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ONE

 

The third time I moved to San Francisco, it finally took. It was the last year of Gerald Ford and the second season of Saturday Night Live. I had somehow discovered how to hang on, if only just barely.

I stayed with Rex at first. He was the last of our crowd to still be in San Francisco. He was living in the Haight across the Panhandle from the main drag. Hard to know how long I stayed there. I wasn’t all that welcome. Rex was just starting in with Lou, whom I’d met in Portland — a fierce feminist there and by reputation from earlier. I was shocked that she had taken up with Rex, who I knew to be an arch male chauvinist and unabashed pussy hound. But it didn’t seem like she shared that knowledge … and whatever inklings she had of it she decided to blame on me. Any of the drinking and carousing that ensued at Rex’s place and a series of neighborhood dives was due in her mind to my bad influence. She wanted me gone.

The opportunity came soon enough. Dean, a romantic icon of our left-wing college circle, a lapsed country boy who knew everything about herbs and magic mushrooms, quoted Guy Debord’s Society of Spectacle like scripture and thrived on his name’s association with the apostolic line of rebel loners from Dean Moriarty to James Dean, was leaving town for a few weeks to visit his family in Pennsylvania. He needed someone to sublet his place and keep his bike messenger job warm for him. Within a few weeks of my arrival, I was living in a studio apartment in North Beach, beatnik progenitor of all hipster neighborhoods, and riding a one-speed bike up and down the hills of San Francisco.

Warp Speed Messenger Service was headquartered south of Market Street, in the squalid industrial section years away from its reincarnation as the gentrified SOMA district. We had to go there in the morning to pick up our bicycles and walkie-talkies and bring them back at night. In the interim, we picked up packages and envelopes at one office and dropped them off at another, usually further uphill. Then we reported in on our walkie-talkies to the dispatcher, who sent us off on another run. The hills in the financial district were pretty steep. I’m not quite sure how I did it or how I got used to riding in the traffic. But I did love it: the feeling of the sun and my breath and my freedom. I loved walking into sedate offices sweaty and physical from my ride, bringing the face of labor into the domain of bloodless capital, displaying my proletarian triumph to the surrogates of my rejected upward mobility. I loved the exhaustion I felt at night in the small apartment just off Columbus, hearing the echoes of bohemian longing in the voices of passersby.

I started working out an idea for a TV show about bike messengers. Maybe for the Streets of San Francisco, which was big at that moment. The bike messenger hero had a past. He’d been a student radical … he’d done something and was hiding out … as a bike messenger … he delivers a package to an office where his ex-girlfriend is now a lawyer … they hook up … and commit some kind of crime … a heist? No, steal some incriminating documents…

I twisted this story backwards and forwards as I struggled my way up California Street and coasted down Pine, imagining the first-person camera as it captured the downhill elation and the traffic-dodging thrill … and never set a word of it down. I loved the new feeling in my body of strength and grace and economy of motion. And then Dean returned.

I needed a new place to live. I guess that’s when I moved into a hotel on Broadway; I don’t remember its name. A lot of the North Beach hangers on and characters of the moment lived there. I say “of the moment” because there was a time when hanging out “on the Beach” was a noble occupation. The ’50s, of course. But even in the ’60s, there was the hungry i, Mort Sahl, Lenny Bruce, later Richard Brautigan and always City Lights Bookstore maintaining the dignity of literacy through the psychedelic onslaught. But my neighbors were just layabouts, potheads and junkies; aimless and shell-shocked, not really doing anything but living cheaply and hitting the bars at night.

The window looked out over Broadway, full of restaurants, bars and rip-off topless joints, the noise from which crescendoed from dinnertime to a climactic last call, followed by a denouement of car screeches and drunken shouts. 

I liked the romance of it all: the bare light bulb, the cot-like single bed, the flimsy single-locked door you could see the light under. There was a sink on the wall but no bathroom — that was down the hall. Each room offered a table on which the occupant might pile, according to their proclivity, a hot plate, six-pack, rolling papers, bong, works-and-spoon or, in my case, a Remington typewriter and a jumble of papers covered with the unpunctuated verbiage that I called my “stream of drivel.”

