














PRAISE FOR
Raver Girl


“Can you get high from reading a book? A few pages into Samantha Durbin’s Raver Girl, and you’ll swear this coming-of-age memoir is laced with at least one of the arsenal of drugs Durbin inhaled, snorted, or swallowed as a 16-year-old immersed in the San Francisco Bay Area’s ’90s rave scene. The details and dialogue of this mind-altering memoir feel vivid and authentic, thanks in part to Durbin’s dictaphone recordings from attending over 100 raves in the late ’90s. Raver Girl is a wild ride through first-time sexual encounters, hallucinogenic experiences, and the thrills and pitfalls of high school. Give it a read if you loved Euphoria but thought it could use more JNCO jeans and a happier ending.”


—POPSUGAR


“Dust off your JNCOs and glowsticks! If you weren’t a Bay Area raver during the ’90s, reading this book is the closest you’ll get. And if you were at these parties, you probably forgot all the incredible details that Durbin packed into this thrilling book. Crank up the bass, and get ready to relive some magic.”


—Liam O’Donoghue, host/producer of the East Bay Yesterday podcast


“Psychedelic, twisting, and never less than real, Raver Girl is a remarkable work of auto-documentary in which Durbin fearlessly reconstructs the highs and lows of her singular adolescence at the epicenter of ’90s Bay Area rave culture. I read this book in one ravenous sitting, wholly under the influence of its addictive voice. Just when I thought I couldn’t be more engrossed, shocked, or transported, I turned the page and found myself in yet another new world. With vulnerability, compassion, and a wicked sense of possibility, Durbin has crafted a true-life bildungsroman that is a trip like none other.”


—Lisa Locascio, author of Open Me


“Finally, a story from a young woman’s point of view on learning the ins and outs of drug, rave, and psychedelic culture—without falling into the traps of stigma or stereotypes. Raver Girl is of its time and universal, the often untold story of teenage experimentation, learning how and how not to use drugs for fun, connection, and self-exploration.”


—Michelle Janikian, author of Your Psilocybin Mushroom Companion


“Samantha Durbin is an exciting new voice. She shares an engaging, rave-fueled tribute to growing up in the ’90s, and the teenage angst which accompanies it.”


—Kat Odell, author of Unicorn Food and Day Drinking


“Durbin balances her portrait of the gritty scene of teen sex, drugs, and house music—before helicopter parents, iPhones, and YouTube cordoned following generations into danger-free zones—with the sweetness of a traditional coming-of-age story. A wild ride.”


—Barbara Herman, author of Scent and Subversion: Decoding a Century of Provocative Perfume


“Raver Girl takes you on a hedonistic roller coaster ride of teen angst and discovery, whilst navigating you through the bastion of the last major international youth culture explosion: rave. If you were there, it’s a memory-inducing maelstrom; if you weren’t, you’re going to wish you were …”


—Chelsea-Louise Berlin, artist and author of Rave Art


“High-energy prose shines bright in this stylish memoir. Raver Girl beacons you to the dance floor of infamous warehouse parties of the ’90s. I loved this confessional—Durbin doesn’t hold back in a world of music that you must listen to and must read.”


—Michelle Zaffino, librarian and author of Librarian Detective
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For my family, then and now—
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AUTHOR’S NOTE


For privacy, names and identities have been changed, except for members of the Color Club, whose colors remain authentic.




“You’ve always had the power, my dear,
you just had to learn it for yourself.”


—THE WIZARD OF OZ
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PARANOID ANDROID, SIDE A


I’m in a major panic. I’m being pursued by helicopters and cops, speeding down Hegenberger Boulevard in Oakland as fast as a vintage Beetle can. The deafening blare of sirens is behind me, beside me, above me—I’m surrounded.


I’m flying through my hometown streets, freaking out, turning without thinking, driving like a maniac. My heart’s pounding, my stomach is twisting. Red, white, and blue lights flash in my rearview mirrors. Whiz. Whirl. Whoop. I keep glancing in my mirrors, willing the lights to leave me alone.


But they’re persistent. And fuck, they’re there. The po-po are after me! Is that an ambulance? A fire truck? I just ran a red light. Shit! Don’t crash. E. Acid. Coke. Mushrooms. Crystal. All on me. All illegal. Where’s Mr. Blue? Wild thoughts zip through my mind as fast as my blood’s racing through my veins.


My time is up. There is no way I can outrun them. I have to pull over. Raves, drugs, lies … it’s all over. I’ve pushed everything too far, and I can’t take this anymore. So, as if I’m acting out a chase scene from a movie, I pull into a parking lot, screech to a stop, leap out of my car, and throw my hands up in the air.


“I surrender! I surrender!” I shout into the cold air, desperate. I stand with my eyes closed and still see the flashing lights. I cover my ears with my hands. It’s overwhelming, and I can’t escape it. I gasp for air and open my eyes, resigning myself to my ill fate.


But no one’s there. The lights and sirens disappear the moment I open my eyes. All I see is an empty parking lot and my white car parked haphazardly across yellow lines. I left my door open. My car is humming, still running. Shopping carts sprawled across the cement are my only witnesses as I wonder how I could have ditched all those cops and helicopters. Where did they go? How could I outrun that?


Totally bizarre.


