


Bitter Honey

Don Detrich

Ray Fisher is born in Jefferson City, Missouri, between two forms of faith. His father builds houses
that hold through storms. His mother plays jazz as if memory itself lives in the keys. Ray inherits both
impulses, but in 1965 music wins. He points his Ford van west and enters a San Francisco not yet
flattened into legend: North Beach clubs, City Lights, Beat ghosts, acid gatherings, rooms where art
and danger breathe the same air.

Then Laura Reyes walks into his life. She is funny, profane, sexually fearless, volatile, and possessed
of a voice that can stop a room. Their chemistry becomes a sound. With Jules Fenwick and Frankie
Bell, they form Bitter Honey, rising from the Matrix and the Fillmore into label contracts, recording
studios, touring, press mythology, and the Summer of Love. Laura’s bond with Janis Joplin intensifies
the era’s promise and its appetite. The same machinery that makes the band visible begins to consume
it.

As alcohol and drugs turn intimacy into damage, Ray and Laura lose the difference between devotion
and dependency. Bitter Honey collapses. Ray withdraws, gets sober, returns to construction, and builds
a home and studio in Marin. But Laura’s descent continues. When she asks him for help, rescue
becomes literal, violent, and morally dangerous. What follows is not a clean redemption story. It is a
story about boundaries, treatment, work, relapse, time, and two people learning that love cannot remain
a fire if it is meant to become a home.
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Author’s Note

Bitter Honey is a work of fiction. The novel places fictional characters inside a real historical counterculture
setting and includes fictionalized references to public figures, venues, publications, and cultural moments.
Those elements are used in a fictionalized context.
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PART ONE: INHERITANCE



Chapter 1: Jefferson City

I was born in Jefferson City, Missouri, in 1943, back when trains still meant something, when the night was
shaped by their long, low moans echoing through the valley. The air carried that quiet ache of a country
trying to forget the war and patch itself back together with borrowed hope. It wasn’t a place for dreaming,
not out loud. Dreams lived tucked behind the eyes, kept private, like a prayer you didn’t want to test too
hard. It was a town built from freight tracks and furnace bricks, where the sky stretched wide, but futures
stayed small.

My dad built houses. Functional. Square and solid. Nothing fancy, just four walls that held through a
storm and kept the pipes from freezing. He was a man of few words. But his hands spoke plenty, scarred
and strong, like they remembered every nail they’d ever driven. When he wiped sweat from his brow, it left
behind a film of dust. He was a man made of work, shaped by it, and he passed through the world like it
owed him nothing but room to breathe and wood to cut.

He was a contented man, if not exactly happy. Happy was too shiny a word for him, like something
you’d find in an ad for toothpaste or lawn furniture. He didn’t wear that kind of feeling. He was contented,
like an old flannel shirt. Satisfied in the quiet ways a man could be. Lucky he made it home from the war,
though he never once told me what he saw. Glad to laugh at my mom’s old jokes like they were the only
ones he ever wanted to hear.

He didn’t chase much. Didn’t need to. He worked like clockwork and rested like he earned it. Dinner at
six, beer at seven, asleep in his chair by the ten o’clock news. No big dreams, no get-rich schemes. Just a
decent life in a decent town.

And sometimes, if you caught him in the right moment with his hands wrapped around a cold can of
beer, radio low in the kitchen, porch light buzzing behind him, he might've said, “Yeah, I'm lucky.” And
that’s as close to happy as a man like my dad ever needed to get.

Mom was different. Tall, sure, never in a hurry but never idle either. She always had a song humming
under her breath, like her heart was tuned to a far-off jazz station, Billie Holiday, Lena Horne, Ella
Fitzgerald. Voices smooth as smoke, curling around the edges.

Mom’s people were from New Orleans, tangled deep in that humid old city where bloodlines and stories
twist together like roots under cobblestone. Nobody put it in writing, but everyone understood, there was
Creole in the mix. You saw it in the eyes, the undertones of skin, the way some of her kin moved, like they
had rhythm braided into their spine. Most of them passed for white, and back then, passing wasn’t about
shame. It was about survival. It was about not asking for trouble in a country built to give it.

But Mom... she held onto that mix, quiet and close. Not with words, but with music. That’s where her
real memory lived. She played jazz like it was a birthright, worn smooth by love. She’d hum Billie Holiday
under her breath while washing dishes and tap out Ellington on the counter with her ring finger. It wasn’t
performance. It was prayer. A private devotion to the part of her history that the world never asked about,
and she never volunteered, but never let go of either.

That’s how I learned about lineage. Not from talk, but from sound. From the records spinning late at
night, and the way her voice curled around the notes like smoke in warm light.

Mom played piano and sang, and she was good. The kind of good that didn’t ask for attention. She
never talked about wanting stardom, not once, and maybe she didn’t. Or maybe she just buried that wish
somewhere deep enough that it stopped whispering. But when she sat at the keys, it came out anyway.

She’d throw her head back mid-phrase, eyes half-closed, voice caught somewhere between sorrow and
surrender. Like the song knew her name. Like she was remembering something sweeter than real life ever
offered. It wasn’t performance. It was release. A kind of quiet freedom, offered up in melody to no one in
particular.

And I swear, sometimes, when the light hit just right, she glowed. Not stage light, kitchen light, porch
light. Life light.

And maybe that’s where it started, that gift, that curse, whatever you want to call it. That catch in my
throat when I heard her. That pull in my belly that I wouldn’t name for years. I watched her draw sunlight
through dust, coax meaning from melody. I knew, even then, that there was something holy in it. Not
religion. Not salvation. Just a kind of truth that didn’t lie.



It wasn’t ambition, not at first. It was hunger. I wanted to touch whatever it was that let her breathe like
that. Free and whole and unafraid. To open my mouth and sing without needing permission. I wanted to
bleed like she bled. I wanted it to matter the way it mattered when she played.

That was part of my love for her, that music, pouring out of her like it had nowhere else to go. Her
sound moved through me like a second heartbeat, stitching itself into my bones. You can’t separate that
kind of love. You don’t even try. You let it shape you. You let it carry you.

She was the one who noticed it in me. That itch in my fingers, that hum in my bones. Some kids get a
baseball glove or a book. Me, I got that old upright piano, beat to hell, leaning against the living room wall
like it’d been waiting for me. The keys stuck in summer and got stiff in winter, but when I touched them,
they sang. Not always in perfect tune, but honest.

She taught me those first notes, those trembling little beginnings: middle C, the shape of a chord, how
to count time like it mattered. How to read the strange language of staves and rests. How to use both hands
without thinking too hard. She was patient when I fumbled, strict when I got lazy, proud when I got it right.

The rest came over time, lessons from others, guitar from a pawn shop, a busted-down amplifier that
smelled like history. One instrument led to another like chapters in a book I couldn’t stop reading. But she
was the first page. The first melody. The one who handed me the map and said, Here, find your way.

It’s the greatest gift anyone ever gave me. Not just music, but the invitation to belong to it. To speak in
it. To feel in it. A way out and a way in, all at once.

I didn’t know then that it would take everything. Or that I'd give it willingly.

I'd skip chores to sit at that piano. My dad would grumble, say, “Music don’t feed a family,” like he was
saying the sky don’t rain when you need it. He didn’t mean it cruel. Just the truth as he knew it. But Mom
would step in, always calm, always certain. She looked at him like a river looks at a stone, and said, “Let
him chase it for a while. The world’s got enough grown men who forgot how to dream.” And there was no
argument. That was the rhythm of our house, hammer and note, sawdust and scales.



Chapter 2: Hammer and Note

There was this strange kind of beauty in that split existence. Weekdays I'd be out with Dad, hauling lumber,
learning to square up a frame and not cut corners. I liked the feel of it, sun on my back, sweat in my eyes,
the steady thud of hammer hitting wood. There’s a rhythm to building things. Same as music, only quieter.
More buried.

Nights, though, that’s when the other world opened. Jazz records turning slow, the smell of fried onions
and lemon soap still lingering in the air. I'd sit with my guitar or piano, trying to catch the feeling in my
chest and drag it out through my hands. Some days it worked. Some days it didn’t. But trying, that was the
whole thing.

The shift came slow, like dusk. I remember a neighbor’s radio crackling through the trees one summer
evening. I stopped cold. Jimmy Reed, slurred and easy, like he was leaning on a jukebox whispering
straight into your soul. Muddy Waters, slow and heavy, like the river itself decided to moan. And Howlin’
Wolf? That man didn’t sing, he summoned. Growled like he’d swallowed a thunderstorm and it was still
fighting its way out.

They didn’t aim to please. They came straight for the ribs. They sounded like the inside of my old man’s
hands after a day of framing houses, cracked, worn, caked with work. Raw and real.

That was the moment.

Jazz was my mom’s language, graceful, intricate, full of space and swing. But the world outside didn’t
sound like Ella. The streets had a different rhythm. Dirtier. Wetter. More dangerous.

The blues, that old, ragged blues, was where it all started. It didn’t care about hitting clean notes. It
cared about truth. Sweat, blood, and longing for something you knew damn well you might never hold.

I never stopped loving Coltrane and Ellington. But I started digging deeper. Chasing roots under the
porch, down through the dirt, into the places where stories rot and bloom. That’s where the guitar stopped
being an instrument and started being a voice. That’s where chords bled. Where I learned music didn’t
have to be pretty to be holy. It just had to be honest.

That’s how it got into me.

The soundtrack came out of a beat-up old AM radio in my room, the kind with one knob missing and
the other barely hanging on. Late nights, when the air got strange and the signal danced, I’d catch the blues
stations out of Memphis or Shreveport, ghost voices surfing static like freight trains in the dark. That was
my church. That was the sermon. Heat, ache, grit, rhythm. The kind of sound that made you want to break
something open, or hold it tighter.

Then the Brits rolled in. Beatles with their polished harmonies and pop-eyed wonder. The Stones,
rougher, hungrier, like they’d raided the same record bins and spit it back with swagger and sharper shoes.
But even then, I knew that was just fresh paint. Underneath, it was still the same old house. Same bones.
Same ghosts.

That mix, Delta blues and London gloss, got into my blood. I won't lie; I liked both. But it was the blues
that taught me where the wound was. The Brits just showed me how to dance while it bled. And somewhere
in that space, between heartbreak and swagger, I found something that sounded like me.

I started performing in high school. I fell in with a couple guys who could halfway carry a tune and
didn’t mind staying up late. We started strumming folk songs, simple stuff, three chords and the truth. Or
sometimes a lie, if it sang better. But not a cruel lie, just a little polish on the pain, a heartbreak dressed up
like a hero for the sake of the chorus. To make the song glow, just for a second. Like something you wanted
to believe, even if it never really happened.

Folk was everywhere back then. College kids in frayed denim, harmonicas strapped around their necks
like stethoscopes, trying to sound like Dylan before they had a clue what he was really saying. Before they
understood what it meant to carry that kind of weight. I liked the bones of it, the poetry, the plain
metaphors, the way it stripped things down. Woody Guthrie ballads about busted knuckles and missing
wages, sung in the key of calloused hands. Songs with dirt on them, like my own fingers after hauling
lumber all day. Honest, even when it hurt.



They felt worn-in, those songs. Like hand-me-down jeans, soft at the seams, stitched with old truths.
And yeah, maybe not all of us singing them had earned that wear. But there was something real in that kind
of simplicity. Even if folk didn’t cover the whole story, it was popular and that was the opportunity.

We played a few small gigs: backyard parties, a wedding or two. Firehouse halls with bad lighting and
folding chairs.

But I was already gone. Hooked. Not just by the music, though the music was the ritual, the rite, the
open wound. No, it was the moment that grabbed me and sank its teeth, that moment. The hush right
before the chorus fell like weather. When at least some in the crowd leaned in, some stoned, some sad,
some both, and for just a blink in all their ruined little timelines, they believed that just maybe, maybe the
next note would save them. Or ruin them. Or just remind them they were alive for one more fucking
heartbeat.

And I won't lie. I loved it. I craved it. The applause. The rush of hands clapping like a thousand soft
slaps to the ego. But deeper than that, deeper than the noise, it was the attention. That glittering, oxygen-
thin focus of a room full of humans tuning themselves to your key, waiting on your mouth to open. Like
some half-broken prophet with calloused fingers and nothing holy to sell except the next verse.

The performance wasn’t a mask. It wasn’t even a mirror. It was a transformation. Something chemical.
Alchemical. I wasn’t escaping, I was becoming. And for those few minutes, those sweaty, feedback-laced,
too-loud minutes, I felt real. Not like the boy who swept sawdust out of his dad’s truck bed. Not like the kid
with a pawnshop guitar and a head full of echo. I felt like something.

And that’s a hell of a drug.

Maybe the only one I never stopped chasing.

But even that wasn’t enough.

I wanted the wreckage.

The songs with blood still on them.

The ones that didn’t apologize.

Backroom blues.

Barroom clatter.

Notes that sounded like they were pulled from a throat too tired to scream.

Blues had the wound.

Jazz gave it bones.

Folk was its conscience.

And I wanted the whole goddamn truth.

The hurt, the heat, the howl.

Music that sounded like it’d been through it and fought back.

The folk stuff I'd been playing? It was fine, sweet even, but too clean.

Heartbreak that washed its face before coming to the table.

So I started writing harder. I’d already been filling notebooks with folk-rock sketches, stories about
dead-end towns and soft heartbreaks, but even those felt too clean. Something heavier started punching its
way out. Guitar lines like a fist just before impact. Chords that cracked like bad weather. Lyrics that came
up from the gut, or maybe lower, where hard cocks live and knuckles grind.

And yeah, I did ballads. But even those crawled, cried, clawed. They were bruises set to rhythm. They
came from the place where grief gets stuck in your throat and turns into melody out of desperation. It was
about tension. Sound that could twist like a wrench. Or split the sky if you let it.

I started layering, grit over grace, harmony right alongside the wreckage. Songs about longing, sure, but
also about damage. About what it costs to keep going. What it means to pull the machine apart and still
walk away.

That’s when I stopped just playing music and I started building it the same way I used to frame houses
with my old man, note by note, beam by beam.

Clean lines, cut deep.

Beams you pray won’t shift when the storm rolls in.

Riffs driven straight through the spine of silence.

A chorus laid like a rafter.



A bridge holding it all together.

All of it built with vision, sweat, and the kind of back breaking work that leaves your hands sore.

Music wasn’t something I did.

It was the marrow.

It was breath and bruise, the thing I carried even when my hands were full of other work.

Like a scar, it marked me.

Like a compass, it pulled.

Even on the worst nights, it was there, humming low in my chest, reminding me who I was before the
noise. And even if I could’ve put it down, I wouldn’t.

Some burdens are holy.



Chapter 3: The Woods

Every year, come deer season, my dad and I drove south, down winding highways that cut through
harvested fields and into the slow rise of the Shawnee Hills. There was a small mountain town we always
returned to, half-forgotten, worn down at the edges like a dollar bill passed through too many hands. The
place smelled like coal smoke and wet bark, old paper curling at the corners, and a faint metallic tang, like
the blood memory of the land itself.

It was always cold. Sometimes snow on the ground, sometimes just in the air, hanging there like a
threat. The kind of cold that crept into your joints and made breath show. I liked it. It felt honest. We
looked forward to that time. Not because it was relaxing, it wasn’t, but because it made something between
us visible. Hunting and work were the only languages my dad spoke. And for one week every year, I got to
understand him.

We always stayed in the same hotel, if you could call it that. It sat above the old train station, brick
cracked and ivy-choked, paint peeling off the window frames like the building itself had been trying to shed
its skin for years. There was a caged elevator in the lobby, one of those iron-grate contraptions that rattled
like an angry animal every time it moved.

The room carried the scent of wool blankets and cracked leather, with a ghost of someone else’s tobacco
lingering in the corners like an old story half-told. The radiator clicked and hissed but never gave off much
heat. Still, I remember it fondly, those long nights sharpening knives, oiling guns with Hope’s No. 9 gun oil.
That smell will always take me back. Listening to the hum of wind through the single-pane windows. The
way my dad would fall asleep in the chair, boots still on, his hat pulled low over his eyes like he didn’t trust
the room not to watch him.

We’d rise before sunup and drink black coffee, the air in the room so cold sometimes our breath fogged
as we talked. We didn’t need much language. He’d nod toward the woods. I'd nod back. That was enough.

* ¥ ¥

He taught me everything. How to read tracks in damp soil, how to tell a buck from a doe at a distance, how
to move like you weren’t there. The trick wasn’t speed, it was stillness. So quiet even the wind forgot you.

By the time I was fifteen, I could track a deer through brush like I was born with the scent of it in my
nose. Rifle shooting got too easy, too loud, too clean. I traded it in for a bow and arrow. There was
something sacred in the silence of it, a chapel hush beneath the canopy, the draw of the string like a prayer,
the breath you hold before release like the moment before amen. You had to earn it. Had to wait.
Sometimes hours. Motionless. Watching the world forget. That’s what he taught me, more than anything,
how to disappear long enough for something wild to come close.

Those trips were cold, quiet, and sacred. A church with no roof, built from bark and breath, consecrated
by patience and silence. Just trees overhead and the clean, clear knowledge that something might die, and
if it did, it would be because you were patient enough, skilled enough, invisible enough to take it. There was
a reverence in it, not for death itself, but for the moment before. The stillness. The decision. The memory of
breath as a deer stepped through, unaware.

I still remember the crunch of snow under our boots. The silence between heartbeats. The way the
woods held you like a secret. And how, for that one week a year, my dad and I understood each other
perfectly, without needing to say a word.



Chapter 4: Going West

After graduation, I stayed put for a while, long enough to keep my dad thinking I might stay. I worked
construction, full time. Framing houses, pouring concrete, cutting lines so clean you could split a shadow
with them. I was good, skilled, fast, reliable, and that meant the pay was decent. With room and board at
home I put away money each week. Enough to dream.

I stopped playing out. No more weddings or fire hall gigs. I went inward. Buried myself in practice. I
had an electric guitar by then, Stratocaster. It played like I was committing a sin. My amp was a blackface
Fender Deluxe Reverb, single 12-inch speaker, just enough grit and shimmer to make the walls shake if you
dialed it right. I had a Fuzz box and a tremolo. Just those two, but together they gave my sound its spine,
distortion that roared like a wounded engine, and that trembling decay that made every note feel like it was
slipping off the edge of something real. The garage became my chapel. Cement floor, bare studs, the smell
of oil and sawdust clinging to everything. My dad still complained about the noise, about the waste of time.
But I was working, sleeping, and practicing. That was it. That was the rhythm.

Then one day, he surprised me. Pulled into the driveway with a newer-model Ford Econoline, dark
green, chrome still catching light. Used, but in great shape. “Figured you’d need something decent for
jobs,” he said, handing me the keys like they burned his hand. I nodded. Said thank you. But we both knew
I had other plans, and he had come around to accepting it.

I used it for work, sure, hauled lumber, tools, the occasional busted water heater. But nights and
weekends, I got to work on it. Making it a second home.

I gutted the back, built out a raised bed from three-quarter-inch plywood, bolted and screwed from the
inside like I was fortifying a castle. Underneath the bed was locked storage, custom-fit to my specs. Three
massive padlocks on the rear hatch, just in case someone thought they were clever. Only way in was from
the back, and even then, you'd need a crowbar, a blowtorch, and a lot of fuckin time.

The storage was tight but perfect. I had my Strat, the Deluxe Reverb, a pair of ten-inch PA speakers and
stands, plus a small PA amp and mixer. There was an acoustic too, a cherry-stained Epiphone. Cheap,
reliable, and sweet-voiced. She wasn’t fancy, but she knew how to sing. I left the Gibson at home. Too
valuable. Too sentimental. I couldn’t risk losing it out there on the road. Bow and arrows came too, tucked
in a long black case, more than just gear, they were a thread back to who I was before. A memory of
stillness, of waiting in silence for something wild to appear. Proof that patience could be power, that
discipline had its own kind of music.

I added a Coleman stove, a small propane heater, and what I jokingly called the “honey pot,” a big
plastic container with a screw-on lid for midnight emergencies. Sleeping bag, a few changes of clothes,
canned food, tools, coffee, maps. My world condensed to metal, plywood, and chords. By spring of'65, I was
ready.

Looking back, Mom knew I wasn’t meant to stay. I saw it in the way she lingered at the doorframe,
watching me, like I was already halfway gone. She didn’t say anything, just smiled, soft and faraway, like
she’d already heard the echo of me leaving and made peace with it. Not forever. She never said as much,
but she made space for it, in the way she folded my shirts, in the way she saved newspaper clippings about
music schools I never applied to, in the way she didn’t flinch when I started talking about California like it
was more than just a place. Like it was something waiting.

But I knew the heartache of losing me was there, tucked behind her smile like a secret hymn, soft,
sorrowed, never sung aloud. She wore it the way women wear grief they’ve decided to carry instead of
speaking. Not heavy. Not loud. Just always there. Folded into the corners of her eyes, caught in the way she
lingered after saying goodnight.

We both wore that ache.

Still, she wanted me to go. Willed it. Believed in it the way some women believe in saints or summer
rain. She saw something in me, a glint, a hunger, and she fed it with songs and silence and the kind of love
that doesn’t ask for anything back but memory.

My dad didn’t have the language for it. He came from plainer truths. Hands that built, not hands that
played. But he understood storms, understood the force of nature. And I think that’s how he saw it, this



music, this dream of mine. A storm with no name. So, he didn’t stop it. He just squared his shoulders,
tightened the frame, and let it pass through the house.

And somehow, I was both. One with melody. One with wood and nail. And when I walked out that door,
it wasn’t escape. It was inheritance.

No farewell party, no last supper, just a quiet goodbye at the edge of the driveway and a long exhale
behind the wheel. The van started right up, then carried me out of town like it had been waiting for the cue.
I left with the money I saved, calloused fingers, and a map pointing west.

Missouri in May smelled like damp earth and second chances. Kansas came flat, endless, and
indifferent. The sky there stretched so wide it stopped being blue and just became space. Time slowed.
Road dust. Just static on the radio. I drove with the windows cracked and the sun creeping down my arm
like memory. Colorado loomed up like a hymn after silence, those mountains jagged and biblical, daring
you to keep going.

I camped outside Aspen for a few days, high in the pines where breath came thinner and stars felt close
enough to touch. Velvet sky. Coyotes singing in the dark like a broken brass section. I made coffee on a
single flame and played soft, half-frozen notes that drifted out into the trees and didn’t come back.

I thought about going to LA. Just long enough to picture the gloss, the empty smiles, that perfume of
ambition sweet enough to choke on. Too bright. Too slick. Not my style. I seemed to know how that story
ended. I didn’t want to be rewritten.

But San Francisco...San Francisco had ache. Texture. The city didn’t shimmer; it pulsed. Fog that
swallowed buildings whole. Alleys that echoed like memory. There was something in the ground there,
something cracked and humming. The folk clubs, the poets, the street preachers with eyes full of fire. It
wasn’t polished. It was alive. Bruised and breathing. It just seemed like something different was going on
there.

That’s where I was going.

Because I wasn’t just looking for fame.

I was looking for a sound I hadn’t heard yet. And I knew it was waiting in that fog.

So I aimed the van toward the coast, one mile at a time, and let the hum of the tires become the first
track of something I hadn’t written yet.



PART TWO: THE CITY OPENS



Chapter 5: North Beach

The Haight already felt too loud by the time I got there, like someone had turned the color saturation all
the way up. It wasn’t the free-love carnival it would become, no human be-ins, no day-glo messiahs
handing out acid with beatitudes, but the signal was there. You could feel it in your teeth.

I'm not gonna lie. I dug the scene.

I started dropping in just to catch whatever was leaking from basement clubs and record store back
rooms, stray reverb, a riff that bent at the hip, that kind of thing. Some of that music talked. Growled, even.
Blues-rock with its shirt halfway off and a switchblade in its boot. Guitars that howled like dogs on a chain,
drummers that sounded like they were chasing something through a tunnel. It was hot, raucous, fun. I
liked the edge of it. I liked that it didn’t ask for permission. It didn’t ask for anything. It just took it. Yeah,
part of me wanted that.

