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  He went on and on down the road, finally coming to a black woods, where he hid and wept as if his heart would break. Ah, what agony was that, what despair, when the tomb of
  memory was rent open and the ghosts of his old life came forth to scourge him!


  
    —Upton Sinclair, The Jungle
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  AUTHOR’S NOTE


  My friends and old band members may remember some of the stories I recount differently than I do, but I have found that all stories have many sides. These are my stories. These
  are my perspectives. This is my truth.



    
  


  PROLOGUE
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  August 2010


  DJ Morty is standing behind a table in the backyard. The anemic last rays of a late-afternoon California sun stream over the adobe roof tiles of the single-story house I share
  with my wife, Susan, and our two girls, Grace and Mae. In front of the DJ table is a small patch of polished wood planking—a portable dancefloor we rented along with a few little tables and
  chairs.


  Morty scans the tracks on his laptop, fiddles with his MP3 console, and double-checks the cords connecting it all to the amp and speakers. He’s getting ready for the party. I’ve met
  Morty a few times at other events around town; I often end up feeling like the middle-aged dork at hipster shindigs, and sometimes the most comfortable thing to do is chat about music with the
  DJ.


  Today, though, as the afternoon fades to evening in Los Angeles, I’m even more out of place than usual. Or at least less welcome. Grace is turning thirteen today and we’re throwing a
  party. Grace has already told me and her mom to stay completely invisible. Her exact words: “You’re not invited.”


  Ah, the joys of parenthood.


  Still, Susan and I are going all out for the party. Birthdays at this age are a big deal. I remember when turning eighteen was considered a milestone, but even at that age my celebration had
  been limited to a few good friends and family members. Partly it’s to do with socio-economic differences between my childhood and my children’s. These days we live in
  a far more affluent area than the one where I grew up. When you can afford more, you do more, and the kids in a neighborhood like this develop a set of expectations. So in addition to the DJ,
  there’s a photo booth and a henna tattoo station.


  Another reason we’ve gone all out is that we suspect this could be the last time Grace, the older of our two girls, will want to celebrate at home. Oh well.


  Planning this party was bewildering at times. When I called the photo-booth rental company, the first question they asked me was, “What will the theme of the photo paper be?”


  Huh?


  “Yeah, the machine spits out strips—four little passport style photos on each strip. You can have writing along the side.”


  I got up to speed fast. The strips of passport photos will read Grace’s 13th Birthday Party.


  Now the day of the party has arrived and I’m making sure everything is ready. The woman at the henna tattoo table has her book of patterns set out and is comfortably settled into a chair.
  I take her a glass of water. I hungrily eye the food table, where the makings of a delicious Mexican feast are being laid out. The caterer is even dredging up tortillas, made from scratch, out of a
  kettle of oil. There’s also an ice-cream bar. I love ice cream. This is going to be a kick-ass party.


  DJ Morty puts on Prince’s “Controversy” and cranks the amp up to party volume. I yell to Susan. When she joins me in the backyard, I drag her out onto the little dancefloor and
  start to shimmy. Little known fact about the original members of Guns N’ Roses: we dance. Everyone knows Axl’s serpentine slither, of course. Far fewer people know that Slash is also a
  world-class Russian crouch-down-and-kick-your-legs-out dancer. And me, well . . .


  “Dad!” Grace yells.


  I stop in the middle of a move and turn to look at her.


  “People are going to start arriving any minute!”


  She’s mortified. Already.


  Yes, yes, yes, I can deal with this. She’s just growing up.


  As Grace’s friends start to show up, Grace again makes it clear that she has forbidden us from coming out to the backyard during the party. Apparently parents are an embarrassment at this
  age. Whatever. Peeking out the back door as the party gets into gear, I see little packs of boys and girls hanging out, smiling, and laughing shyly. Some of these kids are starting to look like
  adults—one of the boys is almost my height.


  An hour or so later I’m thinking I should really take a glass of water to the guy running the photo booth and see how things are going for the henna tattoo artist and make sure
  everyone is behaving. I’m responsible for these kids, after all. Hell, the DJ is a friend of mine, so I have to visit a little bit with him. And, well, the food looks really good, too, and I
  should probably get a plate for Susan. And while I’m at it, might as well get one for myself.


  I’m not snooping, I tell myself as I push open the back door and step out. By no means. I am just being a responsible dad. Yep.


  Should I go for ice cream now, or come back for it later?


  As I round a blind corner of the house I stop cold, stunned: a boy and a girl are kissing.


  Oh shit.


  I freeze, not sure what to say or do.


  I wasn’t expecting this.


  My mind rushes through a checklist I didn’t even realize I had in my head. It’s a checklist of things I was doing at this same age—and it doubles as a checklist of things that
  as a parent I do not want a group of kids in my charge doing in my backyard.


  Are they boozing?


  No.


  Smoking pot?


  No.


  Dropping acid?


  No.


  I started smoking pot at a really young age: fourth grade, to be exact. I took my first drink in the fifth grade and tasted LSD for the first time in sixth grade when I was
  offered blotter acid by an eighth grader on my way to Eckstein Middle School in Seattle. In the Northwest, mushrooms grew everywhere—on parking strips and in people’s backyards and just
  about everywhere else—and I soon learned which ones got you high. By the seventh grade, I was an expert at distinguishing liberty-cap mushrooms from all the ones that didn’t get you
  high. I first snorted coke in seventh grade, too. I also tried codeine, quaaludes, and Valium in middle school. There wasn’t a huge stigma attached to child drug use in the 1970s, and there
  weren’t warnings blaring everywhere about the dangers.


  Then I got into music. The early punk-rock movement in Seattle was pretty minuscule, so we all knew one another and played in one another’s bands. I was only fourteen when I started
  playing drums, bass, and guitar in various bands, and I went on tour with the Fastbacks at a time when other kids in my class were eating cotton candy and dreaming of the day they’d be old
  enough to get their driver’s licenses. I continued to drink a ton of beer and to experiment with LSD, mushrooms, and coke.


  Are these kids taking mushrooms?


  No.


  Cocaine?


  No.


