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			To everyone who was there. 
To the ones who remember it like I remember. 
To anyone who remembers something else. 
And to everybody who didn't make it through. 
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			I’ll start in the dirt, on my back, bleeding from my face, and staring at the hot California sky from the bottom of a shallow ditch. I am nine years old. This is a long time ago. It would take forever to stop and count all the intervening years. The front spokes of my Sting-Ray bicycle spin up above my face, passing in a whir, ten at a time. The handlebars are twisted in the dry soil beneath my shoulders.

			A tinny transistor radio is propped in the shade beneath a slab of sandstone. The raw beats of “96 Tears” by Question Mark and the Mysterians are shaking the radio to pieces.

			“You’re gonna cry… / You’re gonna cry, cry, cry…”

			A eucalyptus breeze gives a scent of medicine to the clouds crossing high above the ditch. Knuckles scraped, this boy’s hand reaches up, pulls a piece of doctored cotton out of the yellow sky, and holds it to his nose. I breathe in the mentholated rush.

			I can tell you exactly how I came to be crashed beneath the pulsating sun.

			My every busted intention and perverted ambition trace back to this dusty trench. You’ll see. The wayward carnal ignorance, the signpost overdoses, the hostile campaign for world conquest, the scorched-earth emergence where I stand steely and hollowed out as the sun stumbles toward the first shaky dawn of the rest of my life—I’ll connect the dots. It’s all plotted out by forces and choices as innocent as a child’s whims.

			For starters, nine years old, I am not alone out in the burned-lawn suburb of Covina, California. Three of us have met up at our neighborhood bar—the rec room of a bachelor’s starter house.

			A skinny, redheaded tomboy whose cop dad dropped his Harley under an eighteen-wheeler and is on perpetual disability has joined me for drinks, along with a pensive, creepy kid whose older sister is the fattest girl in the entire school. 

			Richard’s sister is so far outside the accepted weight norms that the regular kids taunt Richard for being related to her. The bus stop mockers wag their asses and chant: “Regina waddles when she walks; she gobbles when she talks. Regina waddles when she walks; she gobbles when she talks.”

			The brother needed a drink.

			“Try this one.” I wiped tears from my eyes and extended a bottle of bourbon. I’d developed a partiality to the stuff, but Richard declined.

			“It burns.” He didn’t like the way any of it tasted: vodka, gin, schnapps, even beer, they were all too much for him.

			Redheaded Deena snapped the bottle from my hands. She was a year behind me—in third grade—but we were the same age. I’d skipped second grade, and was now the youngest kid in fourth. Like me, Deena had an advanced appreciation for all the flavors of the bar.

			Right around here, a respectable narrator might clarify how, at age nine, Deena and I had found one another and discovered our shared passion. A responsible writer might point to the developmental blunders, family failures, and systemic breakdowns that had turned two scrawny kids in a parched, sixties housing tract into cocktail party prodigies.

			Let’s agree not to go all sappy with the spoon-feeding? How many times do I need to say early sixties? The signs were everywhere.

			A plaque on the back mirror of Mr. Kirby’s bar showed a parrot sipping a tropical drink: “It must be five o’clock somewhere,” said the parrot. It was closer to 3:30, but Deena and I were, as previously noted, prodigies. An early start was in our natures. 

			Her red hair and her angularity in a California of soft blondes and round brunettes weren’t what made Deena different. Fury set her apart. Something had pissed her off, probably in the past five years or so. Her nine-year-old’s rage lived in her clenched twiggy fists, in the smashed front teeth of her Chiclets sneer, in her sore-looking freckles, and in her yellow eyes, squinting behind a triangle of orange hair pulled down to conceal them.

			Deena took a brave slug from the bourbon, and thrust the fifth back at me. “I want the bottle with the bat,” she gasped. “Give me the bottle with the bat.”

			“Be careful!” Richard put his hand on Deena’s pink, freckled forearm. “Don’t drink too fast.”

			Deena jerked her arm from Richard’s grasp. “We don’t have all day, queer bait.”

			She was starting to relax, though too late for Richard’s feelings. Deena had violated our tacit agreement not to use any of the pet names our classmates hurled at us—queer bait, rotten crotch, scab face, and the name they had for me. Richard took some distance, sitting alone at Mr. Kirby’s kitchen table, keeping watch on the driveway while Deena and I topped off with Mr. Kirby’s Bacardi.

			The rum did, in fact, burn going down, just like the bourbon and anything else worth drinking. But these fluids had a trick of expanding outward from the stomach, as if some fictional being, some spirit or genie, had breathed happiness into you. It was like you were sharing the same air as the kids in the Mickey Mouse Club, like Annette Funicello was blowing on your skin, like you had inhaled the life that you saw on TV or driving through some rich neighborhood. 

			I took a gulp of Bacardi; Deena took a gulp. A balance flipped. We were no longer the skulking creatures hoping to navigate from classroom, to cafeteria, to playground, and back home unnoticed and unscathed. That had all dissolved like a cube of sugar. In the bar-back mirror, beside the boozing parrot, our wincing lips shifted into cock-sure grins. We were better now. Better than them, better than you, better than we’d been moments earlier.

