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ADVANCE PRAISE FOR ONE AND ONLY


“One and Only is essential reading for anyone wishing to get the full picture of the Beat Generation. Lu Anne Henderson was Neal Cassady’s lifelong love and was responsible for the friendship with Kerouac that gave us On the Road. Gerald Nicosia was always a loyal advocate of the women of the Beat Generation, and his remarkable interview with Lu Anne fills in an enormous gap in the story. It shows the vulnerability and insecurities of the main characters, and reveals the chaos of their emotional lives so that Kerouac and company finally emerge as real people! A great book.”

—Barry Miles, author of Jack Kerouac: King of the Beats


 



“Gerald Nicosia is Kerouac’s best biographer. Critics unanimously praised Memory Babe for its honesty, its broad, deep research, its narrative style, and its respect for and understanding of Jack Kerouac. Now he gives us a different kind of book in One and Only. I am fascinated by characters in fiction who live outside of the book and confront us in real life. Nicosia found Lu Anne Henderson and listened to her voice with great care. He’s written the context, made room so that she can tell her truth about On the Road. We go again but differently on that mythic road with Jack and Neal.”

—Maxine Hong Kingston, author of The Woman Warrior


 



“One and Only is an ongoing chapter in the riveting Beat saga, chronicling another life and its poignant hopes and fears. An unsung teen-heroine of the time, Lu Anne Henderson, the young woman on whom the character ‘Marylou’ in On the Road is based, finally has her say. The book is an intimate and revealing portrait in the annals of American belletristic and real-life memory.”

—Anne Waldman, author of Beats at Naropa and co-founder of The Jack Kerouac School of Disembodied Poetics, Naropa University

 



“Gerald Nicosia performs a fascinating feat of balance with One and Only. While preserving his admiration for Jack Kerouac’s writing, he explores—with the collaboration of Anne Marie Santos and the preserved words of Lu Anne Henderson—the faults of character which contribute to an ambiguous cult status for Jack Kerouac and his beau ideal, Neal Cassady. The book is a most valuable addition to Kerouaciana and the legend of Neal Cassady. It also gives Lu Anne a place she deserves, and has not gotten from others.”

—Herbert Gold, author of Bohemia


  



“It takes a Zen-like skill to tightrope-walk the 60 years of complexity and rumor that lay across Beat legends Jack Kerouac and Neal Cassady. Gerald Nicosia effortlessly performs the feat using his interviews with Cassady’s first wife, Lu Anne, as his point of entry. Nicosia has a historian’s vision that generously accommodates the ambivalences and Rashomon quality of memory. With a breezy and genuine beatitude, Nicosia renders the pre-On the Road Beat world with an admiration that doesn’t discount its occasional irony and fraud. One and Only is a book of masterful craft subversively camouflaged as coolly minimal in which the sophisticated tricks of the trade of fiction are used to tell a real story.”

—Kate Braverman, author of Lithium for Medea, Palm Latitudes, and Squandering the Blue


 



“This is the missing back-story of the back-story of On the Road, the mysterious missing woman a lot of us sensed was there but invisible and silent. Until now. Nicosia has given her voice and made her visible, and she’s extraordinary. No wonder both Kerouac and Cassady loved her.”

—Russell Banks, author of Cloudsplitter


 



“Gerald Nicosia has done it again! He just keeps filling in the pieces of the Beat era for us. One and Only fleshes out the beginnings of On the Road and makes it fuller and more interesting. Lu Anne was certainly a force to be reckoned with. Her lust for life and fullness of being and generosity of spirit show through only too clearly. Her vital North Beach career, her mothering ability, her recovery from heroin addiction, her many marriages, her long clandestine affair with Neal, and her own longevity speak well for her love affair with life as well as with Neal. And her demand for a ‘broad margin to her life,’ showing she had ‘as much right to go through every open door as a man had,’ will strike many women as apt in their own lives. By the 60s, a number of us followed her. I read One and Only from cover to cover in one day, and Lu Anne’s presence hovers with me still.”