  Then, sometime in 1982, as the music scene became bigger and a recession hit Seattle, we all noticed a huge influx of heroin and pills. Addiction suddenly skyrocketed within my circle of
  friends, and death by overdose became almost commonplace. I witnessed my first overdose when I was eighteen. I saw the first love of my life wither away because of smack and one of my bands implode
  because of it. By the time I was twenty-three, two of my best friends had died from heroin overdoses.


  Heroin?


  No.


  Thank God.


  These kids aren’t doing drugs or drinking. No telltale scents or dilated pupils out here.


  My mind races on to other activities I had gotten into by Grace’s age.


  My best friends and I started hot-wiring cars in middle school. Car theft led to breaking and entering. I remember breaking into a church one night in hopes of getting some
  microphones for my band. My liquid courage at that age had no conscience. When I couldn’t find any microphones, I swiped the Communion chalices to use as pimp cups for my cocktails. That
  crime made the papers.


  Any of these kids stealing cars?


  No.


  I saw all these kids arrive. Their parents dropped them off. None of them arrived on their own.


  Oh, God, what about . . . ?


  I was introduced to sex in ninth grade. The girl was older—I was playing music among an older set of people. The thing about that first time, though, is that I got the clap. Of course, I
  couldn’t just stroll up to my mom at thirteen and announce that I had something wrong with my penis. Luckily for me, somebody in this older group of friends steered me to a free clinic run by
  Catholic nuns. The experience was not cool at all. Nope. It scared the hell out of me. Still, after a three-day dose of low-grade antibiotics, I was gonorrhea-free.


  But these kids are not having sex. In fact, these kids’ hands aren’t even wandering. No, these kids are just kissing.


  Sex?


  No.


  This reverie—the run through my mental checklist—takes less than five seconds, but the boy and girl have stopped kissing and are now standing there frozen, their shoulders pulled
  awkwardly up toward their necks as if to withstand the bluster they expect to come their way.


  I take a deep breath.


  “Sorry,” I say.


  I nod and quickly retreat back into the house.
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  I’ve known a lot of junkies. Many of these addicts have either died or continue to live a pitiful existence to this day. With many of these same people, I personally
  witnessed a wonderful lust for life as we played music together as kids and looked toward the future. Of course, no one sets out to be a junkie or an alcoholic.


  Some people can experiment in their youth and move on. Others cannot.


  When Guns N’ Roses began to break into the public consciousness, I was known as a big drinker. In 1988, MTV aired a concert in which Axl introduced me—as usual—as Duff
  “the King of Beers” McKagan. Soon after this, a production company working on a new animated series called me to ask if they could use the name “Duff” for a brand of beer in
  the show. I laughed and said of course, no problem. The whole thing sounded like a low-rent art project or something—I mean, who made cartoons for adults? Little did I know that the show
  would become The Simpsons and that within a few years I would start to see Duff beer glasses and gear everywhere we toured.


  Still, given what I’d seen, a reputation for drinking didn’t seem like a big deal. But by the time Guns N’ Roses spent twenty-eight months from 1991 to 1993 touring the Use
  Your Illusion albums, my intake had reached epic proportions. For the round-the-world Illusion tour, Guns leased a private plane. It wasn’t an executive jet; it was a full-on 727
  we leased from MGM casino, with lounges and individual bedroom suites for the band members. Slash and I christened the plane on our maiden journey by smoking crack together.
  Before the wheels had left the ground. (Not something I recommend, incidentally—the smell gets into everything.) I don’t even remember playing Czechoslovakia; we played a stadium show
  in one of the most beautiful cities in East Europe not long after the fall of the Berlin Wall, and the only way I knew I’d even been in the country was because of the stamp I found in my
  passport.


  It wasn’t clear anymore whether or not I would be one of those who could experiment in his youth and move on.


  Every day I made sure I had a vodka bottle sitting next to my bed when I woke up. I tried to quit drinking in 1992, but started again with a vengeance after only a few weeks. I just could not
  stop. I was too far gone. My hair began falling out in clumps and my kidneys ached when I pissed. My body couldn’t take the full assault of the alcohol without bitching back at me. My septum
  had burned through from coke and my nose ran continuously like a leaky faucet in a neglected men’s room urinal. The skin on my hands and feet cracked, and I had boils on my face and neck. I
  had to wear bandages under my gloves in order to be able to play my bass.


  There are many different ways to come out of a funk like that. Some people go straight to rehab, some go to church. Others go to AA, and many more end up in a pine box, which is where I felt
  headed.


  By early 1993, my cocaine use had gotten so bad that friends—some of whom did blow or smoked crack with me—actually started tentatively talking to me about it and trying their best
  to keep my dealers out of my life when I arrived back home for a break between legs of the tour. Ah, but I had my ways to circumvent all the do-gooders. There was always a way in L.A.


  One of the lies that I told myself was that I wasn’t really a cocaine addict. After all, I didn’t go to coke parties and never did cocaine by itself. As a matter of fact, I hated the
  idea that I was doing coke. My use was strictly utilitarian: I used its stimulant effects to stave off drunkenness and to allow me to drink for much longer—often days on end. Actually, mostly
  days on end.


  Because I was adamant about not becoming the stereotypical “coke guy,” I didn’t have any of the fancy grinders that made coke a lot easier to snort. I would
  just get my package, open it, break a rock into a few smaller pieces in a half-assed way, and shove one of the pieces up my nose. Of course I could tell that my primitive process was taking a toll.
  The inside of my nose was always on fire; sometimes it flared so badly that I would double over in pain.


  Then the wife of my main coke dealer, Josh, got pregnant. I started to worry that she had not given up her own coke habit. One thing that never seeped from my otherwise porous ethical system:
  almost anything could be deemed fun and games when it was your life and your life alone that you were toying with, but endangering someone else was unacceptable. I was not going to participate in
  any situation where an innocent third party was being harmed. This was not just basic human decency. I came from a huge family, and by this point in my life I had something like twenty-three
  nephews and nieces, all of whom I had known since they were infants. No, I was going to put my foot down here with Josh and his wife, Yvette, and insist that she quit. I didn’t yet have the
  capacity to lead by example, but I did offer to pay for her to go to rehab.


  Both Josh and Yvette swore to me that, Geez, of course she had stopped and that there was absolutely no fucking way she would do that while the baby was in utero. I was suspicious.


