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			To Mom and Dad, for everything.

		

	
		
			“Nobody’s old in heaven. And nobody wears glasses. 
God and Jesus light up heaven. It never gets dark. 
It’s always bright.”

			—Todd Burpo, Heaven Is for Real
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			Death’s Foreword

			Five Stages of Schmaltz 

			There’s a door at the end of a hall. It’s marked private. But no one can keep me out of this club. The ranks of the dead, it turns out, are open to all comers. Everybody’s a prospect. Rich and poor, smart and stupid, ugly and plain, wallflower, shrinking violet, late bloomer, apple of the eye, we all go sooner or later. Death appears to present itself as the ultimate common denominator. An extinguishing moment is the thing that unites us all.

			Unfortunately, or maybe not so unfortunately, dying separates us in its universal process. Death’s approach isolates us more completely than anything else that has come before it in this life. We may all be in this together, but you’ll leave on your own, which is how some of us lived all along.

			As a kid, as an adult, right up until the end of me hanging in here, I’ve displayed trivial variances. I scale toward oblivious—blind to so many obvious, crucial behavioral cues shared among the general populace. Still, I notice discrepancies between me and any of you who are not me. I unravel the mysteries of life a little slower than most of you do, or a little earlier, or not at all. Never right on pace. The rest of you and I, we’ve been this way all my life. Consequently, I’m not a joiner. I’ll hang back. I’m not complaining. I’ve kept myself company.

			But there’s no turning back the fact that I’ve been born, spun into a cycle of life. The cycle includes a few nonelective twists. For instance, that one final mandatory and universal turn of human events. In the approach to death, we all become the other.

			Rally around the gravely sick or hope-to-die initiate all you want. Shave your head in solidarity, but dying people don’t fit in. Savvy party planners exclude the terminally ill from all popular festivities, until that time-honored time-ending gathering at which the expired “other” will be the center of attention, the guest of honor, and not present.

			Now that I’ve passed on, left us, passed away, passed over, add euphemism to taste, now that I am dead, I have pledged the world’s most inclusive fraternity. Membership has changed my life in several significant ways. Before I delve into all that, let’s clear out a few common misconceptions regarding our last and eternal condition:

			
					You won’t be hearing from me again. This is it. I won’t send down any messenger angels bearing cryptic instructional or inspirational dispatches from the great beyond.

					Don’t ask me for any favors. I haven’t the heart to pass along messages to your sorely missed loved ones. My commitment to absolute nothing leaves me no time to track down the lost dogs of your childhood.

					Nobody you know knows where I’ve gone. You will never meet a breathing soul who can tell you what I am about or what I am not about. No occupant of your planet or user of your Internet is positioned to share an informed opinion on what I am capable of or incapable of doing at my current place or non-place.

					Everyone you meet cannot contact me. I am taking no calls.

					I have no unfinished business. My work there, where you are, is done.

			

		

	
		
			1

			A Few Deaths I Have Known 
and Some I Dreamed

			In a way, the end of individual existence does not come out of nowhere. Previews abound, like coming attractions for a movie you have no intention of seeing. The void ahead is introduced fairly early on, and you’re face-to-face with it, now and again, from then on out. I’d been walking home from school, happy just to be doing something I was not supposed to do. I was following the bad example of a kid two or three years older than me. This was so long ago, neither one of us had even learned to say fuck yet.

			I’d crested the top of the hill behind the parish house. A kid of seven could look up across the church road and farther out, above a cluster of evergreens that hid the house that sheltered my family, and his eyes would settle upon an ocean backdrop. Beyond where I lived, a steep descent of side streets bottomed out at train tracks, a pebbled shore, and the sea. The far-eyed kid on his way home from school could gaze upon a mild edge of the Pacific and follow that flat, blue-steel mirror to its outer limits, where it slices into the horizon. If that little boy stared into the big picture, he would see an infinite vista so sky blue that the wind took the blueness for a taunt and had smeared glowing streaks of cloud across it.

			I wasn’t looking toward the horizon. A white delivery van’s tires hissed on the wet, black roadway. My companion and I stood safely off the pavement, innocent and still. The van’s tires splashed through water left by the rain.

			Our town was called White Rock, perched beside the sea outside Vancouver on the west coast of Canada. We stood on thick tufts of fat wild grass, a vibrant green testimony to rain being always in the forecast.

			The van slowed at a cross street, and the kid, my mentor, made the first move. I was in action right behind him. We yanked clumps of grass out of the soft, wet earth. Clods of mud stuck to the twined roots. The delivery van idled at a stop sign. Without pausing to look both ways, my mentor and I ran into the road. We flung our green mud grenades at the back of the van. Two starbursts of filth exploded on the white paint.

			Satisfaction! We scrambled into a roadside ditch, digging up more ammunition.

			The truck skidded and swerved. The driver had mashed his brakes without considering the rain-slick steepness of the street. His rig spun half around and, to my eyes, looked as if it might slide sideways through the intersection, top the cross-street ridge, and tumble into the big ocean at the bottom of the drop.

			“Allan, get away!” yelled my mentor. We ran.

