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			For all the friends who’ve gone too soon.

		

	
		
			Poetry is eternal graffiti written

			in the heart of everyone.

					–Lawrence Ferlinghetti

		

	
		
				Prologue

					Montauk, New York, Fall 1980

			I don’t know if this is a confession or a purge, a scream or a lullaby. But I’m compelled to get it all down, and not for sentimental reasons, not to warm myself in the bittersweet glow of nostalgia. No, this sojourn into antiquity is a beginning, a becoming; I write out of necessity. My beloved ghosts are here with me. Sarah, the misfit and mystic, Shooky, the aspiring, drug-dealing Casanova, and my angel, Kiera. I failed them all, each in a different way, so I accept their scrutiny. I welcome it. As I begin to tell you our stories, they remind me that even under the most favorable conditions truth can be cagey, cunning, mercurial. Often it doesn’t like being known, and when unwanted truths are about to emerge self-deception is its vengeance, its favorite trick. But it will be no match for me. I write in blood.

			I chose to rent this little house on the outskirts of Montauk because it’s perfect — battered but not broken, and close to the ocean, where I can walk away from this writing when I need to, and breathe. Yahweh, my tuxedo cat, is here with me too, taking this temporary move out here with me in stride, sitting behind my Remington as I type, following with bemused detachment the candle flames fluttering from a not-so-subtle entertainment of wind coming through a crack in the window. All day long I’ve watched the Halloween wind reshaping the dunes, making endless changes, corrections, revisions, the uncompromising architecture of sand resisting finality, refusing to be conquered, and the wind never satisfied. It’s like watching an artist at work. I know that’s what I’m facing, not that I’m an artist by any means. I’m just a twenty-eight-year-old itinerant man on the verge of losing my mind. 

			If I am to move on, to do more than survive, I have no choice but to reclaim the moments over the last ten years I care to hold on to and the wreckage from those years with which I will try to make peace. There is no place left to go, no place left to hide, no way to Houdini my way out of what all too often feels like the straitjacket of my past. I know I’m fucked unless I get through this. I’ll make mistakes but they won’t be of any consequence, no threat to your understanding, or perhaps even to your empathy. You may see that as a disclaimer and I wouldn’t blame you. But I think of it this way: if my life were to be brought to light in a series of Impressionist paintings, not representing actual reality but rather new realities in themselves, this would be a walk in and around and through the stories each of them would tell.

		

	
		
				Part One

					November 1970 – June 1971

			Here’s to the few who forgive what you do,

			and the fewer who don’t even care.

						– Leonard Cohen

			Let me forget about today until tomorrow.

					     – Bob Dylan

		

	
		
				One

			On the Monday after the long Thanksgiving weekend in 1970, I came home for the last time to the little rented house my mother and I lived in. Two bedrooms, one bath, tiny living room, washer and dryer on the covered back porch. A typical low-rent box in Rockville Flats, California, an all but forgotten, end-of-the-road, jerkwater town on the southwest ass-cheek of the Mojave Desert. It’s bordered in all directions by a barren landscape probably not so different from the one Christ wandered into as a would-be savior.

			I remember walking into the house excited and a little afraid (which I never would have admitted at the time). My best friend Shooky and I were running away to Venice Beach early the next morning. It was something we’d been planning for months. Steven Gregory, our high school principal (at his core a simpleton, a gray suit with a head on it), told us earlier that day that because we were such fuck-ups we’d have to repeat our senior year. That sped up our departure date by months. No way were we going to stick around for that.

			I found my mother sprawled out on the couch, unconscious. She worked the counter at Winchell’s, selling donuts and coffee to truck drivers all night long on the graveyard shift. She must’ve traded with somebody to be home at that hour. I could smell the bourbon from ten feet away. I was probably as high as she was drunk. Shooky and I had been getting stoned for the last few hours. The hash had taken me to a magical place — an otherwise inaccessible neighborhood in my mind, one that was free of existential angst, uncontaminated by any form of law enforcement, where Rockville Flats’ fossilized, infertile hills were uncharacteristically alive with the sound of music.

			But there she was, my one and only mother, bringing me down again. She lay there in her white blouse, her nametag slightly askew (Janet), her black polyester slacks, and her fat little brown shoes rounding out an ensemble of hopelessness. Her whiskey-soaked brain was surely submerged somewhere on the edge of eternity, her I’ve-smoked-for-twenty-years-and-I-ain’t-quitting-now-and-you-can’t-make-me lungs sounding, as usual, like the tired engine of a battered old train desperate to make one last trip to Clarksville. I had grown so accustomed to seeing her in that condition that it hardly fazed me. I felt nothing. No, that’s not true. I felt pity, which is worse than feeling nothing. 

			So it was another one of those days when everything in and around and about the house was redundant and stale, bereft of soul, devoid of hope. I wish now I had a happier memory of that last day with her, maybe just a tiny moment, maybe just her asking me to pass her the TV Guide so she could do her crossword puzzle and me saying OK, but then everything would have had to be so different. I was out of control back then and embraced it fully — the perpetually stoned-out peace-and-love poster-boy hippie kid who, underneath it all, was consumed with rage and hurt and resentment. Why that was will, I hope, become clear. No wonder my mom was a drunk. I stood and watched her wheezing, and chose not to think about the “good ol’ days” when she and I got along. This time I was leaving. There was no point. 

			I grabbed a box of Cocoa Puffs, a carton of milk, a mixing bowl and a spoon, and took them into my room. I ate my chocolate breakfast food like I thought a gladiator would eat chocolate breakfast food, and felt like a Roman emperor when I was done. 

			I picked up the beautiful Gibson Hummingbird guitar I’d bought with drug money and practiced a few songs I’d written. I put the first stack of records on my little stereo, cleared off my “homework” table, set up my scale, took out the block of hash and the two pounds of weed I’d scored in Anaheim the day before and started to work. I had to weigh and cut as many grams of the hash as I could by the time Shooky came by to pick me up at five the next morning. Whatever I didn’t finish I’d do in Venice. I didn’t mind staying up. I loved the work; it took me out of myself. I bagged the thirty-two ounces of Michoacán first and set them aside to be ready for packing.

