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Praise for

    THE HARD CROWD

    “I honestly don’t know how she is able to know so much (about motorcycle
        racing, Italian radical politics) and convey all of it in such a completely
        entertaining and mesmerizing way.”

    —George Saunders

    “This is a book of attitude—attitude distilled so finely it becomes philosophy,
        a matter of telling truth from lie.”

    —Greil Marcus

    “In her first book of essays, The Hard Crowd, the novelist Rachel Kushner
        reminds us that she writes as well as any writer alive about the pleasure of
        a good motor doing what it was designed to do. . . . There are intuitive
        appraisals of writers such as Denis Johnson, Clarice Lispector, Marguerite
        Duras, and Cormac McCarthy. . . . There are a pair of long, moving
        essays about growing up semi-feral in San Francisco in the late 1970s and
        early ’80s. . . . But The Hard Crowd swings back around to engines and to
        motion. The author had found wings; she meant to use them. We watch
        her move her soul around. . . . [Kushner has a] wary voice, cool and wise,
        with real power and control . . . [and] typical apho ristic grace.”

    —Dwight Garner, The New York Times

    “[Kushner’s] writing is magnetized by outlaw sensibility, hard lives lived
        at a slant, art made in conditions of ferment and unrest. . . . She’s mining
        a rich seam of specificity, her writing charged by the dangers she ran
        up against. And then there’s the frank pleasure of her sentences. . . . I’m
        glad to taste something this sharp, this smart.”

    —Olivia Laing, The Guardian

    “Readers of Kushner’s high-voltage novels, including The Mars Room,
        can’t help but wonder about the source of her far-roaming and omnivorous
        imagination. Much is revealed in this vitalizing essay collection. Kushner’s autobiographical pieces illuminate complicated aspects of her
        adventurous life and why and how she developed the skills to write
        about it with such breath-catching clarity and polished rigor, the literary
        equivalent of the fine-tuned mechanics of the motorcycles and
        classic cars she treasures . . . riveting . . . astute and vigorous . . . tell she
        does, steering her way through perilous curves with steely agility and
        purpose, leaving her passengers exultant and enlightened.”

    —Donna Seaman, Booklist (starred review)

    “The critic James Wood uses the term ‘serious noticing’ to describe the
        kind of looking that great novelists do, the revelatory and incisive attention
        to detail that ‘rescues the life of things.’ Kushner does a lot of serious
        noticing in this book, of people, places, images, and texts. She also
        reflects on the various ‘hard crowds’ she has been a part of . . . with
        vivid, transporting detail. She recalls the friends she had in those years,
        when she was waitressing and hanging around in bars in the Tenderloin,
        as some of ‘the most brightly alive people’ she ever knew. Many parts of
        this book read like a love letter to them, as well as to her younger self
        and to the places and experiences that shaped her.”

    —Cornelia Channing, The Paris Review

    “The title derives from lyrics of a Cream song, ‘White Room’: ‘At the
        party she was kindness in the hard crowd.’ It was released in 1968, the
        year Kushner was born. She grew up immersed in the subculture of her
        parents’ generation, that era between the beatniks and hippies, with
        their progressive values and mores, their worldview informed by the
        Vietnam War and the civil rights movement—even though she selfdeprecatingly,
        and perhaps guiltily, and unconvincingly, confesses to
        being a ‘bourgeois.’ A bourgeois who can write fluently about workers,
        factory conditions, capitalism, Cuba, Palestine, Italy’s Brigate Rosse (the
        defunct Red Brigades) as well as literature and the avant-garde in art
        and photography. She was a tearaway, a hooligan and thief, a barmaid, a good-time girl (‘we partied with strangers, which is what I spent a lot
        of my youth doing’), took drugs, participated in illegal rides in which
        many friends died (she survived a 130 mph motorcycle crash), hung out
        in sleazy and dark places, but was always independent, self-reliant, confident—
        and, of course, educated and talented. . . . In the end Kushner
        worries that looking back across the landscape of her life and talking
        so much about her own life ‘not only can’t matter to you, it might bore
        you.’ Never, never, never. A good writer can write eloquently about anything
        and make it interesting. And Kushner is one good writer.”

    —Danny Morrison, The Irish Examiner

    “Award-winning novelist Kushner . . . who’s also turned toward
        criminal- justice-reform activism, shifts modes with an essay collection
        that promises something for all who love her work. (Yes, there will be
        motorcycles.)”

    —Entertainment Weekly

    “Kushner, the author of three acclaimed novels, including 2018’s dazzling,
        prison-set The Mars Room, turns her fierce intellect to nonfiction
        in this essay collection. Her interests—vintage cars and motorcycles, the
        art world, the late Denis Johnson (whose work is clearly an influence
        here), tough underground scenes of all kinds—won’t surprise readers
        of her fiction, but there’s a rigorous specificity to the essays that draws
        you in. The unmissable lead essay, ‘Girl on a Motorcycle,’ is a thrilling
        road-racing adventure set in Baja California, and ‘Not with the Band’
        (originally published in Vogue) offers insight into Kushner’s misspent
        youth, bartending at San Francisco rock venues. The Hard Crowd is
        wild, wide-ranging, and unsparingly intelligent throughout.”

    —Taylor Antrim, Vogue

    “You need not have read Rachel Kushner’s novels to appreciate her prismatic
        essay collection, The Hard Crowd. If you have, though, it’s not
        hard to see the material preoccupations of her fiction refracted in the nineteen essays here. . . . Kushner writes with equal verve about the
        self ’s ecstatic movement into the world and the world’s permeation of
        self.”

    —Anita Felicelli, Alta

    “[Kushner’s] brevity and daring claims evince a get-in-get-out showmanship
        more often seen in poetry—that sharp final turn that both
        expands a poem’s motives and leaves one with the rare feeling of wanting
        more. That having been said, some of the collection’s best essays are
        also the longest, allowing Kushner to stretch out and more fully elucidate
        the lives and work of her subjects. Tying together and making
        explicit all of Kushner’s heady influences, The Hard Crowd acts like a
        code, and coda, to all that came before.”

    —Laura Adamczyk, The A.V. Club

    “What type of woman writes like this? In Kushner’s latest book—her
        first collection of nonfiction, called The Hard Crowd—she answers this
        question at length, on her own terms. The Hard Crowd will doubtlessly
        appeal to fans of her fiction. . . . But the book’s appeal is not limited
        to existing fans, or even readers who share her interests; Kushner can
        spin a compelling story out of the most esoteric subjects or minute
        details. . . . Although the dominant mode of The Hard Crowd is reflective,
        it also paints Kushner as a writer attuned to the present, even the
        future.”

    —Elliot Frank, Chicago Review of Books

    “The Hard Crowd—a collection of essays written over the last twenty
        years—is testimony to the breadth both of Kushner’s experience and
        of her intellectual convictions . . . gallant and moving . . . Her attraction
        is to chivalrous gestures, physical daring . . . and maybe also to
        lost causes. . . . Kushner is unusual in combining her taste for ‘the
        old, weird America’ of desert highways, vintage cars, autodidact loners,
        with a grounding in twentieth-century European thought, an interest
        in the ways in which working-class struggle on the Continent was filtered into industrial action, armed revolt, or documentary art. These
        competing aesthetic/moral strands are what form the double whammy
        in Kushner’s prose: a narrative voice that’s hip, raspy, rich in caustic or
        deadpan one-liners, and an ethic of almost wide-eyed ‘permeability,’ of
        feeling painfully responsible for history’s wrongs.”