I had decided that I was supposed to be a writer. After years of agonizing over what I should be doing, what I might become, what was important, what could give life meaning, I had decided that the asking of these questions was in fact what I was supposed to do. The search for a calling was my calling. And the documentation thereof would be my vocation. So, I started to write everything down as it was happening (or soon thereafter), to capture experience as I was having it. Only, I wasn’t a very good typist, so I spent almost as much time going back over my automatic writing, trying to figure out what I’d typed and penciling it in. The other problem was that to capture experience, you need to be having it. There is only so much time you can spend writing about sitting at your table, listening to the sounds from outside, chasing the random thoughts and associations running through your brain. I started heading out, notebook in hand.

 

* * * * * * *

 

Caffe Trieste was right around the corner. A legendary coffee house and Beat hangout from the 1950s, it seemed to me like a Disney version of its former glory. Aspiring bohos loitered at its tables, making a single espresso last for hours as they perused dull chapbooks and uninspired poetry journals, assuming attitudes, postures and facial hair that had once been harbingers of the new but now seemed like historical reenactments. I guess that applied to me as well, but I was seeking something different. I wanted to immerse myself in a scene that existed at the same edge of history where I was living. The Revolution had come and gone. Higher consciousness chemically attained and discarded. The rock stars had fallen. The counterculture was now something sold over the counter. I wanted to find others still motivated to art and expression in the absence of the universal goals and personal aggrandizements that once had compelled it, here in the world that came to be called post-modern, but at that point was merely post.

During my last stab at living in San Francisco, two years earlier, everyone was doing pretty much what they’d been doing in college. Getting high. Staying up all night. Running around. Going to demonstrations. Showing solidarity with the oppressed. Having sex. Exploring new ideas, music, perspectives. Having intense conversations. Hanging out at each other’s places. Working only when necessary. No one had much of an idea of what they were going to do, but whatever it was, we all thought it would be something new and different and meaningful.

At one point during my stay at Lenny’s place, before he took me aside and asked, “So, what are your plans?” — my addition to a household that already included Seth and Rex having strained his girlfriend’s trust fund — someone in our entourage happened upon a sizable stash of Quaaludes. The next few nights, every node in our social network converged to enjoy bouncing off the walls and rolling on the floor. By the third night we couldn’t get Ben up off that floor. He lay there, breathing shallowly. Four of us pulled him to his feet (he was big) and got him to walk around. He was groggy. He needed fresh air. We got him outside and his housemates decided to drive him home. He resisted getting into the car. As we struggled to put him inside, a cop car pulled up.

Ben was an African-American-Canadian who’d grown up in Toronto decades before Drake legitimized that ethnicity. He had learned all his ghetto slang from blaxploitation flicks, Motown and a few months of hanging out in Oakland, and he took great pride in showing off his newfound linguistic prowess. “White mofos,” he shouted, “I ain’t getting in that mothafuckin’ car!”

“What’s going on?” the cop asked out the window.

“Our friend got a little too drunk, officer. Just trying to get him home,” we said.

“Ok. Make it quick.”

Ben had lapsed back into his Quaalude reverie. We managed to push him into the back seat as the cops eyed us menacingly. Suddenly, he roared back to life. “PIGS!!” he joyously yelped, “Pee-Aye-Gee — Pigs!” He started squirming through the car’s half-opened window, the Quaaludes having given him the suppleness of a sea otter. Rex, a former football player, blocked him. His housemates pulled him back inside and sped off just as the cops were starting to get out of their squad car.

