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Dedicated to my family, with love



$XWKRU·V�1RWH

The stories contained in these pages are recount-
ed as accurately as possible. I may have some nick-
names wrong, and the dates, especially in those 
chaotic 1970s, may be a bit off, but otherwise this 
ERRN�� WR� WKH� EHVW� RI � P\� NQRZOHGJH�� UHÁHFWV� WKH�
events and experiences as they actually happened.

Interspersed throughout the narrative, in italics, are 
my stepfather’s stories in his own words. They are 
based on notes I took during interviews that I con-
ducted with him in the late 1990s. These are only 
a small sample of  Dad’s stories over the years, and 
from a period when he was more somber, not to 
mention sober, so they are relatively low-key com-
pared to his more youthful, enthusiastic versions, 
full of  laughter, irreverence, and about as much 
edge as he thought the listener could handle. I used 
versions of  some of  these in my 2006 novel The New 
and Improving Thomas, about the misadventures of  
an aspiring conformist. Take these stories for what 
they’re worth, as Dad might’ve put it.

I should also say that my mom, who’s a primary 
source for those early years, is a fairly modest and 
forward-looking person. I have her support on this 
project, but I’ve also written this book in a manner 
that respects her privacy. 
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Introduction: Hi!

In Lake Tahoe, California, Christmas 1976.
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The firsT sTory—the tabloid headline, 
page 5—is that my father was murdered, 
shot, before I had a chance to really meet 
him. Later, in my mid-20s, I’d learn that 
Paul Allen Hayes was executed with a .38 
pistol, a Saturday Night Special, beside a 
remote Tennessee highway on my fourth 
birthday. Growing up, however, I knew 
only that he was shot to death in the South 
in 1975. And because Paul had dropped out 
of  the picture well before some unsuspect-
ing campers discovered his brutalized body 
about forty miles from Knoxville, I had no 
direct recollections of  my father. I only had 
this basic story, as translated by Mom via a 
small-town California sheriff. 

Still, you don’t need much detail for 
this kind of  story to open up a world of  
strange, thrilling opportunities. For exam-
ple, it’s an excellent way to solicit affection 
DQG� SLW\�� ,W·V� D� VXUH�ÀUH�ZD\� WR� FXOWLYDWH� D�
budding sense of  self-importance. Not that 
it starts out that way. I don’t have the best 
memory of  those early years, but I certain-
ly had no real comprehension of  “shot” or 
“killed,” only the way in which others react-
HG� WR� WKH� VWRU\��$QG� WKHUH�ZDV� VLJQLÀFDQW�
divergence between my fellow kids and the 
adults. With those my own age, there was 



15

the usual curiosity children have toward 
other children with different basic founda-
tions than themselves. They thought it cu-
rious, like an unfamiliar TV show or movie 
or game. But it wasn’t overly dwelled upon. 
If  anything, they envied me: I only had one 
adult to boss me around. The reaction of  
adults, however, was an entirely different 
matter. They would magically transform. It 
was an instant sort of  intimacy. They would 
stroke me with words of  heartfelt consola-
tion, and I would purr as I nuzzled in closer. 

Mom, for her part, avoided the topic. 
Aside from getting a fun-loving kid out 
of  the deal, she’d considered their youth-
ful marriage—she’d just turned nineteen, 
Paul was twenty-one—a mistake. She’d 
been wooed by Paul, the handsome south-
ern hippie guy visiting blue-collar Water-
bury, Connecticut, where she’d just started 
studying chemistry at a nearby technical 
college. It was a swift young love and they 
were soon married, much to the dismay of  
Mom’s large Roman Catholic family: her 
father had worked as a buffer for a factory 
producing high-end sterling silverware and 
À[WXUHV��D�VNLOO�KH�OHDUQHG�DV�D�ÀUVW�JHQHU-
ation Irish-American kid shining shoes in 
Manhattan during the Depression, and her 
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PRWKHU�� D� ÀUVW�JHQHUDWLRQ� ,WDOLDQ�$PHU-
ican, had done part-time secretarial work 
ZKLOH� UDLVLQJ� ÀYH� FKLOGUHQ�� LQFOXGLQJ� D�
stint in Fort Myers, Florida, where she 
worked on warplanes during World War 
II. The newlyweds moved to the town of  
Cottonwood in the backwoods of  south-
ern Alabama. I was born the following 
year, in 1971. But Paul wasn’t ready for the 
serious pressures and responsibilities of  
family life. He was rarely around, leaving 
Mom to take care of  me alone, causing 
her to give Paul an ultimatum: his family 
or his friends? He chose his friends. We 
left Alabama when I was nine months old, 
ÀUVW�EDFN�WR�&RQQHFWLFXW�IRU�WZR�XQKDSS\�
years, then out west to California, where 
Mom was determined to make a fresh 
start. Paul was to be left in the past, where 
he belonged. So, when the news of  his 
murder knocked on the front door (we had 
little money and didn’t have a phone), she 
was shocked and saddened, but she didn’t 
want to dwell upon it. That’s not to say 
Mom forbade me from talking about Paul; 
she just discouraged it. That’s why I usual-
ly had to wait until Mom was preoccupied 
with adult matters before I bounded on-
stage and told the story, meager as it was.
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It typically opened with an adult asking 
me some mundane question about my fa-
ther. I’d say something ambiguous, like I 
don’t know him, or he’s not around. Their 
responses would naturally follow that they 
were sorry to hear that, you’re a great kid, 
he’s missing out, etc. I would wait for the 
next inevitable question, asking where he 
was now. “He’s dead,” I’d say matter-of-fact-
ly, sometimes even blithely, on occasion 
outright enthusiastically. People’s friendly 
smiles would slacken. I was fascinated by 
the stunned silence, the power of  it, this 
instantaneous heightened intensity. Look 
what I can do! I had power, and to wield 
this power I merely had to speak of  Paul’s 
death. To be clear: if  they didn’t ask about 
my father’s whereabouts, I would offer the 
information up voluntarily, pausing to get 
the full impact. But it was immensely more 
satisfying if  they asked of  their own accord. 

After revealing this basic fact, people 
generally split off  into two distinct catego-
ries, because some considered it improper 
to pry further, while others were less dec-
orous. As to the former group, they tend-
ed to simply drop the subject, maybe go-
ing to Mom directly, assuming the story 
may be too traumatic for me to elaborate 
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upon. Others, however, would bluntly ask 
me what had happened. I liked blunt. Blunt 
became part of  my own repertoire of  dra-
matic devices. I’d reply that he was killed, 
shot. I didn’t know much more than that. 
Which was true. I didn’t. As for the polite 
ones, who tried to change the subject, I told 
them anyway. It’s too late to turn back now.

They love me! Sure, I was funny, lively, 
charming, but I was also a tragedy child. I 
mean, I was amazing, but even more amazing 
because I was suffering through the absence 
of  a much-needed father. (I’m not sure I re-
ally believed that I needed a father, though I 
did envy other kids who had fathers.) I took 
my bows, basking in the cheers and acco-
lades. So strenuous were my acceptances I 
didn’t notice that behind the pitying smiles 
and condolences, the kind words, there 
lurked fear and concern. We moved often 
back then, easily averaging a dwelling or less 
per year, so it was easy to miss the signs. It 
would take me years to really get it: what I 
perceived as a story that made me interesting 
and unique was also a story that contained 
a surreptitious menace. It was a bad omen, 
heavy-handed foreshadowing toward a sin-
ister or tragic outcome. Would I become a 
threat to myself, to others? Does the apple 
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fall far from the tree? I thought I was special 
but, in truth, people looked at me as abnor-
mal. Inevitably, misgivings became manifest, 
as when chatting on the bus with someone 
who has a knife scar across his or her face. 
In time I sensed that people were looking 
for signs of  violence. I would even sense a 
broader suspicion—how did this kid’s fa-
ther get himself  in that situation? Maybe 
whatever happened isn’t over. Their loaded 
pity turns toxic. Not everyone’s, but enough 
to enter your bloodstream in a lasting way. 
That’s how the self-importance, once so ex-
citing, twists into a sometimes-debilitating 
self-doubt: you’re unsure how to interpret 
people’s reactions. In time you learn to be 
careful about what you say, what details you 
reveal, and to whom. 
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1. Topanga Rattlesnake

Billy Brennan, or “Rattlesnake,” in California, 1977.
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The man who would later become my dad 
didn’t like me bragging about my father’s 
gunshot murder at all—that category of  
emotional manipulation was really his bai-
liwick anyhow, and he was much better at it 
than I’ll ever be. 

Mom and I met William Brennan, or 
Billy (or Rattlesnake, as he was sometimes 
called) in 1974 in Los Angeles. After a long 
cross-country drive from Connecticut to 
Southern California in a 1964 Chevy Station 
Wagon, which Mom had bought for eighty 
dollars back in Connecticut, we found a 
small apartment in south Santa Monica, not 
far from the famed beach and pier. Billy 
and his girlfriend lived in the same build-
ing, down the hall. Mom quickly became 
friends with the couple—they were also in 
their mid-twenties, ready for fun, shared a 
love for the rock ’n’ roll music—and they 
took us into their social circle, helping with 
babysitting and getting Mom waitress work 
at a small Italian eatery. Like Mom, Bil-
ly was an East Coast transplant and had 
grown up in a Roman Catholic well-to-do 
lower middle-class household: his father 
was a Seagram’s whiskey salesman in West-
chester County, New York, and his mother 
worked part-time as a high school librarian 
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and had once been the subject for a Nor-
man Rockwell Saturday Evening Post cover. 
(Family lore also had it that Edgar Allan Poe 
wrote “The Raven” at a large dairy farm 
owned by earlier Brennan generations, the 
location then known as the Brennan Farm, 
in what’s now the Upper Westside in New 
York City.) Following his older brother Tom 
Brennan, a recent Vietnam veteran who was 
getting in touch with his PTSD wild side, 
Billy had hitchhiked from his native Larch-
mont to Southern California about four 
years before, shortly after attending Wood-
stock, something Billy always described as a 
life-changing experience. (Mom missed her 
planned Woodstock pilgrimage after getting 
LQWR�D�ÀJKW�ZLWK�KHU�ER\IULHQG�LQ�&RQQHFWL-
cut, but she had gone with her wild cousin 
Mary Ann to see the Rolling Stones at Mad-
ison Square Garden on their Gimme Shel-
ter tour in 1969, a major event in her late 
teenage life.) Billy also had an older sister, 
Tom’s fraternal twin, who for the most part 
remained in the Northeast.

Billy had that enthusiasm for West-ness 
characterized by those who are lured here by 
the resilient mythologies of  adventure, free-
dom, and good times. He was a charismatic 
smart-ass, a rough teaser, loved a good joke 
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(especially an offensive racist or sexist joke), 
and telling tall tales in the Wild West getting-
GUXQN�E\�ÀUHVLGH� WUDGLWLRQ�� &RQVHTXHQWO\��
he was known to, well, embellish now and 
then. Also, at 6’5”, he was a big, imposing 
PDQ��DQG�KH�KDG�D�FDSDFLW\�IRU�ÀJKWLQJ��,Q�
fact, between the free-for-all partying that 
was L.A. in the early ’70s, and his predilec-
WLRQ�IRU�ÀVWÀJKWV��%LOO\�KDG�ORVW�PRVW�RI �KLV�
teeth: by his late twenties he’d have the re-
maining survivors yanked out and wore false 
teeth, which he would protrude or entirely 
remove for my confused amusement. My 
other main early memory of  Billy is being 
WHUULÀHG� \HW� IDVFLQDWHG�E\�KLV�SHW� WDUDQWXOD��
Herbie, named after Disney’s Herbie the Love 
Bug, which succinctly captures his sense of  
humor, not to mention some key aspects of  
our emerging relationship.
,Q�WKRVH�ÀUVW�PRQWKV�DIWHU�DUULYLQJ�LQ�/�$���

Mom and I spent most of  our time mostly 
in Venice Beach, along the oceanside Board-
walk, where we bounced around among the 
KLSSLHV��IUHH�VSLULWV��LOOHJDO�GUXJ�DÀFLRQDGRV��
homeless or just poor (numerous young 
people would share small apartments, pay-
ing little, spending most of  their time on the 
beach), musicians, painters, Muscle Beach 
weightlifters, arts & crafts folks, and, well, 
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the full spectrum of  weird, wacky, and wild 
that was the edge of  Western civilization 
at the time. We also spent time in Topanga 
Canyon, a small but thriving enclave up in 
the Santa Monica Mountains, just north of  
the city’s busy beaches. (Not that the Santa 
Monicas are really mountains: they’re more 
like high hills, as the section of  that range 
further east, know as the Hollywood Hills, 
attests, though they are densely wooded in 
many areas, with rugged and hard to traverse 
canyons throughout.) The Topanga scene 
was less urban than Venice and Santa Mon-
ica, but it had similar kindred spirits, only 
more bikers and Vietnam vets, not to men-
tion a few paranoid, dangerous lost souls 
KHUH�DQG�WKHUH�� LW�KDG�EHHQ�ÀYH�\HDUV�VLQFH�
one of  the early, pre-Tate-LaBianca Manson 
Family murders had taken place in Topanga, 
where Manson had unsuccessfully pursued 
his folk singer/songwriter aspirations, but 
the freewheeling drug culture scene was not 
without its psychological causalities, the con-
sequences of  which were playing out by the 
mid-1970s, especially in those parts of  L.A.

 Topanga Canyon, in fact, more than the 
beaches, was Billy’s main stomping ground. 
When he wasn’t staying with girlfriends, 
Billy, like many others, lived the nomad-



25

ic ideal, squatting back up in the woods. 
He had pitched a large tent on one of  the 
more inaccessible ridges in the area, his 
fallback home base. He’d do odd jobs, or 
sometimes bounce at the Old P.O., a bar 
up the boulevard from the Topanga Corral, 
its more famous counterpart, where well-
known rockers of  the day (Canned Heat, 
The Doors, Neil Young, Eric Clapton, Taj 
Mahal) made that rowdy bar a happening 
scene. Billy also earned money, such as he 
needed to, routing out rattlesnake infesta-
tions for the newly rich who were moving 
into the canyon with horses, children, ex-
otic animals. Billy had gotten a reputation 
for catching one of  the region’s deadliest 
indigenous species after intercepting and 
beheading a large rattlesnake sunning itself  
near Topanga Creek, behind the Corral, 
where Bear’s kids were playing. (Bear was 
Bob Hite, the lead singer/harmonicist for 
Canned Heat, a big, energetic, bearded man 
whom I would meet a few years later.) As 
the story went, Billy brought in the snake’s 
KHDG�DQG�VKRZHG�LW�WR�%HDU³ZLWK�D�ÁDLU�IRU�
the dramatic, he opened the rattlesnake’s 
mouth and pushed out its lethal fangs. Bear 
was grateful. After that some started call-
ing Billy “Rattlesnake,” and word spread 
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that it wasn’t just a nickname: he was for 
hire. Even better, when hired it was work 
that paid multiple times: after showing his 
employer the dead snakes, he could sell the 
venom to UCLA for use in the creation of  
anti-venom serum, and there was always a 
market for rattlesnake skins and the fragile 
rattlers themselves.

It wasn’t in Los Angeles, however, that 
Rattlesnake became a major part of  our 
lives. We didn’t live in the area long, about 
six months total, quickly moving from San-
ta Monica to Venice, not far from the beach, 
once Mom began dating a friend of  Billy’s 
with his own Topanga nickname, Sunshine. 
While Mom enjoyed her new friends and 
freedoms in L.A., she didn’t care for big 
city life: the competition, the “head trips.” 
To each his own, she believed, but the city 
trip just wasn’t for her. She had fallen in 
love with California nature, camping, the 
outdoors—really, it had a spiritual element, 
replacing her jettisoned Catholicism—
not the smog and noise and congestion 
of  L.A. The smog, especially, even at the 
beach, was thick and soupy in those days, 
much worse than today, as though massive 
ZLOGÀUHV�ZHUH�FRQVWDQWO\�EXUQLQJ�LQ�D�ULQJ�
around the greater L.A. area. 
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In early 1975, Mom and I, and Mom’s 
new boyfriend—Sunshine was an Army 
tank mechanic who’d gone AWOL from his 
base down in Long Beach, so he had extra 
motivation to leave the city—said good-bye 
to Rattlesnake and friends and left Venice. 
We headed for the inland mountains of  
California, the ranges of  which more or less 
run a hundred miles from the coast. Those 
were fun, adventurous, highly mobile times. 
We roamed up and down the state, from the 
dry, sun-drenched mountains in the south 
to the majestic sierra in the north. We often 
camped in the wilds. We spent our longest 
stable period in the Lake Tahoe area, where 
Mom worked as a waitress at the Seafood 
Cove restaurant in Harrah’s Casino at State-
line, and where she would, on an ill-advised 
impulse, marry Sunshine over in Carson 
City. The marriage wouldn’t last long.

Billy, too, would come to reach his limits 
with the L.A. scene. About three years after 
our departure, a combination of  factors had 
come to poison Topanga for Rattlesnake. 
Billy’s health was deteriorating, and consum-
ing all mind-, mood-, and consciousness-al-
tering substances in superhuman quantities 
ZDV�QRW�RQO\�H[SHFWHG��EXW�GLIÀFXOW�WR�DYRLG�
in the canyon, especially for someone like 
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%LOO\��ZKR·G�ÀUVW�JRWWHQ�KRRNHG�RQ�KHURLQ�
right out of  high school—he’d been insti-
tutionalized in his late teens in New York 
because of  it—and he would always have 
a problem with addiction. Topanga was 
also getting more and more crowded, with 
surveyors and land-sellers and land-buyers 
swarming the area, and thus it was getting 
GLIÀFXOW� WR� OLYH� IUHH� LQ� WKH�ZRRGV�ZLWKRXW�
WKH�DXWKRULWLHV�ÀQGLQJ�\RX�DQG�NLFNLQJ�\RX�
out. And Billy was sick of  bouncing, having 
recently lost most of  the hearing in one ear 
after getting cold-cocked with a Jack Dan-
iels whiskey bottle. Finally, a good friend 
had been killed. His buddy Wicked Willie 
was a biker who lived down by LAX airport 
and owned a couple of  Harleys, one of  
which he’d sometimes let Billy ride on road 
trips throughout the region (Billy never had 
enough money to buy his own). Wicked 
Willie had been shot and killed after rob-
bing a high-stakes poker game over in Palm 
Springs. Billy surmised that if  he stayed in 
Topanga Canyon much longer, he’d wind 
up dead as well. 

Then, in late 1977, as it happened, Billy 
learned that Natalie (my mother) was new-
ly single—Sunshine had taken off  without 
warning—and living up in the San Bernardino 
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Mountains, near Big Bear Lake, about a 2.5-
hour drive due east from Topanga. This 
presented a whole new world of  possibil-
ities to Billy: he could get out of  the city, 
or that singular version of  “city” that was 
Venice/Santa Monica/Topanga at the time, 
and settle down. He had always found Na-
talie attractive, and he loved the mountains 
and high desert over in the Inland Empire 
and beyond. He stuffed all his possessions 
into a large Army surplus store–bought bag 
and hitchhiked up to the mountains. Mom 
was in a staunch anti-men phase when Bil-
ly arrived (she was furious over Sunshine’s 
departure), but her new visitor was patient 
and rewarded for his patience. In time, Billy, 
no longer the Topanga Rattlesnake, would 
become my Big Bear Dad. 
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I don’t know, L.A. was special for me in the 
beginning [said Dad in the late 1990s, when I in-
terviewed him about his early L.A. days]. It was 
weird. I felt like I had come home, but to a real 
home, a place I really belonged. Not like in New 
<RUN�� ZKHUH� ÀQGLQJ� UHDVRQV� WR� KDWH� SHRSOH� LV� D�
fucking sport and pastime. When I came out here 
,�ZDV�FUD]\��,�ÀJXUHG�,�ZDVQ·W�ORQJ�IRU�WKLV�ZRUOG��
But I wanted to have a good time before I checked 
RXW��<RX�NQRZ��,�GLGQ·W�H[SHFW� WR�ÀQG�D�KRPH�RU�
anything like that. It was the last thing on my 
mind. L.A. was like the place where outcasts from 
all over the country went and sort of  created their 
own kind of  family. Everyone was real good to each 
other. For a little while, at least. One day, after 
7RP�>%LOO\·V�EURWKHU@�JRW�VLFN�RI �PH�FUDVKLQJ�DW�KLV�
pad, I was hitchhiking and walking around up in 
the hills, aimless-like, and I came across some Old 
West buildings way the fuck up there. A long barn, 
general store, couple of  small cabins and this bar 
with old-style saloon doors and a hitching post. But 
instead of  horses there were motorcycles. I fucking 
loved that shit, man. The choppers were nice too. 
$� ORW� RI �+DUOH\V�� ZHOO� WDNHQ� FDUH� RI�� ,� FRXOGQ·W�
resist going on in. The place—the Topanga Cor-
ral—was full of  gnarly-ass bikers. I mean huge 
guys that made me look like a chick. I immediately 
VDZ�VRPH�$QJHOV·�MDFNHWV��,�ZDV�VWLOO�QHZ��VR�,�KDG�
QR�LGHD�ZKDW�WKH\�ZHUH�UHDOO\�OLNH��,�KDOI�H[SHFWHG�
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WKHP�WR�WHDU�PH�D�QHZ�DVVKROH�MXVW�IRU�WKH�KHOO�RI �
LW��%XW�HYHU\RQH�ZDV�UHDOO\��,�GRQ·W�NQRZ��JUDFLRXV��
I guess. And there were all kinds of  people who 
went there. A lot of  good, down-to-earth people. I 
IHOW�OLNH�,�KDG�ÀQDOO\�IRXQG�D�KRPH��8S�DW�WKH�2OG�
3�2��ZDV�ZKHUH�,�ÀUVW�KHDUG�SHRSOH�WDONLQJ�DERXW�
how you could live up in the woods pretty easily. 
Lots of  people were doing it. It was national forest 
DUHD�DQG�WKH�FRSV�GLGQ·W�UHDOO\�JR�WRR�IDU�LQ�WR�ORRN�
for squatters and campers. I struck up this conver-
sation with some burly biker one day—I think his 
QDPH�ZDV�0XVNUDW³DQG�KH� VDLG��´,I � \RX�DLQ·W�
afraid of  getting a little dirty, you can live and shit 
XS� WKHUH� UHQW�IUHH��$QG� WKH� SLJV�� ZH·OO� WKH\� GRQ·W�
want to get dirty, man. We party up there all the 
WLPH�� ,� OLYH�XS� LQ�)ULVFR�� EXW�ZKHQHYHU� ,·P�GRZQ�
KHUH��PDQ��,�MXVW�EULQJ�D�VOHHSLQJ�EDJ�DQG�IXFN�3DX-
la here until even the stars begin to blush.” Paula 
was passed out over his fucking arm, so she�GLGQ·W�
KDYH�PXFK�WR�VD\�RQ�WKH�VXEMHFW��EXW�ODWHU�,�ZHQW�WR�
check it out and sure as shit he was right. There 
were people living in tents all over the place—some 
MXVW�OD\LQJ�WKHLU�VOHHSLQJ�EDJV�XQGHU�D�WUHH��6R�,�JRW�
one of  those big army tents at a surplus store over 
in Hollywood and found a remote spot way up in 
the mountains and pitched it there. There was this 
sharp cliff  on one side, so no one was gonna get to 
me from the boulevard side, and there were several 
small valleys and peaks on the other side before the 
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QH[W� URDG��ZKLFK�ZDVQ·W� YHU\� ELJ� DQ\ZD\�� ,W�ZDV�
great up there—I had basically told civilization to 
kiss my ass. My only neighbor was a horse stable 
and trotting area about two hundred yards away. 
The pipe that fed the horse water was above ground 
and went pretty close to me, so I was even able to 
tap into the pipe. I had my own running water, 
and no one was the wiser. I loved it up there in the 
beginning. I always had my bag packed, ready to go 
if  the shit hit the fan. I could do whatever I wanted 
and not have to worry about the law. I could go for 
ZDONV��KXQWLQJ�IRU�VQDNHV��RU� MXVW�GLJ�WKH�VFHQHU\��
I was always coming across parties, and back then 
SHRSOH�DOZD\V� WROG�\RX�WR� MRLQ� WKHP��´+H\�PDQ�µ�
WKH\� ZRXOG� VD\�� ´,·P� VR�DQG�VR�� JUDE� \RXUVHOI � D�
%XG³WKH\·UH� FROG�µ�$QG� WKH� FKLFNV�ZHUH� DOZD\V�
into me because I was so tall. I was beginning to 
think of  myself  as something of  an outlaw. And 
during those hikes and walks I ran into more than 
one sad lost soul that had taken too much of  some 
drug and had no idea where they fucking were—
or who�WKH\�ZHUH�IRU�WKDW�PDWWHU³DQG�WKH\�MXVW�
GLGQ·W� FDUH��,·OO� WHOO�\D�� WKH\�GLGQ·W�NQRZ�WKHLU�DVV�
from a hole in the ground. But we all lived to get 
high back then. That was all that mattered. We 
MXVW�GLGQ·W�FDUH�DERXW�DQ\WKLQJ�HOVH�
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2. Mountain Adventures

With Mom (Natalie Hayes) in the cafeteria kitchen at 
Herriman Lodge in Cedar Lake, California, about 1978.
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Big Bear Lake is a seven-mile-long, snow-
fed reservoir nestled in a large valley high 
up in the San Bernardino Mountains, a real 
mountain range—its top peak, San Gor-
gornio, is, at 11,500 feet, over two miles 
high—that stands between the vast L.A. 
megalopolis on one side and the even vast-
er Mojave Desert on the other. The lake is 
held by a large 72-foot dam on the western 
end of  the valley. Big Bear, as the area is 
more generally known (the “big” refers to 
the lake’s size, not the now-extinct grizzly 
bears that once dominated the area, differ-
entiating it from nearby Lake Arrowhead, 
formerly called Little Bear Lake), functions 
in Southern California somewhat like the 
better-known Lake Tahoe does 450 miles to 
the north in the High Sierra: it’s a vacation 
GHVWLQDWLRQ� IRU� VNLLQJ�� ODNH� VSRUWV�� ÀVKLQJ��
camping, biker parties. It has an optimal 
combination of  pristine mountain wilder-
ness—tall sap-oozing and cone-bombing 
pines, stately fragrant cedars, outcroppings 
of  giant rounded boulders of  bone-white 
decomposed granite—and generally mod-
erate weather: local booster committees 
tout that the area has around three hundred 
days of  clear blue skies and sunshine a year. 
At a 6,750-foot elevation, Big Bear is slightly 
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higher than Tahoe, though the southern 
latitude and warmer temperatures produce 
much less snowfall, and when it does snow, 
it tends to melt more quickly than up north, 
UHTXLULQJ� WKH� VNL� UHVRUWV� WR� EORZ� DUWLÀFLDO�
snow throughout the winter. The handful 
of  small communities surrounding the lake 
are wholly dependent on recreation and va-
cationing for their economic survival. 