But live there? No thanks.

Something about the scene made me itch. Not just the unwashed blankets or the open-concept
plumbing. There was a frequency to it, like too many people trying to find the same dream, all at once, all in
the same four square blocks. It felt like you could vanish there without anyone noticing. And not in the
romantic, Rimbaud-gone-mystic way. I mean really vanish, folded up into some long-haired metaphysical
origami and never seen again. A guy could step into a head shop, ask where the bathroom was, and wake
up three days later in Big Sur talking about pyramid vibrations and the CIA. I needed something else.
Something that still remembered silence between verses.

Folk and jazz still had a pulse in me. I wanted chord changes that made sense. I wanted songs where
you could hear the breath before the truth hit. Rock, real rock, was already here, rattling the windows,
testing the locks. And sure, it was beautiful. Huge. Like the ocean caught fire. But that scene was
dangerous. Like a dog that knew your name and still might bite.

Part of me was scared of it.

There. I said it.

Not scared like run-and-hide. Just cautious. Like I'd met something that might someday own me if
wasn’t careful. I watched it from the shoreline, but wasn’t quite ready to step in.

So, I stuck with what I knew. Found sanctuary in North Beach, where the ghosts drank espresso and
spoke in jazz intervals. The city still made sense there, in its crooked way. Conversations had gravity. The
walls remembered things. I could sit in Washington Square Park with my guitar case beside me and watch
the world drift by like an old film scored in half-step blues.

I dipped into the Haight when I needed the tremor. To feel the future shake loose a little. But I kept my
base where the city still had shadows. The rock scene? It was coming. But I wasn’t ready to plug in and
vanish into the noise. Not yet.

On Greenwich Street I found a small studio apartment, tucked behind Saints Peter and Paul Church.
The apartment building leaned west, as if it had grown weary of standing upright, content now to slouch
gently into the hillside. Inside, everything made noise. The pipes groaned like old men complaining about
the future, and the stairs creaked with judgment under every step. I liked that. It felt lived in, like the walls
remembered things. Rent was cheap enough to be dangerous. A mattress on creaky springs, a gas burner, a
window with just enough view to remind you the city was still out there, sprawling, and strange.

I'd only just arrived. Still had Missouri mud on the soles of my boots and that small-town stiffness in
my shoulders. Jefferson City taught you to aim for quiet respectability. The ground was flat, the
conversations flatter. Even the sky seemed like it had rules. Dreams there didn’t rise, they walked.

But San Francisco...

This city didn’t sit still. It sprawled and folded and climbed over itself like a fever dream with alleys
folding into fogbanks. Every block felt like a different confession.

From my place, it was a ten-minute walk to the heart of North Beach.

The first time I walked down Columbus Avenue it hit me. Something vibrated under the sidewalks. A
code. A current just beneath perception.

Past Molinari’s, past the jazz leaking out of back rooms and the clink of glasses in the alley bars. Brass
door handles worn smooth by the weight of poets and priests, drunk philosophers, and exiles who never



made it home. The streets pulsed soft and low, a baseline under your thoughts. You didn’t walk this city,
you drifted through it, one breath at a time.

On nice days, I'd park myself in Washington Square Park. Just watching, breathing alongside the city,
synchronizing. Old Italian men argued in opera tones about soccer or socialism, voices rising and falling in
dialects shaped by oceans and olive groves. Pigeons strutted like they remembered Caesar. Kids climbed
the fountain wall like they were rehearsing for revolution. Even the trees looked like they were listening to
something you couldn’t quite catch.

I'd never lived anywhere that gave you permission just to be. In Missouri, everything had to make
sense, fit a plan, please someone. Here, you could be half-finished, half-drunk, half-lost, and it was fine,
even expected. If anything, people leaned closer.

That hit me hard. That you didn’t need to explain yourself.

I didn’t know what I was chasing yet. No gigs. No friends. No map. Just a van full of gear and a pulse
tuned to some song I hadn’t heard but couldn’t stop looking for. This wasn’t about making it. Not yet.

This was about arriving.

This was about hearing the city breathe and realizing you’d been holding your breath too long.

I started playing almost the moment I touched down, feet barely dry, guitar case in one hand, chipped
confidence in the other. Mostly open mics at first. The Tuesday-night entry-level hazing ritual for every lost
soul with a voice and a tremor. No lights, no fanfare. Just scribble your name on a napkin already soaked in
ring marks, then wait your turn while someone else mic-checks their midlife crisis into an overdriven amp.

I was surprised that most of the people were awful. Not in a cute, stumbling-bard kind of way, but in
the fingernails-on-Formica sense, out-of-tune strings, voices drifting off-pitch like lost balloons. A whole
room of earnest noise and no one listening to themselves. It was painful.

A few were decent. One or two even good. A voice that stopped you mid-sip, a lyric that actually stuck.
But they were rare, the exception, not the scene. The rest? Slop disguised as spirit. The kind of playing that
mistakes vulnerability for craft, that thinks bleeding on the fretboard makes up for missing the note
entirely.

I knew I had the goods. Not because I said so, but because I'd earned it, hands calloused, time logged,
rhythm wired into my spine like rebar. Same way you know a beam will hold when you drive the first nail
in. I didn’t strut, but I didn’t flinch either.

So I played it smart. Kept the sharp edges tucked in. Folk, mostly. The kind of stuff that fit the room.
Three chords and just enough ache to pass. Clean, steady, no frills. I knew what they wanted and gave it to
them, just enough to keep them looking. I wasn’t there to impress. I was casing the place. Figuring out who
mattered, who listened, who might play well with others, or not at all.

The heavy stuff stayed in my back pocket. That came later. Once I'd built the frame. Once they knew I
wasn’t just another guy with a guitar and a dream. I wasn’t chasing anything. I was measuring. Waiting for
the moment I could lay the foundation and make it hold.

Vesuvios was first, of course, like it was for everyone. Sticky floors, the air thick with the ghosts of
Bukowski bar tabs and a thousand cigarettes still burning somewhere in the walls. The crowd wasn’t so
much there to listen as to perform their own awareness, kids in army surplus jackets quoting Ginsberg like
scripture, strumming untuned chords. Everyone trying to out-suffer each other, like the prize at the end
was a record deal or a breakdown. The stage wasn’t even a stage. Just a warped platform wedged between a
jukebox and a payphone.

Tosca Café came next. Smaller scene, fewer flinches. Dim light, jazz on the jukebox, real jazz, the stuff
that sounded like it had opinions. The bartenders moved like priests in a noir film: silent, knowing, careful
not to interrupt the confession. It was a place where shadows behaved themselves, mostly. I liked it.
Started leaning into jazz voicing during my sets, minor ninths, altered dominants, chords that felt like they
came with a warning label. The kind of changes that made your fingers ache just right. And people listened
there. Really listened. You could feel it when they did, that vacuum in the air, that hush that happens when
a room inhales together and forgets to exhale. Tosca had memory. You didn’t play above the noise there.
You filled it.

The Committee was weirder. Different kind of sanctuary. More dada than Dylan. Poetry mics, surrealist
rants, experimental nonsense that made your brain itch. One night some guy read obituaries through a



kazoo while another chanted numerology codes into a reverb pedal. And it worked. Kinda. I played there,
too. Quiet stuff. Modal fingerpicking, open tunings, space as rhythm. Let the notes hang like fog, slow and
mournful. I did a reverb-drenched run on “Wayfaring Stranger”, just voice and drone, and the room went
still like someone had killed the power. When I finished, a girl with chipped teeth and a voice like a flatline
leaned in and said, “That sounded like someone drowning slow.”

I chuckled. “Yeah. That sounds about right.”

She nodded and vanished.

I played wherever they'd let me. Upstairs lounges where the ceiling leaked and the only heat came from
the crowd. Backroom clubs hidden behind dry cleaner fagades. Places that didn’t show up on maps but had
a barstool with your name carved into it if you stayed long enough.

The scene was crowded—too crowded.

Every third kid had a guitar and a borrowed past.

Talked like Dylan, strummed like Woody, wrote like no one, really.

They couldn’t tune for shit, but they could posture. That was the currency.

Getting paid? That was fantasy. Asking for a real gig in this city felt like whispering a prayer into a
jukebox and hoping it played your favorite song. The bookers were phantoms, half-drunk behind the
soundboard or buried under receipts from five venues ago. If you didn’t have someone vouch for you, you
were just static. Just one more transmission flickering in the noise.

But I kept at it.

Because every so often, the room caught.

The moment when the sound hit right, when the chatter died mid-sentence, and the silence turned
religious. That was the truth. That was the pulse I was chasing.

In a city built half on jazz and half on delusion, that counted for something.

Eventually, the club owners noticed. Not with fireworks, not with applause. Just with a nod. A slot. A
name on the chalkboard. They liked that I could hold a room without setting it on fire. That I could
command attention without a spotlight. I sang songs about things that didn’t show up in setlists, factory
dust, silence, labor, love gone feral, towns that got swallowed by maps that forgot to exist.

Sometimes I'd stretch. If the room had a piano, I’d find it. Let my hands get weird. Left-hand stomps,
right-hand ghosts. Jazz bleeding into something just off the edge. The kind of stuff that felt wrong until it
didn’t. Let the wrong notes ring until they started to make sense.

In North Beach, that still mattered. Jazz wasn’t just nostalgia, it was a tongue. And enough people still
spoke it. Most were there for the scene, sure. But others really listened. You could feel it when they did.
That subtle shift, like the air had leaned in to hear what you weren’t saying.

Meanwhile, I was drinking in the Beat scene like medicine. Small doses, strong effects. You didn’t
overdose on it; you let it simmer. Let it get under your skin until it started whispering back in your own
voice. City Lights was the holy cathedral of the Beats. Books stacked like altars. The air smelled like dust
and possibility, ink and sweat from the hands that had turned those same pages a thousand times before.

Ferlinghetti still walked the floor then, sharp-eyed, slow-moving, like he was looking for someone and
didn’t want to admit he already found them. He moved like a man whose thoughts made noise. I chatted
with him once, briefly. Asked about a Kenneth Patchen book behind the counter. He just smiled, nodded,
like he’d been asked the question in a dream and was still trying to wake up from it. We didn’t speak again,
but that silence stayed with me longer than most conversations.

Outside, the world staggered on.

San Francisco in 1965 wasn’t the Day-Glo explosion people like to remember. Not yet. The posters were
still black-and-white, the bands still wore jackets, and the acid hadn't slipped into every cup of tea. You
could feel the pulse shifting, sure, but it was still mostly under the skin, like something coiled, waiting.

The Haight hadn’t turned into a commune yet. It was still beatnik and broken-down. Coffeehouses and
cold-water flats. It was all prelude. No Summer of Love, no flowers in gun barrels. Just a thousand kids
running from something, not knowing they were all headed toward the same fire.



Chapter 6: City Lights

I wasn’t chasing the scene. I was chasing the sound. That simple, sharp clarity that cut through the chaos.
Didn’t need to be loud, didn’t need to shimmer. Just needed to land clean.

So, I kept playing. Small clubs, backrooms, the occasional poetry set between two abstract films and a
guy reading Kerouac backward. I wasn’t part of the wave. I was sitting out past the breakers, letting the
tremors reach me slow.

Because back then, San Francisco still had secrets. Still had alleyways full of jazz ghosts and doorways
that led to something real. And if you listened close enough, you could hear it starting. Not a scream. Not
yet. More like a murmur, crawling out from under the floorboards.

One morning I was at City Lights, nursing a coffee gone cold and pretending to browse. Mostly I was
killing time, flipping through poetry anthologies like they might reveal a map. I'd read the same
Ferlinghetti line three times and still couldn’t tell you what it meant, but it felt like something.

Then I looked up, and there he was.

Ferlinghetti. Just standing there like it was no big deal. Like the floor didn’t shift a little when he
walked across it.

He glanced at the book in my hand, then looked me over with that quiet, amused expression he always
seemed to carry, like the world was a long, strange joke and he’d stopped trying to explain the punchlines.

“I heard you at Tosca a few nights ago,” he said. “That song about the girl in the woods, is that yours?”

“Yeah,” I said, blinking like I hadn’t heard right. “It is.”

He nodded once, deliberate. “I liked that one. Some of the others were originals too?”

“Yeah,” I said, shifting my weight. “I mean, I mix a few in, people like songs they recognize. It keeps the
room on your side.”

“Well,” he said, eyes flicking toward the shelf, “I liked that one. And I liked the jazz, too. The voicing.
You don’t hear that in most folk sets.”

“Cool. Thanks. I've started weaving more in, it’s been going over well at the Tosca.”

Another slow nod. “Frank says he’s been giving you a regular spot. That you're getting a bit of a
following.”

“Really?” I laughed, trying not to sound too green. “That’s awesome. I'm trying. I'm still new in town,
but... I like playing there. People actually listen.”

He smiled, just a little. The kind of smile that didn’t light up a face so much as crease it with knowing.

“Kinda hard to break in,” he said, pausing. “I'm having lunch with a few friends at Joe’s later. Drop by if
you want. Probably around one. If you’ve got time.”

My eyebrows lifted without permission. “Yeah. Yeah, I'd like that.”

He nodded again, more gesture than farewell, and moved down the aisle, straightening a few books as
he went. Like nothing had happened. Like the god of the San Francisco literary underground just casually
handed out invitations.

I watched him disappear behind a rack of translated Neruda and tried to breathe like it wasn’t a big
deal.

Hell yes, I had time.

Lunch with Ferlinghetti? That was like getting invited to the White House, only the company would be
smarter, the wine cheaper, and the conversation more dangerous.

* ¥ ¥

I had an audition that day. Some half-promised set at a club I couldn’t pronounce. But screw it. I kept
browsing for a few minutes, pretending not to float, then stepped out into the sunlight like I was carrying a
secret.

I moved past the clatter of the lunch counter, the hiss of steam and clink of plates, toward the back
where the noise changed texture, less restaurant, more static field. The kind of buzz you get when the
voltage of too many minds rubs together.

There they were.



Ferlinghetti at the center, flanked by Kerouac and Ginsberg like some kind of unholy trinity of ink,
myth, and exhaustion. I stopped. Heart kicking against my ribs. Half a step from turning around.

“Hi, Ray,” Ferlinghetti said, calm as a weathered book spine. “Glad you could make.” He motioned to
an open chair like it had been waiting for me the whole time.

I smiled, nodded, somehow my legs remembered how to work, and I found myself sitting.

“These are a couple friends of mine. Jack and Allen.”

They both looked up. Kerouac gave a half-smile like he’d just remembered his own name. Ginsberg’s
eyes flickered with light, like he was tuning into something only he could hear.

“Hey, Ray,” they both said, almost in sync.

“Ray’s a talented musician,” Ferlinghetti went on. “And a bit of a poet, whether he admits it or not.
Does interesting things with jazz and folk. You’ll want to catch him. He plays Tosca.”

They nodded. “Cool, man,” Kerouac said, drumming soft patterns on a coffee mug.

“Ray’s new in town,” Ferlinghetti added.

Ginsberg perked up. “Oh, I like new blood.” They all laughed. I laughed too, not totally sure why, but
grateful to be included in the frequency.

Ginsberg was hunched over a notebook beside a half-empty bottle of Chianti. His glasses caught the
light from a flickering neon sign behind him, like two little haunted mirrors. Kerouac sat with one leg
hooked under the chair, fingers twitching like a telegraph tapping out lost verses. “These drunks ever go
home?” he asked, mostly to the mug.

Then, without missing a beat, he looked up and added, “Home’s wherever the jukebox stutters, baby.
Besides, the night’s got jazz fingers and a lighter touch than God.”

Kerouac had that look, the golden boy weathered thin. Hair tousled like he’d just woken from a dream
he didn’t understand. Tie hanging like a white flag at half-mast. Fingers always moving. Even sitting down,
he was in motion. Tapping rhythms no one else could hear. Spinning the saltshaker like a roulette wheel
full of maybe.

He was myth in denim. On the Road had cracked something open, a wound, a highway, a generation.
He’d written it in a benzedrine burst on a single scroll of tracing paper, three weeks straight like Moses
with a typewriter and no promised land at the end.

The table was chaos, cigarette butts, torn manuscript pages, wine rings soaking into ideas half-born.
Ginsberg sat with one leg tucked under him like a holy man at the edge of vision. His shirt was half-
buttoned, sleeves rolled, a loop of wooden beads hanging off his neck like a rosary for the spiritually
derailed.

He leaned in close when he spoke, too close. Like proximity might help you hear the transmission he
was getting from somewhere just left of God. His eyes were wide, lit from the inside. Half Whitman, half
breakdown.

“You working on anything, Ray?” Kerouac asked, eyes narrowed like he was squinting through fog.

“Mostly just trying to get a gig,” I said. “Been in town two weeks. Feels like I'm somewhere between
Kansas and the land of Oz.”

They laughed.

“Welcome to the priesthood,” Ginsberg said solemnly. “We accept vodka, confession, and unpaid rent
as tithes.”

I raised my glass. “To unrealized potential.”

“To the surveillance state,” Ferlinghetti said dryly.

“To holy mistakes,” Ginsberg added.

Kerouac toasted last. “To the open road that always leads right back to this table.”

We drank.

Laughed.

And outside, the city blinked once, like it knew the punchline.

Kerouac lit a cigarette, hands restless. “What are we worshipping now, formlessness or failure?”

“Both,” Ginsberg said, flipping a page with ritual care. “Kerouac’s been preaching gospels off the scroll
again,” he said, glancing up at me.



Kerouac grinned. “I write in one breath. Like Parker mid-solo. A hundred and twenty miles of notes
and missed exits. Nobody gets it though. They want plot. I gave them beatitude.”

“Plot’s for corpses,” Ginsberg muttered. “You boys are still twitching.”

Ferlinghetti finally looked up from whatever allegorical knot he’d been wrestling into submission. His
eyes twinkled the way they did when he was halfway between truth and performance.

“You know what I've been working on? A high-wire act as metaphor for poetry balancing beauty over
the void. Like a poet in his moment, risking absurdity just to land a line.”

Kerouac smiled. “Could be madness. Could be prophecy. Hard to tell these days.”

“I'm not a prophet,” Ferlinghetti said. “I'm just a record-keeper of the noise.”

Then Ginsberg leaned in, face lit with the kind of joy that made you nervous. “You ever notice how all of
us talk like we're already dead? Like we’re narrating from a future we didn’t ask for?”

I met his eyes. “Maybe we are. Maybe this is the afterlife, cheap wine, bad lighting, and the endless echo
of our own unfinished sentences.”

He blinked. Then slowly grinned. “Not bad,” he said. Then laughed like a bell had just rung.

Kerouac poured more wine, held his glass high. “To unfinished sentences, then.”

“To ghosts with egos,” Ferlinghetti said.

“To the blessed and the beat,” Ginsberg whispered, “may they find rhythm in the rubble.”

We drank again.

And then Ginsberg caught a signal. Eyes flicked up, hand hovering in the air like he was catching some
invisible thread.

“You wanna know what I saw last night?” he said, not waiting for an answer. “In a dream, or maybe the
subway. I saw a city made of headlines. Billboards for walls. Streets paved in typewriter keys. The sky
blinking in neon. Everything smelled like ozone, sweat, and whatever God smoked before He invented
light.”

We went still. You don’t interrupt Allen mid-transmission.

“People wore receipts as shirts. Tattoos of stock tickers. Kids spoke in slogans. Priests sold insurance at
the corner of Nostalgia and Collapse.”

Ferlinghetti exhaled. “You dream in allegory, Allen. That’s dangerous.”

“Everything’s allegory now,” Ginsberg said. “Even this table.”

Kerouac raised a hand like a schoolboy. “I'm not an allegory. I'm a metaphor for bad choices made in
good faith.”

“Or a footnote in someone else’s hallucination,” Ferlinghetti said.

I just leaned back, let the smoke curl around me. The poetry was thick in the air now, less conversation,
more communion.

Then Ginsberg began to chant.

Not melody. Not even song. Something between warning and worship.

“I saw the bones of America rattling in the belly of a vending machine,” he said. “The 5-cent dreams of
the working class tangled in elevator cables. Hoover’s secret diaries etched into bathroom stalls between
the numbers for a good time call.”

Kerouac started tapping, two fingers, then the whole hand. A beat rolling like tires on wet asphalt.

“I saw mothers pressing aspirin into their children’s mouths like communion wafers. Men weeping at
traffic lights while jazz tried to forgive them. I saw skylines stitched with wire, pigeons reciting Marx in
Morse code. Teenagers spray-painting someday on brick. Angels hitchhiking west.”

Silence.

Then clapping.

Someone behind me muttered, “Yeah, man.”

And another, “That’s it.”

Ginsberg sat down, eyes glassy. Ferlinghetti leaned over.

“You got the whole room pregnant with meaning, Allen.”

I raised my glass. “To the ones still crazy enough to believe in music and language.”

“To madness,” Kerouac said.

“To metaphor,” Ginsberg added.



“To harmony,” I said.

We drank.

And the world outside blinked.

Like maybe, for a second, it believed in us too.

They came to hear me at Tosca the very next night, Ginsberg, Ferlinghetti, and Kerouac. The myth
made flesh. The trinity of ink-stained prophets that still believed, or at least performed the belief, that
language could twist the axis of the earth. They came not with trumpets but with a kind of casual gravity,
drifting through the front door around nine, smoke curling off their coats like punctuation, jackets un-
buttoned, faces lit from within by something between benediction and hangover.

They took a table near the wall, beneath that gold-trimmed mirror warped from years of cigarette heat
and late-night arguments. They ordered drinks, Old Crow, Fernet—whatever Tosca had that could scorch
politely, and talked in low tones, voices like jazz breaks, stuttering and syncopated. Word spread faster
than the smoke. The regulars straightened their collars. Bartenders stopped slamming the shakers. The
room shifted forward, as if everyone had collectively leaned in without knowing why.

Not because of me. Not yet. But because of them. Their presence said: pay attention.

I was halfway through a set, some fingerpicked Lightfoot, a dusty Van Ronk tune, and one early Dylan
piece slowed to a heartbeat. Ginsberg was mouthing along. His hands in his lap like he was praying. I
caught him smiling in a way that felt like a secret handshake. Like I'd gotten something right, hit the
frequency where the ghosts live.

At the break, he stood without ceremony, walked up to the mic like it owed him money. Adjusted it
once, twice. Tapped it with a finger, said, “Still alive.” The crowd laughed lightly, that nervous laugh that
means they’re not sure what’s about to happen.

He recited something tight and urgent, a kind of city-breath haiku. It tasted of laundromats, old
newspapers, and last-night’s prayers. He didn’t announce the title. Just let it fall out like a cough he’d been
holding back all day.

Then he turned to me and said, “This guy here’s worth your ears. He plays with a kind of bruised
dignity, like a man tuning a broken compass.”

Ferlinghetti nodded once, raised his glass. Jack just grinned, wide and lopsided, and said, “Let him
burn a little. That’s how you know it’s good.”

I got back up and played like my fingers belonged to someone else. Played like the room was listening
through time. And when I finished, people actually clapped. Not just the polite kind. The kind that makes
you think, maybe.

Tosca gave me Fridays after that. Nine to midnight, a real gig. Not just beer tokens and split bar tabs.
Actual money, cash folded in a napkin at the end of the night. It wasn’t Carnegie, but it had gravity. Wood-
paneled walls that remembered things. A piano that had outlived six owners and still sounded holy. I'd
play, people would drift in and out, and sometimes the city felt like it was tilting just enough to make room
for me.

People came up after. Some wanted to book me. Some wanted to talk songs. Some just wanted to tell
me their lives in three sentences or less, and then disappear. One woman said, “You play like someone left
the door open between sadness and sex.” I said, “That’s the open tuning I use.”

And the holy trio, they came back. Not every week, but enough. Ginsberg would bring new lines
scrawled on the backs of receipts. Ferlinghetti once handed me a folded-up drawing of a bird with a
cigarette in its beak and said, “This is what your voice looks like.” Kerouac, when he showed, was already
halfway to the moon and getting there by train. He told me, “You play like you've been heartbroken by
weather.” I didn’t know what that meant, but I wrote it down anyway.