			Richard, of course, was still hurt, but he was loyal. He hissed “Kirby” when the homeowner’s car pulled in; he tidied up our hasty abandon of Mr. Kirby’s array of bottles; he followed Deena and me out the never-locked back door as Mr. Kirby stamped his feet at the front.

			Deena, Richard, and even young Allan, I guess, are why I try to live in neighborhoods without any of those young families. You see these kids. They’re breaking your heart. Maybe you’ve been one of them. Somehow, you have a notion of what they’ll be going through. You know from experts, or experience, a lot of them will tumble into the obvious pitfalls ahead of them. Then you find some dirty thief child from up the block in your garage, and you pull back your foot to kick the little crap ass into the pit. That’s how it goes with these younger versions of the advanced self.

			Those toddlers, even the brightest of them, grow up to be troubled adolescents, felonious teens, too dumb and chicken to break into any house that’s not on their own home grid. It’s not that I’m opposed to the family principal or am antichild. I nearly had one, one time. You’ll hear about that if you stick it out, if we don’t get too nosy and ahead of ourselves with a lot of why and how-can-this-be-happening dithering.

			If the delivery here seems out of sync, pretend what I’m telling you is music. Think of it as an LP side that’s never made sense to you until you decide to play it for one last time before throwing the record away. Suddenly, you move with it, and you know what’s in those grooves is tuned in on some unexpected harmonic that you had never heard before as melodically true, and you reshelve the disc—filed under “off key, but worthy of continued investigation.” That’s something like what was going on with these kids, my friends and me: Our continued investigations were following a dissonant harmonic.

			Deena owned the radio. In a plastic casing no bigger than a blackboard eraser, transistor powered through a stressed, three-inch speaker, strapped to the handlebars of her boys’ Schwinn Sting-Ray bicycle, the radio rattled with all the charms of a big-beat Peter Pan: Boss Radio 93 KHJ brought us “House of the Rising Sun” by The Animals, The Kinks doing “You Really Got Me,” The Seeds singing “You’re Pushing Too Hard,” The Who smashing out “My Generation.”

			“Psychotic Breakdown” by the Count Five, “I Had Too Much to Dream Last Night” from The Electric Prunes, “Paint It Black,” the Stones, “Dirty Water” by The Standells, “Wild Thing,” The Troggs.

			Never losing track of the radio behind him, Richard pedaled out front, hewing to a straight line, announcing the approach of cars from cross streets and driveways. Deena and I lagged five or ten yards back. We obeyed the discordant commands of Boss Radio’s switchback melodies. Tuning in on “I Fought the Law,” we wove our bicycles in erratic and hazardous circles. Our handle grips dipped inches from the pavement. Gliding back on ourselves, we chanted the chorus: “…and the law won.” 

			The adults were all at work, in offices and retail showrooms, on construction sites and telephone lines, or at home, staying inside, away from the sun, or out in the backyards soaking up heat next to a pool.

			Three kids with scabbed knees, gritty fingernails, and swoony, lidded eyes, we pedaled out of the ranch-style cul-de-sac that housed us and onto a single lane of rutted blacktop that ran along a row of dilapidated horse stables. Towering eucalyptus lined the asphalt. Past the stables, we swerved onto packed dirt roads that bisected flats of scrub brush that were a few years away from being cut up into housing lots. Once off the pavement, even Richard rode recklessly.

			We headed to a ridge of ratty sumac. Storm drain runoff had scraped a two-foot ditch into the sand and rock. We propped the bikes on boulders beside the ditch, and Deena wedged her radio into a patch of sandstone shade.

			Three-minute anthems stoked the uneasy temper that anyone, if they’d looked, could have seen behind our eyes when we peered out at the adult world, or at the bulk of the kids around us. You didn’t need a lyric sheet to know what the words were saying in your twisted gut.

			“Breakin’ rocks in the hot sun / I needed money ’cause I had none / I fought the law / and the law won.” 

			Older kids had set up plywood ramps at a spot where one side of the ditch was a foot higher than the other. We sat on the high side of the gulch beyond the sun break of the eucalyptus. Three pairs of skinny legs dangled over the ledge. The three of us shared a can of Hamm’s beer, contemplating our private dilemmas of home and schoolyard and what the radio had to tell us about them.

			“Wild thing, you make my heart sing.”

			Buoyant with carbonation and alcohol, Deena and I took turns sprinting our cycles to the ramp and jumping our bikes across the narrow ditch from the higher bank to the lower. We glided through the air, our faces concentrated and exultant, landed on our back wheels, and swerved in the dirt with our front wheels popped toward the sky.

			After splitting that beer, our landings became deliberately rocky. Skidding and crashing were a kind of artistic endeavor. We flipped extravagantly in the dirt, flinging our bikes as if exploding fuel tanks were blasting them through the air.

			We pissed as partners. I stood on the high bank and aimed. A golden arc glimmered in the sun and splashed down on the lower side of the culvert.

			Deena pulled her cutoffs down to her shins, and squatted beside me, facing away from the ditch. She lifted her hips, looked back between her legs, aimed her boney cheeks, and shot a glistening stream straight out off the raised ledge. Her puddle fell far short of mine.

			Side-by-side boy-girl urination, and outdoor nudity: Do these kids have no parental oversight? Where is the social worker safety net?