I am alone in a parking lot, in the middle of the night, in Oakland. A sixteen-year-old girl wearing JNCO pants and a yellow North Face fleece with fancy airbrushed nails and a dolled-up prom ’do. Still in disbelief, I chuckle, embarrassed. Then, suddenly, I become aware of my surroundings and realize I’m making myself a target for other dangerous things. I quickly get back in my car.


Driving toward safety, toward the hills, I turn up a DJ Dan mixtape. It’s a chilly October night—wait, it is October, right? I crank my window down, and a rush of air refreshes me, keeping me alert. Stoplights blast Christmas colors. The streets are empty. I’m calm, abiding all traffic laws, especially stop signs. Stars twinkle in the sky. The moon hides.


A switch flips and fear turns on again. I begin checking my rearview mirrors obsessively. A lightning bolt strikes through my open window like a beam from a UFO. Startled, I roll up my window as fast as I can, cranking the lever while tightening my grip on the steering wheel. Red, white, and blue lights reflect in my rearview mirrors for a second time, blinding me, terrifying me. They’re back.


I shift into third, leaving calm in my wake. Once again, I remember the drugs I’m carrying. All sitting on the seat next to me in my Polo Sport satchel. I glance at my bag, thinking I could throw them out the window, but no, the cops would see them flying out of my car. I could risk stopping for a moment to throw them into a bush, but my hands hold on to the steering wheel with the voracity of a racecar driver. I’m safe in my car. I can’t stop.


Another solution comes to me: Flush the evidence. My intuition screams, “Yes!” As I chug up a never-ending hill that leads to the 580 freeway, I decide the only thing to do is go home and get rid of the drugs by flushing them down a toilet. My toilet. It has to be mine, because then I’ll know they’re gone—the drugs, the cops, all of it. Then I’ll be safe.


A sharp left curves me onto an onramp. My vision flicks between my mirrors and the road. Yellow spots linger in my eyes like after you look at the sun. On the two-lane road ahead of me, red taillights turn into hovering demon eyes, pulsating deeper and deeper. Trees loom over the way, creeping and swaying like goblins trying to capture me through a tunnel of darkness. My body jerks around to electric beats. I turn up the volume to drown out the menacing sirens. My finger stings; I realize I’ve unknowingly been biting my cuticles and just ripped one open. I shove my finger into my mouth. A salty, metallic taste saturates my tongue.


The freeway sign for my exit appears. The letters are distorted, but I know it by memory. Determination drives me. My jaw pops. Almost there.


A few supercharged minutes later, I screech into our garage.


Get rid of the drugs. Get to the toilet and flush them. They’re after me, and if they catch me, I’ll be arrested and I’ll be fucked. Mom and Dad don’t know, and it would crush them. Now get up to the bathroom and flush it all away before the cops ring the doorbell. Play it cool.


But my cool has evaporated like sweat off my neck.


I enter the side door and glide up the stairs, light on my feet in my Adidas, making a beeline for my bathroom. The house is dark and quiet except for muffled sounds coming from a TV downstairs. I run up a staircase and down the hallway into my room. I close every door behind me. No one stops me.


I get to my bathroom and throw my purse on the white tile counter. Digging around, I find loose capsules of Ecstasy, vials of coke, hits of acid, crystal in mini plastic baggies, some loose shroom stems and caps. The drugs escaped the confines of my makeup bag at some point. I grab it all, dump everything in the toilet, and flush.


Whites and browns and shiny plastic swirl around, drowning together. Relief washes over me. It had to be done. To be safe. That was hundreds of dollars’ worth of drugs, but whatever, I can get more.


There’s always more.


Leaning over my bathroom counter, I stare into my purse at the remaining contents of my raver life. My dictaphone, Cesar, cigarettes, a lollipop, my glittery turquoise wallet, flyers, my hot pink highlighter pipe. I’m finally able to take a deep breath and slowly let go of the panic. My cheeks are tingling, my heart is thumping.


I step into the stillness of my bedroom. I’m in my safe space, where everything is familiar. Jewel colors, torn-out magazine pages taped to the walls, and framed pictures of people I love surround me, comforting me.


I peek through my burgundy curtains and don’t see any spotlights shining my way. I don’t hear any sirens. Trees wave slowly at me. I am safe.


A vibrating noise comes from my purse. I go to check it and see that my pager is blowing up. There are multiple 911 pages from Tommy. Where is he? Is he okay? We were together. At a rave. Did I tell him I was leaving? No, I freaked out and ditched him. I straight-up left my best friend at the party.


As the night’s events become clearer in my consciousness, I hear a knock on my bedroom door. My parents. Strung out, spaced out, I freeze.


“Sam?” my brother Justin’s deep voice asks through the door.


I open the door, and Justin’s standing in the hallway, his hair hanging free from its usual ponytail. “What the hell are you doing?” he asks. “It’s, like, two in the morning. Are you okay?”


I stare at him, resisting the urge to hug him, still in shock.


“Good thing Mom and Dad are out of town, or you would be busted. But seriously, is everything okay?”


His presence soothes me and it finally sinks in. What happened to me tonight is something I’ve heard about but hadn’t experienced until now: a bad acid trip.


Justin’s green eyes look into me, all-knowing. Everything is not okay.


“Oh, shit. You had a bad trip, huh?”


Hearing it from my brother, my guru, confirms it.


“Bummer.” He hugs me.