			“I’ll fuck you buggers up!” The driver was out of the truck. He sounded angry and was in pursuit. I was galloping. I didn’t stop to look at the driver. He sounded like an adult, and he’d spotted us.

			My friend and I split up. I didn’t want to run alone. Splitting up was the bigger kid’s idea. I hesitated, and my friend threatened me with a face punch, so I took off on a tangent. I slid my scrawny limbs and jug head beneath hedges, through gateways and between bramble bushes. No grown man could follow in my tight squeezes.

			As I moved farther from the point of ambush and closer to the house my family lived in, my terror turned to excitement and swelled to pride. I had done a bad thing and escaped the consequences. I kicked the gravel in our driveway. A huge grass stain smeared my dirty, wet pants. My feet stomped up the steps to the back porch, making the noise of a big, grown man, the kind of self-satisfied brute who flings back the screen door and slams open the storm door. My eager intention was to climb onto the kitchen counter, open the highest cabinets, reach to the top shelf, and eat brown sugar straight from the bag.

			My mother sat working a pen and paper at the breakfast table. She wasn’t supposed to be home. She worked days, for my father at his shop, a few blocks away in the opposite direction of school. She was slow to look up. I had no place to hide the grass stain on my pants.

			My mother’s blank and still face met mine straight on. I’d seen her angry. I’d never seen her look like this. She didn’t even try to work up a smile for me. “Sit down,” she said. “I have something to tell you.”

			Her topic, I recognized at age seven, would cause us both pain. In the pause while she found her voice, I concluded that she had seen me flinging mud and darting into the paths of moving vehicles. My reckless behavior, I presumed, had angered her.

			“Your uncle Reg is dead,” she said. My mother took a sigh. I guess those five words were the hard part. The rest flowed a lot easier, but not exactly comfortably.

			On his way home the night before, Uncle Reg, married to my mom’s sister, had missed a tunnel entrance with his 1961 Thunderbird. The car had been moving at a high velocity, so fast that Uncle Reg had been pronounced dead on the scene.

			A cloud seemed to move away from across the sun. A bright sense of awe spread out through that kitchen. No sense of awe had ever been there before. I didn’t recognize the change as something I knew the name of, but I was in awe of Uncle Reg. He had arrived somewhere no one else, as far as I knew, had ever been. There would be no coming back for Uncle Reg, never again, my mother explained, no return from being declared dead at the scene.

			This was the first time any living thing had ever died in the entire world, as far as I knew. I sat across from my mother. My enthusiasm for plundering the brown sugar sank into the thick syrup of this grave event. Uncle Reg’s death, I recognize now, was making an impression that would last a lifetime. From that moment on, not a day went by that I didn’t think about dying.

			Death is forever around. Keep half an eye open, and you see it coming all the time. It’s in a truck making a slow left turn in a fast traffic intersection. It swims in the depths below and along the surface surrounding any ocean cruise. The fatal moment is piped through the air of every airplane flight.

			All the old people on earth have something in common with all the other old people. They are much closer to the end than they are to the start. Old people seem to know all the tricks about dying. The elders are here to show the rest of us how to toddle along on our last legs. Maintaining some wisp of balance during that tight-roped home stretch requires craft, might even be an art. Step gingerly. Be forever aware that the next lurch forward may be the stumble that topples you off the ledge.

			Gentleman Moe and Old Fred were two ancient gents who had befriended me upon entry to a secret fellowship I’d been court-ordered to join in my late twenties. Both Moe and Fred had failed out of Harvard in the same year, prior to World War II. I was thinking about degrees of separation in Fred’s station wagon. This was back when I was approaching my mid-thirties, and Fred was still allowed to drive. We were headed for a hospital. I was going in for a medical procedure that calls for the patient to bring along a chauffeur. To pass time in the waiting room, I told Fred, speaking into his good ear: “When this is over, you’ll be one of the few people we both know who has seen me high on drugs.”

			For half an hour, professionals shot me up with enough Demerol to remind me of why I always wanted more of that stuff. Afterward, Fred guided me in a wheelchair to the elevator bank. “Can you push the down button?” he said.

			“The down button is a specialty of mine.”

			The steel doors tracked open, and Gentleman Moe stood within the elevator in his Guccis and cardigan, flashing his wry grin. He mimicked an elevator man, historically correct nuances only he and Old Fred would appreciate fully.

			“Going down, gentlemen?” said Moe.

			I took a few seconds to absorb the coincidence of this meeting. I looked at Fred. He seemed perfectly unperturbed to be facing Moe, and I worked out what had happened. I had died on that biopsy table. The anesthesiologist had given me too many drugs. My heart had fatally recoiled. I had passed over to what comes after. Here were Old Fred and Gentleman Moe to welcome me, to keep me oriented and to show me the ways of my new life, the fabled afterlife. My conclusion was certain and convincing for the space of three or four heartbeats, completely wrong on every beat after that.

			“I volunteer here at the hospital every Tuesday,” said Moe. He walked out into the sunlight beside Old Fred wheeling me in the chair, all of us just as alive as anyone could be. “If Allan wasn’t so secretive, I could have taxied him here in the Jag,” said Moe. He was ancient, but he drove in style.