			This story could end right here, right now, with a deft intervention and a rigorous course of family court and juvenile counseling.

			Shhh…don’t disturb my children.

			We don’t know anything is wrong with our behaviors. We’re too busy learning what’s wrong with the world around us, with everything around us.

			This drinking, crashing the bikes, treating our genitals to the after-school sun, this is saving our lives, this is numbing the cruel pricks—some of the cruel pricks.

			Richard, poor, unfortunate teetotaler, was still stinging from Deena’s queer-bait slip back at Mr. Kirby’s bar. “Deena pees like a girl,” he observed, out loud.

			Deena glared at me as if I’d pointed out her shortfall. Measuring me in her yellow squint, she hissed: “At least I’m not a kak.”

			At Barranca Elementary School, the social system broke down into two factions: surfers and kaks. Surfers wore blue Keds tennies like the Beach Boys did and butch-waxed their blond hair into short-cropped imitations of Jan and Dean.

			Me, I had pointy black leatherette shoes with metal strips to preserve the heels, some sort of peg-legged slacks that were remnants of Catholic school aspirations, and my hair was long over the collar due to a crimp in the family grooming budget. I’d transferred to the school district less than a year ago from another country, a foreign, exotic, far-off place…Canada. For this, I was lumped in with the kaks. 

			There were no other kaks at Barranca.

			That word—kak—was flung at my back and to my face with the relish of a derogatory term. No one would tell me what a kak was. 

			Day after day, I felt as if my darkest, most shameful secrets had been uncovered, discussed widely, and labeled kak. The word might mean anything. It applied to everything. I had no safe, kak-free place inside me, no kak-proof sanctuary. My hope for a brighter day was all covered in kak. 

			I shouted at Deena: “You don’t even know what a kak is!”

			“Yes I do.” She pulled up her cutoffs over her twin-blade pelvis. “A kak is you.”

			Deena gripped Richard by the neck and pointed at me. “He’s a kak!” 

			Richard joined her chorus, a little too eagerly. “A kak, a kak, a kak.”

			I tucked my sad wiener back into the shadows.

			The avenging redhead picked her radio out of the dirt and reattached it to her handlebars. She stood high and pale in her stirrups. She wheeled her bike around to face the ramp. She was screaming actually, as if she were a drunken child in an emotional frenzy. “Kak, kak, kak, kak!”

			That effervescent air I’d burgled and stolen and guzzled to breathe in blew away. Deena had kicked the happy wind right out of my guts. I snorted something furious. It was like I inhaled all the cruelty ever carried in the hot breeze. That free-floating nastiness mingled with an atmosphere of hurt waiting inside me.

			“Kak, kak, kak, kak, kak.” Deena was blind in her fit, swirling her bike on the higher ground.

			I hunched over my handlebars on the lower bank. The radio played Question Mark and the Mysterians. “You’re gonna cry.”

			This is how it happens. This is how the place where love should be is filled with the bigger-than-life vibrations of brash, speaker-straining music. Sad songs, defiant songs, taunting songs, songs distorted with distraught and overwrought emotion, they come to overlay your everyday life. If you’re the kind of kid who feels a need to change into somebody else, the songs shape the anticipation of the person you yearn to become. “You’re gonna cry, cry, cry.”

			Deena’s legs pumped with potent fury as she zipped her bike, radio blaring, to the launch ramp. She cackled “kak” and looked behind her to clock my reaction to her flying gloat. Only I was not behind her.

			I had moved with stealth and purpose to the low ground. I approached the landing ramp at full gallop to meet the flight of her bike. I sped front wheel in the air and launched my bike into the empty space across the ditch. The blot of my urine passed in the dirt beneath me. Deena was coming down fast; I flew up hard. She figured out where I was coming from just before we hit. Her face twisted forward, mouth open, eyes locked with mine.

			“You’re gonna cry, cry, cry.”

			Our bikes clacked together and seemed to interlock and hang in the air. It was as if we had a moment to reach out beyond our kak differences, through the pee discrepancies, and grasp each other at depth. We hugged there, elevated over the ditch bed, embraced like a couple of dear friends.

			Without transition, I was on my back, marveling at the nearness of the clouds. Blood seeped from my nostrils. The scent of eucalyptus wafted in. My front wheel spun inches from my nose, in silence. Laughter broke the quiet. Deena sprawled beside me in the culvert’s bottom. Then I heard Bobby Fuller, or the Mysterians.

			“I peed my pants!” Deena gasped for air. “Let’s do it again.”

			We straddled the bikes. The songs wound their guitar strands into our DNA; the radio was with us in our cores. We crashed head-on, and I loved the redheaded, rotten-crotched, scab-faced tomboy I was colliding with—even as our blood splashed her white, button-up blouse, and she struggled to crawl away, her bony limbs entangled in mine. Her elbows struck out as she clambered from under me and left me on my back.

			Prone in the grit, staring at the sky from the bottom of a shallow ditch, dirt turning to mud in my sweat and blood, guitars and drums clattering in my pulse, exhausted and flush with alcohol—where will my bleeding soul ever know such release and companionship again?

			That, my presumed friends, is what I am here to tell you.
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			“Hey ho, let’s go”
—The Ramones, “Blitzkrieg Bop”

		

	
		
			Scene One: Future-Slash-Self

			In 1977, we felt that we were pretty great. All of us did. This was before we even knew we were a “we.”