    —Fernanda Eberstadt, The New York Times Book Review

    “Rachel Kushner, primarily known for her fiction, proves she’s also a
        master essayist in The Hard Crowd: nineteen pieces of memoir and criticism
        that display her omnivorous tastes in literature, art and history. . . .
        Throughout these essays, Kushner steals back subjects normally hopelessly
        tied to masculinity, like classic cars, dive bars, Marxism, and
        motorcycles. Despite these essays spanning two decades, there’s something
        essentially Kushner-esque threaded throughout, a sense of coolgirl
        remove, which is tempered by her engaged activist interests in
        prison abolition and workers’ rights. . . . Despite Kushner’s reluctance
        to take center stage, the personal essays shine. For San Franciscans, the
        book’s titular essay ‘The Hard Crowd’ is worth the price of admission
        alone. . . . In the closing essays she writes, ‘I’m talking about my own
        life. Which not only can’t matter to you, it might bore you.’ Bore us?
        Hardly. Sounds exactly like something the coolest, smartest girl in the
        room might say, knowing full well we’re under her spell.”

    —Anisse Gross, San Francisco Chronicle

    “The Hard Crowd, a collection of essays written between 2000 and 2020,
        confirms [Kushner] as a writer who, at least until recently, has preferred
        participation over observation. ‘Girl on a Motorcycle’ establishes her
        adventurous spirit. . . . She brings to her Ninja 600 motorcycle the care
        and attention she’ll later devote to essays like this. . . . The motorcycle
        becomes a metaphor for language itself, which, despite any male influence,
        she has the freedom to steer where she likes. What matters is the
        attitude. . . . The Hard Crowd memorializes the vanished people and
        places of Kushner’s youth in San Francisco’s Tenderloin district. She drew on this world for her novel The Mars Room (2018), but the essay
        pulls together the experiences that ‘stay stubbornly resistant to knowledge
        or synthesis,’ and that she can’t yet transform into fiction. In this
        loosest, but also most ambitious essay, she follows the links of memory
        wherever they lead. . . . This technique gives the essay a dreamlike quality,
        at once luminously beautiful and abruptly horrifying.”

    —Michael LaPointe, Times Literary Supplement

    “The two-time National Book Award nominee turns her inspiringly
        acerbic tongue on topics including her youth in 1980s San Francisco; a
        motorcycle race in Baja, Mexico; Jeff Koons; and a plethora of cultural
        moments in this essay collection of new, expanded, and previously published
        work.”

    —Seija Rankin, Entertainment Weekly

    “Kushner is a two-time finalist for the National Book Award for Fiction,
        and her novel The Mars Room is a selection of Alta’s California
        Book Club. Her new book gathers essays from the past two decades.
        She offers reportage—including an account of her visit to a Palestinian
        refugee camp—and literary journalism, memoir, and cultural criticism,
        interrogating figures such as Denis Johnson and Marguerite Duras.”

    —Alta

    “Chronicling select writing over the last two decades, Kushner’s latest
        offers up nineteen essays that range from memoir to art criticism to
        journalism to political commentary. Accounts of visiting a Palestinian
        refugee camp and attending an illegal motorcycle race in Baja California
        are joined by stories of growing up in San Francisco, insights on artist
        Jeff Koons and authors Marguerite Duras, Denis Johnson, and Clarice
        Lispector, and thoughts on the 2012 captain who crashed an Italian
        cruise ship. And for those who love Kushner’s acclaimed The Flamethrowers,
        the essay ‘Made to Burn’ offers inspiration for the novel.”

    —Lesley Kennedy, CNN

    “If you want to ride in a famous motorcycle race, then hang out with
        Keith Richards in 1990s San Francisco, and finally consider the work
        of Marguerite Duras—and who wouldn’t?—all you have to do is pick
        up this wide-ranging book of journalism from the novelist behind The
        Flamethrowers.”

    —Bethanne Patrick, The Washington Post

    “[A] beautiful writer. [Rachel Kushner] knows how to absorb you into the
        universe that she’s describing. . . . She’s really good at bringing you along.”

    —Lisa Lucas, Condé Nast Traveler

    “Novelist Kushner’s first essay collection includes criticism—she writes
        about artist Jeff Koons and author Denis Johnson—and memoir, including
        a piece about her time working at a concert venue in San Francisco.
        But the real appeal to fans of Kushner’s novels The Flamethrowers and
        The Mars Room will be the essays that dig into the influences and obsessions
        that inform her fiction, including motorcycle racing, classic cars,
        and radical politics.”

    —Jim Kiest, San Antonio Express

    “Rachel Kushner’s dauntless essays include pieces on Jeff Koons and
        Marguerite Duras, an illegal motorcycle race down Baja, and a Fiat
        strike, all propelled by a singular and ferocious curiosity; her sober,
        often sardonic, voice keeps the train on the tracks.”

    —Vulture

    “Kushner proves as shrewd and daring in her essays as she is in her fiction,
        and a reader gets the same sense of tagging along with an author
        who has slept rough, thought hard, and gotten into her car to drive out
        and witness an event with her own two eyes . . . [a] dazzling collection.”

    —Christopher Bollen, Interview

    “Herein are collected two decades of literary journalism, cultural criticism,
        and memoir by the author of the lauded Telex from Cuba, The Flamethrowers, and The Mars Room. Come for the sharp portraits of Jeff
        Koons and Denis Johnson, the blistering reportage from refugee camps
        and illegal motorcycle races, or the light-with-laughter-yet-heavy-withyearning
        paeans to classic cars and the San Francisco indie scene of the
        1980s; stay for the opportunity to witness the maturation of one of
        the most intelligent and distinctive literary sensibilities of our time.”

    —Emily Firetog, LitHub

    “The Hard Crowd, Kushner’s first collection of essays, is marked by the
        same qualities as her exceptional fiction: the roving, self-assured intelligence
        of an autodidact, a distrust of easy answers, and a preternatural
        gift for situating textured human narratives and political struggles
        within a wide, cinematic frame . . . each setting and character with
        cinematic realism and old-school, Dostoyevskian depth. Through these
        essays we are given access to some of her most powerful influences and
        instincts. The essays come together to form an image of the writer as a
        vehicle through which images and experiences pass, rather than a pulpit
        out of which declarations are issued. In other words, Kushner reminds
        us of the crucial difference between writing and branding.”