—Joanna McClure, original Beat poet, author of Extended Love Poem


 



“I read One and Only straight through and loved it, and loved the energy that was put into it. Lu Anne, much ignored by most of the biographers except Nicosia, finally comes across as a vital part of the Beat Generation. His new book is an informative and moving portrait of a girl who was really a lady, and lets us see once again how strong was the influence of womanhood on the major Beats, both negative and positive. One and Only is must reading and fills in many gaps. It will become an essential part of the Beat canon.”

—Jerry Kamstra, original Beat poet, author of The Frisco Kid 


 



“Gerry Nicosia is to the Beat Generation what Alan Lomax was to the history of the blues, the voice-catcher of his generation. In One and Only, written in collaboration with Anne Marie Santos, Nicosia reveals the story behind the story of the great American epic, On the Road, which is to say he uncovers one of its deeply buried secrets. Every myth has one, and the great unknown force that brought Jack Kerouac and Neal Cassady together is revealed here for the first time in the vivacious voice of the vixen Lu Anne Henderson. Reading her story is like riding with her in the backseat on one of those long, bluesy romps across the great heartland. Go, go, go...”

—Phil Cousineau, author of Wordcatcher and The Book of Roads


 



“The voice of Lu Anne Henderson rises up off the page in this tender yet psychologically acute memoir, transcribed by Gerald Nicosia from tapes he made thirty years ago. Henderson played a crucial, inspirational part in the lives of Cassady and Kerouac, and the true circumstances of their complex relationship are revealed here for the first time. One and Only also shows the poverty and chaos and sometimes the sheer scariness of the lives of the Beats. Above all, the book shows the vulnerability and lack of self-esteem, the confusion and jealousy, which lay behind Cassady and Kerouac’s machismo. Henderson’s crucial insight is that Cassady and Kerouac, despite their profound friendship, were ‘totally unaware of the other one’s real feelings,’ a situation which only got worse when they became cultural icons. This new book by Nicosia is an invaluable contribution to Beat history.”

—Ian MacFadyen, editor of Naked Lunch at 50: Anniversary Essays


 



“What a great and important find: Lu Anne Henderson, aka Marylou of On the Road. Neglected by most of the scholarship, she put Jack and Neal together, is at the core of the movement that changed history, both literary and cultural history. But only Eastern establishment scholars and male-identified fans could be stunned by her. For Westerners, childhood was full of such women—the mothers we grew from. Henderson’s authenticity is no surprise—is relief, joy, and truth. We owe thanks to Gerald Nicosia for the interestingly-crafted One and Only, a sweet book and a delightful, beautiful story that can never again be ignored.”

—Sharon Doubiago, author of Love on the Streets


 



“In One and Only, Gerald Nicosia is a man burning with a story to tell like no other told before: the true story of the pre-legendary men and women upon whom the classic postwar novel On the Road’s characters were modeled. Nicosia’s sturdily edited portrait of Lu Anne Henderson from lengthy taped interviews and his dramatic and accurate narration of Lu Anne’s life amongst  the ur-Beats and thereafter, with the help of her daughter Anne Santos, bring to light as never before the human dimensions of those lives before they were iconic. Lu Anne’s life was not about Neal Cassady or Kerouac or any of them; her story is her humanity. Now, with Gerald Nicosia’s One and Only, a master of living Beat history has brought to life for the first time a ‘Beat woman’ who was a woman, first of all.”

—James Grauerholz, editor of Word Virus: The William S. Burroughs Reader


 



“Just as the Beats were the missing link between the bohemians and the hippies, so was lovely Lu Anne the missing link between Cassady and Kerouac. In this book, she reveals how they played the roles that were expected of them, and then expected by themselves, until finally their roles began to play them. Gerald Nicosia provides a backstage pass to a unique era of foibles and follies that range from poignant to preposterous, so that One and Only does indeed live up to its name.”

—Paul Krassner, author of Confessions of a Raving, Unconfined Nut: Misadventures in the Counterculture


 



“I always sensed Lu Anne was Neal’s real sweetheart. He always had a special look on his face when he mouthed her name. Having been an intimate of major players in that generation, I am drawn to anecdotal, primary narratives like One and Only. For me, they’re more interesting than the fictions like On the Road. One and Only reveals a good deal about the gene pool in that fabulous era. In Lu Anne’s life, as in the larger culture, cool changed from hep to hip. This book reveals the spark, in flesh, of another holder of the flame.”