			Most of us were stumbling from our tragic teens into our terrible twenties. One on one, we might have been toxic, strung out, slutty, unemployable, overprivileged, socially retarded, grandiose, needle-dicked, porky, pock-faced, boneheaded, delusional, depressed, and demented. We’d been rejected. We’d been ostracized. We’d been diagnosed.

			Still, each of us was pretty certain, deep down, of greatness—individually and, suddenly, as a group. At any moment, the world would be forced to acknowledge what we’d suspected all along. The secret was coming out: We were pretty great.

			One hundred or so of us, stoned and smashed, had been lured into an alley-entry loft off of Pico Boulevard to witness the reinvention of rock and roll. It was May 28, 1977, the public debut of the Screamers. The event had been hyped as the first appearance of the future—an unprecedented future, a climactic, orgasmic future to change everything.

			Careers and magazines and record companies will come out of this night. The next few hours will spawn media empires that will be bought up by bigger media empires. People will become obnoxious millionaires. Not many people, but all of us will believe we are in the running.

			Four of us arrived in an MG Midget, a car about the size of a bathtub. Johnny drove. The MG was his car. He had a history degree, a history of DUI arrests, and a mixed hillbilly American Indian heritage. His younger brother, Larry, rode shotgun and drank 151 rum. Larry’s singing drowned out the cassette. Roxy Music, David Bowie, Grace Jones: All of them made secondary by Larry’s blown-out croon.

			Johnny turned the car at random and spilled his beer. We seemed to be lost. The wife and I made out in the cramped confines of the luggage space behind the Midget’s seats. We were young, we were high, we’d been fighting earlier, and we were making up for lost time.

			Tommie, the wife, was ten months ahead of me, twenty-two  years of age in May of 1977. Lean, brunette, short-cropped, she dressed like an updated heroine from a Ronettes song. She had lowrider brothers and hidden-razorblade attitude.

			Between them, Tommie and a half dozen other girls who would just as soon spit at you as be flattered by you created the punk-chic template that shows up so fresh and original to this very day—this is true; ask anyone who was there. I liked looking at her.

			A violent impact wedged the wife and me together in the MG’s luggage nook. When the car stopped sliding, I put my throbbing mouth to Tommie’s lips and tasted blood. Johnny had just gotten into his second collision in twenty minutes. Johnny wasn’t a particularly cautious, or safe, or arrest-free driver. He was, however, a great driver. A lesser driver in his condition wouldn’t have dared to take the wheel.

			Johnny’s greatness aside, the MG had stalled out, and the cassette music went dead. Larry declared the car parked, and we abandoned it on foot.

			Eight or ten stragglers of our ilk detoured around the MG and pointed out that it was in the middle of a sidewalk. The wife and I disavowed any connection with the car and blended in.

			The Screamers were being unveiled in the headquarters of Slash magazine—a storefront loft two doors beyond a liquor store. In we went…to the liquor store. The weathered black man behind the liquor counter had seen everything, but not this odd strain of white persons.

			We all had poignant cheekbones and pallor. Straight-legged trousers, pointy-toed shoes, salvaged thrift-store spike heels. Animal prints, torn T-shirts, extra eye shadow, sex lube as hair gel, safety pins, and cock rings as accessories. This crowd made pretty great out of pretty much nothing.

			Tommie and I, Larry, and Johnny, we had not been invited to the Screamer’s coming-out party.

			Crashing the alley was easy enough. Clumps of party people shambled in the dark, from pothole to pothole. Bumping into strangers with casual disregard was a skill I had mastered, but a doorman—some thuggish cliché in a black leather blazer—blocked the entryway to the loft itself. The doorman concerned me. My experience with doormen wasn’t great.

			I put a grip on Tommie and surveyed the approach.

			“What about that guy?” I said.

			Obvious lames—in bellbottoms or Earth Shoes or UCLA sweatshirts—were being turned away.

			The wife took a draw on her cigarette, squinted an eye, tilted a hip. It was a balletic stance. Tumbles of smoke framed her face.

			“Do you hear that?” she said.

			A voice came from within the brick-framed doorway: a soaring, cock-up voice—Larry singing.

			We shoved past the lout in the leather.

			The loft was about the size of a two-car garage, painted gallery white, with sparse and powerful lighting. Music industry snobs and guttersnipes formed a ring of spectators in the center of the cement floor. This impromptu audience looked sideways at one another, leery of being jostled, of being taken for fools.

			Nothing had been happening for so long that nobody anticipated anything real or new to ever happen again. The mud of Woodstock, The Beatles’ breakup, the Altamont murder: just three historical disappointments of trying to make rock and roll into something more than music to pop your cherry to.

			So no one who’d assembled for the Screamers’ highly amplified paradigm shift had been lured in by high hopes. Skepticism—a provoked, aroused skepticism—had circled up this full spectrum of Los Angeles disaffection on Slash magazine’s cement floor. Now, a single voice had ambushed the muted expectations of these habitually unimpressed onlookers. A cluster of hushed seen-it-alls stood stock-still with their mouths stalled. 

			Tommie and I knew exactly what we would find in that crowd’s center.