That was the iconic moment of my last visit to San Francisco, and that was why I was so stunned to find on my return that everyone I knew was becoming a professional. Med school. Law school. Grad school. And barring that, a managerial position — at a food co-op or nonprofit, of course — but still with no time to play. Young white middle-class people finding a direction and a purpose. And right on schedule. A gap year stretched out to several due to the disarray of the times that preceded them. War. Kent State. Watergate. The valedictory pledge to change the world. But now the war was over, and the world was back to normal, and what could be more normal than young people taking up their posts on the bulwarks of adulthood? 

Only what about those of us for whom the normal was to be abnormal? Who had never fit in? For whom identity had always been in question? Whose existential rebellion had merged with the generational uprising, and now that the latter had been quelled, remained rebels? There was a role model I knew for such individuals, unable to conform to a world of postwar homogeny and middle-class morality. The Beats! They had lived in North Beach, and that is where, as my peers increasingly ostracized me, I had ended up.

 

* * * * * * *

 

So, there I was in Caffe Trieste, beset by these ruminations, longing for cohorts with whom to construct a new Beat moment, awaiting a re-rebirth of what Ferlinghetti had termed “a rebirth of wonder.” The prospects were not encouraging. A few art stars did hang out there. Spain Rodriguez, one of the progenitors of underground comix, labored feverishly at his table, sheaves of drawings spilling onto the floor. Clearly a genius, but out of my league. Jack Hirschman, a few decades later to be named Poet Laureate of San Francisco, held forth at another table, surrounded by his minions. With his long-hair, 1930s style workers cap, neck scarf and frayed leather jacket, he seemed like a bit of a joke to me. These were the days when serious artists did not watch television, which was lucky for him, I thought, since it was only a matter of time before the newly minted SNL would create a character just like him. To make matters worse, he was a throwback to 1940s politics, an avowed Stalinist and member of the American-Soviet Friendship Society, which in the era of Brezhnev and the Silent Majority I could only see as a weird affectation. As if the new left, Yippies, Paris ’68 and the global revolt against hierarchy had never happened.

His acolytes were even more laughable. They jockeyed for position, gossiped and one-upped each other like the crassest of office or academic politicians. This one was rumored to have sucked Allen Ginsberg’s dick for a blurb on his chapbook. That one helped Hirschman’s girlfriend do the couple’s laundry to get a spot in his next reading. The Holy Grail for all of them was to see their name in black and white on a City Lights Pocket Poets publication, or rather in italics below a portentous title on a white background surrounded by a thick black frame like the series iconic edition of Howl. I found little resonance with their antics.

I did make some acquaintances more to my liking at the Trieste. There were Katie and Delphine, two Swiss girls whose attention I managed to attract using what was left of my deteriorating French. I surprised them one day by calling out, “Garçon, l’addition!” to one of Hirschman’s entourage as he scurried by my table, like a waiter, balancing several espressos for his posse. Katie snickered and we became friends. With sparkling blue eyes, chestnut hair and Alpine freshness, she looked like she was still a teenager, though probably in her early twenties. She was tall, gangly and very skinny. Today I would have recognized her as a supermodel in the rough, but at that time I just registered her as one of those world-hopping Euro-hippies for whom San Francisco was a mecca. Delphine was darker and less angular. More genial than her pal but lacking her ethereal allure.

They introduced me to another of their hangouts, Mario's Bohemian Cigar Store, further down Columbus Avenue, across from the green splash of Washington Square. Mario’s was essentially a hole-in-the-wall with a long bar-like counter, a smattering of bistro tables and large windows looking out at the park. It had become the headquarters of European expatriates on a quest to imbibe the American essence that had given the world blue jeans, rock and roll and the concept of Cool while never quite abandoning their sense of superiority to American provinciality. The place oozed with sophistication, conversation was multilingual and customers sipped aperitifs in addition to the ubiquitous North Beach cappuccinos. Most of its denizens looked to have spent more care selecting their wardrobe for the day than just picking up whatever lay closest on the floor, the prevailing couture style of my disheveled circle.