When Billy arrived in Big Bear in 1977, 
Mom and I were living in a small one-room 
place at Blue Jay Cottages, near “the Vil-
lage,” the pseudo–Swiss Alpine–themed 
center of  town. Times were tough. Mom 
was unemployed and steady full-time work 
was hard to come by. The general nation-
al economy was struggling, and unlike the 
Tahoe area, which could attract ever-mon-
eyed gamblers, Big Bear was simply a mid-
dle-class vacation destination, and people 
were vacationing less (recurrent gas-price 
anxieties didn’t help matters). We now had 
Social Security Insurance checks on my 
behalf  due to Paul’s murder in Tennessee 
two years before, but that wasn’t enough 
to survive on. What little savings we had 
was mostly gone, and Sunshine had not 
only left us poor and carless, but he’d done 
so impetuously, saying he was going to the 



36

pawn shop to get our stereo out of  hock, 
lest it be permanently forfeited, but in-
stead went to L.A. to party. In fact, Billy 
had learned about Mom’s separation from 
her second husband before she did: Sun-
shine ended up in Topanga, where he ran 
into Billy. When asked about Natalie and 
PH��6XQVKLQH�ZDV�HYDVLYH�DW�ÀUVW��EXW�DIWHU�
some partying it became clear that he had 
OHIW�XV�LQ�D�ÀQDQFLDO�OXUFK��7KH�WZR�KDG�DQ�
argument and nearly fought over the situ-
ation, then Sunshine took off, to Florida, 
as rumor had it. So Billy hitchhiked up to 
%LJ�%HDU� WR� FRQÀUP� WKDW�6XQVKLQH�ZDVQ·W�
coming back, and also to eventually win 
Mom over. She was wary: after all, Billy was 
part of  the same scene as the man who had 
just abandoned us, and she was only twen-
ty-six, with two husbands down. But Billy 
and Natalie got along, and Billy played it 
cool, always the charmer. Besides, it was 
good to have a friend around, as Mom was 
still fairly new to Big Bear, where she was 
determined to permanently settle, and she 
didn’t yet have any close friends in town.

After months of  scraping by, Fortune 
ÀQDOO\� VPLOHG� XSRQ� XV�� 0RP� DQG� %LOO\�
were able to get full-time work at a private 
Christian camp, she as a maid and Billy as 
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a general maintenance person. Cedar Lake 
Camp and Conference Center was a set of  
lodges, cottages, and campsites surrounding 
D�WLQ\�DUWLÀFLDO�ODNH�LQ�D�VPDOO�YDOOH\�XS�EHKLQG�
the Boulder Bay section of  Big Bear. (For all 
intents and purposes, Cedar Lake is just an-
other section of  Big Bear.) The lake was tiny, 
QRW�PXFK�ODUJHU�WKDQ�D�IRRWEDOO�ÀHOG��ZLWK�D�
narrow, somewhat dangerous dam, one end 
of  which terminated at a small, dilapidat-
ed-looking sawmill. I say “looking” because 
the sawmill was all exterior: it had been built 
E\�3DUDPRXQW�3LFWXUHV�LQ������WR�ÀOP�+HQ-
ry Hathaway’s The Trail of  the Lonesome Pine, 
WKH�ÀUVW�ÀOP�WR�EH�VKRW�RXWGRRUV�ZLWK�7HFK-
nicolor, a costly enterprise at the time. Over 
the years Cedar Lake has been the site of  nu-
merous Hollywood westerns, with stars like 
Gene Autry, Roy Rogers, and John Wayne 
wandering around the picturesque scenery. 
It had also been the location for the origi-
nal Parent Trap, Bogart’s High Sierra, several 
episodes of  Bonanza, a Have Gun–Will Trav-
el episode, and Elvis’s .LVVLQ·�&RXVLQV, where 
the King serenaded some swooning Smoky 
Mountain ladies on the sawmill’s wooden 
wheel. Even if  the building was hollow, the 
VDZPLOO·V�H[WHULRU��ZKLFK�KDG�EHHQ�DUWLÀFLDOO\�
weathered in the thirties, and by the seventies 
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seemed downright ancient, looked cool. By 
the time we arrived it was owned by a large 
Christian church down in Los Angeles and 
was used mainly as a retreat and camping 
area that catered not just to their congrega-
tion but to larger groups and events as well 
(Boy Scout troops, Transcendental Medita-
tion retreats, etc.).

Mom, Billy, and I moved into a small 
one-bedroom trailer, with a makeshift ad-
dition and curtain demarking my room. It’s 
there, when I was around six, living on the 
edge of  a lush mountain meadow near Ce-
dar Lake in the Big Bear area, and with Billy 
around, that my more coherent childhood 
memories begin.
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BiLLy was drawn to dangerous things, so nat-
urally he loved guns, and his favorite spots 
to shoot guns were down in the high desert, 
places with Wild West–sounding names like 
Holcomb Valley and Cactus Flats. For all 
his partying and antiestablishment attitudes, 
Billy was good about observing strict safe-
W\�SURWRFROV�ZKHQ�LW�FDPH�WR�KDQGOLQJ�ÀUH-
arms. Never point a gun at a person unless 
you were willing to shoot and potentially 
kill said person. Check that your safety is on 
whenever you’re not shooting. And always 
check to see if  your gun is loaded. Even 
if  you just checked the gun before setting 
it down to take a piss, check again. I don’t 
know if  these rules came from some NRA 
pamphlet, a sagacious biker friend, or if  it 
was because I was a complete klutz growing 
up. (When Billy wasn’t ironically calling me 
“Killer,” his nickname for me was “Grace.”)

On those trips Billy would instruct me to 
make myself  useful and set pull-top Bud-
weiser cans on rusty old abandoned cars. 
(Prohibition from handling a gun while 
drinking or getting high were not among 
Billy’s safety measures, which perhaps fur-
ther explains his insistence about repeat-
edly checking on whether or not the guns 
were loaded.) Sometimes Billy would have 
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PH� VKRRW� WKH� ORZ�FDOLEHU� ���� ULÁH�� WKRXJK�
I don’t recall really wanting to shoot (years 
later, when I was fourteen, he gave me my 
own .22, but I was less than interested). I 
would tentatively place my hands on the ri-
ÁH·V�VWRFN�DV�%LOO\�OHDQHG�RYHU�DQG�KHOG�DQG�
ÀUHG� WKH�ZHDSRQ��7KHUH�ZDV� WKH� IRUFH�RI �
the explosion going through my body right 
down to my toes, the concussion and echo 
splitting across the desert, and the smell of  
his Old Spice. On those trips, Mom didn’t 
care much for shooting, but she liked ex-
ploring for relics of  the Old West: antique 
glass bottles, oddly shaped and in various 
colors; strange-looking silverware that was 
still fairly intact; the metal corner of  an 
old wooden suitcase, perhaps from some-
one’s unsuccessful late 1800s overland 
journey. She also liked to collect odd and 
colorful rocks—had she stayed in college, 
Mom likely would have gravitated toward 
the study of  rocks and minerals—and we 
panned for gold whenever the creeks were 
ÁRZLQJ�� 1HHGOHVV� WR� VD\�� ,� ZDV� D� VXFNHU�
for fool’s gold, so I soon grew weary of  
the hand-chilling endeavor. Sometimes, if  
the weather and location made sense, Billy 
would even take me with him to search for 
rattlesnakes. Now that was fun.
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Still, we didn’t have to go to the desert to 
shoot. Since we already basically lived in the 
woods, Billy could squeeze off  a few rounds 
in Cedar Lake, off  our little trailer’s front 
porch. Not too many rounds, and certainly 
only off-season, when the camp was quiet, 
but a few .22 shots wouldn’t disturb anyone. 
Except for those squirrels bounding around 
the tall pines—bang!, then their claws wild-
ly scratching along the bark before landing 
with a sad quiet thump on the dusty ground. 
He found it funny that after slicing open 
the warm creature’s belly I thought the guts 
looked like swollen overcooked spaghetti. 
I mean, shooting Jaws or a mountain lion 
or the Abominable Snowman made sense. 
Otherwise, it just seemed sad. How could 
killing things make you happy? And I liked 
spaghetti. 

I never took a shine to shooting, but I 
did like searching for rattlesnakes, which 
was weird and suspenseful. Besides, he 
wasn’t going to kill the rattlers, only cap-
ture them—well, not necessarily kill them, 
since it didn’t take much for a potentially 
captured rattlesnake to become a “perhaps 
you didn’t understand what that rattling 
sound meant” attacking rattlesnake. Unlike 
Topanga, on those desert trips Billy did it 
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just for fun, and he caught at least one alive 
(we had a very depressed rattlesnake living 
LQ�D�PRGLÀHG�ÀVK�DTXDULXP�LQ�RXU�WUDLOHU�DW�
Cedar Lake). 

Billy took me along on these rattlesnake 
adventures partly because I could be use-
ful as rattlesnake-sunbathing-on-rock spot-
ter, but mostly it was his version of  male 
bonding, even father-son bonding. We’d 
go on long walks, Billy telling his Topanga 
stories as he looked under boulders, poked 
into mahogany bushes. Also, he explained, 
it was best to go rattlesnake hunting with 
someone nearby in case you got bit. After 
all, who was going to cut open the pierced 
skin and suck out the deadly venom? Sure, 
Billy wore steel-toe biker boots or thick 
knee-high moccasins, but a rattlesnake’s 
fangs could still pierce his denim jeans fur-
ther up the leg, and generally there was a 
decent chance you’d get bitten in locations 
where it was impossible to self-administer 
the venom-sucking procedure: on the ass, 
for example (Billy loved that joke). While I 
was never called upon to do this—Billy had 
been bitten several times, including occa-
sions where the venom was not sucked out 
and he claimed to have developed a qua-
si-immunity, the venom essentially giving 
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him a peyote-like experience—the idea of  
FXWWLQJ�RSHQ�%LOO\·V�ÁHVK� DQG� VXFNLQJ�RXW�
WKH� YHQRP� QRQHWKHOHVV� ÁRXULVKHG� LQ� P\�
sleeping hours over the years, and not to 
delightful effect.

 

The camp couLd get lonely, especially in 
the quiet winter months, and it was hard 
to form friendships when people were of-
ten coming and going, but I was gregarious 
and Cedar Lake offered plenty of  fun for a 
kid. I wandered about and explored the area 
with our dog Honeybuns, my trusty golden 
collie–German shepherd companion.

The summers were much different than 
the winters. In the summer, the camp was 
busy and full of  excitement, with all sorts of  
new people to befriend and chitchat with. 
I was especially fond of  wandering around 
the campsites during breakfast, hoping peo-
ple would share their delicious Coleman 
stove–cooked eggs, bacon, sausages, and/
or pancakes with me. I’d lie, saying I hadn’t 
had breakfast yet. Sure, I’d love to join you! 
My name’s Carl! I actually got in trouble for 
this, as one woman went to the camp’s man-
ager, outraged that there was some starving 
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kid living in the camp. I remember young 
Christians in bizarre costumes performing 
strange biblical skits in the little amphithe-
ater by the lake. I came across an awkward 
bear cub that had gone out onto the dam’s 
narrow walkway to get some drinking wa-
ter, but had trouble turning back around to 
leave and was awkwardly backtracking to-
ward the woods, with Mama bear’s worried 
roars in the distance. There were girls sun-
ning themselves on the boulders and along 
the little beach area, or sitting on the diving 
board that was bolted to the largest boulder 
near the dam. I would sneak into the forbid-
den hollow sawmill—it had bars blocking 
the entrance, but I could squeeze through—
which had dangerous gapping holes in the 
ÁRRU� WKDW� GURSSHG� LQWR� D� KXQGUHG�IRRW��
ERXOGHU�FORJJHG� UDYLQH�� 2QFH� DERXW� ÀIW\�
Boy Scouts took over a whole section of  
campsites, where they proceeded to sweep 
up pine needles along the dirt ground, scrub 
the boulders, and were generally obsessed 
with orderliness and tidiness. Mom, helping 
RXW�LQ�WKH�NLWFKHQ�GXULQJ�WKHLU�VWD\��LQÁDPHG�
the diligent youngsters by accidentally ap-
plying cayenne pepper, not paprika, to their 
pork chops. It was mayhem in the Herriman 
Lodge cafeteria that evening. I remember a 
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large group of  Christian hippies who took 
over the meadow near our trailer and would 
sing folk songs about peace and love and Je-
sus late into the night, though I was more 
interested in the dude who could carve in-
tricate nameplates out of  soft wood. Then 
there was that time Billy caught and killed 
a rattlesnake rattling away in some bushes 
near the lake. A group of  Christian girls 
around my age were walking by when they 
heard the rattling and started shrieking and 
running. Billy was nearby and took control. 
After he killed and skinned the good-sized 
rattlesnake, he cooked it up on a BBQ pit 
to prove to the girls—they were nervous yet 
thrilled—that rattlesnake did taste just like 
chicken, which was generally agreed upon 
all around. Later the camp manager, how-
ever, disapproved of  the BBQ. He’d given 
Billy permission to get rid of  any rattle-
snakes on the property, but the BBQ would 
become a story, publicizing the dangers of  
rattlesnakes in the camp. The girls managed 
to talk themselves into quite a frenzy that 
night, their dreams-turned-nightmares full 
of  deadly rattlers, keeping much of  their 
lodge awake into the early hours.

We still had visitors in the winter, only 
much fewer, and only in the lodges and 
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cottages. I recall the day I returned to our 
trailer, gleefully thwarted in my attempt to 
get to school because the melting snow had 
RYHUÁRZHG� WKH� FUHHN� QHDU� WKH� FDPS·V� HQ-
trance gate, washing away the sole road into 
and out of  the camp, effectively isolating 
everyone inside. I liked to jump off  boul-
ders and roofs into snowdrifts, and throw-
ing my giant mountain cat Sylvester off  the 
trailer’s roof  into snowdrifts. I was always 
managing to get myself  stuck in snow drifts 
or embankments made by the snowplow. 
There was the time I was saucer-sledding 
fast down the steep slope next to one of  
the lodges, lost control and embedded my-
self  backwards into a snow berm that col-
lapsed and buried me, so that Billy had to 
come over and scoop me out. Or hauling 
ass with Billy on a snowmobile out in the 
open country behind the camp and hitting 
an unseen ditch, which pitched the snow-
PRELOH� QRVH�ÀUVW� DQG� WKUHZ� PH� D� JRRG�
WZHQW\�IHHW��ZKHUH�,�ODQGHG�KHDGÀUVW�LQ�WKH�
deep snow, with only my legs sticking out. 
Once again I needed Billy to yank me free. 

Then there are more general memories: 
being afraid to take long baths because I 
didn’t want to get stuck in an earthquake 
naked; worries that Jaws was lurking in the 



47

lake; being bored; waking up under my bed 
after sleep walking again (something that 
had started back in Tahoe); getting to check 
out a crazy space vehicle while Hollywood 
ZDV�LQ�WKH�FDPS�ÀOPLQJ�IRU�WKH�VKRUW�OLYHG�
TV series version of  /RJDQ·V�5XQ; the time 
when Billy was trying to teach me how to si-
phon gas and I sucked on the short piece of  
garden hose when I was supposed to blow, 
causing gas to pour into my mouth, and 
then gagging and staggering about; Hon-
eybuns and Sylvester getting into a vicious 
ÀJKW�ZLWK� D� SDFN� RI � FR\RWHV�� WKRXJK� 6\O-
vester kicked as much coyote ass as Hon-
eybuns, both pets bloodied and badly cut 
up by the confrontation but still alive; our 
other dog Thaddeus who ate my entire box 
of  sixty-four Crayola crayons (scoundrel!), 
followed by reports of  brightly colored 
turds scattered throughout the camp for 
weeks; getting rides by any means possible 
(cars, trucks, motorcycles, bicycles, snow-
mobiles, horses) to and from the bus stop 
for school, which was a long mile down the 
mountain. Billy especially enjoyed telling 
the one about seeing two gorgeous young 
women on horses coming into the camp; 
when he went over to say hello, a little in-
QRFHQW�ÁLUWLQJ��,�SRSSHG�P\�KHDG�RXW�IURP�
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behind one of  them, having persuaded the 
beauties to give me a ride home.

My main last memory of  Cedar Lake was 
not long before we left, when they emptied 
the lake—it looked like a giant bathtub slow-
ly draining—to repair earthquake-related 
cracks in the dam. Billy was excited, getting 
D�PHWDO�GHWHFWRU�WR�VFDYHQJH�WKH�ODNH·V�ÁRRU�
for unknown goodies. It took overnight 
for the lake to drain entirely, and the next 
morning, eager to see what treasures lay at 
the lake’s bottom, we were met with a putrid 
stench. The entire lake bed was coated in 
a greenish-black layer of  slime and stringy 
ZHHGV�� ZLWK� EORDWHG� GHDG� ÀVK� DOO� RYHU� WKH�
place (at one point the lake had been stocked 
ZLWK� WURXW�� FDWÀVK�� DQG�H[RWLF� FDUS� IRU� WKH�
visitors). There were swarms of  mosqui-
WRHV�DQG�EXJV�DQG�ÁLHV��$QG�WKURXJKRXW�WKH�
creepy apocalyptic landscape, there were 
various weed-entombed objects, mysterious 
but promising. Billy had me wear a bandan-
na for the reeking odor, but that didn’t help 
much. I wore my snow boots, which sank 
deep into the muck as we walked out—a 
couple of  times I started sinking in way too 
deep and Billy had to pull me up and out. 
We found two props from Hollywood, both 
probably intentionally dropped into the 
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lake during a pivotal scene: one was an old 
PXVNHW�VW\OH�ULÁH��FRPSOHWHO\�IDNH³PRVWO\�
wood—with some metal pieces attached so 
it would sink to the lake’s bottom; the other 
prop was a strange wooden box with dol-
lar signs emblazoned on its side, also fake, 
with nonfunctioning metal latches to give it 
weight. We opened up the Hollywood box, 
hoping that something thrilling—a time 
capsule of  sorts—might be inside, but, of  
course, it was empty. Billy also found an ex-
pensive watch, which he kept, along with a 
few old coins, including a Buffalo Nickel. 
Otherwise it was your typical recreation fare: 
broken Frisbees, rusted lawn darts, badmin-
ton rackets, a football that looked like a mas-
sive prune, and many items that were simply 
deteriorated beyond recognition.
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thAt wAs A crAzy�SODFH��+ROO\ZHLUG�LQ�·���RU�
·��³QRWKLQJ� OLNH� LW� WKDW� I’ve ever seen. People 
WKDW�ZHUHQ·W� IXFNHG� XS� EH\RQG� KXPDQ� UHFRJQLWLRQ�
VWRRG�RXW�OLNH�VXQÁRZHUV�LQ�D�SRRO�RI �VKLW��,�JRW�D�
MRE�ERXQFLQJ�DW�RQH�RI �WKH�EURWKHOV�RQ�WKH�6WULS�WKDW�
VRUW�RI �IURQWHG�DV�D�VWULS�MRLQW��$QG�WKH�JLUOV�WKDW�
ZRUNHG�WKHUH�ZHUH�MXVW�DV�FUD]\�DV�VRPH�RI �WKH�JX\V�
WKDW�FDPH�WR�WKDW�MRLQW��2QH�JLUO�OLW�DQRWKHU�JLUO·V�ZLJ�
RQ�ÀUH�LQ�DQ�DUJXPHQW�RYHU�D�SDLU�RI �IXFNLQJ�VKRHV��
,�KDG�WR�WDNH�KHU�WR�WKH�HPHUJHQF\�URRP��1R�MRNH��
,W�ZDV�NLQG�RI �D�WRXJK�MRE��7KLQJV�ZHUH�SUHWW\�ORRVH�
back then, so you had to be on the ball. I caught 
several guys bringing in weapons and shit. One guy 
had a vial of  some kind of  acid he wanted to pour 
RQ�RQH�RI �WKH�KRRNHUV·�IDFHV��$QG�WKHUH�ZHUH�MXVW�D�
lot of  blitzed-out fuckers strolling down the Strip, 
ORRNLQJ� IRU� WURXEOH��7KDW·V� WKH� WKLQJ�EDFN� WKHQ�� ,�
looked like a bad-ass and people were always trying 
WR�JHW�PH�JRLQJ��MXVW�WR�WHVW�WKHPVHOYHV��HVSHFLDOO\�WKH�
short guys. I generally had to beat respect out of  
people. Of  course then they wanted to be my best 
friend. But when I was working I had to be cool. 
Man, I remember one day I nearly shit my pants 
when these three big-ass Angels came up to the door 
where I worked. They wanted to get in for free. The 
set-up was that you had to pay at the door to get in, 
then pay the hooker later. So, when I asked them 
WR� SD\�� WKH\� VDLG�� ´2K� IXFN� WKDW�PDQ�� ZH·UH� WKH�
Angels, we go wherever the fuck we want. You got 
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a problem with that?” I was shaking in my boots, 
even though I stood a good head above the tallest of  
them. But they were big motherfuckers. And you 
MXVW�NQHZ��7KH\�FRXOG�PDNH�\RX�GLVDSSHDU�LI �WKH\�
UHDOO\� ZDQWHG� WR�� ,·G� KDG� JRRG� H[SHULHQFHV� LQ� WKH�
SDVW�ZLWK�WKHP��EXW�,·G�DOVR�VHHQ�D�FRXSOH�RI �$QJHOV�
JR�RII �XS�LQ�7RSDQJD��,W�ZDVQ·W�D�SUHWW\�VLJKW��7KH\�
IRXJKW�WR�KXUW�OLNH��7KH\�GLGQ·W�IXFN�DURXQG��%XW�,�
stood my ground. “Listen, man, you gotta pay to get 
in, man. Those are the rules.” They looked at me 
D�PRPHQW�UHDO�KDUG��DQG�,�ÀJXUHG�LW�ZDV�DOO�RYHU��
I was scared shitless. My ass is grass for sure, I 
WKRXJKW��%XW�WKHQ��ZLWKRXW�VD\LQJ�D�ZRUG��WKH\�MXVW�
left. And that scared me even more. Jesus fucking 
Christ, I thought, what, are they going to get some 
RWKHU�JX\V�DQG�MXVW�UDLG�WKH�SODFH"�%XW�DIWHU�D�ZKLOH�
my boss came out—a pretty scary guy in his own 
right—and told me the Angels were happy with my 
work. It turned out they fucking ran the place! Can 
you believe that shit?! He told me they were happy 
because I was doing what they were paying me to 
GR��,I �,�ZDV�JRQQD�VWDQG�XS�WR�WKUHH�+HOO·V�$QJHOV��
than I sure as shit was going to stand up to some 
hard-up Marine or knife-wielding wetback look-
LQJ�IRU�D�IUHHELH��,W�MXVW�JRHV�WR�VKRZ�\D��\RX�QHYHU�
NQRZ�ZKDW·V�UHDOO\�JRLQJ�RQ��QR�PDWWHU�KRZ�VPDUW�
you think you are. I worked there a whole summer 
EHIRUH�WKH�JX\�QH[W�GRRU�JRW�VKRW��7KHUH�ZHUH�D�IHZ�
SDUORUV� LQ� WKH� VDPH�EORFN³GRZQ� WKH� VWUHHW��QH[W�
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GRRU��7KHUH�ZDV�WKLV�KXJH�EODFN�JX\�WKDW�GLG�P\�MRE�
QH[W�GRRU�DQG�ZH·G�VKRRW�WKH�VKLW�VRPHWLPHV�ZKHQ�LW�
was slow. He was a funny fuck, had an endless sup-
SO\�RI �GLUW\�MRNHV��$QG�KH�ZDV�ELJ��0XVW�KDYH�EHHQ�
three hundred pounds. And the tubby bastard was 
always lifting dumbbells, all day long. But he was 
strong, too, not all fat—we arm-wrestled a couple 
RI �WLPHV�DQG�KH�EHDW�PH��+H·G�EH�WHOOLQJ�PH�WKH�RQH�
about the midget and the bald whore, all the while 
lifting his dumbbells. One day, in broad daylight, a 
couple of  guys in ski masks robbed the place. They 
held him up and took him downstairs while they 
robbed the place. I guess he was tied up down there, 
EXW� DW� VRPH�SRLQW� KH�PXVW·YH� JRWWHQ� ORRVH� EHFDXVH�
WKDW·V�ZKHQ�,�KHDUG�WKH�VKRWV��0XVW�KDYH�EHHQ�ÀYH�RU�
VL[�VKRWV��7KHQ�WKH�UREEHUV�FDPH�Á\LQJ�RXW�WKH�GRRU��
$QG�� ,� FRXOGQ·W�EHOLHYH�P\� H\HV�� WKH�EODFN�JX\³
IRU� WKH� OLIH� RI � PH� ,� FDQ·W� UHPHPEHU� KLV� QDPH³
came staggering after them. He was bleeding like a 
stuck pig, but he kept coming. And they shot him 
OLNH�IRXU�RU�ÀYH�WLPHV�PRUH��+H�ÀQDOO\�ZHQW�GRZQ��
He was one tough motherfucker. And one stupid 
PRWKHUIXFNHU��:K\� WKH�KHOO� GLH� IRU� VRPHRQH� HOVH·V�
PRQH\"�:H�ZHUH� MXVW�KLUHG�KDQGV��,�ZDVQ·W�JRLQJ�
WR�WDNH�DQ\�EXOOHWV�IRU�VRPHRQH�HOVH·V�FDVK��1HHGOHVV�
WR�VD\��,�GLGQ·W�VWLFN�DURXQG�PXFK�ORQJHU�DIWHU�WKDW��
,�KDG�� VKDOO�ZH� VD\��D�PRPHQW� RI �´MRE� UHHYDOXD-
tion.” I had to decide whether to start packing a 
gun at work, or get lost. My basic philosophy was, 
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LI �,·P�JRLQJ�WR�D�NQLIH�ÀJKW��,�EULQJ�D�NQLIH��DQG�
LI �,·P�JRLQJ�WR�D�JXQÀJKW��,�EULQJ�D�JXQ��6LQFH�,�
had already seen that things were on the gun level, 
,�KDG�WR�PDNH�D�FKRLFH��,�VXUH�DV�VKLW�ZDVQ·W�JRQQD�
MXVW�EH�D�VLWWLQJ�GXFN��,Q�DQ\�HYHQW��,�GHFLGHG�WKH\�
ZHUHQ·W�SD\LQJ�PH�HQRXJK�WR�ULVN�P\�OLIH��VR�,�TXLW��
:KLFK�ZDV� ÀQH�� ,� KDG� HQRXJK�PRQH\� WR� ODVW�PH�
through the winter up at my tent anyhow. In fact, 
I lived like a king in Topanga that winter. There 
were a bunch of  rainstorms and these crazy chicks 
kept coming across my tent and sleeping with me 
MXVW� IRU� VKHOWHU�� ,� GLGQ·W�PLQG�� 6RPH�ZHUH� SUHWW\�
hot, too, even stayed a day or two. But others, they 
ZHUH�QXWW\�DV�KHOO��PDQ��2QH�WLPH�,�JRW�ODLG�MXVW�
because Tom had a shower. I met this chick at the 
&RUUDO�DQG�VKH�KDGQ·W�EDWKHG�LQ�*RG�NQRZV�KRZ�
ORQJ�DQG��MRNLQJO\��VKH�VDLG�,�FRXOG�IXFN�KHU�LI �,·G�
OHW�KHU�XVH�P\�VKRZHU��´6KLW�µ�,�VDLG��´,�DLQ·W�JRW�
D� VKRZHU�� EXW�P\� EURWKHU� GRHV��+H·V� ULJKW� GRZQ�
WKHUH�E\�WKH�EHDFK��+H�ZRQ·W�PLQG�µ�$QG�VXUH�DV�
VKLW��DIWHU�VKH�FOHDQHG�KHUVHOI �XS³7RP�ZDVQ·W�WRR�
happy about that arrangement, but fuck him if  
KH�FDQ·W�WDNH�D�MRNH³VKH�PDGH�JRRG�RQ�KHU�SURP-
LVH��7RSDQJD�LQ�WKRVH�GD\V�ZDV�MXVW�FKRFN�IXOO�RI �
the crazed and wacked-out. And the funny thing 
is we all thought we had it good. We thought we 
were living in fucking paradise. I thought I was a 
UHJXODU�'RQ�-XDQ��,·P�JODG�\RX�QHYHU�JRW�WRR�GHHS�
into drugs, Carl.
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3. Trouble in Connecticut

