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            Epigraph

         
         
            Maybe Kurt was exasperated by humanity itself. Exasperated, that weight of, “Oh, how do I fit in this world?”

            —Krist Novoselic to interviewer John Hughes, 2008
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            Chapter 1
That Would Be Too Guns N’ Roses

         
         Very late one night in the autumn of 1992, the phone rang. It was Courtney Love. She wanted to know if I would like to write
            a book about Nirvana. Of course I did, even though I’d never written anything longer than the 4,895-word Nirvana cover story
            I’d done earlier that year for Rolling Stone. “That sounds interesting,” I said, playing it as cool as I could manage, “but could I talk to Kurt about it?” She handed
            the phone to Kurt Cobain.
         

         
         “Hey,” he said in his cigarette growl. I asked Kurt why he wanted to do the book. And he said it was because the truth, as
            unflattering as it might be, would be better than all the lies that were being printed about him and Courtney and the band—this
            was shortly after the Vanity Fair story that was used as some of the evidence to briefly take away custody of their infant daughter, Frances. He promised me
            access to anyone I wanted to talk to. “Just tell the truth,” he said. “That’ll be better than anything else that’s been written
            about me.”
         

         
         “But I don’t want it to be an authorized biography,” I said. Kurt was savvy—he knew the journalistic meaning of that term,
            which is that the subject has final approval over the manuscript. I’ll never forget his reply. “No way,” he said. “That would
            be too Guns N’ Roses.”
         

         
         OK, I was in.

         
         *  *  *

         When I first met Kurt, in early 1992, he and Courtney were living in a little apartment in a two-up, two-down apartment building
            on an anonymous stretch of street in the Fairfax section of Los Angeles. They’d moved to Los Angeles to get out of the hermetic
            atmosphere of Seattle and live in a place where it was more comfortable to be a celebrity. I guess that it was also easier
            to get drugs there—and seek treatment for them. I was there to interview Kurt for a Rolling Stone cover story, the one with him on the cover wearing a homemade T-shirt that said “Corporate Magazines Still Suck.”
         

         
         I was really nervous. Not a whole lot was known about Kurt at that point. He was the guy from Seattle who screamed in his
            songs, smashed his guitars, and might be a heroin addict. I had never knowingly met a heroin addict. I knew he had already
            done the photo shoot wearing a T-shirt that insulted the magazine I was writing the article for, so that was kind of daunting.
            He was also the most celebrated rock musician on the planet. I really did not know what I was going to encounter. And I was
            there to write a cover story for Rolling Stone, which was a really big deal back then. I was nervous.
         

         
         It was dusk when my taxi dropped me off at the address. Courtney greeted me at the door and graciously offered me a plate
            of green grapes. I’d never met the obscure and yet somehow already notorious Courtney Love, only heard her paint-peeling shriek
            over Hole’s cantankerous racket, and now she was standing right in front of me, looking artfully disheveled, barefoot, in
            a vintage slip. I’d never met her before, and, going sheerly by her reputation, I was expecting someone approximating a feral
            child. Instead, as I say, she quietly welcomed me with a plate of grapes and invited me into her home.
         

         
         First, there was a tiny, dimly lit living room with no furniture in it, LPs and guitars strewn around the bare floor, and
            against one wall a small Buddhist shrine with burning candles. (I don’t think I’d ever knowingly met a Buddhist either.) “Norwegian
            Wood (This Bird Has Flown)” was playing softly on the crappy little stereo.
         

         
         And then there was the very long walk down a very short hallway to the bedroom—it couldn’t have been more than fifteen feet,
            but it just seemed to elongate as I walked down it, kind of like at the end of The Graduate when Dustin Hoffman runs down the sidewalk toward the church. Eventually, I got to the door and opened it to find Kurt lying
            in a little bed in a little room, his back against the wall, facing the doorway, his shocking blue eyes laser beaming through
            the subdued lighting. His bare feet were sticking out past the bedsheets, and his toenails were painted a rosy hue. The smell
            of jasmine flowers wafted through the screen on the window above his head, and to this day, when I smell jasmine, it shoots
            me straight back to that moment.
         

         
         “Hi,” he said. And two things struck me instantly. And I mean in an instant. The first was: oh wow, I know this guy. He wasn’t some sort of rock & roll space alien; he was actually like a lot of the stoners I went to high school
            with. Hell, I was a stoner in high school. He was a little bit like me.
         

         
         A year or so later, I told Kurt about the moment we met, about how I instantly felt comfortable with him. And he said something
            like, “That’s how I felt about you too! I was nervous about it, but the second you walked in the door, I thought, this is
            going to be OK.” Because, as huge as Nirvana was, Kurt had been relatively unknown only a few short months before, a one-time
            small-town deadbeat—and now, a guy whose articles he’d been reading for the past few years had flown out from New York City
            to interview him for a cover story in Rolling Stone. Kurt had been dreaming of this for most of his life: from when he was a little kid, he wanted to “play in a rock band and
            be on the cover of magazines and stuff.” As I said, this was a really big deal. For both of us.
         

         
         I just played it cool about the fact that he was doing an interview while lying in bed—hey, maybe he often did interviews
            this way, and besides, it provided a nice bit of color. So I sat down on a little footstool next to him and started asking
            questions. I asked Kurt about what he was like as a kid, and he said something about being small for his age, and I stood
            up from my footstool, unfurled my wiry five-foot-six frame, and said, in a theatrically manly voice, “I don’t know what you’re
            talking about!” And we exchanged smiles, and that was that: we understood each other.
         

         
         He said he was an artistic, sensitive kid. So was I! OK, maybe not as artistic as Kurt was. And he said his parents were divorced
            by the time he was ten years old and he was melancholic ever since. Same here! And somehow I got to talking about Arlo Guthrie’s
            “The Motorcycle Song” and how I’d play the song on the family record player and run around the house pretending I was a motorcycle.
            And Kurt said, “I did that too!” That Arlo Guthrie album, Alice’s Restaurant, released in 1967, also features the eighteen-minute “Alice’s Restaurant Massacree,” a quintessential classic of the ’60s
            counterculture. It’s funny to think that Kurt was familiar with it.
         

         
         We grew up on the same music that so many American kids did: Kiss, Cheap Trick, Queen, Black Sabbath, and so on. We even became
            stoners around the same age, too. It was kind of uncanny.
         

         
         So here I was, the bespectacled college-boy Rolling Stone journalist from New York City, connecting with this guy from clear across the country, from a very different background,
            a rural high school dropout whose dad had worked counting logs in a lumber mill.
         

         
         Now, I’m not saying I was unique or special about any of this—literally millions of people have a similar story and would
            have had a similar experience with Kurt if they’d met him—but it was amazing how much we had in common. We hit it off.
         

         
         (A couple of years after Kurt passed, I asked Courtney why Kurt had connected with me so well. And she said, “He thought you
            had a similar kind of melancholy.” I mentioned this to my father and it made him a little worried.)
         

         
         Turns out Kurt was very much like a whole lot of people, actually. He just had a genius for conveying that in song and in
            the most ineffable way.
         