			Two or three hours after starting in on the hash I realized that the last record had ended, and I heard nothing in the house except the mousy squeak of the dope scale. It must have been around midnight or later. Something was wrong. No wheezing. I walked out into the dark little hallway and looked into my mom’s room. It smelled of stale cigarettes and dirty laundry. Piles of clothes were everywhere. Her bed was a sad, concave, spoon-like thing supporting a sheet-sculpture of the Alps. The bathroom was right across from my room. She wasn’t in there either. 

			It was only three or four steps to the living room, which was still and dark, except for the slow sweep of a car’s headlights moving across the walls and the cottage-cheese ceiling. I flipped on a light. Mom had not moved since I’d gotten home. She always screamed at me if I ever woke her, so I tiptoed up to the couch and leaned over to look at her face, which was turned inward toward the wall. I lifted her eyelids and saw a frightful mackerel stare. I put my head to her chest and couldn’t hear a heartbeat. That was as close to her as I’d been since my father Harry left when I was eight. She’d clung to me for a short while after that.

			Yelling her name, shaking her, slapping her, nothing had any effect. The fear I felt flipped my otherwise pleasant and mellow hash high for a loop. I wasn’t sure what to do. I headed into the kitchen to get a pan full of water to throw on her, but then somehow I realized that the idea came out of anger rather than from an effort to try and save her (this had happened more than once before), so I decided I’d better call 9-1-1.

			It seemed like the ambulance was there before I hung up the phone. The medics went to work. From my stoned-out perspective it looked like they were performing open-heart surgery. My mother moaned and threw up on the weird brown suburban shag carpet. Two cops parked outside and came sauntering in. I paid no attention to them. I was fixated on the unfolding drama. Mom passed out again. “Fuck!” one of the ambulance guys said quietly. They made their magic orange gurney spring to life. They flopped her onto it and then shot out the door as if she were a time bomb that might blow up the whole block.

			I noticed then that one of the two cops was Officer Beatrice Walls, whose new blond bowl cut surprised me for its radical unattractiveness. We knew each other from a previous idiotic skirmish. Most of the cops in Rockville Flats knew me. I hated all of them. About a year before, Walls busted me for shoplifting. I’d stolen a Penthouse and dropped it accidentally on the way out of the store. I was the catch of the year for the store rent-a-cop, but a routine bust for Walls. This all happened while I was cutting school. The judge dismissed the charge if I agreed to do twenty hours of community service. So I spent a little time digging around in a county irrigation ditch for a couple of weekends. Big deal. The school suspended me for five days for truancy. Suspending a kid for cutting school is like punishing a masochist. I was thrilled.

			I could feel Walls’ eyes on me. She whispered something to her partner, an Officer Duke, a tall, tanned rookie trying very hard to look menacing. He nodded. She seemed to be his mentor. He stood by studying everything she did. 

			“Sorry about your mom, Owen.”

			Walls sounded like she was teetering on the edge of sincerity. I said nothing. I was trying to appear as though I wasn’t high. We were standing by the open front door. The ambulance backed out of the driveway and screamed its way to the hospital. Walls’ squad car was parked like nobody else would ever park, diagonally, on the lawn. The obnoxious, manic, red and blue twirling lights exacerbated my disorientation. 

			“I guess I have to go to the hospital?” I asked her.

			“Sure,” she said, closing the door. “But first I’d like to know what’s gone on here tonight.” She took out a flip notebook and a pen and stood there poised to write.

			 “Nothing has ‘gone on’ here tonight.” 

			“Your mother just got hauled away in an ambulance.”

			“You’re blaming me for this?”

			“Well, what happened?”

			“She doesn’t need an excuse to get shitfaced, does she? She and Romeo have been having problems. Maybe that’s what it’s about this time.”

			“Romeo?”

			“Her boyfriend.”

			Walls squinted. “Oh, come on!”

			“Hey, it’s not my fault that that’s his stupid name.”

			She turned to Officer Duke. “See what I mean?” Then back to me. “What kind of problems have they been having?”

			“They can’t agree about where to retire on the French Riviera.”

			“Watch it, pal.”

			“I am watchin’ it.”

			“What are your mother’s drinking habits?” 

			What a stupid question! What an idiot!  “You saw her just now. What’s the mystery? She’s a goddamn raging alcoholic. The whole police department knows that.”

			She scribbled all that while looking at me and not at the notebook, as if that were supposed to impress me. 

			“Where’s the attitude comin’ from, Owen?”

			“East Berlin.” 

			She snorted. “That’s just dumb. That’s it for now.” She barked at the rookie: “Let’s go.”

			 “I gotta use the bathroom,” he said. 

			I stared at the couch, which still retained a vague but discernible outline of my mother’s body. I was thrown off-kilter by how rotten I felt after hating her for so long. 

			“Do you have any other family?” Walls asked. 

			 “There’s nobody else.”

			“What’s your dad’s name?”

			“Harry Kilroy.”

			“Where is he?”

			“Hey!” Officer Duke shouted. “You’d better come check this out!” 

			She made a serious tactical mistake by not keeping an eye on me — a fuck-up that maybe could have put her back on a motorcycle, standing on the street in ninety-eight-degree heat, pointing a ray gun at passing cars. I’ll never know. All the stuff on her utility belt shook as she jogged toward my room. In my emotional hash-infused fog I’d completely forgotten that I’d left my door open — a fuck-up that was far worse than hers.

			I took off running, winding my way around the black and white and off into the night. But there was nowhere to run. I knew I was finished. The cool desert night air was my last taste of freedom. Walls and Duke were chasing me now, demanding that I “halt.” I asked myself, for what? To give myself up to whatever horrors were in store? Was Walls going to shoot me if I didn’t stop? Part of me hoped so. 

			I ran so fast and so hard that she was forced to slow down — she was out of shape — and I didn’t know where the hell to go at first. I thought about going to Shooky’s but it would be a big mistake leading the cops there. I could hear sirens screaming. 