Flipping off  Billy in our mobile home in Wallingford, 
&RQQHFWLFXW��������%LOO\�KDG�OLNHO\�MXVW�PDGH�VRPH�
“Are you talking to a girl?”-related comment or gesture. 
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everyThing changed when Cedar Lake 
Camp’s manager resigned and Billy ag-
gressively pushed to apply for his position. 
Mom was pregnant and with my sister on 
the way it was only a matter of  time before 
the trailer would be inadequate for all of  us 
(the manager and his wife lived in a large 
house near the entrance gate to the camp). 
Billy was not viewed as management ma-
terial, and he was passed over for the po-
sition. Instead, the camp’s owners chose 
someone who managed the nearby Girl 
Scout camp. Billy took it badly, not just see-
ing it as a situation where he needed more 
experience, a role requiring someone who’d 
shown more responsibility over time, but 
instead as a conspiracy against him. He an-
grily quit, which in effect meant we had to 
leave Cedar Lake. Mom was upset with Bil-
ly over this rash act. She loved living there, 
and she had never liked the idea of  joining 
management. Sure, being a maid was hard 
work, but she could make the rounds at a 
reasonable pace while enjoying the beauti-
ful mountain surroundings as she walked 
between the lodges and cottages. It was her 
idea of  a real-life Eden.

But there wasn’t much Mom could do 
about the situation. Billy was no longer the 



56

friend, then boyfriend. He was now a future 
father and, unlike Paul and Sunshine, assured 
us he would stick around for the long haul. 
We moved back down to Big Bear itself, 
where my sister Katrina was born, and Billy 
took up bouncing at a true dive bar right 
behind Chad’s Place, the more mainstream 
biker bar in town. We moved a couple of  
times in those turbulent months, including 
a short stint back at Cedar Lake, Billy man-
aging to swallow his pride for much-needed 
FDVK��VWHDG\�ZRUN�ZDV�VWLOO�QRW�HDV\�WR�ÀQG�
in the area, and bouncing didn’t pay much), 
but it wasn’t the same and it couldn’t last, 
as Billy’s resentment was constant. Talk of  
moving back east, which Mom and Billy had 
batted around on occasion, took on more 
weight. Billy wouldn’t be far from his aging 
parents in Larchmont and his sister’s fam-
ily in Boston, and I would get a chance to 
spend time with Mom’s side of  the family, 
whom I barely knew, including a multitude 
of  cousins, mostly girls.

And so we returned to Mom’s native 
Connecticut in 1980 to live the lifestyle 
that Mom and Billy, in their separate ways, 
had repudiated years before. It was anoth-
er long cross-country drive, my sixth such 
trip: aside from our initial journey, we took 



57

a spur-of-the-moment road trip from L.A. 
to Key West, Florida, with Sunshine back in 
’75, and we’d gone back and forth via bus a 
couple of  years later to visit Mom’s family 
for the holidays, the trip featuring a dramatic 
blizzard and us getting stranded in St. Louis 
(I vaguely remember being on TV). When 
we arrived at my grandmother’s in South-
ington, Connecticut, in 1980 (Nawnie, as 
we called her, had divorced my grandfather 
and now lived in their large home alone), I 
was in for quite a culture shock. Turns out 
Cedar Lake and Big Bear Lake have nearly 
nothing in common with places like South-
ington or Meriden or Wallingford! Going 
from the quiet beauty and relative isolation 
of  the mountains to decent-sized towns 
where you were just another in a pack of  
scrappy kids was a huge shift. Added to 
that, our living situation was chaotic, as 
we bounced between homes (and differ-
ent schools with many more students than 
North Shore Elementary) before settling in 
a decent-sized trailer park in Wallingford, 
where Billy landed a good-paying factory 
job. Mom and Billy took out a mortgage 
on a large three-bedroom mobile home—a 
mansion compared to our Cedar Lake trail-
er. They bought newer cars: Mom an AMC 
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Spirit and Billy his beloved Jeep Renegade. 
We were heavily in debt, but we were mak-
ing that all-American attempt of  work-
ing-class folks stretching for the security 
and comfort of  the lower middle class, just 
as Mom’s and Billy’s parents had done, and 
which they had once rebelled against. After 
many years together, Mom and Billy mar-
ried in Wallingford in 1982—Mom’s third 
marriage. In the traditional ways, the family 
was doing well. 

The deep problems in the whole endeavor 
reared their head fairly quickly. At the heart 
of  it, Billy hated his factory job. He had 
moved to California to avoid just such jobs. 
Sure, he’d worked hard-labor jobs between 
the bouncing and rattlesnake hunting, on 
construction sites and in auto shops, but the 
cost of  living was cheap and he could exist 
on very little (especially when he was living in 
the woods), so he was free to work part-time 
and come and go as he pleased. He hardly 
expected to one day be faced with obliga-
WLRQV�WR�VXSSRUW�D�IXOO�ÁHGJHG�QXFOHDU�IDPLO\�
in New England. Like many on the wilder 
side of  his generation, he half-joked, half-be-
lieved that he’d never live past thirty, an im-
plied suicidal tendency, but also a romantic 
mist obscuring the inevitable workaday grind 
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to come if  you did live to be over thirty. Now 
the joke was on him: here he was, back not 
far from where he started, attempting to live 
the lifestyle that he had once disavowed—
and it was even worse than he expected! He 
wanted to accept the responsibility and do 
right, but he was ill-suited to do these things. 
It began to eat at him.

Mom, for her part, didn’t like her new 
job, either. She had gotten used to being 
away from the constant social pressures 
of  waitressing. Even more, if  she did wait-
ress, she preferred diners or coffee shops, 
not the more upscale place where she was 
now working to afford the family’s mount-
ing bills. This new place was full of  snob-
by or just miserable customers who treated 
her more like a servant than a server. Even 
in Tahoe, where the wealthy were common 
customers at the nicer Seafood Cove, they 
were there to play, to have a good time, not 
merely exist.

For me? It was in Connecticut that the 
anger began. Eventually, the visceral, para-
lyzing hatred.  
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guns were imporTanT to Dad, a serious 
sign of  masculinity—strong men have 
guns and know how to use them, have used 
them—and his favorite, the gun I always as-
sociate with him, was an expensive Smith & 
Wesson .357 Magnum, which he bought in 
those dark Connecticut Gothic days.

Connecticut wasn’t all bad: I liked be-
LQJ�QHDU�IDPLO\��DQG�PDGH�VRPH�RI �P\�ÀUVW�
lasting friendships, and there were some 
fun trips up to Tannersville in the Catskills, 
where I felt more at home. Broadly speaking, 
however, life was miserable and I was unhap-
py. There were many reasons for this, aside 
from the frequent sense that I was living on 
a different planet among aliens. There was 
the addition of  my sister, Katrina, which put 
new responsibility on me as her big broth-
er: I was no longer the golden child, the 
solo featured attraction. School became a 
bit easier after we settled in the trailer park, 
but before that I had struggled with the dif-
ferent curriculums, always ahead or behind, 
and being the new kid in the class was no 
fun, making you ripe for random teasing, 
something I had a hard time dealing with. 
There had been teasing in Big Bear, but the 
central Connecticut kids were rougher, nas-
tier. Then, near the end of  our stay, puberty 
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began. But the biggest factor, at least what 
looms in my memory, was the change in 
Billy—or Dad as I now called him. (I don’t 
recall if  he suggested I call him Dad, or if  I 
did this of  my own accord, though my guess 
is the former, if  anything simply to not con-
fuse my sister Trina; I do remember hurting 
his feelings when I didn’t agree to have my 
last name changed to Brennan: I liked my 
name, Hayes, even if  it did belong to a dead 
man, someone I’d never known, a family I 
had no connection to.) 

Now that we were a family, Dad 
changed—and he expected my behavior to-
ward him to change as well. It was time I 
started treating him like a proper father and 
not just a fun friend of  Mom’s. I looked up 
to him and liked the idea of  having some-
one I could call Dad, but that wasn’t the 
same thing as actually treating him like a 
father. The only person whose authority I 
truly took seriously was Mom’s. It was that 
essential tug-of-war that stepparents and 
stepchildren have in these situations: the 
stepparent earning respect and eventually 
claiming some level of  authority. Authority 
to discipline. Back in Cedar Lake, Billy had 
asserted himself  somewhat, though it was 
more a matter of  him losing his cool than 
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any consistent parenting. Once he threw me 
against the wall and I landed on the couch; I 
was more frightened by the sensation of  be-
ing thrown, and his strength, than actually 
KXUW�E\�WKH�ÁLJKW��$QRWKHU�WLPH�KH�SXQFKHG�
a hole through the wood paneling inside 
our Cedar Lake trailer. He’d caught me in a 
lie—lying and not paying attention (i.e., not 
taking him seriously enough) were his trig-
JHUV³DQG�KH�SXW�KLV�JLDQW�ÀVW�WKURXJK�WKDW�
cheap wood-paneling wall within inches of  
my head. He hit it so hard that it actually 
made a convex dent, somewhat in the shape 
RI �D�ÀVW�� LQ�WKH�WUDLOHU·V�H[WHULRU�DOXPLQXP�
SDQHOLQJ��/DWHU��À[LQJ�WKH�KROH�DQG�WKH�GHQW��
he spoke kindly to me, apologetic and con-
ciliatory, but with the “look what you make 
me do when you do the wrong thing” con-
versation, the go-to guilt trip for the alpha 
male. Really, the incident, as I remember it, 
seemed to serve as a warning shot: you bet-
ter start taking me seriously and do what 
you’re told or next time it won’t be a wall. 
But these instances weren’t common. Real-
ly, considering how often Dad was drunk, 
and his rowdy nature, it’s surprising he 
wasn’t more violent at times. Underlying 
this struggle for power and authority that 
came to a head now in Connecticut, where 
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Dad attempted to become more consistent, 
was the fact that my own father was gone 
and never to return, so there was no shar-
ing of  the father’s authority: he demanded 
it absolutely. And for that very same reason 
,� IRXJKW� LW�� ÀUVW� RXWZDUGO\�� DQG� WKHQ� RQO\�
inwardly.

Dad’s main method of  gaining author-
ity over me was rough teasing, jokes that 
weren’t jokes, or at least not merely jokes, 
a sophisticated form of  behavioral ma-
nipulation, as callous as it can be effective. 
He could be very kind and considerate in 
his way, and extremely protective when it 
came to outsiders, but that didn’t mean he 
wouldn’t tease you about even the most 
sensitive topics. The worst part of  this, as I 
recall, were the mood swings, or moments 
when everything seemed good and you’d 
feel a lot of  love and then suddenly he’d 
make a cutting, nasty comment. It’s when 
you reveal the softest part of  your belly that 
the knife comes out. For him, this was how 
men behaved. It was what he respected. He 
didn’t want a crybaby for a son (he support-
ed my eager bid to play Pop Warner foot-
ball, despite Mom’s serious reservations and 
his own deep-seated antipathy toward team 
VSRUWV��EHFDXVH�KH�ÀJXUHG�LW�ZRXOG�WRXJKHQ�
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me up). He’d also make me feel guilty: my 
disobedience was hurting the family, setting 
a bad example for my sister, making him 
angry at work, etc. Of  course, as I got older, 
I thought the hypocrisy here was exception-
al: after all, Dad loved to tell stories about 
WKXPELQJ�\RXU�QRVH�DW�DXWKRULW\�ÀJXUHV��

Dad’s dislike of  his job only made mat-
ters worse. He got embroiled in a serious 
feud with his foreman. He believed his 
boss was abusing his managerial power 
and out to get him, a common theme for 
Dad. The abuses had gone on for months, 
with every day bringing new stories of  in-
consideration, personal digs, outright belit-
tlement. His work-anger grew into work-
rage, and he took that out on us: needling 
insults, even more unpredictable and erratic 
mood swings, which in turn were imposed 
upon my own moods, the family’s moods, 
like being in the middle of  a rock concert 
crowd (he’d later be diagnosed with bipolar 
GLVRUGHU�� DQ� DIÁLFWLRQ�P\� VLVWHU�PXVW� DOVR�
contend with). Sometimes I felt like he was 
toying with me simply for his own amuse-
ment. Always a heavy drinker, Dad drank 
more, and he pretty much became an ass-
hole more often than not. There were con-
stant arguments between Mom and him 
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about money, parental responsibilities, par-
tying. I started having recurrent nightmares 
where Dad would hurt, torture, and/or kill 
PH��NQLYHV��JXQV��ÀVWV��,W�SDLQV�PH�WR�UHFDOO�
how much I couldn’t stand him, and was 
scared of  him, back in the later stages of  
the Wallingford trailer park. I came to be-
lieve he just didn’t like me at all (never mind 
love me), that he viewed the family as a form 
of  imprisonment, since his miserable job, 
as he frequently reminded us, was required 
for the sake of  the family, and that, more 
generally, the only reason he tolerated the 
whole arrangement was because of  Trina, 
KLV� WUXH� ÁHVK� DQG� EORRG�� ,·P� QRW� VD\LQJ�
these feelings were fair. I’m also not saying 
they were unfair. It was how I felt. Seeing 
that, for better of  worse, he was there for 
good—others had left, so perhaps I never 
really believed Billy would stay—I hoped 
for this father what had already happened 
to my biological father: I hoped he’d die. 

Dad’s work troubles escalated. One day, 
after calling in sick, Dad did some day-drink-
ing. In a moment of  clarity, he decided it 
was time to go and shoot his boss. While 
driving to the factory, however, Dad was 
pulled over for drunk driving, which back 
then didn’t automatically result in a visit to 
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jail: it was the loaded handgun in the Jeep 
that got him arrested. We had to go and bail 
KLP�RXW��7KH\�FRQÀVFDWHG�WKH�JXQ��D�����SLV-
tol, I believe. Not long after, he bought the 
.357 to replace the gun the cops had taken 
from him. It was a giant gleaming silver re-
volver, heavy, at once menacing and attrac-
WLYH��6RPHKRZ�WKLV�QHZHU��ELJJHU�ÀUHDUP�WR�
replace the seized gun made him feel good. 
It was a symbol of  strength, freedom, a sort 
of  equalizer for his work- and life-related 
powerlessness. Dad had a couple of  other 
JXQV��ULÁHV�KH�XVHG�IRU�KXQWLQJ�DQG�ZKLFK�
saw little action after we left California, but 
this new .357 was different: it was nothing 
less than a source of  true pride for Dad. All 
WKLV�P\VWLÀHG�PH��,�MXVW�VDZ�D�WKUHDW��

But the new gun didn’t ameliorate Dad’s 
problems. At home, his dissatisfaction was 
constant. He drank and watched TV. He 
wanted to be left alone, or he simply didn’t 
come home at all. His and Mom’s relation-
ship became seriously strained after he got 
in touch with a high school sweetheart 
down in Westchester County and started 
having an affair with her. At one point, he 
left us to stay with her. My anger turned 
LQWR� D� FRQÁLFWHG� EXW� QDVW\� KDWUHG³REYL-
ously, I’d wished him gone, but then again I 
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didn’t want him gone, not really. I just want-
ed him to be like he was before. I felt like 
he blamed us, blamed Mom, blamed me for 
his own self-centered actions. I remember 
Mom weeping on the ground, heartbroken, 
talking to one of  her sisters on the phone. 
I despised Billy for what he was doing to 
her. He returned and they patched things 
XS��WKRXJK�KLV�ÀGHOLW\�ZDV�VXVSHFW��DQG�KLV�
relationship with Mom remained tense, but 
now I felt a deep distrust of  him, something 
I would never lose. Then Dad got sick. 
7KLV�ZDVQ·W�WKH�ÀUVW�WLPH�KH·G�JRWWHQ�LOO�

with acute pancreatitis. Back in California, 
before moving up to Big Bear, he’d gone 
to the emergency room with it. The doc-
tors there had told him if  he continued to 
abuse drugs and alcohol, he’d kill himself. 
Dad did ease up—instead of  pot, heroin, 
acid, peyote, pints of  Jack Daniels, pills, 
coke, etc., he’d winnowed it down to cases 
of  Budweiser. Besides, doctors (especially 
“head-doctors”) were second only to cops 
when it came to people you can’t trust: 
they were just trying to control you, using 
arguments about health and well-being to 
make you conform, make you a good, obe-
dient wage-slave. Now in Connecticut he 
KDG� DQRWKHU� VHULRXV� SDQFUHDWLWLV� ÁDUH�XS�
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and was in the hospital for a week. 
Not long after he returned home from 

the hospital, Mom and Dad sat me down 
and talked about returning to California. I 
had mixed feelings. True, I remembered be-
ing much happier in Big Bear. On the other 
hand, I would lose my friends in the trailer 
park, and I was starting to get used to the 
area. And I liked being near family. Still, Big 
Bear—I had warming memories of  the tall 
pines and cedars, their branches sagging un-
der the weight of  freshly fallen snow, the 
perfect blue sky above—sounded appealing 
and I supported it.

Mom quit her job and we sold the mo-
bile home. We were nearing the move when 
Dad ended up back in the hospital—he 
hadn’t stopped drinking—but this time it 
was much worse. He was in the ICU for six 
ZHHNV��+H�ZDV�ÀJKWLQJ�IRU�KLV�OLIH��7KH�GRF-
tors told us he could die. We made frequent 
trips to the hospital, where we saw him far 
too pale, rapidly losing weight. The smells 
and sounds of  the hospital, where we spent 
hours upon hours, were awful. As you might 
expect, it’s a bit severe when you wish some-
one dead and then, there they are, sitting in 
a hospital bed, perhaps the last time you’ll 
see them. I felt guilty—with good reason!—
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especially around Trina, who was too young 
WR� NQRZ� DQ\WKLQJ� GLIIHUHQW�� WHUULÀHG� DQG�
confused by Dad’s sickness. To exacerbate 
the guilt, the anger and resentment were 
still there and Dad knew it. At one point, 
the worst point where it looked like he was 
about to die—he was thirty-two at the time, 
not far past the life expectancy that he and 
many of  his generation had romanticized as 
the end of  youth, ergo the end of  life—I 
remember him being apologetic, saying that 
he loved me, telling me that if  anything hap-
pened I’d have to be the man of  the house. 
He said he believed in me, that he knew I 
could do it. 

Dad survived the ordeal, but he would 
never be physically whole again. He’d have 
chronic pain, sometimes so agonizing that 
he’d yell out. He’d develop addictions to 
SDLQNLOOHUV��ZKLFK�FRXOG�DV�PXFK�LQÁDPH�KLV�
condition as provide him small reprieves 
of  relief. He’d have trouble holding down 
work, sometimes completely incapacitat-
ed. And he’d have a strict, tasteless diet, a 
grim parody of  the joys of  a good meal. He 
returned from the hospital and we moved 
back in with my grandmother for a few 
months while Dad recuperated. Then, in 
December of  1984, when I was thirteen, 
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we packed up the U-Haul and started our 
drive back west. I was no longer the happy, 
lively, outgoing kid who had left California, 
but instead a deeply taciturn and depressed 
teenager, in the midst of  real family tur-
moil, entirely unsure of  himself  and where 
he stood in the world. But I was optimistic 
that the future would be better. 
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4. Bear City Fantasies

Paul Allen Hayes in Alabama, date un-
known. This was the main photo I had 
of  him while growing up.
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in high schooL, before another story came 
DORQJ�� WKLV�RQH�PRUH� ORDGHG� WKDQ� WKH�ÀUVW��
I had a weakness for daydreams wherein 
,� LQÁLFWHG� VRPH� VHULRXV� KXUW� XSRQ� YLOODLQ-
ous boys or men who had it coming. Shoot 
them? Sometimes, if  I happened to be out-
numbered as I rescued the class beauty from 
deranged terrorists. There was the bloody 
tarmac shoot-out scenario, which usually 
involved me taking at least one non life- or 
love-threatening bullet, all this playing out 
on national television, live. A Guns N’ Roses 
anthem playing. The more common fanta-
sy, though, didn’t involve guns, but beating. 
How can you experience real victory and tri-
umph—righteous retribution—without tak-
ing someone down with your bare hands? 
)RU�H[DPSOH��PD\EH�D�ORYHO\��H[RWLF�ÁDWODQG-
er would need me to pummel a bull-brained 
brute who was trying to forcibly untie her 
bikini top on a late-night pontoon boat ride? 
Only to be followed by sweet lakeside kiss-
es as she iced heroic contusions suffered in 
battle. In my daydreams and fantasies, I was 
quite the blood-bespattered victor.