  One weekend they came to stay with me and some other friends at a cabin I had bought on Lake Arrowhead, up in the mountains east of L.A. Josh had of course brought drugs, and I had given him and
  Yvette one of the downstairs bedrooms. I could tell Yvette was high. To check on my suspicions, I quietly entered their downstairs bedroom and found her bent over, snorting a line of coke. Seeing
  this for myself made me realize that I had sunk to an all-time low in my life. I lost it. I kicked them out of my house and told them that I never wanted to see them again. I was seething—at
  them, and at myself.


  I quit coke that day and drank myself through two brutal weeks of serious depression.


  Even though the effects of my drinking were more noticeable without the coke, drinking proved harder to rein in, much less kick. These days I know what having the
  “DTs” actually means. The clinical definition of delirium tremens is a severe psychotic condition occurring in some persons with chronic alcoholism, characterized by
  uncontrollable trembling, vivid hallucinations, severe anxiety, sweating, and sudden feelings of terror. All I knew then was that it wasn’t cool. I felt really sick. My body was falling apart
  so badly that I looked like I was getting radiation treatment.


  Throughout the Use Your Illusion tour I had recorded songs on my own, ducking into studios here and there. This project had served largely as a way to kill time I would otherwise have
  spent drinking, and I didn’t know what the demos were for, really. One of them—my version of Johnny Thunders’ “You Can’t Put Your Arms Around a
  Memory”—ended up on GN’R’s Spaghetti Incident, the album of cover songs issued just after the end of the Use Your Illusion tour.


  I played a bit of everything over the course of the sessions—drums, guitar, bass. I sang, too, and if you listen to the album, it’s clear I wasn’t able to breathe through my
  nose on some songs. Then at some point during the tour, a record label employee who was out on the road with us asked where I kept disappearing to on off days. I told him. When Tom Zutaut, who had
  signed Guns to Geffen records, caught wind of the demos, he asked me if I would like a solo deal. Geffen, he said, could release the tracks as an album. I knew he was probably being mercenary about
  it—by this time Nirvana and Pearl Jam had broken, and Zutaut probably figured leveraging my Seattle roots and punk connections could help the label reposition GN’R.


  But I didn’t care. To me it was a chance to realize a dream. I had grown up idolizing Prince, who played over twenty instruments on his debut album, which featured the amazing credit line
  “written, composed, performed, and recorded by Prince.”


  Cool, my own record done the way Prince did it—largely on my own—getting distributed around the world.


  Geffen rushed it out as Believe in Me in the summer of 1993, just as the Illusion tour was wrapping. Axl talked it up on stage during the last few gigs. And I even started to
  promote it while Guns was still in Europe—at a signing in Spain, so many people showed up that the street outside the record store had to be shut down by police in riot
  gear.


  I had scheduled a solo tour that would start immediately after GN’R’s last shows—two final gigs in Buenos Aires, Argentina, in July 1993. My solo tour would send me first to
  play showcases in San Francisco, L.A., and New York, and then to open the Scorpions’ arena tour around Europe and the UK. Returning to L.A. from Argentina, I joined the group of friends and
  acquaintances I’d arranged to back me on the tour. They had already started rehearsing before I got home. Together we did whirlwind preparations for the tour.


  Axl heard I was planning to go back out on tour. He called me.


  “Are you fucking crazy? You should not go back out on the road right now. You are insane even to think about it.”


  “It’s the only thing I know how to do,” I told him. “I play music.”


  I also knew that if I stayed at home, it would probably devolve into more drug insanity. I didn’t have any illusions about getting sober, but at least out on the road—with a band
  made up of old Seattle punk-rock friends—I figured I had some chance of toning things down. And of staying off coke. If I stayed in L.A., the temptation of readily available cocaine would
  likely be too much for me to resist. GN’R management sent Rick “Truck” Beaman, who had served as my personal security guard on the Use Your Illusion tour, out on the road
  for my solo tour, too. By this stage his concern for me seemed to extend beyond his professional duties. He had taken a deep personal interest, as a friend, in trying to limit the damage I was
  doing to myself. Now, finally, our goals had dovetailed—at least as far as cocaine was concerned.


  But Axl was right. Before the first gig in San Francisco, my then-wife Linda got into a fistfight backstage with another girl and lost a tooth. Blood spattered everywhere.


  Hell’s Angels packed the show at Webster Hall in New York, and brawls broke out. I shouted at the crowd to settle down, thinking I could somehow make a difference.


  After the show, people tried to come backstage but I wanted to be alone.


  “I’m too tired,” I told security. “I just can’t take it.”


  Lyrics from “Just Not There,” one of the Believe in Me songs we were performing, reverberated in my head:


  
    
  
      
        You know I look but just can’t find the reasons


        To face another day


        Cause I feel like crawling up inside,


        Just fading away, fading away . . .

        

      

    

  


  I toured the record as planned until December 1993. There was still a fervor for all things Guns, especially in Europe. Audiences knew my songs and sang along. With the exception of keyboardist
  Teddy Andreadis, who had been out with Guns for Use Your Illusion and who had been touring with artists like Carole King since he was barely out of his teens, the band members were fairly
  inexperienced with arena-scale touring. The band had also been thrown together quickly and lacked cohesion: we had some rough patches, including an intra-band fistfight at an airport somewhere in
  Europe.


  For the most part I did stay off the coke, though it was by no means a clean break. There were slip-ups. I also switched from drinking vodka to wine.


  Downshifting to wine was all well and good, but the volume of wine quickly skyrocketed until I was drinking ten bottles a day. I was getting really bad heartburn from all the wine, taking Tums
  all the time. I wasn’t eating but I was badly bloated; my body felt awful.


  At the end of the European leg, our lead guitar player pulled a knife on our bus driver in England. I had to fire him—luckily the tour was finished. Back in Los Angeles, I called Paul
  Solger, an old friend I had played together with as a teenager in Seattle, and asked him to fill in for the next part of the tour. Solger had gotten sober in the ten years since I’d last
  played with him; needless to say, I had not. Still, he agreed.