    —Jennifer Schaffer, The Nation

    “The renowned author of The Flamethrowers gathers two decades’ worth
        of criticism and reportage in a collection that rockets into its own artistic
        stratosphere. From a motorcycle rally in Mexico to riffs on the Clash
        and Blondie to under-the-hood observations on craft, Kushner’s swagger
        is seductive. Equal parts French philosopher and leather-jacketed
        outlaw, Kushner is probing as she observes of Brazilian writer Clarice
        Lispector, ‘the alienating strangeness of what it means to be alive.’ ”

    —OprahDaily.com

    “Rachel Kushner’s The Hard Crowd: Essays, 2000–2020 starts with a
        bang: an account of her participation in the 1992 Cabo 1000, a perilous
        motorcycle race from San Ysidro, California, to Cabo San Lucas, Mexico. But in this collection, featuring nineteen pieces of edgy memoir, eclectic
        journalism, and diverse criticism, Kushner consistently delivers on the
        promise of that exciting opener. . . . This introduction to [ Kushner’s]
        nonfiction showcases the breadth of her talent.”

    —Harvey Freedenberg, Shelf Awareness

    “Novelist Rachel Kushner blends journalism, memoir, and criticism in
        her new collection of essays. The nineteen pieces, which are from the
        past twenty years of the author’s career, are wide-ranging in scope. In
        one, Kushner recounts a visit to a Palestinian refugee camp; in another,
        she reflects on the music scene of her youth in San Francisco. Throughout,
        her energetic voice carries the reader through as she muses about
        art, nostalgia, writing, and more.”

    —Annabel Gutterman, Time

    “Kushner’s signature literary sensibility emerges and matures in this twodecades-
        long collection of cultural criticism, literary journalism, and
        memoir, all of it proof positive of her singular way of seeing. In these
        nineteen forceful, blistering essays, Kushner turns her lens to everything
        from Jeff Koons to Denis Johnson, Palestinian refugees to Italian radical
        politics, classic muscle cars to San Francisco’s indie music scene. And
        yes, of course, there are motorcycles.”

    —Esquire

    “Rachel Kushner’s brilliant essay collection offers many insights— elegies
        bracing and tender, maps to the conceptual geometries where art meets
        commerce, and lapidary homages to writers whose gifts have informed
        her thinking. . . . Her laser-like intelligence makes objects as distinct as
        Jeff Koons’s sculptures and the face of Debbie Harry on the cover of a
        Blondie record catch and burn with the swoosh of a flare.”

    —Anne Goldman, Los Angeles Review of Books

    “The authority and precision of Kushner’s writing is impressive, but it’s
        the gorgeous ferocity that will stick with me.”

    —The Wall Street Journal




Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.








[image: The Hard Crowd, by Rachel Kushner, Scribner]






This book is for Peter Kushner and Pinky Drosten Kushner.






What others get from me is then reflected back onto me, and forms the atmosphere called: “I.”








GIRL ON A MOTORCYCLE

I often hid in the garage after I was kicked outside to play on summer days. Its attractions for a young child were a wooden-wheeled scooter I rode around on the smooth concrete floor; stacks of crated peaches, there for pilfering until my mother got around to her canning; and a 1955 Vincent Black Shadow. The Vincent was my father’s motorcycle, which he had bought in England in 1965, three years before I was born. My parents and older brother, just a baby, were living in London, in a cold-water flat in Kentish Town, then working class, where a famous theorist of the working class—Karl Marx—also once lived. While my twenty-two-year-old mother was upstairs boiling diapers on the stove (in a pot she filled from a common spigot in the hall), my father spent his days working on his motorcycle on the street in front of their building. When it was too dark to continue work on the bike, he went to the pub to read books, as the electricity in my parents’ flat ran on a coin-operated meter and was prohibitively dear, at least for them. My father still claims that pub culture and class consciousness go hand in hand, because everyone went to the bar for the free electricity. (By “everyone,” I believe he means men.) But, as the story goes in our family, on Guy Fawkes Night my father was home with my mother, watching out the window as people dragged unwanted furniture and other junk to a blazing bonfire in the street, in keeping with the custom of the holiday, which commemorates Guy Fawkes’s attempt to blow up Parliament, in 1605. When a woman pushed an empty baby pram toward the fire, my mother handed my brother to my father and ran downstairs to retrieve it. She wanted it so badly that she was in tears as she pleaded with the woman not to burn it. The woman relented and gave my mother the pram. It was a Silver Cross—a luxury make—but dirty and with a stretched spring that caused it to list to one side. My mother was thrilled with her lopsided hooptie, and she would push my brother down to Regent’s Park while my father endlessly tinkered with his Vincent.

On occasion, my father rode the Vincent out to the Ace Cafe, a twenty-four-hour roadhouse diner with a giant neon sign, where the phenomenon of “café racing” was popularized. A Vincent Black Shadow was an exotic bike at the Ace, where people mostly had Triumphs, BSAs, and Nortons, tricked out with drop bars and rearsets, but the Vincent was a very fast bike in its day, with a huge (1,000 cc) motor. The first time my dad rode out to the Ace, which was on a ring road in northwest London, an argument was taking place out front, where bikes were lined up in gleaming rows. Some misguided troublemaker was defending the Mods (the Ace was strictly a Rocker scene). Mary Quant and the fashion world had claimed the Mods and their dandyish, androgynous look, their Vespas and Lambrettas, as an ascendant trend—one that threatened to overtake the Rockers as the image of cool. My father asked one of the Rockers, “So what’s this about?” The guy said of the Mods, “They’re fucking women is what!”

The Rockers were men and needed you to know it. The Mods were women. And women were also women, pushing prams. It was all before my time but loomed large in my imagination, out there in the garage. What was I? A child who coveted my father’s motorcycle.

My parents moved back to the United States on a Greek freighter at the end of that year, and the Vincent came with them. There’s a dent in its oxidized black gas tank from where it was dropped carelessly from the freighter to a loading dock. Alone in the garage, I would lift up its green canvas cover and listen for the tick and ting of its cast-aluminum engine shifting in the summer heat. It was coated in grime, leaking murky black oil into a pan beneath its motor, but even lodged on its center stand, both wheels off the ground, and only started as an annual event, to me it seemed an animate thing. My older brother couldn’t have cared less about the difference between monkey and Allen wrenches; it was me who was willing to stand in the rain as the riders in the vintage British rally passed, my mother and me sinking into the mud on the side of the road, and me, at seven, computing that engine oil under the nails, the ability to kick-start a four-stroke or handle a suicide clutch—these were not just skills but character.



In the 1968 Anglo-French film Girl on a Motorcycle, Alain Delon gives Marianne Faithfull, his young mistress, a Harley-Davidson. For much of the movie she is on the bike, blissful and windblown as she cruises the European countryside. The motorcycle was a wedding gift: wheels to take her from Alsace, where she lives with her unwitting schoolteacher husband, to Heidelberg, where she surrenders herself to Delon for attention and debasement (in one unintentionally camp sequence, he spanks her with a bouquet of roses).

Although we see her alone on the Harley, it’s Delon who is driving her destiny. He has given her the bike for the purpose of ferrying her away from her husband and into his control. Yet there’s no getting around the machine’s intrinsic nature, that it is propelled by tremendous forward motion and steered by the rider. When she’s on it, she’s alone and moving fast. She passes through the French/German border at sunrise, wearing a tight black leather catsuit with nothing underneath, and wondering if the grinning agent will make her unzip (the film’s original title was Naked under Leather). The agent pats her ass and waves her through. Although she goes to see Delon, theoretically she could go anywhere—tour Bavaria or jet off to Poland, while he smokes and broods, meanly handsome and alone.