In real life, however, I was a bit of  schiz-
oid, swinging from clowning around in class 
to melancholic introversion to punching 
trees and cutting symbols into my chest. In 
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general, all felt like anarchy (yes, the A in a 
circle was one of  the symbols). In addition 
to the free-for-all hormonal brain-shocks 
of  being a teen that I was already going 
through, Mom had separated from Dad 
in 1985, about two years after our return 
to Big Bear, insisting he move out. She 
was now dating a cocky tree-cutter who 
thought marinated steak on the BBQ was 
pretty much the greatest thing in the world, 
something you labored at for days to get 
just right. He was also a mechanic who 
specialized in refurbishing vintage muscle 
cars, including a 1969 Dodge Charger that 
Mom would later own. I didn’t like him at 
all. And Dad, brokenhearted and indulging 
in self-pity and self-destruction, reverted 
to his worst Topanga hermit-mode habits: 
he was living in a tent in someone’s trash-
strewn backyard, drinking and using her-
oin again, making grim suicidal threats to 
“blow my fucking brains out.” Anyhow, 
Dad had always spoken of  suicide, so it 
wasn’t exactly fresh material, though he 
usually did it with more verve and in the 
context of  joking around. Obviously, with 
his condition, getting back on the feel-
good substances was suicidal enough.

Around this time I began to acutely feel 
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my class status. Aside from the basic incon-
venience of  not being able to afford what 
my friends could afford, it was the primary 
source of  taunting among my more fortu-
nate peers. And, in turn, it generated increas-
ingly acrimonious arguments with Mom: we 
had yelling matches about spending money, 
buying nice clothes, getting cable TV (buy-
ing a VCR was a pipe dream!), using the car, 
or my having to babysit Trina while Mom 
was working. She did, however, move for 
me. When Mom had demanded that Dad 
leave—she just no longer loved him—we 
were living in one of  the poorest sections 
of  Big Bear, called Sugarloaf, which was at 
the far edge of  the mountain valley, about 
seven miles from the Village. It consisted 
mostly of  uneven dirt roads riddled with 
rocks and pits. Sugarloaf  had cheap vaca-
tion homes, which gave the area the weird 
feeling of  somewhat crowded but vacant. 
I’d guess about two-thirds of  the homes 
were often uninhabited. It was an hour ride 
on my bicycle to the Village, where I worked 
at the valley’s only movie theater. So when 
Dad moved out and Mom couldn’t afford 
our current house any longer (she worked 
mornings as a waitress at the Teddy Bear 
Restaurant, a diner-style joint not far from 
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the theater), I tenaciously lobbied Mom to 
move out of  Sugarloaf. Ideally I wanted to 
live in Big Bear Lake proper, but we had to 
settle on a tiny place in more-affordable Big 
Bear City (simply called Bear City by the lo-
cals), just past the far edge of  the lake and 
where most of  the year-round locals lived. 
Now it was only a half-hour bike ride to the 
Village, plus I had friends nearby with cars. 
In exchange for the move, I had to accept 
sharing a room with my sister. We had bunk 
beds. Not a good situation for a teenage 
boy, but it was better than living at the edge 
of  the valley, where the main social activity 
was to get high and watch TV.

During this time I had a profound inabil-
ity to stick up for myself. I played football, 
and that was certainly violent—I was pri-
marily a defensive end/outside linebacker, 
so my job on most plays was to hit some-
one, hard—but it was contained and order-
ly, and, besides, football players enjoy be-
littling and insulting other football players, 
especially ones a class or two below them. 
A locker room can be a miserable place 
if  you’re poor, unpopular, and you don’t 
sock an older, bigger guy who’s mocking 
your need to get free lunch tickets. But I 
just couldn’t punch people. Underlying this 
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was a fear of  Dad, though of  course he 
encouraged me to kick someone’s ass (in-
cluding Mom’s new boyfriend). He had 
WDXJKW�PH�KRZ�WR�ÀJKW�RYHU�WKH�\HDUV��EXW�
WR�QR�DYDLO��LI �\RX�WKLQN�D�ÀJKW�LV�LPPLQHQW��
always� KLW� ÀUVW�� JR� IRU� WKH� QRVH� RU� WKURDW��
the solar plexus is a highly vulnerable area; 
also, avoid bones (skulls, especially, though 
jawbones can give) because that’ll mess up 
your knuckles; don’t be afraid to give your 
adversary a good whack in the shins with 
your boots; and, above all, be creative. It was 
a bit of  brain-squeeze, the very force that 
KDG�PDGH�LW�GLIÀFXOW�WR�ODVK�RXW³'DG�ZDV�
much larger than I’d ever be, so the funda-
mental boy-becomes-man rite of  passage 
to at least feel�OLNH�\RX�FRXOG�ÀJKW�\RXU�'DG�
and win was always absurdly implausible—
encourages you to lash out. And the anger 
I felt was something much deeper than I 
could understand or control. So, instead 
of  hitting people, I hit things: trees, walls, 
doors, streets slick with black ice. After a 
bit of  this, my knuckles were damaged, so 
that even a mild whack would make them 
swell instantly. Then I started cutting my-
self  with shaving razors, always while 
drunk. I was fond of  symbols.

It was around this time, with Dad moved 
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to the other side of  town and more suicidal 
than usual, and keenly feeling the social lim-
its of  my lack of  money and opportunity 
(which started to feel like deprivation), all 
this perversely stoking my broader inabil-
ity to express a smoldering anger and at 
least attempt to beat down some mean, mus-
cle-bound boys, when I began to imagine 
scenarios related to Paul, my biological fa-
ther. Couldn’t there be more? Sure, I more 
fantasized about gallant acts of  rescue and 
revenge, of  grateful damsels who appreciat-
ed a good unicorn drawing (seriously, I drew 
a picture of  a unicorn and gave it to a very 
attractive, though puzzled, classmate), but 
the gaps in my knowledge about Paul Allen 
Hayes started to wield great power over my 
imagination. These fantasies almost always 
involved conspiracies and/or lies, so they 
weren’t the healthiest creative explorations. 

First off, the most fertile core premise 
was that my father was still alive—obvious-
ly—and he would return at some point to 
take up his rightful place and connect the 
lineage that had been broken, a sign of  dif-
ference you begin to resent as you grow 
into a young man. Certainly a stepfather is 
important, but lineage is something more 
serious, the stuff  of  history and how you 
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support a larger sense of  place and belong-
ing. The only proof  of  his death I had was 
a laminated memorial card sent to us by 
his relatives years before. This wasn’t proof. 
How hard could it be to just fabricate such 
D� WKLQJ"� :KLOH� ,� KDG� GLIÀFXOW\� LPDJLQLQJ�
that Mom would willingly engage in such 
devious subterfuge—I couldn’t rule it out 
completely—I could easily imagine that she 
did so to protect me. But I didn’t need to 
be protected any longer. I was nearly a man 
and ready for the naked truth.

This idea then sprouts into two basic 
fantasies: positive transformation or violent 
UHYHQJH��7KH�ÀUVW�LV�KRSHIXO��6RPHGD\�KH·OO�
show up at my doorstep. He’ll be wealthy 
and my life will change. I will meet rad rela-
tives and be brought into a whole new world, 
far from my narrow small-town existence 
in Big Bear. There will be opportunities I 
can barely imagine. He’ll buy me a cool car! 
Or, even better, I’ll be whisked away into 
exciting Harrison Ford–style adventures, 
becoming a man in a world with conse-
quences more serious than whether or not 
the imitation butter poured on a customer’s 
tub of  popcorn is hot enough. And then 
WKHUH·V� WKH� GDUNHU� ÁLS� VLGH��+H�ZRQ·W� ÀQG�
me because he doesn’t give a shit about me, 
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whether I’m alive or dead. He turns out to 
be some mobster or crime boss—or, worse, 
D�SOXPEHU��6R�,�ÀQG�KLP��,�SDWLHQWO\�WUDFN�
him down. Maybe I don’t even tell him who 
I am, just allow him to think I’m somebody 
who wants to work for him. Then, when he 
starts to trust me, I reveal my identity. I beat 
him for what he did. Please forgive me, he 
begs, and I tell him there is no forgiveness 
for a man who turns his back on his son. 

The other main narrative was that Paul 
wasn’t my father at all. Maybe he was just 
some patsy, a fall guy for a much more 
amazing fact, something that had to be 
hidden for good but unknown reasons, or 
hidden until the time was right to reveal the 
shocking truth. I mean, where was Elvis 
during the holidays in 1970? Maybe Mom 
moved to L.A. before I was born and my fa-
ther is really some Hollywood star! (Mom 
had many male admirers when I was a kid, 
so it was plausible.) Or maybe it was some-
thing to do with the government: he was 
CIA, or an FBI informant. Or, worse, a se-
ULDO�NLOOHU�RU�3XEOLF�(QHP\�����D�ERQD�ÀGH�
Dark Lord of  the Sith. (Like most boys of  
my generation I became obsessed with Star 
Wars at a young age. And for me it had a 
real-life resonance. Like Luke Skywalker, 
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I didn’t know my father. I can still vivid-
ly remember exiting the theater after The 
Empire Strikes Back, dazed: “I’m your fa-
ther, Luke.”) Maybe WKDW·V why Mom was so 
evasive. At one point I looked up Charles 
Manson’s trial year to see if  that was a pos-
sibility. Nope, I wasn’t some kind of  Man-
son Family spawn. Back before the Inter-
net, our imagination could be fed by false 
premises for a while.

Then there were the simpler fantasies: 
there’d been some big inheritance left to me 
that was recently discovered; I’d meet my 
aunts and uncles and they would be famous 
or fabulously wealthy and all would change; 
giant boxes of  mysterious or revealing clues 
about my father’s fate would arrive. These 
outcomes were more mundane, though 
practically feasible. I seriously half-expect-
ed, half-hoped that on my eighteenth birth-
day some lawyer with a southern accent 
would seek me out and hand me a thick en-
velope that would change my life. 

Instead, however, I would just get more 
loaded guns.
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I remember one dAy at the Rose Avenue house 
in Venice when I was drinking out on the front 
porch. It was hot enough to fry eggs on the hood of  a 
car. These two black guys come down the street, high 
as fucking kites. I mean, they could barely walk 
straight. A Buick damn near ran them over, but 
WKH\� GLGQ·W� FDUH��7KHQ� WKH\� MXVW� SORSSHG�GRZQ� RQ�
RXU�VDG�H[FXVH�IRU�D�IURQW�ODZQ�DQG�VWDUWHG�VQLIÀQJ�
JOXH��1R�VKLW��$QG�WKRVH�QLJJHUV�ZHUHQ·W�HYHQ�NLGV�
or anything. They were my age at the time. So they 
start talking shit to me, “honky this, cracker that,” 
DQG�,�VDLG��´<RX�DLQ·W�JRW�WKH�EUDLQV�JRG�JDYH�D�SLOH�
RI � VKLW�� VR�ZK\� \RX�NLOOLQJ�ZKDW� \RX·YH� JRW� OHIW"µ�
<HDK��WKH\�GLGQ·W�OLNH�WKDW�PXFK��EXW�WKH\�FRXOGQ·W�
stop from laughing. They started coming over to me 
and I yelled into the house. One-nut Charlie was 
LQVLGH�ZDWFKLQJ�79��´+H\�PDQ��VRPHRQH·V�IXFNLQJ�
with your Harley.” Man, he fucking bolted out of  
the house so fast he tripped and fell right on his face, 
swearing, trying to pull out his belt—Charlie had 
kind of  a short fuse. By then the blacks realized 
WKH\�PLJKW�EH�LQ�WURXEOH��&KDUOLH�PLJKW·YH�KDG�RQO\�
one testicle but he had plenty everywhere else. He 
ZDV�D�EDUWHQGHU�XS�DW�WKH�2OG�3�2��DQG�WKDW·V�ZHUH�
,�PHW�KLP��6R�ZH�MXVW�VWDUWHG�NLFNLQJ�WKH�VKLW�RXW�
of  the two guys, them laughing the whole time. We 
fucked them up pretty good, and they had no idea 
what hit them. It was wild, their shit-eating grins 
ZKLOH�ZH�ZHUH� SXQFKLQJ� WKHP��:H� MRNHG�DERXW� LW�
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ODWHU��WKH\�SUREDEO\�WKRXJKW�WKH\·G�JRWWHQ�LQWR�D�FDU�
wreck or something when they came to. But it was 
too easy a beating. I almost felt kinda bad. That 
was right around the time I had a little “vacation” 
at L.A. County Jail. I was working this construc-
WLRQ� MRE�RYHU� LQ�+ROO\ZRRG�ULJKW�QHDU� WKH� IUHHZD\�
and a couple of  the guys I was working with invited 
me to a party after work. It was a Friday night and 
I had been laying low for a while, so I said sure, 
what the fuck. When I got to the party, it turned 
out to be quite the drug party, and it was right near 
Sunset. I was kind of  nervous. Something about 
WKH� VFHQH� ERWKHUHG� PH�� VR� ,� GLGQ·W� UHDOO\� JHW� LQWR�
LW��MXVW�KDG�D�FRXSOH�RI �EHHUV��,W·V�ZHLUG��RI �DOO�WKH�
SDUWLHV�,·YH�EHHQ�WR³DQG�,·YH�EHHQ�WR�PDQ\�ORXGHU��
much weirder parties that lasted days, and in the 
cop-heavy locales—this was the only one where I felt 
uneasy. And sure as shit, not more than a couple 
hours after I got there, the cops raided the place, 
busting us for a bag of  pot on the table. There were 
several of  us there, but the cops only busted us men, 
letting the women go. And since the amount was 
only split between the men, it was over the minimum 
QHHGHG�WR�VHQG�XV� WR� MDLO��7KH\�DOVR�VDZ�WKH�VFDUV�
RQ�P\� DUPV� IURP�GRLQJ� MXQN� LQ�1HZ�<RUN�DQG�
ZHUHQ·W�WRR�´IULHQGO\µ�ZLWK�PH��7KH\�GLGQ·W�EHOLHYH�
P\�VWRU\�WKDW�,�KDG�MXVW�WDJJHG�DORQJ��DQG�RQH�SLJ��
while frisking me, whacked me hard in the balls 
with his billy club as he was going up my legs. Nice, 
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huh? Fucking cowardly cocksuckers hiding behind 
their badges—they always did shit like that to me 
when they had the upper hand because they knew I 
could kick their ass one-on-one. So I was taken to 
WKH�FRXQW\�MDLO�RYHU�LQ�GRZQWRZQ�/�$��WR�DZDLW�P\�
LQWHUYLHZ�ZLWK� WKH� MXGJH��2I � FRXUVH� ,�GLGQ·W�KDYH�
any money, so I had to accept the court-appointed 
SXEOLF�GHIHQGHU�WR�KDQGOH�P\�FDVH��ZKR�ZDVQ·W� WRR�
hot at keeping his “appointments.” He was a real 
work of  sheer fucking incompetence. I never even 
saw him once and when my case was scheduled for 
WKH� MXGJH�� KH� QHYHU� VKRZHG� XS�� 6R� WKHQ� WKH� MXGJH�
UHVFKHGXOHG��DQG�KH�GLGQ·W�VKRZ�XS�WKH�VHFRQG�WLPH��
,�VSHQW�WKUHH�ZHHNV�LQ�ORFNXS�MXVW�EHFDXVH�WKLV�OLWWOH�
JROI �IXFNHU�FRXOGQ·W�SXOO�KLV�KHDG�RXW�RI �KLV�DVV�ORQJ�
enough to come and do what he was fucking paid 
for. In any event, I remember Manson was still all 
the talk when I was there. Rumor had it he was 
being brought down from San Quentin to face some 
RWKHU�FKDUJHV�RU�VRPHWKLQJ�OLNH�WKDW��,�GRQ·W�NQRZ�
if  it was true or not, but everyone inside believed it. 
The other prisoners talked big about killing Man-
son and getting famous, especially the ones that were 
about to serve their own life terms in prison. Every-
one wanted a piece of  that guy. Manson was like 
(OYLV�RU�VRPHWKLQJ�LQ�MDLO��RQO\�SHRSOH�GLGQ·W�ZDQW�
to fuck him or get his autograph. They wanted to 
kill him. Finally, after nearly a month at L.A. 
County, the charges ended up getting dropped when 
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WKH�ODZ\HU�GLGQ·W�VKRZ�XS�IRU�WKH�third time. I guess 
he was doing me a favor, really. They were putting 
DZD\�SHRSOH�IRU�OLWWOH�VKLW�EDFN�WKHQ��DQG�LW�ZRXOGQ·W�
KDYH�VXUSULVHG�PH�LI �,·G�KDG�WR�GR�VRPH�UHDO�WLPH�
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5. Terror in Venice Beach

With Natalie and Bob “Sunshine” Taylor in Joshua Tree, 
California, 1975.
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i don’T recaLL the way in which the story 
was told, only the basic facts that were com-
municated, not by Mom, but by Dad: back 
when Mom and I lived in Venice Beach, be-
fore our life in the mountains of  California, 
there had been a home invasion by a gang of  
armed black drug dealers. It was considered 
retaliation, as Sunshine was dealing drugs in 
their claimed territory, attempting to make 
a name for himself. The rival drug dealers 
were there to get Sunshine, his drugs, and/
or drug money. They were there to send a 
message. These men had then gang-raped 
Mom. I was present for some of  the events, 
Dad said, though I had no memory of  any 
of  this. I’d never even heard about it. And 
my memories of  Venice where minimal: the 
hot sandy beaches and strange ocean waves, 
where I was once pulled into the undertow 
and couldn’t tell which way was up, desper-
DWHO\�VZLPPLQJ�LQWR�WKH�VDQG\�RFHDQ�ÁRRU��
coming down the cliff-side off-ramp in San-
WD�0RQLFD�RQWR�WKH�3DFLÀF�&RDVW�+LJKZD\��
the palm trees slouching lazily in the haze 
and smog; walking along steaming, undu-
lating concrete toward a beloved fast food 
joint; impatiently waiting in a long line at 
the bank; a fondness for corduroy. Nope, 
nothing involving a home invasion. It was 
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bewildering information. How could I not 
know? Sure, I was only three years old when 
it happened, but you’d think there would’ve 
EHHQ�VRPH�VHQVH��VRPH�UHVLGXH��,�IHOW�ÁXVK�
and dazed, a profound sense of  confusion. 
Suddenly those Ice-T and N.W.A. tapes I 
liked to blare on Mom’s stereo didn’t seem 
so appealing. Oh, but we’re not done yet: 
there’s more, always more. Dad then stated 
that he and some biker friends had, in re-
venge, shot and killed the home intruders. 

The context for the story, which was told 
when I was seventeen, made it even more 
of  a mind-fuck, as Dad might’ve put it. Af-
ter about a year down in the dumps, Dad 
had pulled himself  out of  it: he’d cleaned 
up, gotten a solid job driving a tow truck, 
and then even moved in with the owner 
of  the tow truck operation, Arlene Kro-
dell, a former cop. Their house was right in 
town, so when they invited me to move in, 
I jumped at the chance. This greatly hurt 
Mom—hurt her in ways I couldn’t imag-
ine and was insensitive to at the time—and 
she couldn’t fathom the notion that, after 
all the problems and strains in my relation-
ship with Dad, that I’d then want to live 
with him. But my arguments with Mom 
had gotten much worse, culminating with 
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me punching down my bedroom door and 
her wielding a cast-iron frying pan, con-
vinced I was crazed and ready to strike her. 
6WLOO��WKH�PRYH�ZDV�PRVWO\�VHOÀVK��,�ZRXOG�
have my own room, be closer to town, and 
have more freedom. The Snow Summit 
ski slopes were just up the street and there 
ZHUH� KRW� ÁDWODQGHU� FKLFNV� everywhere. Dad 
and Arlene’s invitation to move in, how-
ever, had motives beyond me. Soon after 
I came to live with them, they were lob-
bying to get my sister to move in as well. 
After all, I would be leaving the mountain 
soon—I didn’t care where, exactly, some-
where in “L.A.”, which for me at the time 
meant everything east of  San Bernardi-
no—and Trina was Dad’s true offspring. 
He wanted her with him. Arlene, for her 
part, was estranged from her own daughter 
and with Trina had an opportunity to do 
EHWWHU� DQG�EH� D� SRVLWLYH� LQÁXHQFH��$W� WKH�
time, I was amenable to the idea: Mom and 
my sister’s arguments were even worse than 
ours in that they were a constant needling 
and nagging, rather than the epic blowouts 
that characterized our confrontations. And 
of  course my sister was still just a kid. In 
addition, I looked up to Arlene, who was a 
strong, successful businesswoman.
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And so I was told of  Mom’s gang rape. 
They wanted me on their side as they 
pushed for my sister to move in, some-
thing Mom vehemently opposed. First, the 
event suggested that Mom was emotion-
ally troubled, with good reason. All the 
problems that were evident—the incessant 
arguments, especially—could be ascribed 
to a deeper instability, an anger that she 
had not come to terms with and which 
was manifesting itself  in chronic dissatis-
faction and arguments. The second aspect 
was to put a wedge in my inherent trust of  
Mom: while I differed and argued with her, 
blaming her for my own overblown mate-
rialistic miseries, this is no way represented 
GLVWUXVW� �XQOLNH�'DG��ZKRP� ,·G� GHÀQLWHO\�
come to distrust). The point was that who 
knew what kind of  damage this violent 
night had done to me, and Mom had nev-
er told me, never put me into counseling 
or something to that effect. The strate-
gy worked, though it had a price: after a 
PHUFLOHVV� ÀJKW�� P\� VLVWHU� PRYHG� LQ� ZLWK�
Dad and Arlene, and my sensitivity to, and 
spite for, emotional manipulation, espe-
cially from Dad, became acute. I mean, I 
was glad he’d told me about Venice, that I 
knew, but under those circumstances there 
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was a warped, ruthlessly self-serving logic 
to it. In fact, Arlene, who was a persuasive 
force in the strategy, used her own gang 
rape to demonstrate you can handle such 
an experience differently than by burying 
it in the past: she said she’d been gang-
raped by LAPD cops while working the 
RYHUÁRZLQJ� ZRPHQ·V� SULVRQ� GXULQJ� WKH�
Watts Riots—she had worked for one of  
the Inland Empire police departments, 
and cops from all over the region were en-
listed to help during the uprising. This was 
all too much for me to easily assimilate. It 
was grotesque.

Years later, Mom told me the full story of  
that night in Venice Beach, not too far from 
the trendy Boardwalk. (After all, Dad was 
not there, aside from his claim to have been 
involved in the retribution.) Mom’s new L.A. 
boyfriend had been selling drugs out of  the 
apartment: small-time stuff, as far as Mom 
knew, pot and acid. In response—only Sun-
shine knows what else actually transpired, 
and he’s been gone for decades—there was 
a knock on the door one night. We were all 
there, along with a couple of  friends who 
were visiting. Sunshine and the friends were 
hanging out in the living room. Mom and 
I were in the bedroom. After the door was 
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answered, four men, all African-American, 
stormed the apartment, handguns drawn, all 
threats and hate. They wore no masks, made 
no attempt to disguise their identity. They 
tied up Sunshine and the friends in the living 
room. Then, still in the bedroom, they tied 
Mom up to the bed and made me sit on a 
chair nearby. They ransacked the bedroom 
looking for the money and drugs, but they 
came up empty-handed. So they looked to 
Mom, threatening her and me. They said they 
were going to rape her. This was interrupt-
ed when another person came to the front 
door. He was pulled in and tied up with the 
others. They then left the apartment—it was 
getting too crowded—dragging Mom away 
with them. They brought her to a back alley 
a few blocks away and took turns raping her, 
all the while threatening to shoot her. One 
had a knife. After they were done, the men 
argued among themselves as to whether or 
not they should kill Mom. The man with the 
knife then cut off  a chunk of  Mom’s long 
hair, also badly cutting her ear and neck. 
They told her to climb a fence and run for 
her life, which she did. She knocked on the 
ÀUVW�GRRU�VKH�VDZ�DQG�VRPH�VWUDQJHUV�WRRN�
her in and called the police. The cops were 
already out looking for her, so they arrived 
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fairly quickly. LAPD had Mom look at some 
mug books, but she couldn’t identify her at-
tackers. Besides, the cutting of  her hair—a 
racially charged statement, linked to black 
women straightening their hair to look more 
like white women—was a known signature 
related to gangs, territory, and drug-related 
crime in Los Angeles.