			Larry had yanked the front tail of his metallic thrift-store blouse up through the garment’s neck, baring his midriff. Alcohol lit him from inside. He danced in place, singing full- throated. His voice filled the performance space from floor to ceiling, drowning out any incidental chatter and the David Bowie playing through the JBLs.

			Undulating, flexed-lips narcissism was Larry’s standard show any time he’d finished his third Coke and 151. At the Slash loft, cocaine sophisticates and Boone’s Farm brats alike were astonished by the performance.

			In the next couple of years, Larry will front a band, Wild Kingdom. It will astound and confound fans, mentors, and managers, and the band will collapse. Misfortune, head trauma, and seizures will render my friend unrecognizable.

			Back on May 28, 1977, Larry is still pretty and great, and his future possibly will be spectacular. So let him show off while we wait to usher in the Screamers.

			The world was a dead musical place in 1977. The glitter promises of Bowie and T-Rex had gone the way of my late teens, with very little worthwhile following along. The trendiest young minds of the LA basin were ready to blow out our brains from boredom and schmaltz. Patti Smith and the Ramones had flown in from New York, bringing signs of salvation. Even better, a two-chord defiance wafted over from England—the Sex Pistols, The Damned, The Clash.  We saw pictures of these bands before we heard their songs. The pictures helped, but we needed something at home, of our own.

			The Screamers looked like they might be it. They strolled into a far corner of the loft: Like The Beatles, there were four of them, but with no guitar or other stringed instruments. They had two keyboard players, a drummer, and a singer.

			The musicians flexed and shrugged in front of a white wall, a wall decorated with larger-than-life photos of the Screamers. The hair was spiked, and the jaws were clenched. The singer wore a white jumpsuit stitched together from plastic trash bags and tailored to his limbs by slimming strips of electrical tape. His synthesizer player shed a conservative suit jacket to reveal a blouse crafted from clear bubble wrap. 

			Abruptly and abrasively, the music started. The Screamers were more aggressive and louder than The Who. Pictures show me standing in the front row, skinny, scowling, pasty white dressed in faded black, transfixed. The face is twenty-one years old. It has the vacated stare of an obstinate child who refuses to answer the question of what it had been thinking to do such a thing. This is a face that has not been denied inclusion since grade four. If there is a chance of being blackballed or snubbed or passed over, then fuck off: This face won’t stoop to join any clique that might reject it.

			The Screamers were not in the business of rejection. The band was in no position to look down on that twenty-one-year-old, or any of the other faces straining eyeball-to-eyeball with the band in those photos. There was no stage; the musicians cleared a space with their noise, with songs that sounded like we felt—undervalued, wronged, and arrogant about it all. Jarring, discordant, frenetic: Words did the onslaught justice. The Screamers were wise enough to keep the set short.

			The performance was like a hit of amyl nitrate. You took a huff, and your head exploded for a minute. Then you wandered around with your mind blasted out, wondering what to do next.

			People were forming bands to the left and to the right. Germs, X, Alley Cats, Skulls, Weirdos, Plugs, Mau Mau’s, Deadbeats, The Go-Go’s, Black Randy’s Metrosquad, and on into absolute obscurity, everyone was in that loft or a phone call away from having been there. Two fussy members of Devo circulated in an isolated way; their first album would come out in mere months, it might as well have been half a lifetime away. Everyone knew who Devo were, of course. Devo made sure of that.

			No one was paying attention to me. Slighted, I dragged a bin of empty liquor bottles to the loft’s industrial shower. One by one, I shattered six bottles on the cement basin. That will show them!

			Breaking glass did something for Tommie, or so I believed. The pop of impact, the gleaming whole splintering into countless glittering shards, this transformation of a useful object into a hazard, I told myself, spoke to Tommie like a broken phrase of jagged poetry; not to incite or soothe her complex and volatile soul, but to mirror its reflection of mine.

			Shrapnel from a Michelob bottle flicked past my cheek. I was attracting attention. For instance, Steve Samioff, founder and publisher of Slash, noticed me. He lived in the loft. It was his shower.

			Samioff was an old guy, closer to thirty than twenty, wearing a Humphrey Bogart hat and some kind of forties gangster drag. Suddenly, he stood too close to me. His eyebrows looked like they’d been feathered on with a laundry marker. He pushed a small pistol into my gut. The weapon, I assumed, had to be a toy, a BB gun.

			The fact that it was his place, that he owned Slash magazine, even his very presence as a human being, all those crap details were unavailable to me. Samioff was talking, pressing some forceful point, but I was off in a Screamers after-rush, lost in the grandeur of being intoxicated me.

			I tossed another bottle.

			The prop gun jabbed into my solar plexus. Still, I couldn’t pay full attention. The wife had circled around, and she was laughing. Her entire face lit up! That mouth. I’d been alone with her naked, and I would be astounded by her nudity again, but this instant was as much raw beauty as I could absorb. The gun moved up to punch into my heart, and my wife’s face convulsed in gorgeous laughter.

			Samioff’s brows flexed. He sensed that Tommie was laughing at his expense. I touched the gun barrel, to shove away the silly toy. The barrel was metal, cold oily metal. Beyond looking just like a real gun, it was a real gun.