I started getting other offers. Low-rent joints near the Wharf, wine bars with busted mics, backyard sets
that paid in wine and weed and the names of three new players. I met a sax guy who claimed he toured with
Roland Kirk, a drummer who slept in his kit, a girl named Sasha who could play banjo like a woman
possessed and spent the night with me in the van.

It wasn’t glamorous. It wasn’t secure. But it was motion. It was happening.

And more than that, it felt like the door was opening. A door I didn’t have to kick in or beg for. A door
that didn’t ask me to burn down the past just to get through it.



Not yet, anyway.



Chapter 7: Allen

Ginsberg started pulling me into his orbit not long after that night at Tosca. Not with force, more like
gravity. A steady drift. One day it was a poetry reading in a basement bookstore that smelled like wet shoes
and Nag Champa, the next it was a rooftop jam in the Mission where someone brought a sitar and no one
brought beer. He moved through the city like a frequency, vibrating just high enough that only the wired,
the wild, and the wounded could pick it up.

Gurus, acid chemists, ex-nuns, early morning DJs, women who said things like “chakra trauma”
without irony, and at least three future members of the Grateful Dead. He knew everybody. And not in that
name-drop, back-pat way most scene guys do. He knew them. Their heartbreaks, their psych meds, what
mantra they whispered before bed. He knew which jazz drummer had lost a brother in Korea, which
painter had quit heroin and found God in a laundromat, which acid chemist was micro-dosing his tea and
which one was micro-dosing everyone else's. He was the thread you didn’t see that held the city’s weird
fabric together. He was becoming a conduit to everybody I'd ever wanted to meet or at least had planned to
pretend to like until I got a gig.

And somehow, he and I became friends. Not just nod-across-the-room acquaintances. Real friends.
He’d show up on my porch unannounced, already mid-thought, talking about Neruda, Blake, the tyranny of
grammar, or the softness of boys’ hair. Always moving, never arriving. He had this restless soul that wanted
to document everything and heal everything and fuck everything, sometimes in the same breath.

I liked him. Honestly. He could be exhausting, like living inside a radio set to three AM stations at once,
but there was something unshakably kind in him. Childlike, but not childish. He loved people the way some
people love stray dogs: recklessly, instinctively, without asking for anything back. He’d look at you and see
the part you tried hardest to hide, and smile like that was the best part. That got to me.

He had a little crush on me, sure. Not a secret. It wasn’t heavy. Just that soft, devotional way he had of
falling in love with people who played music like they were confessing something. I let it be. It didn’t
change anything between us. Hell, it made me feel seen. Like someone was listening with their whole body.
He was a terrible flirt and a better friend.

Being around him, the city opened wider. Stranger. More honest. Less rehearsed. He made it feel okay
to be raw, to be ridiculous, to be completely, sincerely uncool. He made me believe, for a little while, that
poetry might save us. Or at least stitch us back together enough to keep walking.

One night he dragged me to a backyard party in the Mission, a carpeted cave of hash smoke, wilted
flowers, and bad decisions. No furniture, just sagging beanbags. The kind of scene that smells like
patchouli, orange peels, and spiritual desperation.

Ginsberg strolled in barefoot, wearing something that might’ve started life as a priest’s robe or maybe a
shower curtain liberated from a YMCA. He looked like a holy man on vacation.

We sat in a loose circle. Someone plucked a sitar from the top of a kitchen table like it was a dying bird.
Congas were being tapped with the kind of reverence usually reserved for sacred relics or very confused
pets. A woman in flowing gauze kept chanting “nectar” in what might’ve been Sanskrit or just emotional
jazz. Hard to tell.

Ginsberg closed his eyes and swayed like the Earth had started spinning on a different axis just for him.
He wasn’t pretending. That’s the thing. He meant it. Every weird, howling, barefoot, soft-eyed second of it.
That was his power, he could walk into a mess like that and make it feel holy. Like a fever dream you didn’t
want to wake from.

I sat there, a little stoned, a little skeptical, strumming chords that didn’t belong to any song, thinking
maybe this was what church was supposed to feel like, confused, tender, off-key, full of people just trying
not to break.

And Ginsberg? He just laughed. The kind of laugh that makes you think he’s already seen how the story
ends, and somehow, it’s still worth telling.

Later, we sat in the backyard under a web of Christmas lights strung through a cypress tree, their colors
soft and humming. Allen lit a clove cigarette, drew in deep, like he was trying to taste the memory of a
country he’d only dreamed about, then exhaled into the night.



We drank tea that tasted like sweet dirt and mint. The steam curled like smoke signals from a forgotten
tribe.

“Don’t you ever get tired of being the psychedelic center of the universe?”

He just smiled and said, “I'm not the center. I'm just the loudest ripple.”

“But how do you stay so open without falling apart?”

“Idon’t,” he said. “I fall apart. Then I write. Then I fall apart again.”

After a long stretch of silence, he looked over at me, not probing, just present, and said, “You're very
careful with your silences. Maybe silence is the one thing we’re most afraid to hear. But it tells a story.”

He smiled, wistful, lopsided. “Too many mirrors,” he said. “None of them point inward.”

A breeze stirred the air, jasmine or maybe just someone’s cologne. I took another sip. Still tasted like
dirt. But it was warm, and that was enough.

That night, Allen made me wonder if the point wasn’t just the melody, but the room around it. The
stillness. The pause. The note you don’t play that speaks the loudest.

After that, I started letting the rests stretch longer. Giving the silence time. Letting the notes hung a
little looser.

There were other nights. Coffeehouse readings where he convinced everyone to chant until the espresso
machine exploded. Benefit shows where he hijacked the mic to perform anti-war poems accompanied by
broken amps and monks on borrowed flutes. He once interrupted a conversation about Lorca to kiss a
stranger on the forehead and whisper, “You are divine,” and no one batted an eye.

He lived on a different wavelength. One foot in the world, the other in whatever came before language.
And yeah, maybe he dragged some of us along, even when we weren’t sure we wanted to go.

Me? I still liked structure. I liked verses, choruses, bridges. I liked having a downbeat. I liked songs that
ended before the drugs did.

He wasn’t crazy...

Okay, he was crazy.

But it didn’t matter. He made me better. He made me softer. He made me look at strangers longer,
deeper, before looking away. And yeah, maybe he was calling back from the other side. The only problem
was, not everyone heard the call. Some of us heard static. And some heard nothing at all.

And some?

Some live so deep in the dark they’ve stopped listening entirely.

Like light’s a threat.

They don’t come back.

Hell, most of’em don’t even know they’re gone.

So, after all the wild nights and holy nonsense, after all the lit candles and humming rooms, what I
remember most are the quieter moments. The long walks. The unspoken nods. The feeling that in a world
unraveling at the seams, someone was still willing to sit beside you and listen.

He wasn’t from another planet. He wasn’t trying to be anyone’s guru. He was just a man, awake to
things most of us were trained to not to feel.



PART THREE: THE DREAM CRACKS



Chapter 8: La Honda

We left the fog-wet Mission in Ginsberg’s dented Plymouth, the seats permanently infused with
sandalwood and old sweat, the dashboard cluttered with pamphlets, lighters, and a Buddha missing one
eye. The radio murmured just below hearing, some jazz station out of Berkeley fading in and out like a
ghost with stage fright.

Allen was mid-rant, threading some long, woolly metaphor about America and breath and poetry as
blood, half-muttered, half-sung, a cigarette dangling from his lip like a lazy punctuation mark. He wasn’t
really talking to me. More like letting the words leak sideways.

I drove. I didn’t trust him behind the wheel. I had ridden with him once before and that was enough. It
was like watching a philosophy professor try to wrestle gravity while merging at sixty. White-knuckle didn’t
begin to cover it.

So I kept my eyes on the road, hands steady, letting him spin the cosmos out loud, weaving smoke and
scripture into whatever came next.

Crossing the creek bridge into La Honda felt like slipping through a membrane. The trees caught fire
with pigment. Trunks were spray-painted neon orange, limbs hung with amplifiers looping warped
birdcalls over Dylan riffs. The air trembled like a vinyl record left too long in the sun. A fifteen-foot banner
screamed THE MERRY PRANKSTERS WELCOME THE HELL’S ANGELS in manic, melting letters. I
laughed because I didn’t know what else to do. Ginsberg climbed out of the car, bowed like a court jester on
pilgrimage, and blessed the dirt with his palm.

Kesey met us bare-chested in a fringed buckskin vest, pupils wide, face beatific. He carried a syringe full
of Kool-Aid concentrate like it was an instrument of destiny. Without asking, he dosed me and grinned.
“Write your own chapter, Ray.” I nodded and drank.

The acid hit slow, like a wave stalking you from behind. The forest leaned sideways. Voices echoed with
a delay, like someone had split the timeline and forgot to align the tracks.

I felt the floor of reality tilt, not collapse, just soften, as if the earth had taken a breath and forgot to let
it out. The air grew viscous. Light no longer moved in straight lines. Edges lost interest in staying put. Trees
began to inhale visibly, their branches curling inward like sleeping fingers. Sounds came untethered from
their sources. My hands buzzed like radio towers, picking up thoughts that didn’t belong to me, someone
else’s memories flowing backward through my skin.

The world didn’t unfold. It shimmered. A girl in a tattered wedding dress perched on a tree limb,
playing kazoo into the sky with the solemnity of a priestess. Neal Cassady whirled on top of a tree stump
that seemed to move, Somewhere, film reels sputtered across a trampoline stretched into a screen, home
movies of the Prankster bus trip across America. Frames of body paint, open mouths, smoke rings, peace
signs melting under the heat of the projector lamp

And then Mara appeared.

Not with footsteps. She arrived like a pause in the air, like an idea I almost had. One second there was
space beside me, and the next, it was filled with her, silver eyeliner drawn back toward her temples in
flickering filaments, eyes too wide for daylight. Her voice was a song half-remembered from a dream I
might have borrowed. We found a quiet spot and lay down in the grass as if gravity had personally invited
us. She asked for music and I played something that bypassed memory entirely, a chord that seemed to
come from some other version of me. She touched the guitar gently, reverently, like it was warm flesh, and
told me she could hear chartreuse. Not see, hear. I nodded because of course she could. I believed her.

Time lost shape. It puddled. It slid. Light filtered down through the redwoods in slow amber spirals,
then bloomed violet, then pulsed like breath. Someone to our left, passed around peaches soaked in mescal
and sang in Portuguese, a lullaby that sounded like it had been written by water. The grass beneath us
trembled softly, like the world had a pulse. Mara pressed her hand against my chest and said, The forest is
dreaming us. I told her I'd known that all along.

Ginsberg spun nearby, or above us, clinking finger cymbals, shirt damp with joy, his mouth pouring
Sanskrit like wine from a cracked amphora. He didn’t look at anything. He channeled. His chant and
laughter curling through the ferns. It was rhythm as architecture. He believed, I think, that if he kept



singing, the world would not come apart. That syllables could hold the seams of this moment together. That
if you moved in the right time signature, you could outrun entropy.

And for a while, he seemed right.

The music deepened into color. The air tasted like fruit. Mara curled closer and whispered that she used
to be someone else, but the name had floated away. I kissed her and said names are just disguises for
breath.

And above us, the trees leaned in and whispered things no language has ever managed to carry. They
kept whispering long after the songs gave out, long after the sun forgot to rise.

A vibration, faint at first, like the earth exhaling in its sleep. Then it grew. The bridge trembled with
thunder. The Hell’s Angels arrive forty strong, their Harleys snarling like they’ve picked up the scent of
something they planned to finish. Pipes crack like mortars. A cloud of oil and heat and motion spills into
the grove. Engines idle, then die one by one.

They dismount in formation, denim vests fluttering like flags of a country that doesn’t believe in
borders or mercy. Death-heads gleamed on their backs like something holy gone wrong. One of them
carried a chain like jewelry. Another’s beard is braided with safety pins. Not costume. Not irony. Just
armor for a war that had never ended, like nobody told them.

Mara tenses beside me. I slip my hand into hers, and she doesn’t let go.

“Jesus,” she said under her breath. “They’re like some kind of barbarian tribe. And I want to run away.”

I didn’t look at her. Just nodded, eyes on the swarm.

“They’ve got wolf gravity,” I said. “If you run, they chase.”

Ginsberg, still luminous, still utterly unflappable, walks toward them with his cymbals clinking like
wind chimes on a ghost porch. He circles their formation, chanting Hare Krishna in perfect B-flat.
Somehow he gets away with it. Some of the Angels even laugh. A few grin like men humoring a harmless
dimwit. Two of them open their mouths like saints at communion and accept a squirt from Kesey’s turkey
baster, tongues catching the crimson acid like it’s prophecy.

It starts like a cold trickle down the spine, a melted ice cube between the shoulder blades. Not fear. Not
yet. But the kind of dread that doesn’t shout, just settles in and starts rearranging the furniture inside your
ribs.

Sunset lowers itself over the ravine like a lid being fitted onto a jar. The light turns red, then orange,
then that impossible violet you only see when your pupils forget their job.

Over the bridge, parked just shy of confrontation, sheriff cruisers idle like gods waiting for permission
to intervene. Just the low, bureaucratic hum of authority doing nothing on purpose. But no warrant. No
entry. Their lights rotate through the mist, casting raspberry and cobalt shadows across the bark. It looks
beautiful. It looks wrong. The mist curls through their beams like cigarette smoke on morgue tile.

The Pranksters, undeterred, wheel out more projectors and loop old bus footage across a canvas sheet.
Flickering scenes of Kansas breakdowns, desert gas stations, Cassady spinning on rooftops under sunburnt
skies. One of the Angels bellows, “Play it backwards, maybe Jesus shows up.” Another spits beer foam
through his nose coughing. Laughter. Sharp, then hollow. Beer foam sprayed into the firelight like it means
something. Another round of cackles, but they’re thinner now, ragged at the edges, like someone told a joke
that didn’t want to be born.

The soundtrack starts to stutter. Music looping just wrong enough to knock your pulse half a step out of
sync. A delay that doesn’t echo so much as haunt. Notes stretch and smear. Guitars weep sideways.
Someone's tambourine hits the off-beat and keeps going.

And that’s the moment it turns.

You feel it, not see it. Something inside the night goes brittle. Too much motion, too much sound. Like
the party’s rotting in real time and nobody wants to admit it. The heat from the fire doesn’t reach your skin
anymore. Just the smoke. And somewhere, under all the laughter, you swear you hear something else.

* % ¥

Something dragging its feet. Looking for the exit.
Mara leans in close and murmurs, “Can we go somewhere...less?”
I nod.



* * ¥

We wander down a side path lit only by the reflection of flame and whatever is left of the moon. It led us to
a toolshed crouched at the edge of the grove, light leaking out from the open door like something chemical
trying to escape. We followed a jagged riff of laughter, that too-high too-thin kind that never ends well.
Inside, beneath the flicker of a mechanic’s lamp, the scene locked into place. Time didn’t slow, it fractured.

Cassady’s girlfriend, blonde, maybe twenty, pretty in that lost-weekend kind of way, is on the floor, her
dress bunched around her hips, her eyes open but unfocused, staring straight through the corrugated roof.
Three Angels surrounded her, circling, adjusting, laughing. They moved with the casual brutality of men
who’ve convinced themselves they are owed something. Like dogs that found a weak spot in the fence and
decided they live there now.

Hunter S. Thompson was already outside. Still as a dead stop. A notepad hung limp at his side, fingers
clenched so tight around it the paper has bent. He turned when he saw Mara and I, maybe one or two
others frozen behind like children catching a nightmare mid-sentence.

“Don’t go in there,” he said. His voice was low, already bruised, already trying to forget. He peeled off
toward the dark like someone leaving a crime scene he hadn’t meant to witness. A biker behind us
mumbles, “They’re gang banging her. She said yes, man. Said she was into it.”

My hands went cold. Like something inside me had shut off the heat.

Suddenly, Cassady lurched in, naked except for a leather thong and the tambourine still chained to his
wrist like a cosmic joke. He swayed, dazed, pupils blown to the edges of the galaxy. Someone shoved him
toward the girl, like it was part of a performance. He grinned, or maybe grimaced, it was hard to tell, and
then he joined in.

We backed away.

Mara grabbed my arm hard. “Agreed to it?” she snapped, voice shaking with more fury than fear. “We
saw her ten minutes ago. She could barely stand. She was drooling in her drink.”

I nodded. Couldn’t speak. The words were there; they just refused to organize.

We walked fast, not running but close to it, past fire-lit faces too high to see straight, past a guy in a
devil mask laughing into a bowl of dry ice, past someone crying softly into a pile of painted boots. The
music still played somewhere behind us, but it sounded wrong now, too slow and too high at the same time,
like a record warped in the sun.

The word started spreading in half-sentences and gasps, nothing clear, nothing direct, but enough.
People started looking over their shoulders. The air turned sharp. Ginsberg’s chants had stopped.
Somewhere in the trees, a dog barked once, then nothing.

We grab two others, Elena, whose face was painted like a broken marionette, and Javi, who smiles with
all his teeth. Together, we wander, away from the beating heart of it, toward the outer woods, toward the
creek and the familiar sound of water over stones.

The four of us sit for a while beneath a cedar that looks like it might remember older stories. We pass a
bottle of something floral and strong. Elena hums what might be a lullaby. Javi finally speaks, just one
sentence, something about the moon bleeding, and then curls up like a dog and sleeps.

Mara and I keep walking.

We find a thicket near the edge of the creek where the music thins to a memory, where the light doesn’t
strobe, and the trees are just trees. The spell is broken, but what remains is human.

We lay down on a blanket of moss and roots and old leaves. Just closeness. Just two people trying to
make something soft inside a night that’s gone hard around the edges.

Her fingers trace my collarbone. I kiss her shoulder. There’s no rush. No ecstasy. Just the hush of it.
The safety of not being watched.

She climbs onto me slowly, like she’s stepping into water. Our breath syncs. Our bodies learn? each
other gently, like an answer forming without a question. The forest breathes around us.

* ¥ ¥

Then dawn came. Not soft and cinematic, no peach horizon or golden reveal. Just a scraping of light across
the sky, raw and rust-colored, as if the sun had to claw its way through something to arrive. The spell
breaks completely.



The Angels start their engines, snarls and backfires that sound like the forest coughing. They roar off in
staggered packs, leaving behind cigarette butts, oil spills, crushed Olympia cans, and the unmistakable
sense that something terrible happened and nobody quite knows what to call it. Just something.

Kesey stands near the main clearing, shirtless, eyes bloodshot, hair matted with glitter and grass. He
surveys the mess like an exhausted prophet surveying the wreckage of his own vision.

I found Ginsberg by the creek, kneeling like some fallen saint, a discarded myth under a sky that had
already forgotten how to listen. His cymbals lay quiet in the grass, tarnished and dumb. His hands were
folded, but not in prayer, like he was trying to keep his spirit from spilling out of him. His lips moved in
some half-chant, half-sob, something ancient and cracked and private.

His face was a ruin, smeared with sweat and tears and the ash of too many burned-out visions. But still
radiant, in that broken way gods are when the offerings stop coming and the temples crumble.

I sat beside him. The creek that earlier had murmured in tongues now spoke in ticks. Cold, sharp,
deliberate. Like time, like truth, clean and uncaring.

Above us, the painted trees, those gaudy neon streaks meant to signal joy or rebellion, now looked
obscene in the half-light, garish and over-painted, like clowns crying at a funeral. The magic was gone.

Allen didn’t speak for a while. He just stared into the dark. His silence was louder than any poem he’d
ever read. When he finally looked at me, his voice was barely breath, hoarse with disappointment.

“They danced through the surface and mistook it for depth, thought the madness was the message. But
they never paused to listen to the hope humming inside the ruin.”

I didn’t know what to say. He was something more than a man in that moment. A kind of Pan, wild and
weeping, cast out by the very revel he helped summon. The world doesn’t know what to do with someone
that open, that honest, that unprotected.

“They’ll write books,” he said, almost laughing. “About the light shows. The pills. The painted buses.
But none of it will tell the truth.”

I nodded. My throat ached. Not from tears. From the weight of seeing him try to carry a vision too big
for this place.

I loved him in that shattered, unfixable way you love a dying star. Not for what he gave, but for what he
burned trying. Ginsberg wasn’t built for this world. Or maybe the world wasn’t built for him. He was too
open, too naked in spirit, walking around with his ribs spread like scripture, asking strangers to read what
was written inside.

He wept for beauty the way some people pray for salvation. Not performative, not soft. It was grief, raw
and radiant, for everything we were too busy or too brutal to notice. He chanted into silence, trying to
conjure the god that left us behind. And when he smiled, it was always half-lost, like he knew the joke, but
he remembered the original story, the one that ended in exile.

And I saw it then, the tragedy of it all. The sacred turned sideshow. The holy made novelty. The prophet
mistaken for the fool.

It broke something in me.

And he, this brilliant, damaged soul who danced like Pan in the forest and called down light from stars
too far to touch, he looked tired. Small. Beautiful in the way that only things near extinction ever are.

There’s no place for people like Allen. Not in this world. And that’s what haunts me.

He was a question we stopped asking. A song too long for radio.

And I, sitting next to him with my hands empty and my chest full of ash, knew I would carry that
sadness. Not just for him, but for the world that couldn’t hold him.

We walked slowly to his dented car.

Behind us, the laughter still echoed, too loud, too hollow. The circus hadn’t left. But the prophet had.

I drove.

The party hadn’t ended. It inverted. It folded in on itself like a dying star. We widened consciousness so
far, the guardrails fell off. We peeled away ego, peeled away fear, until there was nothing left to stop those
who still live in the dark corners.

It isn’t the acid that scares me. It’s the mirror it points toward, the part of ourselves we never invited to
the celebration.



That night stayed with me, like a bruise beneath the surface of thought, not visible but always sore
when pressed. A psychic welt. A shadow stitched into the lining of memory. It lives in the periphery, where
the colors don’t come back quite right, where sound bends just enough to make you wonder if something's
wrong with your ears, or if the world has finally slipped its tuning. Some nights I hear laughter with no
mouths, or see red tail lights hang too long in the fog. It’s not fear. It’s residue. The feeling that something
opened and never quite shut again.

That’s when I knew. Not all at once, but in a slow diffusion, like ink leaking into water. The dream had
cracks. Hairline at first. Then widening. Not shattered, not yet, but leaking. And whatever seeped through
wasn’t light, wasn’t transcendence, wasn’t peace. It was something older and colder and blood-warm. The
thing we thought we could dissolve with song and chemical and good intention. We weren’t ready for it.
Not Ginsberg, not the Pranksters, not even with the best intentions.

Maybe some people are. The true believers. The ones who light incense and chant syllables older than
empire. I respect them. I do. People like Ginsberg, sincere, luminous, unflinching. He believes that if we
repeat the right motions, with enough heart, and the darkness gets named it loses power.

But the Hells Angels? They aren’t metaphors. They're not Jungian symbols or the id wearing denim.
They’re real. And they’ll always be ready. Ready to ride. Ready to prey on the weak, the unguarded, the
ones who believe the world is gentle just because they are. It doesn’t matter what they wear. They come in
gang jackets, they come in patrol cars and press passes, they come in corporate mergers and frat parties
and armies with clean boots. They ride Harleys or Mercedes or private jets. Same eyes. Same hunger.

They aren’t the failure of the dream. They’re the proof that the dream lives beside something. That the
edge is always closer than we think. That the moment you turn away from it, it reaches for your throat.

And if you're not looking, you might even welcome it in.

‘THE MERRY PRANKSTERS WELCOME THE HELL’S ANGELS’

“How the fuck was that a good idea?”

I think about that night every time I see revolution painted in neon. Every time someone tells me this
time it’s different. Every time I hear a drum circle on the wind. Part of me still wants to believe. Part of me
still does. But there’s another part now. The part that watches the door, that checks the exits, that counts
how many strangers are drinking from the same cup.

Because once you've seen the smile on their faces as they gang rape a young woman, knowing she
doesn’t understand what’s happening...you don’t unsee it.



PART FOUR: BITTER HONEY



Chapter 9: Laura

She had just finished her set.