			Old Fred belted me into his station wagon and delivered me back to my place. Even then, we might have guessed he would exit first. When his big moment approached, Fred holed up in his apartment, an airy studio with a dappled patio crowded with plants. Old Fred’s people gathered around. Glowing ladies from his meditation group, AA fellows aged from early twenties to late seventies, players from the chess club, and library cronies, we all circled the mattress, a rotating hospice of friends who planned to stay behind.

			Fred had prepared a list of items needed from the market. Chip, a twenty-year-old chess prodigy, volunteered to run for supplies. “Pay attention to the brand of tissue,” Fred said, not unkindly but with grave effort. “This is the brand that the tissues stand up and let you pluck them. My fingers are numb. I don’t have a lot of time. I can’t waste it digging for a piece of paper to blow my nose.”

			Imparting those directions cost the old man a day. He closed his eyes.

			The room was sparse, the same as it had been in the years before the decades caught up with Fred. The bed was like a pallet, not quite a futon. There was a modest Buddhist altar on the floor and two photos on the wall, portraits: one of Guru Paramahansa Yogananda, the other of “our greatest American philosopher,” E. B. White.

			A few of us sat cross-legged on the carpets or squatted against the walls. Being with Fred created an “us,” the us he was leaving. We caught ourselves staring out toward the patio and the plants thriving in the soft sun. I was comfortable not talking. I was comfortable not listening to the few words that were exchanged. We all tuned in on the give-and-take conversation of the dying man’s breath.

			Fred’s chess friend came back and unpacked the sack of supplies. If I’d still smoked, this would have been a great time to go outside and have one.

			“Oh, Chip, those are the wrong tissues. You have to go back,” wheezed Fred, kindly. “You must go through the whole thing again. But better you than me.” Fred laughed at his own joke, one of the last laughs he would have, a laugh that seemed to almost kill him, at Chip’s expense.

			^

			Here’s an old dream: I come awake behind the wheel of a vintage Ferrari on a winding Amalfi Coast cliff road south of Pompeii. I’m taking a curve faster than a local would. I’m crashing through the stacked-stone barrier and catching air, flying upward in defiance of physics and gravity, bursting into flames three hundred yards above the mild Mediterranean waves. The transmigration from this plane of existence into nothing else is instantaneous. No living thing is hurt, no ecological backlash, zero carbon smudge.

			^

			Trina and I met at home after work and left the house in a hurry. We took her car. We were on the way to see friends, a young couple that had married and moved out beyond the Valley to raise their impending family. We stopped at the last pizza place before the freeway entrance.

			Trina wanted to wait out in the car while I dealt with the pizzas. I insisted she come in. Between us, we ordered half a dozen pizzas, with three configurations of toppings. The pizza guy had the nerve to ask Trina if she was a real redhead. The lift of his eyebrows and the dip of his eyes conveyed an insinuation that might have picked a fight on any other evening. I paid up and joined Trina, waiting beside the soda cooler.

			“I don’t really feel good about going over there,” I said, which was something she already knew. “I guess we need to.” 

			Like I said, she knew all this, so she ignored my saying it.

			“The priest,” she said, taking back her credit card, “did you call the priest?”

			“I called the priest. He saw them at the hospital.”

			The wife looked at me in a way she did intermittently, a few times every year. She’d try to figure out how or why we had happened. For the moment, she gave up solving that mystery.

			“It’s weird,” she said, “that we’re the ones who are friends with the priest.”

			“Sure, that’s what’s weird about it; that’s the weird thing.”

			I wedged the pizza boxes into the back seat and joined her in the car.

			We drove out through the Valley without getting lost or speaking. That section of the journey was as strained as it needed to be. While she parallel parked the car, we quarreled, and we were silent walking up the driveway toward the well-lit house where our friendly married couple had dug in to raise the impending family.

			I carried all six pizzas, silently resentful. Trina would not offer to carry two, unless I asked. Abruptly, she grabbed half the cargo from me. “If you need help, just speak up.”

			The sobbing started in the doorway, in the foyer, once we reached the fringes of everyone else. The mother of the couple handed me the picture of baby Henrietta. Her tiny foot prints. The baby our married friend had delivered knowing the baby was dead. The mother’s hand landed on my arm, and I was crying, like I was at one with the rest of them. I sobbed and fielded a thought: What reservoir of generosity have my friends tapped into that enables them to share this weight with us? After that, I held my friend, the new non-mother, much tighter than I usually hold another person. She held me right back. No thoughts made it to the screen. The moment went on for more than a few minutes. I would never be more in the correct place doing the correct thing in my entire life.

			I stepped aside, and my friend moved along. I sat on a chair in the living room, out of the way. A woman I’d seen plenty but had never spoken to engaged me in conversation. In these moments, we were all something like friends, but a little deeper than that. This woman asked if I knew Legs McNeil, if I was acquainted with Legs McNeil. She was well acquainted with Legs McNeil. She believed that Legs McNeil and I would get along, that we would be aligned souls. I admitted I knew the works of Legs McNeil. I concealed my doubts that Legs McNeil and I would get along. These doubts, in this place at such a time, it troubled me to have them.

			Trina brought me some pizza. Her eyes were red and moist and free of all calculation.

