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1

Shanghaied into Oblivion

THE WHOLE CRAZY TRIP ERUPTED in a mad burst of psychosis last December when the wild devil of my youth shanghaied me into oblivion.

Before it happened, I was living a fraudulent existence some might classify as the American Dream. I thought I had it all: I owned a successful chain of coffee houses, I had an amazing girlfriend. Life was good, but something was missing—something big I couldn’t put my finger on until one Sunday afternoon.

“Are you listening, Rob? They could put you in jail.”

“No … I was tuning you out.”

I was in my lawyer’s office in downtown Palo Alto. It was one of those sunny afternoons everyone on the East Coast dreams about when they’re shoveling snow. He was laying out my options for dealing with the coming crisis: a surprise audit by the state of California on my “cash-only” coffee bars.

“I just want to know what I did to deserve this.”

“They found some discrepancies in your books. They claim you owe them back taxes in the amount of—let me get the exact figure—seventy thousand, nine hundred and sixty-two dollars … and eight cents.”

“That’s ludicrous. I got a hundred grand stolen from me by the same CPA who they say didn’t pay my state taxes.”

“It appears your ex-accountant really embezzled one hundred and seventy-two thousand, nine hundred and sixty-two dollars … and—”

“Eight cents. I can add.”

“Right.”

“I filed criminal charges against the guy six months ago, and the Palo Alto Police Department did nothing. Does the state of California know about this? Tell them to go put him in jail. He’s the criminal.”

“That’s not how it works. In the eyes of the state, it doesn’t matter who filed your return; your company owes the back taxes.”

“I don’t have seventy-three thousand dollars in cash. He cleaned me out—I’m cash poor.”

“Then they will seize your cafés.”

“If they take them away, how can I repay them? They’re squeezing me! This is my livelihood, everything I’ve worked so hard for.”

“I believe you, Rob. You got screwed by this guy, but that’s not the issue. With the prospect of a felony tax fraud conviction hanging over your head, I advise you to work with these people.”

“I’m not paying for a crime I didn’t commit. I’d rather—”

“Refusing payment is not an option.”

“What if I just left? Pulled a ‘Lex Luthor’ and left the country?”

“You could lose everything. They could put you in jail if you’re found guilty of tax evasion.”

“Not if they can’t catch me.”

“You’re not thinking rationally.”

“Because you’re not helping! Maybe I need to seek counsel elsewhere.” I grabbed my bag and left.

“You’ll be sorry you did this.”

I walked outside to collect myself when my best friend Brian pulled up in a rental car like he just robbed a bank. “Binkley!” he yelled through the open window. “How would you like to escape from all that’s right in your world?!” I stuck my head in the passenger side. Brian looked like a mix between the Unabomber and a Blues Brother.

“How’d you know I was here?”

“I called Elena.”

“Right. You steal this thing?”

“You don’t wanna know. Get in.”

I got in.

“Where you been? Thought you were dead in a ditch somewhere.” Brian hadn’t answered his phone for two weeks.

“I had an experience.” Brian was being mysterious as he pulled into the parking lot of one of my cafés. “I’ve got a story to tell.”

“So do I,” I said.

We walked inside. Brian had a wild look in his eye as he sized up the crowd. No one bothered to look up from their laptops. Everyone had their heads up their asses—an average Sunday.

Brian followed me to my back office and laughed at the studious café vibe. “We’re invisible.” We found some privacy behind closed doors. I grabbed two chairs I usually reserved for interviewing hot potential employees and told Brian about the audit.

All he could say was: “You’re screwed.”

He whipped out a bottle of rum from his backpack and a lime-green candle shaped like a giant phallus, which he lit then placed at the center of the table.

“You should put a hit on that accountant,” he said while he carefully poured two shots.

“I tried….” I looked at his candle. “Whatever you’ve got planned for tonight, count me out.”

“Don’t worry.” He slid a shot of rum to me. “Trust me.” These were Brian’s famous last words from high school. “Just allow for this idea to wash over you … Soon you will see the world like I do … It appears I’ve come at the perfect time … Focus on the flame.”

I downed my shot and pointed to the candle. “Is this really necessary?”

“Yes. This is for your own good. I want to open your mind to what’s possible.”

“You know I hate spirituality. And giant green phalluses in my face.”

“I know.” He stood behind me to make sure I was staring directly into the flickering candle, then he rubbed my shoulders and went into a story about how he had just “got choked out by corporate America” and had resigned from his corporate tech sales job last week. Brian said his fatal error was “telling the truth to a group of clients during a national sales event,” which got him fired; the resignation was just to save face.

“Moral to the story is: I’m screwed too.” He downed another shot.

After a few hours Brian had filled me with so many shots of that 120-proof elixir, I felt sick. “I need to lay down” was the last thing I remember saying before fading to black. I hadn’t blacked out in months.

When I came to four hours later, I was lying on the roof clutching my flip-flop. People were carefully stepping around me. I sat up. Either I was hallucinating, or there was a party going on.

“Here, drink this.” One of my employees, Rachel, rushed me a glass of something. I was hoping for water, but it was more rum—the same stuff Brian was totally ripped on now. I wanted to obliterate my pain, so I drained another glass.

Rachel sat in my lap. “You okay? Hope it’s cool we’re on the roof. Brian said we should hang out to see if you needed your stomach pumped. Do we need to take you to the ER, or something?”

“No. Just haven’t been eating lately.”

“Poor baby.” She got up and went back over to Brian, who was on fire, preaching to my disillusioned wait staff.

“I’m talking about an escape. An out. Run away with me, all of you! I’ve got life figured out!” Brian squeezed Rachel’s butt.

“If you’ve got it all figured, why are you still here in Palo Alto?”

He roared, “Great question!”

Brian stopped ranting to check in with me. “What the hell happened to you? Your tolerance is for shit, man.”

I tried to re-focus. “I dunno. Haven’t been eating from the stress.”

Brian wasn’t listening. He’d gone back to railing on the girls for being “numbed out” to reality. “The point, my lambs, is American consumerism hasn’t delivered us into any angelic realm—it’s turning us into yuppified zombie shitheads.”