A slow burn of a thing, low light, breathy hush between songs, that slight lean she did into the mic like
she was whispering secrets into a lover’s shoulder. In tune, on pitch, reasonable guitar playing, more than
reasonable, actually. Rhythms were tight, lyrics had teeth. But it was her voice that cut, clear, husky in the
right places, effortless range that only comes from effort no one sees.

She’d landed it. That last song, especially. Something in E minor, with a descending line that felt like
falling into a velvet coffin. The room went still for a moment.

She was at the bar now. Glass of something brown and undemanding. The usual orbit of admirers
drifted in and out, grinning, leaning. I waited. Patient. Hunter’s stillness.

When she was alone, or close enough to it, I stepped in.

“Good set,” I said. “But I'm sure you already know. You had them, or as many as you can get in a place
like this. Half the crowd’s here for the music. The rest just want to soak in the scene, make noise and feel
like it means something.”

She turned, slow, smile already half-formed. A flicker behind the eyes, recognition, amusement, maybe
curiosity.

“Yeah,” she said, voice rasping like sandpaper wrapped in silk. “That’s about right. This ain’t me first
rodeo.”

Not her first rodeo, no.

And me? I was just a man with callused fingers and a head full of ghosts, trying not to drown in her
minor chords.

I nodded, leaned one elbow on the bar. “Figured as much. You play like someone who’s burned a few
bridges.”

She laughed, that low rolling thing that came from somewhere behind her ribs.

“Yeah, I've burned a few,” she said, eyes narrowing with something unreadable. “I just don’t always
regret it.”

Damn.

Something in that hit like a lyric I hadn’t written yet.

There was a beat of silence between us, not awkward, something else. Like a chord after the strum, still
humming.

“Ray,” I said finally, offering a hand.

“Laura,” she said, taking it. Firm grip, rough finger tips. Musician’s hands.

And just like that, some thread wove itself between us.

Two worn souls passing each other on the same broken bridge, both pretending not to look down.

“I heard you a few nights ago,” she said, turning toward me with half a grin, full eyes. “Great guitar
work. Not the standard folk fingerpickin’. I heard the jazz in there, those little sevenths, the voicings. Cool.
Some of those songs yours?”

“Yeah,” I said, careful with the nod. “I throw ‘em in when I think the room might be listening. Originals.
That’s kinda why I play at all, just to get 'em out. But most folks come for the covers. Sing-along stuff. Bob,
Baez, maybe Ochs if they’re feeling moody.”

She laughed, low and full, like she’d smoked every note of her set and still had a little left in the filter.
“Gotta keep the fans happy. Play the same shit till we’re ghosts with guitars. Just different bars, the same
applause. Like purgatory with stage lights and broken strings.”

I smiled. “Yeah, one long loop of ‘House of the Rising Sun.” Fading a little, each time you sing it.” We
both laugh.

She tilted her head, studied me through the curl of smoke from a nearby ashtray like she was tuning
something in her mind. “You write like a man who’s seen the edge a few times your self.”

That one landed in a soft part of my chest. The part I barricade with cleverness and chords.

“Sometimes, the songs come before the memory,” I said. “Sometimes they just dig it up.”

She sipped her drink, thoughtful now. “That’s the real shit. The digging. That’s where the gold is. Or the
bones.”



The gold or the bones. That was her. Velvet voice, boot-heel truth.

A silence passed between us, easy and elastic. The bar noise blurred behind it, chatter, clinks, some guy
mangling a pool shot. But we were in a different register. One only the bruised and tuned-in could hear.

“I like that song you closed with,” I said finally. “The one about the red lights and the rain. Sharp lines.
Felt like something that happened.”

Her smile faltered just enough to show the crack. “It did. Or almost did. Close enough. That song
wouldn’t leave.”

I raised my glass. “Here’s to the things that almost happened. And the ones that wouldn’t let go.”

She clinked mine. “To ghosts. And gigs, where they listen.”

We drank. And the night stretched out like a stage with no encore.

“So,” she said, swirling the last of her drink with a slow, lazy turn of the wrist, “you a regular here?”

I shook my head, let the smile ease out. “Not really. Just been in town a few months.”

I leaned back against the bar, gave the words some room. “Drove out in my van. Crashed in from
Missouri, too many gas stations, too much bad coffee, and one flat tire in Barstow.”

“Been picking up a few gigs here and there. Enough to keep the lights on...barely. Mostly folk clubs,
small cafes. No real money but still chasing the dream.”

I paused, watching her watch me.

“I've got some Beat Gen connections, though. Ginsberg. Ferlinghetti. The usual suspects.”

Her eyebrows lifted, genuinely impressed. “You know those guys? That’s major.”

I shrugged, half modesty, half playing the part. “Yeah, but they’re more ink than instruments.
Ginsberg’s the real connector, he floats from poet circles to acid tests like a dandelion in a windstorm.
Somehow always lands on his feet.”

I smirked. “Also, he’s got a bit of a crush on me.”

“And if you’re asking, the answer is no. It’s strictly one-way.”

That broke her, she snorted into her drink, laughing with that husky, used-to-the-night kind of sound.
Like a record with a scratch that plays better because of it.

“No shit?”

“No shit. I admire the guy, though. Brilliant and completely insane in a way that’s almost holy. Took me
to a party a couple weeks ago. The Merry Pranksters and Hell’s Angels under the same roof. Like that was
ever gonna end well.”

I let the memory settle for a second before continuing.

“Everyone dropped acid, the walls started breathing, and somebody projected a four hour silent film of
Kesey’s Magic Bus trip. Which was actually pretty interesting, for a while. The rest was chaos, but beautiful
in its own broken way.”

“Most of the Angels kept it together, in a scary kind way, but then it shifted darker. They gang raped the
girl friend of Neal Cassady. Even he was involved. They said it was consensual. But when I saw her, she
couldn’t even remember her name. My date and I slipped away with some others after that. I've got no
illusions about those guys. They're not rebels, they’re fucking predators on motorcycles.”

Laura blinked, some of the drunken buzz giving way to something sobered. “Jesus... that’s wild. I
haven’t been around bikers much. Just the folk circuit. Coffeehouses, house shows. That sounds... scary.”

“Scary. Yeah,” I said. “But hey, I'm here for the music. That’s what keeps me.” I laughed, soft and low.
“This city’s cracking wide open, and I'm just trying to ride the fault line.”

She was deep into her third drink, maybe fourth, tracing slow, lazy circles in the condensation on her
glass. I wasn’t exactly sober either. The room had started to tilt just a little, no spin, just that soft sway of
late-night momentum, like a boat unmoored.

We kept talking, music, cities we almost moved to, lovers we almost meant. The conversation got
looser, warmer, stretched out like a well-worn chord. Glances slipped between the words. Her arm brushed
mine. Then stayed. Her laugh, once bright and wide, had gone low and close. Like a secret passed under the
table.

That smile drifted in, sideways, soaked in bourbon, like a jazz riff sneaking through a closed window at
midnight.



She laughed, and it was real, the kind of laugh that made her shoulders drop like she’d finally found
someone who got the joke.

“Yeah,” she said, leaning her elbow on the bar. “The dream. Mine’s got coffee stains and broken strings.
Folk scene’s thinning out. Preachers are still preaching, but the pews are starting to empty.”

I nodded, slow. “I feel it too. The whole purity ritual, keep it acoustic, keep it clean, keep it sad. No
drums, no distortion. Like Dylan didn’t already blow the doors off at Newport.”

Her eyes sparked. “Right? The folk crowd still acts like plugging in is some kind of betrayal. It’s dumb.”

“Couldn’t agree more,” I said. “Thought I caught you leaning blues up there. Those minor bends, that
slide on the turnaround. That wasn’t folk. That was smoke and soul, got that in your voice.”

She grinned like I'd unlocked something. “Yeah, I've been pushing it. I love singing blues with a band,
getting loud, getting raw. Folk-rock, gospel, dirty blues if the band’s tight and the room’s feeling it? That’s
some good stuff.”

She laughed, loose and real, like just saying it made her blood move.

“I'm looking,” she said, her voice softer, more certain. “Something new. A sound that breathes. A crew
that gets it. You know?”

I drummed my fingers on the bar, light, syncopated, like tuning in to something only I could hear.

“Yeah,” I said. “Same here. Tired of going solo and calling it noble. I want loud. Raw. Electric.
Something that hits hard and maybe pays the rent. Hell, maybe even charts. Stranger things have
happened.”

We locked eyes for a moment—quiet, but humming.

Two musicians catching the same frequency in the dark.

She tipped her glass back, empty now, but she held onto it like it still had something to say.

“So...” she said, a crooked grin creeping in, “you got a van...How’bout a little tour?”
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The van waited where I left it, half in shadow, half under a sputtering sodium lamp, humming gently from
the day’s heat. Dust crusted along the wheel wells, and a dead leaf clung to the windshield.

Laura ran a hand along the side as we approached, fingers trailing over the weathered dark-green paint.
“Looks like it’s seen some miles.”

“It has,” I said, fishing the key from my coat. “Bad diners and worse bars. But she gets me where I need
to go.”

She laughed, low, and I caught the sideways glance, curious, reckless, buzzed but not out of control.

I opened the side door. Inside, a mattress lay across the back platform, beside a scattered handful of
eight-track tapes and books. Smelled like cedar, sweat and road dust. My life in a metal box.

She climbed in first, slow and deliberate, skirt hitching up as she knelt on the mattress. I followed, slid
the door shut behind us. The outside world sealed itself off like dream fading.

“You live in this thing?” she asked, settling into a sprawl, propped on her hands.

“When I travel,” I said, lying opposite her. “It’s got more soul than half the places I've rented. No
landlord, no neighbors banging on the walls.”

She looked around again, that crooked grin still playing at the corners of her mouth. “You got a vibe
goin’. Real outlaw-romantic shit.”

“Oh yeah. Call me Jesse James.” I smirked.

She leaned back on one arm, looking at me through the dim. “So where’s the music?”

I reached behind me, pulled the Strat out of its case, and handed it to her like a lit cigarette. She sat up
and took it reverently, musician to musician, no games now. She strummed a chord, let it ring, even
unplugged. Her fingers found a groove.

“You're in standard tuning,” she said. “That’s so... polite.”

“I can get impolite,” I said.

She smirked, set the guitar down beside her. Then she shifted closer, and our knees touched.

“You always this smooth?” she asked.

“No,” I said. “I'm usually worse.”



She laughed, leaned in, and kissed me. Not the messy drunk kind. The kind that’s been waiting in the
wings since soundcheck. Warm, slow, laced with bourbon and something older, like she was trying to read
a song off my lips.

She leaned in and kissed me again, slower this time, like she was trying to memorize the shape of my
mouth. Her hand slid along my jaw, then down, fingers curling into the front of my shirt. I could feel her
breath in the space between us, warm and ragged with want.

I slid my hands up her thighs and into her world. Her skin was the kind that makes men forget their
names. Smooth and glowing like it drank moonlight. I took my time. We moved like jazz, dirty and precise,
all improvisation and instinct. Her mouth came back to mine, hotter now, deeper. She kissed like she
meant to undo me, and maybe she did.

Her shirt came off without fanfare, a flick of wrists and gravity. Her nipples kissed the air, high and
defiant. She was art, part soft painting, part riot. I traced her sides like I was reading braille, learning every
inch like scripture. She gasped when I grazed the inside of her hipbone, a sound between surprise and
surrender.

Buttons popped, fabric fell. We laughed when her boot got stuck. She smacked me when I giggled and
kissed the apology into my collarbone. The van was hot and sticky with sweat and purpose. It smelled like
yes.

When I slipped inside her, she sighed, long and low, like a cello string being drawn. Her eyes rolled
back just a little. Her fingernails traced along my spine, not scratching, etching. Marking me.

We didn’t rush. We rode the slow build like a song that knew it had nowhere else to be. Her moans
weren’t performative. They were signals. Honest, primal, melodic. She moved like she’d lived a dozen lives
and saved the best moves for me. I met her stroke for stroke, no fear in either of us.

The van rocked gently, bearing witness, a holy relic of sweat and rhythm. When she came, she clutched
me like the answer. And when she told me to let go, I did, because her voice sounded like truth, and her
body like the way back.

Later, we lay in the warm tangle of aftermath, limbs loose, hearts still skipping. Her hair stuck to her
temple, haloed and wild.

Sometime near dawn, when the metal walls began sweating cold, we made it back to my apartment. I
don’t remember the drive. I remember her hand on my knee, the city empty around us, and the way the
stairs seemed to rise forever.

“You always fuck like that?” she asked, voice raw, a tease curled under it.

“Only when I think I might remember your name tomorrow.”

She smiled, a lazy grin that cut straight through me.

“Good,” she said. “Cause I'm not done with you yet.”

We woke up tangled in each other, sunlight pouring through the cracked blinds like it had somewhere
to be. One of those perfect San Francisco mornings, sky like polished glass, the last of the fog still clinging
to the hills like a lover who hadn’t accepted it was over.

Laura stretched beside me, naked and golden in the light, her hair a holy mess across the pillow. She
blinked, then groaned and buried her face in the sheets.

“Do we get food and coffee?” she mumbled, her voice sandpaper and whiskey, “or am I gonna starve to
death in your bed?”

I rolled over and kissed her shoulder, the skin warm from sleep.

“Cruel last words,” I said. “Tragic. But poetic.”

She laughed, husky and warm. “I try.”

We got dressed slow, the way you do when the night’s still echoing and the day hasn’t made any
demands yet. No guilt, no rush, just limbs remembering where they go. Slid into the front seats, windows
down, the morning air already salted and bright enough to burn off whatever was left buzzing in our skulls.

North Beach was calling like it knew our names. We found one of those sidewalk joints where the coffee
tastes like regret and the muffins steam when you break them open. Ate like kids who knew they weren’t
supposed to be out that late, and didn’t care. Smiling into our cups like we’d gotten away with something.
Because we had.



Afterward we drifted toward Washington Square, guitars slung over our shoulders, not planning a
damn thing. We found a patch of grass in the sun and sat down cross-legged, the guitars falling naturally
into our hands like they were always meant to be there.

I started in on “Don’t Think Twice,” easy and low. She jumped in soft on harmony, then took the second
verse without asking. It was seamless. She had this uncanny way of singing right around me, never
overpowering, never fading. Just there. Exactly where she needed to be.

Her harmonies weren’t just notes. They were architecture. Bridges, staircases, doors I didn’t know the
song had. We started switching off mid-song, trying to throw each other. She’d change key or slide in a
blues run, and I'd meet her there before the phrase ended. We were both showing off, and both falling in
love with how damn good it felt.

People started gathering. Tourists with cameras, old guys with cigarettes, a kid shaking change in a cup.
I couldn’t tell you how long we played. An hour, maybe three. The sun moved. We didn’t notice.

When we finally stopped, Laura looked at me, grinning crooked, flushed from the music and the heat.

“Well,” she said, breathless, “guess we’re a band now.”

“Hell of a first rehearsal,” I said. “And no one threw fruit.”

After that it all moved fast. We started sitting in on each other’s sets without really talking about it. No
plan. No rehearsal. The gig was the rehearsal. Just a quiet kind of gravity.

Before long, we weren’t really booking separate shows. Just Ray and Laura. No big announcement. It
just happened, like anything that matters usually does. Small. Quiet. Real.

Didn’t mean the money changed. Clubs still paid for one. So we kept some solo gigs just to scrape by,
enough for strings, gas, food that came wrapped in foil. But the truth was, it felt wrong playing without her.
Like trying to finish a sentence that started in someone else’s mouth.

There was something in the way we fit. The way she’d catch a melody before I even hit the second
chord. The way my guitar curved around her voice like it had been built for it. We didn’t match exactly, not
in that shiny, Nashville harmony kind of way. We clashed sometimes. Edges met. But the friction gave it
heat. Made the songs breathe.

People noticed. Not in any loud way. Just in the way they stayed a little longer. Sat a little quieter. Like
they heard something honest bleeding through the amps.



Chapter 10: Two Voices

It wasn’t love. Not yet. Maybe not ever, not in the way you name and carry around. But it was something.
Something that pulled. Something that held.

And night after night, we gave it space to live.

The relationship deepened in the spaces between gigs and coffee spoons, without fanfare, without
naming. She still kept that room in the Haight, incense always burning, a roommate who believed shoes
were a capitalist construct and spoke in half-remembered dreams. But most nights, Laura ended up at my
place. She moved like something returning, like the tide, like a song you forgot you knew. Her cold feet
always found the warmest part of me, and I never pulled away.

We didn’t define it. Didn't need to. It was built slow and sideways, tuned over late-night harmonies,
bruised fingertips, and laughter that always came after the third drink, never the first. We passed guitars
like secrets. Shared smokes on the fire escape. Talked in the low tones of people who knew how fragile
things could be and still kept showing up.

We had a friendship that felt carved into something older than us. Built from music talk at 2 a.m.,
shared cigarettes, busted strings, and coffee so strong it left bruises.

And yeah, the sex was hot. She had a drive that matched mine, and that’s a rare thing, like finding
someone who hears the same song you do and knows exactly when to sing. She knew exactly how to crack
me open, how to climb into the hollowed-out parts I kept boarded up and treat them like rooms with
windows. Not just sex. Not just relief. Something tangled and old. Something that felt like it had been
waiting.

“You ever think,” she said one night, her voice low, eyes dark and laughing, “that maybe you fuck like a
man trying to prove he’s not broken?”

I didn’t flinch. Just let the words hang there like smoke. Then I grinned, slow. “Maybe I do,” I said.
“Hard not to feel broken in a broken world. Most days, I'm just chasing that one moment where everything
lines up, like when a song clicks into place and the room breathes with you. That high. That hum. You
know?”

She rolled onto her side, her leg slipping over mine, tracing circles into my chest with the edge of her
fingernail. “Yeah,” she said. “I know that hum. And you chase it hard.”

I nodded, eyes on the ceiling, like the answer might be written in the cracks. “We got something rare.
Good music. Good sex. Feels like it matters. Feels like something I can hold when the rest of the world
starts to rot.”

She smiled, small and sharp. “Some people call that cheap thrills.”

“Yeah,” I said, turning to face her, brushing her hair back behind her ear. “But those people never
stayed up till 4 a.m. sweating through the last note of a song that nearly broke you to write. They never hit
that place where the silence after is so full it hurts. It’s not cheap to bleed into something. Not music. Not
sex. Not love.” That was the first time I had ever said the word love.

She kissed me then, slow, deliberate. Not out of lust, not even out of comfort. Just connection. Two
people syncing up their ghosts.

When she pulled back, she said, “It’s sacred, isn’t it? Music. Sex.”

“Yeah,” I said. “In our own cracked, fucked up, low-rent cathedral kind of way.” We both laughed at
that.

We lay there for a while, not talking, just listening—to breath, to heartbeat, to that hush that comes
after truth is spoken. Maybe this was our church. No pews. No prayers. Just skin and sound, tangled in the
dark, trying like hell to keep what couldn’t ever really be kept.

Finally, she twisted on top of me and kissed me hard. “Good. Now fuck me, holy man.”

It wasn’t all harmony. That’s for damn sure. The music worked, yeah, but sometimes the nights were
painful chaos.

The drinking was the trapdoor.

We'd start soft. A glass of wine while the gear was getting packed, a bottle passed between laughs, her
feet in my lap, her voice humming low. That warm fuzziness when the world goes sepia around the edges
and your troubles feel poetic instead of sharp. That part was magical, why we kept coming back.



But with Laura, the warm didn’t last. Somewhere around drink four, maybe five, the tilt would start.

She got mean.

Not loud, not sloppy, mean. Precision-strike mean. Like a drunk surgeon with a scalpel made of old
grudges and pinpoint memory. If she’d been a man, she would’ve taken swings. And sometimes, she did
anyway. Broke a girl’s nose once in a bar bathroom. Another time, she knocked the shit out of a guy with a
mic stand who grabbed her waist mid-set. He left bleeding all over the place.

But I was the opposite. I turned sloppy. Over-friendly with strangers, standing too close, spitting in
your face as I talked on and on. I laughed too loud. Got sentimental, wounded easy. If I'd been a woman, I'd
probably have cried into my gin and offered to kiss the bartender’s cat.

It was a bad mix.

One night after a gig in the Tenderloin, we were four bourbons deep. Maybe five, who the fuck knows?
We were at a friend’s apartment, sitting cross-legged on the floor, playing old records like relics, trying to
summon the ghost of some good night that never really existed.

I must’ve said something stupid, probably about how beautiful her voice was, or how the way she sang
harmony made it feel like God might forgive me for something. I meant it. I always meant it. But she
turned.

“You're just another fucking sad little boy with a guitar,” she spat, wine-stained lips curled like a snarl.
“You fuck like you’re owed something. Like every girl with a cheesy melody is supposed to fix you.”

I stood still, hands shaking, throat closing up. “And you’re just another chaos junkie in a fuck-me dress.
You set fires just to see who runs into the flames.”

Silence, then. Hot and thick. Like the air itself had taken offense.

She didn’t cry. Hell no. I didn’t either. We just sat in scorched silence, burning. She got up, lit a
cigarette with fingers that didn’t tremble, blew the smoke like punctuation. I poured another drink as she
left and didn’t say goodnight. Didn’t say anything.

We were brilliant together, sure. On stage. In bed. But drunk, we became opposite ends of a bad trip,
her signal sharpened to cruelty, mine blurred to static.

And in the middle? Feedback. Always feedback.

I never laid a hand on her. But I'd be lying if I said the thought never crossed my mind. And that
terrified me. So, usually I'd do the only thing I knew, get the hell out. Slam the door behind me, let the
anger ride my heels into the night. Walk until the pulse in my ears quieted down and the city could take the
edge off.

Sometimes it was a day. Sometimes two. But eventually, there’d be a knock. Or I'd find myself at her
door, heart in my throat, no plan except the need to not be apart anymore. We never led with apologies.
Just cracked open the silence and let it drain.

“You done being a jackass?” she’d ask, arms crossed but eyes soft.

“Depends,” I'd say. “You done being a buzzsaw in eyeliner?”

She’d smile. I'd laugh. And just like that, we’d fall into each other again, like gravity had a sense of
humor and we were still dumb enough to trust it. For a little while, it felt like a cure. Like if we moved fast
enough, deep enough, we could outrun the wreckage. We’d fuck like it was therapy. Like if we pressed skin
to skin long enough, we’d forget all the ways we broke each other. Maybe even believe we were whole.

That was us. A mess with rhythm. We’d crash, we’d burn, then we’d hum back into tune, just long
enough to remember why we kept doing this. Not because it was easy. Because it was real. Because
somewhere between the fights and the songs and the fuck-you’s and the fuck-me’s, we found something
neither of us could name, but we knew it when we hit it. Like a note that rings so true, it hurts.

And so we stayed. Stubborn. Stupid. In love, maybe, or at least addicted to the parts of ourselves we
only recognized in each other.

Then came the fingers on strings, the harmonies. Two voices. One song.

We couldn’t stay away from each other. The music was too good.



Chapter 11: The Salon

Her name was Clementine LaRue Marchand. Widowed, twice. Art collector, sometimes. Full-time
benefactress of the beautiful and doomed.

She lived in a gold-stoned mansion clinging to the edge of Pacific Heights like it had nowhere better to
fall. Three stories. Gilded mirrors. A Rothko in the foyer that looked like a bruise you could walk into. Her
voice had the slow drag of bourbon in silk, and her fortune, railroad money from one husband, oil from the
other, flowed just steady enough to keep the parties coming and the prescriptions filled.

She threw salons, but called them happenings. Because 1965 demanded rebranding.

Hollywood liberals in black turtlenecks wandered the hallways, quoting Baldwin with martini breath. A
choreographer from New York had collapsed on the stairwell, his scarf still perfectly draped. Someone said
Shirley Clarke was supposed to show. Someone else said Kenneth Anger had cursed the punch. The air
smelled like sandalwood, gin, and possibility. In the room where we would play, there was a Grand piano
covered in cigarette ash and what might’ve been tomato bisque.