I hold him and don’t want to let go. Safe in his embrace, I ask myself, How did I get here?
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THE GOOD OLD DAYS


Samantha Durbin


Ms. Kulsrud


Period B


September 6, 1995


“The good old days”


The good old days were when I could run around in a bathing suit and not worry whether I looked fat or not. The good old days were when I could walk around with food on my face and not have to worry about something being stuck between my teeth. The good old days were when I could do the splits with no problem and wear little leotards with ruffles on them. The good old days were when I could take baths with my brother and squirt soap in his eye. The good old days were when I could put on fashion shows with my friends for my mom and play in her makeup. The good old days were when I could suck my thumb while watching Scooby-Doo on Saturday mornings. The good old days were when I could wear Tinkerbell nail polish and listen to my brother’s ’80s tunes. The good old days were when I didn’t have to worry about harmful UV rays and could swim like a star. The good old days were when I was a little girl.
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FRESHWOMAN


I started raving my sophomore year of high school. During my freshman year, I led a normal high school existence. I had healthy ways of channeling my teen angst then, like dying skunk stripes of bleached blond into my brunette mane. I first tried it at home with the Jolen Creme Bleach I’d used to lighten the fine hairs above my lip. The stripes—one beginning at the center of my forehead, the other two sprouting from my temples—came out a yellow squash color. My mom took one look and said, “I’m making you an appointment at the hair salon.” With three foils, my hair went from botched to brilliant.


My look freshman year was “vintage skater chick,” a style inspired by grunge and Vogue magazine: flared corduroy jeans, grandpa sweaters, baby tees, Vans, and French manicures. I was all about friends, boys, clothes, drama club, and smoking weed. In that order. And that’s what I would daydream about in classes at my private Catholic high school. Perched atop a hill in Oakland, Bishop O’Dowd was near the zoo and residential areas. You didn’t have to be Catholic to attend. I was half Catholic from my mom, but my family practiced liberal politics rather than organized religion.


Known for its sports teams and diversity, every shade of skin walked through the locker-lined halls at O’Dowd in 1994. Girls wore Gap sweatshirts and burgundy lipstick, boys North Face fleeces and Oakland A’s baseball caps. Baggy jeans for all.


I was boy crazy, though I hadn’t had a boyfriend for longer than a couple weeks in junior high. I’d had lots of crushes and plenty of French kisses but still hadn’t gone past being felt up.


I usually crushed on older skater boys rather than boys my age, whom I saw as immature and awkward. When I did find myself in an intimate situation, I was quite shy and quickly felt immature and awkward myself. I pretended I was more experienced than I was.


Girl-next-door pretty, I was lithe and tall. I wore clothes well. That was where my passion shone: fashion. Obsessed with the Beastie Boys and anything sparkly, I was half street, half sophisticate. So what if I wasn’t the prettiest or smartest girl in school—I was the most stylish.


Every week served up a new crush, never on guys in my own classes. There was the junior with olive-green eyes and a fancy French name (Clément). The slim, long-limbed lacrosse star sophomore with chocolate ice cream skin and a baby face. And the ultimate Adonis: the captain of the swim team, a senior with honeycomb abs, wavy brown hair, and a radiant California tan.


Then, one day in October, a new specimen walked across the quad. It was one of those time-freeze moments; The Everly Brothers’ song “All I Have to Do is Dream” played in my head as he walked toward me in slow motion. His raven-black hair was brushed back with a soft-hold product, allowing strands to fall on either side of his head, nonchalant, framing his pretty-boy mug. A button nose softened his bold look. His sideways smile revealed bright whites. (I would later learn that he was part Japanese, part Black, and part white—a striking combination.)


This guy was fine, but what intrigued me the most was the way he carried his athletic 5’11” frame; his swagger was confident, strong, sexy. He seemed more like a man than a boy. A guy who looked and walked like that was what I’d been waiting for.


“Who is that?” I asked Naomi, my best friend from junior high, who was sitting next to me on a bench in the middle of the quad.


“Who?” she quickly replied, her brown eyes squinting to look.


“That fine guy over there.” I indicated with my chin. “Black hair, navy flannel.”


“Oooh yeah,” she said, raising an eyebrow. “Brandon Landor. So fine.”


“Is your brother friends with him?” Naomi’s brother was a senior, and she already knew tons of upperclassmen.


“Sorta. He’s the quarterback. And he has a girlfriend.” She rolled her eyes.


My heart sank. Of course he did.


As I quietly kept dream, dream, dreaming about Brandon, I found myself disinterested in classes where a teacher lectured for an hour, sometimes writing on a chalkboard. After five minutes, I’d tune out what sounded like the teacher in the Peanuts cartoon’s “blah blah blahs.” The hairstyles of the other kids or the drifting clouds out the window were more interesting. Taking notes usually turned into drawing doodles.


I found a haven in drama class. My parents were relieved there was something at school I was excited about other than boys. After channeling my inner Rizzo from Grease, singing “Look at Me, I’m Sandra Dee” at an audition for the fall production of Evita, I was cast as chorus and had every intention of showing off my dance skills.


I grew up dancing competitively. When I stepped into sequins and tap shoes, I razzle-dazzled on stage. I wasn’t a fabulous singer, but I was loud with high energy. I helped with the production’s costumes and would often sneak out the theater’s back door during rehearsals to smoke cigarettes with fellow rebels on the fire escape.