			A few houses were already decorated for Christmas, some festooned with bright, colorful outdoor lights. I’d seen them earlier, and on that sad night they looked more cheerful than ever. Santas, elves, sleighs, candy canes, and reindeer all congregated on the front lawns. Christmas trees decorated with more lights and glittery ornaments and topped by golden stars and golden angels stood in the windows of those houses. All this made the undecorated houses look like tombs. 

			I crossed Rockville Flats Boulevard and looked behind me and there was Duke, stopping, turning around and running at full speed toward the sound of the sirens. I couldn’t figure out what the fuck that was about. He was running away from me. Walls was getting up off the ground. 

			I threw myself over the fence that separated the boulevard from the no-man’s-land I’d spent so many afternoons and nights getting stoned in and headed to Manderley, a special little spot where Shooky and I always hung out. I took a second to rest and breathe. It was pitch dark. I could see flashlights, lifeless eyes not blinking, coming over the fence. I shimmied down a steep pitch into a ravine. It was even darker there, a pool of octopus ink. A minute later about a dozen of those dead flashlight eyes appeared around the perimeter. A cop shouted a blistering command to a police dog. It was Duke! So he was the K-9 cop. He’d gone for the dog. I was impressed. His command cut into the night air like a bayonet. I couldn’t understand what he was yelling but there was no doubt it sounded like deep trouble. I was Lee Harvey Oswald. I decided that if those bloodthirsty bastards were going to catch me I was going to make them work for it. They were in my backyard. I ran west, toward the Pacific Ocean. I’d always wanted to live by the ocean. So what if it was more than a hundred miles away? I could hear the wind, my breath, my feet landing on the hard uneven ground, the crazy dog barking viciously. 

			Beatrice Walls shouted, “Owen, Owen!” in the loudest fake-friendly voice she could muster. “Everything is gonna be OK if you just stop running and show us your hands!”

			No way out. No hope. I was the fun they were going to have that night. But I kept going. All the king’s soldiers were relentless in their blitzkrieg, but they were taking the long way around because they knew nothing about where they were or what they were doing. The flashlights moved across the ravine, the beams getting bigger, brighter. I found myself in a large open area that a science teacher once said had been a lake in ancient times. My only hope was to get across the lake and climb up to a ridge that a million years ago probably served as a platform from which cave men practiced their swan dives. From there I might stay free a little longer. I scrambled up the hillside and after a few attempts I pulled myself up onto the ridge. But the not-very-well-regulated militia was closing in. They knew more about where we were than I thought. I started running and slipped and fell into a ditch, eating the dry dirt, scraping my hands on the little bastard rocks. I crawled like a wounded diamondback under a big gooseberry bush. The cops were converging on me now, no more than thirty feet away. I heard one set of footsteps approaching, crackling on the rocky ground.

			Walls said, “Owen, we know you’re under there. Show us your hands and come out! Unless you prefer to be dragged out by the dog.” Another command from Duke and the dog went crazy, as if he hadn’t been fed in weeks and wanted to crack my skull with his teeth. 

			I looked behind me and saw nothing but a cluster of flashlights and the ominous silhouettes of the Flatvillian soldiers behind them. Above me, through the branches of the bush, the spectacular panorama of useless stars. There was a sudden violent rustling sound. In what she probably thought was a career-restoring move, Beatrice Walls dived under the bush and pointed her deputy cowgirl six-gun an inch from my temple. I looked at her in shock — she knew me better than that — and then I turned to face the ground and waited to die.

			“Don’t be stupid,” she said.

		

	
		
				Two

			If you’ve ever had a cop point a gun at your head you know how it feels to be made small, to be reduced to nothing but a body trembling with fear and outrage. 

			“Take that fucking gun away from my head, you pig bitch!” 

			Walls punched me in the ribs. I cried out, turned away from the posse, my head lying on the ground for a second, feeling like I’d been shot with a bazooka. How could she be that strong? I took in another dirt-breath, writhing in the hopelessness of the miserable Flatvillian night. She cuffed me tight and dragged me out and up on my feet. She put her gun away.

			“Look at him,” Hero Number One said from behind his flashlight. “A hippie faggot.”

			“With faggot hair,” said Hero Number Two. (My hair was long, down to about the middle of my back. I was quite proud of it.) Some of his crime-fighting comrades chuckled. A few of them lit smokes, a brief glimpse of yellow flame illuminating their cop faces, and then the glowing red tips of the cigarettes appearing and disappearing behind the flashlights.

			Hero Number One, trying to impress everybody, said, “I saw him selling his ass down in Hollywood last night.”

			Hero Number Three said, “He had to go that far to find a buyer!”

			They all guffawed like it was the funniest thing they’d ever heard.

			My ribs ached. It hurt when I tried to breathe. My stomach felt like searing-hot pinballs were bouncing around inside of it. I should have known to keep quiet, but I couldn’t not say something back to that. 

			“I know why you were in Hollywood last night,” I said, peering at Hero Number One behind his flashlight. I could feel the whole assemblage waiting to hear what I said next. “You were there for the same reason you always are — to suck your twelve-year-old boyfriend’s little Oscar Mayer wiener. And guess what? While you were licking his come off your face, I was at your house fucking your wife in the ass.”

			The whole shooting match of crime fighters collectively went “Whoa!”

			The would-be cuckold walked up and spit in my face. 

			“You puny little prick,” he said. He whipped out his cowboy six-gun and placed it in my ear. “Take it back.”

			“Go ahead, pull the trigger, fucknut.” I stood still, didn’t move a muscle. Beatrice Walls’ gun to my head was nothing compared to this. I was terrified, but I also wouldn’t have minded if he shot me. It was turning into that kind of night.

			“I said take it back, faggot!” The barrel of his gun seemed to be penetrating my skull. 

			He was such a pindick homophobe I couldn’t keep myself from taunting him in front of his pals. I knew he might kill me and that scared me, but then what did I have to live for anyway at that point?

			“Come on, creep! Kill me! Show your pals what kind of a he-man you are.”

			Walls said in a voice choking with tension, “Lloyd. Stop! He’s a kid. Let him go. We’ve got him.”