One of them was René Duclos, whom Katie had a crush on. He wore a well-pressed Levi’s jacket and jeans that cried out for designer labels (though the advent of Calvins and Sergio Valentes was still a couple of years off). René sold spoon jewelry in Berkeley by day and spent his evenings at Mario’s, where he could usually be heard holding forth on his two second-favorite subjects — his participation in the student uprising of May ’68 and his “leetul pot plant.” But his favorite subject was le cinéma!

“Everyone make zer own moo-vie. Zee eye ees zee auteur,” he liked to say. And his eye, or at least his mind’s eye, was very busy churning out masterpieces screened nightly in his cafe chatter. In this I felt a certain kinship to him. Perhaps I could adapt one of the many stories I never wrote for the films he never made.

I had actually started to work out a new story. Maynard G. Krebs from the ’60s sitcom Dobie Gillis, pop culture’s first beatnik, is now living in North Beach. One night after last call, he spots a grating in the alley behind City Lights. There’s someone tied up inside! It’s Jack Kerouac! He’s not dead after all, he’s been held prisoner in the bookstore’s basement all these years, forced to keep churning out pages to be published as the work of new writers. Keeping the Beat franchise intact but its animating spirit in chains. Krebs breaks Kerouac out and together they hit the Road, dharma-bumming their way to a new outburst of creative rebellion…

Years later, I found that the alley in question had been renamed “Kerouac Alley,” one of those odd coincidences in which my fictions somehow tumble into reality. Of course, it’s not really that coincidental, as Kerouac is indelibly associated with both City Lights and Vesuvio, the bar across the alley from it. Vesuvio was where I met my friends who hadn’t bought in to my North Beach romanticism. A deep well of a barroom surrounded by a narrow mezzanine, jumbled with artwork and memorabilia, it kept one foot in the San Francisco bar scene and the other in the Beat mystique. Rex and Dean roared up on their motorcycles one night to join me there for drinks. Rex had never lost his New York swagger, though he hadn’t been back to the city in years. He didn’t take anything seriously unless it was going to result in fame or power or money. He liked Vesuvio because it encouraged rowdy drinking, and its female patrons weren’t radical feminists like all of Lou’s friends. But he looked askance at the artistic ambitions that made this smidgen of bohemia possible, my own most of all.

“Looking a little seedy there, champ,” he teased. “You got a shower in that hippie hotel of yours?” 

Dean, who got a vicarious kick out of Rex’s “honesty,” just laughed.

 

* * * * * * *

 

Truth be told, I had been letting myself go a bit. The bathroom down the hall did not allow for ease of hygiene. Showers were often interrupted by speed freaks pounding on the door, screaming about their need to shit, or drunks in line to puke. I don’t remember many trips to the laundromat, and my wardrobe had begun to show it. Mostly, I was running out of money. The savings from the previous year’s community college gig and my short bike messenger stint drew closer to zero with each passing cappuccino.

That’s when Stew stepped into the picture. Stew has played a most peculiar role in my life. I sometimes wonder if he is some sort of divine emissary. Whenever I need a job or direction, he tends to appear. I’d known him since college. He was in the Rosa Luxemburg League, one of the many Marxist grouplets spawned in the vacuum created by the demise of the new left. Like all these factions, the Luxemburgists were all about organizing the working class. As a result, Stew knew about a lot of jobs. I’m not quite sure how he contacted me, but I do remember trudging up the block from the Trieste to drop one of my last dimes in the pay phone. Stew told me that Local 2 of the fabled ILWU was hiring people to help clean up an oil spill in the San Pablo arm of San Francisco Bay.

The International Longshore and Warehouse Union was legendary for sparking the 1934 San Francisco General Strike. It held the same mythic allure for those in my generation of an activist persuasion that North Beach held for those with a literary bent. It offered a connection to a past where our fantasies of rebellion had been real. A time when the workers of the world raised clenched fists against the bosses and the best minds of a generation, “starving hysterical naked,” howled for an angry fix. A time when the words and phrases and stances that had lost their reference points still had their hooks in reality.