He held up his giant old-school cell phone from 1990. “Look. This is how civilizations die. I’m going off-the-grid from consumerism, TV, Vegas, porn, the Internet, whatever—and I’m most definitely going off American women.”

Kali, the part-time hostess, let him have it. “If you don’t like the Internet or American women, go live in a third world jungle.”

“That’s not a bad idea,” he looked at her name tag, “Kali.” Brian plopped down next to me and moved the candle close to my face. He quietly inspected my soured mug like a crime scene investigator. When he got too close, I pushed him away.

“Stop it, will ya? How long was I gone?”

“Who knows? Time is just a concept.”

Eventually the party died down, and everyone went home. With no female buffer, Brian set to brainwash me with the fervor of a cult leader with a plane to catch.

“What if you had died from alcohol poisoning tonight?”

“I still may die from alcohol poisoning.”

“Can you say you really lived? Fulfilled your pure potential? Accumulating wealth doesn’t count. Was your life spent following your bliss?”

“My bliss??”

“Are you your essential self, Rob? Do you even know who that is? While hiking on mushrooms recently, I had what the Japanese call a satori—what your hero Kerouac once described as a spiritual kick in the head.”

“Good for you.”

“Consider this your kick in the balls.”

“Kick your candle in the balls. I need to eat!”

“The time is now. I’ve got a plan, and I’m bringing you with me.”

“Bringing me where?”

“To a better tomorrow, away from this Brave New World.”

“Every time you start conversations like this, we end up on some moronic adventure.”

Brian held up an advertisement for some airline hocking an around-the-world ticket sale. “This is the solution to what ails us. Two ‘Around-the-World’ tickets. We can fly anywhere, anytime, one way for a year, until we run out of planet. The offer expires soon, so we gotta move on this. C’mon. Let’s go grab your stuff.”

We’d been planning to take a trip together for six months, but that was before he disappeared for two weeks. It was the last thing on my mind tonight.

“You seriously want me drop everything now? Weren’t you listening to my predicament?”

“Yes! I was.” He poured me another drink. “Weren’t you listening to mine??”

Maybe it was the rum, maybe it was the audit, maybe it was me realizing I was unhappy with this modern life. But after about the seventeenth shot, I confessed I had not been following my bliss. I felt doomed to die a nameless cog.

“My life does feel meaningless,” I slurred into his candle, which had burned down to a flaccid nub. “I don’t want to die alone….”

He scribbled in a notebook. “Aha. We all die alone. You’re afraid of death, are you?”

“Stop scribbling!” I threw his pencil off the roof. “This is our lives I’m talking about.”

“That’s right. This is our lives.”

Brian put away his notepad. “Rob, the truth is I’m liquidating my 401(k) as we speak, selling my suits, my car, and even my pornography collection. I’m dumping it all because it’s time for us to blow.”

“Blow?”

“We’re only on this earth for a microsecond. If we don’t leave now, they’ve already got us.”

“I could go to jail. I’m in a legal quandary! I’m trying to grow up and be responsible, and you’re trying to infect me with your madness all over again.”

Brian sighed. “That’s just the stress talkin’, man. Don’t make me resort to extreme measures. I’m giving you a way to escape your ‘legal quandary’ and this shallow existence we’ve built for ourselves. You should thank me.”

“Look. I love you like a brother, but I love this country, too. And we’re both wasted and I could go to jail and I haven’t heard from you in weeks. It’s possible you need psychiatric help.”

Brian blew out the candle. “You already knew that. Look, if you’re not down to evolve with me, then say goodbye to your little friend. I’m cashing in my chips. I may never come back.”

“Just … wait. Let me puke, and make some arrangements.”

Brian put his foot down. “No! Stop purging my lessons! We book our trip now, or never! We have one month to liquidate everything, then we take LA, then the world.”

“LA?” The world was spinning.

“We leave out of LAX, my friend. If we delay any longer, the machine will eat us alive. We’ll both get locked down with mortgages, taxes, car payments, insurance, wives, kids, child support, alimony … One of us will be dead or in jail by age forty, trust me. Our departure date is January 7th. You’ve got exactly one month to get your shit together.”

I came to my senses. “Aw man. I need to call Elena! I missed our date night!”

I grabbed for Brian’s cell phone, but he yanked it away. “Not in your condition.” He dialed Elena’s number (my house number), then held the phone to my ear.

I got our answering machine. I mustered a steaming pile of bullshit. “Hi sweetheart … I’m alive … you won’t believe.” Brian made some fake static noises into the phone. “I’ll explain later … you’re breaking up … I got robbed, food poisoned! Brian’s having a psychotic breakdown! I’m driving through the canyon. I love—!”

Brian hung up on her. We looked at each other.

“I’m a bad boyfriend.”

“Yes, you are,” Brian said.

Somehow Brian drove us back to my condo even though we were both completely wasted. We rolled in stealth with the lights off, and parked out in front so we didn’t make a total spectacle of ourselves.

Samba music was coming from somewhere inside the condo. This was not normal for a Sunday night.

We stumbled in the front door. The music was blasting. It was conspicuously dark. Brian raided the fridge. I flipped on the kitchen lights. There was no food on the stove.

Something was off.

I left Brian in the kitchen and went to find Elena. I followed the samba music to our bedroom. I stood there swaying outside the closed door for a minute, then I heard the most awful sound any man can possibly hear.

My girlfriend having sex—with someone else.

I shook the doorknob; it was locked. I didn’t bother knocking.

Full of boozy rage, I kicked in the door with all the pent-up anger I had welling inside me from the goddamned audit. It was easier than I imagined; what was not so easy was processing what I saw. My loyal girlfriend was riding some jackoff like it was the Kentucky Derby.

Rage. Sickness. Flames on the side of my face. I wanted to puke, but I didn’t. Then I did. All over the carpet while they kept screwing. They didn’t even really slow down.

I slammed the door, then broke some shit and stormed outside.