—Charles Plymell, author of The Last of the Moccasins and friend of Neal Cassady

 



“One and Only is an essential addition and corrective to the masculine locus of Beat Generation history. Lu Anne Henderson was a witness and participant in the legendary road trips and saw Neal Cassady, Kerouac, Ginsberg, and Burroughs in a clear-headed light. Nicosia’s reclamation of her centrality to that experience is revelatory. Her testimony captures her complicated involvement with these men with clarity, compassion, and wise humor. This book is a necessary revelation of the female experience in postwar United States, not to mention the incredible story and insights into the times covered by On the Road and also the period afterward.”

—David Meltzer, original Beat poet, author of San Francisco Beats: Talking with the Poets


 



“There have always been great women behind the important men of our collective literary existence. Lu Anne Henderson (Cassady) was the apocalyptic spark behind the rowdy duo of Jack Kerouac and Neal Cassady. According to the new book One and Only by Gerald Nicosia, a vital addition to the historical archives of Beat consciousness, Neal and Jack didn’t get along with each other before Lu Anne connected them. Nicosia, one of our most important Beat chroniclers, here delves into places other researchers have left untouched. One and Only exposes the liveliness and magnetic charms of a beautiful woman with a beautiful soul, who led a fascinating yet problematic life.”

—Tony Rodriguez, author of When I Followed the Elephant


 



“In One and Only, Gerald Nicosia treats Jack Kerouac with the respect he has always shown for this great writer, just as he has always been a friend and supporter of the real Kerouac family. It’s an extremely well-done book, in which we see the On the Road story through other people’s eyes, in a way that is sometimes painful and sometimes humorous, but always definitely real. In Jack Kerouac’s own spirit, Nicosia gives us the full, no-holds-barred telling of a story we only heard parts of before.”

—Paul Blake, Jr., Jack Kerouac’s nephew







To my very own Doris Day 
Mother, I love you. “Que sera, sera.”


—A.M.S.

 



 



 




To Sylvia Anna Fremer Nicosia, 
known as “San,” 
and all the mothers who try to make 
a better world for their children


—G.N.






 





We’ll be together, you are my one and only wife.

—Neal Cassady to Lu Anne Cassady
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INTRODUCTION

 THE NECESSARY ESTROGEN
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Back in 1978, when I was traveling around the country doing interviews for my biography Memory Babe, there was a lot going on in the Kerouac realm. New Kerouac biographies were in the works by both Dennis McNally and the team of Barry Gifford and Larry Lee, but the hottest action was going on down in Hollywood—the filming of Carolyn Cassady’s memoir Heart Beat with such stars as Nick Nolte, Sissy Spacek, and John Heard. I counted myself lucky to be a friend of Carolyn’s, and through her I wangled an invitation to the set down in Culver City in early October of that year. I had just missed seeing my new friend Jan Kerouac, Jack’s daughter, there. I’d also managed to connect her and Carolyn, so that Jan got a bit part in the film—a part that was, unbelievably, left on the cutting-room floor. Jan was working on a memoir too, as were Jack’s ex-wives Edie Parker and Joan Haverty, as well as his quondam girlfriends Joyce Johnson and Helen Weaver. The women were surfacing, though it would be almost two more decades before they got their due in Brenda Knight’s landmark book, Women of  the Beat Generation, as well as Richard Peabody’s lesser-known but equally important A Different Beat. One woman had notably been absent from all this neo-Beat hullabaloo, the woman every Kerouac fan knew as “Marylou” from On the Road: Lu Anne Henderson Cassady. No one had heard from her in a long time. No one seemed to know where to find her.

Then one day, while I was still out in California, I got a call from Larry Lee. Larry deserves remembering here. A Peabody-award-winning journalist for KRON television in the Bay Area, he was one of the first prominent gay men in San Francisco to die from that epidemic that would take so many thousands of lives out here—including, a little later, the tremendous writer Randy Shilts. It troubles me to see how quickly Larry Lee’s name has been forgotten in the Bay Area, and how people now routinely ask “Who?” when his name is mentioned. Time buries us all, but maybe those who die young get buried quicker, having had less time to leave a testament to their memory.