One day after school, we were taking a break from practicing a dance routine. A few of us took off our shoes to get better traction on the rug of the drama club room. Warm and sweaty, I was whispering with my newest friend, Tommy. There were about twenty of us in the rectangular room bordered by instruments, microphones, and a piano. Our pony-tailed, white-haired, turtleneck-wearing director was running through another scene while us dancers relaxed when, mid-scene, he yelled, “Woooooeee! What is that smell?!” and fanned his nose.


The actors started laughing since our director was usually Mr. Serious. The rest of us looked around the room, sniffing for clues.


“It smells like stinky cheese over here,” the director continued in his snarky drawl.


While giggling with Tommy, I thought of my patent leather Converse One Stars. I’d been wearing them without socks for weeks and knew they smelled sour. I hadn’t even thought about it when I took them off and left them by the director’s chair. I looked at them sitting on the floor, the outside shiny, the inside stinky. Heat spread into my cheeks.


“Okay,” he yelled, “just start over!”


I was mortified, knowing my shoes stank like funky cheese. I hoped no one figured out they were the offenders.


Tommy leaned into me. “What’s wrong?”


We were sitting next to each other, cross-legged, about ten feet from my shoes. I looked into his green eyes, then at my shoes, and his eyes followed mine. His eyes widened and he boomed a laugh that lit up the room, forcing the director to shush us.


With a broad head full of blond curls, Tommy was a teen riot. He looked like a young Jude Law, with large features that fully animated when he spoke. Friendly and outgoing, he seemed to always be smiling. Or maybe that was just me when I was with him. Everyone in drama liked him, but I was his biggest fan.


I’d never had any openly gay friends before Tommy. I admired him for coming out to his family when he was twelve. My parents had organized a movie night to watch the TV movie And the Band Played On when I was thirteen—a movie I’d learned a lot about LGBTQIA+ history from—and I knew not everywhere was as accepting as the San Francisco Bay Area.


The first time I went to Tommy’s house in Piedmont, a city embedded in Oakland, he showed me his bedroom. Soft lighting, dark wood furniture, a just-cleaned smell, it was vanilla, which was confusing because Tommy was vivacious. My room was livelier, with its colorful bedding and magazine tears of supermodels on the walls. I was mint chip ice cream on a sugar cone.


Then Tommy flung open his closet. Top to bottom, posters and photos of the R&B group TLC adorned the inside of the door.


“These are my girls,” he said, giggling. “My mom said I should keep them in the closet.”


There was his truth. Tommy was more like cookies and cream with rainbow sprinkles.


Tommy was out of the closet, but his true self was behind a closet door. He dressed like a typical ’90s high school kid in baggy jeans and hoodies and addressed everyone as “dude.” There was no Will and Grace yet, Anderson Cooper was still in the closet (not that I watched the news anyway), and mainstream media hadn’t begun to normalize gay people. My image of a gay man involved feather boas and tight shirts a la Freddie Mercury. But Tommy broke down that stereotype, opening my eyes to the spectrum.


He had a certain reserve about him, a tightness I didn’t notice until we got high together. When we smoked weed, he shed his armor, relaxing into the funny, intelligent, sometimes spastic guy he truly was. He let go of all the things he thought he was supposed to be—what society told him to be—and showed me his true self: the boy taped up inside his closet door.


[image: Image]


Around the time Tommy came out to his family, I smoked weed for the first time with my brother, who was fifteen when I was thirteen. It was a Friday night, and our parents were out to dinner, when he sat down next to me on the sofa while I was watching The Fresh Prince of Bel Air.


“You’re probably going to do this sooner or later, and I’d rather have your first time be with me,” he said.


Something in his hand glimmered: a pipe with green swirls in clear glass. It was packed with a fresh bowl of green weed with teeny brown hairs in it. We stepped outside the door of the TV room and sat down at the round glass-top table outside.


“Inhale when I light the bowl, hold it in for a couple beats, and then slowly blow out the smoke,” Justin said. He lit himself a hit, then gave me the pipe.


The rest of that night, in true stoned form, is forgotten. According to Justin, I had a blast laughing at everything he and the Fresh Prince said. And because I couldn’t stop laughing, he couldn’t put eye drops in my reddened eyes. He tucked me into bed early, before Mom and Dad came home.


The next morning, I slept until 2:00 p.m. My mom wondered if I was coming down with something.


“Bad cramps,” I said.


[image: Image]


One weekend afternoon a couple of weeks later, my dad sat down next to me as I watched TV, in the same spot on the sofa where my brother had offered me my first bowl, and said, “Your mother and I would rather have you smoke pot than cigarettes.”


He’d succeeded in stealing my attention away from Hey Dude.


He continued, “We both used to smoke, you know, before we had you and your brothers. In the ’60s. And we both quit because we learned how horrible it is for your health. But”—he stiffened—“pot is illegal. And if you or your brothers get caught with it, you’re in serious shit. Not just serious with your mother and I. The law serious.”


Even as I dwelled on how dorky it was that he called it “pot,” it was clear to me that my dad knew my brothers and I had smoked it. My oldest brother, Reed, was eight years older than me, and he smoked cigarettes. I knew this from smelling his ashtray breath and seeing bright red packs of Marlboro Reds lying around in his car. And if I knew he smoked cigarettes, my parents certainly knew (and disapproved) too. It was reassuring that I wasn’t the only Durbin kid who deviated from square norms.