			“I’m gonna kill this little fag unless he takes that back.”

			“Looks like I’ve hit a pretty sensitive nerve there, Lloyd.” I turned as far as I could, which wasn’t far, towards the increasingly tight cluster of crime busters. “What does that tell all you fuckers about him?”

			“Owen, shut up!” Walls yelled.

			Lloyd cocked the hammer on his gun. Pushed it further into my head. “You’re dead. Say a prayer.”

			Some other cop said “Lloyd” the same way you’d say a dog’s name when it’s about to dig into the garbage.

			Lloyd wasn’t having any of that. He leaned closer to me and I could feel the spit hitting me as he yelled in my face. “Take it back or I’ll blow your brains out!” 

			The barrel felt like it was at least an inch into my ear canal. Sound was muted.

			“You’re a weasel.” 

			“Owen, are you crazy?” Walls yelled. “Just take it back and this will all be over.”

			“The loser’s gonna have to kill me. That’s how this is gonna have to go down.”

			“You think I won’t?” Lloyd screamed. 

			He pushed the gun into my ear so hard it made my head bend the other way, so by the time my other ear just about kissed my shoulder the gun was vertical. Now I was bent all the way over to my left, my handcuffed hands dangling in a weird angle behind me. All the crime fighters were eerily silent now. You could hear the breeze teasing the bushes with cool, dry caresses. I wished one of the idiots would say something. The gun barrel pressing into my ear was cutting it up bad. Lloyd was trembling. I realized that the cops were just as scared shitless as I was. But then my mind suddenly became calm; a decision had somehow been made without me trying. I can’t explain it. I just wanted out. I’d had it at that point. I was done with the whole thing.

			“Get it over with,” I said, my voice empty of malice, an unquestionable yearning taking its place. “Don’t be the kind of pussy who doesn’t. Be the kind of pussy who really does shoot the handcuffed kid.” 

			I hoped when it happened it would be quick. I almost cried. The world was worthless, I was worthless. There was no hope. Everything had finally gone completely to hell.

			Somebody laughed.

			Lloyd punched me in the eye. I thought he might have broken my face. I fell backwards and hit the ground hard. My arms broke my fall a little but I thought I’d dislocated my shoulders. I was somewhat disappointed. Still alive.

			He holstered his gun. “You’re not worth another minute of my time.”

			The tension broken now, all the cops started laughing and talking shit to each other, like the whole homicidal-maniac scene had been nothing but a big joke. Walls, backed up by a couple of bruisers, stood over me. I watched Officer Duke walking away with Klaus the Destroyer. 

			Walls dragged me up off the ground for the second time. “You’re on your way to a new life, Owen,” Walls said. “Better get used to shutting the fuck up.” 

			She led me up the hill. A circus of cop cars was parked askew on the edge of the ravine. We walked back to my house. There was a police van parked in the driveway. The door to the house was open and I saw a bunch of uniforms ripping the place apart.

			“Do you think there’s any way we could go in there and get my guitar?” I asked. “You kind of owe me, since you probably broke a few of my ribs.”

			Walls shook her head. “Holy shit, Owen. You’re one crazy-ass kid. Now get in the car.”

			I slid onto the plastic cop-car seat in so much pain. I turned, slowly, slowly, so my back wouldn’t crush my handcuffed hands. Walls got in, started the engine. 

			“You should have let that bastard kill me.”

			She held my gaze for a second and then picked up the microphone.

			“Five-oh-eight.” 

			“Five-oh-eight?” 

			“Suspect in custody. Heading to juvy.” 

			“Ten-four, five-oh-eight. Juvy.”

			She put down the microphone and backed off the lawn and into the street. “Rockville Flats is finally rid of you, pal.” 

			“Walls, as long as we’ve known each other I’ve wondered something. What’s it like havin’ to go through life being so fuckin’ ugly?”

			She stopped the car and threw it into park. I thought she was going to get out and come around my way and become violent again. But she turned around and said, “You know what, Owen? I know you’ve had a hard life. We all know that. It’s pretty goddamned sad. But it’s no excuse for being such a mean-spirited asshole.”

			“Yeah? And what was up with you tonight, Walls, pointing your fuckin’ gun at me? Your shithead cop impression of a Christmas elf?”

			§

			I had three badly bruised ribs. One fractured. Most of the skin on my ear torn away. A black eye. Torn muscles in my shoulders. All of this was from a “fall” I took while I was running away from the cops. I would discover that nobody in court would believe my story. Cops would never pull a gun on an unarmed white kid. Everybody knows that.

			§

			My cell was the size of a grave, with green paint peeling off the walls, which were covered with scratched-in epitaphs: “Fuck the pigs” “Suck my dick” “Eat Shit ” “Kill Warren” (a particularly sadistic guard), and so forth. Four feet above my cot a frosted rectangular window that didn’t open let in a vague suggestion of light during the day. At night an invasive glare turned the cell gray because of floodlights. 

			Every time I closed my eyes I’d see my Sarah. Maybe it was the loneliness and isolation I felt that finally broke down the barriers between my memories of her and my determined efforts not to let them in. It had been four months.

			She was one year behind Shooky and me in school. She was cute and small, maybe five-three or five-four, in bare feet most of the time, each toenail painted a different color. Her eyes were that stunning color of blue you see in pictures of coral reefs. The first time I saw her eyes, really saw them, not just when she walked by, I couldn’t speak. It was like I’d had a stroke. She was coming out of detention — christened by the administration as the Cooling Off Room(!) — as I was going in, having just called my math teacher a fascist. We were two feet apart. We looked right at each other. I froze. She was annoyed but didn’t say anything. I stepped aside and off she went. When I walked into the room, Ribs, the emaciated teacher’s assistant whose job it was to lord over us, looked up at me, studied my face with uncharacteristic interest, and said, “Looks like you just met Sarah.”