  My band and I headed to Japan in early 1994. Over there we crossed paths with the Posies, a veteran jangle-pop band from Seattle. They came to our gig and said they thought
  it was cool that the new version of my band was sort of a Seattle punk-rock all-star band. Good to know: I was still Seattle.


  After Japan, we had a few weeks off. I returned to L.A. before the next leg of the tour in Australia.


  Back home I felt as sick as I ever had. My hands and feet were bleeding. I had constant nosebleeds. I was shitting blood. Sores on my skin oozed. My L.A. house was awash in the fetid effluvia of
  my derelict body. I found myself picking up the phone to tell my managers and band that we weren’t going to Australia.


  I’d bought a house back home in Seattle at that point—a dream house, right on Lake Washington—and I could feel its pull. I had bought it a few years before, sight unseen, in a
  neighborhood where I used to go to steal cars and boats when I was a kid. In the interim, I had barely had a chance to spend any time there because of the endless Use Your Illusion tour. I
  thought it might be the right place to try to recover, relax, recharge.


  On March 31, 1994, I went to LAX to catch a flight from L.A. to Seattle. Kurt Cobain was waiting to take the same flight. We started talking. He had just skipped out of a rehab facility. We were
  both fucked up. We ended up getting seats next to each other and talking the whole way, but we didn’t delve into certain things: I was in my hell and he was in his, and we both seemed to
  understand.


  When we arrived in Seattle and went toward baggage claim, the thought crossed my mind to invite him over to my place. I had a sense that he was lonely and alone that night. So was I. But there
  was a mad rush of people in the terminal. I was in a big rock band; he was in a big rock band. We cowered next to each other as people gawked. Lots of people. I lost my train of thought for a
  minute and Kurt slipped out to a waiting limo.


  Arriving in front of my house in Seattle, I stopped in the driveway and looked up at the roof. When I’d bought the place, it had been old and leaky, and I had paid to have the cedar shakes
  replaced. The new roof was rated to last twenty-five years, and looking up at it now I thought it was funny: that roof would surely outlast me. Still, staying in the house gave
  me the feeling that I had finally made it, able to live in a place like this, in a part of town like this.


  A few days later my manager called to tell me Kurt Cobain had been found dead at his Seattle house after putting a gun to his own head. I’m embarrassed to say that upon hearing the news I
  just felt numb. People in my band had overdosed multiple times. My own addiction had spun out of control and my body was failing. I didn’t pick up the phone and call Kurt’s bandmates,
  Dave Grohl and Krist Novoselic. I figured my condolences would be meaningless anyway—a few years prior, I’d gotten into a scrap with Krist backstage at the MTV awards, where Guns and
  Nirvana both performed. I lost my shit when I thought I heard a slight of my band from the Nirvana camp. In my drunken haze I went after Krist. My means of dealing with any sort of conflict had
  been reduced to barroom brawling by then. Kim Warnick from the Fastbacks—the first real band I played with as a kid in Seattle—had called me the day after the awards show and scolded
  me. I had felt so low. Now I felt lower still, staring at the phone, incapable of calling to apologize for the earlier incident and to extend my sympathy for his loss and Dave’s.


  Not that Kurt’s death made any difference in how I dealt with my own funk. I just didn’t deal at all. Until one month later.


  Even after GN’R became wildly successful and my world spun out of control, my three closest friends from childhood—Andy, Eddy, and Brian—would still call and come down to L.A.
  By the time the tour was winding down, I didn’t want them to see too much. I was playing a game by then. But they saw the pictures in the magazines and the interviews on MTV. And I’d
  call them on the phone all the time. I called them too fucked up too many times, too late at night. I probably called Andy every second day while I was out on the road. He would defend me back in
  Seattle. He would tell people they didn’t know what my life was like, what I was going through. He was protective. But I knew he was going to have a talk with me—the one my mom
  couldn’t have. I knew now that I was off the road, it was just a matter of time—that either I was going to die or Andy was going to give me the talk. I didn’t know what I was
  going to do when we had the talk. I went to sleep on May 9, 1994, with those thoughts in my head, albeit garbled by the ten bottles of wine I had consumed that day.


  The morning of May 10, I woke up in my new bed with sharp pains in my stomach. Pain was nothing new to me, nor was the sickening feeling of things going wrong with my body. But this was
  different. This pain was unimaginable—like someone taking a dull knife and twisting it in my guts. The pain was so intense I couldn’t even make it to the edge of the bed to dial 911. I
  was frozen in pain and fear, whimpering.


  There I was, naked on my bed in my dream home, a home I had bought with the hopes of one day having a family of my own to fill it.


  I lay there for what felt like an eternity. The silence of the empty house seemed as loud as my raspy, muffled moans. Never before in my life had I wanted someone to kill me, but I was in such
  pain I just hoped to be put out of my misery.


  Then I heard Andy, my best friend from childhood, come in the back door. He called, “Hey, what’s up,” just as he had ever since we were kids. Andy, I’m upstairs, I
  wanted to answer. But I wasn’t able to. I could only silently sob. I heard him start up the stairs—he must have seen my wallet in the kitchen. He made it upstairs and came down the
  hall.


  “Oh, shit, it’s finally happened,” he said when he reached my room.


  I was thankful to have my friend there. It was comforting to think that I would die in front of Andy. But he had other ideas. He pulled some sweats on me and began to try to move me. He must
  have felt a jolt of adrenaline—otherwise there is no way Andy could have carried the two hundred pounds of dead weight of my bloated body. As he carried me down the stairs and out to his car,
  the searing, stabbing pain in my intestines spread farther down to my quadriceps and around to my lower back. I wanted to die.


  The doctor I’d had since I was a kid lived just two blocks away, so Andy took me there. Though Dr. Brad Thomas was my longtime physician, I hadn’t let him see me very often once I
  descended into full-blown alcoholism. Together, Andy and Dr. Thomas carried me to his first-floor office. I heard my condition being discussed and I felt the prick of a needle in my ass. Demerol. Nothing. Another shot of Demerol in my ass and again nothing, no relief whatsoever. One more shot. Again nothing. The pain kept on spreading and I was starting to
  panic. I whimpered as my spirit began to blacken and fade.