Larry was short, slender, with a walrus mustache and a pixieish smile. But his brown eyes could burn into you when he was after some critical information. He had one of the sharpest minds I had yet encountered, and he was nobody’s fool. But one thing stands out about him in my memory more than any other. Of all the Kerouac critics, scholars, and biographers running around then—and running in ever larger numbers nowadays, in veritable wolf packs, in fact—he was the only totally noncompetitive one I knew. Maybe he could afford to be noncompetitive because he was a journalist, only on the periphery of those bloody fields of literary combat, where every writer seems out to climb a step higher on the backs of his brothers. But I don’t really think that was it. Larry was just a kind man—that was the essential thing about him. When I first came out to the Bay Area and had no money to live on, he cashed a check for me that no  one else would touch. When you looked at his face, you saw some past hurt there that had left him with a deep compassion for the whole human race, but I never knew him well enough to find out what that hurt had been.

Larry called me around the middle of October, just as I was getting set to return to my mother’s house in a Chicago suburb named Lyons, which was my home base at that time, the place where I was finally beginning to turn years of research into the thousands of lines of inked typeface that would eventually become Memory Babe. “I know where Lu Anne is,” Larry told me. “Would you like to know?” Was the pope Catholic?

Lu Anne, as it turned out, was at that very moment in San Francisco General Hospital. As much as I wanted to interview her, she was in no condition to endure a barrage of questions while I ran a tape recorder on her; but she could receive visitors, I was told. Larry may have spoken to her about me—I don’t remember. I had also recently interviewed her good friend Al Hinkle. That might have helped too. I don’t remember all the steps exactly, but she consented to see me, and I got down to San Francisco General as fast as my rental car would carry me.

San Francisco General, for those who don’t know, is not a hospital for the rich and privileged. It is a place where insuranceless patients routinely get shuffled, where bloodied gang members routinely get treated. It also, later, became a center of treatment and mercy for the hordes of needy sick during the AIDS epidemic. It is a large gray building with numerous wings down at the base of Potrero Hill, in the less-than-fashionable southern annex of San Francisco. The staff there are notoriously dedicated, and the atmosphere in the hospital has always been one of cordiality and heartfelt helpfulness.

I entered Lu Anne’s hospital room not knowing what I would find. Those years of cross-country travel and hundreds of interviews  had been a dizzying roller coaster, meeting crazy alcoholic barroom bruisers who threatened my life, and a few poets who threatened my life too, as well as some of the loveliest, sweetest people in the world, people who were ready to do anything to help someone (me) write the truth about their late friend or relative Jack Kerouac. What I saw was a large (larger than I’d expected), beautiful fortyish woman with a full head of blonde curls, in a blue hospital gown, with one hand swathed completely in white bandages, giving me the softest, kindest, most understanding smile I’d seen in a long, long time. She was absolutely radiant, beaming at me with an expression of gentleness and intelligence that reminded me of various Marys I had seen in the Catholic churches of my boyhood. I think I was a little in love with her before she even spoke.

I told her who I was, that I wanted to talk to her about Jack Kerouac for the book I was writing. Then a look of sadness crossed her face, and she told me that too many people wanted to learn about her life, and the lives of her friends, but it didn’t seem like anybody really wanted to know why she and her friends had done the things they did. To her, the most important thing was finding out why people acted in certain ways. Once you understood them, she felt, their actions almost always made perfect sense. They stopped being freaks or criminals or outcasts or whatever else the world had labeled them as, and they became instead someone like yourself—a friend. It baffled her, it truly did, that so many writers, as well as the legions of Beat trekkies that were beginning to hit the roads of America, were smitten by the flashy and often trashy surface of the Beat movement, but had failed to understand—actually seemed incapable of understanding—that the Beats were ordinary people, just as they were.

Lu Anne told me that she had recently visited the set of Carolyn’s movie Heart Beat, and that she was enormously disappointed by  what she had seen there. The first thing she saw—in a scene being filmed—was Ann Dusenberry, the actress who was playing her, supposedly peeing in a washbowl and then calling for a towel. “I wasn’t a slob,” Lu Anne objected, “and besides, there’s no need to show something like that. There’s no redeeming value in that.”

