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This is a work of nonfiction. The events described are real, though some names and identifying details have been changed to protect the innocent — and the guilty. The memories areine,

fltered through a brain that's missing forty percent of its contents. I've told the truth as I remember it. For the rest, you'll have to ask someone else.
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To Ally, Zach, and Sydney —

My three reasons for everything.

You are the best things I ever did. The only legacy that matters. The lights that kept burning when everything else went dark.

I missed too much. I know that. The stroke took years and memories and moments I'll never get back. But I never stopped loving you. Never stopped fghting to come home to you. Never

stopped being proud of the people you've become.

Ally, your strength amazes me. Zach, your heart is bigger than you know. Sydney, your spirit lights up every room.

You are my mountains. My music. My forever.

Dad
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PhishStones: My Memoir

I was eight years old when I found out I was adopted, and you know what? It didn't mean shit. My adoptive parents weren't "adoptive" to me — they were my parents, period, end of fucking story.  My real mother could've aborted me back in the'60s, and instead she handed me a shot at life.  I've never held an ounce of resentment for that. Hell, I'm grateful. Life might be a carnival of

chaos, but at least I got a ticket.

I grew up in Fairport, New York. Not some glamorous city, not some sprawling ranch in Texas — just a quaint little village with a canal running through its guts like a drunken vein. I'm still here,  over sixty years later. Call that loyalty, call it inertia, call it addiction to small-town ghosts.

Whatever it is, Fairport stuck to me like resin on a bowl.

My father and grandfather were goddamn legends. Together they built two houses with their bare hands. No contractors, no overpriced bullshit. Every nail, every copper pipe, every wire was laid

down by those two men. My old man could've been anything: a heart surgeon, a lawyer, or hell,

the Pope himself. But he chose to build a family, a house, and a life out of sweat and grit. Back in the'50s, they built those homes for six grand apiece. Today those same houses are worth four

hundred grand. That's the American dream right there, except ours came with more dirt under the fngernails and fewer golf club memberships.

The kicker? Those houses were built on the old Fairport dump. I'm not even kidding. We literally grew up on garbage, which, looking back, is fucking poetic. As kid,s we'd dig around in the dirt

and pull out antique medicine bottles, half-full wine bottles, rusted metal relics, and god-knows- what kind of toxic waste the Deland Chemical Company dumped into the canal. Fairport's

famous lift bridge was right down the way — traffic would stop every thirty minutes so barges

and tugboats could muscle their way through. And you better believe the chemical runoffended  up in that water. Didn't stop us. We swam in that cesspool every summer, jumped off every bridge in the village, and laughed while the cops chased us off like we were hardened criminals.

That was the rhythm of life: cops on our ass, boom boxes blaring Zeppelin and Stones, massive bonfres out in the woods. Our backyard was the goddamn canal, and the woods were endless.  We built forts in the trees, underground bunkers like junior-grade Vietnam vets, and three-story

monstrosities in our backyards plastered with stolen street signs. "STOP," "RAILROAD CROSSING,"

you name it, we ripped it down and nailed it up. American Pickers would cream their jeans if they'd seen our collection.

The cops? They were our mortal enemies. You'd think Fairport was crawling with organized crime the way those bastards stalked us kids. Three cops per shift, a village one mile by one and a half,  and their top priority was hassling us over skateboards. They'd confscate our decks — shit we

saved half a year of paper route money for — and fne us twenty bucks just for rolling down Main Street. Every week they'd knock on some parent's door asking where Johnny was on such-and-  such a date. "He was in the woods, ofcer, building a fort and smoking ditch weed. Happy now?"

And yeah, we smoked. Weed, cigarettes, whatever we could score. You could buy smokes from  vending machines at the bowling alley for ffty cents a pack. We started at eleven, twelve years  old, no and one batted an eye. We'd clean our bags of stems and seeds on the latest Zeppelin album sleeve while sitting in some half-broken ranch house where the parents had split and the mom  worked doubles. That was our church. Weed smoke for incense, guitars for hymns, the canal for our holy water.

I had the biggest paper route in Fairport, twelve streets wide. Up at 4:15 a.m., slinging papers into doorways and sometimes right into unlocked houses. Nobody locked their shit back then, which  is probably why the cops were always busy with thefts. By 5:15 I was done, back home for a

quick nap, then up again at 6:30 to walk to school. That grind gave me money — more than most kids — so I always had the newest albums, the best weed, and enough cash to blow on bullshit  that never lasted but felt holy in the moment.