She’d invited Ginsberg, paid him, really, through a “donation” to some press fund that may or may not
have existed. Ferlinghetti came out of loyalty or boredom or both. They wandered like twin oracles through
the smoke and theory. Ginsberg wore a floral shirt open to the navel and had already performed a brief
incantation near the fireplace. Ferlinghetti stood near a window, watching the fog roll in over the Golden
Gate Bridge.

And then there was us.

I stood just past the threshold, guitars slung like question marks, amps in cases, Laura somewhere in
the back getting eyed by a sculptor with too much cologne and not enough talent.

It was Ginsberg who floated over first, eyes wide, breath like cloves and something stranger. He
grinned, hugged me like we had known each other in a past life.

“Brother Ray,” he said, “she’s paying in silk and ether tonight, play like the gods are sleeping just down
the hall, nu?” Hopefully, she was also paying in cash.

Ferlinghetti waved us over next, handed me a glass of something red and rooty, said, “She’s a good soul,
Clementine. Wealthy, wild, still believes music can unmake the machine. Don’t disappoint her.”

And we didn’t.

Ginsberg read first, something loose and incantatory, drifting between Walt Whitman and The Tibetan
Book of the Dead. Ferlinghetti followed, leaner, cleaner, his voice like rain hitting brick. The room held
them gently, like it knew this was something borrowed from another time. Then it was our turn.

The set began quiet. “Wayfaring Stranger.” Laura leaned into the mic like it was the only thing holding
her up. Her voice didn’t rise so much as unfold. I followed, fingers low on the strings, letting the chords
hang like mist. From there we moved into our own, slow turns, long notes, tension and resolve like breath
and exhale. We knew what we were doing by then. The shape of the songs. The places they broke. The way
her voice could cut and soothe in the same line.

The room listened.

Really listened.

You could feel it in the stillness. That moment when the performance stops being performance and
starts being truth. People leaned forward like something holy might slip past them if they blinked.

Most of the talkers had drifted into other rooms. The listeners had stayed.

I didn’t even think.

The piano was there, waiting. Full-size Grand, its lid propped like a gesture. I crossed the room and sat
down, fingers already reaching. I hadn’t played in weeks. Months, really. Not properly. Not with feeling.
Most bars had uprights that sounded like toothaches. But this, this was something else.

The first chord bloomed.

It didn’t ring. It unfolded. It filled the air like memory does when you're not braced for it. The action
was perfect, keys responding like breath, like pulse, like they’d been waiting for hands that remembered
how to feel.

I started simple, one of my mom’s standards. Billie Holiday voicing. Chords shaped like sorrow, but soft
at the edges. Then something darker, more modern. Then I let go. Eyes closed. Mind quiet.



And it came.

Not showy. Not fast. Just real. Music without apology. One phrase melted into the next, structure
slipping sideways into intuition. Blues gave way to Jazz. The jazz got edgy but still beautiful. That gave way
to whatever lived beneath it all, something older, bone-deep, blue and bright.

I wasn’t playing anymore.

I was being played.

The sound filled me up. It lifted me, weightless, high above the room, above the doubt, above the noise
that lived behind my eyes most days. Time warped. The room disappeared. It was just resonance and skin
and the ache of something finally being said.

When I stopped, when the last note faded like a sigh I'd been holding for years, it felt like falling back
into my body, back to earth from somewhere too good to keep.

Gravity slowly returned. The room breathed again.

And Laura, Laura stood there, still as a prayer.

Tears in her eyes.

She didn’t speak.

She didn’t need to.

I knew, in that moment, I had given her something words could never touch.

Afterward, we sat in a loose square of couches and chairs near the fireplace, those soft, overstuffed
museum pieces meant more for posture than comfort. The party thinned a little. The ones who’d been
really listening lingered. The others drifted back into the kitchen, chasing wine or distraction.

A few people offered the usual praise. “So moving,” “Your voice gave me chills,” “That one song
sounded like something I dreamed once.” I nodded, smiled, gave the right kind of humble. Laura thanked
them all like she meant it, and maybe she did.

Then Clementine Marchand leaned forward, her glass balanced between two fingers like a dare.

“I'm not a musician,” she said, voice soft but steady. “And when I watch a performance like that, I'm not
just amazed, I'm baffled. It’s like watching alchemy. No, really. I listen to music all the time, God knows
we’re drowning in it now, with records and tapes and radios in every room. And maybe that’s the problem.
We forget what it means to see it made. But when I watch someone like you...” She paused, eyes sweeping
from me to Laura. “I honestly don’t understand ‘how in the hell you do that.” How does it happen? Where
does it come from?”

People laughed, softly, like it was a compliment dressed as confusion. But she wasn’t joking. She looked
at me like she wanted the truth. They all did.

So I tried.

“Well,” I said, slow, measured, “there’s training, of course. Years of it. Countless hours. Scales,
repetition, failure. My mom was musical, piano mostly. I can’t remember a time when it wasn’t part of the
air in our house.”

Laura nodded. “Same here. I always sang, since I was a little kid. It just came out of me. Guitar came
later, maybe thirteen? I wanted something to carry the voice. I've never been on Ray’s level. He’s a real
musician. I just... I love to play and sing.”

I smiled at her, quiet. She was wrong, but I let it pass.

Then I looked back at Clementine.

“But to answer your question...” I said, eyes drifting toward the piano, the firelight, the space between
words, “I don’t really know how we do it. Seriously.”

I let that silence stretch for a beat. Not for effect. Just to be honest.

“Maybe ‘magic’ really is the best word.”

They chuckled again. Soft, uncertain. But I wasn’t playing coy. I meant it.

“Because when I'm in it, when I'm really there, when it’s real, everything I've ever learned disappears.
Every scale, every drill, every muscle memory, it all falls away. It’s like I become... transparent. And
something moves through me. Something I don’t direct, but I trust. I'm not thinking about the next note.
I'm not plotting. I'm not constructing a performance.”

I glanced up. Laura was nodding, watching me with that stillness she gets when something’s cutting
deep.



“I'm not even really hearing me. Not like you do. It’s more like I'm inside the sound, like I'm breathing
it instead of air. The best moments are the ones where my fingers find the notes before I even know it. Like
they know where to land. And they do.”

I held my hands out for a second, looked at them. Not dramatically. Just wondering, a little.

“I don’t decide where they go. They just go.”

Someone near the couch shifted. The room felt weightless, like we were floating slightly above the
ground together.

“It’s not about being in control,” I said. “It’s about letting go. Total surrender. Trusting that whatever’s
been planted in you, over the years, over the hours, the listening, the living, and god knows, the heartbreak,
it knows what to do.”

I exhaled, quiet now. Then added, almost to myself:

“And when it’s really happening... it feels like grace.”

Laura nodded beside me. Not a big nod. Not for show. Just that soft agreement between people who've
both lived it and know better than to explain it too much.

“I feel it in my whole body,” she said. “Not just the voice. It’s like... it comes through your skin. You
become the song. For a minute, you are the note. And then it’s gone.”

I looked back at Clementine. She wasn’t smiling anymore. Just listening. Really listening.

“That’s what makes it worth it,” I said. “Because you never know when it’ll happen. You can’t force it.
You can practice all year and still never find it. But when it comes, when it finds you, there’s nothing like it.
Nothing else even comes close.”

And that was the truth.

“And that piano...” I said, my voice lower now, more reverent than I meant it to be. “God.”

They turned to look at it, still gleaming across the room like a relic humming with leftover magic.

“I've played a lot of pianos in a lot of places,” I went on, “but I've never played one like that. That thing
didn’t just respond, it called. It asked something of me. Like it knew more about what I had to say than I
did.”

I paused, searching for words that wouldn’t flatten it.

“It wasn’t just the incredible tone, or action, or the room. It was... the invitation. The way it opened up
under my hands and said: Go. I've got you.”

I looked down at my fingers again, still humming with memory.

“It’s like it gave me permission to stop holding back. To reach for something I hadn’t touched in years.
Not since I was a kid playing my mom’s upright in the afternoons, before I knew what words like ‘career’ or
‘deal’ or ‘genre’ even meant. Just pure sound. Pure feeling. No pressure, no plan. Just play.”

Laura reached over, put her hand on my knee, just for a second. Just to say, I saw it too.

“That piano...” I said again, almost whispering now. “It woke something up in me. Something I didn’t
realize I'd put to sleep.”

I glanced around the room, candlelit faces, lingering stillness. People listened harder than they had all
night.

“I think,” I said, “if that piano hadn’t been there... if I hadn’t touched those keys... I wouldn’t have
remembered what I came here to do.”

I let the silence sit.

Clementine smiled, not the hostess smile, but the real one, the yes, I felt it too kind.

“Then I'm glad I keep it tuned,” she said. “I'll never look at it the same way. Magic. I think I get it.”

A soft laugh rippled through the circle, but the weight of it didn’t break.

Because we all knew.

It wasn’t just a piano or a performance.

It was a door.

And for a few minutes tonight, just a few, we’d walked through.



Chapter 12: The Matrix

Friday the 13th, Fillmore Street

San Francisco, August 13, 1965

The Matrix club is too small for what it was trying to contain.

A hot wooden box reeking of resurrection. The old pizza ovens had been yanked out, but the smell
lingered like a guilty memory, pepperoni grease baked into the paint, ceiling sagging like a secret,

I'm standing in the doorway, one boot on sticky tile, the other still tasting the Fillmore curb. Just
paused there, half in, half out, like a man testing the temperature of a pool he already knows he might
drown in. There's a hum underneath the room, not everyone hears it, but I do. Low E, maybe. Hangs there,
steady, like it’s waiting for someone to answer.

Inside, the crowd’s spilling across a few folding chairs and barstools and whatever space they can lean
on. Elbows, sweat, denim, long hair. Smells like weed and old beer and a little hope. Everyone’s pushed
forward, wired up like this night might give them a sign instead of just a setlist.

Laura’s already ahead, cutting through the crowd like she’s dreamed this place before. Her dress clings
like sweat and defiance. She draws a few stares without even trying. She always does.

“This place smells like a pizza fucked a gas station,” she says, close to my ear, grinning.

I smirk. Let it hang. She feeds off the moment. Sucks the juice straight out of it. I like my meaning slow-
cooked. She’s moonlight with bite.

We post up near the back, against a pillar still crusted with tape residue and old flyers. Onstage,
Jefferson Airplane’s tuning up. Marty Balin in a jacket that reads more New York than Haight. He’s
smoothing his collar like somebody's mother might be watching. Signe Anderson rolls her shoulders like
she’s gearing up to fight whatever nerves she’s still got. Kantner’s got that glazed look, stoned or saved,
hard to tell, and Jorma Kaukonen’s in his own world, coaxing the amp like it’s a wounded animal.

I squint, listening as he picks through a tuning.

“Jorma plays like he’s got secrets in his fingers,” I say.

Laura leans in, watches his hands. “He bends notes like he’s trying to remember the name of a girl he
forgot in bed.”

I laugh, low. “Not wrong.”

I met three of these guys months back, at that Ginsberg circus in the Mission. One of those nights
where poems fell into chants and chants collapsed into noise, and then, somehow, into music. I showed up,
plugged in, jammed like we already knew each other. Balin called me a bruiser with preacher’s hands. I
think he meant it as a compliment. Jorma and I locked in, played hot and loose. Didn’t talk much. Didn’t
need to.

Ginsberg, of course, called the night an “erotic threat to state-sponsored silence,” then wandered off
mumbling Sanskrit and blessing pigeons.

“They’re gonna start,” Laura says. “You wanna sit, stand, or levitate?”

“T'll stand,” I say, eyeing the exits. “Easier to vanish if the cops show.”

She grins. “Always the romantic.”

They started without intro. “It’s No Secret.” Balin’s voice hit first, a little sweet, a little stubborn.
Carried conviction. The kind that still has to fight for the note. Signe tucked underneath him, gave it depth
without trying to steal it. They had a good thing. Raw, sure. But with shape. Like a house halfway framed,
you could see what it wanted to be.

Kaukonen’s lead came in sideways. Not too flashy. But true. That kind of tone you don’t fake. He bent a
note and let it breathe. I nodded. That was the kind of playing I respected. Clean but not slick. Honest.

“They’re chasing it,” I said. “But they’re close.”

Laura was watching the drummer, tapping his foot half a beat ahead of the rest. “They’re holding it
together with muscle and instinct.”

“That's the best way.”

Then came “Tobacco Road.” Everything shifted up a gear. The floor felt like it moved. Marty wailed the
chorus like it owed him something. And the band backed him like they agreed. Jorma went darker, found
this pocket that felt carved out of something older than the rest of the song. It held. The whole thing held.



I watched the room shift with them. People leaned in. Stopped talking. That’s when you know.

Laura pressed a hand to the wall. “You feel that?”

“Yeah,” I said. “They’re in it now.”

Signe came back in toward the end, voice steady as a plumb line. They finished tight. No nonsense. Just
let it drop.

I looked over at Laura. She had that quiet look. That “don’t say anything, just let the music speak.”

“You’ll be up there soon,” I said.

“Yeah,” she said. “If not here, somewhere like it. Somewhere where it matters.”

She was right. And she would.

We stayed for more. “Go to Her.” They were looser now, in a good way. Like the first two songs shook
off whatever nerves were left. The band breathed together. Nobody rushed. Nobody coasted.

I gave Jorma a nod from across the room. He caught it, nodded back. Small moment. But real.

“They’re not legends yet,” I said as we stepped outside. “But you can see where it’s going. This is the
fucking future.”

Laura lit a cigarette, eyes on the crowd. “Let’s make sure we’re close enough when it happens.”

The band room wasn’t really a room. More like a large closet that had learned to sweat. No windows, no
fan, walls patched with old flyers The air was thick with warm gear and fresher adrenaline. You could smell
it on them, the electricity. Like they’d just climbed down from a lightning strike.

They trickled in, laughing, flushed, still humming with the set. Jackets slung over shoulders. Strings
still vibrating in the cases. The buzz of a good night lingering on their skin.

Marty spotted me first, grinned like a guy who already knew he’d just done the thing he came to do.

“Ray Fisher,” he said, stepping forward. “Didn’t think you’d crawl out for a club with a hundred seats
and one stage light.”

“I came for the chaos,” I said. “And proof. You've got something here, man. No bullshit.”

We shook, firm and brief, a workingman’s shake. That unspoken nod that passes between people
who’ve both seen the edge and decided to jump.

“You guys were cooking,” I added. “Real heat. Real hunger. That wasn’t a show, that was a fuckin
warning.”

Laura slid in beside me, glowing like reverb. She didn’t need introductions, she brought her own
gravity.

“This place has a heart,” she said, scanning the room. “It’s crooked, yeah, but it beats.”

Paul Kantner turned toward her, cocking his head like he was tuning her by ear. “You play?”

“She sings like smoke in a thunderstorm,” I said before she could answer. “Soft, then hard. Gets inside
you before you know it.”

Laura stuck out her hand, confident and casual. “Laura Reyes. I don’t promise miracles. But I do tend
to keep people up at night,” she said with a sly smile.

Jorma chuckled, changing a string like he was half-listening and half-absorbing. “That a threat or an
invitation?”

“Depends on the amp,” she said, dry as good whiskey.

The room cracked with easy laughter, the kind that lets you know everyone’s halfway family already. No
auditions necessary. Just show up with your scars in tune.

Marty gestured toward the wall, a corkboard riddled with business cards, corners curling from
humidity. “Didn’t even finish our first set before the suits started sweating. RCA sent a guy who smells like
Brylcreem and desperation.”

“They gonna bite?” I asked.

“They’re already nibbling,” he said. “One more set like that and they’ll ask us to baptize their
grandkids.”

I let my eyes wander. The place was nothing. Scratched floors. Warped ceiling. One scratchy PA. But it
had soul. And more than that, it had momentum. This wasn’t just a stop on some cheap tour. This was the
spark that would burn the maps. The future was breathing heavy in this little room.



“You know,” Jorma said, sitting back on a road case and plucking at a loose D string, “you oughta bring
that guitar of yours around, Ray. This city needs more rooms like this. Places where the good ones like you
don’t have to shout.”

“Oh, I'm coming,” I said, and I meant it. “I got teeth, and I bite!”

Everybody laughed and Marty just smiled.

Laura caught my eye and raised her eyebrows. I could tell, we were both thinking the same thing. This
wasn’t just music anymore. This was a signal. A call to arms with a backbeat.
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We stepped back into the night, and it was colder than we remembered. The fog rolled in low from the Bay,
slow and unbending, like some ancestor spirit with unfinished business. It curled around the street-lamps
and bled gold into the sidewalks. The city felt like it was holding its breath, waiting for someone to name
the thing we were all afraid to want too badly.

Laura lit a cigarette with shaking hands, not fear, not nerves. Just voltage. She carried charge like some
people carry guilt: always, everywhere, underneath the skin. The light of the match flared against her
cheekbone. Her breath came out in smoke and something like prayer.

“Fuck man,” she said, lips curling around the words like they hurt. “We can do that. We can do it
better.”

I shoved my hands deeper into my coat. The tremor had started in my spine again, that animal twitch I
used to feel just before a fight or a solo or some life-changing mistake.

“Fuckin-A we can,” I said. “I'm done pretending the grind is the dream. Open mics and half-listening
drunks and hoping somebody remembers your name three bars later. We need a fucking band.”

We both laughed then, sharp and loud, like we were trying to keep the night from swallowing us.

Our steps matched. Not perfectly, but with rhythm. Synching up like chords finally landing on their
root. Her boot hit a puddle and splashed my pant leg and neither of us cared.

“Absolutely,” Laura said, voice fierce and bright, but not brittle. “Balin will definitely let us play. He’s
already seen you burn, just hand him the damn match.”

I squinted ahead through the mist. The van waited under a tilted streetlamp like a secret, quiet, full of
gear, full of maybe. Like it had been waiting for this moment longer than we had.

“But can Jules play it the way we need?” she asked. “I mean really play it, get low, get dirty, get loud
when it counts?”

I frowned, not from doubt but from memory. Jules was slick. Smart. Talented in that jazz conservatory
way that made him brilliant on paper and unpredictable in the flesh.

“He’s got the hands, no question,” I said. “But I don’t know if he wants to live down here with us. He
plays like he’s reaching for heaven.”

Laura exhaled slow. Her cigarette glowed like defiance. “Then we got to fucking corrupt him. I've
always been good at that.” She smirks “Teach him how good it is down here in the mud.”

We reached the van. And didn’t stop.

“Keep walking,” she said.

So we did. Past it. Past comfort. Past the part where most people turn around and call it a night. The fog
thickened. The connection between us deepened. Thick like honey. Electric like static.

A block passed as we talked. Then another. Our shadows stretched and vanished beneath each amber
pool of streetlight like ghosts deciding not to haunt us just yet.

“What’s next?” she asked. Soft. Not unsure, just reverent. Like she already knew the answer but wanted
to hear me say it out loud.

I didn’t speak right away. I watched her face in the glow of the cigarette, in the hush of the street. I
thought about her voice and how it cracked in just the right places. I thought about how it felt to write a
song knowing she’d sing it better than I ever could. I thought about how the world didn’t give women like
her the benefit of doubt or the dignity of credit, and how that was about to change.

“Next?” I said. “We write songs that scare people. We find players who bleed on their frets and don’t
care who’s watching. We tear open the city and shove something true down its fucking throat. We don’t ask
permission. We don’t wait for rescue. We become the sound.”



She laughed then, not pretty, not polite, but real. Like it came from a place below the ribs. Like she’d
been holding it back for years.

“Good,” she said. “Because I'm done being sweet. I want people to listen to us and feel like they’ve been
kissed and slapped at the same time.”

I reached for her hand. Cold fingers, cracked knuckles. I held it between mine. Pressed it to my chest.
“You’re not going back,” I said.

She looked up, eyes gleaming with whatever comes after hunger. “Neither are you,” she said in earnest.
Then, more seriously: “But if we don’t, we’re going to freeze our fucking balls off out here.” We screamed
with glorious laughter, practically running back to the warmth of the van.

By the time we got back to the van, the city had gone quiet in that way only San Francisco can manage,
still buzzing, still alive, but watching from the corners. Streetlights blinked like tired saints. The fog had
thickened to the point that even our own footsteps sounded suspicious, like we were walking into a secret.

We climbed inside and closed the door behind us. The world outside vanished in one clean click.

Laura got in and pulling her jacket tighter, her breath still visible. I slid in next to her, started it up and
turned on the heat and just sat there. We were shoulder to shoulder, like we’d been built that way. No kiss.
No grab for comfort. Just stillness. Just breath. Just something solid to lean into.

“I used to think it would be easier,” she said suddenly, voice soft, eyes distant. “That once I started
playing shows, really playing, that the music would do the work for me. That being good would be enough.”

She shook her head, let out a laugh that didn’t quite land.

“It’s not enough,” she added. “You can tear your throat open for a room and still get told you've got a
nice voice but not the look. Or that they ‘already have a female act.” Or my favorite ‘you’re better on tape
than live,” like that’s not just a fancy way of saying they’re never calling back.”

I didn’t interrupt. Just let her say it. Let her lay it down like track.

“I kept thinking I just needed to be sharper,” she went on. “Stronger. More practiced. More whatever-
the-fuck. But now...” She looked at me. Really looked. “Now I know I just needed someone who heard it the
same way I did.”

I nodded. “Same.”

She let that sit for a beat. Then:

“I want to win, Ray. I'm not shy about it. I want to make records that hit people where they live. I want
radio play. I want interviews. I want to walk into a room and have every suit in it know I've already said no
to a better deal.”

I smiled. “Good. Because I want all that too. And more.”

“More?”

“I want to build something that outlives us. A sound people can’t fake. A band that changes the
temperature in the room. I want to headline. I want people to steal our licks and lie about it later. I want to
scare the comfortable and give the weird kids something to hold onto.”

She grinned, slow and crooked, like something dangerous was waking up behind her eyes.

“That’s why I'm here,” she said. “Why I'm with you. Because we want the same war. And we’re not
afraid to get loud.”

Outside, a siren wailed and cut through the fog like a warning, or maybe a drum fill. We didn’t flinch.

“I don’t need safety,” she said. “I don’t want backup plans. If this falls apart, I'll be heartbroken, sure,
but at least I won’t have been waiting for someone else to save me.”

I reached out, took her hand. Not romantic. Not even comfort, exactly. Just contact. A signal.

“No one’s saving us,” I said. “We save each other. We write. We rehearse until it hurts. We kill ourselves
to make something that no one else can fake. And we don’t let up until the last light goes out.”

Laura nodded, slow. Serious. “Then let’s not waste time.”

She leaned her head against the seat. Closed her eyes. Not sleep, just pause. Just gathering.

Her hair was wild with fog and sweat. Her lips were cracked from cold and truth-telling. And those
eyes, still electric. Still daring me to blink first.

“You know,” she said, voice low, eyes heavy, “I've never wanted something this bad that didn’t try to kill
me.”

“You saying I'm safe?” T asked.



She leaned in, slow. Her fingers grazed my jaw. “I'm saying if this wrecks us, I'm still staying. Long as
we get to burn on the way down.”

That was it. That was the prayer. That was the vow.

I crossed the space between us in half a breath. Our mouths met like we’d been circling the answer for
years. It wasn’t soft. It wasn’t sweet. It was needed. Like pulling a song out of silence.

We crawled in back and she climbed into my lap without a word, her thighs tight around me, our coats
half-off, half-on, fingers struggling against denim and urgency. The blanket fell to the floor. The van
moaned beneath us. Somewhere, a pick rolled off an amp and landed with a soft ping, like it was giving us
its blessing.

It wasn’t about escape.

It was about claiming.

Her hands were in my hair. My mouth was at her neck. Every inch of her felt like music, like humming
wires and wet strings, like heat trembling through a bridge that might not hold. We moved like we’d
already written this moment, like it had a key signature and a chorus and we were just playing it right this
time.

We found rhythm. We found fever. We found that secret silence you only hit when two people stop
pretending to be separate.

Outside, the city forgot us. Inside, we made something sacred and sweating and unpretty and perfect.

After, we curled around each other, tangled in coats and exhaustion, our bodies humming with the
aftershock.

She traced circles on my chest, fingers soft like reverb.

“We’re gonna make it, right?” she said.