The hiring hall swarmed with wannabe working class heroes in their finest proletarian drag — work boots, tool belts, canvas dungarees — ready to hit the waterfront and offer themselves as contenders in the class struggle. None of them, of course, were union members, as no self-respecting longshoreman would trade the dignity of the docks for the oil-soaked marshes of the lesser bay. These were “casual labor” jobs, offered to neophytes, who if they logged enough hours, could eventually apply for union membership.

Three or four buses pulled up outside the union hall and we all piled on. The scene inside was pandemonium. There were far more people there to organize the workers than there were workers to be organized. Every leftwing political sect in San Francisco was represented. Each one had its own ideological inflection and viewed the others as enemies. It was Marxist March Madness, with the Independent Socialists facing off against the Luxemburgists in the Trotskyite bracket, the RU (Revolutionary Union) versus PL (Progressive Labor) in the Maoist bracket, then the Trots against the Maoists, with the winner to claim the red banner and lead the masses to the workers’ utopia. Meanwhile, the few actual workers on the bus talked about sports and played craps.

As my conduit to the hiring hall had been Stew’s Luxemburgist comrades, I was nominally in their rooting section. But the finer points of dialectic soon succumbed to rank name-calling. The Maoists chanted, “Icepick, Icepick,” at the Trots, in commemoration of the implement used in Trotsky’s untimely demise. The Trots, a more libertarian lot, responded by shouting “Gang of Foreskins” at the Maoists, a salacious reference to the Gang of Four, whose recent ouster had put a definitive end to China’s Cultural Revolution. 

Both amused and repelled by the bluster, I backed off from the fray, feeling guilty of once again showing ingratitude to Stew by not joining forces with his posse. I found a seat at the back of the bus, where I was soon joined by another non-combatant, rolling his eyes in mocking disbelief at the militant rumble. He introduced himself as “Joe.” With his sharp features, shoulder-length hair and face-framing aviator glasses he looked more like a hipster Thomas Jefferson than one of the pseudo proles who surrounded us. Like me, Joe was familiar with all the political factions and dogmas — so much so that we could take bets on the next utterance in whichever harangue was currently assaulting us — and, like me, he was deeply cynical about the ability of any of them to bring about what we had once called the Revolution. By the time we reached the cleanup site, we had formed our own nihilist cell and decided to team up for the day’s alienated labor.

The foreman divided us into groups of seven or eight, entrusting a couple of guys in each crew with scythes (and a warning not to use them in furtherance of their ideological struggles). The rest of us got rakes, protective gear and industrial-strength trash bags. We fanned out across the slick and sticky marshes. The scythe wielders preceded us, leaving a swath of oil-smeared reeds, rushes, salt grass, tule weed and assorted sedges. We followed along, raking up the severed vegetation, filling our bags. It was slow going, the growing viscosity of the tools impeding our progress. The scythe blades needed to be sharpened every twenty minutes or so, and the rakes required constant unclogging. Consequently, there was plenty of time for dawdling and getting lost in the marshes. Joe and I kept a steady low-intensity work pace, putting most of our energy into a free-wheeling discussion of everything right and wrong with the current state of being. I told him about the Situationists. He taught me how to do the guerrilla warble from The Battle of Algiers. I bemoaned my friends’ headlong dash into prefabricated roles and lives. He said we had to resist the social programming. We theorized about what a truly democratic political movement would look like. We smoked a bit of weed. It felt good to have a friend who lived in the same world as I did, sharing my disinterest in upward mobility, City Lights publication or ideological correctness.

Only one thing annoyed me about Joe: his constant eulogizing of his girlfriend. He was in awe of her. She was the bravest, smartest, wisest, most charismatic, beautiful inside and out, clear-sighted, selfless, evolved, dedicated, passionate person on the planet. She had taught him so much about life and love and being free. She had helped him step outside his patriarchal programming to experience the power of Woman. He never lost an opportunity to extoll her strength and virtue or to let me know what she would think about whatever we were talking about. I admired his devotion but was uneasy with his seeming obsession. “Poor guy,” I thought. “Another pussy-whipped male feminist.”