Brian was already sitting behind the wheel eating a cold chicken leg and drinking a can of beer by the time I got to the car.

“Did we just see that??”

I was apoplectic. “She’s having an affair?!”

“Told you. You got nothing left here. Your life is a lie. Just like mine.”

“I’m gonna kill her!”

“Noooo, you’re not. You’re already going to tax jail. We don’t need any electric chair–type scenarios tonight. Here, have some chicken.” He handed me a half-eaten piece of chicken.

“I have a shotgun!”

“No. You have a pellet gun.”

I went for the door, but Brian was too fast. He hit the locks and buckled me in with the seatbelt. He tried starting the car. Nothing happened.

He looked at me. “More bad news: you’re out of gas.”

“I’ve got bullets!” I jumped out to go commit a double homicide. Brian chased me down and pushed me away from the front door. I ran around to my backyard screaming like a maniac.

The neighbor’s lights came on the moment I jumped the back fence. Brian followed me eating his chicken leg; he spotted my two mountain bikes. “C’mon let’s go for a ride and cool off!”

Elena’s samba music came back on quietly inside the condo. I lost it. “They’re still screwing in there!? On my bed! In my condo! Using my condoms!!”

“Come on. Let’s go before the cops come.”

The scene faded to black.

When I came to, Brian and I were pedaling our drunk asses to a nearby park. I was beyond dazed and confused. I heard myself repeating, “I don’t know how to deal with this!”

Brian just laughed. “Well, obviously she is a whore.”

We pedaled into the park and dropped our bikes on the dirt. Brian cracked open a fresh bottle of rum from his backpack. I threw my bike against a tree. “This is not happening. My life is perfect, my girlfriend is perfect. I am perfect!”

“Trust me, there’s room for improvement.”

I tripped over a tree root and fell down in a cursing heap. I stayed down, silent for a moment. “I know what you’re gonna say. ‘Just say screw it, Binkley…’”? Don’t let this setback bring you down.’ Why is life tormenting me?? What did I ever do? Why can’t we all just live like the Beat Generation? All I ever wanted was the freedom to live like Hunter S. Thompson—but they won’t let me here! There are too many backstabbing vipers screwing with my head!”

“You’ve hit on something there.”

“I did?” I was out of breath.

“We gotta hit the road to find our true freedom. Just like the Beats, man.”

I perked up. “Yeah, yeah, yeah. We could take a year just like we planned and backpack around the world. Backpacking is the new hitchhiking, right? We could find our souls on the road … Self-discovery is freedom—no ties, no guilt. All experience is good experience. Grace before God!”

Brian laughed. “Screw God, man. I just wanna test the limits of everything. I’ve been driving the speed limit for too long. Our lives are in flames—so what? We fucked up! Let’s pour gasoline on our open wounds. What do we have to lose?!”

“Yeah! ‘The Man, wants us to pay their fines? Play their games? Punch their clocks!?”

Brian yelled, “Yeah! Eff clocks!”

We heard the sirens of the Palo Alto Police Department. We shielded our eyes from their lights as they pulled into the parking lot and drove our way. Like good little boys, we got up and fled on our bicycles, but I don’t know why—we weren’t criminals, dammit.

At least not convicted ones.

The cops just watched us go. One of them yelled over their PA system: “We don’t want you here!”

As we raced away, Brian shouted, “‘The Pigs’ are right. They don’t want us here! Let’s go! The world’s gone bad—let’s go mad!” I pedaled like a drunken wino on a stolen bike. “No conformity, Dean Moriarty!!”

The next day I awoke on my front lawn to sprinklers going off around me. I was still locked out of my condo. I’d left my keys inside. The goddamned samba music was still playing inside. Brian was sleeping in his rental car.

The hellish sound of Brian’s cell phone rang in my head. After the fourth ring, I realized it was actually his phone ringing right by my ear. I picked it up. “What?! Is this you!?”

“Um, hello?” It wasn’t Elena; it was my lawyer. He told me I had called him at four o’clock in the morning and left an unintelligible message on his voicemail. The only thing he could make out was this number.

“Look, Rob, I just talked to the prosecutors. They’ll let you off with a slap on the wrist if you sell all your coffee houses and pay the back taxes in installments. They have bigger fish to fry than you.” I told him I’d think about it, then hung up.

I lay there trying to convince myself that my life wasn’t in shambles, and that a plea deal was the best option. Brian was now awake and siphoning gas from Elena’s car, which was parked in the driveway.

“I need to go sign some papers.”

Brian took the gas can and calmly filled his tank. He just smiled. “You’re right, man. The world tour was just a pipe dream. You aren’t ready to be free. I get it. They’ve already got you … I’ll drive you to your lawyer’s office.”

“Don’t judge me. I don’t need any of your crap right now.”

“No. I feel your pain. Just get in. We got plenty of gas now.”

Brian drove us off in silence, eating from a pack of chocolate mini-donuts. He didn’t offer me one.

When we wheeled up to my car, Brian finally fessed up. The lying bastard had already bought the tickets. He pulled them out of his backpack and gave me mine.

“You have to go now, Binkley. You can’t leave me hanging.”

“Okay, okay. Just give me a month to sort out my life.”

“Promise??”

I got out of the car. “I promise!” Then I slammed the door in his face.

I never took the plea deal. Instead, I spent the rest of December avoiding my lawyer while quietly liquidating my life. I hocked it all: my cars, my condo, all my earthly possessions. I even gave up my two cafés. But I didn’t tell my lawyer or the state of California … not yet. I stockpiled cash in a secret Cayman Islands account that I’d created when I opened the cafés.

Brian called me every day to make sure I didn’t cancel. He said he was kidnapping me, and if I didn’t come he would kill me. But truth be told, I wanted to burn my reality to the ground. I couldn’t turn over what was left of my life savings to a corrupt American judicial system. I had nothing to keep me here anymore.

I was dumping it all to be his willing captive again. Brian had been pulling these forced adventures on me since high school, these sneak attacks on the status quo.

I had no idea what was coming next. All I knew was I never wanted to see Elena or Palo Alto again.