			I’d been high, why try to deny it? So my perceptions and emotions were exaggerated and subject to abrupt reversals. Suddenly somber and contrite, I might cry.

			“This isn’t a joke,” Samioff said. 

			Tommie’s face said otherwise; she was seeing comedy. Which perspective was I obligated to believe, really?

			Tommie composed herself, prepared to take this serious man with his serious gun seriously. She doubled over, spat out laughter, pointed at me.

			“Your face!” Tommie roared. “Look at your face!” 

			I’d seen her like this before. I’d been fresh out of college, fry cooking at a family hamburger place, feeling the sweat of injustice rolling down my bent spine, and a laugh broke through the lunch-rush clatter. It silenced the place.

			One of the waitresses—I’d swooned every time I’d pictured her in my car—stood beside a booth of diners with their mouths ajar. Gleaming teeth split the waitress’s face, and laughter spat out of her. No one at the table was amused.

			Grim and accusatory, the restaurant’s manager stood in front of the waitress, shoving a plated burger combo toward her. A dirty Band-Aid had been located in that burger. A family of five squirmed in the booth, gagging and outraged.

			All those faces turned from the offending burger toward me, behind the counter, at the grill. Reflexively, I fingered a cut knuckle on my hamburger-making hand. The wound was rough, scabbed and—my face clenched—exposed. Above the heads of the suddenly invested diners at the counter, I slipped a glance toward the waitress.

			If only she would ride in my car, I thought, this unfair, humiliating, exhausting mistake of a life wouldn’t be so bad.

			Laughter burst out of her all over again.

			She couldn’t have stopped if she’d wanted to. She couldn’t have stopped if Samioff had shot me.

			I pictured me sinking, curling up in the shower basin’s carpet of shattered glass. Samioff’s bullet resting uneasy in my guts, and Tommie’s teeth flashing in her ruby lips.

			She was right to laugh. Would this guy shoot me in his own place? Absurd! I scanned the room. We had roughly 200 witnesses, all riveted.

			The adult with the gun saw Tommie’s point of view; he didn’t see any humor in it.

			I raised another empty Michelob from the bin and let the bottle drop. The wife and I locked eyes, waiting for a pretty great shattering.

		

	
		
			Scene Two: A Pretty Cool Guy

			I stood hesitating on the front porch of my own home, picking pieces of lawn out of my hair, unsure. Should I move forward into the living room and let the screen door shut behind me?

			The wife was indoors, and she was unhappy. She wouldn’t even open her mouth. I knew not to say good morning. There were some things I was unable to picture from the night before, things that I had done. My head held more ache than information. The mind had not sorted the ugly details, not yet.

			You may presume that alcohol was involved, just as I presumed it. Whatever spontaneous behaviors the juice had enflamed and blotted out since my last conscious memory, whatever that last conscious memory might turn out to be, would—when revealed to me—surely inflict shame rather than instill pride. Those were the general truths that had me dreading the dawning of the specifics. 

			There were clues. For one thing, I was missing my shirt. Telltale claw marks crossed my chest. I’d woken up in the front yard, face pressed into the dead grass. The day was young, not yet eleven. With the wife’s help, it would all come back to me.

			Tommie was housecleaning in a fury, shifting from broom, to mop, to sponge. Her flurry intensified my uncertainty. I could not face her.

			Squinting back, out to the driveway and Huntington Drive and the town of Pomona beyond, it was almost like I could see a shimmer of the high spirits we’d traveled in the day before. Things had started out well enough, from what I remembered on my own. My first issue of Slash had come out.

			A pang of pride disrupted me on the Pomona front porch. I was a Slash insider.

			After the Screamers’ debut, where I’d stood out by shattering beer bottles in the publisher’s shower stall, I’d sent Slash a letter introducing myself as a person of great independent wealth and investment potential who, incidentally, desired to write for the magazine. Somebody wrote back and suggested we should meet.

			A few nights later, I talked some Pomona lowriders into driving to a new wave music marathon at the Whisky a Go Go on the Sunset Strip. Once in the club, Tommie and I had crammed into a booth with the Slash people. They were older, sophisticated, traveled. Maybe they bought me drinks, maybe I’d stolen my own, who can be sure?

			The magazine’s editor, a Frenchman with a greasy ducktail and a cracked leather jacket, lolled his head. Clearly Tommie and I were nonexistent beyond the smokescreen of his chain of cigarettes. An Englishwoman with an angular haircut pronounced her four-syllable name in precise, boarding school diction—a few times. Still, it escaped me. Another four or five art-damaged adults filled out the crew. They tapped cigarettes and tended drinks on the table separating us and regarded the wife and me as though we were curios.

			Evidently, I had been talking. The place was loud; music was being played on the stage. The effort to be heard above it all had carried me away in my own exuberance.

			Samioff, the publisher, made a V of the thick, solid bar of bristle across his brow. 

			That stopped me. 

			“You do not really come from great independent wealth, do you?” he said.

			Right there, the wife had started to laugh.

			“He hasn’t mentioned the gun,” she said. “The one he jammed in your stomach.” Only I heard that, but Tommie’s laughter went up a notch and shared itself with the entire booth.

			The Frenchman picked flecks of tobacco from his teeth and studied them as though they held serious meaning. “What’s funny?” he said. He had a funny way of saying funny.