In Big Bear in the late eighties, with both 
of  her children, as she saw it, essentially sto-
len from her in malicious scheming and per-
sonal betrayal, Mom went into a severe de-
pression, the scope of  which I was oblivious 
to at the time. For years I didn’t know that 
the hand-brace she later wore was not a re-
petitive stress injury from her busy waitress-
ing job at the Teddy Bear. Instead, she need-
ed the brace due to an injury suffered during 
the period when her home was empty. For 
Mom, her family and her children were her 
life. She loaded a little .21 purse pistol that 
Dad had once bought her for self-defense. 
She put the handgun to her temple and pulled 
the trigger. The gun, poorly maintained and 
already cheap to begin with, exploded in her 
hand. The bullet never exited the chamber.
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6. Leadville Stories

With Natalie and some friends at hot springs near Mam-
moth, California, about 1976. Photo by Sunshine.
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in 1994, afTer a year living the semi-bohe-
mian dream in San Francisco, I embarked 
upon a Jack Kerouac/Henry Miller/Tom 
Waits romanticized wandering dropout 
adventure. I’d committed myself  to being 
a novelist—this in Simi Valley, where I’d 
randomly moved after graduating from Big 
Bear High School in 1989, falling in with the 
suburban antiestablishment art crowd while 
attending community college and waiting 
tables on the graveyard shift at Denny’s—
and this is what novelists did. I envisioned 
myself  roaming the country, taking menial 
jobs, writing enthralling and transformative 
prose, meeting strange and beautiful and 
damaged women, drinking. I don’t recall ex-
actly what sparked the trip, aside from the 
usual alienation and inability to connect, 
but I do remember walking in Golden Gate 
Park, late at night, a cool, calming moon up 
through the tall and stoic cypresses, feeling 
somehow at peace and understanding that 
it was now necessary to see more of  the 
country (with adult eyes and freedoms, any-
way). In other words, I hadn’t been able to 
ÀQG�D�JLUOIULHQG�
6R�P\�ÀUVW�VWRS�ZDV�WR�JR�DQG�VHH�0RP��

Actually, she no longer lived in Big Bear: the 
massive 1992 earthquakes centered there 
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and in nearby Landers (6.2 and 7.3 on the 
Richter scale, respectively) had unleashed a 
WHUURU�ZKLFK� VKH� IHOW�KHOSOHVV� WR�ÀJKW�� DQG�
she was now living in Leadville, Colorado, 
a bleak little ex-mining town high up in 
the Rockies. At an elevation of  just under 
11,000 feet, it was the highest town in the 
Lower 48, once among the largest cities in 
the Old West, graced by the likes of  Doc 
Holiday and Oscar Wilde during its pros-
pecting boomtown heyday. I’d never spent 
time in Colorado, and of  course Mom ea-
gerly wanted me to visit, so it seemed like as 
good a place as any to start off  with. More 
VHOÀVKO\��,�ZDQWHG�WR�OHDUQ�PRUH�DERXW�3DXO��
as I’d surely end up in Alabama at some 
point, and all the information I had was the 
memorial card with the names of  his “sur-
vived by” family members. I planned to try 
and track down Paul’s family (ah, the days 
before Google, Facebook, the Internet) and 
learn more about his murder. We didn’t even 
know if  his killer had ever been brought to 
justice. At the time, in general I was get-
ting more curious about our early years and 
Mom’s life before I was around. My knowl-
edge of  Paul was extremely limited, and 
even the Sunshine Years were mostly blank. 

Mom now lived with Trina and John 
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Rohnert, her partner since shortly after I 
left home (she refuses to get married again: 
three strikes and you’re out!). John used 
to drive trucks and buses for rock ’n’ roll 
bands in the eighties—the Rolling Stones, 
Ozzy Osbourne, Tom Petty, Great White, 
among many others—and he also drove for 
Geordie Hormel, founder of  the renowned 
Village Recorder in L.A. John, in fact, has 
his own trove of  seventies stories, but that 
was before we knew him. There in Lead-
ville, John was going back to school to study 
environmental technology and produce 
music, his own and a friend’s over in Sedo-
na, Arizona, where I’d last seen them pri-
or to their move to Colorado: after Mom’s 
breakdown in Big Bear in 1992, Geordie let 
her and John stay with him at his Wrigley 
Mansion in Phoenix; they then moved to 
Strawberry, Arizona, for a short period be-
fore settling on the Colorado Rockies. 

I wasn’t long off  the Greyhound in Lead-
ville when I pushed Mom to tell me more 
about our past. She was willing to talk about 
all I wanted to know but, as always, she 
didn’t like dredging up all that miserable 
history. Not all of  these stories, some more 
loaded than others, were told during my stay 
in Leadville, but the seeds of  the broader 
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stories were planted then. In addition, Mom 
has a seemingly bottomless reservoir of  in-
teresting stories, and she’s great for casually 
dropping pieces of  new information when 
you mention something that jogs her mem-
ory. Unlike Dad, who loved to tell a good 
yarn, and surely embellished at will, Mom is 
a more reluctant storyteller and, if  anything, 
downplays the facts. And she’s always had a 
strong memory. I’d trust her memory more 
than my own, even when it comes to shared 
adult experiences.

To begin with, I learned that I was un-
planned because Paul was supposed to be 
sterile. During his time in prison in the 
late 1960s—prison? yes, prison, for armed 
robbery, where he also made some of  the 
friends who’d later lure him away from 
family responsibilities—Paul had “agreed” 
to undergo some prison-coordinated ex-
periments. In exchange, he would get out 
early. His supposed resulting sterility was a 
side-effect—or was it? I also learned that 
Mom and Paul were quite the hippies back 
in 1970, and in hostile territory. After getting 
married in Connecticut, they made a detour 
on their way to Alabama: in Greenwich Vil-
ODJH�3DXO�VFRUHG�ÀYH�WKRXVDQG�KLWV�RI �3XUSOH�
Double Dome and Blue Cheer LSD. Good 
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DFLG�� 0RP� H[SODLQHG�� ZDV� GLIÀFXOW� WR� JHW�
in the South. The new young couple then 
settled in Cottonwood, a small backcoun-
try town in southern Alabama, where Paul’s 
brother had a small construction concern. 
0RP�SDLQWHG�WKH�ÁRRUV�RI �WKHLU�SODFH�LQ�UHG�
and black swirling patterns. They had rain-
bow curtains in the living room and zebra 
stripe countertops in the kitchen. They went 
to, and participated in, back road car races. 
They partied, loved, dropped acid, explored 
inner landscapes psychedelic. Not long af-
ter their supply of  acid was depleted, Mom 
found out the impossible had happened: she 
was pregnant. She wasn’t sure if  she’d done 
acid after conception (it was close), so she 
was worried that her baby would turn out 
deformed, like the TV news stories were re-
porting. Later, in August of  1971, after her 
FDU�FDXJKW�ÀUH�DW�WKH�ODXQGURPDW�� LQGXFLQJ�
labor, and a Good Samaritan at the local 
pool hall drove the now carless young cou-
ple to the nearest hospital in Dothan, Mom 
was supremely relieved to see that I was a 
healthy baby boy. 

I also learned more about the Sunshine 
Years—I had almost no memory of  Bob 
“Sunshine” Taylor, Mom’s companion and 
husband during the period when I was three 
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to six years old. Like Mom and Billy, Bob 
was originally from the East Coast, the Bos-
ton area. After he and Mom started dating in 
1974, we went on that impulsive cross-coun-
try trip to Florida, camping the whole way. 
Bob had already spent time in Florida, so he 
knew people there. (He actually boasted that 
he’d committed armed robbery back when 
he lived there.) The trip was so unplanned 
that Mom had to give her much-anticipat-
ed Led Zeppelin tickets to a fellow waitress 
at work. Mom’s 1964 Station Wagon was 
ÀOOHG�ZLWK�KHU�DQG�PH��%RE�� WZR�RI �%RE·V�
L.A. buddies, and a hitchhiker we picked up 
near the I-10 on-ramp in Santa Monica. The 
hitchhiker was on his way back to Chicago, 
but he soon was having so much fun that he 
decided to tag along with us to Florida in-
stead. We camped along the Colorado Riv-
er, the Rio Grande, the Gulf  of  Mexico, the 
Everglades. There was a lot of  pot smoking 
among the adults, as was generally the case 
in the Sunshine Years. We ended up in Key 
West, where we camped on the beach for 
about three weeks, even weathering hurri-
cane conditions at one point, when most of  
the campers’ tents were swept away. Unfor-
tunately, we ran out of  money in Key West, 
and Mom, Bob, and the others had to sell 
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some blood to get enough gas money to get 
as far north as Miami Beach, where some fel-
low Key West campers had said they’d heard 
about short-term work at the circus. The ru-
mors were true: the men were able to get 
work there at Ringling Brothers and Barnum 
& Bailey Circus as cotton candy vendors, a 
job that paid on commission. Meanwhile, 
Mom and I were able to hang out behind 
the scenes, with the elephants and ostriches, 
the caged monkeys and tigers. A soap opera 
developed when a Russian acrobat became 
enamored with Mom and started hitting on 
her in highly overt ways. He thought he was 
a real Casanova, explained Mom. Sunshine 
got jealous and there was a tussle, where-
in some cotton candy was lost. We moved 
on soon after, with barely enough money 
to get back to L.A. (a hippie grocery store 
clerk in Georgia lent a hand by sneaking out 
a case of  potted meat for us). All except for 
the Chicago-bound hitchhiker: he stayed on 
with the circus.
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iT was during�RXU�ÀUVW�VWLQW�LQ�%LJ�%HDU�LQ�
1975, Mom continued, where we moved 
the day after her gang rape in Venice, when 
WKH�)%,�ÀQDOO\�FDXJKW�XS�ZLWK�%RE�IRU�KLV�
Army AWOL status. We were all sitting on 
cheap folding lawn chairs in a little one-
room cabin out by the airport and playing 
a hand-drawn version of  Monopoly when 
the FBI stormed the place with guns drawn, 
one agent even awkwardly climbing through 
a window. The Feds brought Bob down to 
the desert, where he was given a dishonor-
able discharge. It was while Bob was down 
the hill dealing with his charges that the 
San Bernardino County sheriffs were able 
to track us down and told Mom of  Paul’s 
grim fate. After Bob returned, our money 
low and both he and Mom unable to get 
steady full-time work—employment was as 
scarce in ’75 as it would be in ’77, when we 
returned to Big Bear to make another go at 
it—we headed north to the Sierra. 

There was a Topanga–Tahoe connection 
among the underground network of  hippies, 
bikers, nomads, and free sprits (and surely a 
ÁHHLQJ�FULPLQDO�RU�WZR���DQG�%RE�KDG�KHDUG�
of  an off-the-grid camp next to several 
large, inhabitable caves about 10 miles from 
Tahoe—likely once hibernation homes for 
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the California grizzlies—and that was where 
we landed. It was extremely mountainous 
terrain, with a good-sized river nearby for 
drinking, washing, bathing. We only stayed 
in the caves when the weather was bad, 
which wasn’t often, since it was September 
when we arrived. Otherwise, we camped un-
der the High Sierra stars. This lasted about a 
month until Mom got her coffee shop job at 
Harrah’s and we saved up enough to move 
to South Lake; then, after she was promoted 
to the more lucrative Seafood Cove restau-
rant, we moved to a little condo in the Em-
erald Bay area of  Tahoe about 12 miles away. 
Bob worked sporadically, spending as much 
time babysitting me as being employed as a 
short-order cook, his main job. I would go 
to Harrah’s often in ’76 and ’77, when I was 
ÀYH� WKHQ� VL[�� DQG�ZDWFK�0RP�RQ� WKH� VORW�
machines, appalled that I couldn’t play with 
the shiny beeping toys myself. Though, on 
other visits to the casino, I was able to over-
come my fear of  the Rockettes, who did a 
Tahoe Harrah’s run while we were there. Ini-
WLDOO\�,�ZDV�WHUULÀHG�RI �WKHLU�ORQJ�OHJV��SDLQW-
ed faces, and weird eyelashes, but I eventual-
ly warmed up to the long-term visitors, and 
was soon following them around, something 
of  mascot, having a great time. 
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During those days, we routinely went on 
weekend camping trips to the natural splen-
dors of  the area: Death Valley, all around the 
Yosemite and Tahoe areas, the hot springs 
near Mammoth, and deep into Desolation 
Wilderness, which Mom still considers 
one of  the most beautiful paces she’s ever 
seen. Then there was the story of  the Sta-
tion Wagon’s demise. One night Mom came 
home, taking the bus from Stateline, only to 
ÀQG�KHU�6WDWLRQ�:DJRQ�FRPSOHWHO\�VKRW�XS��
0RP�ZDV�WHUULÀHG��IHDULQJ�WKH�ZRUVW��DQG�UDQ�
LQWR�RXU�FRQGR��%XW�6XQVKLQH�ZDV�ÀQH��%RE�
explained that he and some friends, surely 
good and loaded, had just started shooting 
up the car for fun. The old warrior, which 
had taken us cross-country three times, and 
up and down the length of  California, not to 
mention numerous shorter road trips in the 
mountains and deserts, was nearly dead any-
way—time to put the family Station Wagon 
RXW�RI �LWV�PLVHU\��0RP�DOVR�FODULÀHG�WKH�UHD-
son we had left Tahoe: she had developed 
a gambling habit. It was so easy to spend 
those tips! And it didn’t help that Harrah’s at 
the time paid their employees in cash, along 
with a “bonus” of  a couple of  drink tick-
ets. She just couldn’t control herself  and the 
temptations were everywhere. That’s when 
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we returned to Big Bear in 1977.
Not long after, when Bob went on his per-

manent trip to the pawn shop, he left Mom 
and me in quite a predicament there in Big 
Bear. We were completely broke, carless, and 
the only way to get food stamps was down 
the hill in San Bernardino. And at the time 
Mom wasn’t on speaking terms with her par-
ents, who deeply resented her move to Cal-
ifornia and wanted only to see her return to 
New England where she belonged, so bor-
rowing from them wasn’t an option. This 
was a period where we did some dumpster 
diving behind the Safeway in the Village. It 
was amazing how much entirely edible food 
had been thrown away; this was before the 
authorities wised up and put locks or entire 
cement enclosures around their dumpsters. 
The most common items we could pilfer was 
food that could get damaged during ship-
ping, like cans that had been crushed and 
too dented to sell (soup, fruit, beans, meat, 
veggies), or bottles that had broken and ru-
ined entire cases of  food (thank you Ragu!), 
or bread and produce that was expired and 
slightly bad, where you could cut away the 
moldy or bruised or rotten areas. Mom said 
I found all this to be great fun—we had to 
be sneaky about it, and I could pretend to 
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be a cowboy robbing a general store, the 
proprietor a nasty, evil, heartless man with 
a handlebar moustache who was hording all 
the expired Wonder Bread. My favorite stop, 
however, wasn’t Safeway—it was the donut 
shop along the way. Whoa, look at all those 
donuts! But Mom would only allow a donut 
raid if  we’d gotten enough proper food. 

 
These were rich, fascinating stories, all the 
more so because they were completely unfa-
miliar. But there was another story, this one 
loaded in an entirely different way: Mom re-
vealed that my father had been lovers with 
another man the last time she saw him. 
This was in Jacksonville, Florida, in 1974, 
not long before we moved to California 
to start over, when Mom was twenty-two. 
She had already made one trip to Florida 
IURP�&RQQHFWLFXW� WR� WU\� DQG� À[� KHU�PDU-
riage to Paul—she simply could not accept 
that the love of  her life was over; she be-
lieved he’d eventually come around and re-
join his family—leaving me with her family 
and hitchhiking down with a junkie friend 
as escort/protector to track him down in 
Orlando, where she’d heard he was staying. 
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That trip only met with disappointment, as 
she couldn’t locate him. Some months later, 
however, she was able reconnect with him 
via phone and, in her mind, Paul left room 
for doubt as to the permanence of  their 
separation. He agreed to meet her. This 
time she took the bus down, again leaving 
me with the family. She went to the address 
that Paul gave her. On arrival, she learned 
that Paul was moving in with a guy; that 
is, they were actually moving in furniture 
when she showed up at the door. Mom was 
annoyed with how much attention Paul was 
paying to his new roommate when they had 
important things to discuss. Finally Paul 
had to spell it out for her. This wasn’t his 
roommate friend. This was his boyfriend. 
Mom was outraged. She had already been 
deeply wounded by the failure of  their rela-
tionship, but this brought it to a whole new 
level. She was open-minded about different 
lifestyles—“live and let live” is very much 
something she believes in—but to have her 
husband and the father of  her child go this 
route was simply too much for her. Mom 
wanted nothing to do with Paul after that. 
Certainly, this could have been some ruse 
for Paul to get Mom off  his back, but she 
was doubtful. She felt like she knew him 
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well enough to tell. He wouldn’t lie about 
something like that.

There’s Mom for you. Up in Leadville I 
felt like a dullard when compared to her: 
sure I’d done acid around the same age at 
the Denny’s where I worked in Simi Valley, 
but that seemed like a mere basket of  fries 
with a side of  ranch dressing compared to 
her Moons Over My Hammy. One night 
GXULQJ� WKLV� VWRU\WHOOLQJ� ,� ÀUVW� OHDUQHG� WKDW�
she’d met Paul through one of  his sisters 
in Waterbury, Connecticut—his sister had 
lived there. That, in fact, the Connecticut–
Alabama connection had been enabled by 
the Vietnam War. Paul’s family was from 
Phenix City, Alabama, just across the Ala-
bama–Georgia state line from Columbus, 
Georgia, near Fort Benning. Paul’s sister 
Sue had gone to a dance and met a man 
from Waterbury who was at Fort Benning 
for training before getting shipped off  to 
Vietnam. They’d fallen in love, married, and 
Sue became pregnant. Her husband was 
then killed in Vietnam almost immediately 
upon arrival. Grief-stricken, and now with 
a newborn, Sue took up her father-in-law’s 
offer to stay with them in Waterbury. That’s 
when Paul, freshly out of  prison for armed 
robbery and assault with a deadly weapon, 
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violated his parole and drove up to see his 
sister Sue and her new daughter—Paul and 
Sue had been close. Paul then strolled into 
the Friendly’s Restaurant where Mom was 
working and saw something he liked.

Could it be that easy? I picked up the 
phone and called directory assistance in Wa-
terbury and read off  Sue’s name from the 
card. She was listed. I was connected and Sue 
answered. I told her my name, that she was 
probably my aunt. The line was silent. Then, 
oh my god. An awkward and confused con-
versation followed. It concluded with me 
saying I was heading out East and I’d like to 
meet her. Of  course she was thrilled, look-
ing forward. I was back on the Greyhound 
within days. 
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7. Murder in Tennessee
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iT was a warm, humid evening when I 
knocked on the door of  my aunt’s alumi-
num-sided duplex. The plan was for me to 
stay the night with her and her husband, a 
fellow bartender at a French-American so-
cial club where they worked, and then attend 
a picnic the following day, where my oth-
er aunt and additional relatives in the area 
would come out. Sue quickly answered the 
door. She looked at me like I was a ghost. 
She was an extremely thin and slight wom-
an, shorter than I. Tears quickly formed 
as she pulled me in for a hug much stron-
ger than her build suggested possible. She 
then introduced me to her husband and her 
daughter, my cousin, who had a six-month-
old infant in her arms. While I couldn’t im-
mediately see the family resemblance with 
Sue, it was clear in my cousin, who was not 
far from my own age. She looked like she 
could be my sister.

Sue spoke of  her brother in loving terms, 
talked about his energy, that he was a great 
guy. She and the family called him Allen, 
not Paul, after his middle name, which is 
my own middle name. Allen had played the 
guitar and made some music. He liked to 
draw. She was very positive. Still, it didn’t 
take long for a profound alienation to set 
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in. They were completely welcoming and 
friendly in every respect, but Sue’s looks 
awry, which I’m sure were a result of  Al-
len’s face in my own, were chilling. I rep-
resented a dead man, a man I never knew. 
And their house had a creepy austerity to 
it: a little too much space with everything 
a little too perfectly arranged. For my part, 
I really didn’t know what to say. The sim-
ple, inescapable reality of  the situation 
was that they were complete strangers to 
me, yet Sue felt like I was not a stranger 
to her. It was a cruel sort of  dynamic, as 
LQHYLWDEOH�DV� LW�ZDV�GLIÀFXOW�WR�NQRZ�KRZ�
to act. I also sensed they resented Mom 
for not staying in touch and thus excluding 
me from their lives. But they kept this to 
themselves, for the most part, only hint-
ing at the idea in tonal shifts when talking 
about her, mentioning that things didn’t 
have to play out as they had after Paul’s 
death. I could empathize with their feel-
ings, but I couldn’t have them talking bad 
about Mom. Paul, after all, had made his 
choice, and his choice was not us. I knew 
he was young, not far from my own age at 
the time, but it still counted.

In this context, amidst faded newspa-
per articles saved by Paul’s then-deceased 
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mother, my grandmother, and a Rand Mc-
Nally atlas to provide some level of  geo-
graphical orientation, the actual details of  
my father’s murder, such as were known, 
ZHUH�ÀQDOO\�H[SODLQHG��

 

in The Beginning, there was only Paul’s 
body, discovered by campers who had 
pulled into a turnout along Highway 411, 
near Vonore in Monroe County, Tennes-
see, between Knoxville and Chattanooga. 
The campers were just making a quick pit 
stop, but once they got out of  their car, 
they smelled something wretchedly foul. 
They went into a dense thicket of  kudzu 
vines—a rapidly growing weed with sharp, 
serrated leaves—and found Paul’s decom-
posing body. It was a gruesome sight. Aside 
from the gunshot wounds, which had badly 
mutilated his face, he was naked from the 
waist down, and the animals and insects 
had gotten to him. There was no ID, so it 
took a couple of  weeks to identify Paul, this 
RQO\�DIWHU�VHQGLQJ�KLV�ÀQJHUSULQWV�WR�:DVK-
ington, D.C., where he was in their database 
due to his time in prison. The body belonged 
to the owner of  an abandoned Plymouth 
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Barracuda about twenty miles away. Since 
the car had Georgia plates, both the Geor-
gia and Tennessee bureaus of  investigation 
became involved. The initial hypothesis was 
that Paul’s car had broken down and he’d 
been walking to the nearest town to get help 
when something happened. They suspect-
ed it might have been a robbery, since his 
wallet was missing—but, then, so were his 
pants. That and the contents of  car, which 
were not detailed in the newspaper articles, 
was all they had. Their forensic work also 
placed the date of  death: the night of  Au-
JXVW�����������3DXO�ZDV�WZHQW\�ÀYH�

For two years the murder remained a 
mystery. According to the family, it was also 
one the local authorities didn’t have much 
interest in solving. Paul was characterized 
as a “hippie drifter” by the local papers. 
As Sue explained, and Mom had also men-
tioned in Leadville, hippie types in the South 
at that time were treated not much better 
than blacks. It didn’t help that Paul was an 
ex-convict. Sue, when she spoke of  his time 
in prison, was still bitterly angry about what 
she viewed as an unfair punishment for his 
crime, which had happened when he was 
seventeen. He’d gone to the drive-in restau-
rant where he worked to rob the register. It 
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ZDV�GDUN�DQG�KH�ÀJXUHG�QR�RQH�ZDV�WKHUH��
Turned out his boss was there, so when he 
broke the window with a brick to get in, 
he was charged and convicted for armed 
robbery and assault with a deadly weapon. 
Several years later, however, Paul’s mother 
wouldn’t accept the authorities’ lackadaisi-
cal attitude toward her son’s murder. She 
regularly pushed the federal, state, and lo-
cal bureaucracies—including trips to Cleve-
land, Tennessee (southwest of  Knoxville), 
and Atlanta—to solve the crime.

A break occurred in 1977, when a man 
from a small town not far from where Paul’s 
body had been found approached police af-
ter he’d been picked up for dealing weed. To 
help improve the terms of  his inevitable in-
carceration on that separate matter, Bobby 
Sylvester confessed to the local sheriff  that 
he had witnessed Paul’s murder. According to 
accounts in the press, the killers had already 
presumed Sylvester’s revelations, threaten-
ing him and his family, which provided extra 
motivation for Sylvester to “nark.” Most of  
WKH�VWRU\�WROG�DERXW�3DXO·V�ÀQDO�QLJKW�LV�EDVHG�
on Sylvester’s testimony at the trial. 
7KHUH� ZHUH� ÀYH� \RXQJ� PHQ�� DOO� ZKLWH��

They’d been partying and getting load-
ed when they came across Paul hitchhiking 
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along Route 411. There were three men in 
the front seat and two in the back of  the 
1955 Chevy. Paul got in the back. He sat 
in the middle, between the two other pas-
sengers, Sylvester and Hardy Kirkland. Af-
ter a couple of  miles, Harold Phillips, who 
was sitting in the front seat along with Mike 
Bright, produced a buck knife and waved it 
at Paul in the backseat, explaining that they 
intended to rob him. They drove for about 
ÀYH�RU�VL[�PLOHV��6WHYHQ�%LYHQV��WKH�GULYHU��
then pulled over into a small picnic area near 
a turnout. Bivens, Phillips, and Kirkland got 
out and told Paul to do the same. Paul did, 
but then he immediately started running 
for his life. Kirkland and Phillips chased 
Paul down, tackling and subduing him at 
the edge of  a kudzu outgrowth about sixty 
feet away. Bivens also ran over. The witness 
Sylvester said that he and Bright stayed in 
the car the whole time, so his was a distant 
vantage point. There was some discussion 
that Sylvester couldn’t hear. Bivens started 
punching Paul in the face repeatedly. Then, 
while Phillips and Kirkland held Paul down, 
Bivens came back over to the Chevy and 
grabbed a .38 pistol, which had been hidden 
under the driver’s side seat. He walked back 
over to the struggling hitchhiker. Then, while 
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Kirkland and Phillips held Paul down, Biv-
ens shot him three times, point-blank, in the 
face. They dragged Paul’s now lifeless body 
deep into the patch of  kudzu. They stripped 
him down to everything except his orange 
mesh shirt and a zodiac ring, in the hopes 
that the wild animals and August heat would 
dispose of  his body quickly, which it almost 
did. When they got back to the car, the mur-
derers told Sylvester to keep his mouth shut 
or the same fate would befall him. 