I nodded. “Yeah. We'll fight for the gigs. Sleep on floors. Lie through our teeth if we have to. But we’ll
make it.”

“And if we don’t?” she asked.

I smiled into her hair. “Then we write a song about how close we came. And we make that famous.”

She laughed, low and real. The kind of laugh that forgives failure before it even happens.

Outside, the fog thickened like a blessing.



Chapter 13: Bitter Honey

“It’s about fucking time! I've been thinking the same thing myself. All we need is a drummer.” Jules had
just sat down his amp when I asked him. Laura and I looked at each other, then broke out laughing.

“You gotta check out this band at the new Matrix club,” I said, already pacing, already wired again.
“Jefferson Airplane. First gig, place was packed. Record companies throwing cards like confetti. RCA,
Columbia, all ofem. Balin’s wall looks like a damn Rolodex.”

Jules raised an eyebrow, unzipped the battered soft case around his bass. It caught the light like
something sacred and road-worn.

“Yeah? Are they any good?”

“They’re better than they should be,” I said. “But they’re not there yet. They’'ve got the bones. Balin’s got
a voice like someone trying to remember what hope sounds like.”

“And Jorma,” Laura added, dropping into the old armchair we’d rescued from someone’s curb. “Jesus,
that boy plays like his fingers are arguing with his soul. But they need grit. We've got grit.”

“We've got fire,” I said. “They’ve got a sound. We’ve got a purpose.”

“Let’s go see them again,” Laura said, already pulling out a notebook. “I want to hear what changed
since opening night. If theyre gonna shape the city, I wanna know what shape we'’re gonna break.”

Jules sat cross-legged on the rug, bass across his thighs. The strings humming faintly with every
motion, like they were eavesdropping.

He nodded, calm like always. He was the glacier to our brushfire.

“Alright. T'll start looking for a drummer. Someone who can keep up, and shut up.”

Laura barked a laugh.

“No flakes, no flailers. No guys who think paradiddles are a personality.”

“I want someone who plays behind the beat,” I muttered. “Someone with tension in their timing.
Someone who knows that silence can hurt more than noise.”

Jules leaned back, plucked an open E that buzzed the floor.

“What’s the set list?” he asked. No hesitation. He was already in.

Laura sat forward. Eyes alive. “Start with something stripped. ‘Working Song,” maybe. I've got that new
one, ‘Mirror Glass Blues’, that could open into a jam.”

“Cold Sky’ has legs,” I added. “The bridge still needs work, but we can rip the solo wide open.”

“Also, the one with the pre-chorus that drops out like a trapdoor. You said it made you want to cry and
punch someone.”

“It does!”

The room went quiet for a beat. The kind of quiet that’s not empty, just waiting.

The bass amp hummed. The air tightened. The future was still blurry, but we’d taken the first step past
theory. Now it was noise and action and broken strings.

“Okay, so we find a drummer,” Jules said without looking up.

“Alright,” I said. “We find a drummer. We steal a gig. And then we burn the fucking map. I love jazz,
but I'm tired of being poor.”

Laura tapped her pen against her boot.

“Good,” she said. “I'm tired of talking. Let’s play.”

We found him behind a stack of dishes, arms deep in suds, like some kind of cosmic joke. A guy that
good, stuck scrubbing silverware in a diner off Columbus.

Name was Frankie Bell. Used to play with a quartet that opened for Monk in’62. Got married. Got
burned. Got broke. The usual path from promise to paycheck. But the way he moved behind a kit, you
could tell he’d never stopped hearing the downbeat.

He was too good to be working that job. Too fluid, too instinctive. Played like the rhythm was
something he breathed, not counted.

Jules caught him sitting in at a tiny wine bar that had live jazz on Tuesdays. Said he walked in halfway
through a set and almost dropped his drink. Called me the next morning.

“Ray, he’s it.  mean it.”



We met Frankie that night, slipped into a booth with a view of the kit and waited until the set ended.
Then we cornered him at the bar while he was toweling off his hands with the grace of a man who still
respected the instrument.

Jules leaned in, serious. “You're working too hard for the wrong people, man. What we’re doing, it’s not
just music. It’s a way out.”

Frankie sipped his beer, looked at us over the rim like he was reading charts we couldn’t see.

He snorted. “Folk-rock? You want me to crank a boom-chicka backbeat like I'm house-band at a
hayride?”

Laura ghosted in, kicked a chair around, and rode it backwards. “Not even close,” she said. “We want
your pulse. You don’t count bars, you bend gravity. That’s the kind of engine we need.”

Frankie stared at her for a long beat, then nodded once. Just once.

Three days later, he came to rehearsal with a kit that looked like it had been rescued from a basement
flood. First run-through, he played under us, around us, like a cat walking between drunk legs.

Mid-song, Jules just laughed. Couldn’t help it. They had immediately vibed into each other. The rhythm
section was set.

I stood there, Stratocaster humming in my hands, and realized something had clicked. We weren’t
improvising anymore. We were building.

Frankie finished the take, spun his stick in one hand and said, “Alright, so when are the gigs?”

We all worked nights, which meant the days were ours.

That’s when we practiced, midday, when the neighborhood was quiet, everyone else out earning their
keep behind desks and counters and fryers. We made noise while the city slept through its day shift. The
walls of my tiny apartment vibrated with sound, sweat, and possibility. It only took us a week.

Frankie didn’t need rehearsal. The guy was built from rhythm, walked like a metronome, dreamed in
swing patterns. He played like he was remembering something the rest of us hadn’t learned yet. We’d
throw a new tune at him and by the second run-through he was under it, around it, pulling fills out of the
floorboards like buried treasure.

The rest of us weren’t green either. Jules and I had played together enough to know when to give each
other space and when to lean in. Laura came in hot, new lyrics on notebook scraps, half-finished melodies
that grew teeth the minute we ran them loud. She’d shake her head and curse at herself between takes, then
nail the next one so hard it left bruises in the air.

We focused on the fast stuff. Kept it electric. Songs that moved. We stretched the jams until they
unraveled and then rewove them, found new rhythms inside the wreckage. Some days the chords bent too
far, the harmonies cracked. Some days Laura cried mid-verse and just kept singing. Every time that
happened, we knew we were onto something.

We weren’t perfect, but we were tight enough to matter.
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I called Balin that Sunday night, half-hoping he’d say no so we’d have more time.

He didn’t.

“Thursday,” he said. “First slot.”

Just like that. We were in.

A school night gig. No marquee. No buzz. Just the opening slot at a club that still smelled like oven
grease.

But it was a start.

Laura pulled a cigarette from her boot, flicked it to life and grinned like she already saw the encore.

“We’re gonna blow the goddamn doors off.”

I nodded.

We weren’t ready. Not really.

But we were ready enough.

We loaded in like ghosts. Didn’t say much. Frankie tapped a stick on his thigh the whole time, keeping
time with something only he could hear. Jules looked calm, but his tuning was too precise, like he was
trying to line every fret up with God. Laura ordered a drink. And me? My stomach felt like it had swallowed
a harmonica.



It was Thursday night, supposed to be a throwaway crowd, but the place was packed. Standing room
only, shoulder-to-shoulder, buzz in the air that wasn’t just amp hum. Word had gotten out. I saw Balin at
the bar, half-turned, pretending not to be watching us too close. That told me enough.

The soundcheck was brief.

We waited. I ordered a beer, my first, and Laura ordered whiskey.

I said to her, “Last one.”

Pursed her lips. “Okay, dad.”

First note, Laura counted us in with a stomp. No intro, no announcement, just music, sudden and thick.
The opener was tight, punchy, a burner we’d been calling Downriver Woman. Mid-tempo swagger, filthy
riff. By the second verse I felt the whole room lean forward like they’d just remembered what they came for.

Frankie played like thunder stitched to silk. Jules held the low end like it was a lifeline. Laura, Jesus.
She didn’t just sing, she confessed. Poured it out of her like she was trying to get clean. There was a point,
halfway through Smoke Mirror Blues, where she hit a note so long and raw I saw someone in the front row
wipe their eyes and pretend it was sweat.

And]I,

I just kept playing. Deep in the pocket, inside the song, inside the storm of it. That Strat felt like an
extension of my ribs. I wasn’t performing. I was bleeding.

We played six songs. No covers. No apologies.

The last chord rang out, and then it came like rain, cheers, whistles, a few foot stomps. I caught Balin’s
expression out of the corner of my eye. Not smiling. Not frowning either. Just thinking. That look
musicians give each other when they’re not sure if they’ve just witnessed a threat or a miracle.

Backstage, we didn’t say much. We knew. We knew.

Balin found us a few minutes later, still winding down, uncoiling. He leaned against the frame of the
doorway like he’d been standing there too long.

“You guys were... really good,” he said. Then shrugged, like he didn’t want to let it sit too long. “Tight.
Raw. You need some polish, but hell, you got teeth. That second song, Mirror Blues, whatever that was, that
one cut.”

Laura raised an eyebrow. “Just good?”

Balin chuckled, finally. “C’'mon. You don’t want me to gush. That’d ruin your edge.”

I nodded, met his eyes. “So what’s next?”

He rubbed his jaw, thinking.

“You're back next Thursday. Top of the bill. And I want you opening Friday too, place’ll be full. Might as
well find out if you can hold the room two nights in a row.”

Laura flicked her cigarette ash into an empty beer bottle. “We’ll burn it the fuck down.”

Balin gave her a look. Not quite a smile. But almost.

“You’d better.”

And just like that, he was gone. Back into the noise.

We stood there for a moment, letting the sweat cool on our skin, the hum still crawling on our nerves.

I looked at Frankie. He nodded once. Looked at Jules. He was already thinking about the next setlist.

Laura leaned against me, not romantic, just steady. “Now we’re dangerous,” she whispered. “Now can I
have another drink?” We laughed.

I looked back out at the stage.

We weren’t just dangerous.

Now, we were real.

We killed on Thursday. And again on Friday. Full room, twice. They screamed like they'd known the
songs their whole lives.

We didn’t just land the set, we owned it. Everything we’d been grinding toward broke loose under the
stage lights. Tight, raw, just dirty enough to taste.

We weren’t rehearsing anymore, we were evolving. Tightening like a noose, stretching toward
something wilder than discipline. The songs had stopped sounding like songs and started sounding like
messages, carved in rhythm, whispered through distortion, sung like warnings or confessions.

And Laura.



God, Laura.

Laura didn’t sing, she testified. She came wild, lit from the inside, drenched in sweat and smoke,
howled into the dark like someone had lied to her soul. She wasn’t delivering lines, she was calling
something down, tearing pages out of some sacred book only she could read.

And me? I wasn’t in front of the band. I was inside it. Inside the hum, the pulse, the heat. My voice was
stronger than I'd ever heard it, sharper, darker, riding close harmony with hers like we’d been born in the
same fever dream. Sharp. Luminous. Electric. Like singing into a storm.

And when the tempo melted and our voices slipped into a ballad, it stopped being a song and became a
confession. Every phrase was a slow undressing: my breath shaping her name on the downbeat, her vibrato
answering on the inhale, friction and harmony all at once. The crowd wasn’t an audience anymore; they
were voyeurs, holding their own pulse while we made something tender and wrecked right there on the
stage. You could taste the heat: two lovers telling the truth in stereo, daring the room to look away.

By the time our last harmony bled into heartbreak, the front-row girls weren’t just swooning, they were
creaming their panties, eyes glazed, mouths parted, riding the same slow quake Laura and I were stoking
onstage.

About who was watching. We weren’t performing anymore, we were transmitting. The songs weren’t
just hooks and bridges, they were maps. Codes. Warnings.

Jules played like he was deconstructing God in real time. Peeling back chord structure to see what bled,
dialed up the growl and bending the strings until they moaned. He laid down a foundation so solid you
could build a cathedral on it, or burn it down.

Frankie got filthier. Beating the drums like he was settling a score. Yet, played with that controlled
looseness that only comes from serious discipline, every fill a statement, every silence intentional.

So yeah, we killed Thursday. And Friday. And by the end of that second night, the circus had arrived.
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In the band room we were ecstatic. Free drinks, joints being passed, drugs being offered. I was riding herd
on Laura as the wolves attacked and she seemed to appreciate it. Leaning on me to clarify the situation.

Laura and I were the eye of the storm. Smiling, glowing, magnetic in that slightly off-frequency way,
like we were both being tuned by an invisible hand. People leaned in too close. Touched too long. Told
stories that didn’t begin or end. And we laughed. We laughed because it felt like winning, because, what-
the-fuck, we just felt like laughing. We were high on the feeding frenzy.

I kept close to her, one arm always around a shoulder or hip. Not possessive, but protective. The wolves
weren’t even pretending. Some were subtle, most weren’t. Hands on backs, lips too near her ear,
compliments laced with small suggestions. Laura leaned into me like punctuation. She wasn’t prepared for
this. Neither was I. But I was the human firewall, the mute bouncer she trusted to not let the wrong hands
get too comfortable.

Then the suits came in.

They moved in pairs. Sometimes threes. Always clean shoes. Wide smiles too sharp to be soft. Hair just
short enough to say I'm safe, just long enough to say, but I get it. Suede jackets. And they all had business
cards. Real ones. Thick stock. Heavy like bribes.

They didn’t say hello. They opened with flattery.

“You're awesome.”

“You're the next wave.”

“You guys are what’s happening.”

“I haven’t seen a room move like that in years.”

Laura soaked it in. So did I.

It was impossible not to.

They made you feel chosen.

Buzzwords, each one calibrated to trigger something in us. Ego. Hunger. Hope.

It was always questions.

“How long have you guys been playing together?”

“Where’d you meet?”

“What’s the story?”



And the question that always landed different:

“Are you two a couple?”

Said casually, like they were asking about gear or weather. But their eyes were already on Laura. That’s
when I felt it in my spine.

They didn’t want us.

They wanted her.

At first I told myself it was just the obvious, she was magnetic. Raw-boned beautiful, leather boots and
a fuck-you stare, voice like smoke caught in silk. Of course they wanted her. Any man with a functioning
libido would. I figured that was the game I was playing. I had been playing it from the day we met. I didn’t
understand yet and they probably knew it.

Yeah, they were interested in the band, would be watching to see what happened. The game was on. But
they were already calculating. Scanning Laura like she was a contract they hadn’t signed yet. Like they’'d
already seen a version of her in a marketing meeting.

Laura Reyes: the Next Voice. The New Now.

Spin it. Package it. Remove the blood, and sell it a K-Mart.

That was the beginning of Bitter Honey.

I didn’t know it then. But something had cracked.

Jules and Frankie loaded the gear while we stood in the center of it all, posing in a bubble of noise and
smoke and attention. I don’t think we touched the ground for hours. We left the band room just in time, for
Jefferson Airplane to get the same treatment. After all, we were just the warmup act.
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Frankie drove. He was a recovering alcoholic. Stone sober and straight-faced Hands loose on the wheel like
he was steering through a dream he wasn’t buying into. Jules rode shotgun. Laura and I were sprawled
across the back, dizzy with victory and whiskey.

That’s when Frankie clued us in.

“Look, I'm not trying to kill your high,” he said, not turning around, not even raising his voice, just
letting the words float back to us like smoke off the engine. “You earned it. We lit the place up, no question.
But I've been here before.”

The road hummed beneath the tires like a low-frequency warning. I watched Laura lean against the
window, glass cool on her cheek, eyes half-lidded but still listening.

“TI've dealt with those record guys,” Frankie went on. “Not the myth, the machine. The guys with clothes
that cost more than your amp, pretending to be your friend.”

He shifted slightly, his fingers drumming the steering wheel in a quiet, syncopated rhythm.

“They never tell you the truth. They tell you what you want to hear, just long enough to see how bad you
need to believe it. Compliments are just measurements. They're taking stock of your ego, figuring out the
best way to wrap a leash around it.”

“Yeah, we were good, maybe great,” he said, with a nod. “But this? This is the test. They’re not
celebrating. They’re calculating. Watching us, weighing us.”

The van was quiet except for the engine and the faint sound of our breathing. Even the city outside
seemed to pause, holding its breath just long enough to let the words sink in.

“They’re circling, man. Like coyotes in silk ties. They don’t want a band. They want a commodity.
Something they can sell, break, replace. And if the money shows up, so will the lies. It’s not even subtle. It’s
in the paperwork. In the studio notes. In the way they start calling when they want something.”

Frankie finally glanced in the rearview. Just a flicker of his eyes.

“Just don’t be surprised when it stops being friendly. When the guy who called you a genius last week
won’t even take your call. When the people who told you they believed in your music start telling you what
to change, what to wear, who to be.”

He let out a breath through his nose. Not angry. Not even bitter. Just tired. Like someone who had
already lived through the fire and come out the other side wearing the smoke.

“I'm not saying don’t go for it. Just don’t go in blind.”

Laura went quiet.

So did I.



The road rolled out in front of us, wet and humming under the tires. Somewhere behind us, the night
was still clapping. But I already felt the hangover building, not just the one in my head. The one in the air.
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That was the real beginning of the band, Bitter Honey.

Not the album.

Not the tour.

The turn.

The moment when we stopped being a band and started being a product.

And we still thought we were in control.

The next morning we were still a few feet off the ground.

Not thirty thousand like the night before, but airborne enough to feel it. That slow, drifting kind of high
that stays with you, even after the amps cool down and the room clears. We were flying, but yeah, with a
hangover dragging on the tail end like a piece of loose wiring.

Fog slouched off the hills, slow and sullen, lacquering the streets in pewter light: one of those mornings
when the city looks half-developed, a photograph abandoned in the darkroom tray. Our boots whispered
over wet concrete, scraping sparks of grit and old jazz.

We hit one of the old diners, the kind with cracked linoleum and coffee strong enough to make your
gums hum. Eggs, toast, hashbrowns, the works. Laura looked like she was about to start a revolution. I
looked worse.

By the second refill, we were already planning our next move. First thing, get Frankie a real drum kit.
The one he was using looked like it had been pulled from a house fire. It worked because he made it work.
But he deserved better.

After breakfast we drifted toward Washington Square Park and sat on a bench with the pigeons and the
jazz ghosts. The light filtered through the trees like it was trying to remember how to shine. We didn’t talk
much at first. Just sat there, letting the night leak out of our skin.

Then we brought up what Frankie had said in the van.

About the record men. The flattery. The machine waiting just outside the lights.

Laura lit a cigarette, took a drag, passed it to me.

“We need to be careful,” she said.

I nodded. “Frankie’s right. We're not being discovered, we're being appraised.”

“We were acting like fools last night. I was acting like a fool. I was so fucking high. I have never felt like
that from a performance. It was magic.” Confessed Laura.

“It was amazing, but it was ours. We did it.” I chuckled, “But I had no idea how to handle those
company guys. I feel like an idiot now. Total babe in the woods.”

There was a long silence between us. The kind that says everything you don’t want to say out loud. Then
I stood up, suddenly sure of something.

“Let’s go talk to Ferlinghetti.”

We walked the few blocks to City Lights slow and quiet, letting the morning hold us. We needed to
walk, to come down a little more. To remember we were still made of skin and not feedback.

It was still early. The streets were drowsy. The windows fogged with breath and yesterday’s rain. The
bookstore sat there like it always did, like a ship docked at the edge of history, still waiting for the next
revolution.

We stepped through the door and felt something settle. Like static bleeding out of the body.

Inside, the place was empty, silent, pages breathing in the dust. Books were stacked, shelves blooming
out in every direction. Light angled through the front windows, catching the floating motes like time itself
was trying to read over your shoulder.

Ferlinghetti was there. Bearded, bright-eyed. Half librarian, half lighthouse. A man built out of
typewriter ribbon and sea spray. He looked up from a small stack of chapbooks, squinted at us, and smiled
like he’d seen us in a dream the night before.

“Ray,” he said. “Laura. Trouble, brilliance, or both?”

“Both,” Laura grinned.



He already knew her. Of course he did. Ferlinghetti knew everyone in this city who had a pulse and a
pen, and most of the ghosts, too.

We asked if he had a minute.

“For you two?” he said. “Maybe even ten.”

Someone else took over, and he led us upstairs to the little office above the store, the one that looked
less like a workspace and more like a shrine to clutter. The walls were built of paper. Books, manuscripts,
paintings stacked like sediment. A rotary phone buried under envelopes. Old jazz records. A half-drunk
bottle of red wine and a ceramic ashtray the size of a skillet.

We told him everything, The Matrix, the crowds, the record men with perfect smiles and paper-thin
promises, Frankie’s late-night warning in the van.

He listened the way poets do, quiet, eyes half-lidded, fingers folded, nodding now and then like the beat
was just barely holding. When we finished, he smiled. But not with his eyes.

“Well,” he said. “Congratulations.”

“You've arrived.”

Then he sighed and laughed.

“Which is terrible news.”

He stood, began pacing, hard to do in an office this small, moving like a man trying to out-walk
something invisible.

“You're now an asset,” he said. “A commodity. A sound they can shape and sell, over and over, until
even you forget what it used to mean. You’ve entered the long, noble tradition of artists being chewed up
and spat out by business. They’ll fund you. Praise you. And when the cash dries up, you’ll be a footnote.
Maybe even an asterisk. The spelling won’t matter by then.”

He stopped and turned toward us, serious now.

“The first thing you need, before another note, before another gig, is an attorney. A real one. Not your
cousin. Not a guy who plays poker with your dad. Someone who knows how the machine works and isn’t
afraid to shove a wrench in the gears.”

He reached for the rotary phone, pulled it from under a stack of envelopes, dialed slowly.

“Ben,” he said into the receiver, voice suddenly soft and warm. “How you doing? Yeah, Abe’s good. Still
pretending he’s young. Listen, I've got a favor to ask. I've got two kids here, just broke through at the
Matrix. Band called Bitter Honey. The whole place was buzzing. And the record companies...”

He paused, listening. Smiled. “He said that? Huh. That’s interesting to hear.”

Laura and I sat frozen, trying not to interrupt the spell. Ferlinghetti caught our eyes, gave us a subtle
nod.

“Yeah,” he said. “They’re gonna need someone sharp in their corner. No, no deals yet. Good heads, good
hearts. If you've got a moment to give them a little guidance, I'd owe you.”

Another pause.

“Tomorrow at ten? Perfect.” He looked at us. We both nodded like bobbleheads on a dashboard.

“Great. I'll send them your way. And Ben, thanks again. You're a saint in a city of wolves.”

He hung up, leaned back in his chair, and looked at us like a man watching two kids step onto a wire
between skyscrapers. He was sipping at the air like it had something to say.

“Gleason,” he said suddenly. “Ralph told me a couple days ago Gleason was covering Jefferson
Airplane. Said he was headed to the Matrix again last night.”

Laura and I both sat up a little straighter.

“He was probably there,” Ferlinghetti continued, “when you played.”

Just like that, the whole room seemed to tilt slightly.

Ralph J. Gleason. The man. The byline. The pulse-checker of this city’s sound.

He wasn’t just some ink-stained columnist. He was the guy who made people listen. Wrote about jazz
like it was scripture. Defended Dylan when everyone else was calling him a traitor. And now? He was
showing up in clubs, ears wide open for whatever was coming next. And maybe, just maybe, we had been
the thing he’d come to hear.

Ferlinghetti watched the realization land on us and nodded.



“If he mentions you in an article,” he said, “it’s not just a good review. It’s permission. It’'s momentum.
It’s being taken seriously. That kind of ink...” he snapped his fingers, “It changes everything.”

Laura’s eyes were glowing. I could see it, how fast she was calculating the distance from that stage to
something bigger. I felt it too.

We didn’t say anything for a second. Just let it sink in.

Ralph J. Gleason might’ve seen us. Might be writing about us right now.

We walked out of that little paper-buried office with our heads ringing, not from the hangover anymore,
but from the possibilities.

Outside, North Beach was starting to wake up. And for the first time, it felt like the city might actually
be listening.

The espresso at Trieste came out hot, black, and unrepentant. It tasted like it knew more than you did
and wasn’t impressed. Ginsberg was already there, parked at his usual table near the back. his coat was off,
his notebook open, and a half-eaten biscotti perched like a failed metaphor on the edge of the saucer. Some
scraps of verse on napkins, a cigarette smoldering sideways in a chipped saucer. He looked like a man
halfway between a poem and a seizure.