  They decided to rush me to the emergency room at Northwest Hospital. Dr. Thomas told Andy to drive me, as it would be faster than waiting for an ambulance. He said he would meet us there. Andy
  drove as fast as he could without jerking the car too much—every little movement made me moan and cry.


  As they put an IV drip of morphine into my left arm at the hospital, the staff asked me questions I could not answer.


  “Name? Address?”


  Andy answered those.


  “How much do you drink on a daily basis?”


  “Are you on drugs right now?”


  I just whimpered.


  I was mute from pain. The morphine wasn’t working as I knew it should. I knew a thing or two about opiates by that stage in my life. I knew the warm rush they offered, yet I was getting
  none of it.


  They wheeled me into a room next to another guy on a gurney. The motion made me writhe in agony.


  “Dude, I broke my back,” said the guy in the other bed. “And I’m glad I don’t have whatever you have.”


  Dr. Thomas and an ultrasound technician ran a scanner over my organs and I saw my doctor’s face go white. My pancreas, apparently swollen to the size of a football from all the booze, had
  burst. I had third-degree burns all over the inside of my body from the digestive enzymes released by the damaged pancreas. Only a few parts of the inside of your digestive tract can handle the
  enzymes, and the outsides of your organs and your stomach muscles are definitely not among them—it just burns all that tissue.


  A surgeon with thick glasses explained the surgery. They had to take out the top part of the pancreas—cut it off. Sew me back up. And then I’d have to be on dialysis for the rest of
  my life.


  Suddenly I understood the pleading mouthed by miserable souls back to antiquity, those left breathing after being run through with a rusty sword or scalded with hot oil. I
  was there.


  I summoned all my power to whisper to the ER doctor.


  “Kill me.”


  I begged over and over.


  “Please, kill me. Just kill me. Kill me. Please.”



    
  


  CHAPTER TWO
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  It happens in a flash, life does. Only the ever-deepening lines on my face tell me that I have been alive for a while. I don’t feel any different. I still have geeky and
  adolescent thoughts. I still tell the same dumb jokes. I look up at that cedar-shake roof on the house in Seattle—now looking a bit the worse for wear—and think, Hang on,
  didn’t I just have that redone?


  But then again, the real question is different: How did I manage to outlast that roof? To put it another way, how did I get here from there? And how did I find myself there in the first place?
  That’s what I’ve tried to figure out through the process of writing this book. Because it certainly wasn’t a given that my story would amount to anything more than a lurid
  cautionary tale. It had all the elements: sex, drugs, and rock and roll, and fame, fortune, and a fall. But instead, the story became—well, it became something else.


  Here’s what I do know, as I set out to answer those questions. I let myself lose track of what I thought was meaningful in life even as Guns N’ Roses began to become meaningful to
  others. Back then—on the few occasions that I thought about it at all—I could think of a million excuses for going off the rails. But in the end it seems to have hinged on a failure to
  grapple with a few basic definitions—of what it meant to be successful, of what it meant to be an adult, of what it meant to be a man. The way I liked to define myself diverged from the
  actions that actually defined me. And this disconnect proved a nearly fatal level of self-deception.


  But I’m getting ahead of myself.


  I’m afraid this is one of those stories that takes a long time to unfold. There have never been any easy epiphanies for me; it took a lifetime to start to understand
  even the slightest goddamn thing. So I’ll just have to start at the start.


  My dad was a World War II vet who began having children with my mother when he was eighteen and didn’t stop until he was thirty-eight. He went straight from the war to working for the
  Seattle Fire Department, desperately trying to provide for what would become a family of eight children by the time I arrived, born Michael McKagan on February 5, 1964.


  There were several Michaels on my block—including one of the kids immediately next door. The Michael next door had a grandfather from Ireland living with him, and his grandpa apparently
  gave me the nickname Duff to simplify things on our street. Later, once Guns N’ Roses took off, my dad liked to claim credit for the name, too. He said he used to call me McDuff. Either way,
  I was called Duff from before I can remember.


  I’m not sure a little boy could ask for much more than having a father whose vocation happens to be working as a fireman. If at times during grade school I was embarrassed that my mom and
  dad were much older than my friends’ and classmates’ parents, at least I could find comfort in the fact that my pop was a heroic older guy.


  Both my parents had come of age during the Depression, and that experience colored their thinking on money, on work, on life. I remember my mom telling me stories of what it was like growing up
  in the Depression. Stories of not having enough money to heat the house in the winter, of having to wear sweaters and coats all of the time. Stories of how her mother would fix a broken roller
  skate or doll and that would be her sole Christmas present.


  If you are at any McKagan family gathering (a large crowd to be sure), try muttering “FHB” and see what happens. Well, I’ll tell you what will happen: you will suddenly see the
  eight brothers and sisters each take a minuscule portion at the pot-luck buffet table. “Family Hold Back” is a saying that comes from years of too many kids and not enough to feed us
  all of the time. One of us would almost always have a friend over for dinner and this is when the secret code of FHB started: make sure the guest had enough to eat, take a small
  portion, don’t say anything. We kids were taught lessons of frugality and thrift by example.


  The old man also had a house-painting business on the side, and I’ll never forget how happy I felt when I was finally old enough to climb up onto scaffolds and scrape and paint with my
  older brothers and other firemen who needed extra work.


  With the Cascade mountain range practically in our backyard, my dad would take my brother Matt and me—along with our trusted dog, Moo—on backpacking trips up in the Alpine Lakes
  region to fish and camp under the stars with the bears and the deer. In that setting my dad seemed all-knowing and all-capable. But I started to notice that things around the house were tense when
  we would come back from a weekend of house painting or camping.


  It was becoming painfully apparent to me even at that young age that my parents’ marriage was an unhappy one. My dad always seemed agitated. I started to resent his anger and short temper.
  My mother was a saint in my eyes, and when I recognized pain in hers, I would become enraged.


  My dad retired from the fire department when I was seven and soon found work as a fire inspector for an insurance company, a job that frequently sent him on the road. Or so the story went. I
  just remember being relieved when he was away. Our household returned to normal. All of us kids could stop walking on eggshells and could laugh and joke and play music.


  Soon after my dad retired, my mom decided to take some vocational training at North Seattle Community College so that at the age of forty-five and after raising eight kids, she could finally
  join the workforce outside of the home.