Bivens and his accomplices, who all lived 
a small town called Ball Play, denied the 
FKDUJHV�RI �ÀUVW�GHJUHH�PXUGHU�ZKLOH�SHUSH-
trating an armed robbery. There were sig-
QLÀFDQW�DJH�GLIIHUHQFHV�EHWZHHQ�DOO�LQYROYHG�
when the crime happened: Kirkland and 
Phillips, like Paul, were in their mid-twenties; 
Bivens and Bright were in their late teens; 
and Sylvester, the witness, was just sixteen. 
In the newspaper articles about the trial, 
which began in 1979, Bivens is characterized 
as a belligerent man, who spoke sarcastically 
during the proceedings, peppering his decla-
rations of  innocence with vivid details of  the 
murder, his drug preferences, and the great 
sum of  money they’d gotten off  Paul (spent 
on drugs, of  course). He spoke as though he 
was joking—mocking the patently ludicrous 
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allegations against him—but his tirades rang 
true to the evidence and testimony against 
him and his buddies. Bivens’s father was ap-
parently a big shot in town, said Sue, and 
his murder trial was somewhat sensation-
al and not something his father wanted to 
see. Many of  Paul’s family members drove 
up from Alabama to Tennessee during the 
trial to witness the proceedings and give a 
human face to the crime. As the trial played 
out, the family felt there was an unspoken 
subtext, suggesting the thought of  young 
Bivens going to prison for killing some ex-
con hippie lowlife was unacceptable, even if  
KH�GLG�GR� LW��$QG� WKHUH�ZHUH�XQFRQÀUPHG�
rumors that Paul himself  had been running 
drugs across state lines around the South. 
The last time his siblings saw Paul alive, he 
had a large amount of  cash in his wallet. 
When asked where he was heading off  to, 
Paul was evasive, saying he wasn’t sure. He 
might even end up in California, he said.

The trial ended with a hung jury, mostly 
due to the questionable reliability of  the 
witness. There was also little substantiat-
ing evidence—no weapon had been recov-
ered—and the accused had alibis, though 
those were somewhat loose. One of  Paul’s 
brothers actually brought a pistol with him 
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to the verdict, planning to shoot Bivens 
dead in the courtroom if  he got off, but 
the result of  a hung jury wasn’t so black 
and white: it would be retried. Before 
there was a retrial, however, Bivens’s law-
yer plea-bargained for the charges to be 
dropped down to second-degree murder 
in exchange for a guilty plea (Bivens had 
been picked up again for stealing a pickup 
truck and carrying a weapon). The district 
attorney wanted life imprisonment, but he 
felt like the case wasn’t strong enough—
his key witness was now in prison, having 
been picked up again on drug charges—
and he had no reason to believe a second 
WULDO�ZRXOG�JR�PXFK�EHWWHU�WKDQ�WKH�ÀUVW��,W�
was agreed and Bivens was given ten years, 
though Bivens himself  maintained his in-
nocence, joking that, anyway, he could use 
a vacation. Kirkland and Phillips, the men 
who held Paul down while he was shot, 
ZHUH�JLYHQ�ÀYH�\HDU�VXVSHQGHG�VHQWHQFHV��
In the end, I understand that Bivens only 
VHUYHG�ÀYH�\HDUV�LQ�SULVRQ�IRU�WKH�URDGVLGH�
execution of  my father, and his accomplic-
es merely had to deal with probation. 

I only have the newspaper articles and 
the stories from Sue and other family mem-
EHUV�WR�FRQÀUP�DOO�WKLV��$Q\�FRXUW�UHFRUGV�
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are likely long gone, or at least would re-
quire a trip to Tennessee to dig them up, 
but I’ve never been. In fact, I haven’t even 
been back to Alabama for a visit since we 
left in 1972. I want to, I mean to, I just don’t 
make it happen. Sure, I’d like to know more 
about Paul, more about his family. More 
about what happened and why. But what 
would that give me? More loaded stories? 
Longer stories? Better, well-rounded sto-
ries—or just the opposite? Anyway, stories 
are no substitute. It will not replace what is 
missing. What will always be missing.

With a very sad, tentative manner, Sue 
SDXVHG�DV�VKH�FDPH�WR�RQH�RI �WKH�ÀQDO�SDJ-
es among the pile of  aging newspapers on 
the Rand McNally maps for Tennessee. She 
was silent but I could sense pure hatred. 
She turned the page. That’s the man who 
murdered your daddy, she said. The news-
paper, dated January 9, 1980, had a blurry 
photo of  Bivens taken just after he was sen-
tenced and being led from the courtroom. 
He’s staring viciously into the camera, his 
eyes bulging, big, full of  hatred. His hand-
FXII�UHVWUDLQHG�ÀQJHU� LV� VD\LQJ� fuck you. It 
was a disturbing photo to see. And not just 
because I was looking into the eyes of  the 
man who had blown my father’s face off. 
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,W�WRRN�PH�D�FRXSOH�RI �PRPHQWV�WR�ÀJXUH�
out what else I was seeing. Then it dawned 
on me: in expression and physique, Bivens 
bore a creepy resemblance to the man who 
would take Paul’s place and raise me as his 
own son.
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dId I ever teLL you about my buddy Zero? 
Man, he was a little off-kilter—and a Vietnam 
vet. Shit, it seemed like our entire military forces 
IURP�9LHWQDP��H[FHSW� IRU� WKH�32:V��ZHUH� OLYLQJ�
up in Topanga in those days. And a lot of  them 
were damn near out of  their minds, going crazy on 
booze or drugs or chicks. Zero lived with me for a 
while up in the tent. He had nowhere to go and no 
money, so I said sure when he asked if  he could 
crash with me for a couple of  days. It ended up be-
LQJ�D�ORW�PRUH�WKDQ�D�FRXSOH�RI �GD\V³EXW�,�GLGQ·W�
mind. It could get pretty lonely up there sometimes. 
Zero would always be telling me crazy stories about 
killing people in the war, about villagers pushing 
WKHLU�WHUULÀHG�GDXJKWHUV�RQ�WKHP�LQ�WKH�KRSHV�WKDW�
WKH\�ZRXOGQ·W�NLOO�WKHP��/RWV�RI �VLFN�IXFNLQJ�VKLW��
He once told me how they had been stranded in the 
MXQJOH�DQG� UDQ�RXW�RI �ZDWHU��7KH\� FDPH�DFURVV�D�
village where a bunch of  soldiers had been killed 
DQG�RQH�RI �WKH�GHDG�JX\·V�KHOPHWV�ZDV�RII��KDYLQJ�
collected a bunch of  water from the rain. Zero, dy-
LQJ�RI �WKLUVW��MXVW�GUDQN�LW�HYHQ�WKRXJK�LW�ZDV�IXOO�
RI �WKH�JX\·V�EUDLQV��+H�GLGQ·W�FDUH��)RU�KLP��OLYLQJ�
in the mountains in L.A. was sort of  a “transi-
tional period,” I guess. From total fucking madness 
WR�WKH�HGJH�RI �FLYLOL]DWLRQ��,�JXHVV�,·P�OXFN\�,�ZDV�D�
MXQN\�ZKHQ�,�ZDV�D�WHHQDJHU²²QHYHU�KDG�WR�VHH�DQ\�
RI �WKDW�VKLW��7KH\�VDLG�,�ZDV�XQÀW�WR�VHUYH��%DFN�
WKHQ��WKH\�GLGQ·W�KDYH�UHKDE�RU�DQ\WKLQJ�OLNH�WKDW��



122

VR�WKH\�MXVW�VHQW�\RX�WR�WKH�LQVDQH�DV\OXP�LI �\RX�KDG�
DQ�DGGLFWLRQ�SUREOHP��%XW�DW�OHDVW�,�GLGQ·W�KDYH�WR�
see any of  that shit in Vietnam. Man, some of  Ze-
UR·V�VWRULHV�ZHUH�WRR�PXFK��HYHQ�IRU�PH��6RPHWLPHV�
KH�ZRXOG�MXVW�VLW�WKHUH�DQG�VWDUH�DW�VRPHWKLQJ��WKHQ�
KH·G�VWDUW�VLQJLQJ�DQG�ORRN�DW�PH�ZLWK�WKH�H\HV�RI �
a fucking lunatic. And he would get these black-
RXWV³,·G�ÀQG�KLP�MXVW�OD\LQJ�IDFH�ÀUVW�LQ�WKH�GLUW��
%XW�KH�ZDV�D�JRRG�JX\��+H�ZDV�MXVW�KDYLQJ�D�KDUG�
WLPH�UHDGMXVWLQJ�WR�WKH�HYHU\GD\�NLQG�RI �EXOOVKLW�LQ�
WKH�8�6��0DQ��,�UHPHPEHU� WKLV�RQH� WLPH�D�PRQ-
soon-style storm scared the living shit out of  us. 
,·P�WHOOLQJ�\D³LW�FDPH�RXW�RI �QRZKHUH��2QH�VHFRQG�
ZH�ZHUH�PDNLQJ�D�FDPSÀUH�WR�FRRN�VRPH�IRRG��WKH�
QH[W� VHFRQG� WKLV� PDVVLYH� GRZQSRXU� FRPHV� RQ� XV��
It was insane. Then we noticed that part of  the 
embankment near us was beginning to wash away, 
DQG� ,·P� OLNH�� ´)XFN�� =HUR�� ZH� JRWWD� JHW� RXW� RI �
here!” The only way out really was down this gorge 
with a creek bed that was normally dry, but when 
I looked down it already had something of  a small 
river going down it, full of  mud and branches and 
VKLW��6R�,�JUDEEHG�P\�EDJ³,�GLGQ·W�NQRZ�ZKHUH�
the hell Zero was at this point—and started going 
down the gorge, and that river was rising—I mean 
\RX�FRXOG�VHH�LW��OLNH�ÀOOLQJ�XS�D�EDWKWXE�ZLWK�D�ÀUH�
KRVH��,�FDOOHG�IRU�=HUR��EXW�,·P�OLNH�IXFN�LW��KH·V�EHHQ�
LQ�WKH�MXQJOH��KH�FDQ�KDQGOH�KLPVHOI��DQG�,�ZDGHG�
as fast as I could. By the time I got down near the 
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boulevard I was up to my waist in muddy rainwa-
WHU��DQG�LW�MXVW�NHSW�FRPLQJ�GRZQ��0XGVOLGHV�ZHUH�
happening all around, a couple nearly burying me. 
It was downright fucking apocalyptic. When I got 
to the boulevard, the creek, which runs right along 
WKH�URDG�DOO�WKH�ZD\�WR�WKH�RFHDQ��ZDV�RYHUÁRZLQJ�
onto the road, tearing away clumps of  pavement. I 
waited around for Zero, calling him, but after a few 
PLQXWHV�,�ZDV�MXVW�WRR�VRDNHG�DQG�PLVHUDEOH��VR�,�
decided to go over to the General Store there in the 
village and call a girl I knew and ask to stay with 
KHU��$�FRXSOH�RI �GD\V�ODWHU�,�VWLOO�KDGQ·W�KHDUG�IURP�
Zero. I went back to my camp and the tent was still 
there, though the backside was dangling over the 
edge of  the embankment. I was beginning to think 
=HUR�ZDV�D�IXFNLQJ�JRQHU��,�ÀJXUHG�KH�JRW�ZDVKHG�
RXW�LQWR�WKH�3DFLÀF�RU�VRPHWKLQJ��+H�ÀQDOO\�VKRZHG�
XS�D�IHZ�PRQWKV�ODWHU��VD\LQJ�KH·G�GHFLGHG�WR�JR�XS�
QRUWK� IRU� D�ZKLOH�� ,·P� OLNH�� ´6R� \RX�GHFLGHG� WKDW�
right that fucking second, you crazy fuck?” and 
KH·V��´<HDK��LW�ZDV�DV�JRRG�D�WLPH�DV�DQ\��PDQ�µ
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8. Hollywood Handgun
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i’ve never Been shot, or even shot at, but 
I did have a gun pointed at me, and not 
just for laughs. This was on a Hollywood 
street in the late 1990s. I’ll never know if  
that dude actually intended to shoot me or 
not, but he certainly acquainted me with the 
terror of  imminent grievous bodily harm. 
I’d been mugged twice before back in San 
)UDQFLVFR³WKH�ÀUVW�DVVDXOW� LQ�WKH�0LVVLRQ�
involved the taste of  another’s hand, which 
wasn’t that tasty, and the second in Lower 
+DLJKW� ZDV� DQ� DZNZDUG� H[WHQGHG� VFXIÁH��
Both of  those events were unsettling and 
anger-fueling, with some minor injuries, 
including a major fat lip, but the L.A. en-
counter was completely different. This time 
it seemed like the aggressors’ intention had 
little to do with getting some quick and easy 
cash. This time it felt like murder.

I had taken the bold action of  moving to 
L.A. without a car—it was possible!—espe-
cially with the newly installed Red Line sub-
ZD\�WR�GRZQWRZQ��ZKHUH�,�ZDV�GRLQJ�RIÀFH�
temp work. One night I was walking back 
from the Drawing Room, a quasi-divey bar 
on Hillhurst, along Franklin Avenue, back to 
my apartment on Alexandria Avenue. It was a 
short walk. It wasn’t that late, before 11 p.m., 
DQG� D�SOHDVDQW�QLJKW��$V�ZLWK�P\�ÀUVW� WZR�
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urban sallies, the confrontation happened in 
a poorly lit area with overgrown trees and 
fenced or gated areas along the sidewalk. 
I saw a man walking toward me. He had a 
bulky gray hoodie pulled far over his head, 
which was slanted forward in a forced way, 
something that didn’t make sense, like he was 
looking for coins on the sidewalk. Besides, 
who walks around L.A. with their head down 
and vision obscured? He had both hands 
in the pockets of  his sweater. Everything 
about him was wrong, felt dangerous. After 
my previous experiences, I’d implemented a 
personal policy stating that when I felt like 
someone was shadowing me or coming at 
me with any sort of  hostile air, I would ei-
ther cross the street or look and walk directly 
at them—my research indicating that most 
muggers rely on the element of  surprise and 
they weren’t going to jump a guy who’s ready 
for it. I chose the street-crossing option. I 
walked straight out between two parked cars 
RQWR�)UDQNOLQ��ZKLFK�KDG�RQO\�OLJKW�WUDIÀF�DW�
that time of  night. That’s when I ran right 
into the hoodie dude’s partner, who tried to 
push me back toward the sidewalk. I pushed 
through him, but he tripped me up and I 
ODQGHG� HDU�ÀUVW� RQ� WKH� VWUHHW�� $� FDU� GURYH�
right around me—in fact, I think he or she 



127

even honked. I got up on my knees and saw 
the man in the hoodie coming toward me. 
He’d also walked out between the cars fur-
ther down where he was. Since I was on my 
NQHHV��,�ÀJXUHG�LW�ZDV�WLPH�WR�MXVW�JLYH�XS�P\�
wallet. I told him what I was doing. I pulled 
out my wallet and tossed it at his feet, about a 
car’s length away. He kicked my wallet aside. 
I noticed he was wearing expensive Nikes. 
His whole build and manner, in fact, was 
mature, early to midtwenties, I’d guess. He 
didn’t say a word, but he kept coming at me, 
as though the wallet had nothing to do with 
anything, like I was missing the point. That’s 
when I saw his pistol. It was a nickel-plated 
gun, probably a .9mm. But he wasn’t holding 
it up. He was holding it down and to the side, 
angled, using both hands, like you see in cop 
shows. He was holding it like the safety was 
off  and he was ready to shoot. When he was 
DERXW�ÀYH�IHHW�DZD\��KH�VWDUWHG�WR�UDLVH�WKH�
gun. I remember the feel of  smooth pave-
ment, the weird lights, more cars passing by 
like we were pieces of  trash in the road, the 
glint off  his gun as he moved it into position. 
His partner, now behind me, said something 
along the lines of  just do it. ,·P� JRLQJ� WR� EH�
shot right now, I thought. Then, a motorist, 
not really understanding the situation—he 
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was later shocked when I explained to him 
that the man had been brandishing a hand-
gun, something he hadn’t seen—stopped 
his car and put on his bright lights right at 
the guy. He honked aggressively, repeatedly. 
The hoodie guy hesitated, slowly backped-
aled, grabbed my wallet, and then took off. 
I didn’t see where his buddy went, only that 
he was gone. 

Afterward, I was a bit shaky. The acciden-
tal Good Samaritan called the police and in-
sisted that I wait in his car. I didn’t want him 
to call the police—seriously, how often are 
muggings actually solved?—but the man per-
suaded me that they might pick up the assail-
ants later, and just reporting it would put the 
cops on alert, which made sense in case they 
ZHUHQ·W�ÀQLVKHG�IRU�WKH�QLJKW��$QG��UHDOO\��,�
owed him one, and that was what he wanted 
to do. I believe he was also concerned they 
might’ve gotten his license plate number. Sit-
ting there, it became clear to me the partner 
was sneaking along the cars to come up be-
hind me, so I would’ve been trapped on the 
sidewalk, between a car and the stone fence 
along the sidewalk, obscured by tree cano-
pies, one guy in front and one behind me. 
There, cars passing wouldn’t have noticed 
us, and the houses, which had decent-sized 
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yards, were well off  the street. What they in-
tended to do, who knows, but I had little rea-
son to think it was a simple mugging.

Of  course the LAPD was as much an in-
terrogator as anything. Police, it seems, must 
always assume there’s a reason for the crime, 
that you had it coming. Who walks down 
Franklin alone at night? Better to drink and 
drive! When I told him it felt like something 
more than mugging, maybe a gang initi-
ation, he was dismissive. He said I had no 
idea what their motives were, they could’ve 
just been on drugs, etc. He was a jaded Hol-
lywood cop, and he didn’t have the time or 
inclination for niceties. He took my report 
and dropped me off  at my apartment. Sure, 
he was right, I didn’t know what was going 
through their minds. All I know is what it 
felt like to see that handgun while kneeling 
on an unyielding Hollywood street and feel-
ing like the mystery man intended to use it. 
That’s all it takes: pop . . . pop, pop. 

In some twisted way, I felt close to Paul 
Allen Hayes, my father, to his experience. 
Had the event swung differently, I might’ve 
DOVR� IHOW� WKH� VWLQJ�� D� ÁDVK� RI � VHDULQJ� SDLQ�
before the consciousness of  self  dissolves 
into the vast obliterating expanse from 
which it came.
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so beAr from cAnned +HDW·V�NLGV�ZHUH�SOD\-
LQJ�GRZQ�E\�WKLV�ER[FDU�QHDU�WKH�FUHHN�DQG�,�ZDV�
down there. Then I heard a rattler. I ran over and 
a rattlesnake was sunning itself  on the warm met-
DO�RI � WKH�ER[FDU�ÁRRU��VR�,� FDXJKW� LW�DQG�TXLFNO\�
cut its head off. His kids were looking at me like, 
“Wow, did you see that?!” Then I held on to the 
head and the body, and went back up to the bar. 
You always had to make sure and take the head 
ZLWK�\RX��,W·V�GDQJHURXV�WR�MXVW�OHDYH�LW�O\LQJ�DURXQG�
·FDXVH� WKDW� YHQRP� VWD\V� OHWKDO��6R� ,�ZHQW� LQ� DQG�
told Bear, “Hey, man, I caught this fucking rattler 
down where your kids were playing,” and showed 
him the head, opening the mouth and showing the 
IDQJV��$QG�%HDU·V�OLNH��´6KLW��PDQ��\RX�VDYHG�P\�
NLGV·� OLYHV�µ�DQG�,�VDLG��´2K��LW·V�QRWKLQJ�DQ\RQH�
HOVH�ZRXOGQ·W�KDYH�GRQH�µ�$IWHU�WKDW�OLWWOH�HSLVRGH��
WKDW·V� ZKHQ�PRVW� SHRSOH� LQ� 7RSDQJD� VWDUWHG� FDOO-
ing me Rattlesnake. So Bear took me to this party 
up in the Hollywood Hills and I partied with all 
those crazy fuckers up there till dawn. It was a good 
WLPH��6RPHWLPHV��DW�WKH�EDU��,·G�WDNH�WKH�UDWWOHVQDNH�
meat, cook it up, cut it into tiny squares and put 
them on these fancy fucking toothpicks they had at 
the bar, those colored ones, and set it out like it was 
some kind of  delicacy. It was funny, people would 
WDNH�D�ELWH�RI �LW�DQG�VD\��´0PP��WKDW·V�JRRG��ZKDW�
LV�LW"µ�DQG�,·G�VD\��´,W·V�UDWWOHVQDNH�µ�DQG�WKHQ�WKH\�
would run outside and puke all over the place. A 
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lot of  people were pretty stupid and thought you 
FRXOG� JHW� SRLVRQHG� E\� HDWLQJ� UDWWOHVQDNH�� MXVW� WKH�
VDPH�DV�JHWWLQJ�ELW��,�WKRXJKW�LW�ZDV�D�ULRW��,�ZDVQ·W�
a very “sweet” guy in those days. Such is life. This 
guy hired me once—he was a fucking trip, collecting 
H[RWLF�DQLPDOV�and�H[RWLF�GUXJV��+H�ZDV�D�GHYRXW�
YHJHWDULDQ� DQG� VDLG� KH·G� RQO\� KLUH�PH� LI � ,� GLGQ·W�
kill the rattlesnakes. He had all kinds of  strange 
DQLPDOV��RVWULFKHV��ZHLUG�ELUGV��,�GRQ·W�HYHQ�NQRZ�
what. He had an African lion chained to this big 
oak tree in his backyard. No shit. The thing was 
KXJH��MXVW�VLWWLQJ�RQ�LWV�JLDQW�VODE�RI �URFN��ORRNLQJ�
at you like you were a piece of  prime cut steak. Its 
roar would scare the shit out of  you too, though 
he was usually quiet. Had this crazy-ass purr. It 
ZDV�D�KDUG�MRE��QRW�EHLQJ�DEOH�WR�NLOO�WKH�VQDNHV��
But I respected his wishes. I got bit a couple of  
WLPHV� RQ� WKDW� MRE�� %\� WKHQ� ,·G� EHHQ� ELW� VR� PDQ\�
fucking times that I was pretty much immune to 
UDWWOHVQDNH�YHQRP��VR�LW�MXVW�JDYH�PH�D�PDMRU�KLJK��
I could usually keep working. I must have caught 
a dozen snakes on his property. Speaking of  highs, 
KH�SDLG�PH�PRVWO\�LQ�FRNH�IRU�WKDW�MRE��,W�ZDV�WKH�
ÀUVW�WLPH�,·G�WULHG�LW��$�ULFK�ER\·V�GUXJ��EXW�LW�ZDV�
ÀQH��7RP�DQG�,� WRRN�D�EXQFK�RI � LW�GRZQ�E\� WKH�
beach near his pad. We found a couple of  chicks 
that wanted to party and they showed us a thing or 
two about coke. That was one beautiful sunset that 
night. Those were some good times. 
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9. Loaded Stories

Natalie and Billy, Bear Bear Lake, California, 1977.



133

i don’T normaLLy�ZULWH�QRQÀFWLRQ��6XUHO\�
WKH�SRWHQW�LQÁXHQFHV�RI �Star Wars, Stephen 
King, and Dad’s love of  telling a good tall 
WDOH�JDYH�PH�D�VWURQJ�GHVLUH�WRZDUG�ÀFWLRQ-
alization (novels, some shorter stories). But 
mostly I think it’s these loaded stories of  
the 1970s—my father’s murder, my moth-
er’s rape, Dad’s claim of  revenge murder—
which at different periods of  my life were 
at various stages of  incompletion, or still 
to this day contain plenty of  mystery, that 
SXVKHG�PH�WRZDUG�ÀFWLRQ��%XW� LW·V�KDUG�WR�
ZULWH�ÀFWLRQ�ZKHQ�\RX·UH� VWHHSHG� LQ�PRUH�
interesting stories that are true. Are mostly 
true? They assail you. They stride into your 
creative life, brutishly laughing and toying 
ZLWK� \RX�� HYHQ� DV� \RX� ORXGO\�� FRQÀGHQWO\�
declare an intention to avoid such topics. 

When I did incorporate the childhood 
VWRULHV�LQWR�P\�ÀFWLRQ��LW�ZDV�PRVWO\�DERXW�
Mom’s early years and Paul’s murder, or 
Dad’s stories, all of  which could operate in 
a more distant way. After all, it’s interest-
ing. It’s historical. It’s the kind of  material 
you don’t often read about. Or, if  you do, it 
WHQGV�WRZDUG�QRVWDOJLD��IXOO�RI �ZLOGÁRZHUV�
and rebel music and clothing. Something 
about innocence. Mom’s gang rape, how-
HYHU��ZKLOH�DOVR�ÀWWLQJ�LQWR�WKHVH�FDWHJRULHV�
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of  interesting and under-discussed, was un-
touchable. Partly this was my own limita-
WLRQ��7KH�W\SH�RI �ÀFWLRQ�,·G�FRPH�WR�ZULWH�
required me to get up close and personal. It 
was an intimate sort of  writing. But when I 
started to think about Mom and that event, 
,�UHDFKHG�D�ÁDWQHVV��D�SURIRXQG�GLVUXSWLRQ�
of  my faculty to envision. Then just a deep 
rage. It was simply too extreme. The truth 
was too brutal, and it short-circuited my 
imagination. No one, I’m sure, can imag-
ine their mother in such a situation without 
feeling a visceral sort of  hatred and urge to-
ward violence. Sure, a Hollywood blood-fest 
revenge fantasy can be somewhat cathartic, 
but when it’s your own situation, when your 
adult self  is transported back to the scene 
of  the crime, those twitches along your 
DUPV�� WKDW� ÀVW� \RX·UH� FOHQFKLQJ�� LV� VRPH-
thing real and alive—a famished beast hun-
JU\�IRU�UHG�PHDW��7KHQ�\RX�JHW�OLWWOH�ÁDVKHV��
not of  memories, probably, but cruel frag-
ments, more likely those same Hollywood 
depictions recast with your family members 
than anything based in reality. All you can 
imagine is doing what Dad claimed to have 
done. And this isn’t some kind of  satisfy-
ing contemplation. It’s not creative pain. It’s 
all rancid, spoiling the very quality of  your 
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thoughts. And that’s without even contem-
plating myself. My child self  watching men 
with guns terrorize my mother, terrorize 
me, before taking her away to that alley to 
send their underground message. 