By December 31st, Brian and I were drinking heavily on a morning plane to LA. Things were going as planned. We were on our way to our flight of destiny on January 7th. But first, we embarked on some preliminary debauchery.

Brian was already recruiting more members of his cult of personality. This one was a tall, redheaded stewardess. “We’re running men, Kiki. Running from the law … They’re watching us now. You’re not gonna turn us in, are you?”

Kiki backed away slowly.

I’d been listening to Brian’s pseudo-shamanistic insanity all morning, and it was making me crazy. What was left of my rational mind wanted to call off the trip and try to get back with Elena.

Brian just laughed. “That boat sailed a month ago, man.”

Then he turned to me and replied to my inner monologue like some telepathic mutant, his lips never seeming to move. “We’ll all be dead soon, Binkley. Time to take the ride.”

He could still read my mind, and I hated him for it.

I tuned him out and prayed I wasn’t making a terrible mistake.

I opened my eyes to a swirl of nauseous sunshine. Our breakfast of champions of six Crown and Cokes had me feeling less than chipper. Maybe it was just nerves, knowing I was slowly becoming a fugitive from justice.

Brian could sense I was a reluctant hostage, so he demanded I let him push me through LAX in a wheelchair to make sure I didn’t flee. He kept pushing me faster and faster until we were running through the airport. “Say hello to the City of Angels, Binkley! We got no time to waste. My LA people won’t pick us up cause I’m with your lame ass, so I’m looking into alternate vehicles! My license was suspended last week so renting a car is out, unless you wanna risk it. It’s New Year’s Eve, so designated drivers will be scarce!”

We were five minutes into the trip and I was already terrified by his manic energy. “I’m in no condition to drive!”

He sped up. “Me either! I’ll find us wheels!”

We raced out of the terminal into the toxic LA sunshine. The goal was to rampage through Hollywood on our way to attending the Rose Bowl—but we never got to Pasadena. He waved down a taxi, and we set out to see LA in a week before our international flight departed to who-knows-where.

Did I really want to go on a yearlong trip with this lunatic? Even though I had liquidated my life, I was leaving my options open. I still might go back and face the music—or defect in the night to Canada or Mexico where I wouldn’t have Brian’s insanity shackled to my hip. I still wasn’t sure.

We took a cab straight to a dive bar in Old Hollywood like two disheveled alcoholic drifters. It was eleven o’clock in the morning. I ordered pancakes and coffee. Brian ordered Irish coffee and stole bites off my plate. The joint was deserted and smelled like stale beer. I wanted to find a hotel but Brian refused. “Not yet! If you wanna sober up, drink coffee. If you wanna get clean, wash your balls in the sink.”

He pointed to the bathroom.

I stared at his stupid, smirking face. I wanted to slap him silly. I knew I should go home, I really did, and leave this delusional man-child in that dive bar in Hollywood. I went along with the idea of fleeing the country (mostly) to shut him up, but he never did. He never shut up. I also had a sneaking suspicion that if I left him high and dry I may never see Brian again. I could tell by the ever-present look of inspired lunacy in his eye that he was on a collision course with death, incarceration, or worse.

Brian started shooting pool badly. He tore the table felt and almost got us kicked out for launching cue balls into the air like Minnesota Fats’s epileptic grandson. We spent the afternoon drinking Irish coffees while he laid out his “Around-the-World Bailout Plan” and all “relevant motives” to anyone who cared to listen.

No one else cared but me.

Occasionally I burst his bubble just to wind him up. “Don’t you think if we really wanted to change the world and grow as people, we should be more productive members of society? Build houses with Habitat for Humanity, or run for Congress, or join the Peace Corps or something?”

“All corrupt organizations. To put it in the parlance of our idiotic times, here in the soulless void, we have no affiliation to God or country; we’re living in the age of narcissism, soaking up bullshit from Hollywood and Madison Avenue and spitting them out like original thoughts. We’re slaves, man—conditioned little drones.”

“So we’re both little drone slaves?”

“I suggest you start drinking heavily and stop thinking so much.”

After a day of boozy brainwashing, in my twisted-up mind he was starting to make some kind of sick sense again—way too much sense. Brian’s a master salesman when sober, but he’s even more convincing when drunk. He knew how to push my buttons, and he kept pressing mine until I gave up completely. And deep down I knew he was right. I had nothing to go home to now but humiliation and heartache.

My soul needed an enema.

That night, after we took baths in a bar sink, I checked my messages. I had three urgent ones from my lawyer, who was not privy to the fact I skipped town. He kept repeating my “time was running out.”

I hung up and turned to Brian, who was pouring way too much rum into a Coke can. “Attention to things isn’t fun, is it, Binkley?”

“Not in my current state.”

Brian wanted to go to more bars. “I know you’re having a crisis, but so am I. Answer all the vultures closing in around you with a smile and a hearty ‘screw you’ … Just have fun with it.”

“Just have fun with what? Running from failure?”

“Look at it this way: You got what—at least another week before they issue a warrant for your arrest—right?”

“This isn’t a criminal case—yet. I’m just evading back taxes. Temporarily.”

“So we’ve got plenty of time to make our escape.”

I will forever remember the New Year’s Eve I spent in Los Angeles as the night I finally decided to stop being angry and “just have fun with it.” It was New Year’s Eve after all. What else did I have to do?

Something inside me told me to show love for everyone I met, so I did. I was on some sideways mission to break down my carefully constructed American ego and be like Thompson and Kerouac—completely carefree. But it wasn’t going to be easy. I had no idea who I really was once I peeled all the surface layers away.

I was determined to find out.

I didn’t want to rely on alcohol and sex with strangers to make me feel like a free man, but I went on a bender anyway to keep my mind open and body nimble.

We roamed the Sunset Strip looking for trouble. Brian hooted at all the girls in short skirts. We drank rum from a Coke can to lube ourselves up to all possibilities.

Brian draped his arm over my shoulder. “Binkley, this gift I’ve given you is my way of proving we can handle a year with no structure! Can we navigate New Year’s Eve on the Sunset Strip going Mach 3 with our hair on fire??”