         
         But the second thing I realized in the first few moments of meeting Kurt is really uncomfortable to say: I sensed that he
            was one of those rock musicians who dies young. I’d never met one of those people before, or even known many people who died
            at all. I just sensed it. He was more than enough of a student of rock paradigms that he probably realized it himself. (Frequent
            Nirvana photographer Ian Tilton once said, “He had this sort of fascination with dead pop stars.”) Other people around him
            felt this same feeling, but maybe they ignored their intuitions; a lot of people do. Then again, maybe they just wouldn’t
            say such a horrible thing out loud.
         

         
         Dave Grohl knew though. In 2009, he told the BBC, “There are some people that you meet in life that you just know that they
            are not going to live to be a hundred years old. . . . In some ways, you kind of prepare yourself emotionally for that to
            be a reality.”
         

         
         Courtney knew, too. “How could I not when he talked about it every single day?” she told Spin magazine’s Craig Marks in a remarkable 1995 story. “If there were ninety-nine dots on the wall, he was going to kill himself.
            If such and such happened that day, he was going to kill himself.” And, as she said in her taped message to the crowd gathered
            at the public memorial for Kurt in Seattle, “I mean, it was going to happen.”
         

         
         Even Kurt’s mom, Wendy, felt it: “I said if he ever lived to be thirty,” she told Spin, “I’d be surprised.”
         

         
         “When you see the way he was,” Neil Young once said of Kurt, “there’s no way he could ever get through the other end of it.
            Because there was no control to the burn. That’s why it was so intense. He was not holding back at all.”
         

         
         At the time, there was so much phoniness in popular music. It was frustrating. The feeling in the air was, in the exasperated
            words of John Lennon, “just gimme some truth.” And then, suddenly, there was Nirvana. They were for real. There was no artifice
            in the music; they meant every millisecond.
         

         
         At the very moment I was talking with him, Kurt was detoxing. He said he was in bed because he had a cold or something, which
            made sense—he was just coming off a tour that went from Australia to New Zealand to Singapore to Japan to Hawaii, and all
            those shows and air travel would naturally take a toll on anybody, even someone who had just turned twenty-five. It didn’t
            really seem like he had a cold, though, but I just partitioned it in my mind. In retrospect, it was obvious what he was going
            through. But I was so naive. I just didn’t know. Or maybe I just didn’t want to know. I’ve always considered that inclination to be one of my weak points as a journalist. With the sketchy stuff, I tend
            to look the other way.
         

         
         And maybe Kurt, Courtney, and the whole apparatus around them realized that too when they asked if I’d like to write a book
            about Nirvana. I was a pretty nice person. And maybe it was obvious that I was pretty green. Or they thought they could successfully
            hide the bad parts from me. Probably all those things were true. So they took a chance on me. It was quite a risky gamble
            for them but a canny one.
         

         
         *  *  *

         The Rolling Stone cover story came out that April. I was mostly a pretty mediocre writer up until then, but somehow I rose to the occasion,
            and I’ll forever be grateful to Rolling Stone for taking a chance on me. It was a professional and artistic breakthrough for me. And I think it was the first coverage
            that connected Kurt’s personal story to the music that he made.
         

         
         A few months later, Rolling Stone assigned me to cover the 1992 Reading Festival, the final day of which featured a bill almost entirely composed of grunge
            bands, with Nirvana headlining.
         

         
         I was staying at the Reading Ramada, where a lot of the bands were staying, too, and many musicians congregated at the ground
            floor bar, making it quite the scene. Late one evening, I was standing in the lobby, just spacing out for a moment. And I
            felt something pass just over the top of my head, like maybe someone’s hand just an inch away but not touching. I figured
            someone was goofing on me, so I ignored it and waited for whoever it was to give up and introduce themselves. But there wasn’t
            anyone anywhere near me. So finally, I just turned around to see what was going on. And there, some twenty feet away, was
            Kurt Cobain, staring directly at me with those laser beam eyes.
         

         
         (I’ve had that sensation only once since: I was at a memorial gathering for Lou Reed, and again I thought it was someone playing
            a trick on me, and again I played it cool and took my time to turn around. There was no one there. But maybe fifteen feet
            behind me, David Bowie was, for some reason, staring right at me.)
         

         
         I walked up to Kurt, and he was glad to see me. He said he liked my Rolling Stone story. In retrospect, I can see how the article served his purposes: I quoted his anti-drug speech; I acknowledged that he
            was truly in love with Courtney, who was starting to get a lot of grief from the media; I took his stomach pain seriously,
            which few people did; and I let him plug a bunch of his favorite bands, which helped him feel a little better about his exploding
            fame.
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         There, in the hotel lobby, we continued the connection we’d made during the Rolling Stone interview; we just talked really easily with each
            other. I bought him a vodka-and-orange at the crowded bar, which, looking back on it, means he wasn’t using at the time—like
            any other heroin user, he knew very well that mixing alcohol and opiates is potentially fatal. We chatted a little bit before
            the swirl of fellow musicians and the gawking of onlookers got to be too much and Kurt retreated to his room.
         

         
         And then there was that fateful late-night phone call from Courtney, when she asked if I’d like to write a book about Nirvana.

         
         From there, it was pretty easy to get a book deal. I signed a contract with Main Street Books, an imprint of Doubleday. The
            next Nirvana album was due out the following September, which was when Doubleday wanted to publish. And so I had a little
            less than seven months to write my first book. After that, it was nothing but pedal to the metal.
         

         
         *  *  *

         Before I began writing, Courtney would sometimes call me, I think partly to try to frame the narrative for me, partly to ingratiate
            herself with the guy who was going to write the book, and maybe just because she and Kurt liked and trusted me. Her conversations
            were routinely peppered with references to various pharmaceuticals that I’d never heard of, like Klonopin and Diazepam and
            Vicodin, as if everybody knew what they were; that’s how Courtney talks, as if you’re intimately familiar with all the arcane
            things and people she’s analyzing at such high velocity. The pharmaceutical thing was so relentless that one day I walked
            over to downtown Manhattan’s cavernous, beloved Strand Bookstore—remember, this is basically pre-internet—and bought a used
            copy of the Physicians’ Desk Reference, a big fat book that lists all prescription drugs and their uses and effects, so I could try to keep up with Courtney.
         

         
         On the way home from the Strand, I happened to bump into someone from Nirvana’s management team who was extremely distrustful
            and controlling. This was before any of the interviews for Come as You Are started, and if this person suspected that I was going to write a lurid exposé about Kurt and Courtney’s drug use, they might
            well cancel the book. But I really just wanted to know what Courtney was talking about. And, of course, right away this person
            noticed the telltale Strand book bag and asked the very question I was dreading: “Oh, what book did you buy?” I mumbled something
            and quickly changed the subject, dangling the bag behind my back. I can laugh about it now, but at the time, I was practically
            shaking with fear.
         

         
         The next six months went by quickly. All I did was fly back and forth to Seattle (and once to Los Angeles) to do interviews
            and then come back home to transcribe, research, and write.
         

         
         Seattle rock producer Jack Endino was the first person I interviewed for Come as You Are. He was, and still is, a keystone of the entire Seattle music community, and there are few relationships more intimate than
            the one between a musician and their producer-engineer, so I figured he’d be a great place to start.
         

         
         Just going by his name and the brutally heavy sounds he got out of bands, I pictured Jack Endino to be a tough, burly guy
            with black hair and beard stubble; I imagined he looked and behaved a little like Bluto. But Jack turned out to be a lanky
            sweetheart of a guy with a kindly baritone and a ponytail, with an easygoing intelligence that made me imagine that he smoked
            a pipe. He gave me all kinds of details about recording Bleach, the band’s internal dynamics, and insight into the culture of the Seattle rock community at the time.
         