			“Henrietta will never even hear her name,” I told my wife, as if it were something important that had just come to me.

			“You can’t know that.” Trina wasn’t arguing with me. She meant to give me a gentle reminder. “She probably has heard it.”

			I thought about something else, that Hemingway story: “For sale: baby shoes, never worn.” I couldn’t bring my mind to where I was and what I was doing. Back in the car with Trina, I gave her incorrect directions for the drive home. Die pre-birth, like Henrietta, is what I thought. Handed straight off from the most carefree stretch of existence any human ever knows to whatever comes after the rest of it, without all the disappointment in between, without the joy and the receding, mocking echo that joy turns into, never knowing fear and the ways fear will diminish you.

			These thoughts were no real comfort. These thoughts invited you to hand back the unwieldy gift of grief that your friends had graciously shared with you. That disparaging voice was on me during the quiet, dark drive home with the wife, a drive so dark and quiet that I feared the same thoughts had occurred to her and that she could not dismiss them either.

			^

			Another dream: A sinuous woman I have never met comes into the hotel room. She smiles, and I feel the comfort of friends happy to have known one another for several easy years. I’d arrived at the suite about twenty minutes earlier. The sheets are fresh; the woman is fresh; the views and the soft winds coming in through the windows are fresh. Her scent matches the forest- and sea-perfumed breeze. We’re having sex. She has come from a very highly recommended agency. I have never done this thing before, the paid intimacy. A thick envelope on the table contains a fat bonus to cover what is about to happen. The petite mort triggers the big one, and I leave her a little richer than before I came.

			^

			Little Meg was furious: “Whitey had his dog put down.” The dog’s name was Carlita. “The fucker decided he couldn’t handle the responsibility; so the fucker took her to the kill shelter.” Little Meg drank from a bottled juice cleanse. “I would have taken Carlita. All he had to do was tell me. Now she’s dead.”

			Whitey was one among a few dozen of us cleaving together like shipwreck survivors picked up by the same lifeboat. He was a big boy. He’d lived with hard men. We’d been plucked and spared, is what we all had in common, from a sea of misery. To drift any distance away on your own, even with a flotation device, seemed foolhardy, an invitation to catastrophe. Whitey had not let anyone know what he was planning.

			“He won’t answer the phone,” complained Little Meg. “He won’t discuss why he did it.”

			We gave it a day, and Whitey was discovered to have hung himself. Everyone knew right away the rumor was true, and none of us seemed to have seen it coming.

			^

			Dreaming again: I’m on a park bench just off La Croisette. I’ve traveled first class to Cannes with a trusted friend of many years. We are on business, but it’s impossible to keep pleasure from leaking in. Our work, personal, collaborative, has been screened to passionate acclaim. Bidding is competitive on foreign and domestic rights. The applause from the previous evening’s standing ovation is still music in my ears; I assume it resounds in my friend’s ears as well. The sun is red and huge and bleeding beyond its borders into the azure Mediterranean. For a moment, my orientation goes sideways. Is the sun rising from or setting into the sea? I lose sense of everywhere and pass from the embrace of my trusted friend deep into the center of a molten sphere.

			^

			David was an actor I met in the lifeboat. He pulled me aside one night and tried to steer me around pitfalls in the path of my ambition. Even then I was beyond human intervention. With David’s full name, you could look up a full stack of acting, screenwriting, and special thanks credits, all in the company of revered greats, all hitting a full stop by 1979. Fierce and funny were the split face of David’s identity; intractable is the word that staged his career demise. Groomed by agents, producers, and studios, an investment, David had refused the lead role hand-selected to launch him, and the investors had let him slide. A formerly bright prospect, a once solid contender, after being off the sauce for twenty years, David bought a bottle of scotch for his last joke, taking the funny a little too fierce. He drank the scotch while disassembling a perfectly good vacuum cleaner. He inserted one end of the vacuum cleaner’s hose into his car’s tailpipe. He brought the other end of the hose into the car with him and attached it with silver tape. He let the car run in his sealed garage and sat drinking scotch inside of it. The wife who was leaving him found him.

			The night we heard about it, I told Trina at dinner, “Neither one of them got out in time.” We ate silently, maybe both of us wondering how we might avoid their mistake.

			^

			One final dream: As an old man, I have found my way to the world’s most comfortable bed. The morphine drip flows so fast and potent that dope is leaking out of my eyeballs. I don’t know when the changeover happens. A staff member peels back the sheets, switches out the bedding. New hardware is wheeled in. Some lady, definitely not me, is settling into the bed with no intention of climbing out again.

			^

			While I was at work, a phone call came from my friend Al: “Summer shot herself.”

			Summer was our mutual friend Bobby’s wife.

			“Oh fuck, Al,” I said. “Is she hurt bad?”

			“She’s dead, you moron.”

			“So she shot herself in the head?”

			“Of course she shot herself in the head.”

			“You could have said so. You could have said, ‘Summer shot herself in the head.’ Oh fuck, how do I tell Trina?”

			I stood up. I looked at the stacks of proofs and galleys and manuscript pages layered across my desk. I saw them all very clearly, but nothing else. I sat down and picked up the phone.

			“Hi, honey,” Trina said. “I’m super busy.”