I smiled. “Let’s drive fast!”

All night, Brian kept saying this was a primer for the road, but I knew we were numbing out so we didn’t have to think. I was happy to play along. I had to forget Elena and my downward spiral of life. So for one night it was the Summer of Love in my own mind.

Under the influence of the Caribbean moonshine Brian brought with him from Palo Alto, I let go of all my hang-ups. It was the first time I’d let my guard down and opened up to the world since I don’t know—never? I showed love for all living creatures: men, women, dogs, cats—even some trees.

We went bar hopping and rang in the New Year I don’t know where. I have no idea who I kissed at midnight, but her lips were wet and willing. All I know is we heard Prince’s song “1999” about fifty times in a row.

After the bars closed, we meandered through the abandoned LA streets befriending everyone we met, including a group of transient hippie chicks that were in town from an ashram in Antelope Valley. They thought we were wandering hippies, too, since we were wearing backpacks and two-day-old beards. We became instant friends.

At three o’clock in the morning, we finally splurged on an actual room at the Safari Motel Inn on Sunset Boulevard, which cost forty-five dollars a night. We brought every freak we could find back to the room and had a party till dawn.

Brian had no female filter left by four in the morning. At one point, I looked at him surrounded by who-knows-what on this gyrating yellow floatie. All I could see was a mass of cavorting flesh in the middle of the pool. Brian saw me and yelled, “How’s the peeping? Every woman deserves some love!”

I shook my head. “Why do you have to be the one who gives it to them??”

“Stop thinking and take your clothes off, grab a beer, and get your ass over here. All you girls, meet your new leader. Join the cult of Rob!”

The girls cheered when I jumped in the pool.

When the sun came up, all my worries had melted away. Brian and I were floating on stolen rafts with the ashram girls, who were telling us how they’d recently contracted the same eating disorder from a celebrity guru. Words had ceased to have meaning.

Who knew what was true anymore. We were all lying to each other.

Needless to say the rest of it got weird. We busted out a new “cock candle” in the room, and someone woke up wearing a zebra-striped thong. And it wasn’t me. (Probably. I can’t remember.)

After spending a day in bed, Hunter S. Thompson–style, we kept the room for one more night and ventured out for another sophisticated evening on the town.

We looked like a couple of homeless miscreants. I was glad I had packed a few articles of decent clothing but it was clear to anyone who looked too closely that Brian and I were two dudes in desperate need of tetanus shots.

Not a lot of people go out in Los Angeles on New Year’s Day Night, but we did, and somehow came across a party that seemed to have never ended from the night before. We found ourselves out in front of the Bar Marmont on Sunset, trying to get into more trouble and forget all the randomness of the night before.

We’d come down to meet my old friend Johnny, who was this lunatic ex-Mormon I knew as a kid. He was supposed to meet us the night before, but got lost at a house party in Toluca Lake. I barely recognized the guy. It had been years since I’d seen him last. Johnny had morphed into some LA performance artist. He had a giant red beard and wore sunglasses at night. He gave me a bear hug the second he saw me, and proudly proclaimed that he was the “Pied Piper of the Sunset Strip—a great goddamn LA guide” and to follow him.

Johnny showed off his skills immediately by putting the “Jedi mind trick” on the doorman at the Bar Marmont. Somehow we walked in without having to pay the insanely expensive two hundred dollar cover for the private party going on.

On the way in I asked, “Do the girls have solid gold vaginas in here?”

“Something like that,” Johnny laughed.

Inside, the place smelled of high-caliber sex. Soft lights and shimmering bottles of exotic elixirs lit up the main bar; butterflies were all over the place, as were women—lots of them. It was surreal.

The gyrating hips of a brunette wearing a short skirt and a white scarf caught my eye. She was dancing by herself with a “come hither” look. I leaned into Brian: “The best thing about Los Angeles is girls on the prowl who make themselves so obviously available. They’re impossible to miss.” We watched “Scarf Girl” flirt with the room like she was auditioning for an invisible camera.

We moved in. Brian brazenly fondled her scarf. “Hermès?” She said nothing. “Did I see you at Starbucks this morning drinking a Mocha Frap?”

She stopped dancing. “Are you for real?”

Brian smiled. “I think so … wanna pinch me to see?” Scarf Girl walked away. Her words said “Piss off,” but she had those permanent “F-me” eyes; it was very confusing to the average man.

I walked over to Johnny, who said, “These girls only come out at night. During the day, they won’t even talk to you.”

I had to pee.

In the men’s room, I heard giggles coming from the closed stall. Some girls had sneaked into an empty stall to do drugs; I could hear them sniffing. Eventually one of them peeked over the closed stall. “Hey … we’re making a coffee table book called Hotties Pissing in Dirty Stalls.”

“Cool.”

They asked if they could “take a dick pic for the book.” “Go ahead,” I said and—Snap! Snap!—my flaccid junk was immortalized. I signed no release form. They asked if I had any coke, but were sorely disappointed when I said no. I had a solution.

I led the girls back to our table and told Brian to hook them up with some shots from his private reserve of 120-proof moonshine he had in a flask. Brian obliged.

“What is this?” they asked.

“Don’t worry … it’s good.” They knocked back their shots, then coughed like a thirsty pair of Merchant Marines on shore leave.

It didn’t take long for the party to start bumping after that. I waded through a maze of dancing girls and got Johnny’s attention. “Man, these women are really into us. It’s like a room full of sexual predators … in a good way.”

Johnny roared. “That’s cause they’re all hookers, strippers, and porn stars who’ve been up for two days! This is a Vivid afterparty!”

I looked around at all the silicon in the room. No wonder.

Johnny led me over to his VIP table and whispered in my ear: “I told these girls you’re an adult film producer.” He pointed at his menagerie. “See these beautiful women? You can have any of ‘em you want.” He pointed under their miniskirts; all of them opened up for a peek.

Being a good boy from Palo Alto, I was stunned. All I could say was, “Hold that thought,” before I fled. I found Brian, who was surrounded at a different table. For some reason they thought he was a porn producer, too. He was on another one of his verbal rolls.