         
         If Come as You Are is a pearl, my interview with Jack is the grain of sand around which it formed. I’m so grateful to him for that.
         

         
         But Krist Novoselic was the first member of Nirvana I interviewed for Come as You Are. In late December, I booked a room at the Inn at the Market, in Seattle’s Pike Place Market; Kurt, Courtney, and Frances
            were between homes and staying at the same hotel. I got a call from the hotel lobby that Krist was on his way up, so I left
            the door open for him. I was sitting in a low comfy chair between the door and floor-to-ceiling windows that looked out on
            Puget Sound when suddenly Krist burst in the door, all six-foot-seven of him, ran straight at me, jumped right over my head,
            and stopped right at the window, theatrically slamming his palms on the glass to stop himself. What an entrance! That was
            Krist back then—just slightly dangerous in the most goofy, irreverent, hilarious, and charmingly icebreaking way.
         

         
         The first time I interviewed Kurt for Come as You Are was December 23, 1992. I stopped by Kurt and Courtney’s room to retrieve Kurt. The TV was blaring but no one was watching
            it, clothes and other belongings were draped over various surfaces, and miscellaneous baby paraphernalia was scattered about.
            Courtney, in thoughtful mode, asked if I wanted to join them for Christmas. That was very kind, and it sure would have been
            interesting, but I had family obligations. Kurt’s close friend Dylan Carlson was there, too, and we chatted for a bit as I
            waited for Kurt.
         

         
         It’s easy to see why Kurt and Dylan Carlson got along: both were misfits, artists, and people who wanted to learn a whole
            lot more about art and the world in general. And they were drug buddies. Carlson is kind of renowned as a nice person, as
            well as an avid autodidact in the tradition of many fellow musicians, such as Peter Buck, Grant Hart, and Mike Watt. As I
            was talking with him, he kept mentioning an “eppy-fanny.” It took me a minute to realize he meant “epiphany.” People who mispronounce
            fancy words deserve respect—they discovered those words by reading them, not by being taught them by someone else.
         

         
         Kurt and I headed to my room to talk, and he began by professing his love of the Clash’s 1982 album Combat Rock. That was a strange choice—it does have “Should I Stay or Should I Go” and “Rock the Casbah,” but with its ill-advised excursions
            into rap and reggae, Combat Rock is often derided as the beginning of the end for a once-great band. But this was at the peak of the Age of Irony, and I couldn’t
            tell if Kurt was kidding. Combat Rock does turn up in some of the favorite albums lists in his journals, so I guess he was actually serious.
         

         
         I gave him a present that evening: a yellow-and-orange-striped vintage cardigan. He was really appreciative—when I offered
            it to him, he snatched it away from me and held it close to his chest as if he was afraid I was going to grab it back. I’m
            pretty sure he was cremated in it, along with a Breeders T-shirt. That is very strange to think about.
         

         
         For another early interview with Kurt, I visited him at the Westin Seattle, where he, Courtney, and Frances were staying.
            I walked into their room to find Kurt and Courtney watching a Leif Garrett movie on TV. Present-day readers might not appreciate
            the significance of Kurt Cobain and Courtney Love being rapt during a Leif Garrett movie—and at the time neither did I. But
            they were a little fascinated by Garrett, a ’70s teen idol who went on to experience some very high-profile substance abuse
            problems, not to mention being the driver in a tragic car crash. In retrospect, I realize they were studying someone else
            who had grappled—not very successfully—with drugs and the bizarre experience of sudden money and fame.
         

         
         The funny thing is, it goes full circle: the Melvins got Garrett to sing on their faithful cover of “Smells Like Teen Spirit”
            for their 2000 album The Crybaby. The Dallas Observer wrote that “the band’s intent was only to draw an ironic parallel between two teen-idol pop stars ruined by the music industry
            that exploited them.”
         

         
         “It’s one of the best, most fucked-up ideas I’ve ever come up with,” said the Melvins’ ever-sardonic singer-guitarist Buzz
            Osborne, who had been a formative musical influence on Kurt when both were in their teens. “Especially with Leif’s obvious
            drug past and Kurt’s public drug use.”
         

         
         During one interview at the Westin, Kurt showed me a gadget he was trying out: a pair of special goggles with blinking lights
            inside, with a little Walkman-sized controller, and the patterns allegedly could induce different kinds of brainwaves. That
            machine was kind of controversial—some people claimed it exacerbated depression rather than curing it. But I never saw Kurt
            use it again.
         

         
         It was a high-tech version of the Dreamachine, which was cocreated by one of Kurt’s literary heroes, the poet, sound artist,
            and painter Brion Gysin, a pivotal figure who spanned the Surrealists and the Beats. One day in 1958, Gysin had a mystical-psychedelic
            experience from closing his eyes while the sunlight flickered through the trees as he rode on a bus to Marseilles. “An overwhelming
            flood of intensely bright colors exploded behind my eyelids: a multidimensional kaleidoscope whirling out through space,”
            he later wrote. “I was swept out of time.” And so he built the Dreamachine, the first known work of art meant to be seen with
            the eyes closed.
         

         
         Soon, Kurt and family moved to a new house in the Matthews Beach neighborhood of Seattle. It wasn’t particularly fancy, and
            there was barely even any furniture in there, even though Courtney has sophisticated taste and could have decorated it very
            well. It was just a nice house with a few bedrooms and a two-car garage. The most luxurious aspect of it was the deck that
            overlooked Lake Washington. As is so often the case with famous people, they put their awards in the bathroom.
         

         
         The Matthews Beach home was disheveled just like all of Kurt’s homes were. Looking back on it, that might well have been a
            reflection of his never having lived in a place for very long since he was a little kid. Or just rebelling against his mom’s
            pristine approach to keeping house.
         

         
         One evening, I arrived to do an interview and Kurt and Courtney began doting on Frances, so much so that it seemed like an
            act. For them, that was the whole point of Come as You Are, to portray them as good parents. But they didn’t have to do that—once they relaxed, they always wound up playing with the
            baby in a more natural way, with Courtney singing little bits of nonsense to her in a surprisingly sweet voice, or Kurt doing
            his ridiculous Donald Duck impression. It wouldn’t be the last time that Kurt and Courtney doted on their child for the benefit
            of the press.
         

         
         We did most of our interviews at the kitchen table, adjacent to “the mess room,” the house’s dining room, where Kurt arranged
            all the doll parts and various other objects that Charles Peterson photographed for the back cover of In Utero.

         
         At one point, we headed down to the basement, where the “Sliver” video was filmed, and Kurt sat down at a beat-up vintage
            drum kit and proudly demonstrated that he could play the very cool beat of Public Image Ltd.’s “Four Enclosed Walls” from
            1981’s The Flowers of Romance.
         

         
         During this time, he was very nocturnal: his day was almost completely upside down. That couldn’t have been very good for
            his mental health, but it was great for doing interviews: by the time we’d get to talking, Courtney and the baby would be
            fast asleep, and if the TV wasn’t on, the loudest sound in the house would be the hum of the refrigerator. It was very intimate.
            By the time we were done talking, the sun would be coming up, and we’d stand at the floor-to-ceiling kitchen windows and look
            out at Lake Washington as the occasional seaplane skidded for a landing on the water. Those were great, peaceful moments,
            both of us completely talked out, just quietly gazing out the window together. We’d do that again after Come as You Are was finished, looking out a different window.
         

