in Death Valley, 120 degrees by eight a.m. Someone brought the mail from a forgotten post office box. The U.S. Army had summoned Paul to Los Angeles for a physical.

			After a ­well-­thought-­out spiel on the virtues of drugs in expanding consciousness and his arrest record got him classified as unfit for service, Paul hitched a ride back to the desert with Brenda and Clem. Brenda sat in the middle. Clem drove. He drove and he talked. All night driving into the desert Clem talked about killing Shorty Shea. Yeah, it was a trip, you know. I never seen so much blood.

			So when Charlie told me, I took the machete and chopped his head off so he’d stop ­talking . . . and it just rolled off the trail, ­bloop . . . ­bloop . . . ­bloop . . . into the weeds.

			Paul did not tell Crockett or anyone what he’d heard from Clem. If he told it he would have to hear it again, would have to know it and live it. The Crockett camp feuded with Charlie through the summer of 1969 and into the fall, when leads on ­Tate–­LaBianca ran dry. Charlie and Tex took to bringing their guns down to the Myers place for target practice. Nights, Brooks or Paul would open the door of the bunkhouse to find Tex and Charlie crouched in the darkness with knives between their teeth.

			At last, the apostates decide to scoot. They hike fifty cold miles through the night to Shoshone, population thirty. Gas station and post office on one side of Highway 127, a bar, restaurant and an Inyo County sheriff’s substation on the other. Paul and Brooks tell the deputy everything they know. The deputy tells them to stay put. He asks the patriarch of Shoshone for a favor. Find these boys a place to ­live—­somewhere secret. The man’s wife leads the boys out to the tufa caves at Dublin Gulch, a place still mistakenly called the Manson caves. (Manson himself never set foot there.)

			Dug originally by itinerant miners, prospectors, and other vagabonds, who, over the years, found the town a convenient oasis in the scorching lowlands of the Amargosa Valley, the caves were for a long time the site of a thriving hobo jungle. The patriarch puts them to work. They are not particularly useful, wracked as they are by shock and withdrawal. When the Amargosa jumps its banks, Paul is ordered to hose mud away from the gas pumps. He stands catatonic, hose running, staring at nothing in awe and terror. Periodically someone takes Little Paul by the shoulders and turns him a bit, so the water from the hose might wash away more mud.

			Eventually Charlie was arrested, charged with murder and indicted. Sadie and Leslie too. More bodies surfaced.

			Sometime around Christmas, shortly after Charlie had been granted the right to defend himself, I felt the urge to go to LA and see the Family.

			When I told Crockett, he said it didn’t surprise him. He said it would take a long time to get free of Charlie’s programs and my ties to the Family, and I wouldn’t ever do it by avoiding the issue.

			I wanted to see Charlie. I wanted to see the others. At a deeper level perhaps, I wanted to extricate some meaning from all the horror and carnage, to step back into the nightmare and find something worth salvaging.

			Once in LA, Paul tried to reach Snake at the Patton State Hospital. They said Diane Lake was there but that I couldn’t see her.

			Next he went to the LA county jail. I’m just here for Christmas, Charlie told him. I always come for Christmas. Charlie wanted to talk about Crockett and the album. He wanted Paul to come back. “We’re getting the album out. You got to help them out, keep things together.”

			Paul had already made full statements to the Inyo County sheriff and the DA. Yet he went back to the Family. He met with Charlie, discussed strategy, helped the girls secure new lawyers; I spoke to Sadie and Leslie and conveyed Charlie’s messages. Meanwhile, . . . I reinstituted therapy sessions and love therapy and began indoctrinating the new guys in the arts of sex. For a time I did become ­Charlie . . . 

			Paul moved the Family back to Spahn’s. They had an acid trip and orgy to celebrate their return. The next day Paul went to court to help Clem change attorneys. The day after that, unaware that documents including his statements had been delivered to Charlie per his motion for discovery, Paul himself went to court for a traffic violation. Brenda and Squeaky went with him. After receiving his ­sentence—­sixty-­five dollars or five days in ­jail—­Paul sent the girls outside to get the cash from his stash under the dashboard. The girls left and never came back.