			Her hair was very long, blonde sometimes, sometimes red, blue, or black, and she dressed like the freakiest of freaks: Catholic school girl with rainbow hair one day, fairy godmother the next, cowgirl in cowboy boots on still another, then Janis Joplin, then Blanche DuBois, then Elvira. Her notoriety was unmatched. She had a captivating smile that appeared often enough, but which emphasized a bit of an acne problem on her cheeks. Not long after she’d paralyzed me we became good friends.

			I still remember so well how I believed she knew what a fraud I thought I was, what a phony loser. I was convinced she could see through me, detect or at least intuit all of my insecurities — what a shitty guitar player I secretly thought I was, my belief that I would never amount to anything, that I was worthless, ugly, stupid, and that now and in the end, I was, and always would be, alone. I told her all of this late one night on a camping trip when she and I were the only ones still awake. Everybody else had collapsed. We sat together under one cozy sleeping bag, my arm around her to keep her warm. She held my other hand. We were like two cats wrapped up in each other. Our faces were almost touching. We were being very quiet, which added to the intimacy. I could have kissed her but I didn’t. I felt a deep, abiding, sublime sense of peace with her and I didn’t want to do anything to fuck it up.

			“I haven’t seen any sign of your insecurities. You really hide them well,” she said. 

			“Thanks. They’re there, like broken glass at the bottom of a river. What about you? You seem like you don’t have any, but you must, right?”

			She laughed quietly, looked at the sky and said, “You know, right, that the light from those stars took tens of millions of years, maybe hundreds of millions, to get here, and a lot of them by now are already dead?” 

			“Yeah.” 

			“I think I’m the light from one of those stars.”

			She was, most of the time, a compassionate and loving friend. Of all the people in our crowd, she would be the one who would remember good things that everyone else would forget, like which night would be the full moon. And if someone was freaking out on acid, she would always take charge, soothing them as best she could, trying to guide them into a better trip. She’d been there herself many times.

			Not long after the camping trip, Shook and I took her to San Diego to see Taj Mahal and Country Joe and the Fish. Megan Marie Drysdale, Shooky’s sometimes girlfriend, was supposed to come with us but for some reason she couldn’t make it, so he was solo. By that time Sarah and I had naturally fallen deeper into each other’s orbits. We held hands all night, kissed a lot, building up to a marathon make-out session during most of Country Joe, who, besides his “One, two, three, what are we fightin’ for? Don’t ask me, I don’t give a damn, Next stop is Vietnam,” was kind of boring. On the way back to Flatville in Shooky’s 1961 Citroen, Sarah and I made out intensely, even desperately, giving everything we had, like two drowning swimmers trying to make it to shore, trying to save each other’s lives. A couple of kids with nothing left to believe in. We were in the back seat while Shooky drove. But just as things were really escalating she passed out. I knew she was very high, but I didn’t know what she was on. She wasn’t one of those people who’d announce it. Sarah wasn’t known for taking downers. She was more of a speed-acid girl. We drove her to my house — my mom was working — and by dawn she was OK. 

			I didn’t know Sarah for very long. She moved to Rockville Flats with her family just about a year before it all went to hell. She and I had given each other many “friendship” kisses before we went camping. That was nothing out of the ordinary among the people we hung around with. Even that camping night — again, the sweetest, most intimate time I’d ever had with anyone up to then — we’d kissed goodnight European style, just once on each cheek. We went to sleep cuddled together, her head on my shoulder, her hand in mine, my left arm falling asleep, my neck already stiffening up from an inability to move, and my never wanting the night to end. We were the talk of the morning when everybody got up. We went out of our way to assure them all that we were just friends. Nobody believed it, least of all me, but it didn’t lead to anything, at least not until two weeks later at Country Joe. 

			I’d hoped the morning after the concert that Sarah would acknowledge that she was my girlfriend, that she would throw herself into my arms, kiss me, and tell me how happy she was. But she said she didn’t remember anything about the ride home and yes, it was fun making out, but couldn’t we please just be friends again? 

			One of the best and worst things about her was once she’d made up her mind about something you could do nothing to change it. One day in the Cooling Off Room she announced, inexplicably, to me and a few others, that “Mr. Sun, Mr. Moon” by Paul Revere and the Raiders would outlast “Voodoo Child” as a classic. She just blurted this out, out of nowhere. She caught all kinds of shit for it (and she probably said it just to provoke and enrage people), but no amount of terrorism or guerilla or psychological warfare had any impact, except perhaps to make her even more militant in expressing her point of view. So I had no hope trying to convince her that she should be my girlfriend. Whenever I tried to, she’d piss me off or try to make me laugh about it, depending on her mood. The message, however delivered, was always the same: I didn’t have a chance. When we saw each other after that period we’d hug and kiss, but it was all awkward and sad. I’d tried much too hard, and yet I didn’t try hard enough, or I didn’t try in the right way, because I had no idea what that looked like. I was a neophyte at real love and she was a kaleidoscope of a girl. 

			But one summer night we went out to Manderley. We smoked a joint and drank Drambuie out of the bottle. I thought we were friends trying to figure out what that meant for us now. I think Sarah believed that too. But after we finished the joint we held each other for a long time without saying anything. And then we turned and looked at each other and kissed soft and long and full of hunger. Sarah said, “The moon’s on the other side of the world tonight. No one’s watching us.” 

			We made love for the first and only time, with wild and tender and desperate passion, surpassing the intensity we’d found in ourselves in Shooky’s car. Afterwards we were closer than we’d ever been, sitting naked, holding each other, the warmth of the night wrapped around us. We passed the Drambuie back and forth, smoked cigarettes and talked. The magic of that night became part of us forever, and yet even with its power it was unable to keep us from knowing, somehow, deep down, that it was all over. Before we left Manderley I told her I was sorry that I’d fucked it all up and she said no, she’d fucked it all up. We laughed. We were so completely with each other, without any self-consciousness or angst; I felt the moment would never come again. I couldn’t leave anything left unsaid. We put our clothes on and stood there together, holding on, like we were waiting for something. In the next instant we’d be leaving Manderley, going back to that part of our lives we so badly wanted to escape from. 

			I looked into those sad, chameleon eyes. “I fuckin’ love you, Sarah.”