School was its own circus. Mr. Welch was our principal, this larger-than-life guy with a fraternity  paddle hanging behind his desk like a goddamn sword of Damocles. Rumor was he'd whack you  if you acted up. I found out it was bullshit when I punched Mark Ogrodnick in the eye after he told me to move. No paddling, just a trip to the ofce. But fghts? They were real. Behind the gym after school, half the class watching,fstsfying, teeth and glasses scattering like confetti. And the

gym teacher with his bullhornwas  threatening detention if we didn't disperse. That was our YouTube.

But the real education came from the canal, the woods, the bonfres, the storms. Adirondack

thunderstorms weren't just weather — they were symphonies. Lightning bouncing off mountains, thunder rolling ithe n ste,reo, rain pounding the tin roof of some rusted camper or leaky pup tent. I

learned more about God from those storms than any Sunday sermon ever shoved down my throat.

By the time I hit my teens, I was a full-blown village rat. Cops, weed, music, women, fre, repeat.  And here's the kicker: I never fucking left. Sixty years later, I'm still here in Fairport, older, battered, carrying the scars of strokes and heartbreak, still building fres, still writing my story by hand, still laughing at the absurdity of it all.

But don't get it twisted — this memoir isn't just a nostalgia trip about weed and paper routes. It's about survival. Addiction tried to bury me. Heartbreak almost killed me. A stroke put me in a

hospital bed chained to a gurney like some half-assed outlaw. And espionage? Yeah, I'll get to that — the shadows that crept in when I least expected, the truths I still can't believe I lived

through. And through it all, my Dobermans — loyal, ferce, watching over me like guardians with sharper teeth than any cop or priest.

This is my life: unfltered, unapologetic, sometimes ugly, often hilarious, and always, always real.

I'm PhishStones. I've written seven books already, but this one is the motherfucker. This one is me laid bare, 25 chapters of blood, sweat, weed, sex, fre, betrayal, dogs, music, and survival.

So crack a beer, light a joint, or pour a whiskey — whatever gets you through. Because this isn't a bedtime story. This is a campfre at midnight in the Adirondacks, thunder rolling, fames

snapping, smoke stinging your eyes, and me leaning in to say:

"Listen close, because this shit is true."

—-
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The Canal Was My Playground

Fairport wasn't heaven, but to us kids it might as well have been the center of the universe. The  Erie Canal carved right through the village, lazy brown water that smelled like gasoline, fsh guts, and chemical runoff, and we treated it like it was our own private theme park. Who needed

Disney World when you had a canal, a few bridges to jump off, and cops dumb enough to think they could catch us?

I learned quick that rules were suggestions and cops were just older kids with badges who got

off on busting our balls. The canal was forbidden — "don't swim there, the undertow will kill you,  the barges will slice you in half" — and of course, that meant we lived in it. Summers were sweaty, sticky, and perfect. We'd strip down, climb up whatever bridge was closest, and cannonball into  water that was probably ththreeparts toxic sludge, one part actual water. We didn't care. We came  up gasping, laughing, with green scum on our hair, ready to do it again.

And man, those barges. Picture a giant tugboat pushing steel like it was a toy, horn blasting loud  enough to shake your ribcage. We'd swim as close as we dared just to fip off the captain. Dumb? Sure. But that's what being a kid in the '60s and '70s was: dumb, fearless, alive.

The cops never let up. They hated kids having fun. Fairport had three cops per shift for a village that was a mile long and a mile and a half wide. You'd think they'd be busy chasing drunks or

burglars, but nope. Their priority was us — a bunch of sweaty, stoned teenagers who wanted to  jump off bridges, skateboard down Main Street, and blast our boom boxes until midnight. They'd chase us off the bridges, confscate our skateboards,fne us twenty bucks like we were

millionaires. Twenty bucks was half a year's worth of paper route savings. They might as well have cut off our left nut.

––––––––
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We hated them, and they knew it. They'd come knocking at our parents'doors weekly: "Where

was your boy on Tuesday at 7:15 p.m.?" "He was in the woods building a fort, ofcer." Bullshit. I'd be out the basement window, twelve inches by thirty, disappearing into the Fiora Drive woods

before they could even fnish their knock. I had a tent stashed out there, a whole underground network of forts, treehouses, bunkers. If the cops were heat, the woods were air conditioning.