Motorcycles didn’t enter my own life as gifts from men or ways to travel to men, but as machines to be ridden. My first bike was a 500 cc Moto Guzzi, which eventually attracted a Moto Guzzi mechanic. The mechanic, older than I was by ten years, and with a stronger personality, turned out to be domineering and manipulative, a bit like Alain Delon is toward Marianne Faithfull. And unfortunately, like Faithfull’s character in the film, I was under his influence, even if my interest in bikes—after the Guzzi I moved to Japanese street machines—was entirely my own. The mechanic helped me put together a race-ready Kawasaki Ninja for a dangerous and illegal road race that he, too, was riding in. Participating in the race meant both meeting his standards of skill and courage and embarking on a journey alone. I wanted his approval, I guess, but I also wanted to be liberated from that dynamic. Even if it’s a man who sets a woman on a journey, for the duration of the journey, she’s kinetic and unfettered and alone.



On a map, a thick black line indicates the Transpeninsular Highway, or Highway 1, which spans the length of Baja California—a long, variegated peninsula separated from mainland Mexico by the tepid, life-rich waters of the Sea of Cortez. Highway 1 is Baja’s main highway. It was completed in 1973, a hallmark of modernization, an inaugural conjoining of north and south on a tract of land where people, separated by vast stretches of harsh desert and high mountains, had once had little communication beyond their own regions.

A thick black line on a map can be misleading for the uninitiated. When I undertook this race, in 1993, at age twenty-four, Highway 1 was regularly maintained (although without such luxuries as guardrails or painted lane dividers) only on the series of toll roads from Tijuana to Ensenada—a tiny portion of the 1,100-mile-long road. Beyond Ensenada, the paved roads were macadam poured directly on dirt, meaning there were as many dips and curves in the road as there were in the land beneath. Such road construction doesn’t hold up well, and there were huge potholes scattered over the highway all the way down to the end of the peninsula, some of them gaping expanses of crumbled pavement that lasted fifty feet. The frequent and dramatic dips, called vados, could be filled with sand or water or, on a frigid desert night, a sleeping cow seeking lingering daytime warmth from the highway’s blacktop. Baja is mountainous, and with a few exceptional straightaways, the road is a winding series of blind corners and hairpin turns. Many of the curves were not marked with warning signs, and the road surface was typically coated with diesel fuel that sloshed from Pemex trucks. The road could suddenly become one lane serving both directions, or turn from smooth pavement to washboard dirt, a violent switch of terrain that can cause a broken axle for the unprepared car and total disaster for a person on a motorcycle, especially one foolish enough to race down the Baja Peninsula in a single day, a trip that requires an average speed—hairpin turns, sleeping cows, and all—of over a hundred miles an hour.

This motorcycle road race, called the Cabo 1000, used to be an annual event that began in San Ysidro, the last American town before the border into Mexico, and finished in Cabo San Lucas, at the tip of the Baja Peninsula, approximately 1,080 miles south. In a car, this trip is four or five days of difficult driving, of extreme weather and road conditions. The required average I mentioned for the Cabo 1000 included slowing down through Baja’s towns (an honor code that a few riders always disobeyed) and stopping for water breaks, gas, and repairs. In order to make the hundred-mile-per-hour average, on the straights a rider needed to push it over the top, and go as fast as her bike would do.

I had been working on my Ninja 600 for months in preparation for the Cabo ride. It was the perfect size bike for this: powerful but small and lithe enough to handle well on mountain curves. To increase speed and performance, I upgraded the bike with stainless-steel after-market valves, a resurfaced cylinder head, a high-performance carburetor jet kit, and a four-into-one exhaust with an unbaffled canister. I had long discussions with friends over what kind of tires to choose, weighing the pros and cons of performance and durability. I would need a reasonably soft tire for traction and tight cornering, but something too soft would be shredded halfway down the peninsula. Little details like choosing the proper tint of helmet face shield and having some sort of system for cleaning it on the ride were important. Some people went with tear-offs, plastic adhesives that a rider could pull off as each one gunked up with bugs and dirt. Wade Boyd, an Isle of Man veteran who had won the Cabo ride many times (one year infamously finishing on an almost toy-size race bike—a two-stroke 350), had an old tennis ball cut open and mounted on his handlebars that kept moist a little sponge he could retrieve and use to clean his face shield. Wade was a fabricator by profession, and his Cabo bike was loaded with custom amenities to help him win. He designed his own automatic chain luber, as well as a fiberglass double-decker gas tank that held an unbelievable eleven gallons of fuel (a typical motorcycle holds between four and six). His bike looked like a pregnant spider.

In the weeks before the race, I put up a map of Baja with pushpins marking the towns with Pemex stations. It was on the kitchen wall in the warehouse where I lived with my then boyfriend—the Moto Guzzi mechanic—and two other friends from the motorcycle scene, on Woodward Street in San Francisco. I’d heard that some Pemex stations could be closed without warning, due to shortages or the proprietor’s mood. It would be necessary to carry extra fuel. I bought an auxiliary gas tank from a boating supply company in Oakland and, with the help of the boyfriend, mounted it securely on the passenger seat of my bike and plumbed a line from it to my gas tank, complete with an electric pump and lighted toggle switch on my handlebar.

The last few days of preparing the bike were hectic, and by the time my boyfriend and our housemate Peter Waymire, known as Stack (short for Stackmaster, meaning he crashed a lot), and I were ready to go, we’d been up all night, each tightening and testing everything on our bikes, and in Stack’s case, putting his motor together.

We rolled out of San Francisco at six a.m., planning to arrive at the border in plenty of time to get some sleep before the race started early the next morning. Most of those doing the Cabo ride were SF locals, and since Tijuana is twelve hours south, people were towing their bikes down on trailers or in the back of flatbed trucks, in order to spare both tire tread and rider energy. None of us owned a truck, but my boyfriend had arranged to sell a 1960s Tohatsu, a rare Japanese motorcycle, to a guy in Los Angeles who agreed to pay for a Ryder truck to transport it. For the buyer of the Tohatsu, this was cheaper than paying for shipping; for us, it was a free ride halfway to the border. The warehouse where we lived was the former storage facility for an after-market motorcycle accessory company called Hap Jones and was full of old collectible Japanese stuff like this Tohatsu, as well as the ugly after-market Harley-Davidson accessories for which Hap Jones was famous. The company founder’s son inherited the warehouse when his father died and, having no interest in motorcycles, rented the place to us cheaply and made no effort to claim any of the leftover stock from his father’s company. My boyfriend was always trying to unload old motorcycles and Hap Jones deadstock by advertising in Walneck’s Classic Cycle Trader, which was the most popular classifieds for vintage bikes. It became such a regular thing that he was on a first-name basis with the woman who answered the Walneck’s phone number somewhere out in Illinois (he claimed she wanted to sleep with him, sight unseen).