Several years later, having reincarnated into a No Wave New Yorker and office temp, I opened the New York Times to find that Joe’s girlfriend, now wife, was Bernardine Dohrn, leader of the Weather Underground, who along with Joe, now revealed as Bill Ayers, another leader of said organization, had just resurfaced and turned themselves in. I had carried a photocopy of Bernardine’s iconic wanted poster in my wallet ever since it hit post office walls in the early ’70s. Clad in a leather jacket, long brown hair parted in the middle, staring down the camera with a look of fierce defiance and sexual self-assertion, her image had served as a source of radical inspiration and sexual fantasy for me ever since. Its frayed remnants may have been in my pocket as I worked alongside Joe. So, as it turns out, on this too Joe and I were on the same page — his girlfriend was awesome!

 


TWO

 

The cleanup work lasted less than a week, but it was quite lucrative for the times. I was back at the Trieste with money in my pocket, clean clothes, fresh notebooks and plenty of razorpoint pens, which always gave me a feeling of mastery of the page. I had enough cash on hand to sit at the counter at Luigi’s and order an oversized hamburger on a Sicilian loaf or buy a round of Campari cocktails for Katie, René and his cinéaste friends at the Bohemian. I even bought a new corduroy shirt, shocking those who had only seen me in turtlenecks and T-shirts. “Yes, vayree elaygant, Philippe,” said René.

While I could now afford another couple of months at the hotel, I wanted out. The shared bathroom and constant commotion in the halls had started getting me down. I decided to try out other living arrangements, knowing I could always return to the welcoming track-marked arms of the hotel if they didn’t work out. At least that’s what I think I did. I remember where I stayed, but not quite when — perhaps because each of the places saw a certain amount of drug use. I never considered myself a pothead because I never bought weed, but in my journals from that era many of the entries begin with phrases like “I’m really high right now” or “I am so stoned” or “I shouldn’t have smoked all that sinsemilla.” Pot was just so omnipresent. You couldn’t go more than a couple of hours without someone offering you a toke of a joint or a hit of hash. One puff here just to be polite, a few more there because it smelled so good, and pretty soon you were as stoned as those for whom pot-smoking was a profession.

The first of my attempted getaways was on Potrero Hill, a village-like enclave beyond the industrial area south of Market, across the freeway from the then-mostly Hispanic Mission District. The Hill had all the steepness of the city’s more famous tourist streets but less of their quaintness. Stick-style and semi-detached houses climbed its flanks, mixed with an occasional single-family unit. A mostly working-class neighborhood, artists were beginning to drift in, but were not yet the harbingers of gentrified doom they would become in future decades. In San Francisco, in fact, the boundary between artist and working stiff was already somewhat fluid. The substratum of the city from the days of Jack London and the syndical anarchists to the psychedelic eruption of the Haight was a population open to the intrusion of self-expression into everyday life. Or so I conjectured. I was half-heartedly working out a theory of San Francisco exceptionalism and hoped to encounter some of it in this self-contained hilltop hamlet. Except that what I was actually doing there — house-sitting for an Israeli coke dealer and babysitting his hapless Japanese girlfriend — had nothing to do with any of that.

I knew Midori from Portland. She was friends with the coterie of rock and roll groupies that hung out in the clubs I frequented there. She styled herself as a geisha, which made her stand out from the thrift store finery sported by her confederates. White pancake makeup. Bright red lipstick. Hair upswept in a high chignon, held in place with a ribbon or ornate pin. Occasionally accessorized by a paper umbrella or fan. Her sole break from tradition was towering platform heels. Less interested in musician boyfriends than paramours with a steady supply of drugs, she had somehow hooked up with Eitan and moved to his place in San Francisco. I’d met them for sushi in the Japan Center when I first arrived in town; to my delight Eitan, in a gesture of birthright solidarity, had offered me a hit of coke. But I’d pretty much forgotten about them till Eitan contacted me though my old number at Rex’s. He had to go on a business trip and needed someone to look after his place and help Midori, still not very proficient in English, negotiate daily life and not smoke all his stash. He trusted me, a landsman and mensch, to keep my hands off both.