Then she watched the filming of a scene where Sissy Spacek, playing Carolyn Cassady, comes into a hotel room in Denver and acts “so indignant” to find Neal (Nolte), Lu Anne, and Allen Ginsberg (Ray Sharkey) all in bed together. “What did she have to be indignant about?” Lu Anne asked me. “After all, Neal was my husband—not hers, yet.” Lu Anne winked at me, and a wry smile crossed her face. I was beginning to get the sense that she was a bit of a card, as they used to say. For the past few months, I had been spending quite a bit of time with Carolyn Cassady. I liked Carolyn, but she could be a bit pompous and ponderous with her lectures on Edgar Cayce, karmic debts, and reincarnation. Carolyn did not have much of a sense of humor, and not at all the sort of quick humor that Lu Anne had.

Lu Anne told me more about the reenactment of that infamous three-way sex scene in Heart Beat. She felt the director, John Byrum, had done his best to make it seem as tawdry and kinky as possible. “When the three of us went to bed together,” Lu Anne said, “Neal always used to be in the middle, and Allen and I would be on either side of him. The two or three times we all actually had sex together, it was very nice.” She smiled again at me—not the wry smile, but almost the Mother Mary smile again. “There was nothing obscene about the sex we had with each other—nothing you couldn’t show on a screen or that you’d need more than a PG-13 rating for,” she averred.

Of course she won me over that quickly. I had never known any women like Lu Anne, who could talk so easily about sex and yet also  make it seem so natural and healthy, nothing to be ashamed of or to make a big deal about at all. She was as at ease talking about sex as she was talking about anything else in her life. Remember, this was a good two decades before we had a program like Sex and the City. And always, everything—even the painful stuff—was conveyed with her irrepressible sense of humor.

She told me a story I had never heard—that when she had come to New York with Neal in 1949, and then he turned around and wanted to drag her right back to the West Coast, she figured out a way to thwart him. She loved New York, and she was starting to love Jack Kerouac at that time, and she wanted to stay in the Big Apple at least a while longer. Ginsberg, too, didn’t want Neal running off so fast. So she and Allen announced their plans to live together in New York, and Allen was going to “go straight.” She let out a big laugh before she continued with the story. “Our real motive,” she confided, “was to make Neal jealous, because he’d never want to lose Allen and me to each other! He’d be back east in two days if we ever really did that.” The plan fell through, she said, only because Allen was less than keen about actually trying to become her lover.

Nick Nolte didn’t seem anything like Neal to her. “Neal moved much faster than Nick Nolte,” she said. “When I met Neal, he had six books under one arm, a pool cue in the other hand, and started necking with me at the same time.”

A whole flood of memories came back to her; I was trying to take notes, but it was hard for me to keep up. Suddenly she was living back in those days—names of people were coming back to her hot and fast. She told me about three guys standing up at her wedding to Neal—Bill Tomson, Jim Holmes, and Jimmy Penoff. She was only 15, and her mom consented in order to get her out of the house, where Lu Anne was having a lot of problems with her stepfather and had become rebellious, more than her mom could handle.  She laughed about Bill Tomson, one of Neal’s rivals in the local pool-hall gang, a guy who fancied himself as much a ladies’ man as Neal. Bill wouldn’t get out of their room on their wedding night; he wanted to share in the honeymoon. Again she laughed at one of her memories—how she had to kick Tomson out of the honeymoon suite, which was just a room Neal had rented in a private house, and where she worried that their noisy lovemaking that night kept the other residents up.

Lu Anne’s eyes sparkled when she talked about Neal. She said Neal was always reading to her. She said he always wanted her back, that she didn’t force herself on him, as Carolyn always claimed. Then she went into a reverie—she was thinking of Neal’s letters, and her eyes got a little moist and unfocused. It was as if she left the hospital room with me for a few moments, her spirit traveling back decades and across a thousand miles of continent—as if she were being hit by waves of bittersweet pain, thinking of something that was once too beautiful, and way too beautiful to lose. “He wrote me the most marvelous love letters,” she said finally. “It was when he had just come to San Francisco, and I was still in Denver, and he wanted me back in his life. He told me that he was a ‘rudderless ship’ without me, and other lovely things like that. The things he wrote overwhelmed me.”

