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I

Jesse started hearing it even before his friend Lenny disappeared, but he didn’t become conscious of it until about three weeks afterwards.  At first there was no melody but only a nagging sense of unease; later he thought that he could almost detect music but it was subliminal, more like a rhythm that affected his breathing and his heartbeat and his vision, a slight alteration in reality, like seeing a shimmering mirage at a straight road’s end, or ripples on a pool in moonlight when there is no breeze.

Jesse worked as a night janitor at the SeaFirst Bank building in Seattle.  He had always regarded his job with a stoicism that was as close to serenity as the situation allowed.  There were worse occupations, he thought; and at least he usually finished early and could sit back in a soft leather executive swivel chair in an otherwise empty office and watch the lights of the city far below or read a paperback novel.  But after he heard it he couldn’t relax anymore; he couldn’t ignore what he was doing.  Sometimes he’d be assigned twenty floors of toilets to sanitize, and he used to race through them, trying to break his own speed records; but now he approached each swinging door with an anticipation of revulsion, and every smear of turd or floating Kotex would be as a mountain in his path.  Sometimes he’d have to clean several floors of offices, and it used to be nothing to him and he’d zap from room to room without thinking; but now, the stale cigarette butts in every ashtray nauseated him, as did the lipstick and spit and ear-wax on the phones, the wads of gum under the desks, and the porno mags and half-eaten lunches in the wastebaskets.  It was an intolerable situation.

Shortly before Lenny had left, he and Jesse had gotten together in Lenny’s one-room basement apartment, and Lenny had pulled out a plastic sandwich bag and unrolled it to reveal a few joints worth of dope.  “This is some of the best California home-grown I have ever had,” he’d said; and indeed it had given them both a righteous buzz.  Then, after they had polished off the better part of a case of Coors, Lenny grabbed a bottle and popped it open and headed for the door saying, “Come on, I want to show you something.”  They staggered off down the street together, beers in hand, until they came to the nearest entrance to Interstate 5.  It curved downwards and in the distant hazy darkness joined with the main highway.  Lenny stopped and pointed.  “There,” he said.  “Look at that.”

Jesse looked.  “So what?”

“It’s the road,” Lenny said.  “This joins with the highway, then that with another, and another, and another, like a big network of rivers that flow into and around each other and never end but always go on and on and on.  It’s the road, man, the road.”  With that, he staggered back up the street the way he had come.

But Jesse stood there for a long time alone.

Afterwards, it was back to the floating turds and Kotex, the lipstick-stained cigarette butts, the nauseating mixtures in the wastebaskets.  He’d trudge through his routine, then sit back in a leather swivel chair, half-close his eyes, stare at the lamps through his eyelashes until he saw rainbows of color, and imagine he was glimpsing another world just beyond visibility, a world in which everything made sense. 

One day after Lenny had left, feeling lonelier than usual, he pulled the key out from under the mat and let himself into Lenny’s apartment.  It had a musty smell of underground dampness and mold.  While rummaging through drawers trying to find a clue to where Lenny might have gone, he came across a sandwich bag with a joint and a bit of loose dope inside.  He sat in the overstuffed armchair within which he could feel the poke of loose springs, lit up, and drew the smoke deep into his lungs.  No doubt it was the same California homegrown he’d shared with Lenny that night they’d walked out to the road together.

He coughed, looked furtively around, suddenly apprehensive about he knew not what.

Then he heard it, loud and clear, drowning out all the other mutters and whispers and abstract tunes in his head.  It was sweet and gentle and clear and sensuous, almost sexy; as a matter of fact, he felt the warm stirrings of an erection.  He continued to smoke, and gave his full attention to the music, as all desire to return to his bullshit job or remain in the stale familiarity of his hometown dissipated, and a wild longing to leave swept through him in pulsing surges.  This time he didn’t resist; he abandoned himself to it.  A sudden vision came to him of the Sirens singing to Ulysses, and Ulysses, tied to the mast, going mad with lust and desire to burst free, while his crew-members remained oblivious to the tantalizing call; Jesse was Ulysses, the dull life he had been leading epitomized by his nowhere job was the mast, and the crew-members were the millions all over the city whose deadening routines plugged their ears to the call of the road.  But he, Jesse, would not let it happen to him.  He would burst the ropes and escape.  He would flee to the Sirens and risk everything for a chance at paradise.

II

Grandma Lily resented being called “Grandma” but there wasn’t much she could do about it.  It was part of her image; she was practically an institution in The Haight.  It was good for business, and though she hated to admit it even to herself, she needed the money.  For years chain outlets and larger splashier retailers had been moving in, and she’d had a hard time just getting by.  She’d been thinking about retiring, selling out and finding a small place outside the city, but...