         
         Sometimes while we talked, Kurt would eat—TV dinners or premade meals in plastic containers that he’d heat up in the microwave.
            Neither he nor Courtney cooked, and they didn’t want household help—anyone like that could have been co-opted by the tabloids—and
            going out wasn’t really an option, so they had to do this rich people thing with premade meals that someone dropped off every
            few days.
         

         
         In the 1985 movie Perfect, John Travolta plays a Rolling Stone reporter and delivers a pretty famous line about how Rolling Stone writers acted toward their subjects: “Always treat a famous person as if they’re not. And a person who’s not as if they were.”
            I had written many pieces for Rolling Stone before writing Come as You Are, and maybe I absorbed that philosophy from the magazine’s culture, but I think I came to it naturally. It was the only way
            I could cope with someone’s fame—pretend it didn’t exist. And so, as struck as I was, like everybody else, by Kurt’s almost
            palpable charisma, not to mention being deeply moved by his music, I managed to ignore all that and treat him like a normal
            person, which put him at ease with me, since so many other people freaked out around him, which in turn freaked him out. Aside
            from the formative childhood experiences we had in common, I guess that’s another reason why he opened up to me. I’m not a
            great interviewer, really, but I’m good at having long conversations.
         

         
         One evening, Kurt went off on a rant about how much he hated journalists and they were all lying scum. He’d completely forgotten
            that he was sitting across the kitchen table from a journalist. So I said, with a smile, “Um, well, I guess I’ll be going
            then . . .” And he got all flustered and said I wasn’t like the rest of them. It was a moment.
         

         
         In our interviews, Kurt spoke of his heroin addiction in the past tense, but that wasn’t true—he had been a junkie for several
            years and would essentially continue to be until the day he died. Junkies, I learned, are very comfortable with being deceptive.
            But Kurt had to say that so he could keep his child. And I knew that, and he knew that I knew that. Perhaps he was also a
            shrewd enough judge of character to know that I wouldn’t challenge him on it.
         

         
         I kick myself for how I naive I was about Kurt and his lies and manipulations. Kurt’s legendary tale of sleeping under the
            bridge near his childhood home is a good, if fairly benign, example. Others have done some good sleuthing about that particular
            story and determined that it wasn’t true. As Kurt says in Come as You Are, his real life was so boring that “I pretty much like to make it up.” He probably didn’t run away and catch fish in the Wishkah
            River; it was probably more like shoplifting corn dogs from a local convenience store or going over to his friends’ houses
            for his lifelong favorite, mac and cheese. Looking back on it, the story about the bridge is a typical fiction on Kurt’s part,
            intended to spite his parents and exalt his own victimhood.
         

         
         Although I did recognize that Kurt’s stories were “sometimes self-serving, full of rationalization and self-contradiction,”
            I still missed a lot of stuff, and that was partly because I was just kind of green—I wasn’t skeptical enough, took a lot
            at face value. And because of the tight deadline, I just didn’t have time to track down everything.
         

         
         Being around such high-voltage people like Kurt and Courtney, with all their drama and just the powerful ambient electricity
            coursing around them, was exciting, but it was also stressful and exhausting—getting close to really charismatic people is
            kind of exciting but it’s easy not to notice that it’s also sucking the life out of you. That, and traveling so much and then
            working day and night for weeks on end, took a heavy toll on my health and my personal relationships. The day I turned in
            the manuscript, my dad took a photo of me: I still can’t even look at it; I look pale and gaunt, almost sickly, but also really
            proud.
         

         
         *  *  *

         Many rock memoirs are done to settle one particular score, and to the writer, the rest of it is just sandwich bread. Look
            at Morrissey’s 2013 Autobiography, for instance: there’s lots of juicy stuff, but really it’s all just a delivery system for a lengthy screed about his former
            Smiths bandmates and their lawsuits against him. Likewise, in light of the debacle about their custody of their baby, Kurt
            and Courtney mainly just wanted Come as You Are to clear their name as parents; everything else in the story was window dressing. It’s why Kurt repeatedly referred to his
            addiction in the past tense, as if he were actually clean and not still engaged in an ongoing, losing battle with heroin.
            Comedian Mitch Hedberg used to tell a joke: “I used to do drugs. I still do, but I used to, too.” He died of a speedball overdose.
         

         
         Yes, both of them were substance abusers, but parental love is an extremely powerful force, and Kurt and Courtney dearly loved
            Frances. I knew that keeping their child was the real point of the book, but that didn’t bother me—I wanted them to keep their
            kid, and besides, I was excited to tell the Nirvana story with no interference.
         

         
         The subtitle of Come as You Are is very pointedly The Story of Nirvana. It’s not, as people sometimes say to me, “your book about Kurt Cobain.” That subtitle gave me a good reason (or was that
            excuse) not to go too deeply into dark, dark places. I just wasn’t interested in that stuff—I’m interested in how bands form,
            their internal dynamics, how they make the music that we all love. And I think that, as a lifelong drummer, maybe I was a
            little biased toward emphasizing that Nirvana was a band, that everybody in it made a meaningful, invaluable contribution. I took care to tell Krist’s and Dave’s pre-Nirvana stories
            and discuss their indispensable roles in the band, both on- and offstage, and I delve deeper into that with these reflections
            on the book.
         

         
         I began doing interviews during some precious downtime: touring for Nevermind was done, and Kurt was ostensibly working on songs for the next album. The fallout from the Vanity Fair story was ongoing, and so there was a lot of very understandable turmoil, but everyone had plenty of free time to talk and
            reflect on what had just happened. It all came together. I was very lucky.
         

         
         *  *  *

         Rereading Come as You Are for my annotated edition, The Amplified Come as You Are: The Story of Nirvana, I began to notice some patterns that I hadn’t noticed when I was in the thick of writing the original version. Maybe I was
            too young to see them; maybe I was looking the other way because I was smitten by my subject; maybe I had to work too fast
            to notice such things. But thirty years can give you some objectivity.
         

         
         In journalist Janet Malcolm’s essential book The Journalist and the Murderer, published in 1990, she notes that every journalist “is a kind of confidence man, preying on people’s vanity, ignorance or
            loneliness, gaining their trust and betraying them without remorse.” But the subject can also play the journalist exactly
            the same way.
         

         
         Kurt, being a student of rock history, knew that the story of a rock band is essentially a legend—in the sense that there’s
            some wiggle room in the truth as long as it serves the overall myth. So Kurt was an unreliable narrator of his own story.
            And that’s nothing new—everyone does it. It’s on the journalist to determine what’s true and what isn’t. But sometimes the
            journalist just plays along because they’re naive, lazy, overworked, or they just want to be in on the game because it makes
            for sensational copy. Or maybe they want to ingratiate themselves with the subject so they can work with them again. Or there’s
            just no way to verify the story. Whichever way, it works to the artist’s advantage.
         

         
         Which is to say that I wish I could have brought more skepticism to the project and done more reporting, but there just wasn’t
            time—I had to finish the manuscript quickly so it could be published around the release of In Utero.
         