			“He doesn’t recognize us!” Tommie said, louder now, audible to perhaps half the booth.

			“No, no,” said the British lady. “We recognize, from the writing, and from meeting you, that you are serious about the scene.”

			The wife, just as I knew she would, erupted in laughter. There was some mockery to it, musical and light, but loud. 

			I’d suspected Tommie’s hilarity had blown the deal, but I played it off and persuaded the Frenchman to consider publishing a write-up of the Whisky’s new wave music marathon, since we were there.

			Standing outdoors on the Pomona front porch, I scoffed at those unfounded worries, weeks old, not sure if I were allowed to cross the threshold of my home.

			The wife regarded my naked, clawed chest as if I were some sort of stain that would not rub out.

			I saw her decide to speak to me, and I kept my hopes down.

			“First of all,” she said, “do you even remember who you were with last night?”

			I said, “Of course.” I had to think about it.

			Larry and his acting boyfriend had pulled up in a Volkswagen Bug around seven. The fresh issue of Slash contained roughly thirty percent of what I had written about the Whisky marathon. The waitresses at work saw me only as a grumbling fry cook with stooped posture and stunted attitude, but a new social order was rising. I was in with the originators, a shaping force of it. Sunlight was still in the sky. The Volkswagen had no radio, but it had an open bar policy.

			So we started driving and drinking and bickering. Standing in the glare of the wife’s shriveling estimation, I couldn’t remember why the quarrel had come about. In Pomona, all hope for a glamorous future centered on Larry’s vocal gift and his imminent wealth and fame. Tom, the Volkswagen’s driver, the current hometown boyfriend, was in a band with Larry—Wild Kingdom. All the girls and any other friends that hung around, it was agreed, would be in bands produced by Larry’s band. Sometimes these future arrangements caused intense present-time squabbles.

			It was fully dark by the time the Volkswagen reached Hollywood. I could not have pinpointed just when night had happened. The show we’d intended to catch was canceled, or we’d missed it while getting lost and arguing, but there was an after party at Joan Jett’s apartment. Half of the Germs would be there.

			I’d seen Joan Jett’s band, The Runaways, maybe twice, both times at the Whisky. Once, unless I’ve confused events, they’d opened for future stadium icons Van Halen. Joan Jett was the standout; I have no confusion about that. Her brunette insouciance seemed to come from some actual aspect of the actual her.

			We reached the party, in a West Hollywood apartment complex. I’d already overshot the mark. I was drinking on pure momentum, pouring it down. So I was encouraged by the sight of a breakfast nook stocked with tubs of beer. A liquor-bottle skyline spanned the kitchen countertop from the sink to the stove. I would be free to express myself.

			There, in that same kitchen, stood Joan Jett, looking like she could be Tommie’s cousin, splashing alcohol into a glass, slouched, casual, bare shoulders in a wifebeater, probably nineteen years old, although the publicists were claiming sixteen.

			Claude and Philly from Slash suddenly hemmed me in. Claude, the paper’s primary editor, was the Frenchman. He called himself Kickboy Face, and so did several other people. His hair was greasy and worn ducktail style as if he were from a previous generation, which in fact he was. Philly, short for Philomena, gave the impression of growing up in a big English country manor filled with family retainers and posh accents. She had nonetheless become Claude’s concubine. Claude was a crawling, hands-and-knees lush; on many nights the worst lush in Hollywood.

			Claude and Philly wanted to know if I had any drugs, which is exactly what I had intended to ask them.

			People my age, my peers, wielded mixed drinks and moved me aside to complement old Claude on the new issue of Slash. Did they realize that my precious words immortalizing the Whisky’s new wave marathon were the issue’s highlight?

			I solicited agreement on that opinion from Joan Jett’s party guests, solicited and obtained, all around.

			“I really am quite talented, and the voice is unique in its absolute authenticity and authority. We can all agree on that, can we not?”

			“Sure,” agreed some guy. I blocked him from moving on.

			“And can we agree that the scene belongs to the authentic? Also, I am very funny. You must have laughed out loud.”

			“Whatever you say.”

			“No, I really mean it. Don’t fuck with me on this.”

			The wife can’t keep up with my transcendent throes. One minute I’m like a moth or a butterfly breaking free from the fabric of my confining insecurities; the next moment, I’m in Joan Jett’s kitchen scuffling with three heavyset girls who wear a lot of makeup. We’re all soaked in alcohol, and our clothes are shredded.

			In Pomona, the wife mops around the spot where I stand. “Do you remember fighting with girls?”

			Joan Jett’s kitchen floor slides beneath my feet. I sense spectators. I sense a spectacle. I wouldn’t have known how to stop it if I’d wanted to.

			“There’s a pattern with you,” the wife observes, holding two fingers an inch apart. “You’re always this close to getting your ass kicked.”

			A bruiser in torn fishnets and cha-cha slippers comes at me across Joan Jett’s linoleum with an open switchblade knife. And I feel sympathetic to her, for her feelings, for her plight. Next thing you know, my bruiser scowls, cursing me from the sink, a wet cloth to her swelling eye.

			Her knife is in my hand, closed. A lot of people are yelling at me.

			“Get out!”

			“Fucker!”

			“Fuck you!”