She sat behind the counter in the back of the narrow shop in her dark-blue chiffon gown, a string of turquoise beads around her neck, silver hearts hanging from her ears, her gray hair, which she brushed until it shone, hanging loose almost to her waist.  Surrounded by the odors of incense and scented candles and strange spices, and by jars, capsules, and packets of ginger and ginseng and licorice, of red marine algae and kava kava and cat’s claw, of garlic and oats and barley and turmeric and mushrooms, she thought about the past:  the people she had known, the places she had been, the things she had done.  But her memories seemed to always return to one time, to one place.  People came and went:  regulars looking for something specific who sometimes stayed to chat; tourists who browsed but seldom bought; panhandlers to whom she always gave something, even if it wasn’t much.  Each time she was interrupted she would put her reveries on pause, and when she was alone again they would continue as if they had never stopped.

It was late afternoon, near closing time, when a young man carrying a brown canvas duffel bag entered.  He was dark-haired, unshaven, in jeans and worn leather jacket; he looked like he had the weariness of the road on him.  Lily took him for a panhandler and reached for spare change.

“Hi.”

“Hi.”  She smiled.  She had a soft spot for vagrants; she’d been there before.

“I’m...uh...I’m looking for someone.  You ever seen this guy before?”

She looked at the photo, shook her head.  “There are bulletin boards around at some of the coffee shops and hostels.  You could try those.”

He nodded.  “I have.  I guess I never really expected to find him here in the city.  Needle in a haystack, huh?”

“That’s for sure.  Half the people on the streets are missing persons.”

“Maybe I can ask you something else,” he said, “seeing you specialize in herbs and all.”

“I don’t deal,” she said.  “I run a straight place.  I don’t even smoke anymore.”

“But you used to?”

“What are you, a narc or something?”

“No.”  From his pocket he pulled out a rolled-up sandwich bag.  “You ever seen this dope before?  You know where it’s from?”

She glanced past him at the door and the display window, then said, “I could lose my shop just having that in here.”

“Sorry.  I just thought that...”

“Why do you want to know where it’s from?”

“It belonged to my friend, the guy in the picture.  There’s something special about it, and I thought...”

She chuckled.  “Doing a Sherlock Holmes, eh?  Oh, hell.  It’s almost closing time anyway.”

She pulled the shutters, locked the door, and turned off all the lights except the bright desk lamp behind the counter.  Then she took a pinch of the marijuana, scrutinized it, rubbed it between thumb and forefinger, smelled it.  Finally she said, “Yes, I recognize this.  It hit the streets a few months ago:  small amounts, high prices.  Quite potent, I’ve been told.  Mendocino Mellow, they call it.”

“Mendocino?”

“North of here, not far.  I go to the woods there to gather mushrooms.  I’ve come across dope plants sometimes growing as if wild.  Might have been this stuff.  Same color, anyway.”

“How do I get there?”

“Up Highway 101 and watch for the turnoff going west.  But how do you hope to find your friend that way?”

“I don’t know.  A hunch.  Have you ever been traveling and felt you were heading in the right direction without really knowing it?"

She smiled, nodded.  “Sure.  Sure I have.  It was a long time ago, ’67, but I remember it like yesterday.  I’d run away from home and hit the road, and there was like a beacon in my brain aiming me at San Francisco.  I got here just in time to dive right into the Summer of Love.”  Her heart began to beat faster, and she felt a rush as if peaking on acid as she thought about it.  Sitting on warm grass, the sun massaging her face and shoulders and legs, the rhythm of music, gentle people all around greeting, hugging, sharing.  Bright colors, flowers, butterflies.  Joints passing from hand to hand; tabs of acid placed on tongues as if they were communion wafers.  She felt herself transported back in time and space, so that the shop receded, the past enlarged all around her.  Paradise, that’s what it had been.  It hadn’t lasted long.  Sometimes she wondered if she only saw it through rose-colored glasses and it hadn’t been that wonderful at all.  But it had been, at least for a time.  Whether that time had been one hour or one day or one month, it had been real.  And it was a core of joy in her heart that she always wished that she could somehow someday recapture.

“Hey, you alright?”  The voice broke her out of her reverie.

“Yeah, sure.  I’m fine.  What did you say your name was?”

“Jesse.”

“Well, Jesse, you look tired.  You need a place to crash?”

III

Dex hunched down beside his backpack and adjusted the pistol in the ankle-holster under his jeans, then stood up and wiped his brow.  He’d been standing in the same spot for two hours, and had gotten the finger several times and a few beer cans thrown at him and once a come-on from some gays, but no serious offers of a ride.  He didn’t mind all that much, though.  He’d come all the way from the east coast, and at first he’d been zealous and steadfast in his resolve to fulfill his mission, but as time passed he’d become more and more confused, and
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