The Fiora Drive woods were our kingdom. We built forts twenty feet up in the trees, others ffteen  feet underground, connected with tunnels that would've made the Viet Cong proud. We smoked  weed there, drank stolen beers, kissed girls, lit fres big enough to be seen from the village. Those woods raised us as much as our parents did.

But the crown jewel of my empire was in my own backyard: a three-story fort plastered with

stolen street signs. Stop signs, railroad crossings, detours — anything we could get our hands on when the village decided to bury the power lines in the early '70s. The bulldozers left piles of

signs like a buffet, and we raided them like Vikings. My backyard looked like American Pickers on acid.
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And then there was the paper route. The goddamn lifeline. Twelve streets, 4:15 a.m. wake-ups,  trudging through rain, snow, or hangovers by the time I was a teenager. One hour to deliver, then back to bed before school. That job made me richer than most kids. I wasn't blowing dimes on  nickel bags — I was buying four-fnger deals of stems and seeds. I had every new album, every  pack of smokes I wanted. At eleven, twelve years old, I was a hustler with a bankroll.

The canal wasn't just water — it was a soundtrack. Boom boxes blaring Stones, Zeppelin, Hendrix, and later Phish when the jam scene took over. We'd get a fre going, sparks crackling, and let the  music blast across the water. That's where we found God — not in church, not in classrooms, but  in smoke, fre, and riffs.

I remember one thunderstorm in particular, summer of '74. Adirondack storms were one thing, but this was a village storm that felt biblical. Lightning cracked so bright it lit the canal like

daylight, thunder bounced off every brick building downtown. I was out in the woods, lying in a pup tent with weed smoke hanging thick in the air, rain pounding like a war drum on the nylon.

And I swear to Christ, it was the most alive I'd ever felt. Scared shitless, but alive. That's the thing about storms — they remind you how small you are, and how goddamn lucky you are to still be  breathing when the sky wants you dead.

School tried to straighten us out, but it never stuck. Mr. Welch, the principal, with his fraternity  paddle hanging like a threat, never swung it once. The real lessons came behind the gym, after  class, where half the boys lined up to watch two kids slug it out until someone bled or a teacher

broke it up. Broken glasses, chipped teeth, bloodied noses — that was our education in consequences.

By the time I hit highschool, I was a full-fedged village rat. Weed, fghts, girls, and cops — repeat, repeat, repeat. But here's the truth: I wouldn't trade it for anything. That chaos shaped me. It

toughened me, taught me loyalty, rebellion, survival. It carved PhishStones out of David Salmon.

And the canal? That dirty, chemical-soaked, cop-patrolled strip of water was my playground, my teacher, my confessional. It's where I learned to run, to fght, to laugh, to get high, to fall in love,  and to fip the middle fnger at authority.

It's where I became me.

—-
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CHAPTER 2
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The Dump We Called Home

You want to talk about humble beginnings? Try growing up on a goddamn garbage heap. I'm not being metaphorical here — I mean literally, actually, cross-my-heart-and-hope-to-die, we lived on  the old Fairport village dump.

My father and grandfather built our house in 1955 for six thousand dollars. Six grand. You can't  buy a used Hyundai for that now. They poured concrete, hammered nails, ran wiring, and did it all

with the kind of blue-collar grit that makes modern contractors look like they're building

dollhouses with instructions from IKEA. Two houses, side by side, standing today worth four hundred grand each. Not bad for a couple of guys who never went to architecture school.

But here's the kicker — the part that still makes me laugh ffty years later: they built those houses

on top of everyone's garbage. The Fairport dump wasn't some sanitized, lined, environmentally-  contained facility like they've got now. It was a hole in the ground where the village tossed its shit for decades. Bottles, tires, old appliances, God knows what else. And my family built their

American Dream right on top of it.

We were trash people. Literally. The American Dream with a garbage foundation.

As kids, we didn't see it as gross. We saw it as a goddamn treasure hunt. My friends and I would grab shovels and dig into the yard like we were prospectors during the Gold Rush. And you know what? We found shit. Antique medicine bottles from the 1800s, cobalt blue and amber, perfect  condition. Half-full wine bottles that some drunk had tossed in 1942 — we'd stare at that ancient booze like it was liquid history. Rusted tools, old license plates, coins, buttons, things that

belonged to people who'd been dead for decades.