It was mid-afternoon when we arrived in Los Angeles in the Ryder truck. The Tohatsu buyer lived in a chic part of West Hollywood and was standing on the curb as we pulled up. He had a meticulous Wild Angels sort of image, with perfectly rolled, double-height jean cuffs and a Brylcreemed pompadour. My boyfriend and Stack exchanged looks as if to say yeah, poseur as the guy handed over several hundred dollars for what we considered a silly little bike. It was a funny moment: there we were, our mean and scrappy road bikes unloaded from the truck, and us in duct-taped race leathers and Kevlar gloves, on our way to participate in a superdangerous, all-motorcycles-all-the-time sort of event. Meanwhile here was this other type, but also an enthusiast. He’d gone to extravagant lengths to buy an obscure machine, and with his clothes and the careful hair, he had obviously tailored his life to fit with the sort of bikes he loved. He had his thing; it was different from our thing, but we were all gearheads.

Stack had grown up in LA, and on his recommendation we went to a Middle Eastern counter on Hollywood Boulevard. We ate our falafels sitting on the sidewalk, where we could watch our motorcycles. LA was in a heat wave, and the temperature that afternoon was over 100 degrees. I was wilting in my heavy race leathers and exhausted from not sleeping the night before. When we got on the freeway heading south toward the border, we were in rush-hour traffic with 150 miles to go. Stack had been an LA motorcycle messenger, and with his seat-of-the-pants riding skills and LA freeway experience he led us on a fifty-miles-per-hour adventure riding between car lanes. Every motorcyclist splits lanes, but not at fifty miles an hour. I thought I was going to have a heart attack the entire time, waiting for someone to switch lanes and cut me off. But asking my boyfriend, who was following Stack, to slow down would have been out of the question—and the sort of situation he relished. “Ride aggressively or die in the saddle,” he would have said.

At sundown we arrived in San Ysidro, a small town with a Motel 6, a Denny’s across the street, a few currency exchange shacks, and a massive border station into Tijuana. My nerves were shot from the lane-splitting adventure, and the ride hadn’t even started yet. I began to feel better when I spotted my friend Michelle, who was riding her Honda CBR around the Motel 6 parking lot in shorts, a bathing suit top, and sturdy motocross boots she’d enhanced with a purple felt-tipped pen. Michelle was one of three women, including me, of the twenty-nine riders participating in the race, and a skilled motorcyclist. She came along to eat with us at the Denny’s, as my boyfriend talked about how he could have been a prodigy computer scientist if he’d felt like it (he made his living as a mechanic and by growing pot in our warehouse), and about how the Denny’s waitress had given him “the look” when he’d taken off his helmet (his expression was “the dick eye,” women everywhere—tall, short, old, young, fat, thin—always giving him the dick eye). When he got up to use the bathroom, Michelle burst out laughing. She’d had her own romantic run-in with him and was circumspect. I was embarrassed for him and having doubts of my own.

There was a riders meeting after dinner, and everyone congregated around the motel pool to hear Lee Jones, who organized the Cabo race, speak. I’m not using Lee’s real name, but he was nobility in the motorcycle scene. When you signed up to go to Cabo you wrote him a check (it was a hundred dollars the year I participated). The money supposedly would go to the elementary schools of Baja, and no one ever questioned the legitimacy of Lee’s philanthropic dealings. He was a stoic man with steel-gray hair and eyes to match, and he owned a motorcycle messenger service with a notorious reputation and delivery boys who looked like Glenn Danzig. People enjoyed saying that Lee was “raised by Hells Angels,” and they said it with reverence, as if he’d been raised by wolves. Lee told us that if we were pulled over by federales, we were to claim no comprendo. Everyone was handed a letter written in Spanish to carry with us on the ride. It was apparently from the chamber of commerce, explaining that we were on a charity ride raising money for the children of Baja. There was talk at the meeting of how unlikely it was this letter would prove useful: no one was planning to pull over if summoned by a federale. A raceworthy bike can easily outrun a cop—of any jurisdiction, American too, and many of these riders regularly outran cops for fun, at home in SF (on my first date with that boyfriend, he’d routed them on his dual-purpose KLR 650 by going down a steep set of steps and popping off a three-foot embankment, with me on the back). The next morning, into my race, I passed children on the side of the road, but I was going 120 mph, and they were only a blur. I assume that what the children of Baja got from our charity ride was little more than a glimpse of screaming, dust-kicking motorcycles.

There were two girls at the meeting who were there to drive the crash truck, which would carry everyone’s belongings to Cabo San Lucas and pick up bikes that broke down or wrecked along Highway 1. A guy whose name I can’t recall accompanied the crash truck girls. I forget his name because we immediately started calling him Reggae on the River, after a summer music festival on the Eel River that attracts laid-back, long-haired guys like this one. Reggae on the River had originally planned on riding in the race, but his front brake assembly had fallen apart as he came off the San Ysidro freeway exit toward the Motel 6, and he’d destroyed his gearbox downshifting through an intersection (as well as completely melting the soles of his boots) trying to bring the bike to a stop.

After the riders’ meeting, I went to bed. It was ten p.m., and the motel alarm was set to go off at three thirty a.m. My boyfriend was in the parking lot, making last-minute adjustments on his motorcycle, convinced he was going to dust infamous and favored Lee Jones and Wade Boyd. I drifted off but was woken periodically by voices outside; a former warehouse roommate of ours named Sean Crane was talking to someone about the pros and cons of synthetic engine oil. Sean had a sweet-yet-guilty, girlish smile and long, wavy hair, and he wore black race leathers with the white bones of a skeleton stitched over them. Mounted on a race bike, he looked like a visitation of death. Sean rode on the street as if he were on the racetrack: he was gifted but took huge risks. On the Cabo ride the previous year, he had been dicing with another rider, a guy from Los Angeles whom, as it turned out, no one else really knew. Sean had out-braked the other guy on a blind curve overlooking a cliff, and the other rider crashed, toppled over the cliff, and had to be airlifted to a hospital in San Diego. He ended up losing his leg. Sean kept going.



At four thirty a.m. we were lined up in the dark parking lot of the Motel 6, all twenty-nine of us revving our engines like a swarm of angry bees. There was no suggestion of sunrise, and thick fog obscured the full moon with which the race had been scheduled to coincide. I hadn’t said any good lucks to friends, or much at all for that matter, as from the moment the alarm went off, the focus had been on suiting up, warming up the bike, taking care of last-minute preparations—such as ensuring that my ziplock-protected map would stay secured on the top of my gas tank—and then getting into position. People I knew had become dark, unfamiliar silhouettes in race leathers and full-face helmets, their shields down. My boyfriend pulled up next to me and gave me a deerskin-gloved thumbs-up, but I was already in my own world, overtaken by fear and some other more positive emotions—excitement—and then we were pulling out of the lot in a cacophonous group. He swerved around me and surged ahead. I was on my own and thinking, This is where entropy and rider skill take over; this is it, I’m alone in this thing. Those in front, doing up to 160 mph, would reach Cabo by sundown, as others rolled in all through the night, fifteen or twenty hours from now. I passed the border into Mexico and hit the first long incline up a dark mountain, my headlight slicing through the wet ocean fog. I was somewhere mid-pack and trying to stay focused, going over what I knew, what I’d been told, what to expect, how to be ready.