			“Listen,” I said. I listened for what words I might come up with. “Are you okay?”

			“What do you mean, am I okay?”

			“Summer shot herself to death.”

			That statement wasn’t fully true, not yet. Summer’s body was in Cedars-Sinai hospital; her pulse was attached. Cables and pumps exercised her lungs and heart. Trina dropped the painting she was hanging, left the gallery downtown, and was at Summer’s bedside, beside Summer’s mom and brother, when the power running all those pumps and cables was disengaged.

			I went with Bobby, our friend, the widower, to the house where Summer did it. We stopped in to pick up some bauble the mother wanted to dress the body in.

			“I need to use the bathroom,” I said. I didn’t want to, but we’d been drinking coffee and health shakes.

			“Go ahead,” said Bobby.

			The lock was busted where he’d kicked in the door. Blood must have been everywhere, but it wasn’t anywhere I looked.

			Bobby drove Summer’s BMW west to a spontaneous memorial in a Venice backyard. The gathering was tight, intimate, forty people deep. The turn to speak came to me. I sat silent, not knowing what I felt. Nothing shaped up to verbalize. I passed. I was the only one who passed. These people talked so glib and large. Didn’t they realize what had happened? Did they appreciate the depths of the hole Summer had climbed into, so deep she could not climb back out? If they felt the remote tinge of what that felt like, how could they sit up in the sunshine and talk as if the world had not ended?

			My car was the biggest and the blackest of anyone’s we knew, a black-on-black Chevrolet Impala, so it was the funeral transit: me driving, Bobby in front, Roth and Al in the back. I parked the Impala in the lot of a Little Tokyo funeral home. Roth and Al eased out and slammed the back doors.

			Bobby hung behind in the front. “Do you think Summer is better off now?” he asked. “Where she is?”

			What can anyone possibly answer to that? No one knows anything, really, about what happens to people when they are cut off from the rest of us.

			“If God is any good at all,” I began, “if God is worth anything at all…”

			But on that afternoon, who could bet on a God being worth anything good at all? 

			Time passed. People who want to help say it heals all things. The days, the good ones and the ones that were more memorable, trampled over me and marched into years, grinding me toward a particulate nonexistence. The suicides are never far away, always hovering just over my shoulder and just beyond the horizon out front. It’s not exactly as if the suicides called out for me to join them. Also, they never warned me away from that thing they had done. To put it simply: all traps drop you into the other place. Everyone heads out through the same drain. The maze of circumstances and choices is an illusion to disguise the prompts. All comers funnel into the deep end. 

			From the start, I could have rested easy in the outflow, except flowing easy is not what I was after. I wanted to die really not wanting to die. I wanted to die wanting more. I had wanted to die with some sense that more was on the way.

		

	
		
			2

			My Life as It Passed Before My Eyes

			My mother is thinking of other things as I am born. Had she left some chore undone before leaving the married quarters for the infirmary? Would my father stand looking down into the kitchen sink and find some reason to be dissatisfied? 

			I slid out to suck in my first lungful of air. My mother was all a wonder. Is he angry?

			Another time…

			My eight-year-old friends have run off and left me in the woods.

			For a while, I am the stumbling six-year-old lost among saplings, brambles, and stumps. But I’m lucky, as a youngster, half lucky. By good fortune alone, I emerge from the patchy brush, stepping clear of the parcel of trees on the opposite side from where I went in. I emerge onto a lane running parallel to the road I live on. 

			Coming out of the shadowed grove into the clouded open sky and the falling rain, I’m disoriented. I’ve never walked on this distant block, not without my mother’s hand. I stare at landmarks that are recognized but not familiar. I pass by known signposts and feel no closer to where I belong. I approach a house that is identical to the house where I live. I walk up upon it from a perspective I’ve never known. The stone steps and the plank porch look familiar but seem strange. I am afraid.

			My name is being called. I crouch down on the front porch. The door opens, and my worst fears are not realized. My mother clasps me to her like some valuable thing that had been feared lost forever but was only misplaced. A man, the age of my father, and a girl three years younger than me stand behind my mother. Who are these two people? They look so much like my father and my sister. I suspect they cannot be.

			Another time….

			The train has been crawling through California for what seems like weeks. The palm trees, exotic things we had never seen in Canada, have become tedious. When you’re eight years old, five days passes like half a year. Sitting from dusk to sunrise with my forehead pressed to the window, the rails clicking below, the night gleaming beyond, desert horizons moving behind me with every blink I make. When I’m awake, I know I could be dreaming.

			After forever getting nowhere, my mother shakes me into the now.

			“We’re here,” she says.

			The interior of Union Station, Los Angeles, is cavernous and formal. It’s a place beyond anywhere I have ever been. We could be lost in here for the rest of our lives. My mom carries the youngest girl, shielding my other sister and me. A man appears. He strides across the lobby toward our tight family grouping. I don’t know this man who is so happy to see us.

			He’s right upon me. His hand lands on my shoulder. I recognize my father, and I tense up in the defensive posture.

			He carries the youngest girl and leads the rest of us through the grand station. We clump together in the crowds and pass through the busy grand entranceway into the still, hot nighttime parking lot.