“Okaaay,” I said to my dad, wishing for parental advice hour to be over.


“Okay,” he said.


He sat with me for a few more minutes, pretending to watch the cheesy teenage drama on the screen. It seemed like he was debating saying something more. But then he stood up abruptly and exited the room.


That was my dad’s first attempt to advise me about drugs. What I took away from it was that I needed to hide all evidence of smoking cigarettes—something I did socially—from my parents. And that they were kinda cool with me smoking weed, but I needed to hide that from the cops. Noted.


[image: Image]


By my freshman year of high school, I was a seasoned weed smoker. I knew the difference between kind bud and shwag. I’d smoked out some of my friends for the first time. And I had a glass pipe of my own. Weed agreed with me. Sativa. Indica. Both. It brought out my silly side or relaxed me, it got me out of my head, and it got my creative juices flowing.
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PASSIN’ ME BY


I spent the summer between freshman and sophomore year going to high school keggers with Naomi and another friend from school, Johanna. I had a few flirtations at those parties, mostly due to being muddled from a combination of smoking weed and drinking. I was more the type of girl who would go running and yelling through a sprinkler rather than strip down in someone’s back seat. Plus, I wasn’t interested in my classmates—I was interested in the “hella fine” skater boys of Berkeley’s Telegraph Avenue, per my journal at the time. That’s who Johanna and I would stalk during leisurely summer days. We would smoke up and hang out on the sofa at the X-Large store, hoping to catch the eye of “Mr. Fine,” who worked there.


X-Large was a street brand associated with the Beastie Boys in the ’90s. We were obsessed with anything Beastie. The store also carried X-Girl, the offbeat girls’ line started by Kim Gordon of Sonic Youth. That summer, I lived in my red X-Girl corduroys and shrunken X-Girl tees, which made me feel like the kind of cool skater girl our crushes would like. Only I didn’t actually skate, and I didn’t nab a hottie.


After days pretending not to be skater groupies, Johanna and I would take the bus up the winding Berkeley hills to her house. Within minutes of us stomping into Johanna’s bedroom, her mom would knock on the door and ask us in her offbeat South African accent what we wanted for dinner.


Johanna’s response was always “Mac n’ cheese!”


Another knock twenty minutes later, and her mom carried a tray with two bowls of cheesy goodness into Johanna’s bedroom. After scarfing that down, we gorged on ice cream, and then Johanna spent the next fifteen minutes in her bathroom puking up the feast. Obsessed with food and her body. Going to the bathroom after every meal. I knew the signs. She wasn’t my only friend with bulimia.


We locked ourselves in her bedroom for hours at a time, talking about what life would be like when we married the Beastie Boys (she was an Adrock girl, MCA was mine, RIP) and taking Polaroid pictures of ourselves, perfecting our angles, smiles, and bitch faces. Once, after seeing Interview with the Vampire in the theater, we used eyeliners to draw faux veins on our faces, inspired by Brad Pitt. I knew that after doing weird stuff like that, Johanna was meant to be my friend.


Between high school parties with Naomi, trying-to-be-cool hangs with Johanna, and smoking out with Tommy, I managed to stay out of trouble that summer. I think it helped that I didn’t have a driver’s license or boyfriend yet.


But then sophomore year rolled around, and it was all about friends, boys, clothes, drama, smoking weed, acid, and raving. In that order.
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My favorite class sophomore year was Christian Sexuality, a class taught by a funny priest. He knew the modern realities of teenagers, and instead of preaching abstinence and shaming sex, he passed around color photos of what STDs looked like. One look at the advanced stages of syphilis, and I was disgusted. Condoms were a must. But more than that, the photos solidified that having sex with just anyone wasn’t for me—and it certainly wasn’t worth grotesque ulcers on my face. I was holding off for someone special, something meaningful.


I liked writing papers but loathed taking tests. What always bit my GPA in the ass was low test scores. Especially in science and math. My main issue when it came to taking tests wasn’t knowing the material—I did study—it was time pressure. I would get nervous when others started standing up to turn in their tests. They’d finished before me, and shit, I wasn’t even halfway done. This distraction made me lose focus, and then I had to start over. When it got bad, my pulse accelerated. Restless and sweaty, I’d forget the material because I was consumed by my inability to get the job done. Performance anxiety. A vicious cycle that none of my teachers recognized.


Tommy and I were back to our drama club thrills in the production of Godspell. This time around, we were more obnoxious at rehearsal, snickering away, stoned half the time. I didn’t have performance anxiety when I was singing and dancing on stage. When I performed creatively, I forgot about who was watching and surrendered to the high of showmanship. I never had solo parts and didn’t want them—being a part of the ensemble lifted me up, gave me the courage to be my best self.
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In November, a lanky, greasy-haired guy in drama asked me to the senior winter formal. Chris was cute and clever—boyfriend material. I excitedly said yes.


When the day came, I got ready for the dance at a friend from drama’s house. My red silk mini dress showed off my long legs. One of my style mantras has always been “If you’ve got it, flaunt it.” So I did. The shoes—black patent leather Mary Jane’s —were Betsey Johnson, my go-to designer for dressing up. Our parents schmoozed while my friend and I curled each other’s hair in the bathroom.