It was archaeology for hoodlums.

One time I dug up a medicine bottle that still had pills in it. Little white tablets, probably seventy  years old by then. My buddy Tommy dared me to eat one. "Come on, pussy, what's the worst that could happen?" I stared at that bottle for a solid fve minutes, weighing the pros and cons of

ingesting something that had been marinating in toxic landfll juice since before my parents were  born. Ultimately, even my dumb twelve-year-old brain concluded that dying from ancient medicine wasn't the legacy I wanted. Tommy called me a coward. Tommy ate paint chips as a kid, so his

opinion didn't carry much weight.

The dump wasn't just under our house — it was in our blood. The Deland Chemical Company

used to dump their waste directly into the canal, right near where we swam. That water was a

chemical cocktail that would make the EPA shit their pants today. PCBs, heavy metals, solvents,  who knows what else. We'd come out of that water with green slime in our hair and rashes on our skin, and our parents would say, "You'll befne, rub some dirt on it."

Rub some dirt on it. The universal cure for everything in the '60s and '70s. Broken bone? Rub some dirt on it. Chemical burns? Rub some dirt on it. Emotional trauma from watching your  friend puke after eating a medicine bottle pill? Rub some fucking dirt on it.

We were feral children raised on toxic waste, and somehow we survived. Most of us, anyway.  There were a few guys who didn't make it — overdoses, car wrecks, the occasional suicide. But the ones who did? We're tough as goddamn nails. You don't grow up swimming in chemical

runoff and digging through ancient garbage without developing some kind of immunity to the world's bullshit.
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My father's workshop was in the basement, and that basement was a museum of found objects. He'd bring stuff home from the dump — not our dump, the town dump where people actually

threw things away — and fx it. Broken radios, lamps, tools, furniture. Nothing went to waste in

that house. If something could be repaired, he repaired it. If it couldn't, he cannibalized it for

parts. That workshop taught me more about resourcefulness than any business class ever could.

One time he brought home a television set from the dump. This thing was ancient, with vacuum  tubes and a screen the size of a shoebox. He spent two weeks tinkering with it, replacing tubes,  soldering connections, muttering curses when it didn't work. Finally, one night, he got it running.  Flickery black-and-white picture, sound that crackled like bacon frying, but it worked. We watched the news on that dump-resurrected TV, and my father sat there with the biggest grin on his face.  "See that?" he said. "People throw away perfectly good things. Don't ever be one of those people."

I've thought about that lesson my whole life. Don't throw away perfectly good things. Don't throw away people. Don't throw away chances. Don't throw away yourself.

My mother hated the dump stories. She came from a slightly more refned background — her

parents lived across the street, and they were the kind of people who had proper china and didn't dig in the yard for ancient medicine bottles. When I'd come in covered in dirt with some rusted  relic in my hand, she'd sigh and say, "David, you're going to catch something." And I'd say, "Catch  what, Mom? The dump already gave me everything it's got."

She never found that as funny as I did.

The dump taught me about layers. You dig down a few inches, you get the 1960s — beer cans, bottle caps, the kind of trash we recognized. Dig deeper, you get the 1950s — different bottles,

different cans, different trash. Deeper still, the 1940s, the 1930s, all the way back to when

Fairport was just a canal town with a hole in the ground where people dumped their chamber pots. History isn't in books — it's in the ground, buried under layers of other people's garbage.

I remember fnding a license plate from 1927 once. New York, blue and white, numbers so old

they looked like they'd been painted by hand. I brought it to my grandfather, and he held it like it  was a religious artifact. "1927," he said, shaking his head. "I was your age then. Different world,  kid. Different fucking world." He kept that license plate in his garage for years, nailed to the wall  above his workbench. When he died, I went to look for it, but it was gone. Someone had thrown it away. Threw away a piece of history, a piece of him. Some people never learn.

The house itself was a testament to my father's hands. He built the addition when I was a kid, doubling the size of the place with nothing but lumber, nails, and sweat. I'd watch him work,

amazed at how he could look at a pile of wood and see a room. He'd measure twice, cut once,  and never second-guess himself. That confdence came from knowing he could fx anything he  broke. If a board was cut wrong, he'd fnd a use for it somewhere else. Nothing wasted. Nothing thrown away.