			We cross a vast asphalt expanse, following my father’s sure guidance, his unhesitant, wide stride, arriving at the Cadillac, the mythical car we’d been picturing since we’d heard about it so long ago, back before we were on the train. The ’59, a glorious machine, it exceeds and magnifies all our hopes. Our entire stack of belongings fits into the trunk of that car.

			“We could fit Allan in there too,” observes my dad. “If he starts acting up.”

			The Coupe de Ville is four years old, not that I could have been expected to know its secondhand vintage. To me, the car’s garish fins and pointed-bullet backlights make it more attractive than newer, tastefully ostentatious models.

			I’m in the back of the Cadillac, my forehead placed upon the window glass. The roadway hisses below. The landmarks ahead move to the rear in the blink of an eye. The urban neon reflects and is doubled in the car’s spotless windows. My father praises the miracles of the magical new land of California. I see lavish promises coming true all across the shiny, bright night.

			Another time….

			My skin is hot in the sunshine and cool in the shadows, both at the same time. My girlfriend feels the same way I do. Being naked is like being in a whole new world. We’re both almost ten, old enough to know that no one must ever find out about what we are doing. We’ve retreated to our hidden cardboard-box fort deep in an overgrown backyard between our two families’ houses. Thick bushes stand all around us. My girlfriend and I can see out. The world cannot see in. 

			“My brother has hair,” she says.

			“I have hair.”

			She reaches out and points around my vibrating peg. “Here. He has hair here.”

			I forget how to say anything. I’m trying to make out what I see between her legs. She twists her thighs together.

			“Do you know what he likes me to do?” she says. “I can show you.”

			Her face is very red. Her chest is crimson and mottled. She gasps for air and holds her breath. She might be crying. The shade in our retreat darkens. The breeze brings a chill and the voice of my girlfriend’s mother calling her in for dinner.

			Another time….

			My father has moved his family again, and I am in another new school, Coronado Junior High, just in time for sixth grade. The neighborhood has a mean streak.

			It’s after lunch, late in the day, a reading class. Our teacher steps out, and I am pulled into a fight that comprises the entire classroom. Textbooks are being wielded as weapons. I’m slammed in the back, in the head, in the face. I relish the feeling of inclusion. The fight is everyone else fighting against me.

			I’m sailing in midair across a worktable. My wind rushes out of me. I slide across the floor, come to my feet, and crash into some girl I really like. Her breath has been taken away, and she squeals in my face. I charge back in for more.

			Another time….

			For the first time, I have a bedroom of my own. I am in there dozing on the bedspread in the summer heat, deep into my imaginary relationship with Paula Short.

			Black hair, brunette complexion, a physical development of secondary sexual characteristics that her peers would never catch up with, Paula has fallen victim to a sinewy, smooth-skinned sensuality in me. My perfect adolescent embrace compels her to flaunt the taboo against a high school senior being the girlfriend of a seventh grade boy.

			“He looks younger than he is,” she explains to three of her friends, “because he skipped second grade.”

			The three girls toss their ironed, lemon-bleached hair and tug their jean shorts up to expose their full thighs. They put their breasts to work animating their peasant blouses. They stare at me with a new respect and lewd curiosity. 

			My sisters have retreated to a distant air-conditioned portion of the house. I hear a TV, but can’t tell what show is on.

			Half asleep, squirming with my crotch pressed into the mattress edge in my preteen bedroom, I recall Paula as she had first materialized to me. It had been a hot day, like this one. We had met walking from the Foster Freeze and come back to my bedroom to dampen paper towels and dab away the ice cream trails that had dripped along Paula’s neck and clavicles and cleavage. My sisters had been down in the far end of the house, where the air conditioner worked, watching TV.

			Paula had sat on the bed and slid over to me. “I want to try anal sex,” she said.

			There was nothing new she could tell me about anal sex. I’d read up on it in a Penthouse magazine I’d found stuffed into a bag of golf clubs in a friend’s garage.

			“I think you would be good at anal sex!” I tell Paula. 

			“But I’m afraid.”

			“I’m not afraid,” I say.

			We’d been through this all before. The memory was recurrent. Still, as Paula and I started, I felt that this particular day in the stifling, breathless bedroom was different. Paula pulled off her shorts and backed into me. Sensations pooled inside me and quaked and breeched a point beyond where I could pull them back. No further effort was required from me.

			My first orgasm rushed me to the bathroom. I mopped the residue with a wad of toilet paper, feeling alternating currents of revulsion and fascination, not at all like I would have felt wiping creamy drops of Foster Freeze from Paula’s face, neck, and breasts. 

			Another time….

			Outside in the family backyard, I hear the birds chattering. Sunlight streams up from the patio’s white cement. The green of the lawn is a liquid dropping from the sky. The rose bushes are shifting wounds of scented color. Sweat runs down inside my shirt, and I understand the issues at stake and the negotiation points in the exchanges of the chattering birds. This is how I know the LSD has come on: the birds are making sense to me.

			My father comes out into the backyard dressed for work. I’d been taking this acid and selling it for a few weeks, but taking it more than selling it. The batch was wholesome and clear and good-willed toward me. A shadow stops where I am and stays on me. Separate from the powers I’ve been given by the hallucinogen, I don’t need to look up to see who stands there, looking down as if into a clogged sink.