  Mom started working when I was nine. One of the first days she was at her new job, I came home from school and found my father—who was home that week—in bed with our next-door
  neighbor’s wife. The mother of my best friend. Oh sure, they pretended nothing unusual was going on, and I am sure they thought I was too young to figure out what was
  happening. But I figured it out all right: all at once, in that very instant, I understood what sex was, what cheating was, I understood that my dad’s seemingly heroic life was a deception,
  and I understood that I would have to hide all of this from my mom so that she would not get hurt. It was a harsh introduction to grown-up life.


  From that day on I stopped talking to my dad. Not a word. Soon he and the woman next-door both left their spouses and moved into an apartment together. My parents got divorced. My best friend
  and I were put into the strangest of predicaments—was it his mom or my dad’s fault that both of our homes were now broken? We began to fight and he began to act out at home. For his
  father’s birthday a few years later, he presented his dad with the severed head of the family cat as a present. Gift-wrapped. He also took an axe to the outside wall of my bedroom one night
  while I was on the other side in my bed. All of this because my dad couldn’t keep his dick in his pants.


  At that age I figured I must have had something to do with the problem. That is what we do when we aren’t old enough to see the bigger picture. Many of the things I soon grabbed onto in
  order to muddle through—things I’d call coping mechanisms now—would come back to bite me in the ass. When, a few years later, I started to get acute panic attacks, I learned to
  self-medicate with alcohol and drugs. Of course, we all have shitty stuff we have to deal with growing up. I cannot with a straight face blame my childhood for the drugs and alcohol that I would
  ingest later in life. More accurate, perhaps, would be to say that a perfect storm of factors began to whirl around me before I had a chance to address any of them: a predisposition to alcoholism,
  a family history of panic disorders, the need to hide a secret and protect my mom, and coming of age at a time when experimenting with drugs was much less frowned upon than it is today.


  My mom was pretty much left to provide for the household on her own. This meant that she had no choice but to leave me with a lot of responsibility, and I just didn’t rise to the occasion
  right away. I wish I could’ve been a better son in those difficult transition years for my mother. I still kick myself for some of the hell that I put her through. I was
  trying to figure out my place in the world without a father to rely on as a role model.


  After my dad left, my mom’s brother—a doctor—would let us spend summer vacations at a cabin he owned on a lake up in the mountains east of Seattle. While up there, one time
  between sixth and seventh grade, I went waterskiing with my brother Matt—out of the eight kids, he was closest to me in age, just two and a half years older—and a couple of other kids.
  Matt and a friend of his were driving the boat, and another kid and I were skiing behind it on a double rope. As we sped along, I lost my balance and the belt attached to the towrope came whipping
  off.


  In the instant I fell forward, the slack in the rope formed a loop in the water and my arm went through it. Then I heard it go zip, snapping taut again.


  Searing pain jolted my upper arm at the same moment the rope started dragging me.


  Shit, the boat isn’t stopping.


  My brother thinks I’m holding on—joyriding.


  Sheer terror took hold as water gushed into my mouth and nose and I struggled for breath.


  The rope had cut all the way down to the bone on my right arm and stripped the muscle from my shoulder to the elbow—just taken it all down like a sock.


  I’m going to drown.


  I’m going to die.


  Suddenly it felt as though time had been suspended. Everything started to slow down. I looked intently at the cool green light refracted beneath the surface, particles suspended in the sunbeams,
  dancing in slow motion. Silence replaced the howl of water rushing past my ears. All I felt was the pale sunlight on me. Then the dim underwater light began to burn brighter until it saturated my
  field of view. A feeling of warmth and bliss washed over me and I sensed a welcoming presence—it felt as if I were surrounded by family, generations of family, forefathers I’d never
  met but somehow knew. By the time I resurfaced and everyone started to scream and people gathered along the shore of the lake, I had blacked out.


  Someone onshore managed to revive me. I was rushed to a hospital. Doctors were able to roll the muscle back up my arm, but we didn’t have enough money to pay for them to reattach it.
  Obviously we also couldn’t afford cosmetic surgery on it either, so to this day my upper arm looks as if someone took a wedge of muscle out of it with a hatchet.


  Soon after the accident, my mom had me participate in a study at the University of Washington on near-death experiences. My recollections appeared in the resultant book, Closer to the Light:
  Learning from the Near-Death Experiences of Children. That warm, peaceful embrace removed any fear of death I might ever have had. I felt a sense of exceptionalism after that, but I also now
  operated under the assumption that I would die young—that this had just been a preview of a death that would come sooner rather than later, and definitely by thirty.


  After glimpsing the other side, that seemed just fine.



    
  


  CHAPTER THREE
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  In September 1984, I pointed the grille of my 1971 Ford Maverick south, with $360 dollars in my pocket. I was twenty years old.


  Heading out of town, I had the sensation that I was carrying the weight of Seattle on my shoulders. Obviously that sort of sentiment is overly dramatized when you are barely out of your teens,
  and it probably also reflected the extent to which, like anyone that age, I maintained a rather more grand sense of my own importance than was warranted by reality. But I had been the boy wonder of
  the scene, the eighth grader playing in bands with people in their twenties, the kid who could play everything—guitar, bass, drums, none of them particularly well, but all well enough to play
  in a band. Now, with my sights set on L.A. and the Space Needle in my rearview mirror, I felt as if everyone was counting on me to be “the guy.” Some of the pressure was no doubt
  self-imposed, but people had started talking once I said I was leaving, taking sides about whether I would make it in L.A. or come slinking back home.


  My first stop was San Francisco, where I flopped in a punk squat. The intention: to stay overnight. The upshot: I stayed a week. Inevitably, there was a girl. I also knew and liked a lot of the
  people in the Bay Area punk scene. Still, I wasn’t interested in joining a band there and playing the same old kind of stuff.


  When I finally left San Francisco, my $360 kitty had dwindled to sixty bucks. The situation looked dire. From a gas station pay phone I called my brother Matt, who was by
  this point studying at Cal State Northridge, which was in greater Los Angeles.


  “Dude, you know I’m coming down there?”


  “Yeah, I heard,” he said. “Where you going to go?”