My grandfather was the same way. He lived next door, in the other house he'd built with his own hands, and his garage was a treasure trove of salvaged everything. Nails straightened from old  lumber, screws sorted by size in baby food jars, tools that had been sharpened so many times  they were half their original width. He'd give me hell if I threw away something that could be

saved. "That's still good, boy," he'd say, pulling a bent nail from the trash. "Heat it up, straighten it out, good as new."

I think about that now, in my sixties, living in the same village I never left. I've got jars of screws in my own garage. I've got tools I've had for forty years. I've got a workbench covered in projects

half-fnished, waiting for the right part to show up. The dump raised me. The dump taught me. The dump made me who I am.

But it wasn't all nostalgia and treasure hunts. The dump had a dark side too, one I didn't

understand until I was older. See, when you build a house on a landfll, things shift. Settle. Move in ways they're not supposed to. Our foundation cracked over the years, walls developed stress lines, doors stuck in their frames. The ground beneath us was never stable, and eventually, that  instability rose up to meet us.

I'd lie in bed at night and hear the house settle — groans and pops and creaks that sounded like the place was alive. My mother said it was just the wood expanding and contracting. My father  said it was the house talking. I knew the truth: it was the dump shifting underneath us, all that  buried garbage decompressing and rearranging itself like a giant digesting its meal.

There's a metaphor in there somewhere. A man built on unstable ground, built on other people's trash, built on a foundation that's always shifting. I've spent my whole life trying to fnd solid

footing, and everytime I think I've got it, the ground moves again. The dump never really leaves you. It's always there, underneath, waiting to remind you where you came from.

We weren't poor — not really. My father worked, my grandfather worked, we had food on the table and a roof over our heads. But we were dump-adjacent, trash-identifed, garbage-afliated. When  I'd bring friends home from school, they'd look at our yard with its odd bumps and hollows, its

random patches where the grass grew weird because of something buried underneath, and

they'd know. They might not say anything, but they knew. We lived on the dump. We were dump people.

And you know what? Fuck 'em. Fuck their judgment and their clean yards and their houses built  on solid ground. We had something they didn't: history. Layers of it, right beneath our feet. Every  time I dug in that yard, I was touching the past. Every bottle I pulled from the dirt was a message from someone long dead. Every rusted tool was a handshake across decades. They had

manicured lawns and no idea what was underneath. I had garbage, and garbage was alive.

One summer, when I was about thirteen, I dug up a leather shoe. Old, rotten, falling apart, but

defnitely a shoe. I stared at it for a long time, wondering whose foot had been in it, where they'd walked, how the shoe ended up in the dump. Was it thrown away because it wore out? Was it

lost? Was it attached to someone who died? That shoe haunted me for weeks. I kept it in my  room, hidden under my bed, pulling it out sometimes just to look at it. Eventually my mother  found it and threw it away — irony of ironies — but I never forgot it. That shoe was a person. A person I'd never know, but a person nonetheless.

The dump was full of people. All their discarded things, all their forgotten stuff, all the evidence  of lives lived and ended. We walked on them every day. We built our house on them. We were, in a very real way, living on a graveyard of possessions.

My father understood this. He had a reverence for old things that bordered on spiritual. When

we'd fnd something interesting in the yard, he'd examine it carefully, turning it over in his hands, reading any labels or markings, trying to date it. "This bottle's from the 1890s," he'd say. "See the seam? They didn't start making them like this until later." He knew about glass, about metal,

about the way things were made in different eras. He could look at a piece of junk and tell you its whole history.

I asked him once how he knew all this stuff. He shrugged. "I pay attention," he said. "Most people don't. They throw things away without ever really seeing them. But everything has a story, David.  Everything. You just have to look close enough to read it."

That stuck with me. Everything has a story. The bottle in the dirt has a story. The shoe under the bed has a story. The house on the dump has a story. And so do I.

My story starts in the garbage. That's not an insult — it's a fact. I was adopted, given away by a  woman who couldn't keep me, dropped into a family that built their life on other people's trash. If that's not a metaphor for something, I don't know what is. I was unwanted, discarded, thrown

away — and then I was found, picked up, given a home. I was a piece of someone else's past, buried and forgotten, until my parents dug me up and decided I was worth keeping.