When he saw me, he grinned.

“You're late. But I forgive you, because you’ve already entered mythology.”

I slid into the seat across from him, nodded for coffee, and tried not to fall over. The buzz from the gigs
was still clinging to me like smoke. Laura and I were already half-famous in a room that only held fifty
people.

“I hear whispers, Ray,” he said. “The Matrix is murmuring.”

I gave him the short version. The Matrix shows, the standing ovations, the unexpected buzz. Laura’s
fire onstage, the flocks of agents with pressed collars and over-polished shoes. I told him Ferlinghetti had
sat us down for advice, and that he had set up an appointment with an entertainment lawyer tomorrow.

He leaned back, folded his arms, smiled like a man who just got confirmation from the Oracle.

“I knew it,” he said. “I told Kerouac years ago. I said, “The next gods are gonna plug in. You just wait.

“We're still small time,” I said. “But we can feel it. Something’s moving.”

“Electric tectonics,” he murmured.

I nodded. “We’re looking for someone to help us push forward. A manager. Somebody who can handle
the attention without selling our guts to the highest bidder.”

Ginsberg nodded, took a sip of espresso, then lit up like he’d been holding the name in his mouth the
whole time.

“Tex Hollis.”

I raised a brow. “Is that a person or a brand of barbecue sauce?”

“No, no,” he said, waving a hand. “Tex is real. He’s from Texas, obviously, drifted west during the Beat
exodus. Showed up here in’62 with a duffel bag full of handbills and no plan. Booked warehouse jazz shows
here in North Beach. Ran flyers for Ken Kesey. Now he’s doing electric.”

“And?”

“He’s building out the Coyote Ballroom now, up on Ellis, near the old slaughterhouse. He’s got this
thing called Family Circle Promotions, nobody knows if it’s a collective, a cult or a really well-disguised tax
dodge, I've never figured it out.”

“He doesn’t come to you unless there’s heat. Not buzz. Heat. Real voltage.”

I smiled. “And this is the sane choice?”

Ginsberg leaned in, serious now.

“Tex doesn’t chase scenes. He starts them. He’s the reason the Charlatans are still playing together.
He’s the one who told Graham to use cartoons before bands. He doesn’t brag. He doesn’t schmooze. But if
he hears something he likes, he shows up. And if he shows up, the room changes shape.”

“And he manages acts?”

“He manages moments,” Ginsberg said. “If he believes in what you’re doing, he gets you in the rooms
that matter. But he doesn’t do bullshit. He doesn’t smile to be polite. And he doesn’t need you. That’s why
you can trust him.”

I let that sit. Let the idea of him sit.
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“What’s his angle?”

“No angle,” Ginsberg said. “He wants the revolution to have good music. That’s it. He believes in sound
as survival. And if he thinks you’ve got something real, he’ll help you get it out before the record men bury
it.”

He pulled a matchbook from his coat pocket, City Lights, naturally, and wrote a number on the inside.
“He doesn’t answer right away. That’s normal. He might already be watching you. He might already have
heard about you already. He’ll be waiting.”

“T'll reach out,” Ginsberg said.

I finished the last sip of espresso. It hit like memory and fire.

“Ray,” Ginsberg said, suddenly serious. “Tex doesn’t waste time. If he shows up, it means you're already
being tested.”

I'looked at the matchbook.

“He sounds crazy,” I said.

Ginsberg just smiled.

“He is. But he’s the kind of crazy that keeps art alive.”

Outside, the city was blinking in the early fog. Pigeons were yelling about territory. Someone was
tuning a guitar half a block away and hitting every wrong note like it owed them money.
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Ben Shapiro’s office was a single room in a nondescript office building in the marina district.

He didn’t stand up when we came in. He just looked up over his glasses, clocked us like a pair of kids
sneaking into a nightclub, then nodded.

He shuffled some papers, then pointed at the two chairs across from him.

“Ray Fisher. Laura Reyes,” he said. “Have a seat.” So, you're friends with Larry.

“He and Ginsberg come to our performances sometimes. I know Ginsberg well,” I said.

“I don’t usually take clients who haven’t released a record or paid a retainer. But Larry said you were
the real thing. So here we are.”

Laura smiled. I gave a small nod.

The man looked like someone. Shirt sleeves rolled. Tie loose. Eyes sharp enough to read your
insecurities in a twelve-point font.

“Let me guess,” he said. “You played a couple of gigs. The crowd went nuts. Some guy in a suit said you
were ‘the next wave.” Now he wants to talk over drinks.”

“That’s... close,” I said.

“Congratulations,” he said flatly. “You're being hunted.”

“So listen carefully. I'm only going to say this once.”

We sat.

“You're artists. That means, to music business, you're meat.”

“They’ll tell you're brilliant. That you’re different. That they’ve been waiting for a voice like yours since
Little Richard got arrested. What they mean is, ‘You're cheap, and we think we can mold you before you
wise up.”

He turned to Laura.

“You write?”

“I sing and write a little. Ray writes most of the songs.”

“And you perform together?”

“Yes.”

He nodded slowly. “Good. That helps. That makes you a team. Don’t forget that when the money
comes.”

“Now. Here’s what you don’t do. You don’t sign anything without me. You don’t give up publishing. You
write down who owns what. Who owns the band name. Who owns each song. What happens if one of you
quits, or dies, or gets famous solo. If you don’t write it down now, I promise you’ll be screaming about it in
court later.”

He leaned back, cracked his knuckles, then gave us something close to a smile. Not warm. But real.



“I've watched brilliant kids lose everything because they thought the fire in their gut was enough to
keep the wolves away. It isn’t. This business runs on confusion and silence. My job is to make sure you've
got neither.”

I glanced at Laura. She looked lit.

“We don’t have any money yet,” she said.

“I know,” he replied, matter-of-fact. “Larry told me. He said you were worth the time.”

He jotted something on a yellow pad.

“I'm not a saint. I'll charge when there’s something to charge. But until then, here’s my number. You get
offered anything, tell them to you call me.”

He paused, looked up again, softer this time.

“There’s only one way to survive this business. You don’t hope for fairness. You build leverage. And you
protect it like it’s your last cigarette on draft night.”

I reached for the slip of paper. Shapiro handed it to her, not me. She noticed. So did I.

We stood. He didn’t. Just nodded again, already reaching for the next file.

“Good luck, kids. And remember, if they offer you the moon, ask who owns the telescope.”

Outside, the light had shifted.

Fog rolling down Grant Avenue.

Laura lit a cigarette, passed it to me.

“I believe him. I think he’s the only one in the room who doesn’t want anything from us,” she said.

“Yeah,” I said. “Don’t worry, he’ll want something, but not yet. Still, good advice. We need to document
our songs and make an agreement.”

She smiled. “You're kinda sexy when you get all businessy and shit.”

Later that night, she showed me the note Shapiro gave her.

It was folded once, then again, like it had been tucked somewhere close to her body. It smelled faintly
like her coat and a hint of ash from the cigarette she’d lit on the walk back. Shapiro’s handwriting was
sharp, angular, legal chicken-scratch with just enough clarity to let you know he didn’t care if you could
read it. The content wasn’t a surprise.

“Register your band name. Document your songs. Get copyrights on file. Call me before Friday.,
Shapiro”

I stared at it for a second, then handed it back. We didn’t say anything for a beat.

“We already knew,” I said.

Laura didn’t argue. She tucked the note into her notebook, the one she scribbled half-lyrics in and
sometimes doodled knives in the margins.

“Shapiro’s been around long enough to spot the center of gravity in a room. He looked at us and saw it
immediately.”

She arched an eyebrow. “Saw what?”

“That it’s you. You're the wild card, Laura. The voice, the look, the chaos. You’re what they’ll chase. I'm
not dumb, I've seen the way the label guys lean in when you speak. Every one of them is going to try and
peel you off this band like a sticker on a suitcase.”

She lit a cigarette, held it between two fingers like punctuation. Her eyes didn’t flinch.

“I know,” she said, softly.

I let out a slow breath, tried to sound more tired than bitter.

“I won’t lie. It makes me nervous. And yeah... a little jealous.” I confessed.

That hung there for a second, heavier than I meant it.

“But I get it. That’s the way it is. You're the spark. Me? I'm just flint.”

Laura stepped in close, real close, so close I could see the tiny mascara smear under her right eye and
smell the clove and smoke on her breath.

“No, Ray,” she said. “You’re the fire builder. I just make it look dangerous.”

She kissed my cheek, then stepped back, exhaling toward the window.

“I'm not stupid,” she said. “I know I've got power. But I also know who fed me. Who built the songs I
ride on. Who held my hair when I puked after that whiskey gig in the Haight.”

She gave me that sideways look. The one that said: don’t be noble, just be honest.



“I'm not going anywhere.”

I wanted to believe her. And I did. Mostly.

But still, there was something about that note, and the way Shapiro had handed it to her like a priest
passing off a relic. Not to both of us. Just her.

And I knew the storm hadn’t even started yet.
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It turned out someone else was at the club last night, Bill Graham. I had never heard of him, but the next
morning I got a call.

“Hi, I'm Bill Graham. I am a manager for the San Francisco Mime Troupe. I saw you at the Matrix
Friday. You were awesome. I'm doing a concert at the Fillmore Auditorium. Jefferson Airplane is the
headliner already, but I would like to have guys play before.”

“Oh, wow, yeah, that sounds cool.” I stumbled.

He explained more, but the answer was obviously yes.

“Do you have a manager?”

“Not yet, but we'’re looking.”

“No problem. We set up a meeting at his office.”

The sign above the door still said “KEY COPIES 3¢”, though no one could remember the last time it had
opened a lock. The windows were now a riot of hand-painted slogans, FREE THE MIME TROUPE in
frantic black strokes, a sun-faded stencil of Bertolt Brecht giving City Hall the finger.

Inside, it was equal parts rehearsal space, commune, and low-grade hallucination.

There was a shirtless man pretending to drown in invisible water, Two women sat cross-legged on the
floor, sewing a massive papier-maché rat head and arguing about Trotsky, someone trying futily to tune a
twelve-string guitar, and a kid in a beret stood on a milk crate, yelling about Nixon into a broken
megaphone that mostly broadcasted spit.

The place reeked of paint thinner, incense, and radical intent.

Laura leaned close and muttered, “I think the revolution started without us.”

I nodded. “And it’s rehearsing Act Three.”

In the back, through a drooping curtain made from old banners, we found Bill Graham perched on a
folding chair like a general surveying a mutiny. Clipboard in one hand, pencil behind his ear, shouting at a
lighting tech, Sunflower. He was red in the face, clutching a clipboard that looked like it had been thrown
more than once.

“No, no, no, blue gel, not turquoise! What are we, Disneyland? Christ! Somebody find me a real ladder,
not one made of ideals!”

He turned mid-rant, spotted us, and jumped down like a man dropping into combat.

“Ray Fisher. Laura Reyes. Bitter Honey.”

Not a greeting, an invocation. Like he’d summoned us by sheer will and proximity.

“You know who told me about you?” he said, already leading us past a juggler on stilts and a guy gluing
feathers to a manifesto. “Ralph Gleason. He said you had teeth. Said you were hungry.”

“We don’t eat much,” I said.

Laura smirked. “But we do bite.”

That got a laugh out of him. Just one bark.

We ended up in a corner room that might once have housed mops, now converted into something like
an office. Card table. Wine bottle candleholder. A lamp with no bulb. Bill sat down, motioned for us to do
the same.

“I saw you at the Matrix. You were real. You didn’t sound like homework. RCA’s sniffing, Columbia too.
That’s good. Means I don’t have to sell anybody, just aim the spotlight and keep them from falling asleep.”

He leaned in then. His voice dropped a note, serious now.

“Look. I like you two. You're raw. You're dangerous in the right register. I've seen fifty bands this month
that sound like a committee wrote them. You don’t. You sound like trouble in silk. Bitter Honey, that’s a
perfect name.”

We let that sit a minute. A mime leaned into the doorway and mimed a nuclear explosion, complete
with mushroom cloud and melting face. Bill ignored him.



“I'm booking this benefit show at the Fillmore,” he continued. “It’s our first crack at that room. Big.
Loud. Real stage. I'm thinking Jefferson Airplane headlines. I want you opening.” Laura raised her
eyebrows. Cigarette frozen mid-air.

“Forty-five minutes. No cover songs. No apologies. Bring your A-game. It’s a big place.”

“Why us?” I asked. I wasn’t fishing. I was suspicious. Which is my hobby.

“Because I believe you when you say it. And because I'm allergic to lies in four-four time.”

Laura tapped ash into a paper cup. “You know Tex Hollis?”

Bill nodded slowly, but you could see the wheels turning.

“Yeah. Tex is chaos wrapped in denim, but in the right kind of way. Thinks the ballroom is sacred space.
Started calling it “The Church of Feedback.” But he listens and if he’s interested, he’s not wrong.”

“We’re thinking about bringing him in,” I said. “As manager.”

“Could work. Or he could disappear for two weeks in Big Sur with a mime and a shoebox full of peyote.
But that’s rock and roll, right?” We all laughed.

Maybe we laughed a little too hard.

He stood. Meeting adjourned. Another mime burst in and pretended to stab himself with a rubber
chicken. Graham didn’t even twitch.

“Talk to Tex,” he said. “But don’t let him talk too long. I've seen that man convince a priest to book The
Fugs.”

We shook hands. His grip was tight, fast. No ceremony. All forward motion.

Outside, the light had shifted. Fog was sliding down Valencia Street like it had just remembered it had
somewhere to be.

Laura looked at me sideways. “The Fillmore. Jesus.”

“Yeah,” I said. “It’s not a club. It’s an auditorium. Now it’s real.”

She took my hand, still holding her cigarette, smoke curling around our fingers like it was drawing
blueprints for what came next.
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Tex returned my call the next day. No preamble.

“So, you're Ray. You're getting noise in the right places. Let’s meet.”

“When?” I asked.

“Now.”

The address he gave us looked like the afterparty to an afterparty, half-wrecked and still alive.

A peeling Victorian duplex sat next to a dry cleaner. Out front, a busted piano with two strings left sat
moldering on the porch. Inside: a gallery of chaos. Layers of colored fabrics draped from the ceiling,
incense, posters of Coltrane, Malcolm X, and Marlene Dietrich stapled to warped wood paneling. A skinny
guy walked past us in a top hat and goggles, carrying a reel-to-reel tape machine and a chicken in a
shopping bag. It smelled like somebody was cooking chili in the next room.

Tex Hollis emerged from a side room. Six-foot-four, rail-thin, boots so scuffed they could’ve been
pulled from a Civil War trench. His leather vest looked like it had opinions. His eyes were coyote sharp,
blue, tired, and always scanning.

His hair was a halo of wild silver and smoke, and when he grinned, God help you, it was all teeth and
sermon. He looked exactly like what you'd get if you blended Ken Kesey, a Texas preacher, and a con man.

“Well, Bitter Honey, in my lair. Come on in. Sit. The walls don’t bite, but the upholstery might.”

Laura looked at me. We sat.

Tex poured three fingers of cheap rye into a chipped mug, didn’t offer us any. Then plopped onto a
kitchen chair, clasped his hands like he was about to deliver a sermon or start a Ponzi scheme.

“I heard you tore the roof off the Matrix. I heard about Fillmore, too. Graham already called me. Said
you might be worth my time.”

“He called you?” I said, not even bothering to hide the surprise.

“We play chess once a week,” Tex said. “I lose. On purpose. Makes him manageable.”

Laura smirked. “So, you already know what we’re doing.”

“I know what you've done,” Tex corrected. “Which is good. But what you're gonna do? That’s fuzzier.
Could be legend. Could be smoke.”



He steepled his fingers.

“The music scene is an explosion. Everybody wants the flash, but none of the fallout. That’s where I
come in.”

“I'm not here to babysit, and I sure as hell don't hold hands. That’s not the job. But I do know how to
step in when the suits start sniffing around with contracts sharp enough to bleed. I've seen too many good
musicians turned into elevator music, too many sparks smothered under polished pitches and industry
smiles. So no, I won’t coddle anyone. But I will stand between the talent and the machine, long enough to
make sure they get heard before they get handled. I know how to twist arms politely. I know which rooms
to walk into loud and which ones to whisper in. You want someone to hold your drink, call someone else.
You want someone who’s been through the fire and knows where the exits are, that’s me.”

We didn’t answer right away.

Laura leaned forward just enough to signal we were listening.

“We’ve got an attorney. Ben Shapiro.”

Tex let out a low whistle. “Shapiro’s a shark. Old-school. Talks slow, reads fast.”

“We’re just looking at things, weighing options. We’re not in a rush.”

“Good,” Tex said. “Rush gets you signed to a handshake and dropped at a cheap motel in the middle of
a tour.”

I glanced around the chaos. “Is this your office?”

Tex gave the room a theatrical once-over.

“This? This is a launch pad disguised as a junk drawer. Sometimes it’s my office. Sometimes it’s my
hideout. Depends who’s knocking.”

Then his tone shifted, softened, sharpened, like a B-side pressed onto good vinyl.

“Here’s what I see. You've got heat. People are sniffing. Gleason’s watching. Graham already booked
you. That’s leverage. And in this game? Leverage is the only language worth learning.”

“But you're green,” he said, tapping his temple. “And green gets fed to the lions unless it figures out
how to roar.”

He sat again, elbows on knees now, voice lower. The pitch was over. This was the sermon.

“I don’t want your publishing. I don’t want your soul. What I want is a band that doesn’t blow up before
the second pressing. A band that can make noise and mean it.”

I felt Laura’s eyes on me. I didn’t look at her. We didn’t need to. We’d already decided: no
commitments yet. Let Shapiro weigh in, let the paperwork speak. But that didn’t mean we weren’t
intrigued.

He stood, wandered over to a corkboard cluttered with phone numbers, names, tour stops, and what
might've been a note from Neal Cassady in crayon. Pulled a pin from the wall and waved it like a wand.

“This thing’s gonna move fast. The suits are coming. The Chronicle’s watching. You think you're
building a career? Nah. You're building a flood. You just don’t know where the levee cracks yet.” He
grinned.

“Talk to Shapiro. Talk to your ghosts. If you're still curious after that, you call me again. If not, no hard
feelings. But I'll come to see you at the Fillmore.”

He handed us a business card printed on what looked like the back of a torn LP sleeve.

“Tex Hollis. Manager. Instigator. Friend of Chaos.”

That was it.

We left as a woman came in carrying bongos and a potted fern. Tex didn’t blink. Just lit something
green and vanished into another room.

Outside, the Mission was gray and soft with fog.

Laura held the card in her palm like it was burning slightly.

“He’s crazy,” she said.

“Yeah,” I said. “But he loves the music and knows where the bodies are buried.”

“And probably dug a few himself.” She chuckled.

She looked at me. “You think we’ll call him?”

I exhaled. “I think he already knows if we will. I wish he would tell us.”



PART FIVE: THE MACHINE



Chapter 14: Ink

We kept playing the Matrix. Night after night, louder, tighter, sharper. The place was still a cave dressed as
a club, still smelled like beer and burnt pepperoni, but the crowd was different now. Bigger. Hungrier. You
could feel it. Word was out. We weren’t just “that new band”, we were the band people were name-
dropping to prove they were paying attention.

We were getting better.

We'd started folding in more ballads, me and Laura. Gave us room to stretch out, let the harmonies
breathe, pull the phrasing like taffy 'til it hurt a little. Those songs gave us space to say things you didn’t
know how to speak out loud.

Laura’s voice, hell, it could knock the wind out of you. Pure when she wanted it to be, but always with
that flicker of something dangerous underneath, like a knife hidden in velvet. And she knew how to make
the blues hit hard, raw and sexy. The kind that came wrapped in ache, in history.

We leaned into the duets. Emotional. Fractured. Erotic in the way old lovers are when they know
exactly where the bruises live. And the girls, they’d drift close to the stage, eyes wide, lips moving with ours
like they were tracing prayers.

Everyone saw her first. That’s fine. She burned bright. But me, I wasn’t just standing in the glow. I
could sing, goddamn it. Not just carry a tune, ride it, bend it, tear it open and stitch it back up in a different
key. Blues, folk, rock, I knew where to place my voice like a hand on a hip. And yeah, there were some who
watched me too. Not many. But I had my fans.

The band, that was a different world for me. In some ways, deeper one. We’d started folding in more
jazz, not just tucking it into the ballads or blues, but letting it reshape the whole damn architecture. Even
the softer songs carried strange, shifting changes now, space cracked open wide for modal runs, off-time
phrasing, harmonic surprise. But it was the fusion stuff, that edge between control and chaos, where we
really came alive.

Most bands were stretching out too, sure, long solos, vamping on a groove until it broke. But what we
were doing was something else entirely. We weren’t just riffing, we were building labyrinths. Complex
progressions that coiled in on themselves. Dissonant clusters. Sudden shifts. Jules was all in, of course, he
breathed that stuff. And Frankie locked in with him like they'd been born behind the same kit. The three of
us were carving out some new, dangerous terrain, digging into our jazz roots.

Even Laura was restless now, pushing her voice into stranger keys, refusing to stay moored to safe
chords. She wasn’t content with the old maps anymore.

Not everyone got it. Some respected it from a distance, head nods, arms crossed, the “serious listener”
look. But you could feel the drop-off. The ones who wanted to sway and sing along, to feel something
simple and bleeding, they were drifting. Rock fusion was catching a little buzz, sure, but truth is, most folks
want a chorus they can shout back. Not the spiral staircase of notes we were starting to climb.

The suits continued to come sniffing around after the sets. Smooth, careful, all smiles and slippery
metaphors.

“We love what you’re doing, very fresh, very now. We think we could really help elevate the vision.”

“You remind me of early Yardbirds energy but with, you know, a new American soul.”

We smiled. We nodded. We said thank you like we meant it.

Then we mentioned Ben Shapiro.

You could see the shift.

Their grins flickered, eyes blinked faster. It didn’t scare them off, but it straightened their backs. In fact,
I think it made them more interested. Shapiro was known. A real-deal music attorney, old-school, West
Coast with East Coast bite. Just saying his name dropped the room temperature five degrees and turned
their “cool friend” tone into “maybe we should call the Legal department.”

We let it hang.

“We’re talking to folks,” Laura would say, easy and vague. “You're on our list. We’re building a team.”

Which we were. Slowly. Carefully. Tex was orbiting, cryptic as ever. Shapiro was sharpening our blind
spots into checklists. We even gave him a small retainer fee to make it official. And the rest? Well, we were
learning how to buy time without selling it.



Whatever we were building, it was gaining weight. Getting teeth. And the label guys?

They were still there. Still sipping. But now they waited longer to talk. Like they knew we might not be
the kind of band you could buy cheap and tune later.

No one said it out loud. But everyone was starting to treat us like a band that was going somewhere.
And maybe, just maybe, they were right.

ON THE TOWN, RALPH J. GLEASON

The Matrix, 3138 Fillmore St.

Monday, September 6, 1965

Electric Honey in the Matrix

Time was, “West Coast sound” meant Chet Baker or Vince Guaraldi. Now it means ducking incense and
heading straight for the Matrix, where something wilder is taking root.

This weekend, a new band called Bitter Honey poured a gallon of high-proof voltage into a hundred-
seat espresso bar and walked off like they’d just stolen the family car.

Ray Fisher, guitarist and chief songwriter, doesn’t strut, he broods. He plays like he’s exorcising a
melody found behind the radiator of an old Sun record. Vocals like wet smoke. Beside him, Laura Reyes
sings like she’s channeling spirits, spiraling, shrieking, or whispering notes that feel peeled off your ribcage.

They opened with “Static in the Chapel,” a haunted waltz turned beatnik gospel. Closed with “Glass-
Bottom Heart,” a feedback drone that built slow, like it meant to wake Miles Davis from a nap.

The lineup rounds out with Jules Fenwick, bass like a bad conscience, and Frankie Bell, drumming like
Max Roach’s ghost in a leather jacket.

This isn’t a scene learning to crawl, it’s a band already airborne.