  “I dunno, Hollywood. Any openings at the Black Angus?” Matt was paying his way through school working as a cook at a steak house out in the valley. He played trombone and wanted to
  become a music teacher.


  “Maybe,” he said.


  “I have a reference from Lake Union Café,” I said. That was the name of the restaurant where I’d been working for the past two years in Seattle.


  “I might be able to get you something,” Matt said.


  “How do I get there?”


  “Take 5 to the 405 and get off at the Roscoe Boulevard exit. Go west on Roscoe until you hit Corbin Avenue. Make a right. The restaurant is at 9145 Corbin.”


  I drove straight there and started a shift as a prep chef that same night, September 14, 1984.


  At the end of the shift, I figured I’d go check out my new home: Hollywood. I asked for directions.


  “Well, it’s about twenty-five miles . . .”


  What? Where the hell was I? I thought this was Los Angeles?


  “You go down to Ventura and make a left. Follow that all the way to Laurel Canyon—you’ll need to take that over the mountain . . .”


  Huh? A canyon that went over a mountain? How could that be?


  I set off, keeping an eye out for anything resembling mountains. I saw plenty of hills, but no mountains. Eventually I found Laurel Canyon—a road that went up a hill and then . . . Los
  Angeles! From the top of the hill, I could see that the downtown was no bigger than Seattle, but that the twinkling lights of densely packed low-rise neighborhoods went on forever—the city
  stretched as far as I could see.


  I stayed with my brother a few nights during the first couple weeks in town. But his place was just so far from Hollywood, which to an outsider like me seemed the center of the L.A. music scene.
  With the added drive time from all the traffic, my brother’s place—and the Black Angus—might as well have been in another city entirely. Besides, I
  couldn’t just show up and take over his apartment.


  So on many nights I slept in my car in the Hollywood Hills. The cops didn’t cruise the nice tree-lined streets perched up above Franklin Avenue.


  The luster of that year’s summer Olympics had worn off, and the police presence had virtually vacated central Hollywood since the end of the games, leaving the floodgates wide open for
  criminals and thugs and general unwatched anarchy. Gang activity was in high gear then, too. Crack was sold all over Hollywood. I landed in the middle of all of that—with a bass I was still
  learning to play.


  Still, I had confidence in my social skills and in the belief that I had a lot to offer. I felt punk rock was basically in its death throes by 1984. The first two waves were done—the
  original punk bands and then the hardcore bands. Whatever happened next, the people my age—who had been through the punk scene and come out the other end looking for a new
  direction—were going to be the ones to do it. The future was resting on our shoulders. I was looking to find other guys out there like me, interested in trying to create the next paradigm. I
  was sure I was going to play an important and vital part in whatever musical innovation would be next. This was not conceit on my part, it was excitement.


  With all of this going through my head, an ad in a free local music paper called the Recycler caught my eye during that first week in L.A. It was a want ad for a band seeking a bass
  player. The name to call was Slash. With a name like that, I assumed he must be a punk-rock guy like me. And if we had similar backgrounds, maybe he was also looking toward the horizon
  musically.


  As far as I could tell, there was really no discernible rock scene in Los Angeles in the fall of 1984—only the palpable hangover of a once-thriving punk movement, a thriving but really bad
  heavy-metal scene, and something called “cow punk.” This was basically punk-rock dudes in plaid shirts trying to play Patsy Cline songs with their fat girlfriends singing.


  Slash’s ad had listed his influences as Alice Cooper, Aerosmith, and Motörhead. This was far preferable to anything else I had encountered that first week. And
  anyway, I was just trying to meet people.


  I called Slash on the phone and talked to him. He had the same soft-spoken voice he has now. When he said the name of his band, I heard Rodker. Wow, I thought, that’s a really
  strange name for a band. I arranged to meet him and drummer Steven Adler at a 24-hour deli named Canter’s down on Fairfax.


  “I’ll make sure we have the first booth on the left,” he said.


  I told him I had blue hair and would be wearing a long black and red leather coat.


  “Won’t be able to miss you, I guess,” he said.


  One thing I’d already realized: folks from Seattle just plain looked different in those days. When bands like Black Flag or the Dead Kennedys came through Seattle, they would always
  comment on how different the crowd looked, but I had never thought much about it. Until now. In L.A., I decided to use this distinctive look to convince people checking IDs at the door to bars that
  I was not from the United States and thus spoke no English. When asked for ID, I would produce my sunglasses and a puzzled look. They must have thought I was Swedish or something, but, no shit, it
  worked more often than not. Now I was about to see the other side of the coin.


  I headed to Canter’s in my pimp coat, as promised. This was a floor-length black leather coat with red trim. Originally it had a big red A for “anarchy” on the back, but
  I had taken a Sharpie marker and blacked it out when a Seattle band I was in disbanded. The band was called the Fartz and our logo included the anarchist A.


  I walked in, looked at the first booth on the left, and saw all this fucking hair. Somehow I had expected these guys to look like Social Distortion. Instead, even though they appeared about my
  age, the dudes in Rodker had long hair and rocker chick girlfriends.


  If the sight of two long-haired rockers from Hollywood was a shock for me, I could hardly imagine having to talk to them. Of course, with my short Day-Glo blue hair and long coat, I must
  have looked like a Martian to them, too. Both parties were a little surprised and curious when we first met face-to-face.


  Slash’s long hair, it turned out, hid a shy introvert. He was cool, though. He had a bottle of vodka stashed under the table—he and Steven weren’t yet twenty-one, either, and
  this was as close as they could get to a bar. We drank vodka and ate bowls of Canter’s barley-bean soup. I still love that soup.


  Club bouncers weren’t the only people confused by my Seattle punk look. Slash’s girlfriend got kind of smashed and leaned over and said, “Are you gay?”


  “No, I’m not gay,” I told her, laughing.


  “You have short hair—I think you’re gay. It’s okay, you can tell me. Do you have a girlfriend?”


  “No,” I said, “I just moved here.”


  “It’s okay, we’ll get you one.”


  Steven Adler was really nice, and expressed himself with an infectious, almost childlike enthusiasm.


  He said, “Listen, we’re going to be great—going to get the feet stompin’ and the hands clappin’.”