Finally, our dates showed up with corsages. The dads intimidated the dates, and the moms couldn’t stop smiling.


When we got to the venue, Chris was so serious, a.k.a. nervous. I did my best to act cool so he would act cool. After taking our photos, we went inside the dance, and Chris flashed a flask from inside his blazer.


“Want some?” he asked, raising his brows.


A few swigs of whiskey, and he was the funny guy I knew from drama smoke sessions on the fire escape.


The venue was an old-fashioned theater with red velvet curtains and booth seating around a half moon–shaped dance floor. A crystal chandelier hung from a dome ceiling. Chris and I switched between cutting it up on the dance floor and swigging from his flask in the butterscotch leather booths.


On my way back from the bathroom, I stood on the sidelines to watch, take it all in. Silver disco ball glimmers, bodies in motion, Mariah Carey’s shrill voice—I was energetically tipsy. All the girls were wearing heavier-than-usual makeup and the guys were looking sharp in their suits. Sweet-smelling perfume infused the air.


My eyes fixed on a familiar dark-haired guy looking in my direction. Brandon Landor. White lights flickered over him, casting him clearer every second. Self-conscious that he would see me staring at him, I looked down at the floor.


I’d heard Brandon was single, and I’d carved my hallway routes at school so I’d pass him often. There was a small plaza between buildings where you-know-who liked to hang. Bad boy mystique on full bore, sometimes he’d be talking with friends. Or girls. Walking through there presented opportune times for me to make a move, any move. Eye contact. A smile. A flip of my Cindy Crawford hair. But no—every day I would hold my breath and walk on by. Heart-fluttering power walking, really. I gave myself grief after every pass. What the hell? In my vintage KangaROOS sneakers, I was the most stylish girl in school (or so I thought), and yet I couldn’t muster the nerve to flirt with Brandon.


Even though I was inspired by Naomi, who’d caught herself a junior hottie, I was frustrated by what a clueless virgin I was.


Lauryn Hill’s voice rang out—was I “Ready or Not?” I looked up, holding my head high. Liquid Courage urged me to look at him again. Just in case. I blinked back in Brandon’s direction and was 95 percent sure he was looking at me. Our eyes locked. I smiled a little. But I sensed another set of eyes on me. The girl sitting next to him. I blinked at her and was 100 percent sure she was looking at me, her eyes cutting through the crowd. I shifted in my Mary Jane’s. However, the girl’s death stare confirmed my wish. I pretended to look for my date, smiling to myself as I strutted through the dance.


I ran into my friend Dana, who was newly dating one of Brandon’s senior friends. I was giddy telling her about our flirtatious exchange.


“Let’s make it happen,” she said through a lazy-eyed stoner smile.


[image: Image]


Soon after the dance, I was at a house party in the Oakland hills where I knew Marku, Dana’s boyfriend, would be and hoped Brandon would be too. Dana, Naomi, and I accepted any cup of alcohol and joint passed outside on the deck overlooking the darkened verdure below.


Walking through the unfamiliar house, stoned and tipsy, I peeked into the rooms, hoping to find something more exciting to do than sit on the deck, and entertained myself by looking at family photos on the walls and feeling the smooth leaves of the indoor plants. I didn’t know where my girls were. It was a mellow vibe.


I turned a shadowy corner into the kitchen and stumbled into something. Someone. Him. A giggle defense mechanism kicked in, and Brandon touched my arm in a gallant attempt to keep me upright.


“Oh,” I mumbled. “Hey, sorry.”


“That’s all right.” He smiled and leaned against the refrigerator. “Sophomore, right?”


“Yeah.” I smiled back.


“I’m Brandon,” he said, still smiling.


“Samantha,” I said, searching for a prop—a drink, a cigarette, something to do with my idle hands.


He cocked his head. A strand of hair fell out of place. It practically made me jump. I saw an indent above the ridge of his nose as he lifted a hand to smooth his hair back. “I’ve noticed you before,” he said, “always walking past me. Kinda reminds me of that Pharcyde song, ‘Passin’ Me By.’ You know the Pharcyde?”


I flipped my Cindy Crawford hair and nodded. “Yeah, totally.” And that was no trying-to-be-cool lie.
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DOOR #1




Eon, January 1996


Homies: Brandon, Dana, Marku


Location: Somewhere in Oakland


Drugs: Acid, weed





My first rave and first time doing acid started at a donut shop with Brandon, my new boyfriend. Momentous. After a month of dating, I was still in an I-can’t-believe-he-likes-me phase. My ego was slowly inflating into a red heart-shaped balloon. Free-spirited girl, stoner quarterback guy, we were both fire signs—Sagittarius here, Leo there. Our chemistry heated quickly. Brandon was fine and mine, and since we’d met, every day had been more exciting.


Dana had told me about underground illegal parties called raves, but given my midnight curfew, I hadn’t been able to go to one yet. She’d been to a couple before and explained that the donut shop was the Map Point, a random place where you went to get directions for the party. She’d called a phone number earlier and a recording had given the location of the Map Point. The process had the curious spirit of a treasure hunt. It was the coolest.


I had no idea what to wear—something that wasn’t usually a problem for me, having read Vogue since I was eleven. I decided to take style notes from Dana and Deee-Lite’s Lady Miss Kier, my fashion icon du jour.