“I advise all you beautiful ladies to escape from complacency now, flee this land of fake plastic trees or watch Rome burn from your box seat at the Hollywood Bowl!” Brian crunched ice. “You’re welcome to join us. We’re off to see the world before it’s too late and we’re all hanging from the end of a rope, with no music.”

One girl said, “You sure are a wordy asshole.”

Brian sighed, “Nobody gets me.” Then he leaned back and grabbed the Scarf Chick walking by. “Kiss me. For luck.” Brian stuck his tongue down her throat. The Scarf Girl let him kiss her, then kept on strutting and chewing gum like it never happened.

Brian elbowed me. “Told you she liked me.”

“They’re hookers!”

“Everyone’s a prostitute in this town, Binkley.” Brian didn’t get it, so I let him live the dream. A few hours later, a few strippers offered to treat Brian to a lap dance if he gave them another swig from his private reserve. Brian gave Scarf Chick first dibs since she kept doing drive-bys.

This time, she took a big swig from his flask then kept on walking. Ten seconds later, we heard her fall into a table.

Rational thought had escaped into the funhouse….

The night was getting blurry. The next thing I remember, the girls were dancing in front of us like the Vegas entertainers they most certainly were. We admired their moves. “I don’t know how they can dance. I can’t even chew gum!”

Johnny deadpanned, “LA is one helluva drug.”

When the girls finally figured out we weren’t porn producers or anyone related to the Adult Video industry, they danced off into the crowd. “Gone!” Brian just laughed, “More lost souls dance into the night.” We went looking for another spot.

We walked up the hill to the famed Chateau Marmont Hotel at one o’clock in the morning. Johnny pretended to be a guest, then used his mind control powers to get us all in.

He informed me, “This is where Belushi died doing speedballs with Robin Williams. Never do speedballs with a man named Mork!” Brian had no idea what he was talking about.

Johnny led us to a tiny bar hidden in a corner under some stairs and ordered expensive scotch from an old bartender named Elroy, who impressed the Pied Piper of the Sunset Strip by dishing on all the old Hollywood lore.

Elroy said, “Ava Gardner used to give blow jobs in this very speakeasy.”

Brian chimed in: “Wow. Is she here tonight?” Johnny gave Brian the death stare. Elroy moved on to more enlightened patrons. Johnny called Brian an idiot for not knowing his 1940s Hollywood starlets. Brian shot back, “I pride myself on things I suck at!”

In the hotel, we were suddenly mixing with women of a much higher social register than the hippies, hookers, and porn stars we’d been associating with for the past forty-eight hours. Brian leaned into me, now in full Messiah mode. “Look around, Rob. Most people today are miserable. They have very little hope. The grand dream of Western Civilization has failed. It’s time we pulled out of this tailspin.”

I told him everyone at this private playground didn’t seem miserable; they were “stoned immaculate.”

“This is not reality,” Brian said. And he was right.

Then I met Brooke. Having known her for twenty minutes, she became my new BFF. An aspiring actress from an unnamed “flyover state,” she said she loved me but had somewhere to go.

“No, you don’t.”

“But I have an early call.”

“Who doesn’t?” I begged her to stay. She smiled; she was a sweet doll. I leaned in to give her a kiss.

Then Brian put a flame to our revelry.

In a burst of apocalyptic idiocy, he decided to rip off the “choker” he’d been wearing all night (a tie with a T-shirt—his idea of class) and hold it over a burning votive candle. I tried to stop him, but he was too busy giving another one of his goddamned speeches, waving his flaming tie in the air.

“I’ve had it with you scenesters! You’re all a bunch of slaves! Our civilization is six billion people trying to find happiness by standing on each other’s shoulders and kicking each other’s teeth in! This whole scene is a perversion! Sexy ladies join me while you still have souls to save!”

The room took it in stride. A few drunken beards clapped, two girls in fluorescent tubetops booed, a frat boy belched as rebuttal.

Elroy the barkeep called hotel security. “You idiots are outta here!”

Brian bolted for the door. I grabbed Brooke and we split through the back exit, sprinting past the pool and the parking valets. Brian was way ahead of us.

We fled into the night to the soundtrack of a distant police siren. It’s unclear what frame of mind I was operating under at this point, but something propelled me to rock on with this mentally unstable drunken degenerate who was still waving his burning tie in the air.

It must have been the moonshine.

We slowed down heading west on Sunset just as we neared The Comedy Store. I was yelling at Brian when we ran into Johnny taking a piss on the front wheel of a parked yellow “Lambo” he said was Pauly Shore’s. Johnny had left the Chateau before Brian went nuts, so we told him all about the incident. If he thought Brian was a crazed nutcase before, this removed all doubt. He was not amused.

Brian changed the subject to tell Johnny about our impending gonzo world adventure. Johnny kept saying, “Go man, go! You can do anything you want. Go smoke opium in ‘The Triangle!’” Johnny just wanted Brian to leave town.

By this time the bars were closed, so Johnny left and Brian hailed us a cab. We paid the cabbie to take us back to the Safari Inn. I convinced Brooke to come back to the motel with us. When she saw we only had one bed (to save on costs), she asked if we were gay. I told her, “Yes, bi-curious?” So we all hopped into bed together. Brian hated when I pretended to be sexually ambiguous, but he was too drunk to care at this point.

Once Brian started snoring, Brooke convinced me to go back to her place on the beach, where we spent the next two nights together. Actresses … gotta love ‘em.

Brooke had to go to work eventually, so we said our goodbyes and I met back up with Brian in Hollywood. We finally peeled ourselves away from all the random hippies, actresses, and freaks with whom we’d been partying to head down to Manhattan Beach to see how the other half lived.

First we stopped by the FedEx store on La Cienega Boulevard to pick up the documents my assistant Jody had mailed me five days prior to finalize the sale of my cafés. When we walked out of the store, two of Brian’s old fraternity pals from Arizona State University came tearing into the parking lot to pick us up, screaming at the top of their lungs.