In the mountains between Tijuana and Ensenada, the fog was dense. The roads were slick and full of hairpin turns. By the time I reached Ensenada, I was through the worst of the fog, but the dark, sleeping city had its own set of hazards. Speed bumps were not painted as they are in the States, and I accidentally flew over a set of them going eighty miles an hour, which meant sailing through the air and then—because the suspension on the bike was dialed down for stiff and precise cornering—a very hard landing.

Fuel gets burned at an exponential rate at speeds of over 80, and gas virtually disappears when you’re flying at 130. The first time I flipped my auxiliary fuel switch—a comforting blue glow among my orange-lit instruments—it was a wonderful feeling to watch the needle on my gas gauge slowly rise instead of fall, as an extra four gallons filled the Ninja’s tank.

After El Rosario, the land stretched out into a lowland farming valley. Dawn was approaching, the fog dissipating into big, translucent puffs that drifted across the road, when a farmer pulled out right in front of me. He must not have seen me, in his battered pickup, a single headlight mounted and glowing dimly on the cab roof. I had to brake hard to avoid hitting him. Unfortunately, I braked on a patch of gravel. The bike got into what is known as a tank slapper, when the front wheel loses control and wobbles violently back and forth, the handlebars hitting the tank alternately. It’s a situation that’s impossible to control, and best just ridden out. I managed to regain control of the bike and kept going, adrenaline now coursing through me and the light getting stronger.

By the time I needed to make my first fuel stop, the sun was high. I’d been passing lumbering recreational vehicles one after the other for a couple hundred miles through the Vizcaino Desert, a place filled with Volkswagen-size boulders, some of them decorated with makeshift grave markers, candles, religious deities, and plastic flowers. I had made it to Cataviña, a barren and windblown rest stop more than a third of the way down the Baja Peninsula. When I pulled into the Pemex station, I was worried the attendant would insist on pumping my gas for me. They always do if you’re driving a car, and I didn’t want him spilling gas over the lip of the auxiliary tank. But after watching me take off my helmet, adjust and lube my chain, and add a half quart of oil to the motor, he knew I had an agenda of my own, and he smiled and handed me the gas nozzle. I felt good—strong and in a rhythm.

By noon I was approaching the halfway mark. I’d been passed by, and had passed, a few riders, and knew I was somewhere in the middle of the pack. Five hundred miles down the Baja Peninsula, just before Guerrero Negro, the town that spans the north/south border of Baja, is the longest uninterrupted straight on the Transpeninsular Highway. I went into it going 120, tucked down into my fairing, and rolled the throttle to its pegged position. I hit 142 miles an hour, the fastest I’d ever gone.

I could see the giant metal sculpture that marks the north/south border, a fifty-foot-tall steel-beam structure that I’ve heard is meant to be a bird but looks more like a grounded oil dredge. I rolled off the throttle just a touch. Up ahead on the right shoulder was a group of parked motorcycles. I recognized Wade Boyd, who should have been miles and miles ahead of me, and another guy we called Doc. A motorcyclist on the shoulder with them pulled suddenly onto the highway in front of me. Either he didn’t see me or he didn’t realize how fast I was going. It was someone I knew from our biker bar in San Francisco, the name of which—Zeitgeist—he had stitched into the back of his red-and-black race leathers. After many hours of solitary and intense concentration, I was pleased to see those familiar and ridiculous leathers. But then reality set in—that he was going only 30 miles an hour and I was going 130—and I was approaching in no time. I swerved out to avoid him. Just as I got around, I saw that the road took an unannounced and extremely sharp left-hand turn. There was a truck coming in the other direction, so I wouldn’t be able to use up both lanes to try to corner. I was going way, way, way too fast to lean the motorcycle hard enough to cut the turn, and I didn’t want to get smeared underneath trying. I opted to ride off the road.

The area beyond the road paving was a shallow, sandy ditch, which in hindsight seems unbelievably lucky—most of the way down, the road is jagged rock on one side, ocean cliff on the other, or rocks on both sides. But hitting such a radical surface change at 130 mph, even if it is sand, will have consequences, and as I left the pavement, the bike vaulted me. My recall of this event is fractured into memory pictures: I see the tire leave the road, and then I am up in midair over the bike, separated from it, high above the instruments and handlebars, and then there’s a quick and violent descent to a brutal, thudding impact, which must have been my head, as I later determined from the massive crater in the back of my expensive race helmet. I’m bounced up again, my body whomped to the ground, hip bone first, and that jutting, vulnerable bone feels like it’s become a bag of dust. And then skipping back up, finally rolling to a stop. I was screaming muffled screams inside my helmet as pain rushed around my body. You always hear that this is when the endorphins kick in, people not even aware they’re hurt, but I felt vivid, terrible pain.

Zeitgeist, the rider who’d pulled out in front of me, came running up. I tasted blood in my mouth and tried to sit up. The bike had turned end over end twice, miraculously not hitting me in the process, and bits of plastic fairing, foot pegs, a brake lever, and other Ninja shrapnel littered the sandy ditch. There was gas and oil everywhere. I was disappointed and angry. I couldn’t believe I’d crashed after all the work of preparing. I kept thinking, My bike, my bike. But then I felt like I was going to vomit and said, “Could you take my helmet off me?” Zeitgeist seemed worried and was convinced I should stay still and leave the helmet on. I tried to take the helmet off myself, but the desire to faint was overriding the desire to puke. I woke with the rider we called Doc holding me up, my helmet off.

Doc was actually a doctor. He had a family practice in I think South San Francisco, but later I heard he became a prison doctor at Folsom. Doc carried a black medical bag stuffed with pills and exuded two opposing but equally creepy qualities: he was always suspiciously sedate, with heavy eyelids and a gentle, almost half-conscious giggle, and he rode with infamous aggression. People knew not to try to pass him because he’d cut them off, take up the whole road. Despite these quirks, I was comforted a real doctor was there. I told Doc my ankle hurt. He pulled my boot off. My foot was ballooning. Doc yelled to Wade to throw him a roll of duct tape, and he then began wrapping tape around my foot, over the sock, tightly. He shoved my foot back into my boot, and as I yelped in pain he said, “Don’t take that boot off. You won’t be able to get it back on.”

Just then a Mexican ambulance came wailing toward us and launched off the road into the ditch, running over and pulverizing all the expensive fiberglass bodywork that had come off my Ninja. Doc and Wade hurriedly lifted me under the armpits, and Doc called to the men getting out of the ambulance, which looked like a 1960s Boy Scout van with a red cross painted on its side, “She’s fine. Everything is just fine. No ambulance.” Baja medical clinics were rumored to be an expensive scam. I don’t know whether this is or was ever true, but Doc and Wade believed it. The two of them carried me across the road to an old hotel that was right there on the highway.

As they laid me down on the steps, I heard Doc, in his half-sedated voice, mumble, “Oh gee, gosh, that’s just a shame.” I looked across the road and saw my busted-up Kawasaki Ninja strapped into the back of a pickup truck. The truck turned onto the highway and accelerated north. My motorcycle had been stolen, and there was nothing I could do.