         
         Remember, too, that I was pioneering a lot of this stuff—Kurt and the band are extremely well-documented now, but this was
            the first book about Nirvana. Later journalists would have the benefit of hindsight and piles of articles, not to mention
            the internet, but in 1993, I enjoyed none of those things.
         

         
         As a narrator, Kurt also knew that every good legend has a protagonist and an antagonist. There’s a Greek word for this timeless
            conflict: agon. Not coincidentally, it’s the root of the word “agony.”
         

         
         The protagonist of this particular legend is Kurt Cobain. Over the course of his story, there’s a long litany of antagonists:
            Aberdeen bullies, Aberdeen itself, Kurt’s parents, various drummers, homophobes, misogynists, racists, Sub Pop, his own body,
            “the grown-ups,” Pearl Jam, heroin addiction, Geffen/DGC, and so on. For every setback, there was someone or something to
            blame. When one antagonist left the stage, he found a new one. There was always, as one of his songs puts it, something in
            the way.
         

         
         It’s funny, this may have started young: when Kurt was very little, he had some imaginary friends. “There was one called Boddah,”
            his mother, Wendy, told me for the Rolling Stone cover story. “He blamed everything on him.”
         

         
         Another antagonist was himself: the self that hated itself. And wanted to die. In legends, the protagonist is supposed to
            vanquish the antagonist. That didn’t happen this time. Or, actually, it did.
         

         
         *  *  *

         “Passionate” was the word Kurt reserved for his highest praise: the best thing he could say about someone was that they had
            passion for what they were doing, whatever it was. Nirvana walked that walk: after several years of fluffy boy bands and fluffy
            metal acts, Nirvana was indisputably passionate, intensely emotional and fully committed. There was no control to the burn.
         

         
         Besides passion, another really key concept for Kurt was empathy. “I’ve always had enough empathy in people to realize that
            everybody has a good side to them,” he told me, “no matter how much of an asshole they are.” Which is kind of surprising,
            given his avowed disdain for so many of the people around him. But how much empathy did he have when he hit a man on the head
            with his guitar during a show in Dallas in 1991? Well, nobody’s perfect, and maybe incidents like that reminded him of how
            far he still had to go.
         

         
         Maybe, as he claimed, opiates really did still that hostility and help him experience empathy in his everyday life. The thing
            is, there are much better, healthier ways to develop the ability to feel what others are feeling. And Kurt was already quite
            empathetic, almost painfully so. Maybe his outspokenness about empathy was really a plea for people to have empathy for him.
         

         
         At any rate, Kurt avowedly revered the ability to imagine what other people are feeling, and he did so right down to his last
            moments. In his suicide note, the word “empathy” was underlined twice. His name was in the smallest lettering on the whole
            page.
         

         
         I wrote Come as You Are with a lot of passion and, I hope, empathy as well.
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            Chapter 2
The Hellhole of the Pacific

         
         With more than its share of violence, booze, guns, and drugs, and its once-thriving logging industry in steep decline in the
            early ’90s, Aberdeen, Washington is a huge part of Kurt Cobain’s story, or his myth: it’s one of his foremost antagonists.
            In Kurt’s journals, he called Aberdeen and nearby Montesano “coastal logging slums.” And in one of Nirvana’s earliest bios,
            well before they got signed, Kurt wrote, “Aberdeens [sic] population consists of Highly bigoted Redneck snoose [sic] chewing deer shooting, faggot killing logger types who ‘ain’t to [sic] partial to weirdo new wavers!’ ” (Snus is a brand of chewing tobacco.)
         

         
         He was far from the only one who felt this way: in Nick Soulsby’s 2015 oral history of Nirvana, I Found My Friends, Steve Moriarty, from early-’90s Seattle punk band the Gits, had this take on the town: “It’s like logging trucks and the
            smell of low tide—a pretty depressed area.”
         

         
         Around the turn of the twentieth century, thanks to all the sailors, fishermen, and loggers in town—and the saloons, gambling
            joints, and brothels that catered to their vices—Aberdeen earned the nickname “The Hellhole of the Pacific.” The town’s alarming
            murder rate also inspired another unsavory sobriquet: “The Port of Missing Men.”
         

         
         Prostitution was prevalent in Aberdeen almost from the time of its founding in the 1890s and continued into the early ’60s,
            still well within the collective memory of the town in the mid-’80s. Aberdeen “was mainly just a whorehouse,” Kurt told Chris
            Morris for Musician in January 1992. “The sailors would come and screw the women. . . . So there’s also this overall sense that we’re a little
            ashamed of our roots.”
         

         
         By the early ’90s, Aberdeen’s lumber industry had fallen on hard times. Clear-cutting of old-growth forest along the northern
            Pacific coast was destroying the habitat of northern spotted owls, which had recently been designated a threatened species.
            To save the ecosystem in which the owl thrived, environmentalists proposed protecting huge swathes of land from logging—which
            would cost many jobs in an economically strapped region that was already suffering.
         

         
         In fact, lumber companies were breaking unions, severely automating the work, and shipping raw logs to be processed in Japan.
            But the industry managed to shift the blame onto the spotted owl.
         

         
         People in lumber-dependent Washington towns such as Aberdeen were outraged that someone would seem to value a bird over their
            ability to support themselves, and Republican president George H. W. Bush was more than happy to side with big business on
            this issue, proclaiming to a group of rural Washington lumber workers in 1992, “It is time to make people more important than
            owls!”
         

         
         “The Timber Wars” constantly made the nightly news all over the Northwest; the spotted owl even made the cover of Time. It was emblematic of a culture war—big business and the people who love it versus science-based progressive ideals—that
            continues to this day.
         

         
         In 1992, the US Fish and Wildlife Service dramatically reduced the spotted owl’s critical habitat. Today, the species remains
            in imminent danger of extinction.
         

         
         Still, I had fallen under the spell of Kurt’s disdain for Aberdeen, his need to paint it as worse than it actually was. In
            truth, Aberdeen is near a beautiful stretch of Pacific coastline and many state parks; the scenery is spectacular; the lakes,
            streams, and air are pristine. And in 1992, there was a center for the performing arts, a community theater company, a county
            choir and a symphony orchestra, a jazz festival, and one of the best library systems in the area. Aberdeen had a nice side—if
            you wanted to see it. But, to coin a phrase, Kurt Cobain will have his revenge on Aberdeen.
         

         
         Many years later, I had a bit of an epiphany about Aberdeen—and all the places like it. In 2007, I went to a small restaurant
            in the East Village for a performance by the excellent avant-garde cellist Erik Friedlander on the occasion of the release
            of his album Block Ice and Propane. Recently, I’d discovered not only that Friedlander’s father is the great photographer Lee Friedlander, but that Lee Friedlander,
            the celebrated choreographer Trisha Brown, and the truly iconic abstract expressionist painter Robert Motherwell all came
            from Aberdeen. So, counting Kurt, four of the most renowned artists of the twentieth century all came from this one small,
            remote, beyond-unassuming place. (Another notable Aberdonian: Dr. Douglas Osheroff, who won the 1996 Nobel Prize in physics.)
         

         
         After Erik Friedlander’s set, I walked up and asked him if he had any idea why four artistic giants all came from this one
            little roughneck town.
         

         
         “Huh, I don’t know,” Friedlander replied and then called over to some people at a table in the corner. “Hey, Dad, come here.”