			“Can you look sharp?” says the old man, and my lysergic nervous system bypasses the flinch. Who is this man? Who does he presume he is to me?

			His first appointment of the day has cancelled. He has an hour. He will teach me to drive the manual shifter in the 1947 Chevy that he’s bought for my high school graduation, but intends to withhold from me because I will not walk in the procession.

			I pursue a tangent on a parallel plane of consciousness. The physical me backs the Chevy out of the driveway, traverses a grid of side streets, and merges onto a four-lane artery. The clutch, the accelerator, the brake, the sliding lever, the gears meshing and transferring the power to the drive train; no conscious effort need be applied. My father is left with nothing to say except to praise me. He says nothing.

			“I’m disappointed,” he begins, “that you refuse to graduate. Your mother is very disappointed…”

			My only difficulty is to veil my smirk and stuff my laugh.

			Another time….

			Tommie comes out of her parents’ house but stops short of climbing into the ’47 Chevy. She and three of her brothers’ still live at home with their parents on a long barrio block off Valley Boulevard. We’re about a mile or two west of the community college where we met.

			Her hair, which when left free opens like a black halo spanning down to her lower back, is pulled tight behind her head. She wears hip-slipping jeans and platform pumps with block heels. Her eyes are brown and tight. Her lips are skeptical right here, but I’ve known them to be very sure of us. The first time I saw Tommie, taking the desk in front of me, wearing a baby blue cashmere pencil skirt, a thrift-store treasure, I had thought, Everything would be better with this girl.

			I’m leaning on the Chevy, not to be cool or poised. I’m not sure I can stand up without support. “You said we would go for a drive,” I say. Two of her brothers, both younger than us, I see them within the living room picture window. They’re kneeling the wrong way over the back of a plastic-covered sofa to observe us.

			A hill with no house on top is across the street from Tommie’s house. She walks me up to the top of that hill. Her family’s house seems tiny and far below. I notice that the structure is moving on its axis, twisting on its foundation. In a moment, it will be spinning toward us like something from The Wizard of Oz. We could be hurt. I say nothing about the danger.

			“You need to not do angel dust anymore,” she says.

			I think I catch her meaning, but I cannot be sure. I’m askew from the night before. Some time after midnight the reality came to me that I might never come down. I had panicked. It’s impossible to say exactly what happened. I know that I called Tommie on the phone, and that someone else had answered before I talked to her.

			Her face glows like a cinnamon icon. She takes the tie out of her hair. It fans out wild and large and makes a kaleidoscope of the sun.

			“I told Paco and Matty I had a bone to pick with you,” she says. Paco and Matty are the brothers who are younger than her, the two who watch us from over the seat back of the sofa. She has two older brothers as well.

			Her lips tickle my ear, and she whispers: “Paco said, ‘You have a boner to pick with him is all you’re going to pick.’ ”

			Another time….

			I’ve traveled south hundreds of miles, from San Francisco where I am dropping out of college, navigating the straight and dreary I-5 freeway through nighttime fog banks into the dawning haze of Pomona, California. The car had been driven and owned by a Boston greaser who lived in the dorm I was about to be evicted from.

			“It’ll be a smooth ride,” he’d predicted. “A straight shot.”

			Caustic amphetamine powder had been snorted and joints of dirt weed rolled. About an hour in, our noses stopped bleeding. We realized we didn’t like one another enough to be stuck in a car alone for the next six hours. Seventy miles later the vehicle had broken down.

			The car limped into an isolated gas station between Los Banos and Coalinga, and the car’s owner begged for use of the station’s tools. We traded our dirt weed. The locals fired up and watched the Boston greaser elbow a temporary fix into the motor. The delay in the insect-plagued service station upset the timetable. I was dropped at a dark backhouse in Pomona a few hours too late for my homecoming reunion.

			Chili, the girl who lived in the dark backhouse, didn’t want to let me in. She opened the door but kept it on the chain. “Last time you weren’t very nice to me,” she said. Her face in the crack of the doorjamb looked more afraid than vindictive. It looked both ways. “I’m not safe being alone with you.”

			“You won’t be alone with me. You’ll be here too.”

			In the morning, it is Thanksgiving Day. My parents have not been told that I am in Southern California. Laid out stiff with eyes closed on a spare mattress in Chili’s laundry room, I’m more wired than wakeful. All the time I’ve been away, the separation from my girlfriend has worn on me.

			A knock at the street door alerts me. An empty kitchen and a vacant living room are between where I lie and the front porch. Sounds of Tommie walking fill that buffer zone. The door cracks open into the sliver of a room where I am laid out. I pretend I am asleep still. I’m peeking up along Tommie’s crafty legs beyond her trim miniskirt and batik T to that godly black aura of hair. Tommie reels on her blocked platform shoes and clutches Chili.

			She whispers: “Oh my God. He looks awful.”

			Another time….

			It was during one of those California downpours that are only endurable because you know the streets will dry up soon. Mudslides had swallowed houses whole on the lower slopes of the rich people’s hillsides. The wealthy victims had escaped with the clothes on their backs and not even a decent pair of shoes. Entire super abundant families streamed down out of the heights and pooled at Kinney Shoes on Lincoln Boulevard in Venice.