As it turned out, race favorite Wade Boyd’s motor had blown up. Doc, seeing him on the side of the road and also struggling with mechanical trouble, had pulled over hoping Wade could help him. The third motorcyclist, the guy with the Zeitgeist leathers who had pulled out in front of me, had stopped to say hello. Zeitgeist, after getting them stoned and more or less causing my crash, left. Doc had a leaky exhaust gasket, nothing Wade could fix without a new gasket. After surmising that I was basically okay, Doc started his bike, which sounded terrible: weak and sputtering. Wade laughed and said, “You’re going to ride that thing all the way to Cabo?” Doc nodded. “It’s better than waiting for the crash truck. You guys will be here all day.” He asked again if I wanted any painkillers from his black medical bag (I declined) and took off, his motorcycle wheezing down the road like a sick animal.

Doc was right. Wade and I waited all day. When the crash truck finally showed up, it was after midnight. There were empty beer cans rolling around in the back of the truck with everyone’s travel bags and tools, and Reggae on the River and the two crash truck girls seemed to be having a jolly old time. I told them about the theft of my motorcycle and got a consoling “Dude, no fucking way!” from Reggae on the River, who despite his drunkenness recognized my heartache. After Wade’s motorcycle was loaded onto the trailer of the truck, Reggae and the crash truck girls decided to eat in the hotel restaurant before heading south. I hurt all over and was exhausted, and with what felt like a broken ankle, but I was too weak to protest.

After plates of food and many more beers were consumed at this old hotel, we finally got on the road. I fell asleep under a blanket in the back of the pickup truck. Around four a.m., I woke up at a gas station near Loreto to the voice of Reggae on the River. “Oh, fuck. Dude. No way!” He held up an empty duffel bag that belonged to one of the racers, the entire bottom of it burned away from road friction. Reggae and the two girls had repacked everybody’s stuff after loading Wade’s bike in Guerrero Negro, and they had not bothered to secure many of the bags. The bag he held up had been carelessly looped to the tailgate, and as things shifted, it dragged, while many of the other bags rolled out and scattered along the highway between Guerrero Negro and Loreto. My own bag, which contained all of my clothes, my camera, my house keys, all of my identification, and the majority of my money, was gone.

We pulled into Cabo San Lucas just before noon the next day. The bikes were lined up outside the touristy victory restaurant, the Giggling Marlin. Everybody greeted us in their shorts and Cabo 1000 T-shirts. Wade’s girlfriend had flown down to meet him, and she came running out of the Marlin with cold and salted margaritas for us. With Wade broken down and out of the running for first place, tall and blond Randy Bradescu, who owned a Marin County motorcycle shop, had won the race. Lee Jones had come in second. My boyfriend had come in near the tail end of the main pack. He said the meal he had eaten at Denny’s the night before had made him ill, and that although in the morning he’d been in first place, he’d had to pull over and puke every few miles all the way down to Cabo. As I later saw, this was a pattern with that boyfriend: there were always rancid meals, needy women, nonsensical rules, and jealous, less capable men thwarting him. In light of my own crash, his problems began to seem farcical to me.

Stories were told as pitchers of margaritas went around. My friend Michelle, to the surprise and irritation of many of the guys, had finished in a more-than-respectable sixth place. Stackmaster came in right after Michelle, although his head gasket had leaked all the way down, and he had to keep stopping and applying more sealant. By the time he got to Cabo, his engine was completely covered in orange sealant goop. Sweet Sean Crane in his skeleton-print race leathers had wheelied through the series of toll plazas between Tijuana and Ensenada, in a flagrant refusal to pay what amounted to something like three dollars and fifty cents. He set off an entire convoy of federales, who mistakenly detained my friend James. Eventually they let James go, after ticketing him for clocking 120 in a 50 mph zone. I listened to the stories, finished half my margarita, and limped to the hotel next door to pass out. It was three in the afternoon, and I’d been up for forty-eight hours. When I unzipped my leathers, I saw that the insides of my legs were dark as a blackboard, my entire side around the impacted hip bone was a deep pomegranate red, and I had road rash all over my arms from where my leathers, which were a size too large, had abraded when I hit the ground. I took off my boots but left Doc’s duct-tape wrap over my sock.

For the next two days I could barely walk because of my ankle, the bruises darkened and spread, and I woke up periodically with my lake-size scabs attached to the hotel bedsheets. I had my ankle X-rayed and it turned out to be only a severe sprain. My boyfriend paid for the room, since all my money was gone, and he helped me get around, since I could not walk on my own. I think he was proud, as the lore was starting to spread that I’d crashed at 130 mph, with Doc and Wade watching on the roadside. A spectacular bang-up, and it hadn’t really been my fault. But ironically, something about crashing made me feel no longer in need of this boyfriend and his domineering nature. I’d suffered without him, and endured. So many bad things had happened—the crash, and then my bike getting stolen—but I felt strangely happy. I hadn’t been seriously hurt, and my attitude was intact. I was laughing things off.

The group of well-maintained girlfriends who had flown down to meet their boyfriends in Cabo lent me clean clothes, a bathing suit, shampoo, and sandals, since all my stuff had bumped out of the truck bed as Reggae and the girls partied in the cab. On Lee Jones’s advice, I went to the American consulate in Cabo to try to track down my motorcycle. Apparently it was common that when foreigners had accidents, their vehicles were taken to a junkyard north of Guerrero Negro, at which point they became the private property of the family that ran the yard. I got the feeling the family had contacts who lurked at treacherous points on Highway 1, such as the unmarked left-hand turn where I bit it. My bike was taken so fast, no more than thirty minutes after the crash, just calmly wheeled up into a flatbed and strapped down. Through a series of lengthy phone calls, a woman at the consulate located it. She said, “Here is the address, but it’s up to you to get it back. They will expect cash.”



After two days of Cabo we’d all had enough. Randy Bradescu, who’d won the race, flew from Cabo to another race in Florida and left me his motorcycle to ride up to where mine was supposedly stored. His bike was a BMW K100, sometimes referred to as a Flying Brick for its hefty and square engine. It was huge and top-heavy and difficult for me to steer, but I managed. Heading north up Highway 1, our large group of riders all stopped to spend the night in Mulegé, a beautiful place for luxuriating, with a blue-green bay, white sand beach, and the slow-moving Mulegé River, along which shady date palms grew. I swam in the ocean there, and my road rash loosened into oozing greenish-yellow streamers that sloughed off and trailed around me like seaweed.

Leaving the hotel room the next morning, I noticed a giant tarantula on the door. There were also scorpions in Mulegé. At breakfast, a guy on the ride who’d been a Green Tortoise bus driver, and had taken busloads of people up and down the Baja Peninsula for twenty years, let a scorpion crawl up his arm. We all waited breathlessly, until he flicked it from his wrist to the floor and crushed it with a boot.

We headed north to the junkyard, our group, always up for a new challenge, eager to see if my bike was retrievable. We got to the fenced lot of the junkyard just before dark. I knocked on the door of the house adjacent, while my boyfriend and Stackmaster sneaked into the yard to make sure my bike was there. Wade came in with me for support, while Stack and my boyfriend began wheeling the Ninja out. In poor Spanish I managed to buy my own motorcycle back for 150 dollars that I borrowed from my riding partners.