         
         And up strides the Lee Friedlander, a certifiable giant of American art photography. And we got to talking. Friedlander reminisced about the
            town’s early days, all logging and brothels, and said that Motherwell was renowned around town as “a big jock.” In the end,
            he couldn’t answer my question, but the moral of the story is that great artists can come from anywhere—not just New York
            or Los Angeles.
         

         
         But maybe not all of them should stay in places like Aberdeen. The great music journalist Mikal Gilmore wrote a masterly Rolling Stone piece about Kurt a week or so after Kurt’s death. Gilmore happens to be the brother of Gary Gilmore, the infamous convicted
            killer who demanded the death penalty for his own crimes in 1976; Mikal’s powerful 1994 memoir about growing up with Gary,
            Shot in the Heart, shows his all-too-intimate familiarity with guns, darkness, and death wishes. For the Rolling Stone piece, Gilmore visited the North Aberdeen Bridge, where Kurt claimed he had camped out when he was homeless. Under the bridge,
            Gilmore noticed a graffito that he thought might have been in Kurt’s handwriting. It read: “WELL, I MUST BE OFF. IT’S TIME FOR THE FOOL TO GET OUT.”
         

         
         “To save yourself from a dark fate,” Gilmore wrote, “you have to remove yourself from dark places. Sometimes, though, you
            might not remove yourself soon enough, and when that happens, the darkness leaves with you. It visits you not just in your
            worst moments but also in your best, dimming the light that those occasions have to offer. It visits you, and it tells you
            that this is where you are from—that no matter how far you run or how hard you reach for release, the darkness, sooner or later, will
            claim you.”
         

         
         Kurt tried to leave Aberdeen in many ways, not just physically. It was a macho place, so he embraced feminism. It was homophobic,
            so he stuck up for gay people. Aberdonians loved heavy metal, so he renounced heavy metal. His mom made him wear nice clothes,
            bathe, and have a nice haircut, so he cultivated the grunge look. Aberdeen, to him, was an uncouth, uneducated place, so he
            sought out people who were more cultured and intellectual than he was, starting with Buzz Osborne and Krist Novoselic, and
            later, the “Calvinists” in Olympia, Tobi Vail, the Seattle music community, Courtney Love, Danny Goldberg, the members of
            Sonic Youth, and others.
         

         
         Motherwell, Brown, and Friedlander all got out of Aberdeen in time, but Kurt didn’t. “I always wanted to move to the big city,”
            he told Jonathan Poneman in a December 1992 Spin interview. “I wanted to move to Seattle, find a chicken hawk, sell my ass, and be a punk rocker, but I was too afraid. So
            I just stayed in Aberdeen for too long, until I was 20 years old.” So Aberdeen stayed within him. And it claimed him.
         

         
         *  *  *

         Actually, there was another celebrity from Aberdeen: Kurt’s mother’s uncle, Delbert Fradenburg. Uncle Delbert was a real entertainer—in
            the late ’20s, he appeared in Florenz Ziegfeld’s landmark musical Show Boat and had a solo spot in one of the first color films, King of Jazz, a 1930 revue that also featured an up-and-comer named Bing Crosby. The June 13, 1930, issue of the Grays Harbor Daily Washingtonian mentions the “well known Aberdeen singer” and that “the youthful promise his voice held when he delighted Harbor audiences
            with his singing a few years ago is fully realized by his performance in ’King of Jazz.’” Unfortunately, the movie was a terrible
            flop and actually prompted Hollywood to stop making musicals for several years.
         

         
         Music ran in the family and Kurt’s aunt Mari was also a musician; sometimes Kurt would watch her band practice for shows at
            local bars. Mari gave him records by the Beatles and the Monkees, so Kurt got introduced to some very tuneful, extremely popular
            rock music at a very impressionable age; the Beatles would turn out to be a huge influence on his music. And one of his first
            musical heroes was someone he actually knew—his mom’s sister—who had played shows and even recorded, which made such things
            seem really achievable. And, of course, this musical hero happened to be a woman.
         

         
         *  *  *

         Even as a preschooler, Kurt exhibited a powerful disdain for authority. Whenever he saw a police officer he’d sing, “Corn
            on the cops, corn on the cops! The cops are coming! They’re going to kill you!” In the 2015 documentary about Kurt, Montage of Heck, Kurt’s sister Kim confirms this little bit of wordplay, “corn on the cops,” adding that her earliest memory—she was about
            three and Kurt was about six—is of Kurt getting her to give the middle finger to members of the local constabulary. Kurt told
            me that it was around this time that he derived great pleasure from filling soda cans with pebbles and heaving them at passing
            cop cars.
         

         
         I asked Kurt why he felt that way about police. “It was just a gut feeling I had,” he said. “They just seemed real intimidating.
            I was really into this television show called SWAT, and they were cops. But the reason I liked them was they had M16s.”
         

         
         So the fascination with guns started early. And the disdain for police ran deep and long. Through much of 1991, Kurt played
            a guitar with a bumper sticker that says “VANDALISM: BEAUTIFUL AS A ROCK IN A COP’S FACE.” The sticker was made by the Feederz, a deeply provocative Phoenix, Arizona, punk band. “Vandalism: beautiful as a rock in
            a cop’s face,” delivered in singer Frank Discussion’s ethereal falsetto, is the opening line of the Feederz song “Gut Rage”
            from their 1983 album Ever Feel Like Killing Your Boss? (which also features the immortal “Burn Warehouse Burn”: “Sorry, mom, can’t do my chores / It’s too much fun setting fire
            to stores”).
         

         
         The Feederz specialized in media pranks, which they called “anti-public relations.” A classic was sending out a letter to
            every student in a certain Arizona school district, on the Arizona Department of Education letterhead, that began, “Well,
            school is boring. It’s no secret that a lot of you feel that you are wasting your time here. You feel you are spending years
            of commuting to the boredom of school to prepare yourselves for a life of dull, meaningless tasks. But that’s the way life
            is, and that’s the way it has always been.” One can only imagine how much Kurt loved stuff like this.
         

         
         So much about Kurt was formed when he was a kid. One day when he was in grade school, he did the cover illustration for his
            school paper, a great honor. But he didn’t like what he’d drawn, and when people complimented him on it, it only made him
            angry. That was rather prophetic: later, one of the things that wounded Kurt deeply was when the band would play a bad show
            and people loved it anyway. To him, that meant that they weren’t really paying attention, they weren’t really as deeply invested
            in the music as he was. Of course, people think that’s what the artist wants to hear: “Hey, man, that was awesome!” But musicians
            know all too well when they’ve played a bad show. And nobody can convince them otherwise.
         

         
         But mostly, Kurt looked back on his early childhood, when his mother lavished affection and attention on him, as “bliss.” Later
            on, as an adult, how do you recapture that childhood bliss, of being cradled in your mother’s soft, gentle arms, feeling safe
            and loved? Sex is one way—“Sex, to him, was incredibly sacred,” Courtney confided to Rolling Stone in December 1994. Another way is to take heroin. Then you get a euphoric contentment, and all your troubles seem so far away.
            Kurt wrote a great song about that childhood bliss. That feeling was his Rosebud.
         

         
         That was a recurring theme for Kurt: the idea that there was a blissfully innocent, idyllic phase of his life that was destroyed
            by his parents’ divorce. He would later dread the same thing happening to his daughter.
         