			Shoe shark Allan M— met these refugees at Kinney’s door and guided them deeper into the sales floor. I sold them shoes, socks, products to care for the shoes, and sometimes a handbag to match. Customers and their kids clumped up around the displays, crowded, off kilter, off balance, unsure of what they wanted or were looking for, vulnerable, easy picking. I ran the floor, sending the sales crew in for quick kills.

			The world was sort of mine right then, even though I was stuck selling shoes. I spotted a couple, a man and a woman, about my parents’ age, unprepossessing, apologizing in their posture, like my parents. They added up to nothing. The couple had been together so long they cancelled one another out.

			All the other salespeople rushed past this man and woman. I stopped. “I can help with whatever you need,” I said. It’s the first thing I said to all the customers.

			The faded husband and wife both shrank back, the wife less so. “We’re here to buy shoes for our son,” she said.

			“What are you looking for? Do you know his size?”

			The man eye checked the woman. He spoke: “They need to be easy to put on and take off.” 

			“It would be better if your son could try them on.”

			The wife had an idea: “Well, he’s in the parking lot, in the car. Maybe we can take the shoes out there, for him to try on.”

			“Naturally, we would pay for the shoes first,” said the husband. “We would only bring them back into the store if they were entirely unsuitable.”

			I was only allotted so much time and patience per transaction. “Why can’t your son come in?”

			They hesitated and seemed to decide the man should speak up: “He has a medical condition. He needs special treatment.”

			“If he’d like to come in, bring him in.”

			I cleared out three adjacent customer chairs for the kid and the parents. I checked for progress. Mom and Dad had a boy my age, twenty-one or twenty-two, flanked between them. He balked at the door. The big forehead, the gawky eyes, the lolling gaze and working mouth; I recognize this kid. Crowds have been unkind to him.

			I put a hand on his sleeve, and I let his slow, grave eyes make up their mind about my face. His brain is defective. This many years along, and it still wants to believe some kind person will take charge of him. The son allows himself to be coaxed into the tumult of the store. Every motion and person frightens him, for good reasons. My face is safe, for no real reason. We shuffle him to the three empty chairs and place him in the middle one.

			Seated between his parents, staring at his knees, the drooling boy’s agitation is manageable. I measure his foot. I bring him a few boxes of shoes to choose from. I’m there on a knee on the floor. The kid can watch my face. He hasn’t forgotten me. He tries on three pairs. He likes them all, but he doesn’t want to stand up to walk through the milling customers to the mirror to see how the shoes look on his feet. I know what he means. The parents pick the most likely pair.

			“Stay there,” I tell the parents. I ring up their box behind the counter and bring them their change and the shoes in a bag.

			“Let’s go,” I say. The boy takes my arm and looks at me like he’s recognized someone. He’s happy. We shuffle him through the streaming shoppers, out the door, and into the parking lot. Outside, the rain seems to be gone for good. Cars growl and squeal out on Lincoln Boulevard. The boy’s slow eyes leave my face and drift warily toward the street sounds of motion and peril. I’ve accompanied this kid as far as I can go.

			Another time….

			Tommie and I are outdoors in the dirt unprotected from the sun in the company of a nonverbal girl named Patti, not a friend of mine. Patti and Tommie met at Tommie’s job. Patti is stolid blonde. Her flexed green eyes managed to be always looking at something else while accusing me of some unspecified infraction.

			Patti has supplied psychoactive mushrooms. We’d stirred the organic hallucinogens into individual cartons of yogurt. We’d eaten our mixtures while driving from Hollywood in Patti’s 1982 Honda CVCC out past the end of the San Fernando Valley to a canyon park on the outskirts of Chatsworth. We’d reached the stone-faced gateway to Charles Manson country. We’ve climbed a rock face and collapsed upon a flat space. The sky is a featureless distance.

			“If we keep walking over these hills,” says Patti, flat on her back, “we’ll come out on Spahn Ranch. Do you know what happened there?”

			The drug in the mushrooms is coming on. Structures are coming apart in the city grid to the south. The horizon is collapsing. The future is a haze of doom. None of us will survive. Patti becomes bestial and slithers from turf to gravel like a predatory reptile.

			There’s a tunnel, below us and to the right, dug into the hill we’re sitting on. Train tracks extend from the tunnel. I’m looking into the eye of the tunnel. The opening seems alive like an orifice that can constrict and contract. A train barrels out of the hole, roaring, screeching, and belching smoke.

			Tommie is shivering, belly down in the dirt. Her pelvis rocks. Five or six dudes stand in a cluster about twenty yards down the hill, watching us. They look like local dudes, not serious hikers, and they watch us in a seriously speculative way. Tommie throws up in the dirt. She sprawls prostrate in the dirt, squirming on the vomit.

			“Get out of the dirt,” I say. The racket of the train overpowers my declarative calm.

			My wife looks at me like I’m a creep. Like I’m asking something unreasonable. The dudes watching us move closer. The ground is rich in improvised weaponry. I grit my teeth and force some words through them. “Get out of the dirt.”
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