We piled into their Toyota 4Runner and hauled ass down the 405 to Manhattan Beach (“hauling ass” in that we were in bumper-to-bumper traffic going 7 mph the entire time). It took three hours to go forty miles, which gave me a lot of time to think.

Spending time with these crazy ex-frat boys was the tipping point to me deciding to get the hell away from America for a year. It was clear that, after a week of mindless debauchery, Brian wanted to go completely crazy and be freer than he’d ever been. Now I finally saw what he was running from: normalcy. These guys.

Watching him with his old pals made me realize how little he had seen outside of America, and how very different we were as people. Brian looked normal but he wasn’t. I looked weird and I was. I had long hair and wore T-shirts and flip-flops to work, while Brian wore a suit and cell phone as his uniform until two weeks ago.

Brian was a social chameleon who changed colors depending on the crowd, while I was a bit of a maverick. I didn’t need to be part of groups unless it was convenient. It’s true I had a certain level of contempt for the organized friendship thing—maybe because I went to San Jose State (a commuter school) and lived at home. I already had all my friends and didn’t need any more.

In contrast, at the many universities Brian got kicked out of, he always belonged to the supposedly cool fraternity. The word around the 4Runner was that he was a legendary Phi Delta Theta. It occurred to me during our drive that I never experienced Brian’s “legendary” fratboy days. I never visited him during those years because I was either out of the country or working on my espresso bars.

All these thoughts ran through my head while I watched Brian hoot and holler and change his stripes before my eyes in that 4Runner cruising down to Manhattan Beach.

The second we arrived at the ASU Phi Delta reunion party at some brother’s beach house, the stories of Brian’s past delinquency started coming. And coming. Some highlights:

•   Pledge Brian was found passed out in the Jewish fraternity, pants steaming with piss. He was delivered back to the Phi Delta house, complete with the couch he was still passed out on and wearing his pledge pin.

•   Pledge Brian got caught licking college girls’ asses in bars for sport. He set the Arizona State record of forty-seven straight before he went to jail.

•   Pledge Brian got busted for driving a moped through the Pi Beta Phi sorority house with two guys on the back. He got a DUI.

•   Brian was eventually expelled from ASU for barfing on the dean at a sophomore Tri Delta mixer and had to move back to California and find another school to pillage.

It went on and on.

This is the same guy who’d been espousing metaphysical wisdom like some combination of Allen Ginsberg and Alan Watts for the past week??

On Manhattan Beach, Brian fell back into his college “Belushi” persona. I watched him hold court amid his old herd. His altruistic revolutionary spirit had vanished into thin air. It was fairly disturbing to see his transformation.

What I saw while partying with these investment bankers, stock traders, and corporate “brosephs” repulsed me. I was searching for truth, and all I saw was nothing but twisted Americana.

These guys were the embodiment of everything I hated about this country. It wasn’t their entitled conspicuous consumption that pissed me off; I can obviously deal with that. Brian and I liked hot chicks, booze, and a good party as much as the next guy.

And it wasn’t their yuppie attitudes that bothered me. We were all children of the eighties, and like all these Todds and Chads we wanted to make a lot of money and overindulge at every opportunity. That wasn’t the problem here.

The problem was there wasn’t a glimmer of heart or soul or curiosity or compassion in any of them. They were all alpha male aliens from a different planet; they were apes from Planet Frat. Planet Fart. Planet Winner. Where winning meant nothing other than trampling over anything that’s standing in their way in a four-wheel drive with monster truck tires.

After a few hours with these guys it was clear, when compared to every criminal locked in prison, the “winners of the world” were committing far more obscene crimes against humanity and getting away with it.

The Hollywood rejects we partied with last week seemed like saints in comparison. They were the Beats I was looking for—the original people, not always the most hygienic and most certainly delusional—but at least they were genuine and on a path with something resembling a heart.

If this was “winning,” I didn’t want any part of it. I wanted way more than normalcy out of life, much more than just the textbook American Dream. I wanted to be “real” and measure my success by my own yardstick, nobody else’s—especially not Uncle Sam’s.

Brian was now screaming over the ska music: “I got four black eyes that night and they were all worth it!”

The Phi Deltas gave us hell for not making it to the Rose Bowl like we were supposed to on New Year’s Day. They mocked us for wasting New Year’s Eve, “partying with the West Hollywood freaks.” “You both probably got AIDS! You did! I can see it on your dicks!”

These are direct quotes.

I pretended to laugh then quietly escaped inside to make a call to the outside world. I rang Johnny and begged him to come get me the hell outta there. I wanted to go home.

When the party died down, I told Brian I wanted to leave. The bros fell silent. They could see there was a black sheep among the herd trying to sneak off with one of their own. My painted toenails (which the commune girls gave me back at the Safari Inn) gave me away.

“You leavin’ with the hippie!? Screw that, bro. You gone gay on us, Rakow?” The bros roared, then took more shots of Jim Beam. I wanted to escape in a hot air balloon and fly back to Palo Alto.

Johnny finally showed up three hours later in his 1979 purple El Camino. When he laid on his horn, it played “La Cucaracha.” I grabbed Brian and said, “If you want to stay, stay. But I gotta find a new scene.”

“Rob, wait.”

“Maybe this whole world trip wasn’t such a good idea. I get it. You’re not ready…. Just exchange those tickets for vouchers and I’ll see you back in Palo Alto.”

Brian dropped the frat boy act and I saw the real him again. He grabbed a bottle of tequila and stuffed it in his pack. “C’mon.”

The freak was back.

We casually angled for the door. While I pretended to laugh about something, Brian whispered, “That was all bullshit dude, a pure Darwinist act of survival. They aren’t ready to hear about my satoris—‘pearls to swine’ man. I don’t want any part of this American shitshow.”

Johnny wasn’t exactly thrilled to see Brian jump in the back of his El Camino, but he didn’t say anything—he just tore rubber.

We hauled back up the 405 to Venice to mingle with the “other side.”