         
         Knowing Kurt’s outspoken admiration for childhood, one begins to see how withering it was later when he dubbed the executives
            at his management company and label “the grown-ups.” And if they were grown-ups, then that made Kurt a kid: pure, blameless,
            and free from responsibility.
         

         
         But Kurt’s childhood wasn’t quite as untroubled as he made it seem. Having been diagnosed with ADD, Kurt was given Ritalin.
            In 1961, the US Food and Drug Administration (FDA) had approved the use of Ritalin to treat hyperactive children, and its
            use skyrocketed so much that, in 1970, the Washington Post raised the alarm about the use of “behavior modification” drugs to control unruly children, prompting congressional hearings.
            A few years later, when Kurt was in grade school, more than one million US children had been diagnosed with ADD and given
            powerful, aggressively marketed pharmaceuticals such as Ritalin. Kids with ADD are far more likely to go on to abuse drugs
            and alcohol.
         

         
         Maybe the hyperactivity was behind Kurt’s childhood penchant for stunts like jumping off the roof of his house or lighting
            firecrackers on a piece of metal strapped to his chest. His early rock star dreams and stuntman fantasies collide in the spectacle
            of Kurt hurling himself into the drum set at the end of so many shows, demonstrating that music could literally be an anodyne.
            The attraction to intense sensation, danger, potential self-destruction, taking play very seriously, and freedom from pain
            was all there from the start.
         

         
         Kurt’s unruliness must have been troubling for Wendy, who was very conscious of appearances. When I first went out to Aberdeen
            to speak with her, no one answered the door even though we’d made plans to talk. I figured no one was home, so I walked into
            town and killed an hour or so, then came back, and she answered the door. Months later, I asked her why she hadn’t been there
            at the appointed time. She admitted she was there—she just hadn’t gotten her makeup on yet.
         

         
         Although the family was of modest means, it was a point of pride that Wendy made sure that both Kurt and his younger sister
            Kim were well dressed—his upbringing was, as Kurt put it, “white trash posing as middle class.” Kurt later rebelled against
            that pose with the threadbare cardigans, the sneakers scrawled with Magic Marker, the ripped jeans (basically a new thing
            back then), the messy, unwashed hair, the stubble, and so on. And despite all that, Kurt was, in his own way, just as conscious
            of appearances as his mom was: yes, he was unkempt, but he was meticulously unkempt.
         

         
         And Wendy and Don, Kurt’s father, were quite strict with their kids. In 1974, Kurt was, apparently, more naughty than nice—and
            instead of getting the Starsky and Hutch gun he wanted for Christmas, Kurt told me he got a lump of coal. In Montage of Heck, Kim Cobain recalls the time that Kurt forgot to feed the dog, and Don grounded him for a year, which included not being
            able to watch television during that time. So when Don, his second wife, and his new family would watch TV after dinner, Kurt
            had to go up to his room. For a year. This was the “tough love” approach to parenting problem children that was then in vogue.
            As Courtney noted at the end of Come as You Are, it doesn’t work.
         

         
         Wendy and Don split up in early 1976; Kurt had just turned nine. Even though Kurt would later sing, “The legendary divorce
            is such a bore,” that was a false protest—it was a pivotal point in his life, as he would sometimes acknowledge. He became
            sullen, withdrawn. Because I underwent a similar change when my parents got divorced, and all biography is, to some extent,
            autobiography, I consciously focused on the effect of Kurt’s parents’ divorce. It just happened to be very pertinent.
         

         
         Shame is practically a leitmotif in Nirvana lyrics. It’s an emotion that Kurt seemed particularly prone to, and it probably
            started when he was a kid: children of divorce often experience shame because their family is screwed up and different from
            most other people’s families, and it’s something they want to hide. While the divorce rate in mid-’70s America was rising,
            divorce was still a pretty rare thing in staid Aberdeen, according to Kurt’s sister Kim in Montage of Heck. So that probably made Kurt feel extra weird about it. “I remember feeling ashamed for some reason,” Kurt told the great
            UK music journalist Jon Savage in 1993. “I was ashamed of my parents for. . . . I couldn’t face some of my friends at school
            anymore because I desperately wanted to have the classic typical family: mother, father. I wanted that security. I resented
            my parents for quite a few years because of that.”
         

         
         Kurt began to feel alienated from his parents. Don, for instance, was keen on sports, unartistic, and perhaps not the most
            sensitive man—in other words, the polar opposite of his son. Kurt claimed that Don once threw him out of the house for purposely
            losing a wrestling match. Like the story about getting a lump of coal for Christmas, that story might just be a tale Kurt
            intended to mythologize himself at an antagonist’s expense.
         

         
         Some of Kurt’s recollections of his time in Aberdeen seem, shall we say, heavily embroidered—like when he told me that, to
            get back at a bully who had beaten him up, he somehow put LSD into unopened cans of beer and left them on his doorstep. Once
            again, it’s apparently a dubious, self-serving account of Kurt retaliating against an antagonist. Same with the story that
            when Wendy kicked him out of the house, he lived under a bridge in Aberdeen: it never happened. It was yet another fiction
            invented as a way of getting back at yet another antagonist: this time, his mother, for banishing him from the house. As Wendy
            told me, “I don’t think he was really living under there. He just wanted everybody to think he was.”
         

         
         I fell for Kurt’s lie, and why not—it was a great story, told with unblinking earnestness, and besides, it fit with “Something
            in the Way.”
         

         
         I interviewed Don Cobain over the phone. What a tough deal he got. Kurt just wanted to be with his mom, who had rejected him,
            and resented his dad, even though he was the one who took him in. And Don wasn’t, as he acknowledged, emotionally equipped
            to deal with any of it. Many men of his generation weren’t very emotionally savvy; it’s part of what Kurt was rebelling against,
            although Kurt was acting out badly. Years later, Don was an easy target for Kurt, who by this time had a massive megaphone
            and millions of acolytes, whereas Don was just a working guy in rural Washington State. I wish I’d been more sympathetic to
            Don.
         

         
         Kurt felt so disconnected from his parents that he entertained a fantasy that he was adopted, as he noticed the Danny Partridge
            character had done in an episode of the popular ’70s sitcom The Partridge Family. It’s difficult to overstate the importance The Partridge Family had for kids of a certain generation. On one hand, it was basically just a wholesome sitcom about a family that also happened
            to be a pop group. But, years before MTV, it was also one of the extremely few opportunities to see rock music portrayed on
            television, especially in prime time. And this was in the pre-punk era when rock stars were otherworldly quasi-royalty—by
            contrast, the generic suburban setting of The Partridge Family gave the (admittedly illusory) sense that life as a successful professional rock musician was somehow achievable.
         

         
         Kurt probably related to Danny Partridge because Danny was the misfit of the band—a moody, wisecracking redhead who was as
            alienated as a kid in a fluffy ’70s family sitcom could be. Later, Kurt surely became aware that, like Leif Garrett, Danny
            Bonaduce was a child star gone bad. In her memoir, Partridge Family mom, Shirley Jones, wrote that “Danny was a wild child who came from an unhappy home. At eleven, he started smoking.” Later
            in life Bonaduce acknowledged some substance abuse problems, including multiple drug arrests as well as a conviction for the
            1990 beating and robbery of a cross-dressing sex worker.
         