Maybe that's why I've always had an afnity for the dump. Maybe that's why I can spend hours digging through dirt looking for old bottles. I'm looking for myself. I'm looking for proof that

things thrown away can still be valuable. I'm looking for the story underneath the story.

The dump is gone now, of course. They cleaned it up in the'80s, hauled away the toxic soil, put in proper foundations, made everything safe and sanitary. You'd never know, walking through that  neighborhood today, that it was built on a hundred years of garbage. The ground is stable now.  The houses don't settle and shift. The cracks in the walls have been repaired.

But I know. I know what's underneath. I know that every yard on that street has secrets buried

deep. I know that the people living there now are walking on ghosts without even realizing it. And

sometimes, late at night, when the wind blows just right and the house creaks in that familiar way, I swear I can still hear the dump shifting underneath. Still moving. Still settling. Still

digesting.

Still reminding me where I come from.

My grandfather died in 1982. My father died in 2001. The houses they built are still standing, still worth more than they ever imagined, still holding families and memories and the occasional

buried treasure. I drive by sometimes, just to look. The current owners have no idea what's under their lawn. They've never dug up a medicine bottle from 1890 or a shoe from 1920 or a license  plate from 1927. They don't know the history beneath their feet.

I do. I remember. I was there. I dug in that dirt, swam in that toxic water, breathed that landfll air. I am made of that place in ways I'll never fully understand.

The dump we called home. It sounds like a joke, like a punchline, like the setup for some redneck comedy routine. But it wasn't a joke. It was real. It was my childhood. It was my foundation. It

was the ground I stood on while I fgured out who I was going to be.

And you know what? For all the cracks and shifts and settling, that foundation held. It held

through addiction and heartbreak and stroke. It held through all the chaos I threw at it. It held

because it was built by men who knew how to build things to last. Built on garbage, sure. Built on a dump, absolutely. But built with hands that understood what it meant to create something from nothing.

That's the lesson of the dump. That's what I carry with me every day. Nothing is worthless.

Everything can be salvaged. Even the most broken, discarded, forgotten thing can be found,

cleaned up, given new life. Even a kid nobody wanted can become a man worth knowing. Even a house on a dump can stand for sixty years and counting.

Rub some dirt on it. That's what my parents would say. Rub some dirt on it and keep going.

So I do. Every day. I rub some dirt on the wounds, on the memories, on the cracks that still show up when the ground shifts. I keep going. I keep digging. I keep looking for treasure in the trash.

––––––––
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Because that's what dump people do. That's what survivors do. That's what PhishStones does.

––––––––
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We fnd the beauty in the garbage. We build our houses on unstable ground. We laugh at the people with their clean yards and their ignorance of what's underneath.

––––––––
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And when the ground moves — when it always, eventually moves — we move with it. We settle. We shift. We fnd new footing.

––––––––
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We remember that we're made of stronger stuff than anyone knows. We're made of history, of layers, of generations of people who built with their hands and never threw anything away that could still be saved.

––––––––
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We're made of the dump.

––––––––
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And the dump made us fucking indestructible.
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[END OF PART 1阝阝
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CHAPTER 3





[image: ]


Paper Routes & Vinyl Dreams

Four-ffteen in the fucking morning.

That's not a time. That's an obscenity. That's the hour when decent people are either dead asleep or just getting home from whatever trouble they found. But for me, from age eleven until I was

old enough to know better, 4:15 a.m. was my alarm clock, my master, my goddamn daily crucifxion.

––––––––
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The Democrat and Chronicle. Fifty-three pounds of newsprint folded, rubber-banded, and hurled  into the darkness before most roosters even thought about crowing. Twelve streets. One hundred and twenty-seven customers. Rain, snow, sleet, or hangover — none of that shit mattered. The

papers had to be delivered, and I was the dumbass with the wagon.

My route was the biggest in Fairport. Not bragging, just facts. I'd staked my claim early, undercut  the competition with speed and reliability, and built an empire one doorstep at a time. While other kids were begging their parents for allowance, I was pulling down twenty, thirty bucks a week —  real money in the early '70s. Enough to buy albums, enough to buy weed, enough to feel like a

king in a village that treated kids like peasants.

But Jesus Christ, those mornings.