			Paul went to jail for five days. Charles Manson had spent 23 years in prison. To me, five days seemed an eternity, particularly since I knew I’d pushed my own games to their limit. Released, delirious and exhausted from five nights of insomnia and searching, Paul hitchhiked back to Spahn’s, where the girls waited with copies of his statements. They threw him out, calling him Judas.

			I had reached the end and the beginning at the same time, Judas said.

			Exiled from the ranch, Paul slept up the canyon in a van that night. More accurately, he lit a joint, lay down on the bed in the back of the van, and I guess that’s when I fell asleep. When he woke the van was full of white smoke, flames melting the seats like wax.

			Paul threw himself from the burning van and called for help. Someone drove him down the mountain to the emergency room. Before the hospital did anything they wanted to be certain I had medical insurance.

			Blisters swelled his throat closed, more pain than I could ever remember having felt. Pop the bubbles! he begged, but his vocal cords were charred. No one could understand him. At last he grabbed a surgical instrument from a tray and jammed the handle down his throat, bursting the blisters.

			Three days later, he woke in Santa Monica Hospital, without a voice. His mother, my grandma Vaye, was beside him, cutting his hair.

			She said everything was going to be okay and for me to rest.

			When he was well enough, he went to Big Sur. I wanted to sit on the edge of the cosmos and watch the sea in silence. From Big Sur he went back to the desert to look for gold and grow his voice back. Brooks and Big Paul took him for a steak dinner in Vegas his first night back. The Gold Dollar was ­off-­limits, the whole of Goler Canyon now state’s evidence. The men lived in the Manson caves and did whatever work they could find, bussing tables, maintenance, fixing roads, construction, mining talc. They laid pipelines, played music, wrote songs and scripts and poems, cooperated with the prosecution, told and sold their stories in various ways over the years. Crockett met a woman and moved on down the road. Brooks, too. That’s the lay of the land when Paul finds an abandoned shack in Tecopa.

			1980, the beginning of the end. See my father naked in a hot spring, mask of bentonite mud tightening on his face. He has followed the Amargosa from China ­Ranch—­formerly “The Chinaman’s Ranch,” after Quon Sing, according to Loafing Along Death Valley Trails: A Personal Narrative of People and Places by William Caruthers, originally published in 1951 by Death Valley Publishing Co. My mother had a copy. She left it to me. Well, she left it and I took it. It was not really an inheritance scene.

			The land was in the raw stage, with nothing to appeal to a white man except water. . . . The industrious Chinaman converted it into a profitable ranch. He planted figs and dates and knowing, as only a Chinaman does, the value and use of water the place was soon transformed into a garden with shade trees spreading over a green ­meadow—­a cooling, restful little haven hidden away in the heart of the hills. He had cows and raised chickens and hogs. He planted grapes, dates, and vegetables and soon was selling his produce to the settlers scattered about the desert. From a wayfaring guest he would accept no money for food or lodging.

			After the Chinaman had brought the ranch to a high state of production a white man came along and since there was no law in the country, he made one of his ­own—­his model the ancient one that “He shall take who has the might and he shall keep who can.” He chased the Chinaman off with a shot gun and sat down to enjoy himself, secure in the knowledge that nobody cared enough for a Chinaman to do anything about it.

			The Chinaman was never again heard of.

			Having pilfered Quon Sing’s dates and figs, Paul filled his canteen at an irrigation pump and pressed on to this secret spring. Now, his mud mask dries to cracking. He scrubs the crust from his face, emerges, dresses. He wets his handkerchief and ties it around his neck. Rivulets of water stream between his shoulders and evaporate as he picks his way into a slot canyon, where the trail disappears. Paul pauses to eat a gooey date in the canyon shade, spits the velveteen pit into the dirt and doubles back, finding the tracks of the old railroad. He follows these deeper into the canyon.

			Cliffs of calving sand rise on either side of him. Soon he can no longer see even the tallest date palms at China Ranch, their seeds ordered from a catalog by a pioneer daughter and mailed from Iran. He scurries up the canyon and emerges onto a treeless plain. Before him rises a hill of crenulated ore of a curious burnt-orange color, where the other hills are dun, pungent ­green-­gray after rain, pink at sunset, splashed with yellow verbena in spring. At the base of this peculiar mountain a hole opens into ­darkness—­a mine.