         
         On a similar note, Kurt also fantasized that he was the child of space aliens. Believing that they’re actually aliens is a
            fairly common fantasy for kids. But Kurt might also have been thinking about the 1980 Wipers song “Alien Boy,” about someone
            who’s persecuted because they’re different. “Alien Boy” was actually written about an often homeless schizophrenic from Portland
            named James Chasse. In 2006, Chasse was brutally beaten to death by Portland police.
         

         
         Kurt was a big fan of the Wipers, a Portland band led by singer-guitarist Greg Sage, one of the pioneers of the Northwest
            DIY punk movement; the band released some really great records: 1980’s Is This Real?, 1981’s Youth of America, and 1983’s Over the Edge.
         

         
         Some of the creatures in the paintings Kurt created as an adult bore a resemblance to the aliens depicted on the covers of
            supermarket tabloids and the cover of Whitley Strieber’s bestseller Communion: A True Story. The book was still fresh in the popular memory when Come as You Are was first published, but these days it might help to know that Communion became a bestselling pop culture phenomenon when it came out in 1987. Strieber, who also wrote fiction (his novels The Hunger and The Wolfen were made into Hollywood horror films), wrote about being abducted by “the visitors”—who may or may not have been aliens—complete
            with bizarre and traumatic experiments on his body. Closely resembling the aliens in the 1977 movie Close Encounters of the Third Kind, the book’s cover image, an artist’s rendering based on Strieber’s description of “the visitors” with their huge, black,
            saucer-shaped eyes, swiftly became the new canonical image of an extraterrestrial.
         

         
         Like a lot of kids of his generation, Kurt loved S. E. Hinton books. When he was a teen, one of his favorite books was Hinton’s
            1967 novel The Outsiders. Hinton pretty much invented the YA novel with that book, which has been a staple of American coming-of-age literature ever
            since. The Outsiders remains controversial: at some schools, it’s part of the middle or high school curriculum while others have banned it for
            its depictions of abusive alcoholics, underage smoking and drinking, lethal gang violence, and general juvenile delinquency—and
            perhaps also for its depiction of literal class warfare. Kurt surely related to the book’s sensitive, poetry-reading outcast
            protagonist, and it’s easy to see how both The Outsiders and Hinton’s Rumble Fish (1975), another perennial staple of American youth culture, primed him for one of his favorite movies, Over the Edge, which he borrowed from liberally for the “Smells Like Teen Spirit” video.
         

         
         *  *  *

         When he was a kid, Kurt listened to a lot of mainstream rock. One way he got music was through the Columbia House record and
            tape club. Columbia House was a pretty big deal back then. You’d sign up for this once-popular service and get a bunch of
            records of your choice for some absurdly low fee, like $1.97—but then you had to buy a set number of other records at the
            usual prices. It was a boon to people in out-of-the-way places like Aberdeen, which didn’t tend to have record stores, especially
            ones that carried cool stuff like Black Sabbath.
         

         
         Later in life, he staunchly advocated for punk rock, but it’s important to remember that Kurt grew up on mainstream, blockbuster
            stuff like Queen’s 1977 album News of the World. There simply wasn’t much else to listen to at that time and in that place. The funny thing is, Queen was actually formative
            for a whole lot of punk musicians: listen to the ferocious “Sheer Heart Attack” from . . . News of the World. And it goes even further than that: during my research for my book about American indie rock in the ’80s, Our Band Could Be Your Life: Scenes from the American Indie Underground 1981–1991, Fugazi’s Ian MacKaye told me that Queen was a big influence on his very influential, very iconoclastic, and definitively
            underground band. One of the reasons the members of Fugazi loved Queen, he said, was because “they served up their riffs on
            a platter.” In other words, they didn’t gussy up the riffs with a lot of fancy stuff. That’s what Fugazi did, too, and so
            did Nirvana.
         

         
         Kurt also loved other blockbuster rock bands such as Kiss, ELO, Led Zeppelin, and the Beatles. Those bands unabashedly sought
            and reveled in fame and fortune; they were Kurt’s early role models, and that kind of thing doesn’t just completely disappear.
            And, as Kurt said in Come as You Are, he wanted to “contribute something musically to rock & roll,” a lofty goal. Soon, though, that ambition would collide with
            a very different set of values held by a group of people whose approval he craved—such as the Olympia crowd, Mudhoney, Sonic
            Youth, Matador Records co-founder Gerard Cosloy, Steve Albini, Fugazi—and still craved even at the height of his fame. It
            was a massive conflict that he never managed to resolve.
         

         
         *  *  *

         In the ’60s, Kurt’s uncle Chuck Fradenburg (Wendy’s brother) had played drums in a local band called the Beachcombers and
            now played in a band with Kurt’s guitar teacher Warren Mason. Uncle Chuck gave Kurt a used Japanese electric guitar for his
            fourteenth birthday, and Kurt soon tried to form bands—but nobody could play to his exacting specifications. As the saying
            goes, “the child is father to the man”: as an adult, Kurt controlled every aspect of Nirvana, from T-shirt designs to liner
            notes to music video treatments to choosing opening bands. And, as it turns out, this trait was evident even in his youth.
         

         
         Kurt quickly became much more interested in playing guitar than doing homework, so Don cut off his music lessons. And so Kurt
            moved out. Eventually, he moved in with his friend Jesse Reed’s family; Reed’s father Dave had been the singer-saxophonist
            with . . . the Beachcombers.
         

         
         It’s interesting to note all the boarding of other people’s kids in Come as You Are. It seems like there was a lot of family strife in Aberdeen but also a lot of kind people who would take in kids who needed
            a place to stay. So that’s another nice thing about Aberdeen.
         

         
         During a January 1994 video interview the ingenious Canadian music journalist/performance artist Nardwuar did with Kurt, Nardwuar
            mentioned me—and Courtney announced, “He’s obsessed with Jesse Reed,” which was sort of true: I wouldn’t say I was “obsessed” with Jesse Reed, but I knew there was something interesting there—unfortunately, I
            just never got the opportunity to delve into it because Reed was somewhere at sea with the US Navy. My hunch was right, though—it
            later turned out that Kurt briefly became a born-again Christian while living with the Reeds, which would explain, among other
            things, “Lithium,” with its evangelical overtones. But it also reveals that this perpetual pariah devoutly wanted to belong
            somewhere, to something—note that Kurt also seriously considered enlisting in the military. Maybe that impulse was to compensate
            for his fragmented family life. But Kurt also had an equal and opposite disdain for authority—“Corn on the cops!”—that eventually
            won out. Soon, though, he would arrive in Olympia and find a close-knit community that he could (sort of) belong to.
         

         
         The Reeds weren’t the only born-again Christians that Kurt knew. “I have this relative I really love a lot and she really
            inspired me because she was a musician,” Kurt told Flipside in a 1992 interview, “and I used to go to her house all the time and she [became] really disillusioned with her life and
            became suicidal.” The relative became a born-again Christian, which according to Kurt, saved her life.
         

         
         Around this time, Kurt befriended a kid named Myer Loftin, a fellow hard rock fan whom he met in art class. They hung out,
            got high, and played guitar together. Not long into their friendship, Loftin came out to Kurt. No problem, Kurt said, and
            they hugged.
         

         
         It’s not as big of a deal now, but in the ’80s, a teenager coming out, even privately, could be downright dangerous, even
            fatal—especially in a violent and conservative place like Aberdeen. Especially at the height of the HIV/AIDS epidemic and
            the ignorance, fear, and
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