			She gently put her arms around my neck and brought her face close to mine. I felt her warm breath on my lips. “You’re an angel,” she whispered. “I’m just really messed up, which is why I’m so sorry about everything. No matter what happens, never forget that this crazy girl loves you too.” We kissed again for as long as we could before we let it go, and walked slowly, holding hands, back into our separate lives.

			That we’d had a chance to live those hours, to say those sacred things, is to me, even now, proof that the universe very occasionally sheds its awful indifference. And I will always believe she was wrong. I fucked it up. Back then I had no capacity to do otherwise.

			I saw her again not long after our night at Manderley. She’d just come back from her family’s annual summer vacation. She said she was about to have a major breakdown and couldn’t sleep, and asked me if I had any downers I could give her that would last her for a couple of weeks. I gave her all I had. Fourteen Nembutals in a little white envelope. 

			“I’ll give you more when I can if you still need ’em,” I said. “I know what it’s like.”

			“You really are my salvation, Owen.” She slid the envelope carefully into her back pocket. She looked at me for what seemed like a long time, perhaps reliving a little, our night at Manderley like I was. She hugged me tight — a long, deep, beautiful, I-need-you hug — and we kissed. I thought maybe we had a chance after all. 

			“You call me if you need to talk, OK?”

			“OK.”

			“Promise? I don’t like to think of you going through this shit alone. I mean, I know you have other friends and all, but, well, you know what I mean.”

			She nodded and shut her eyes and squeezed my hands and held on to them for as long as she could. I still remember watching her walk away. Her hair was blonde that day with black streaks. I thought it was very sexy. She was wearing a black T-shirt with Frank Zappa on the front, and a pair of cut-off jeans. It was too hot for bare feet, so she wore sandals. Just before she went around the corner she turned around and stopped. She looked at me and I looked back. We didn’t say anything. I can still feel my heart break for her. She blew me a kiss, slowly and with finality. I did the same. Then she was gone.

			That night she kissed her mom and dad goodnight, tucked in her little sister Penelope, kissed her, went into her room, and swallowed all fourteen pills. I heard from somebody that she’d left a note but the family never shared it with any of us. The next day I got a letter in the mail in a blue envelope. There was a little drawing of a shooting star where the return address would be. 

			July 23, 1970, 4:00 pm

			My dearest, sweetest, beloved Owen,

			Please please please forgive me. There was no other way. Be kind to yourself, and don’t take any blame. I lied to you. I’m terrible but I had no choice. It’s not your fault. You have a heart the size of the sun and I am lucky enough to have been in the bright light and loving warmth of it. That has been such a huge gift to me. Maybe next time around we can live happier lives? I’m so sorry, so very sorry, Owen. But you’re gonna be rich and famous and your music is gonna bring so much happiness to people, as you have to me. Goodbye my dear friend and lover.

			Love always, Your Sarah.

			P.S. Please burn this as soon as you read it. If anyone should find it you’d be in trouble and that mustn’t ever happen.

			P.P.S. Voodoo Child is better. So I’ll meet you in the next world, OK? Don’t be late....

			I never burned the letter. I took it home and hid it and brought it out again and again and wept over it and kissed it and tore myself apart over it. Sometimes when I held it I thought I could feel, or sense, her hand moving across the blue page, writing in silver glittery ink those awful, beautiful, unforgettable words, as if she had no hesitation or doubt about what she’d planned to do that night. A letter written with grace, love, and a chilling resolve. I’d still have that letter if my life hadn’t turned into such a catastrophe.

			I’ve asked myself a million times how I couldn’t have known I was killing her. Part of me died with her that night. At the memorial party we threw for her I was trashed on Valium and hooch and so was everybody else. There was no other way. Shooky was the only one who knew I’d given her the Nembutal. 

			“It was an act of love, bro,” he said after the party, trying his best to console me. “You had the best intentions. You were trying to help her out, ease her pain. She loved you for it. She’s looking down on us tonight, right now, this second, blowing you more kisses.”

			I started crying so hard I couldn’t speak.

			“We’re all crying about her, and we’re all gonna stop one of these days. That’s just how it is. For you, it’ll just take longer.”

			§

			I was convicted after a morning trial. I had no defense — I was a criminal after all. I had no expectations of anything good coming out of that whole mess. Officers Walls and Duke testified about the dope and me resisting arrest, and that was that. My mother had survived her bout with alcohol poisoning and actually came to court on my sentencing day to tell the judge she wanted nothing to do with me. We’d been close once, like I mentioned earlier. But over those last hard years, when she started binge-drinking, hooking up with a parade of losers, I needed to get out of the house. I started cutting school, getting high, and staying out all night. Our relationship deteriorated. We’d finally become like two roommates who rarely spoke, coveting each other’s silence and indifference, biding our time until we could get out of each other’s way for good.

			“The feeling’s mutual,” I told the judge. That didn’t help. I was sentenced to thirteen months in a place called, believe it or not, the Wagon Train Ranch for Boys. I’d get out on my eighteenth birthday. I stood up and yelled at the judge as they were taking me out of the courtroom. “Do I look like a fucking cowboy?”

			He ignored me. “It’s lunch time,” he said to the room. 

		

	
		
				Three

			That night I paced around in my miserable little grave and tried to come to terms with how much I’d lost. There was the huge amount of weed worth several thousand bucks, probably my guitar, my friends in Rockville Flats, and especially Shooky. 

			Back then you couldn’t help but like Shooky. He was fun and funny, smart, and had a magnetism and charm that girls loved. He was always reading books I had no interest in, like Ivanhoe. One of the things I admired about him was that he used to get so mad. A lot. He got mad and so I got mad with him. He was my friend, my drug-dealing partner, and a writer. We were gonna lead happy lives and anybody who told us we weren’t could go fuck themselves. He loved his mother and his little sister Stacy, but “they live in a totally different universe, and I just can’t relate,” he told me. His dad left before he was born and his mother hooked up with another guy who left after Stacy was born. Life in Rockville Flats was like that.