  He still says that to this day when he climbs behind a drum kit and gets excited: going to get the feet stomping and the hands clapping.


  We all went back to Slash’s place—he was living with his mom. It was obvious even on the acoustic guitar he played that first night that Slash was a special player. I was absolutely
  stunned by the raw, emotive power he so easily tapped. Slash was already in a league of his own and watching him play guitar was a “holy shit” moment.


  Even so, I was afraid he and Steven were coming from a very different place musically than I was. Some of my fears reflected the way things had been in Seattle—long-haired guys there
  tended to be kind of behind the times. Long hair in Seattle meant kids from the suburbs or farming or logging towns. Long hair meant heavy metal. Those of us in the punk scene called guys like that
  “heshers.” We were city kids. We thought of ourselves as ahead of the curve. Of course, some of my fears about Slash and Steven were more concrete—Anvil’s “Metal on
  Metal” was part of the cover repertoire they played. And it turned out the decidedly less offbeat name of their band was Road Crew, not Rodker.


  Still, the more we played and talked about music and listened to music, the more common ground we found. Slash also showed me some of his artwork that night—though I would never have
  imagined that less than a year later he would be hand-drawing a logo for a band we would be in together, a logo featuring two pistols with thorny rose stems twisting around the barrels.


  Slash was an eccentric guy. He had a snake in his room.


  “She’s really sweet,” he told me.


  I didn’t say anything, but in my mind I was going, Hmm, a snake, sweet?


  Still, he was cool. If nothing else, I thought, he’s a genius guitar player—and I like him. And perhaps most important, I now knew where Slash lived and I knew how to get there.
  Given the fact that I didn’t know anyone else in town, this was key to our remaining friends. I met a lot of people in those first few weeks, but many I never ran into a second time. Now I
  could find Slash whenever I wanted.


  As an added bonus I also liked Slash’s mom. She was great to me. She called my mom to let her know I was all right. Later she would call me at the Black Angus to make sure things were
  going okay. She became a surrogate mother during those initial weeks in L.A. (She ended up continuing in that role for years, in fact.)


  Slash, Steven, and I started playing together at a rehearsal space at the corner of Highland and Selma. The space cost five dollars an hour, fifteen if you wanted a PA. I spent a week jamming
  with them while sleeping in my car.


  In the end, though, I was kind of bummed out by the rehearsal sessions. Slash’s talent notwithstanding, the way he and Steven were going about it was not my cup of tea. The songs they had,
  the sound of the guitar, Steven’s double-kick drum kit with all those rack toms and cymbals—it was all too conventional. They were working in a pre-existing mold. I was looking for
  people ready to create a new mold.


  There was also no singer. It felt like a high school band, albeit one with an amazing guitar player. Having already been in a dozen bands and played with countless
  professional musicians, I considered myself a seasoned veteran. I could tell Slash and Steven had real aspirations—that they wanted more—but I didn’t move all the way to Los
  Angeles to play with people who were still trying to figure their shit out.


  After about a week, I told them, “I don’t want to play with you, but I still want to be friends.”


  “Oh, okay,” they said.


  At that age, there wasn’t any weirdness—it was fine to be straight like that. I loved the two of them, but Road Crew wasn’t what I wanted to do at that point.


  We did continue to hang out a lot together. A few weeks later, in October, Slash and Steven took me to an all-ages show at a West Hollywood club called the Troubadour to see L.A. Guns. The two
  of them had briefly played with the singer, Axl Rose, in a band called Hollywood Rose, which had already happened and died. Now Axl was with this other band, named for the guitar player, Tracii
  Guns. Tracii, it turned out, was a local hero. He had gone to the same high school as Slash and they had played in rival bands.


  The Troubadour was a real rock club, and at this point in my life I had only been to one other rock club. Punk gigs in Seattle took place in completely different types of spaces—squats,
  basements of private houses, VFW halls rented out for the night. Things were clearly different here in L.A.



    
  


  CHAPTER FOUR


  [image: ]


  My older brothers and sisters all listened to lots of rock and roll and many of them played guitar and sang. Musical instruments littered the house and the basement and the
  garage. As early as I can remember, Jimi Hendrix, the Rolling Stones, the Beatles, and the Sonics constantly blasted from our family living-room stereo, a Sanyo system my brother Mark had shipped
  back from Vietnam after his tour of duty.


  I remember being captivated by Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band. The picture on the cover is what got my attention—the marching-band uniforms, all the faces. But then I
  started listening to the music. I listened to “Lovely Rita” over and over, fascinated with the way the words sounded, the exotic cadence. I was amazed how the lyrics managed to paint a
  picture in my mind. I listened to that song so many times that I even convinced myself that I had written it—for a girl I had a crush on in my kindergarten class. The music had the ability to
  conjure images in my head and help me drown out the tension and noise I was trying to avoid at my house.


  Another older brother, Bruce, was in a rock band. He had long hair and a sheepskin rug in his room. He drove a convertible. And he had a beautiful Gretsch hollow-body, six-string guitar and a
  Les Paul Custom left-handed bass. Bruce was always playing gigs and coming home with stories that reinforced my romantic image of rock and roll. He would also take time to let me sit with him and
  bang on his guitars and ask him questions. It was a big deal for me; he is fourteen years older than me and I am sure I was a pest at times.


  One day, Bruce asked me if I would play a gig with him. Me? What? I guess he hadn’t noticed I had yet to learn how to play an instrument. I told him sheepishly, thinking with despair as I
  did that my big chance was about to pass me by.


  “Don’t worry about it,” Bruce said. “I’ll teach you how to play bass.”


  All right!


  Bruce and I are both left-handed, so learning to play that way came naturally. (It was only after Bruce moved out with his guitars that I was faced with the dilemma of having to relearn to play
  on a dusty right-handed guitar I found forgotten in a corner of my mom’s garage.) The first song I learned how to play was the Beatles’ “Birthday.” Your first song always
  remains a musical touchstone and this one not only taught me finger dexterity, but also included the rudiments of the whole blues major scale, a scale that I would use and use again in my later
  career in Guns N’ Roses.


  From that day on, I realized how easy I found it to pick up songs by ear—any songs I
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