			Paul ducks inside, in search of opal, lapis, gold. The mine is cool, not deep enough for him to stand. Yet, stooped there in the darkness, he sees a thousand promising glints. He emerges sometime later, his knapsack heavy with finds. Giddy, he continues until stopped by an un­ambiguous omen: black volcanic boulders arranged in a somber ring, a cross made of scarce timber blackened by the sun, an untended grave shimmering in the heat. The mine’s previous owner, presumably.

			Did my father kneel? Did he pray?

			Let’s say he prayed. Say he said sorry to the body, sorry that it did not get more time on this rock. Say he whispered, “God keep him,” though he does not right then know God. That’s another thing he’s looking for out here.

			Lapis is the original blue. When I am in the emotional place my mother called no-­man’s-­land I wear a pendant of lapis from this mine, a specimen rutilated with an oxbow of mica, the stone pulled from the earth by my father, ground and polished by him, set by his hands in ropy gold cooled by his breath. That’s how I like to tell it.

			It is the hottest part of the day now, Paul’s canteen light. He takes leave of the grave and hikes up the sandy wash toward shade. A clump of salt cedars. (Tamarisk, says my biologist, invasive.) Around the trees Paul discovers a broiling boneyard of heavy equipment: ­broken-­down mining rigs, water tanks, rusted oil drums, gutted cars and a shot-­to-­shit dump truck with tires crumbling like old cake. At the heart of the junkyard he finds an abandoned shack. He cups his hands at the shack’s one window, spies a sink, a shitter, the springs of a burned mattress.

			Another thatch of green beckons Paul up the hill, which he finds bristling with technicolor stones splotched with lichen, barrel cacti, sage, horny toads and Gilas. Canyon views at the summit, a wink from the river. China Ranch is to the southeast, a mile as the crow flies, and if that crow kept flying it would cross a mountain range and a Joshua tree forest, the site of a future solar array, and then a larger mountain range on its way to Las Vegas, the meadows.

			As I’ve said, it’s the eighties. There is not yet an industrial solar array in the valley between Tecopa and Las Vegas. No surveying bird will mistake the array for water only to combust upon descent and streak flaming to the ground like a daytime comet. We have not yet whizzed gasping through certain deadly thresholds. The cane grass has not yet overtaken the spring at the top of the hill, the tamarisk has not yet brined the earth below.

			For now, a desert miracle: a spring. Paul does not yet know this is Tecopa’s old stamp mill, only that someone has installed an iron catchment pool and it is full of ­clean-­enough water. He fills his canteen, drinks, rewets his handkerchief and lays it across his burned neck, envisioning the pipe he’ll run from the pool down the hill to the shack beneath the salt cedars, the place he already thinks of as mine.

			The tamarisk is a racist tree, a ­well-­documented instrument of redlining. Lines of the shaggy, ­deep-­barked trees were planted to cut off Black neighborhoods from golf courses, mountain views and other desirable features of desert living in Palm Springs and without a doubt beyond, thereby redistributing wealth to whites, says my biologist.

			Paul moves nine miles down the road from the Manson caves to Tecopa. He works the mine and expands the house with whatever he can find, adding a bedroom of scrap plywood and railroad ties from the Tonopah and Tidewater, a greenhouse of chicken wire windows from the old borax mill. He masons a fireplace from rocks he finds on the long walks he takes in the canyon when he’s trying not to drink. He installs plumbing of ­sorts—­scorpions come up through the drains and soon there is a soft, stinky depression behind the house.

			The house, the stars, the astonished earth’s absorbing. Tecopa becomes his salvation, the love of his life. In one version it remains so for a decade, until a girl walks into a bar.

			The Crowbar in Shoshone. Paul has worked his way up to bartender. The girl is leggy, freckly, a redhead. Bright coppery hair feathered out from brown, ­wide-­open eyes. Huge glasses, huge boobs, beige smock top with puffy sleeves, no bra. Younger than him but not at all a girl. She is wearing a ring but not acting married. Paul asks where she’s from.

			“Vegas. My ma and stepdad took a ride out here yesterday. Said the bartender was a ­good-­looking hippie with no friends.”

			Paul remembers them immediately, the old bikers who came in on a hog and ­dry-­humped on the pool table until last call. He nearly had to pry them apart with a cue. The man’s white belly bulging from beneath the snug leather vest, the parting insults as the hog peeled out, spitting rocks, the other barflies grunting in admiration from the parking lot.