Certainly there’s the aspect of  wanting to 
protect Mom. She doesn’t like talking about 
this, so even what I’ve written here, though 
it has her support, doesn’t appeal to her in 
the least. Then there’s the subject of  the 
unknown events surrounding Sunshine’s 
aspiring drug trade, and Billy’s story, what 
really went down there in Venice Beach 
in ’75, within months of  my biological fa-
ther’s murder 2,200 miles away. All I know 
is what I was told about the actual events. 
Mom, too, doesn’t know much. There are 
others who know the real stories, what was 
really going on and why. To simply leave 
these parts out makes the story untrue. And 
what of  the consequences? What would 
happen if  I spoke of  it? Could Dad get ar-
rested—or worse? Might others come after 
him, us? Not to mention the race factor, al-
ways a knotted topic in our society, where 
the old brutal legacies, the reprehensible 
race-hating acts along our country’s march 
toward a deeply tainted, lopsided prosperi-
ty, continue to play out in our daily lives to 
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one degree or another, whether guided by 
goodwill or ill will, and which only serious-
ly complicates matters. As the years have 
passed, Dad’s story about revenge has come 
to seem more and more unlikely. I asked 
him directly near the end of  his life if  it was 
true that he’d helped kill the men who gang-
raped Mom—members of  a gang who, one 
at a time, raped my mother. He said he sim-
SO\�GLGQ·W�NQRZ��7KH�UHDO�DQG�WKH�ÀFWLRQDO�
had merged. Telling stories over and over 
again had rendered them real, overwritten 
true memories, obliterated lived experience. 
The damage caused during his stroke and 
the years of  severe chronic illness, not to 
mention all the substance abuse, had only 
exacerbated the matter.

Also, to make the creative process even 
more exciting, I’ve developed an unfortu-
nate distrust for people like me who tell 
stories to gain emotional advantage or sim-
ply to attract attention. I’m not so much 
referring to Dad’s storytelling ways, which 
had their entertainment value, even if  I 
took them completely seriously as a kid 
(after all, there was nothing that pissed 
Dad off  more than a lie), as to my own 
stories of  tragic or bad events. I distrust it 
mostly because of  the manipulation factor: 
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self-serving, coercive, narcissistic. Sure, at 
ÀUVW�LW�IHHOV�JRRG��$VLGH�IURP�WKH�V\PSDWK\�
it elicits, you feel important. Over time it 
develops into part of  your identity. You’re 
an important person with serious opinions 
and such. People may look at you differ-
ently, give you a little more space to move 
around, but they pay attention. Less obvi-
ous, however, is the insidious dehumaniz-
ing fallout: essentially, they expect less of  
you. So when you function adequately, you 
should be proud of  yourself. You resent 
the implication that you are inferior—that 
it would be understandable if, as expected, 
you functioned below normal standards—
that you need special provisions and con-
sideration (do you even know what “nor-
mal” means?). That you should be held to 
a different standard, one that others are 
imposing upon you under the auspices of  
help, concern, pity, when really they’re feed-
ing their own emotional needs as much as 
they’re assisting you. It’s a tool of  control, 
patronizing and ultimately damaging. I’m 
not saying that some of  this isn’t good: it 
is, from the right people who understand, 
really, what’s at stake and what they’re en-
gaged in. It has helped me and I’m sure it 
has helped others. But providing too much 
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compassion and understanding, trying to 
help, can enable a vulnerable person to 
overindulge in self-pity, the gateway drug 
to helplessness and self-destruction. And 
I’m not just speaking of  the victim version: 
one natural extension of  “poor-me” self-
pity is that I should look down on others 
who haven’t had murder and rape stories in 
their life. I should feel stronger, hard-core. 
I (think I) am better than them because I’ve 
suffered more. Sure, they may make more 
money than me, have healthy, loving rela-
tionships, boisterous giddy children and 
IXOÀOOLQJ�OLYHV��EXW�ZKHUH�ZRXOG�WKH\�EH�LI �
they’d grown up with the consequences of  
real violence in their lives? 
6R�,�ZUHVWOH��ZLWK�ÀFWLRQ��ZLWK�WUXWK��ZLWK�

stories. I wrestle with anger. 

 
i’m no modeL of  self-control, but over the 
years I’ve learned to contain my anger. I ex-
perienced the worst of  it during high school 
and my early years at community college in 
Ventura County, but it’s been twenty years 
since I’ve done any self-cutting or sent a line-
drive punch toward an inanimate surface. I 
get loud and argumentative sometimes, but 
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I don’t really yell—not like I used to—and 
it’s rare for me to do even that in true an-
ger (I’m more likely to just shut down and 
get quiet). Still, there are moments, usually 
involving some sensed arrogant ill will or 
domineering aggressiveness when the old 
deep anger says, “Hey old friend, how the 
fuck ya been?!” 

Feeling left out can make me irrational-
ly angry, depending on the circumstances. 
Sensing cruelty or manipulation or abuse, or 
IHHOLQJ�WUDSSHG��RU�ÁDJUDQW�LQVXOWV�RU�D�ODFN�
of  consideration for others, quickens my 
pulse and clouds my thoughts. I’m a more 
secure person that I was in my twenties, but 
I still doubt myself  at times, which gener-
ates the self-loathing brand of  anger. My 
main trigger, though, is aggression. I feel 
compelled to meet aggression with aggres-
sion—and, to a lesser extent, to stop and 
UHSHO�WKH�PRUH�SDVVLYH�YHUVLRQV�RI �LQÁXHQFH�
and control, such as guilt trips, or being plied 
with nonsensical smiles or unwarranted 
compliments that are more common ways 
in present-day California of  getting some-
one to do something. I know it’s better to 
not let these things get to you. These things 
get to me. It feels exaggerated, immediate, 
makes so much sense in the hot moment. 
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,·P�QRW�VXJJHVWLQJ�,·P�D�ÀJKWHU��LURQLFDO-
O\��'DG·V� ÀJKWLQJ� WHFKQLTXHV� KDYHQ·W� EHHQ�
vetted among my fellow men, as I’ve never 
EHHQ� LQ� D� IXOO�ÁHGJHG� ÀVWÀJKW��2U�PD\EH�
that’s not ironic at all. Why does it feel like 
a matter of  life or death? Why does it feel 
like if  I started I couldn’t stop? That, once I 
get a taste, I might like it, come to crave it? 
The old paralysis continues. Is it healthy? 
6KRXOG� ,� ÀQG� RXW"� $P� ,� MXVW� D� FRZDUG��
afraid to get my ass kicked? I suppose that 
week I spent in Ventura County Jail back in 
1993 (for two moving violations and failure 
to appear in court), shortly before moving 
to San Francisco, gave me a good bad taste 
of  the potential penal system–related con-
sequences of  seriously hurting someone, 
but you can’t be afraid of  that, right? Nev-
ertheless, despite the unlikelihood that I’ll 
HYHU�JHW�LQWR�D�UHDO�EUDZO��WKH�XUJH�WR�ÀJKW��
the impulse to start swinging, returns now 
and then, perhaps inspired by a guy threat-
ening to kick the shit out of  his girlfriend 
on the bus, or a belligerent bicyclist who 
deliberately speeds within inches of  my 
nose while I’m in the crosswalk, or some 
GUXQN� GXGH� LQ� D� EDU� SRQWLÀFDWLQJ� DERXW�
how much California sucks and is full of  
pussies, unlike where he came from, where 
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the real men live and do real-man things. 
Can you feel it? You gonna let these ass-
holes get away with that shit? 

These urges aren’t the now-comical fan-
tasies of  high school, wrapped in grandiose 
heroism or righteous reprisals. It’s just ugli-
ness. It’s a peek at that icy state at the edge of  
anger and rage, our most dangerous place.
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10. Big Bear Gun Stash

With Billy on my last visit to see him 
before his stroke, about 1999. This was 
%LOO\·V�WLQ\�SODFH�LQ�WKH�%RXOGHU�%D\�DUHD�
of  Big Bear Lake, California. 
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dad had never gotten me interested in 
guns, but he’d still managed to drop a bun-
dle of  weapons in my lap. Unfortunately, it 
took a stroke to make it happen. He sur-
vived the event, which happened in Big Bear 
in 2000, when he was forty-eight, but his 
lifestyle, by choice and uncontrollable urge, 
like snakes too entwined to discern where 
RQH�HQGV�DQG�WKH�RWKHU�EHJLQV��KDG�ÀQDOO\�
caused irreparable damage to the man I’d 
known, loved, hated, admired, remained 
loyal to. In the period shortly preceding that 
life-altering event, Dad had been living in a 
small trailer at the far eastern edge of  Big 
Bear, in an area near Baldwin Lake, a re-
mote and largely uninhabited area. His trail-
er was part of  a “farm” for unwanted or 
stray dogs, some sort of  live-work arrange-
ment. I had never visited or fully under-
stood what was involved in Dad’s job—I’d 
recently moved from L.A. to Brooklyn be-
fore his stroke, leaving Dad without family 
on the West Coast—or known how he was 
paid, only that his compensation included 
lodging, which was the main appeal. That 
and he had escaped the methamphetamine 
dealers who were his neighbors where he 
used to live, in a small clutch of  jumbled, 
poorly built cabins in an uneven and rocky 
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area in the Boulder Bay area of  Big Bear, a 
couple of  miles from where we used to live 
in Cedar Lake. 

In fact, the last time I saw Dad in Big 
Bear was at that previous Boulder Bay loca-
tion, shortly before my move to New York 
City. After about ten years together, Dad 
had split up with Arlene Krodell, the tow 
truck company operator, a vicious break-
up full of  accusations of  wrongdoing and 
theft, and he was now on his own, collecting 
disability. It was a depressing environment, 
despite the tall pines and bracing mountain 
air. Long a packrat—at Cedar Lake we used 
to go on dump runs for the camp, never 
coming away empty-handed—he no lon-
JHU�KDG�D�ZRPDQ·V�LQÁXHQFH�WR�NHHS�KLP�LQ�
check. His tiny one-bedroom cabin was so 
full of  junk that you couldn’t really take it all 
in. And the odor was oppressive. It wasn’t 
surprising, though: Dad had more or less 
given up on society, on life, a while before 
that. He’d become something of  a Charles 
Bukowski poem, passing through his days 
with little engagement in life, watching real-
ity and nature TV, reading pulpy bestsellers, 
waiting to die, which he expected to happen 
sooner rather than later. Unlike a Bukows-
ki poem, however, Dad couldn’t drink away 
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the days, lest he put himself  in true pain. 
Adding to the gloominess of  the place was 
a direct hostility toward his neighbors, meth 
dealers who had their own cabin about four 
feet from his own. He hated living there. 
Whenever I would visit or talk on the 
phone, he’d complain about the situation at 
length, giving me detailed accounts of  his 
grievances against the neighbors. So he was 
happy to be out of  Boulder Bay, now living 
over on the other side of  the valley.

This new remote location in Baldwin 
Lake made his stroke much worse, caus-
ing some permanent brain damage. He re-
ally had no business living way out there. 
His bouts with pancreatitis had made him 
a “brittle” diabetic, and he was in the ad-
vanced stages of  emphysema, a merciless 
disease that had also taken his mother, an-
other smoker. The emphysema limited his 
ability for extended exertion—he would get 
out of  breath fairly quickly and, despite his 
reassurances to the contrary, he continued 
to smoke. At his old Boulder Bay place, his 
other neighbor (besides the meth dealers) 
was a buddy, and they talked and social-
ized regularly, so his silence would’ve been 
noticed. And his boxer Nickie, a longtime 
companion, surely was barking like crazy at 
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the sight of  Dad lying unconscious, and in 
Boulder Bay Nickie would’ve been heard. 
In his new place, however, his nearest 
neighbor was likely a good mile away, and 
he was surrounded by dogs that barked of-
ten, more a matter of  conversation. There 
was no way to know how long he’d been 
unconscious after he collapsed in his trail-
er, but it was a while. If  the farm’s owner 
hadn’t come by, Dad might have died.

Slowly, he recovered from the stroke, 
but Dad wasn’t the same. He could barely 
speak for months, and he would never be 
able to really write legibly again. Our trips 
back to Southern California were focused 
RQ� YLVLWLQJ� KLP�� ÀUVW� LQ� 6DQ� %HUQDUGLQR��
ZKHUH�KH�ZDV�ÁRZQ�IRU�HPHUJHQF\�PHGLFDO�
treatment, then to a convalescence home in 
nearby Fontana, so we didn’t make it back 
up to Big Bear to deal with his posses-
sions. One of  Dad’s tow truck buddies had 
helped us out: he emptied out Dad’s trailer 
and stored the contents in one of  his un-
used garages in Big Bear City. In the coming 
PRQWKV�ZH�ÁHZ�'DG�EDFN�WR�1HZ�<RUN��WR�
live with Trina in Dutchess County (after 
several years in Leadville, Colorado, Mom, 
John, Trina, and Trina’s kids had moved to 
upstate New York). A few months later, my 
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short adventure in the city of  cities over, 
I moved back to Los Angeles. Once situ-
DWHG��LW�ZDV�WLPH�WR�ÀQDOO\�GHDO�ZLWK�'DG·V�
possessions. I drove my Honda Accord up 
the mountain, planning to take back what-
HYHU�,�FRXOG�ÀW��DQG�JHWWLQJ�ULG�RI �WKH�UHVW��
I was nervous because I knew I’d be haul-
ing back not just boxes of  his photos, re-
cord albums, rattlesnake skins and kits, and 
important mementos, but also his guns. I 
GLGQ·W�NQRZ�WKH�ODZV��EXW�,�ÀJXUHG�WKH�&DOL-
fornia Highway Patrol, if  they happened to 
pull me over, would frown upon me driv-
ing down the freeway with guns that didn’t 
belong to me.
�5HDOO\��,�KDGQ·W�VHHQ�DQ\�RI �'DG·V�ÀUH-

arms since my early twenties, in 1993, when 
7ULQD�� WKHQ� ÀIWHHQ�� UDQ� RII � WR� /DV� 9HJDV��
Arlene had called, explaining that Dad had 
loaded up his Jeep Renegade with weapons 
and gone after Trina. He feared she was 
wandering those sleazy neon boulevards, 
vulnerable to getting picked by a hustler, 
pimp, or drug dealer. I’m sure he imag-
ined getting involved in some grim Charles 
Bronson or Clint Eastwood scenario. In the 
shadows, down an alley, bad guys would be 
PDGH�WR�SD\��,�ÁHZ�GRZQ�IURP�6DQ�)UDQ-
FLVFR�WR�KHOS�ÀQG�KHU³DQG�NHHS�'DG�IURP�
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winding up in jail. It took a day to track 
Dad down, with tedious phone calls back 
and forth between Arlene and him, then 
$UOHQH�DQG�PH��EXW�ZH�ÀQDOO\�PDQDJHG�WR�
SODQ�D�PHHWLQJ�DW�D�VSHFLÀHG�WLPH�DW�D�'HQ-
ny’s near the motel where he was staying. 
It was there, in a windy, desolate Denny’s 
parking lot in Las Vegas, that I last saw his 
cherished .357, bought during our unhap-
py days in Connecticut. It sat on the pas-
VHQJHU·V�VLGH�ÁRRU��LQ�LWV�KROVWHU��DORQJ�ZLWK�
some knives, plenty of  bullets, and a bunch 
of  junk food wrappers and soda bottles. 
Even in its holster, the .357, as always, 
looked dangerous. I recalled over the years 
seeing Dad proudly showing off  the weap-
on to gun-friendly visitors. Or walking out 
of  my bedroom to see him standing by the 
window with it held along his long leg, as 
though the cops were out front, preparing 
for a raid. I thought back to one time when 
I was seventeen: I’d recently dyed my long-
ish hair blue-black and when I approached 
the house—I wasn’t living with Dad and 
Arlene at the time—he cracked opened the 
door with the .357 in his hand, held behind 
his back, looking at me like I was a hos-
tile stranger. It was disturbing to see how 
he’d look at you if  you weren’t me and you 
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weren’t welcome. “I thought you were a 
Mexican!” he explained, laughing, relieved, 
showing me the gun. Dad could get a lit-
tle bit paranoid, as he liked to say jokingly, 
which he blamed on wicked needling nuns 
when he was in Catholic school, among 
RWKHU�LQÁXHQFHV��)RU�PH��WKH������WKHUH�LQ�
Vegas was more immediately threatening, 
since Dad seemed fully prepared to quick-
ly shoot anyone who was messing with his 
teenage daughter. 

Fortunately, my sister was safe, staying 
with a boyfriend who had moved there 
from Big Bear, and no one was harmed, 
though it was a bit alarming to see Dad be-
having like a tweaker at Denny’s while we 
discussed how to deal with the situation. I 
later learned he was putting speed in his in-
sulin shots for a little pick-me-up. In fact, 
that night after Denny’s we shared a motel 
room at the Best Western nearby and Dad 
was having insane dreams, which involved 
him laughing maniacally all night long. And 
his bag of  guns and weapons were in the 
room, not far away. I didn’t get a lot of  
sleep that night.

Imagine my surprise when, years later 
in that Big Bear garage, expecting two or 
three guns, I instead found nine, and the 
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.357 wasn’t even among them! I quickly rec-
RJQL]HG�WKH�����ULÁH�'DG�KDG�JLYHQ�PH�IRU�
Christmas when I was fourteen, a present I 
didn’t want and left behind when I moved 
to Simi Valley. It was one of  those pres-
ents that only a Dad can give: not some-
thing you’d want, but something he wants 
you to have, a reminder of  what he wants 
you to be. As though the gift’s presence will 
result in changed attitudes or interests, or, 
at the very least, serve as a reminder as to 
his disappointment. Back in 1985 in Sugar-
loaf  near Big Bear City, our last Christmas 
together as a family, I tried to pretend like 
it was a good gift, but he knew. He would 
talk about us going down to the desert for 
target practice like the old days, or go hunt-
ing, but I was not interested, more focused 
on girls, football, Stephen King novels and, 
well, girls. Spending hours in the high desert 
or woods, shooting at beer cans (or, by that 
point, Diet Coke cans), or sneaking up on 
curious wildlife and shooting them, wasn’t 
my idea of  a good time. Even rattlesnake 
hunting side excursions no longer had any 
appeal. I’m not sure, but I believe I nev-
er once shot the .22 he gave me, a serious 
symbolic denial. I suppose that broke Dad’s 
heart a little.
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I also recognized his .30-30, a loud and 
SRZHUIXO� ULÁH� ZLWK� EXOOHWV� WKDW� ORRNHG� OLNH�
small missiles, kept for potential bear or 
mountain lion encounters, as I recall. He’d 
had that one since our Cedar Lake days. The 
other guns, however, I’d never seen before. 
7KHUH� ZHUH� WKUHH� ULÁHV�� LQFOXGLQJ� RQH� WKDW�
looked fairly antique, a shotgun, a .9 mm 
handgun, a .38 pistol, and, disturbingly, a 
small black ankle handgun with black duct 
tape wrapped around the grip, like some 
throwaway gun from a Hollywood crime 
movie. At least there were no military weap-
ons, which really would’ve been surprising, as 
those kinds of  weapons were not part of  the 
scene I grew up with—only the real wack-
jobs, usually Vietnam vets who had never re-
ally left the war, wanted those. Considering 
Dad had such little income, the small stash 
was even more improbable, though they 
might’ve been gifts, or the result of  some 
barter transaction. And, naturally, the guns 
were all loaded and ready for action.

Speaking of  bullets, there were stacks and 
stacks of  those, including some illegal hol-
low-tips. The tow truck friend who had let 
him use his storage space said a cop had giv-
en Dad these bullets. Ironically, in his later 
years, Dad had come to befriend cops, even 
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though while I was growing up he would 
routinely refer to them as pigs, a bunch of  
cowards who hid behind their badges and 
guns. They were little more than hired gangs 
controlled by the rich and corrupt in govern-
ment who paid them to maintain their pow-
HU��,Q�D�ÀVWÀJKW��KH�ERDVWHG��KH�FRXOG�HDVLO\�
take them. In my teens, however, after Billy 
had been working beside San Bernardino 
County sheriffs and the CHP while driving 
tow trucks, he’d gained something of  a wary 
respect for them. It also helped that Arlene 
ZDV�D�IRUPHU�SROLFH�RIÀFHU��6WLOO��GHVSLWH�KLV�
newfound conviviality with the cops, this 
didn’t mean that Dad respected the law, or 
their role in law enforcement. If  push came 
to shove, he claimed, he’d take care of  mat-
ters himself. Like he’d done back in L.A.

With some help from Dad’s friend, a sea-
soned gun owner, I managed to get the guns 
XQORDGHG�ZLWKRXW�EORZLQJ�RII �DQ\�ÀQJHUV�
toes. I brought them and Dad’s other pos-
sessions back with me to my new apartment 
in East Hollywood. I was able to send most 
of  the items to him in New York, but send-
ing the guns across state lines was going to 
be impractical for various legal reasons (we’d 
have to go through a gun dealer, I believe, 
a costly, cumbersome procedure), so I put 
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WKHP�LQ�WKH�FORVHW�XQWLO�ZH�ÀJXUHG�RXW�ZKDW�
do with them. I’m sure that before his stroke 
Dad would’ve relished that idea, of  all his 
guns in my closet. We never discussed the 
idea that I might be gay—that, like my bio-
logical father, maybe I had discovered some 
new proclivities as an adult; he seemed to 
ask a little too often about girlfriend oppor-
tunities after I moved to San Francisco—but 
,�ÀJXUH�LW·V�OLNHO\�WKDW�'DG·V�QHHG�WR�WRXJKHQ�
PH�XS��ZKLFK�DQ\KRZ�ZDV�KRZ�KH�ÀJXUHG�D�
man should be, had had this possible out-
come in mind. Dad found it hilarious when 
I’d squirm as he made some crude sex joke. 
I suppose the last thing he wanted was a gay 
son. Though, on the bright side, if  I were gay 
(I’m not), it would’ve given him a rich new 
source of  teasing. 

Really, the biggest thing lost after Dad’s 
stroke was a sharply diminished, in fact al-
most entirely destroyed, sense of  humor. 
He still told stories, but they were just sad, 
or riddled with petty complaints, little griev-
DQFHV�� WULÁHV�� 2U� WKH� RSSRVLWH�� SDLQ� DQG�
suffering, but the realities were too harsh, 
beyond words. His partial sentences would 
trail off. Even though I’d been on the ser-
rated side of  those jokes plenty of  times, I 
did miss that aspect of  his personality: it was 
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part of  what made him who he was. We’d 
had a hard time communicating ever since I 
left Big Bear for suburban L.A. after gradu-
ating from high school in 1989, and all the 
nastiness related to the tug of  war with Mom 
over my sister, which dragged on for a cou-
ple of  years after I left Big Bear, and which 
played no small part in Trina’s running away 
four years later, but we could still trade some 
jokes. Not anymore, not after the stroke.