Dana wore a shrunken vintage tee, bootcut jeans, and maroon New Balance sneakers. With her trademark hunter-green down jacket, she had a cool ’70s vibe. I opted for glam and wore my black Betsey Johnson Mary Jane’s, nude fishnets, denim short shorts, and a black spaghetti-strap camisole. The finishing touches were Dana’s emerald-green Adidas track jacket and high pigtails twisted into bouncy ringlets.


The plan was simple: I called my parents from Dana’s line when we were getting ready at her house to check in and say good night. She and her older sister had a private line because they were boy crazy and boys were crazy for them, and the never-ending calls were an annoyance to their parents. I also had a personal phone line, but it wasn’t from too many boys calling; it was from my begging for one, to talk to my girlfriends about boys.


Then we did the ol’ lights-out-sneak-out maneuver. We said good night to Dana’s parents like we were going to sleep, took our acid, crept out of her house, and met our boyfriends down the block. We ran across the sepia-lit streets, ducking down, afraid someone would see us. I’d plotted this for weeks—it had to work out.
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En route to the Map Point in Marku’s vintage BMW, the music vibrating from the speakers was a new sound to me. I dug the continuous bouncy pulse. Cosmic spasms activated energy inside me rock and reggae and hip-hop never had. The four of us were talking nonstop when I noticed my pulse quicken, my vision sharpen. Is it the music or the acid? I wondered.


Dana was sitting shotgun, blowing a whistle to the beats. Brandon and I were in the back. The car paused. I focused on three red lights—shiny red ornaments dangling in the dark. Our words spiraled around us, trailing into tangents. High-pitched chirping noises pierced my ears, activating my anxiety about getting caught sneaking out. Dana rolled down her window, still blowing her whistle. The freezing breeze jolted me like a vampire slap to the face.


I blurted, “Dude, shut up!”


It came out sounding different to me than I expected, more shrill, like my voice in a tape recording.


“I’m sorry!” she yelled back, laughing. “I was doing it with the music!”


“It’s annoying!”


“Want me to roll up the window?”


“No, I need it,” I said, enjoying the invigorating air.


I sank back, curling into my seat, massaging my hands together to warm them. They were corpse cold, like that vampire’s hand that had slapped me. I grabbed Brandon’s leg for warmth and noticed a silver shimmer. I’d been unknowingly touching my face, spreading glitter from my eyes to my fingertips. My mouth and cheeks were sticky from kissing Brandon and reapplying my lip gloss. Kissing, reapplying, kissing, reapplying. I tried to put my seatbelt on and couldn’t find the clip thingy. My fishnets were digging into my stomach. Glitter sparkled around my eyes as I blinked.


Blink. Silver.


Silver. Blink.


While I was mesmerized by my light show, I heard Brandon spit some rhymes: “Talking talking back and forth, where are we going, unless it’s … south? Or east. Maybe west. West is the best, definitely.”


My finger drummed my lips up and down, making baby noises. Silly, but it felt good. Brandon did it too. We laughed. Restlessness was building inside me. I couldn’t sit still. I just wanted to get to the party.


Dana turned down the volume and over her shoulder said, “Guys, no matter what happens tonight, we have to have fun. Okay? And you guys, leave Marku alone because he’s not very happy right now. He’s trying to concentrate.”


“Oh, it’s cold!” Brandon yelped. “Why is it so cold?”


My body shivered in agreement.


“I turned on the heater, guys. Quit your whining,” Marku yelled back. “Ah! There’s the donut shop. We’re here.”


I couldn’t stop shivering as we parked on San Pablo Avenue. We untangled ourselves from the car and walked toward the unassuming donut shop. Blinded by the bright fluorescent lighting, once I saw the rows and rows (and rows and rows) of glistening dough puffs, my mouth watered. I wasn’t hungry—it was a feast for the eyes. Dana and I oohed and aahed at the beautiful pastries spilling over the edges of the pans. The guy behind the counter watched us in silent amusement. He was probably used to stoners coming in for a late-night fix.


“Ladies!” Brandon called from beyond. “Over here.”


Two dudes were sitting in a corner with a cash box and a box half full of donuts. We shuffled over.


One of them said, “Hey, guys, it’s five dollars each.” He looked like an ostrich.


Brandon paid for me while the ostrich handed him a piece of brown paper. “And here’s the directions to the party,” the ostrich said, flapping his flat mouth. “It’s, like, seven minutes away.”


The other guy looked more like a bear in his shaggy brown fur vest. I wanted to pet it. He asked me and Dana, “Want a donut?” his narrowed, velvet brown eyes smiling. We dove in like kids after a piñata rips open.


It was a dramatic effort getting back into Marku’s Rubik’s Cube of a car. It was the donuts’ fault: we didn’t want to harm them by crushing or dropping them. When I sat back in my seat, I took the first bite of that donut—chocolate glazed with chocolate sprinkles—and found that it was too sticky, too sweet. I could barely swallow one bite. I threw it out the window.


Electronic music vibrated from the speakers as we drove to the rave. I battled thoughts of my parents catching me. I’d already been grounded after breaking my curfew hanging out with Brandon one night. To pull this off, I’d been on my best behavior.


I was nervous, but getting caught was a risk I was willing to take for Brandon. And for a rave. And trying acid, a hallucinogen my brother Justin had told me all about. There was always a thrill in breaking the rules, but this party—illegal, underground, experimental—was totally intriguing. I had to know what I’d been missing.