			“It’s true I’ve got no friends,” Paul says. “Half the locals don’t like hippies and the other half don’t like narcs.” He studies her face, wondering how much she knows.

			She smiles, says, “Sorry Joe called ­you—­what was it?—­‘Pinko flower power pussy’?”

			He shrugs. “I’m not even all that pinko.”

			“Fuck him,” she says, burning suddenly. “He’s a bad man. I know a thing or two about bad men.”

			She gets up, plays Carole King on the jukebox. Joni Mitchell. Elton John. He asks what she does for work.

			“Camera girl at the Sands,” she says. “Where you from?”

			“LA.”

			“I got a cousin in LA.” She shrugs and ashes her cigarette on the floor. “Used to be real apeshit about the place. Now I’d rather be out here.”

			Paul pours himself a beer and Martha another. There is definitely an orb forming between them. She says, unprompted, “I’ll be a friend to you.” 

			He can’t think how to respond. She’s suddenly very pretty. “What’s a camera girl?”

			“Vegas for photographer. Souvenir photos. Skeezeballs and their mistresses get dressed up to see a show on the Strip, we take their picture before curtain, run downstairs and develop them in the darkroom in the basement, rush our asses back upstairs and sell them at intermission. All in heels and basically underwear.” Makeup too, lots of it. She’s always getting written up for not having enough on. That’s why on her days off she wears none, no bra, no socks. She slips off her Keds and rubs her bare feet on the ­barstool—­pretty loaded all of a sudden. “. . . then I lived with my sister in the Haight for a while.” By “lived with” she means “visited.” How did she get on this?

			“You weren’t a hippie,” he says. “You’re too young.”

			He notes the freckles across her collarbones, splashed down her shoulders, neck and breasts. She notes him noting and smiles. Maybe she doesn’t care about Manson. Maybe she just likes coming out here. A city girl but a sympathizer, a new convert to the Old Testament scene. An honorary desert rat, like him. Paul reaches across the bar and rubs her bare arm, smooth and sparkling with minerals.

			She crushes her cigarette into the ashtray he’s fetched for her and raises her jaw. “I’m not a hippie,” she says, “but I would ball a hippie.”

			They don’t ball, not that night. The camera girl does not even get his name.

			Her mother is a change girl at Caesars Palace. When Martha was a child, some feminists printed the names of the casinos that didn’t promote women in the newspaper. Caesars Palace, the ads said, was the worst of the worst. NOW and the unions marched on the Strip, shut it down for a day. At last Caesars capitulated, promoted a few of the white change girls from the floor into the cage, including Martha’s mother, Mary Lou. With this raise and what she managed to steal, Mary Lou bought a ranch house walled with ­breeze-­block on Fairway Drive, the ­sewer ­side of the public golf course. Martha’s older sister, Monica, lived in San Francisco with her husband. Her older brother, Jack, was a valet at The Sands. Her stepdad, Joe, sat at the bar at Caesars through Mary Lou’s whole shift, watching. They fought, then Jack and Joe fought. Someone in that house was always beating the living hell out of someone else, and the moment the hell started spilling out, Martha rode her ­ten-­speed to a ditch that would one day be the Meadows Mall, to her friends’ houses, to school or work, to Harry’s, good enough reason to marry him.

			Harry is in New York, working. He doesn’t write and he doesn’t call and he doesn’t send money like he said he would, and Martha does not mind a bit, ­drunk-­driving her VW Bug back to Vegas beneath a smear of stars pointing west. The hot springs have melted the work from her muscles. On Harry’s mattress like a raft on a sea of dirty clothes she sleeps the deepest sleep of her life. She dreams a black orb and wakes knowing its message. She packs her shit, loads it into the Bug and drives to her mom’s house, to the bedroom she and Monica once shared, where all her favorite things are still, things she has never brought to Harry’s. Her perfect reading chair made out of raw wood and hide, the garage sale mirror, the full bookshelf and two big, thirsty ferns. Her acoustic guitar from Sears on a carved wood stand, a rug almost half the size of the room, an aloe plant in a macramé sling, a maroon and gold tapestry.
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