“The irony is we look like frat boys to these Venice Beach misfits,” I said as we sat down at a rooftop hotel bar that looked more like a glorified youth hostel.

“But we don’t have buttoned-up hearts, man. These cats see that, right?”

“Um …”

The place turned into a dance party after sundown. By this time, Brian and Johnny had buried the hatchet and were entertaining themselves by shoving red ashtrays up the asses of all the animal topiaries stationed around the party like they were red buttholes.

“Real mature!” I yelled. Brian stopped and grabbed me. “Thanks for making us leave that douchebag festival!” We jumped up and down like we won the Rose Bowl. We were two grown children gleefully burning our past to the ground.

Venice shut down early that night, and Johnny had no intention of driving us back across town to our favorite motel (the Safari Inn), so he dropped us by the Beverly Hills Hotel to find some chick named Twila who lived in Benedict Canyon.

“See you boys on the other side! Don’t bang any trannies over there!” he said.

By this time, Brian and I were fully smashed (again) so we decided to try to hitch and save some money. We walked east up Sunset when Brian threw someone’s garbage can at me, then ran off like a kid. He was so ripped he left his pack on the ground. I grabbed it and chased him down. He hid in the bushes, then leapt out at me like some wasted jungle cat.

“You are absurdly high!” I screamed.

“Just think, Binkley. Tomorrow we’ll be walking through a jungle! Life is amazing!” He was bingeing on the possibility of youth … and it was starting to piss me off.

I corralled Brian and got him to walk back to the Beverly Hills Hotel, where we jumped in line on somebody’s cab and took off for the Safari Inn. After a few minutes in the cab, Brian hopped out at a stoplight to pee. The cabbie started cursing; I begged him to wait. The cabbie thought I was insane when I went into some bushes looking for Brian.

He had suddenly vanished up a tree, down a hole, in a gutter. Was this the end of our rampage? If I could lose him in LA, what horrors would befall us in a foreign romp?

Returning to the cab alone, I saw the cabbie had left our drunk asses. Thankfully he had thrown our backpacks out of the car after he ransacked them looking for something of value. I picked them up and started walking east alone. I tried calling Brian, but got his voicemail.

I don’t know how long I walked (cursing him to hell), but I eventually got a call from Johnny to come and get Brian, who was now magically with him and Twila at a gay karaoke bar in Beverly Hills.

“Rob! Come get your boy. He’s running amok in Liberace’s Slipper! He’s flirting with disaster, man. Get here—this is serious!” Johnny gave me the address and hung up.

A gay karaoke bar in Beverly Hills?? How the hell did Brian run back into Johnny so fast? I was almost to West Hollywood; we must have been walking in opposite directions.

Needing a lift, serendipity struck. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the same cabbie coming up behind me that had abandoned us a few minutes earlier. I flagged him down and acted like it was a life-or-death emergency. The driver cursed me in Farsi but I threw him fifty bucks and he took me in.

A few minutes later we arrived at a karaoke bar called Liberace’s Slipper. I immediately saw Johnny running out of the bar with a girl I presumed was Twila. All he said was, “He’s your responsibility now!”

I went inside just in time to see Brian get thrown down a flight of stairs. “That didn’t hurt!” Brian did a stunt roll to the bottom and skidded to my feet, laughing.

“That hurt.”

Two Korean bouncers followed him down the stairs. “You had enough?” I jumped into the fray before they kicked Brian’s teeth in. “What’s going on here? This is my client. He’s a celebrity!”

The bouncers explained they warned “my friend” to lay off the boss’s lady (who was a transsexual), but he’d been “cruisin’ for a bruisin’ all night.”

Brian, still laid out at my feet, laughed, “All night?? I just got here!”

I asked the bouncers to back off and explained that Brian is off his medication and his lawyer will call them the next morning with a solution to this “huge mistake.” They threw us both out the back door, “Stay outta the Slipper, you piece of shit!”

It was a foreboding start to our magical journey. After a week of complete LA insanity, I still didn’t know if Brian was some kind of modern-day prophet or an escaped lunatic on a mission to drag me to hell with him.

Maybe we were both losing our minds.

We called a cab to take us to the airport. Our plane was supposedly leaving in a few hours. By this time I was having serious second (and third and fourth) thoughts about putting my life into the hands of this loose cannon, so I told the cabbie to just keep driving down Santa Monica Boulevard, all the way to the beach. I needed a moment to reassess my future.

I gave the cabbie money to keep the meter running. “Just wait for us, we’ll only be a few minutes.” We made our way down to the water. Was I going to catch this plane or not? It was decision time.

Brian had sobered up and regained some of his composure. “That beating jarred loose some bad memories, man.”

“To be perfectly honest, you don’t look or sound mentally prepared for this trip. Maybe we should just call this whole thing off?? My concern is you could easily get us killed over there—wherever ‘over there’ is.”

“Why so negative? I’m the one who just got my ass kicked!”

“Where are we even going?”

“That’s the fun of it; we’ll decide at the airport. We can go anywhere!”

“So, there’s no plane in two hours?”

“There could be. Our tickets become valid in two hours. Why waste time? We only have a year to fly. C’mon, don’t get cold feet on me now.”

“Just, let me think…. You’re nuts, you know that?”

“I’ve been told.”

We sat in silence on the beach and listened to the ocean. The sun was coming up. Brian began frowning at his cell phone while mine kept buzzing; my battery was on life support. After a long silence, he came back to life. “You know, wherever we’re going, we don’t need these slave machines. They must be silenced.”

He snatched my cell phone and threw it into the ocean. I watched in horror as it skipped over the water and sank to the bottom of the Pacific. “Noo! I never got insurance!” Brian kissed his giant cell phone then launched it into the ocean, too. As he watched his phone sink, he gave it a final salute.

“That’s that….”

Believe it or not, this is the moment I finally had my satori about Brian—on the beach at dawn watching our cell phones sink to the bottom of the ocean. All my feelings of fear over this trip somehow morphed into an overwhelming sense of freedom. I said, “That was the most symbolic move I’ve witnessed by a human since the fall of the Berlin Wall.”
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