The next couple of weeks are a blur. I remember waiting for hours as Midori applied her makeup before venturing out on a simple errand. Accompanying her as she tottered down the hill to the grocery store, taking tiny geisha steps in her platform shoes. There was a bus ride at some point to a bank where her family had wired money, the other riders casting sidelong glances at her Kabuki pallor in the gleaming California sunlight. I remember the view at twilight as the Transamerica Pyramid set off a contagion of lights across the skyline. My numerous gleeful showers in compensation for the hotel days of privation. But mostly I remember the many patterns the living room ceiling revealed to me as I lay on the rug beneath it, stupefied by Eitan’s powerful weed, wondering whether I should try to have sex with Midori, who, equally stoned, lay on the rug nearby. With her make-up off, or moderated, and hair down, she was fairly cute, and her affection for Eitan seemed directed more at his pot than his person. “I very lucky girl. Have many joints to smoke,” she memorably told me. Still, I wasn’t sure how she would respond to any sexual overtures. Was her seeming availability just a matter of being high and her coquettish act? Did I even want the hassle of dealing with her quirks as a lover instead of caretaker? I had never been good at first moves, even then, stoned out of my mind … in San Francisco … in the ’70s…

There was also the consideration that any falling out with Eitan that fucking Midori might entail would no doubt prevent further access to his coke. This, after all, was one of the main reasons I had consented to the babysitting gig in the first place. It was my hope that, upon the successful completion of my mission, I would be rewarded with a gram or two of the substance that I considered to be the ultimate high and which none of my friends could afford. So, there was no first move or second thoughts. Eitan returned a few days earlier than expected, more brusque and aggressive than ever. Apparently, his business trip had concerned legal matters — lawyers, perhaps a DA, were involved. I never got the full story. “At least I still have my freedom,” he repeated a few times. He made arrangements to transfer the remainder of his coke to one of his fellow émigrés and talked about going into consumer electronics. I didn’t think their relationship would survive the change in business models, but I wouldn’t be around to witness its Chapter 11. My unrewarded services were no longer required. I was dethroned from my perch atop Potrero Hill.

 

* * * * * * *

 

My second getaway was an abandoned warehouse, somewhere near the Embarcadero, being squatted by William, a former Berkeley grad student I’d met at the Trieste. With his stringy blonde hair and puka shell, peace-sign dangling necklace, he was a curious combination of hippie radical and California surfer dude. He had visions of buying the place at the condemned property price of one dollar and turning it into an “artist and activist community.” I found this to be rather unlikely given the difficulty he would have raising funds should the bidding rise to two dollars or more. Not to mention the premises’ location at the apex of the city’s stalled (but soon to be revived) redevelopment plans. Nevertheless, it seemed like an interesting and cheap — that is to say, free — place to spend a little time while figuring out my next move. 

William had managed to tap into the power lines next door and rig up some lighting in a few rooms. Mainly strings of multi-colored Christmas lights and lava lamps abducted from his college dorm. He had scavenged enough furniture, most of it sporting exposed springs and/or stuffing, to give the lit-up areas a loungey, if not quite cozy, look. The rooms and corridors beyond this island of civilization quickly faded from shadowy to pitch black and spooky. I rolled out my sleeping bag, purchased with the remnants of my union earnings and unspent grocery money from Eitan, far enough from the lights to sleep but not so far as to succumb to apparitions in the dark. A few other stragglers that William had convinced to throw in their lot with him were scattered about the building, some with lanterns and camping stoves, others with stacks of sardine tins and canned tuna. It was always strange to happen up on their little oases of order in the midst of the ruins.

William had great visions for his palace of the arts and activism. During the daylight hours he liked
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