			Shook and I hated school, we hated being told who we were supposed to be, and were determined to be the opposite of what was expected, come what may. Anything, any sign, any law, anybody who said “no” to something that should’ve been “yes” was a target of Shooky’s rage and ridicule. He so wanted the world to make sense. Before I knew him I didn’t know that it didn’t. To me it made plenty of sense: life was irrevocably fucked.

			Just a few hours before my waltz with Beatrice Walls and my tango with Officer Lloyd, I’d gone to meet Shooky at Manderley, our little refuge out in the desert. He’d given it that name a year or two before when he was reading Rebecca. (The first line: “Last night I dreamt I went to Manderley again.”) I didn’t give a damn what we called it. I just loved being there.

			Manderley was perched on a berm of Mesozoic granite that jutted out above the ravine I was in when Flatville’s finest crime busters were after me. The surface, about ten or twelve square feet of rock, dirt, and shrubs, was uneven but for a couple of chairs carved out by a volcanic outburst about sixty-six million years ago in anticipation of Shooky and me needing a place to sit. From there we could easily spot intruders, in uniform or otherwise. 

			I saw him already sitting out there, looking like a Buddha the size of a dashboard saint. As always he wore shades, a red vest over a black T-shirt, Levi’s, and let his long, Jimmy Page black hair speak for itself. We were ecstatic knowing we were dropping out of school and leaving the next morning for Venice Beach. We had money, a huge amount of reefer to sell, and looked forward to nothing but good times ahead. He turned around and waved and thrust a fist into the air like those black dudes did in the Olympics. “We’re free, bro!!” he shouted. I did the same. 

			I sat down next to him and handed him a domino-sized piece of the hash that I’d scored in Anaheim the day before. There was no drug in the world that smelled as good. Turning his back to the wind Shooky fired it up in his favorite saxophone-shaped pipe, producing a plume of white, soul-preserving smoke that appeared to rise up out of his head. He took a deep toke, handed me the pipe and said, his voice climbing to a higher pitch, “Thanks to the Honorable Steven Gregory, principal extraordinaire, we’re finally on our way, bro! Venice is gonna be like heaven! You’re gonna play the Troubadour and be the next Bob Dylan, and I’m gonna write a novel about moving to Venice and getting laid all the time.” He handed me the pipe. I took a good long hit and blew it out slowly. 

			“Not giving a shit about anything is liberating,” I said.

			“You’re right, bro. It ain’t apathy, it’s freedom.”

			§

			About a week after my trial word came down from probation that it was going to take them three more weeks to get their shit together and ship me off to the OK Corral. The guards assigned me a job mopping the unit floors, which included the A, B, and C hallways where the cells were, the bathroom, the chow hall, and the day room. I was indifferent at first but I ended up liking it. There was something Zen about sliding the mop from left to right, watching the dry dead floor suddenly shine under the warm Pine-Sol water. I took my time, did a good job. I worked seven days a week, always making it last as long as possible so I could be left alone with my thoughts while not stuck in the cell. 

			Days appeared and disappeared like the ideas you get on acid. When you come down you have a feeling there’s something there to hold on to, but no, there’s nothing. One morning I was just getting started on the day room, moving the plastic chairs aside, when I saw a book on the shelf above the TV. From Here to Eternity. With a title like that, I thought, it had to be something I’d like. I wasn’t much of a book reader at the time. That was Shooky’s thing. But having to fill so many hours day after day can pique your interest in things you’d otherwise pass up. I took the book — a monster tree-killer — to the guard station. One of the regular weekday-morning goons, a portly Chinese guy named Eric, looked up from a ledger he was working on. I kind of liked him.

			“Aren’t you supposed to be mopping, Kilroy?” The way he asked gave me the impression he didn’t really give a damn one way or the other.

			“Yeah. But I just saw this book on the shelf and I’m wondering if I can read it.” 

			“I don’t know. Can you read?”

			“I read minds. And yours must be empty if you’re asking me that.”

			“That’s so funny I forgot to laugh. Lemme see it.”

			He took the book, fanned through the pages to check for contraband. He looked at the number on the last page. “Shit, man. It’s longer than the goddamned Bible. You’ll never finish it.”

			“I’ll finish the fucking thing. What else am I gonna do in this shithole?” 

			He smiled, handed me the book, and said, “Mop.”

			§

			I did finish it and it was one of the sublime pleasures of my life. I couldn’t put the damn thing down. It took me so far away from that awful little cell! In spite of the fact that it made me more certain than ever that I would make sure I would avoid the draft — I could no more be a soldier than I could be a priest — I might as well have just floated out the jail door and flown over to Hawaii and merged my soul with Private Robert E. Lee Pruitt’s. It saved me. I’d never known a book could do that. 

			§

			I finally got out of juvy in January. I took a long, depressing drive through California with a man called Sergeant Bill. His full name was Jonathan Bill, but sadly for him he was forced to go through life as if he were a character from Mr. Roger’s Neighborhood. This undermined his African-American macho lawman veneer. He was a decent enough guy though, kind of short, about fifty, a little overweight, with a cop mustache that looked like he’d installed a whisk broom under his nose. On our way out of jail I asked if we could go by my house and pick up my guitar. 

			“It means the world to me. I’m a songwriter. That’s what I’m gonna do with my life. I gotta have that guitar! It’s a Gibson Hummingbird!”

			“Where do you live?”

			“Rockville Flats.”

			“Well, shit. That’s about twenty-five miles the wrong way. I can’t do that.”

			“Don’t you know anything about guitars?”

			“I know they make a hell of a lot of racket.”

			“Mine doesn’t. It’s an acoustic. It’s worth a ton of money. Like, a thousand bucks. I’ll never have another guitar like that in my life, man.” 

			Sgt. Bill gave me a suspicious look. “Now how is it that a kid like you can afford a guitar like that?”

			“My grandfather bought it for me.”

			“Yeah? Well I flew in here yesterday from Timbuktu in a helicopter. Look, I know how you got the money. I read your police report. Sorry, son. You’re just gonna have to let it go.” He said that in a friendly way, a matter-of-fact statement. The all-too-predictable high-handed bullshit morality speech never came. As disappointed as I was, I appreciated that.