Every possible thing that could be broken off it in the wreck had been. In the darkening twilight, Stack poached a car headlight out of the lot and affixed it where mine had been, duct-taping it in place. My boyfriend rebent, kicked, and straightened the frame and handlebars until the bike was almost rideable. Stack jammed flathead screwdrivers into the engine scuff plate to serve as foot pegs. My boyfriend started the bike by hot-wiring it (the key had been broken off in the starter when I crashed).

Secretly, I didn’t want to ride that motorcycle. It was a mess—the frame was bent, the steering was out of whack, the gas tank was pummeled and cratered, the exhaust canister was ripped wide open (which I tried to fix the next morning by wrapping a cut-open Coke can around it with safety wire). But my boyfriend was pushing for me to ride the crashed bike, and the alternative was Randy’s BMW, which was too tall for me and difficult to handle. I left Randy’s BMW for the crash truck to pick up and got on my Ninja—the thing that had hurled me onto the ground at 130 miles an hour and then flipped end over end over end.

We set out in the dark, me on the Ninja. The road to Bahia de Los Angeles, where we were planning to spend the night, was in horrible shape. There were grooves worn in the pavement that were exactly the width of my front tire, and when the tire fell into one, my wheel became stuck like a gutter ball, making the bike impossible to control. In many places the road was washed out completely and was all sand. Long stretches of it were flooded with water. My new nonadjustable, duct-taped car headlight petered out uselessly into the dark and off to the left, rather than illuminating the road down in front of me. I could barely see where I was going, and the bike, with its exhaust pipe ripped open, was as loud as a funny car at the drag strip.

The water in Bahia de Los Angeles is a stunning and artificial chalk blue. Upon waking the next morning, I went for a swim. When I got out of the water, I noticed the pooled blood in the bruises on my legs was starting to drain toward my ankles, leaving long purple streaks running down my legs. That’s when the itching began, and didn’t cease until two weeks later.

Just north of Bahia de Los Angeles was a dry lakebed that everyone had been excited to visit. Leaving Bahia, we took a sand trail to the lakebed, which meant tricky off-roading on a street bike. The lakebed was a vast, cracked skin of powdery red dust that went for miles in every direction. Everyone was zooming around as fast as they could go, getting sideways on that strange surface. There was no traction, but the lakebed was forgivingly soft, so people were taking chances. I’d had enough adventures and sat and watched with the girlfriends who had flown to Cabo and were riding up as passengers. Stackmaster raced in a circle until he crashed and then stood up laughing, he and his greasy bike, the engine still gooped with sealant, coated in lake dust.

From there, the trip north was long and exhausting. I couldn’t keep up with my boyfriend, who didn’t want to have to slow down, so I ended up riding with Wade, his girlfriend, and a couple of other friends. About two hundred miles from the border, at a village called San Quintin, we all stopped to get gas, and my companions decided to eat dinner. I kept going by myself. It was nearing dusk, and I was worried about riding in the dark with such a sketchy headlight setup. Night had fallen when I hit the mountains near Ensenada, and I had to keep stopping and retaping the headlight to try to get it to aim at the road. I could barely see. The steering was bent and difficult to control. As huge trucks passed me, they kicked up gravel, which sprayed my tender bruises and pitted my face shield, since my wind fairing was gone, destroyed in the crash.

I stopped at Rosarito to warm up. I went into an American-style diner and ordered hot coffee. My hands were shaking from cold. I was the only person in the place, and the old guy behind the counter set a plate of french fries in front of me that I hadn’t ordered but ate gratefully.

A couple of hours after that, I reached the Motel 6 in San Ysidro. I killed the engine, removed my helmet and gloves, and, though I’m ashamed to admit it, I started to cry. They were tears of relief. It was over. I’d made it back in one piece.



Spanning the length of the Baja Peninsula in a single day is like spanning the entire length of the state of California in a day, or driving from San Francisco to Denver, Colorado, in one day. There is that much distance and that much geographical change.

I’m not sure who thought up the concept of the Cabo 1000—I think it may have been Lee and Wade who started it, but I don’t know. I picture a few guys sitting around a bar, or at someone’s house, the requisite drinking of beer and firing of joints, and somebody mentions the idea of this ride as a sort of outlandish dare. They’ve all ridden motorcycles around Baja, but the one-day thing is novel. The first race is a success for some, like Wade, who are experienced racers and street riders. It’s a disaster for others, who are not, and who either break down, as the stress on the motor and the overall bike is extreme, or crash early on, with no sense of what the dangers are and how to pace themselves on the turny, treacherous roads. This disparity of success and failure is a main point of the event.

The next year, after the inaugural race, more people have heard about the Cabo 1000 and want to try to do it. The goal for most is not to win, but merely to complete the ride without dying. It’s a test of will and courage and endurance. When Sean Crane’s dicing incident with another rider results in the other guy losing his leg, the ride takes on more mythical proportions. The lost leg becomes a cautionary tale: It happened to him, don’t let it happen to you, and a sacrifice of sorts: him, not you. By losing his leg, that rider becomes an Other, a Not Us. And it’s true that there aren’t more lost legs. But a detail of that story lingers, an invisible threat that hovers over the event: if you’re hurt, you might be on your own. Sean deserted, left the other rider alone with his broken body.

Randy Bradescu, who won the year I rode, and whose bike I’d ridden halfway north, died while competing in the Cabo race four years later. He was winning, out in front of all the other riders, before he took a fatal spill. A few people pulled over to check on him. But once they determined that Randy was dead, they got on their bikes and continued down the peninsula to Cabo and to the after-party and the tour home, Mulegé and dry lakebed included. Randy lay dead, alone on the side of the road. His wife had to send her brother down to get the body, go through skeins of red tape to have it released and sent back to the United States. Randy’s wallet had been stolen off his corpse, and with it went his traceable identity, since no friends had been there to tell the Mexican authorities who he was. In the aftermath, someone offered the psychology term “peer apathy.”

All of us back in San Francisco from the Cabo race, Michelle, Randy Bradescu, and I met on a Sunday night at Nightbreak, a bar on Haight Street that was a regular hangout spot. I’d previously lived down the street from Nightbreak, and I grew up in walking distance. Randy had just returned from the race in Florida. The three of us were having something of a Cabo reunion. It was Sushi Sunday at Nightbreak, an event hosted by a chef named Nori, a surfer, motorcycle rider, and SF local whom we all adored. We ate sushi and drank beer and acted silly. The DJ played AC/DC and T. Rex, and Randy amused us with dance floor antics that seemed especially funny for a square-looking and extremely tall blond guy in a rugby shirt, given that Nightbreak was an all-black-leather-all-the-time-type biker bar. I was so happy that night. Not risking my life, just having a couple of beers in my hometown, my home scene.

I don’t remember if that boyfriend of mine was with us. I broke up with him around then and moved out of the warehouse on Woodward Street. I got my own apartment and started dating someone else, another Moto Guzzi mechanic but a nicer one, my own age and not controlling. The old boyfriend began to appear everywhere I went. I wish there were another term besides “stalking” for what he did, the number of calls he made to my apartment, and his ubiquitous and constant showing up, here and there, everywhere I went, but there isn’t. This culminated in him climbing through my apartment window one morning. Luckily my roommate came home and scared him off. I never saw him again, but for a decade I felt hunted.
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