155

I met wIcked wILLIe when I was bouncing at 
WKH�2OG�3�2��7KH� RZQHU·V� VH[\� VHYHQWHHQ�\HDU�ROG�
daughter was getting hit on by this massive guy—I 
mean he made me look small. So the boss tells me, 
´+H\�5DWWOHVQDNH��JHW�ULG�RI �WKDW�JX\��KH·V�WU\LQJ�WR�
SLFN�XS�RQ�P\�GDXJKWHU�µ�6R�,·P�OLNH��´:KDW��DUH�
you fucking nuts? Look at the guy. He looks like 
he uproots trees for a living.” But he was my boss, 
so I had to think of  a tactful way to get rid of  the 
guy without getting my ass kicked. I went out front 
to think about it for a minute, and I saw all these 
choppers parked down the way, over near some pic-
QLF�WDEOHV�WKDW�ZH·G�VHW�XS�QHDU�WKH�FUHHN�IRU�%%4V�
DQG�WKLQJV�OLNH�WKDW��7KHUH�ZHUH�DERXW�ÀYH�RU�VL[�
big biker types, so I went over and said to one of  
them, “Nice Harley,” and we started shooting the 
shit for a minute or so, and he introduced himself  
as Wicked Willie. “Well, Wicked Willie,” I said, 
´,�ERXQFH�RYHU�KHUH�DW�WKH�2OG�3�2��:K\�GRQ·W�,�
EX\�\RX�JX\V�D�GULQN�µ�$QG�KH·V�OLNH��VXUH��6R�ZH�
all go inside and I have the bartender set them up. 
Meanwhile the big dude is still making his moves 
RQ�WKH�RZQHU·V�GDXJKWHU��ZKR�LV�NLQG�RI �OHDGLQJ�WKH�
JX\�RQ�MXVW�WR�IXFN�ZLWK�KHU�GDG³WKH\�ZHUH�DOZD\V�
having arguments about one thing or another—not 
realizing that the big guy was pretty whiskey-drunk 
and things would get ugly when she was done having 
her fun. After the bikers had a couple of  drinks 
of  beer, I said to Wicked Willie, “Can you believe 
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that shit?” pointing over to the corner where the 
two of  them were sitting. And the guys were all 
like, “What, what do you mean?” “Well,” I said, 
´&DQ� \RX� EHOLHYH� KH·V� JRLQJ� RXW� ZLWK� WKDW� JX\"µ�
´:KDW� JX\"µ� WKH\�DOO� VDLG��DQG� ,·P� OLNH��´7KDW�
JX\�VLWWLQJ�ULJKW�QH[W�WR�KLP�µ�$QG�WKHQ�WKH\�DOO�
got up and starting looking over at the two of  them. 
7KH�RZQHU·V�GDXJKWHU�DQG�WKH�ELJ�EDVWDUG�ZHUH�RYHU�
in a corner of  the bar at a booth and the lighting 
ZDVQ·W�DOO�WKDW�KRW��´%XOOVKLW�µ�VDLG�:LFNHG�:LO-
lie. “No fucking way is that a guy. Not with tits 
like that.” I said sure it is, and then they started 
SRLQWLQJ�DQG�PDNLQJ�MRNHV�DQG�ODXJKLQJ�DW�WKH�ELJ�
JX\��,�ÀJXUHG�LI �,�ZDV�JRLQJ�WR�KDYH�WR�GHDO�ZLWK�
KLP�� LW·G�KHOS� WR�KDYH� WKHVH�RWKHU�ELNHUV� WKLQN�KH�
was a fucking queer, know what I mean? But the 
big guy—totally out of  the blue—got embarrassed 
ZLWK�DOO�WKHLU�SRLQWLQJ�DQG�MRNHV�DQG�ZDONHG�RXW��
+H�OHIW��MXVW�OLNH�WKDW��,�JXHVV�KH�ORRNHG�D�ORW�VFDULHU�
than he was, or maybe the girl said she had VD or 
VRPHWKLQJ��$QG�WKH�ERVV·V�GDXJKWHU�OHIW�ULJKW�DIWHU�
WKDW�WRR��VR�WKH\�FRXOGQ·W�JHW�D�JRRG�ORRN�DW�KHU�DQG�
VHH�WKDW�VKH�REYLRXVO\�ZDVQ·W�D�PDQ��/DWHU��DIWHU�,�
got to be pretty good buddies with Wicked Willie, I 
told him about my little trick and he got a kick out 
of  it. “Fucking Rattlesnake,” he said, “you sure 
know how to bullshit a bullshitter.” Man, Wicked 
Willie was a piece of  work. He thought he was 
Wild Bill Hickock or something. Of  course he was 
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one of  my best buddies back then, which shows you 
ZKHUH� ,�ZDV� DW��+H�ZDV� IURP�7H[DV�� KDG� JURZQ�
up on a ranch and the whole deal––a real cowboy. 
He lived down by LAX and had two Harleys. He 
let me ride his second one. Man, we rode all over 
the fucking place: to the Colorado River, to Reno 
DQG�9HJDV��GRZQ�WR�0H[LFR��:H�HYHQ�URGH�GRZQ�
WKH� %DMD� SHQLQVXOD� RQFH��+H� OLNHG� PH� EHFDXVH� ,�
respected his bikes. And you might say he was a 
little “protective” over those beauties. Yeah, Wil-
lie was one crazy motherfucker. Once, when one of  
his roommates down by the airport bumped into 
KLV�+DUOH\³WKH\�GLGQ·W�HYHQ�UHDOO\�GDPDJH�LW��MXVW�
D�WLQ\�GHQW³:LFNHG�:LOOLH�ÁLSSHG�RXW��+H�KDG�
VRPH�G\QDPLWH�RQ�KLP�DQG�EOHZ�RXW�KLV�URRPPDWH·V�
wall with a quarter stick. I mean, I saw it: he blew 
RXW�WKH�URRPPDWH·V�ZKROH�IXFNLQJ�ZDOO��+H�ZDVQ·W�
what you might want to call a “sensible” person. 
0RVW� SHRSOH� GRQ·W� EORZ� D� ZDOO� RXW� RI � WKHLU� RZQ�
IXFNLQJ�KRXVH� MXVW� WR�PDNH�D�SRLQW��%XW�KH� FRXOG�
also be a pretty nice guy. A good friend. But Willie 
got nailed, went too far. There was this high-stakes 
card game over in Palm Springs that he wanted to 
URE��+H� WROG�PH�DERXW� LW�� VD\LQJ� WKH\�GLGQ·W�KDYH�
any security and it would be an easy score. But I 
tried to stay away from shit like that. I lived pretty 
cheap up there in Topanga, and between bouncing 
and catching snakes and the occasional construc-
WLRQ�MRE��,�ZDV�GRLQJ�MXVW�ÀQH��%XW�:LFNHG�:LOOLH�
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tried to tell me I could buy my own Harley with 
WKH�PRQH\� IURP� WKH� VFRUH�� ´,� DLQ·W� JRQQD� OHW� \RX�
use my fucking Harley forever, man,” he said. He 
was kind of  an asshole about it––like trying to 
guilt-trip me into doing it. It was tempting, I have 
to admit. I really wanted my own bike back then. 
But I said no. Later, I heard from his brother that 
he got shot by the cops with a twelve-gauge shotgun. 
I guess he had robbed the place, gotten the money, 
then run out the door and the cops were waiting for 
him. Shit, they shot him in the goddamn chest with-
out even giving him a chance to surrender, and he 
died a couple of  hours later. I was real sad to hear 
that. He was a good guy. But, that was the game 
KH�ZDV�SOD\LQJ��(YHU\�JDPH·V�JRW�UXOHV��DQG�ZLQQHUV�
DQG�ORVHUV��3RRU�:LOOLH³KH�ORVW�LW�DOO��7KDW·V�ZKHQ�
7RSDQJD�ORVW�LW·V�´OXVWHU�µ�,�VDZ�LW�IRU�ZKDW�LW�ZDV��
After Bob [Sunshine] came down and we had our 
little difference of  “opinion” about Nat, your mom, 
KRZ�KH�MXVW�WRRN�RII �OLNH�WKDW��,�KLWFKKLNHG�XS�WR�
Big Bear and met up with you two. Tell you what, 
Carl, that was the best fucking decision I ever made. 
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11. Breakdown in Vermont

With Billy in our trailer in Cedar Lake, California, 
1977.
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in The end it wasn’t the booze and drugs—
or even a loaded gun—that did Dad in: it 
was the cigarettes. He was certainly much 
weakened by the diabetes and the stroke, 
the years of  imbibing, ingesting, inhaling, 
and injecting most substances under the 
sun, legal or illegal, but it was the cigarette 
VPRNLQJ� DQG� HPSK\VHPD� WKDW� ÀQDOO\� OHIW�
him breathless. All I can say is watching 
your dad unable to even sit up in bed with-
out painfully gasping for air like the sky’s 
cracked open and space air is sucking out 
all the earth air—well, that makes you want 
to light up the world. Of  course, Dad had 
been an addict since he was a teen, and he 
knew he had a genetic predisposition to em-
physema years before when the disease also 
took his mother’s life. That’s not much con-
solation. It’s a horrible form of  suffering. 

Bill Brennan died in Boston in September 
RI �������MXVW�ZHHNV�EHIRUH�KLV�ÀIW\�VHYHQWK�
birthday. Coincidentally, I was in New York 
City on a business trip when it happened. 
I’d been in the city for a couple of  days, go-
ing to meetings. The trip had already been 
dramatic: I’d gone down to Wall Street with 
my boss the day after Lehman Brothers was 
allowed to collapse and “too big to fail” 
entered our national lexicon. In fact, while 
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having a beer downtown with my boss, who 
was fairly conservative when it came to eco-
nomic politics, I invoked Dad, saying fuck 
those people, referring to the glum, presum-
ably now unemployed bankers quietly get-
ting drunk in some booths on the other side 
of  the bar. It was hard not to feel anything 
but contempt for these speculators, people 
who got rich off  other people’s work rather 
than creating anything themselves, some-
thing Dad had often argued back in the 
dusty mountains of  Southern California, 
albeit in a simpler way (men who don’t ac-
tually make or do something real are scum, 
was pretty much his viewpoint). But these 
things are never so simple, and I had little 
understanding of  the true magnitude of  
the damage that had been done, the coming 
Great Recession. 

My cell phone rang early Friday morning, 
just after dawn. It was Dad’s sister Cathy. 
Dad had been moved to a nursing home 
near her in the Jamaica Plain neighbor-
hood in Boston. They had been estranged 
for years and now, with his illness and her 
retirement, she was there to spend time 
with him. She enjoyed reconnecting with 
her little brother. Your dad passed during 
the night, she said. Cathy is something of  a 



162

%XGGKLVW��ZLWK�D� VRIW�EXW�ÀUP�PDQQHU�RI �
speaking. She explained that he’d died of  
heart failure in his sleep, without pain. Af-
ter all the years of  illness, of  his near-death 
surgeries and just generally seeming like 
he was trading jokes with the ever-present 
Grim Reaper, I never thought I’d cry when 
he died. I was wrong about that. I dropped 
WKH�SKRQH�RQ�WKH�ÁRRU�� OLNH�VRPHWKLQJ�,·G�
just disgorged. I heard Cathy faintly asking 
me if  I was still there. Was I still there? It 
took me some moments to compose my-
self. I retrieved the phone and we talked a 
bit before I said I would call back. I needed 
to not be on the phone. 

After I gathered myself, I spoke to Trina, 
then Mom. I had to get out of  my small Mid-
town hotel room, so I walked up to Central 
Park, a beautiful September day. It was sur-
real, seeing the great mass of  life and vitali-
ty, the sunshine and smiles, compared to the 
FRQÁLFWHG�GDUN�PDVV�WKDW�ZDV� LQ�WKH�FHQWHU�
of  me. In proper homage to Dad circa the 
seventies, I got good and fucked up that day. 
I don’t remember much, only that my friends 
were worried about me when I called from 
Alphabet City in the East Village later that 
night, not sure where I was or what I was do-
ing, and hardly capable of  articulating either. 



163

The next day I made arrangements to 
rent a car and go up to northern Vermont, 
not far from the Canadian border. After 
PXFK�EDFN�DQG�IRUWK��WKH�ÀQDO�SODQ�ZDV�WR�
have Dad cremated and spread his ashes in 
two locations: near his hometown, along the 
Mamaroneck River, and up behind his sis-
ter’s property in Vermont, which was locat-
ed not far from where Mom, John, Trina, 
and Trina’s kids now lived, and not far from 
where Dad had spent a couple of  years after 
his stroke at an assisted living home in St. 
Johnsbury. We’d have a small ceremony there 
in Vermont. His brother and sister would 
spread the remaining ashes at a later date. I 
rented a car and drove up alone. The colors 
of  the New England autumn were beauti-
ful, but I didn’t feel any beauty. I didn’t feel 
nostalgia. I was confused, disoriented, but 
something more. It was not anger. It wasn’t 
even rage. It was still simmering, and I didn’t 
really understand it yet, but I was feeling the 
desperate compulsion to destroy. 

Up until I left home, there were times 
when I loved Dad, times when I hated him, 
times when I wished him dead, or wished 
KH·G� ÀQDOO\� GR� ZKDW� KH·G� SHULRGLFDOO\�
threated to do and turn his beloved fucking 
handgun on himself, but the one constant 
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that never really stopped, even after illness 
had greatly weakened him, was, quite sim-
ply, that I was afraid of  him. It was a pow-
erful, corrosive fear. I recalled the time he 
threatened my own life. It was in my senior 
year, when I was living with him and Ar-
lene over by Snow Summit. They went out 
of  town to visit Arlene’s sister in Fresno, 
leaving me alone with the house. Before 
going, Dad had given strict instructions: 
don’t drive my Jeep, and it’s okay to have 
a couple of  friends over, but no parties. I 
don’t recall intending to throw a party, but it 
just kind of  happened: in Big Bear teenag-
ers were just looking for a place to go and 
party. Even then, before cell phones and 
social network updates, news traveled fast. 
And . . . what . . . ? Are you going to tell 
a bunch of  cute girls with four-packs of  
Bartles and Jaymes peach wine coolers they 
can’t come and hang out? And I guess their 
brother and his friends can come. And you 
can’t leave out so-and-so—remember he 
once threw the party that you had so much 
fun at, even if  you did start cutting a peace 
sign in your chest. The party at Arlene and 
Dad’s was a rager. It got somewhat out of  
hand. There were teens all over the place. 
6RPHRQH�HYHQ�PDQDJHG�WR�ÀQG�D�SRUQ�9+6�
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and that was a big hit—more among the 
wine cooler–buzzed girls, in fact. 

I tried to clean up the best I could. A cou-
ple of  days after Dad and Arlene returned, 
Dad asked me if  I’d driven his Jeep or had 
a bunch of  people over. I said no on both 
accounts. (I’d also driven the Jeep to a girl’s 
house; she was crazy but cute, a future born-
again Christian who would later lament that 
I was destined to burn in Hell for eternity 
because I wouldn’t take Jesus Christ into my 
heart.) They were direct lies. I knew how 
bent out of  shape Dad could get when I 
lied, so I tried to avoid it, and I almost never 
unambiguously violated a direct command. 
But in this situation I was afraid because I 
knew I had done precisely what he’d told 
me not to do. I didn’t know how he’d re-
act. After he calmly allowed me to lie—be-
ing Dad, he wanted the sadistic pleasure of  
witnessing me lying, seeing me dig myself  
deeper and deeper into that hole, or is it a 
grave? something he’d always done, to teach 
me a lesson—Arlene, who was bloodshot 
red, explained that the neighbors had seen 
the party (how could they not?), that Dad 
had taken down the mileage, they’d found a 
condom beside their bed, etc. 

Arlene yelled at me. She was nearly as tall 
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as Dad and an intimidating woman in her 
own right. She also knew how to stick it 
where it hurt, calling me names, ungrateful, 
VHOÀVK��UHPLQGLQJ�PH�RI �DOO�VKH·G�JLYHQ�PH�
and I just pissed it away, how I had violated 
their trust and I could never be trusted again. 
Dad was eerily silent during Arlene’s spitting 
harangue. He just looked at me with cold ha-
tred. Get out of  my sight before I fucking 
NLOO�\RX��KH�ÀQDOO\�VDLG��,�IHOW�VLFN��,�ZDV�WHUUL-
ÀHG��$QG��WR�EH�FOHDU��,�FRPSOHWHO\�EHOLHYHG�
he meant it. Of  course this could’ve meant 
I’ll beat you to death. Which he certainly was 
capable of  doing. Or I’ll stab you to death. A 
common nightmare I had for years involved 
Dad pinning me to the ground and slowly 
gutting me, saying it was for the best, that he 
loved me, offering the proper perverse inti-
macy of  any effective nightmare. But these 
were not what I thought of  then. I thought 
of  his loaded .357 in the bedroom. I thought 
of  him acting erratically, as I’d seen him do so 
many times before, and in a heated moment 
pulling out his proud gleaming hand-cannon 
and shooting me. Or, falling off  the wagon 
and, after coming back from getting wasted, 
,·G�ZDNH�XS� WR�ÀQG�'DG�VWDQGLQJ�RYHU�P\�
head with the gun in his hand. It was so easy. 
It was too easy. Guns, especially handguns, 
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terrify because any person, smart or stupid, 
criminally motivated or law-abiding, can, in 
one simple moment of  distress or bad judg-
ment—drunk or sober, high or caffeinated, 
or pissed off  because your stepson drove 
your Jeep and threw a party while you were 
in Fresno and then lied about it—blow an ir-
reparable hole through what your life might 
have been.  

i had a hard time of  it in Vermont during 
the service. First there was the religious ma-
terial, Catholic-related reading of  psalms and 
such. I’m an atheist, and the only religion I 
recall Dad focusing on while growing up 
was a loose collection of  Native American 
shamanistic, pantheistic ideas. (Back in high 
school Dad made me a medicine bag, some-
thing he’d learned to do while partying on a 
reservation somewhere down the hill, decid-
ing that my spirit animal was a badger, the 
natural mortal enemy of  the snake, who only 
struck to kill when cornered or attacked—
thanks, Dad!) Cathy and Dad’s brother Tom 
assured me that he’d gotten more religious 
near the end, reading the Bible for comfort. 
:KLFK�ZDV�ÀQH��%XW�,�FDQ·W�EH�H[SHFWHG�WR�
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participate in something like that as though 
it makes sense, especially when he and Mom 
chose to leave religion out of  my life entirely. 
But it was the “he’s in a better place” and 
“he’s at peace and no longer suffering” sort 
of  sentiments that made me angry. These 
ideas are born from a belief  system that I 
thoroughly don’t believe in; then, it gets 
pushed onto you as though it’s supposed to 
provide solace. Instead, it’s oppressive, even 
infuriating at times. I’m not a strident athe-
LVW��EXW�LW·V�ZKHQ�WKH�ÀQDOLW\�RI �GHDWK�LV�WUXO\�
present, when you are weakened by tangible 
sadness and pain, that believers are the most 
aggressive toward you, and consequently 
when you’d most want to attack. However, 
like the good son I sometimes try to be, I 
kept my feelings to myself, even while my in-
ner voice ranted. +H·V�127� LQ� VRPH�P\WKLFDO�
´EHWWHU�SODFH�µ�DQG�KH·V�´QRW�VXIIHULQJµ�EHFDXVH�KH·V�
QRW�DQ\WKLQJ��+(·6�)8&.,1*�'($'�

The moment when Dad’s ashes were 
spread something happened, a profound 
and genuine transformation. How could 
this man, this giant of  a person in my life—
strong, funny, mean, with the capacity to 
build me up and tear me down, full of  the 
substance of  life and the misery of  decay, 
brittle and awful—how could he be reduced 
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to these ashes? To that little piece of  dusty 
bone that survived the cremation process? 
Again I was crying, but it was tears of  a 
consuming fury. Mom and Tom were try-
ing to comfort me, but they didn’t under-
stand. I pushed them away. Get away from me. 
I wanted to be violent. I felt an overwhelm-
ing, barely controllable need to punch, beat, 
FXW��VKRRW��ERPE��DQG�FUXVK��1RW�MXVW�ÁHVK�
but institutions, states, countries, buildings, 
trees, the sky. It was all such a mess. It was 
all so wrong, elbows and knees bending the 
wrong way. Murderers laughing while they 
torture and blow someone’s life away. Rap-
ists laughing and joking as they brutalize a 
young woman. In some bizarre way, I felt 
OLNH�,�ZDV�ÀJKWLQJ�IRU�P\�OLIH��)LJKWLQJ�IRU�
my family’s life. I wanted to annihilate. I 
wanted to kill with pure and total oblitera-
tion. Yet it was inward as much as outward. I 
was turned inside out. And then back again.

The feelings passed, as they do. I calmed 
down to a more melancholic, contemplative 
state of  mind. I thought of  the last time I saw 
Dad alive, in Boston that previous spring. He 
was frail and weak. Just trying to get out of  
bed was an arduous task, and walking to the 
bathroom six feet away would take several 
PLQXWHV��,W�ZDV�GLIÀFXOW�WDONLQJ�WR�KLP�VLQFH��
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you know, speaking involves breathing. We 
both knew it was the last time we’d see each 
other. It was hard to look one other in the 
eyes. He complained about the food in the 
facility, so I went down to a neighborhood 
deli and got him a submarine sandwich. I 
took him for a wheelchair ride, the oxygen 
tank attached. The exertion wasn’t good for 
him, but he wanted to experience the fresh 
air. He was almost immediately exhaust-
ed, so we had to go back to his room. We 
watched TV, some nature show. It was time 
for me to go. He struggled mightily just to 
lean up on his elbow to hug me. He told me 
he loved me. I remember him looking to the 
side, up to the wall, probably trying to con-
centrate on the effort, but it was also a be-
wildered look: How did this happen? How 
did I get here? I didn’t know what to say. I 
couldn’t offer reassurances about the after-
life, about the marvelous journey to come. I 
held his shoulder in an intimate gesture that 
was entirely beyond what either of  us did, 
had ever done. I said I loved him too. I said, 
’Bye. You are small and entirely powerless in 
the presence of  real suffering, actual decay, 
immoveable death. You can only touch the 
strange, funny, scary, and unique giant. And 
then that touch is gone.
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12. Mom, Coast-to-Coast

With Natalie, most likely in the High Sierra, California, 
about 1976. 
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as a young adult I came to realize that, 
when it comes to most of  the biggest things, 
I was a lucky kid. I had my mother. Most 
photos of  me from when I was young are 
all smiles and fun—I look like I’m having a 
WHUULÀF�WLPH��%HFDXVH��GHVSLWH�WKH�VDG�VWRULHV��
and the tough times, we usually were having a 
great time. Mom saw to that. 

Now, Mom certainly had a weakness for 
the exciting maverick bad boys. Her late 
1960s rock ’n’ roll rebellion was more reck-
less than some—but then, Natalie was her 
own person. Mom made decisions and trav-
eled roads that were exciting but also peril-
ous. She was courageous and strong in the 
face of  some brutal experiences that life and 
love threw at her. She was adventurous and 
unwilling to accept values that she didn’t be-
lieve in—Mom stayed true to her beliefs, she 
lived them and continues to live them. She 
struggled with depression and anger at times, 
but she fought through them and stays resil-
ient. She fashioned a life for herself  and her 
children, a life that she could believe in, and 
VKH�FRQWLQXHV�WR�KDYH�D�VWURQJ�SRVLWLYH�LQÁX-
ence over her grandchildren, my niece and 
nephews. She’s found a good, reliable man 
in John, who’s been by her side ever since 
Big Bear in the early nineties. Mom is a shier, 
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more private person than I am, so I don’t 
have too much license with Mom’s own life 
from her point of  view, but I believe Natalie 
Fogarty’s own story is that of  a truly singular 
American woman. 

For my part, there is one story in my life 
that is entirely straightforward: it’s Mom, her 
love, her steadfast support of  me. I refuse to 
even contemplate alternative story lines in-
volving a life where that nasty little handgun 
back in Big Bear in the late eighties, when 
Mom once tried to shoot herself  in the head, 
actually did what it was designed to do. 
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13. San Francisco Closet

:LWK�%LOO\·V�EURWKHU�7RP�DQG�P\�VLVWHU�7ULQD�RQ�&KULVW-
mas in the Sugarloaf  area of  Big Bear Lake, California, 
������7RP�LV�KROGLQJ�6WHSKHQ�.LQJ·V�Bachman Books, 
which I gave to him as a present. One of  the novellas is 
“Rage,” about a high school student who takes his class 
KRVWDJH�ZLWK�KLV�IDWKHU·V�JXQ��,·P�IRXUWHHQ��KROGLQJ�D�����
ULÁH��'DG·V�&KULVWPDV�SUHVHQW�WR�PH��7KLV�ZDV�RXU�ODVW�
Christmas together as a family.
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on occasion, i’LL bring Dad’s remaining 
guns out of  my closet and look at them, 
hold them. (I moved back to San Francis-
co in 2004 and have lived in the same apart-
ment ever since, by far the longest period of  
stability in my life.) Really, the guns feel more 
like artifacts than tools or weapons. They’re 
PRUH�KLVWRULFDO�GRFXPHQWV�WKDQ�UHDO�OLIH�ÀUH-
arms. I guess it somehow makes sense. Isn’t 
every American born with a gun in his or 
her hand? Isn’t this what we need when the 
pursuit of  happiness has failed? In which di-
rection will you point your birthright?

I get very different feelings when I hold 
the various types of  guns. When I hold one 
RI � WKH� ULÁHV�� LW� IHHOV� OLNH� KXQWLQJ� DQLPDOV��
I’m not a hunter, but I’m a meat eater. I can 
imagine hunting for food, shooting what I 
will later eat. This doesn’t bother me. I’m in-
different, just as I was when Dad gave me 
the .22 for Christmas back in 1985. With a 
shotgun, there’s something about holding 
one that makes you feel safe, like you can 
protect yourself  or loved ones from people 
who mean you harm. From someone invad-
ing your home. As a friend points out, where 
the simple “shlick-shlock” of  putting a car-
tridge in the chamber is persuasion enough 
for an intruder to reconsider his intentions. 



176

Handguns, however, are a different story. I 
hate handguns. They are sinister. I do not 
understand how people—including Dad—
could cherish, even love a handgun. Obvi-
RXVO\�WKHUH�LV�VRPH�GHHS�DIÀUPLQJ�V\PERO-
ism I cannot appreciate, that I do not respect, 
because when I see a handgun, I involuntary 
scowl. My blood pressure rises. I get angry. 
For me, a handgun tells the story of  crime, 
misery, tragedy—not strength or manliness, 
not defense of  self  or loved ones, but a death 
wish. Above all, loudly, the story of  crime, 
with peals of  wicked laughter. “This, here, is 
how I will force you to submit. This is how I 
will fucking kill you.”

I unloaded the bullets from these guns in 
Big Bear years ago, and have never since re-
SOHQLVKHG�WKHP³DPPR�LQ�JHQHUDO� LV�GLIÀ-
cult to buy in San Francisco. Still, every time 
I pick up one of  Dad’s guns, I have the irre-
pressible urge to make sure it’s not loaded.
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%LOO\�%UHQQDQ�WHOOLQJ�VWRULHV�LQ�WKH�ODWH�·��V�
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