			“Never mind. My mother probably sold it anyway.”

			I said nothing for the next couple of hours and stared out the window watching irrelevant civilian life go by, wondering what was going to happen to me. I wondered how things could get any worse. 1970 had been a horrible year for the world, and for me, by any measure. The Beatles broke up in April. In May, the National Guard shot thirteen students at Kent State University, killing four of them. The victims had been protesting Nixon’s secret bombing of Cambodia. In July, Sarah. In mid-September, Jimi Hendrix OD’d in London. A couple of weeks after that, before any of us had a chance to really accept his death, Janis Joplin OD’d in a Hollywood motel. I thought about how that month in juvy had flipped my life into a tailspin I didn’t think I’d ever get out of. 

			I remember lying awake in my cell on New Year’s Eve, thinking of the people I loved who I’d never see again, as the boy in the other cot told me he’d murdered his father. You can’t come back from something like that. I waited to speak until I was fairly sure he wouldn’t hear any trace of shock in my voice. All I could come up with was, “I’m really sorry, man.” It didn’t matter to me whether what he’d said was true. He’d said it and cried. 

			§

			I asked Sgt. Bill if they were going to shave my head at the cowboy ranch like they do in some prisons.

			“Oh yeah, they do that to all you long-hairs just as soon as you get there. Then they take your hair down to Frisco and sell it for wigs.” 

			“That’s insane!”

			He saw the terrified look on my face and chuckled. He even patted me on the shoulder. “Don’t worry kid. I’m just pullin’ your chain. You hungry?” 

			He bought us both Big Macs, fries, and chocolate milkshakes for lunch in Fresno. I had to eat mine with handcuffs on, but I managed. 

			Back in the car, freaking out about how far into fuck-knows-where we were going, I was once again mentally thrashing myself for not closing my bedroom door the night I got busted. Beating myself up every day. Who would think a simple thing like not closing a bedroom door could ruin your whole life? We were so close, Shooky and me, to the best life ever on Venice Beach — maybe only four or five hours away from freedom. I could picture him there, literally charming the pants off of beautiful girls.

			We drove on. After seeing San Francisco Bay and the city, a place that held such fascination for me for all that had gone on there in recent years, there was nothing out there for me. After a while I started thinking about the kid who killed his father. He’d strangled him with a garden hose. “At least I’m not him,” I said to myself. What must that have been like? Those last moments with his dad. And he was a nice kid too. We humans are a twisted bunch of freaks. My mind drifted to my last hour with Shooky. If you have a last hour with someone, you ought to be able to know that that’s what’s happening. 

			§

			“Hey, man,” he said that final day at Manderley, handing me the hash pipe. “I’ve been thinking about how many ways there are to die. I’ve decided I’d like to be fucked to death by a hot babe with great tits.”

			“That comes as no surprise to me, bro. There are worse ways to go, that’s for sure. Choking on your own puke, like Hendrix.”

			“But that may not be my destiny. I’ll probably end up getting eaten alive by piranhas. I’ve told you before how the Amazon beckons to me.”

			I laughed. “Do you think if reincarnation is real that you enter the next life in the exact same state of mind you’re in when you die?”

			“You mean like if you die laughing will you be born laughing in the next life?”

			“Exactly.”

			“You’d be really lucky. What if you died wondering if reincarnation was real and that was your state of mind?”

			It was common for us to have these kinds of discussions when we were stoned. 

			“I think Nixon’s gonna start a nuclear war. I want to be on mushrooms for the mega-mushroom blast,” I said with some enthusiasm. “That’d be a comparatively decent way to die under the circumstances.”

			“You know if you were to actually hide under your desk when the bomb hits, the tremendous amount of heat generated by the detonation would probably fuse the desk to your head.”

			“If you were unlucky enough to still have a head.”

			 “What if the world doesn’t end? It would be worse. We’d have no skin left. We’ll be walking around in charred bodies. I guess the good thing is you’d be able to fire up a joint just by putting the tip of it against the back of your hand, like you do with a car lighter.” 

			We cracked up about that one.

			“That’d be a significant fringe benefit,” I said, putting the pipe down on a rock. 

			Shooky suddenly stood up. “Hey, wow! Check out the sky, bro!”

			Manderley had suddenly taken on the ambiance of a temple in the Burmese mountains. Colors I could not name began to sweep slowly across the sky like so many whispers of iridescent silk, weightless, luminous, turning the vast ocean of chaparral into wave after wave of chameleon sublimity. The wind was warm and soothing and carried with it the smells of the land and everything that grew on it, lived on it, preyed on it. Rockville Flats was the pit of human civilization, but that view was truly, spectacularly beautiful. I lit a cigarette and watched the sun dying by inches.

			“You’re thinking of Sarah?” Shooky asked after a while. 

			“Yeah. We’re leaving. It feels weird.”

			“I know. I feel it too. But just think! Tomorrow we’ll be bangin’ beaver on the beach!”

			“God bless that sick fuck, Steven Gregory!” 

			“God bless the bastard.” We high-fived.

			When it was almost time to go I said, “I’ll have the hash cut and the weed bagged and ready. You’re totally in, right? And you’ve got the money?”

			“Of course I’m in! I’ll pick you up at five a.m. on the dot. And yeah, we’ve got two thousand two hundred and thirty-eight bucks. That gives us each a thousand one hundred and nineteen. We kick ass, man!” 

			“We do! Far out! We’re rich!”

			“We’re gonna make even bigger money in L.A. And I’m gonna write great novels. You’re gonna make a bunch of million-selling records. What a life, man. We’re gonna fuck millions of gorgeous chicks and live like rock stars.”

			“We’re going to get out of this pre-historic Cro-Magnon town,” I said. “Finally.”

			“Be ready at five. I don’t want anything going wrong. What about your mom, man?”

			“She’ll be fine. She’s like one of those non-stick pans.”

			I put one last chunk of hash in the pipe, ducked behind Shooky and lit it. We sat and smoked for a while longer, saying nothing, the sundown already nostalgia, the hash high deepening our resolve to be unlike the rest of the people in the world. 
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