But it was the battle with Carolyn that obsessed her that afternoon in the hospital—a battle she had long ago lost, a defeat which the making of the movie now seemed to confirm and memorialize for all time. “Carolyn was a woman to me,” Lu Anne pleaded for my sympathy. “What chance did I have? I was sixteen, and she was in her twenties. Carolyn’s making herself look good in this movie. She portrays herself as this beautiful and sophisticated woman, this siren, that two brilliant and experienced men fell madly in love with. That’s not the way it was at all. Carolyn had merely got herself pregnant.”

She went after Carolyn in a way that I would learn was not characteristic of her. Lu Anne was usually the most forgiving of people. She was also known for being gracious. It may have been her current situation, being sick and helpless in a hospital bed while Carolyn romped with movie stars and ate at glamorous five-star restaurants down in Hollywood. Lu Anne was almost penniless at the time, though I didn’t know it then. It may also have been, as her daughter later pointed out to me, the bad temper that sometimes accompanied Lu Anne’s coming down off her many medications.

“Carolyn and Neal weren’t making it together,” Lu Anne said. “Only a short time after they got married, the sex had stopped. It was that simple. That’s why he was so desperate to get me back.”

We talked for a while more, until she started to tire. I was trying to get as much information as I could from her, but this wasn’t the sort of full interview I had wanted. She didn’t know when she would be out of the hospital, and I didn’t have the money to stay in San Francisco much longer. I figured whatever I got from her that day was all I was going to get. She told me I’d have to go—she needed her rest.

“When you come back, I’ll buy you lunch,” she told me, batting her eyelashes at me. I couldn’t believe it. She was flirting with me—mildly, it’s true, but still flirting. “Then we can sit in the park and hold hands.”

I was twenty years younger than she, but completely smitten. She was beautiful, she was clearly wounded, and she was unbelievably charming.

“Then we’ll have something to look forward to,” I said. I must have looked like a puppy dog in love.

She told me she needed some candy and a pack of Winstons, and I set off on the run for the commissary. It’s kind of amazing to look back and remember that in the 1970s you could still buy cigarettes  in a hospital—for all I know, they even had a lounge for patients where Lu Anne could have smoked them. In any case, I returned in a jiffy and handed her the Winstons and the three candy bars she’d requested.

“Thanks, honey,” she said. I was rewarded by the warm, glowing smile of a well-loved woman. It was clear she was used to attention from men, and she still liked it. Something about her expression reminded me of a purring cat—the visual equivalent of a cat’s purr.

I extended my hand to her. Still a Midwesterner, I was ready to part with a handshake. But she grabbed my hand with both her good hand and the bandaged one, and gave me a loving squeeze.

“Get well soon,” I said, trying to convey a little burst of healing energy in her direction. I was no longer thinking of my much-sought interview. I just wanted her to be well, to be happy. The fact is, she had charmed the socks off me—no mean feat for a middle-aged woman with no makeup, a bandaged hand, and dressed in a baggy hospital gown. I left the room with her oodles of charisma trailing after me—feeling as if I had just been granted a meeting with Hedy Lamarr or Lana Turner.

Then, the next day, came yet another surprise. I got a call from Lu Anne. She was out of the hospital and staying with an old friend, Joe DeSanti, in Daly City. She wanted to do the full, taped interview I had talked of with her. A day or two later, when she was rested enough, I drove down to Joe’s tract house in Daly City, carrying a shoulder bag full of notebooks, tapes, and recording equipment.

Daly City is a working-class suburb in the heavy-fog belt just south of San Francisco. The sky is always gray, and the small, single-story houses are grayish too and tend to be almost indistinguishable from one another. The town has always comprised a lot of immigrants and those who can’t afford the pricey rents of the city itself. It is a bedroom community with few businesses and restaurants and no  nightlife whatsoever. One didn’t expect to find Marylou of On the Road there, even a recuperating Marylou just out of the hospital.

I spent almost eight hours with her there that day, and for most of that time she remained in a dark-colored, maybe green, overstuffed armchair. I had my tape recorder set in front of her, on a low, round, polished, middle-class coffee table. The furnishings were tasteful but sparse. The house did not look lived-in at all, and the only other resident was apparently Joe himself. There were large glass windows—a California trademark—but they were almost all covered with heavy drapes. Privacy seemed to be the word of the day here. The coffee table also held a large ashtray for her many cigarettes an hour.