After some rights and lefts, we approached a dark block of warehouses.


“There’s some people,” Marku said. “That must be it. I’m taking my acid.”


We parked and approached the short line. Dana and Marku lit their cigarettes. Thudding bass coming from inside the building distracted me from the conversation. I popped a piece of gum and looked at the people in line with us. A couple of geeky guys. A petite girl with long raven hair, sucking on a lollipop while rapidly speaking to a guy in overalls. A barrel-chested guy with a baseball cap worn backward, leaning against the wall. He was solo, hard and cool; I thought maybe he was a drug dealer. There was an antsy feeling in the cold air. Everyone was eager to see what was behind Door #1.


We made it through the door and followed a narrow, glowing hallway to a room where yellow, green, and blue lasers bounced off the walls. The place reeked of cigarettes and sweat. People were fluttering about, quick and slow. The room vibrated electric music more alive than anything I’d known was possible. The crowd was dancing, smiling, welcoming us. I’d entered a disco inside a spaceship inside an enigma. It was way more than a mixtape—it was a movement.


Disco ball sparkles reflected off huge black speakers alongside a table where a guy with cascading dreads was wearing oversized headphones. He held a headphone with one hand while the other played with a spinning record. His head bobbed to the beats. He was totally into it. Everyone was into it.


Dance. Drink water. Kiss Brandon. Breathe. Pee. Dance. Talk to her. Smile. Watch the lights. Take off my shoes. Apply lip gloss. Dance. Smoke a cigarette. Talk to him. Talk to her. Laugh. Sit. Stand. Sit. Stand. Dance. I didn’t know what I wanted to do first. I wanted to do everything at once.


My shoulders did their sassy thing and my feet kicked side to side. Slow. Slow. Quick quick. Slow. It felt so good letting go go go after the previous hours leading up to now now now. Simmering down, pumping faster, my superstar self emerged. Weightless, boundless, happiness, I surrendered to the beat. All worries and insecurities vanished. I looked at my friends and the fascinating strangers around me and sensed that we were all feeling the exact. same. way.


Brandon grabbed my hand and pulled me after him.


He led me down another hallway to the Chill Room, the raver’s refuge for when you wanted to, well, chill. A haven where water, fruit, and new friends abounded. This room was different from the first room. Quieter, spa-like music played, and mattresses that looked like Legos covered the ground. A blue glow soothed the space. People sat together in small groups, chatting and laughing. Colorful rave flyers and empty water bottles littered the floor.


We sat down on a mattress. My skintight outfit was suffocating me. I looked around and envied the girls in baggy pants, baby tees, and sneakers, so casual cute. I tried taking off my shoes but couldn’t undo the buckle puzzle. Brandon ran a feather up my leg, an amplified tickle. I tensed and shooed his hand away.


“That felt sooo weird,” I said. “Seriously, it did.”


He smiled. “I think acid is a sexual drug, don’t you?”


“Uh, I think it’s the music,” I said, looking away. The glorious underworld overshadowed my beautiful boyfriend. Everything was a discovery, endlessly fascinating. I wanted to know everyone in the room. Bubblegum ice cream, My Little Pony, sunflowers—I studied the prismatic visions on the walls.


“We should have an orgy,” Marku blurted, his dirty-blond hair thick like a mushroom top on his head. That’s who he looked like—the mushroom from Super Mario Brothers. “Or at the very least, you girls should kiss.”


Dana and I exchanged glances, silently communicating that it was no big deal.


“We will if you guys will,” she countered.


The boys exchanged a big-deal glance.


“You girls first,” Marku said.


“Oh no, you first,” Dana flirted, luminous like She-Ra, Princess of Power. “Don’t worry, we will.”


“Work up to it,” I said. “First the cheek, then the mouth, then tongue.”


“Hell no!”


“Bad idea!”


We all laughed, then Brandon stopped abruptly to say, “That reminds me of that movie KIDS. Did you guys see it? The first scene, when the guy and girl are making out, like, hella hard. It’s close up, and their tongues are all over each other and you can hear the sucking sounds. It was hot.”


Inspired, I grabbed Brandon and consumed him. The kiss was extra slippery. Then Brandon pecked Marku on the cheek.


“Awww,” Dana and I said in unison.


The pumping music from the large room called to me. I got a second, third, fourth wind of energy.


“Let’s go dance!”
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We spent the next few hours dancing, chilling in the Chill Room, and meeting new people. There were teenagers like us, and also twenty-somethings, from all over the Bay Area. The conversations we had were more interesting than daily chatter with friends at high school. Some examples:


“What is that? A roach on a bicycle?”


“I’m trying to squint my eyes to see, but I can’t because of the ecstasy.”


“I’m slowly going insane. I knew this would happen.”


I kept going back to the dance floor for one more song. Were they even songs? They seemed to go on forever. And I would dance to them forever. The steady pulse of the music becoming my pulse, hypnotizing me.


The dance floor eventually cleared out. I had no idea what time it was. My legs felt like Jell-O and my energy was fading. Exhaustion washed over me. I was sobering up.


Brandon emerged out of the glow again, his sexy smile comforting me. He grabbed my hand and we headed out Door #1—a door it felt like we’d entered eons ago.
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