The alarm was a metal bell inside a plastic clock shaped like a football. It sounded like someone hitting a trash can with a pipe. I'd slap it blind, lie there for thirty seconds of existential dread,

then swing my legs out into the cold. My room faced north, so winter mornings meant frost on  the inside of the windows and a foor that felt like ice. I'd dress in the dark — jeans, two pairs of socks, a thermal shirt, a hoodie, my father's old work jacket that smelled like sawdust and

gasoline. By the time I was done, I looked like a homeless yeti.

Downstairs, the kitchen was dark except for the glow of the streetlight through the window. I'd  grab the wagon from the back porch — a rusty metal beast with wheels that squeaked like dying animals — and head out to meet the delivery truck. The truck would appear out of the darkness  like some kind of paper-delivery apocalypse, headlights cutting through the fog, tires crunching  on the gravel. The driver, a guy named Larry who always looked like he'd been awake since the  Eisenhower administration, would toss the bundles at my feet and roar off without a word.

Then the real work began.

Folding papers is an art form most people don't appreciate. Too loose and the rubber band

snaps, leaving your customer with a newspaper confetti bomb in their driveway. Too tight and

you crease the hell out of it, and old people complain. Old people always complain. Mrs. Gable on Church Street would call my house if her paper was folded wrong. Not wet, not late, not missing  — folded wrong. She'd be on the phone with my mother before I even got home, describing the

precise angle of the crease like she was testifying at a murder trial.

"David, Mrs. Gable says her paper was crooked again."

"Mom, it's a newspaper. They're all crooked. It's made of paper."

"Don't get smart with me. Just do it right."

I did it right. Mostly. And when I didn't, I learned to avoid Church Street for a few days until she forgot. Old people forget. That's one of the few mercies in life.

The route took about an hour, depending on weather and how many dogs wanted to eat me.

Fairport had a lot of dogs in those days, and not the friendly kind. There was a German shepherd on Baumer Street that would wait behind the hedge, silent as death, then explode out like a furry  missile when I hit the walkway. I developed a sixth sense for that bastard — I'd see the hedge

twitch and I was already running, papers fying, wagon bouncing behind me like I was in some kind of twisted Olympic event.

One morning he got me. Caught my pant leg, ripped a chunk out of my calf, sent me sprawling

into Mrs. Peterson's rose bushes. I lay there bleeding, covered in thorns and newspaper ink, while that dog stood over me like he'd just conquered France. I threw a folded paper at his face and he  caught it in mid-air, thinking it was a game. Fucking animal.

I still delivered his house. Every morning. That dog got his paper same as anyone else, and I

never once missed. Take that as a lesson in either dedication or stupidity. I'm still not sure which.

The money was good, though. Let's talk about the money.

Twenty-fve dollars a week, average. Sometimes thirty around Christmas when people tipped.

Plus I collected on Saturdays, door to door, which meant I got to see inside people's houses, learn their secrets, fgure out who was cheating on who based on which cars were in which driveways  at 9 a.m. Saturday collection was better than any soap opera. Mr. Donovan always paid in

change, counting out dimes and nickels like he was funding a revolution. Mrs. Krasny would  invite me in for cookies and try to set me up with her granddaughter, who was thirty-seven and had a mustache. The Millers never paid on time, and I'd have to knock three times before Mr.  Miller would shufe to the door in his bathrobe, squinting like I'd just woken him from a coma,  which I probably had.

"Come back later," he'd growl.

"I came back later last week, Mr. Miller. And the week before. You owe for three weeks."

"Times are hard."

"Times are hard for me too, Mr. Miller. I got bills."

He'd stare at me like I'd just spoken in ancient Greek, then shufe off to fnd his wallet. I'd stand there on his porch, smelling bacon from his kitchen, listening to his wife yell at him from

somewhere deep in the house, and I'd think: this is what adulthood looks like. This is where we're all headed. People who can't pay their bills, who hide from a eleven-year-old with a collection

book, who owe three weeks on a service that costs less than a pack of smokes.

I never wanted to be Mr. Miller. I'd rather be the dog that ate my leg.

But the money wasn't really about survival. Not then. My parents fed me, clothed me, kept a roof over my head. The paper route money was for dreams. For vinyl. For weed. For the things that  made being alive feel less like a sentence and more like a party.