Lu Anne looked puffy and unwell, and her voice was slow and not nearly as strong or energetic as it had been in the hospital a couple of days before. But I could see the strength and determination in her. She could easily have made a poor-health excuse and bowed out of the engagement, but she was determined to tell me everything she had to say, and she kept going even when I began to wear down myself. She kept going even though Joe frequently interrupted with hints that she quit for the day. At one point he even suggested that it was time for her to visit her daughter Annie Ree, who was living close by and raising her own baby now. Lu Anne brushed him off like a queen whose word is unchallengeable. She made it very clear to him how important it was for her to do this interview with me. In some ways, her sedulous insistence on getting her whole story told was an extension of the feelings she’d expressed earlier, in the hospital, about her horror at seeing her role in Beat history distorted and mistold in the movie Heart Beat and elsewhere. Having already been gravely ill several times, she now strongly feared that her real story would never get told correctly. And so she filled cassette tape after cassette tape with the interview I could hardly believe I was finally getting. And what an interview it was!

Listening to the tapes now more than 30 years later, I realized how much of what she’d said that day I had forgotten—and how much else had simply gone over my head, because I was not yet old enough, nor had I lived enough, to appreciate all the profound life lessons she was sharing with me. If there’s anyone with more insight into Jack Kerouac and Neal Cassady than Lu Anne, I have yet to encounter them. I used to think John Clellon Holmes in his several essays, especially “The Great Rememberer,” had the most profound insights into Kerouac. In some ways, perhaps, he still does. But he did not see the whole other dimension of Jack that a woman, especially a sensitive woman like Lu Anne, saw; and Holmes was not nearly as sharp or empathetic about Cassady.

Carolyn Cassady has now written and rewritten several memoirs, but to my mind they are more about her than they are about Neal and Jack. And Carolyn, not to put too fine a point on it, belonged for better or worse to the square world that Jack and Neal were always trying to run away from. She was more a friendly opponent than somebody who understood from the inside the world they inhabited.

But Lu Anne was unquestionably on the inside, and remained there even after spending decades exiled from the Beat world in the squaresville suburb of Daly City. Even amid the plethora of Beat interviews that now exist, Lu Anne’s interview with me is a unique document, I think. Unlike so many of the other women who have written about Kerouac—including Joyce Johnson, Edie Parker Kerouac, and Helen Weaver—she resists the temptation to shift the focus of the story from Jack (or in this case, Jack and Neal) to herself. Through an almost seven-hour interview, Lu Anne stays on point about those two men, the American countercultural icons of the twentieth century. And she sees them with an objective accuracy that is uncanny, but also with a compassion and nonjudgmental  attitude that is worthy of a bodhisattva—which, forgive my presumption, I would make the claim that she was.

Beat fans, who want the same shopworn but comforting portraits of their two favorite happy outlaws, the Butch Cassidy and Sundance Kid of the 1950s, need be prepared to go down the Rabbit Hole and through the Looking-Glass. For what they will find in Lu Anne’s memoir are two men who may be almost unrecognizable to them—and certainly neither one of them are anything resembling an outlaw hero or even antihero. Kerouac may have written some of the greatest and most innovative books of the twentieth century, but Lu Anne portrays him as a man who couldn’t go out and find a job to pay the rent when it was crunch time—a man who, when the pressures of the ordinary world built up too high, froze in his tracks and had to let a teenage girl show him the way forward.

Neal she shows to be a man of enormous vulnerability around both men and women—a man who would rather pimp his wives and girlfriends to other men than risk having them choose another lover on their own; a man who, when he finds another man, a large strong young man, kissing his wife, does nothing but scream and scream and then demand everyone in his party turn tail and flee. Cassady’s male bravado, which became as much a symbol for the age as Brando’s sneer, is revealed to be a mask for his own monumental uncertainty. Lu Anne shows Neal to be a man for whom decisions of any kind were inordinately hard; hence we see his endless crisscrossing of the country, San Francisco to Denver to San Francisco to New York and back to San Francisco, ad infinitum, to be less the intrepid travelings (to borrow a phrase from Neal’s later master, Ken Kesey) of a New Age explorer, and more the futile and endless missteps of a man who could never truly figure any real direction for himself in life.
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