			“Get out!”

			“Don’t let me hear you say life’s taking you nowhere….”

			I hear singing. It’s from another room. The voice is live, and it adds timbre to the entire kitchen.

			I have no shirt. My torso is soaked in beer, spit, and sweat. Joan Jett is basically under my arm, propping me up, amused.

			“Last night they loved you, opening doors and pulling some strings…angel!”

			Larry is singing. Bowie’s voice spinning on the record has no chance against Larry’s world-conquering swell. I could picture people paying attention to Larry in the room adjacent to the kitchen, and Larry paying attention to the people paying attention to him. He will notice that not everyone attending the party is paying attention to him. He will be unhappy. He will leave the room he is singing in and investigate.

			“Wish upon wish upon day upon day…”

			Joan Jett is the only one in the crowded kitchen not yelling at me. She asks for the knife back. She talks to me through a smirk. Draped shirtless across Joan Jett’s bare shoulders, I listen hard. What is she telling me? The noises of “fuck you” and “asshole” are in the way. 

			“Nothing’s going to touch you in these golden years—”

			A record scrapes to a halt, and silence.

			Larry and the wife stand in Joan Jett’s kitchen doorway, Tom the driver pressing in behind them, all with the look on their faces. Maybe you don’t know the look.

			I focus on the movement of Joan’s lips. She doesn’t want me swooping in too close to her mouth.

			“I can tell you what Joan Jett said,” offers the wife, in Pomona, wringing out the mop. “She said you might be a pretty cool guy, if you didn’t drink so much.”

			Tommie paused to let that sink in. What I absorbed wasn’t so bad.

			Picture Joan Jett shouldering the wet, shirtless burden of me—a shot snapped and motionless. It frames up an entertaining memory. If the story ends right there, why this press of descending doom?

			Tommie’s face said that she had a postscript, and it would include none of her famous laughter.

			She tells me the lost bits, the entirety. Claude had fired me from Slash, for being drunker than him. Maybe he would not remember. There is more.

			“Larry doesn’t want to see you, not for a long, long time.”

			“I remember,” I said. I feel like I might throw up. I raise a hand to stop the retelling.

			Larry’s acting boyfriend is behind the wheel of his Volkswagen at the side of the freeway, headed east toward home, Pomona. It’s after 3:00 a.m. A highway patrolman’s flashlight flits across the vomit in my lap. The officer is too disgusted to arrest us.

			My hips hurt. My head is bouncing. Tom and Larry wrestle one of my ankles each, dragging me across the ground. A moon, stars, all those celestial things orbit up in the sky beyond the faces of strain and disgust. The faces bend closer. One on each side, they have me under the armpits and lift.

			“You need to go into the house.”

			I reject their pity. I punch free, and my naked chest hits the dirt.

			 “Explain again why you stay with him?”

			“You might as well tie a big brick to yourself and jump off a pier.”

			I crawled down from the voices, away from the front porch, and dug my face like a mole into the turf.

			From there, I’d come to, the sun high, my nose pressed into a patch of burned-out front yard. The smell in my nostrils made sense. I knew what it was. I’d known all along, but I’d blotted out knowing. It is vomit and dog shit.

			“You’re sure you remember everything?” said Tommie. “Come inside. You’re going to throw up.”

			I allowed the screen door to close behind me, and I made it to the bathroom before the consequences heaved out of me in a series of dry spasms and a mouthful of wrenched bile.

			We were partitioned from Larry’s favor, displaced from the luxury liner of the smooth-sailing golden years. We’d been put off the ship in a crap port. The rich sunsets ahead would saturate one enviable panorama after another, none of them including us.

			Let’s finish with Larry: Four years on, Larry will be hit by a car while stumbling drunk onto Santa Monica Boulevard, land on his head fifteen yards away, come out of a coma, and be told that drinking alcohol on top of his antiseizure medication will induce convulsions. Larry will drink on top of the medication, and he will collapse in a fit. His right leg will snap beneath his weight. The limb will be pinned by his body for six hours before someone bashes in his bathroom door and drags him onto a stretcher.

			An infection contracted in the hospital will necessitate amputating the snapped leg. No one warned Larry that his brain would shrink twenty percent under the twin influences of trauma and medication. He will be hobbling in a walker, dragging along a fake leg as he hits fifty, with no way for anyone to look at the tragedy he has become and be able to picture the promise he had been.

			I didn’t know any of these disasters were on the way, but as I gripped the toilet seat to pull myself off the floor, I had a feeling Tommie and I wouldn’t miss much by being cast out from Larry’s lifeboat.

			I plant my feet under me, and notice that Tommie has come into the bathroom. She’s been there for a moment, maybe more. Now she is looking me in the eyes.

			“Nothing a beer wouldn’t fix,” she says. I’m not seeing laughter, but something wry is in the delivery. “You need to eat. I’ll make something.”

			Relief floods in. She still cares.

			Steadied, in the shower, I played the previous night through again. The wife has given me some solace. In my mind’s replay, my sequence of ill-conceived actions tracks out much as I imagine it truly did. At the end of the trail of follies, I peel my face off the prickly, dog-crapped turf of the Pomona front yard, and all dignity is not lost.

			Joan Jett has said that I might be a pretty cool guy.
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