Record albums cost three to fve dollars in those days. A buck more for double albums, which

were the holy grail. I'd walk into Record Revolution in the village with twenty bucks in my pocket and feel like a goddamn Rockefeller. The smell alone — that mixture of vinyl, cardboard, and

patchouli from the hippie working the counter — was enough to get me high before I even bought anything.

I'd fip through the bins like a scholar in a library, reading liner notes, studying album covers,

memorizing track listings. The Stones. Zeppelin. The Who. Later, the Dead, and eventually Phish, though that came after I'd grown into the man I am now. Each album was a promise, a door into  another world, a soundtrack for whatever chaos was coming next.

I bought Exile on Main Street with paper route money. I bought Led Zeppelin IV with paper route  money. I bought Who's Next, Sticky Fingers, Dark Side of the Moon, all of them paid for with 4:15 a.m. grind sessions and Saturday collection battles. Everytime I dropped the needle on a new  record, I heard the echo of my wagon wheels squeaking through the dark. Every riff, every drum  fll, every lyric about sex and drugs and rebellion — I'd earned the right to hear it.

The weed was easier to come by than the albums, honestly. Fairport in the '70s was lousy with  pot. Older brothers, hippie types who hung around the canal, even some of the more progressive dads — everyone had a connection. A dimebag got you enough to roll three or four joints of

varying quality. A quarter got you through the weekend. And if you had real money — paper route money — you could score lids, four-fnger deals, bags so fat you had to clean the stems and

seeds on a album sleeve just to make it smokeable.

I'd sit in my room with the door locked, a fresh Zeppelin album on the turntable, a pile of weed

spread out on the cardboard cover, and I'd clean it like I was performing surgery. Pick out the

stems, pick out the seeds, crumble the good stuff into a little pile of green gold. The seeds would pop and crackle if you didn't get them all, ruining a perfectly good hit with the taste of burnt

popcorn. I got good at it. Real good. By the time I was thirteen, I could clean a lid in ffteen minutes fat, and my joints burned smooth as silk.

The frst time I got high was behind the bowling alley with my buddy Kevin. He'd scored a nickel bag from his cousin, a guy in his twenties who wore fringe jackets and talked about going to

Woodstock even though everyone knew he'd been in reform school that summer. We rolled a

joint so crooked it looked like a snake with a hernia, lit it with a Zippo, and coughed our lungs out for twenty minutes.

Then the world changed.

I don't mean that in some hippie-dippy mystical way. I mean the world literally changed. Colors  got brighter. Music got deeper. The cracks in the bowling alley parking lot looked like the Grand Canyon. Kevin's face looked like a painting. We sat there for what felt like hours, passing that  twisted little joint back and forth, laughing at nothing, everything, the whole ridiculous circus of being alive.

"Is this what it's always like?" Kevin asked, his eyes red as stop signs.

"I think so," I said. "I think we just couldn't see it before."

That was the moment. That was the door opening. Not just to weed, but to a whole different way of experiencing life. The canal looked different after that. The woods felt different. Music

sounded different. Everything had layers I hadn't noticed before, textures and depths that sobriety had kept hidden.

Some people call that escape. I call it expansion. Weed didn't make me want to run from the

world — it made me want to dive deeper into it, explore every corner, fnd the magic in the

mundane. A sunset over the canal wasn't just a sunset anymore. It was a goddamn symphony of light and color and the knowledge that somewhere, right at that moment, someone else was

watching the same sun and thinking the same thoughts.

The paper route made all of it possible. The albums, the weed, the freedom. Every 4:15 a.m.

wake-up was an investment in a life bigger than Fairport, bigger than school, bigger than the cops and the rules and the small-town bullshit. I was buying my way out, one newspaper at a time.

But here's the thing about paper routes: they teach you shit you don't know you're learning.

Responsibility, sure. Work ethic, obviously. But also the darker stuff. The stuff they don't put in the "character building" pamphlets.

Like the morning I found Mr. Hendricks dead in his driveway.

He was an old guy, probably seventy, lived alone on Ayrault Road. Always tipped a quarter at

Christmas, which was generous for that street. I'd throw his paper onto the porch every morning,  watch him shufe out to get it an hour later, wave if he saw me. Nice old dude. Never complained about folding.

One morning in February, I came around the corner and saw him lying on the driveway. Face

down in the snow, bathrobe bunched up around his waist, one slipper missing. I stopped the

wagon and just
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