Label scouts were there. You could smell the cologne and buzzwords. Also in the crowd: Bill Graham,
Marty Balin, and half the Airplane. No one talked over the music. That’s how you know.

The Matrix? It's no longer rumor. It’s our Minton’s, our Cavern Club. And Bitter Honey? They're the
band your cousin name-drops three years from now when arguing who invented feedback.

Catch them at the Fillmore Auditorium this weekend, while you can still afford it.
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The Chronicle hit the stands like a flare gun. Monday morning. On the Town. Ralph Gleason's name right
there above the fold, like a seal of strange approval. And below it? Us.

Bitter Honey. In print. In ink. In public.

The review read like prophecy and proof all at once. The kind of band you name-check three years from
now. That’s what he wrote. And he wasn’t kidding. My hands were still shaking from holding the thing.

We bought ten copies of the paper for no good reason. Maybe we were just trying to believe it. Maybe
we were building armor. Or maybe it was superstition, like if we left one copy behind, the buzz might
evaporate.

We took one into Caffe Trieste and laid it out like a holy text. Laura read it aloud, slow and theatrical,
like she didn’t trust the silence between the words.

Then we started dialing.

First call: Bill Graham.

He picked up on the second ring, already in full combat mode. “I know,” he barked before we said a
word. “I read it twice and underlined it. Gleason doesn’t hand out ink like that unless he means it.”

“You still want us at the Fillmore?”

“You kidding? Now I've got to bump someone off the flyer to make more room for your name.”

Next: Ben Shapiro.

He answered like a man who hadn't slept in a bed since the Eisenhower administration.

“Gleason? That’s leverage, kids. That’s the kind of column you pin to the wall before a negotiation.
That’s how you walk into a room and don’t get screwed.”

He paused.

“Don’t let it go to your heads. But do use it as a weapon.”

Ferlinghetti was at City Lights, flipping through galleys.



We caught him between customers and a half-finished bottle of red.

“Of course I saw it,” he said, with that wry, reluctant smile of his. “You know, Gleason once told me that
the first time he saw Miles, he knew he’d outlive most presidents. He just put you in the same paragraph as
the Airplane.”

A pause. Sigh of meaning.

“You're not a secret anymore. Don’t mistake the applause for understanding.”

Then Ginsberg, in his apartment, mid-poem.

He laughed like we’d just lit a firecracker under America’s dinner table.

“Bitter Honey!” he sang into the phone, voice buzzing with neon joy. “This is what I meant. Electricity
in the shape of song. You've slipped into the bloodstream.”

We hung up, stunned and a little high from the validation. Outside, North Beach was awake. The fog
had lifted, just slightly, as if it had read the review too.

I folded one copy of the paper and slipped it into my guitar case.

Laura held hers like a birth certificate.

“Think it’ll still matter in ten years?” I asked her.

She blew smoke out the side of her mouth, eyes scanning the byline one more time.

“If it doesn’t,” she said, “then we’ll write something louder.”



Chapter 15: Fillmore

Backstage at Fillmore Auditorium, minutes to curtain. Bitter Honey was locked and loaded.

Backstage was a riot disguised as a soundcheck.

Wires tangled like spaghetti made by a drunk electrician. Guitar cases cracked open like old coffins.
Someone was lighting incense and nearly set the projector lay? cables on fire. Jules almost decked a roadie
who reached for his bass without asking. Frankie was tightening the high hat like he was prepping for an
exorcism.

And Bill Graham?

Bill was a weather system in jeans.

He paced like someone had set his shoes on fire three weeks ago and they were still smoldering.
Barking in Yiddish, Spanish, and clipped New York English like punctuation was for cowards. Sweat
already soaking through his collar. Clipboard in hand. Paper tucked into every possible crevice. He was
simultaneously on the phone, yelling at the projectionist, and arguing with someone about fire rules who
might not have existed.

“No, I don’t give a shit what he said at the door. If he doesn’t have a pass, I want him gone, G-O-N-E,
gone! I got 400 sweaty hippies in there; I don’t need a fucking narc in a corduroy jacket! Jesus Mary and
Joey Bishop, can someone get me a flashlight that works!”

He zeroed in on a terrified stagehand coiling a cable like it was a lasso.

“You wanna kill the bass player? Because that’s how you kill a bass player. Coil like that again, you
better be ready to front a wrongful death suit and explain to his mother why he’s in traction!”

The guy nodded and vanished, possibly into another time warp.

Then, like a heat-seeking missile, Graham locked eyes on us.

“Bitter Honey,” he said, not a greeting. A diagnosis.

We nodded, mute and sweaty, holding our instruments like kids with overdue library books.

He looked us over like a surgeon checks a body before slicing it open.

“Okay. You've got forty-five minutes. That’s it. If you go over, I cut the power. You die in silence. If you
freeze? I tell The Chronicle you were a no-show and someone else wore your faces. If you suck, I say you
were on acid and vomiting in the janitor’s closet. But if you’re good, if you're good...” He smiled, tight-
lipped, like a man who’s already bet the house on a coin flip.

“If you’re good, I don’t have to lie about you.”

Then he stepped toward Laura, who was calm as a cathedral during the Spanish Inquisition.

“Are you ready to tear the fucking roof off?” he asked, voice low now, almost reverent.

Laura took one long drag off her cigarette, exhaled through her nose like a flamethrower.

“If the roof survives, we brought the wrong setlist.”

Bill stared for a beat, chuckled, nodded once, like a general approving the incoming airstrike.

“I don’t need you to be the best. I need you to cause a riot”

Then he spun on his heel and vanished through the curtain, all business and back sweat.

Seconds later, his voice hit the crowd like a thunderclap:

“Ladies and gentlemen, please welcome... BITTER HONEY!”

Curtain snap.

Light blast.

Frankie hit the snare like it owed him money.

And Laura?

Laura screamed the first line like she was confessing to God and blaming him at the same time.

I hit the chord and the whole room went white.

And in the noise, in the fire, in the bloom of heat and lights and fists in the air, I swear I saw Bill
Graham at stage left, Smiling.



Chapter 16: Columbia

After the Fillmore, everything exploded.

We weren’t chasing the wave anymore—we were the undertow. Bitter Honey had gone from whispered
rumor to written word, from coffeehouse ephemera to Chronicle ink. By spring we were headlining our own
nights, slotted between Jefferson Airplane and Country Joe, our name stenciled in DayGlo letters outside
the Fillmore and the newly resurrected Avalon Ballroom like some strange graffiti prophecy.

The business crept in like fog through a cracked window—contracts, booking schedules, royalty
structures. I was still the one who dealt with it, mostly because I was the one who didn’t flinch when
someone said “points” or “publishing.” Laura was allergic to paperwork. Said it made her itchy. I believed
her.

We needed a manager. Not just someone with a Rolodex and a working phone line, but someone who
could breathe same air we were breathing—half smoke, half hallucination—and still think straight when the
suits came knocking.

So, we brought in Tex. Because we needed a firewall. A shepherd. A shark in boots. And we trusted him.
Not because he promised us anything—but because he didn’t.

He told us the truth:

We handed him the new agreement—Shapiro’s cleaned-up version of the original Tex had scrawled on
notebook paper. Tex looked it over in silence. Eyes moving left to right, finger tracing clauses like he was
reading someone else's confession. He didn’t frown. He didn’t flinch. But he did pause, just once, at the
sunset clause that made it easy for us to walk away. That’s where most “managers” would have balked,
renegotiated, haggled for backend points, a producer credit, a guarantee they’d get their cut before the
lights went out.

Tex? He just grinned and said:

“This ain’t in my best interest, you know.”

We waited.

He tapped the page.

“But it’s in yours. And that’s okay. 'm not here to own you. I'm here to keep the wrong people from
doing exactly that.”

Laura nodded slowly. I could feel the quiet between us shift—respect growing roots.

He leaned back, took out a cigarette, lit it with a match scratched on the sole of his boot.

“Look, I could get mine a dozen ways. But Id rather build something that doesn’t rot the second it gets
rained on. So here’s the deal: I walk with you till the road forks. If that day comes, no drama. Just good
luck. I'll get my cut from the gigs I get you.”

We signed the management agreement on the card table in the back of the Avalon, under a blacklight
and the hum of a busted Leslie speaker.

Laura kissed him on the cheek.

I shook his hand.

Tex and Shapiro did the talking.

By the fall of' 65, the labels weren’t just interested—they were moving in. Not curious anymore. Hungry.
Calls, cables, men in suits showing up uninvited with cigars and plans and too much cologne.

They gave us gifts, dinners and drinks. One sent a briefcase full of promo LPs—slick, sanitized proof of
what we could become if we shaved off the edges and smiled through it. Another sent two women,
anonymous and waiting in a hotel bar like pre-paid metaphors.

RCA sniffed around. Atlantic kept it cool. Columbia sent a man who looked like he’d been cryogenically
preserved sometime before the Truman administration. He wore a crisp gray suit, patent shoes, and an
accent like ice water. He called Laura darlin’ and handed her a card embossed with so many titles it looked
like a congressional subpoena.

We weren’t just a band anymore.

We were inventory with a rhythm section.



Tex played his role like he was born under a poker table—grinned, nodded, talked fast enough to keep
them slightly dizzy. Told stories that never quite ended. Dropped names that may or may not have existed.
He called it “keeping the frame loose.” What he meant was: don’t let them pin you down.

Shapiro was all angles and polish—custom-cut suit, cufflinks like small verdicts, and a pen he carried
like a blade. He tore through the draft contract like a divorce lawyer with a personal stake. Red ink on every
page. Kept our name, our songs, our right to walk without notice or apology. By the time he was done, the
Columbia rep looked like someone had stolen his socks.

And still, somehow, we got it.

Columbia Records. The real deal. Not the indie shops on Fillmore. Not the weird little vanity imprints
run out of Laurel Canyon garages. The Columbia. Big rooms, real boards, Neumann mics and engineers
who knew how to breathe in frequencies.

The advance was more than we’d seen in a year. Enough to scare us quiet. Enough that Laura stopped
chewing her nail and just stared at the check like it might explode.

The suits called us raw. Said we had “shelf appeal with a rebel edge.” Called our demos “honest,” like
they were surprised we weren’t faking it.

We called them better than the rest.

And maybe they were.

They asked for bios. Photos. Backstory. A press kit they could hand to the DJs in Kansas and say: See?
They’re real. They’re from somewhere else.

But we kept the music.

And for a moment—a short one, but sharp—we believed maybe that was it. Maybe we’d made it through
with our skin intact. That we could ride the wave without drowning in it.

The Happy Ending.

But the machine had us now.

And even though we still had our songs...

It was already writing the next verse.



Chapter 17: Static Garden

January 1966, and the floor moved. The Matrix gave us the Saturday headline. The place was supposed to
hold a hundred people. That night, it was two hundred, maybe more if you counted ghosts. I swear the
walls bent inward when Laura hit the second chorus of “Glass-Bottom Heart.” Gleason was there, hunched
over a notebook like a priest transcribing prophecy. When the write-up came out in the Chronicle, it didn’t
feel like press—it felt like canonization. Shapiro sent it straight to Columbia. He knew how this game
worked. If the critics bit, the suits followed.

By March we were on the Fillmore stage again, orbiting the Jefferson Airplane.

Bill stood in the hallway outside the band room, arms crossed, eyes sharp. The hallway smelled like
sweat and spilled Thunderbird.

“You all listenin’?”

Laura looked up from her eyeliner. I stopped tuning.

“Good. Because I don’t say this often. You shook the fuckin’ walls last time. And I don’t mean loud—I
mean real. You got up there and dragged the truth out kicking. And that crowd? They felt it. They didn’t
clap because they were high. They clapped because you reached into their ribcages and made them.”

He pointed at Laura, eyes like flares. “You, sweetheart, you sang like someone just set your childhood
on fire. And Ray—Jesus—when you bend those notes, it’s like you're not even playing for them, you're
playing for God, hoping he’s still listening.”

He stepped in closer, lowering his voice just enough to pull the room into orbit.

“You’ve got something. That thing. That crack, that edge. Don’t lose it. Don’t start worrying about the
show. Just bleed. That's what the Fillmore's for. That’s what I built this fucking place for.”

He turned to go, paused in the doorway. Voice flat but full of fire.

“Go out there and remind them why they came. Don’t be polite. Be unforgettable.”

Then he was gone.

And we were unforgettable. We lit it like a fuse and stood back grinning as it roared. The band locked in
like machinery built in a fever dream—guitars snarling, drums kicking down doors, bass slithering through
the cracks. Laura didn’t sing—she detonated. Her voice tore through the room like a siren wrapped in
static, like she was trying to wake the dead, every poor bastard buried beneath the concrete arteries of San
Francisco, every ghost still waiting for a second verse. You could feel it in your teeth, in your kidneys, in the
space between the ribs where panic sleeps. We weren’t performing—we were testifying. And the Fillmore?
The Fillmore heard.

Then came Avalon, a name whispered in smoky circles, painted on the windshields of buses bound for
nowhere. Tex Hollis booked us. Tex with his outlaw contracts scribbled in pencil, his pocket full of incense
and exit strategies. He said something about the “vibrational responsibility of feedback.” Nobody laughed.
The ballroom smelled like varnish, weed, and revolution. Laura sang like she’d been struck by holy
lightning. The crowd didn’t dance so much as tremble in place.

We were playing everywhere—rooftops, basements, anti-war rallies disguised as poetry readings. Then
in June we did the Family Dog show at California Hall. The scene had metastasized. Country Joe floated in
on a cloud of patchouli and irony. Tex worked the hallway like a blackjack dealer with a deadline. Someone
tried to sell us a goat. I bought a fuzz pedal instead. We weren’t just warming up audiences anymore. We
were setting the city on fire.

July was chaos. We headlined Avalon. Our names in red ink, block print, flyer by Moscoso—Laura’s
silhouette turned into iconography, a holy relic with hips. Gleason called it “acid gospel.” I called it the best
night of my life. Some kid gave us mushrooms. Jules talked to a vending machine for 40 minutes and wrote
a bass line that made people cry. Everything was happening faster now. Like time had been kicked down a
flight of stairs.
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We were recording in L.A. You don’t arrive in this city; you get processed. We hit Sunset like refugees of the
dream machine, clutching guitars, hangovers, and half-spoken promises. Columbia Square—those damn



bronze doors—rose out of the haze like a temple to order, glass and steel worshipping the bottom line.
Studio appointments in triplicate, pre-printed timecards handed to us like parole slips.

Inside, it was all Bauhaus geometry and fluorescent dread. Porthole windows, terrazzo floors, and the
echo of Barbra Streisand trapped in a framed headshot near the break room. Janitors side-eyed our amps
like we’d smuggled in anti-establishment contraband. The studio smelled of lemon wax, ozone, and a hint
of suppressed ambition. They handed us the schedule like it was law: 1:55 punch in, 4:55 punch out. Three-
hour blocks, union-mandated, sacrosanct. No art past the hour mark.

Studio A? Bright as a surgical suite. It had the acoustic height of a chapel but none of the forgiveness.
Engineers in short-sleeved button-downs adjusted microphones like they were tuning bombs. A bell rang
every 55 minutes to signal union breaks. Didn’t matter if you were halfway into a solo or crying into a
preamp—faders down, ashtrays cleared, thermoses out. A strange kind of liturgy.

Take one, we launched into a raga-gospel cyclone—something loose, long, and stained with feedback
residue. Clipboard guy leaned in mid-squall, circled something on his paper like he was annotating a crime
scene. “Try it again, but concise,” he said through the talkback. “Concise,” as if heartbreak had a word
count.

Tex showed up three days in, reeking of patchouli and defiance, his denim jacket older than half the
interns. He looked around like he’d just walked into the Vatican and decided to light up anyway. Didn't say
much. Just stood in the back and muttered, “More bleed. Less polish.” The lab coats flinched. He was the
holy virus in their antiseptic Petri dish.

We weren’t the first misfits through that studio—Dylan had already short-circuited folk there, The
Byrds chased echo like religion, and Zappa might’ve summoned Cthulhu from the vocal booth. Still, there
was something different about us, some unplaceable anti-genre static. They didn’t know whether to file us
under folk, blues, or fire hazard.

Laura burned the mic down every night. Screamed like a warning from the future. Together we bled
grief and melody like the studio itself owed us something. Frankie broke a snare. Jules wanted to reorder
the track list for the fifth time. I played until my fingers split and bled into the fretboard. Tex stole an
ashtray. We lost time. But we found the sound.

After the union hours dried up, Mark would sneak us back in around midnight—unofficial time, no
logs, no lab coats. That’s when the good stuff got captured. No clocks, just red lights blinking like anxious
stars. Mark was one of the younger guys. He got it and was willing to break some rules.

It was one of those off-the-clock nights, after a twelve-hour session that felt more like a séance than a
recording. We ended up behind The Frolic Room—me, Laura, and Mark, one of the younger engineers from
Columbia. He had that frazzled look like he’d been raised by reel-to-reel tape and union rules, but
somewhere under the slacks and studio badge, the guy still believed in the music. Or wanted to.

He lit the joint and gently passed it to Laura, like he was afraid of breaking her.

“You know,” he said, exhaling slow, “there’s something about you guys. You’ve got this... thing. It’s like
standing barefoot on gravel. Hurts a little, but it wakes you up.”

Laura laughed, hoarse. “That’s the nicest bruising metaphor I've ever heard.”

Mark smiled, nodded. “I'm serious. You’ve got this—this raw, unfiltered pulse, with a bit of demonic
jazz. It’s not clean. Not neat. But it’s real. You don’t smooth the edges, and I think that’s beautiful. Honest.
Problem is...”

Here he paused, sucking in a hit, looked at the glowing end of the joint like it might finish the sentence
for him, and exhaled.

“Problem is,” he said again, “that kind of truth? It doesn’t test well in Kansas.”

I frowned. “What’s Kansas got to do with it?”

He shrugged. “Middle America, man. They want familiar. They want a hook, a melody, something they
can hum in the kitchen. You, Laura especially, you don’t hum. You testify. You burn.”

Laura took a drag and leaned back against the wall, smoke curling around her like incense. “Good. Let
it fucking burn.”

“Yeah,” he said, softer now. “You’ve got something special, something people remember. But not
everyone’s ready for that kind of remembering. Out there? They want safe. They want the illusion of edge,
but not the real cut.”



“So what do we do?” I asked.

“Nothing,” he said. “Don’t change a god damn thing. But... be ready. The ride up isn’t the same as the
ride down.”

We didn’t say much after that. Just passed the joint and listened to the traffic out on Hollywood
Boulevard.

And truth be told, we didn’t really hear the warning—not fully. We were too high on the moment. Too
wrapped up in the sound we’d just carved into tape. Too blinded by the lights to see the shadows crawling
in at the edges.

Laura looked at me, eyes glittering. “Kansas’ll get it. Eventually. Maybe.”

Mark didn’t argue. Just handed me the joint again and stared out at the city like he’d seen this movie
before.

The third late night session, take four or five, maybe six, Laura’s voice cracked open and the tape
caught it. Tex leaned forward and whispered, “Print it.” No one argued.

Laura burned holes through the vocal booth glass. Jules played like Miles with a switchblade. Frankie
played like he was chasing something through the dark—fast, loose, just this side of collapse. Every fill
sounded like a threat he meant to keep. And I—hell, I just let go. Let the guitar take me somewhere past
thought, past stage, past skin. It felt less like playing and more like disappearing into light.

By dawn, we stumbled out through the bronze doors like survivors of some unspoken rite—wrung dry,
lit up, still echoing with what we’d just pulled out of the air. The street was blue with early light, humming
like it knew. We looked like we’d seen something sacred. Maybe we had.

Because in our hands was the thing we came for—a record, yes, but more than that. A living document.
A storm pressed into vinyl. It wasn’t polite, it didn’t apologize. It snarled at the edges and purred down the
middle. The low end had teeth, the highs shimmered like broken chandeliers. Velvet wrapped in voltage. A
howl dressed in silk. You could hear the blood in the spaces between notes. You could hear us daring not to
flinch.

Shapiro, back in San Francisco, was already hammering down boardroom doors. He wanted big radio,
Sullivan, and every late-night television booking he could pry loose. “People are starving for the real,” he
told us. “They just don’t know what table to sit at.”

And we believed him.

Columbia was calling it “a triumph,” “a thunderous debut,” “visionary,” “urgent,” “undeniably fresh.”

Or maybe that’s what they say when they can’t quite define it, but they know enough to be nervous. The
bet was already down. Now they were just waiting, holding their breath.
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Chapter 18: The Country Says No

The tour hit the road like a fever. California opened its arms like it had been waiting for us—like we were
prophecy instead of people.

We started in L.A., sun-baked, speed-laced, beautiful and hollow. But they got it. They felt it. Pandora’s
Box, Bido Lito’s—those smoke-filled boxes pulsed like nerve endings. Halls packed wall to wall, sweat on
the ceiling, that sharp electric hum of a crowd that believes. Not just in us, exactly. In what we were
holding.

Santa Cruz, Sacramento, back down the state and up again. Avalon gigs that felt less like concerts and
more like something ritualistic. Laura howling into the dark like a warning, and the crowd answering back
with hands raised like they were praying. People sang the words to songs we hadn’t even recorded yet. How
they knew, I still don’t understand. Maybe someone slipped the demos out. Maybe the songs had their own
kind of wings.

It felt like riding the sharp edge of a new religion.

Then Palo Alto—clean air, fresh cash, dissent that wore loafers and quoted Camus. Stanford kids who
stared too long and clapped too soft. But they still came. Still bought the records. Still closed their eyes
during the third song and swayed like they wanted to believe.

Portland gave us drizzle and reverence. Seattle hit different—edgy already, brittle around the margins.
That city had its own weather system, spiritual and otherwise. You could feel it in the air: they knew. The
DJs had whispered ahead. FM stations in the middle of the night spinning acetate with no labels and
saying, This. This is what the world sounds like now.

We blew the roofs off.

In New York, they stood on chairs for us—howling, sweat-lit, Chelsea kids with leather souls and
amphetamine hearts. They didn’t just hear it, they devoured it. That whole city pulsed like a blown speaker
—torn wide open and begging for more.

Boston gave us its grit. Cold breath, warm halls, eyes that didn't trust you until the third song. But once
you had 'em, they were yours for life. Chicago opened slow, suspicious, like it had seen too much, but when
it let the sound in, it let it in. Full-bodied. Mouth wide. Like something holy had walked into the room
without knocking.

Every night, east coast, west coast, every city bordered by water, it felt less like a tour and more like a
reveal. No lasers. No sequins. Just Laura, barefoot and burning holes in the mic, and me playing like I was
trying to wake the dead. We didn’t smile unless it was real. Didn’t talk much between songs. Let the noise
speak. Let the silence after each track carry its own kind of message.

We weren't slick.

We were honest.

Wild animals, channeling twisted jazz and haunted blues, bending songs until they almost snapped.
Some nights it felt like we were playing in a trance, like the setlist was written by something older than us.
Some nights it scared me how right it felt.

We weren’t a band.

We were a goddamn transmission.

And we were selling records.

But in mid America?

Crickets.

Okay, not crickets, but not explosions either. The record dropped and the coasts lit up. But in Omaha,
Cincinnati, Des Moines? They didn’t get it. Maybe we were too much blues in the middle of their pop, too
much jazz in the middle of their rock. Our music sounded like a bar fight between Coltrane and Howlin’
Wolf, and Middle America didn’t know which side to root for.

We came to mid-sized America—those square-shouldered cities sewn into the nation like afterthoughts
on a quilt, stitched tight with chain-link fences and Lutheran guilt. Kansas City, Boise, St. Louis, Omaha.
Places where ambition comes bundled in family packs and dreams arrive wearing sensible shoes.



The crowds? Polite. Eager to please. A sea of buttoned collars and cautious optimism. They clapped in
the right places, nodded like they were solving a polite algebra problem. Some of them got it, God bless
‘em. You could spot those few right away, eyes blown wide like satellites catching alien gospel, mouthing
our lyrics like they were ancient runes handed down in a drugstore hymnbook. But the rest? We were
something jagged in a world built on rounded edges. No choruses built for AM radio absolution. No four-
bar bridge to the promised land. Just noise. Truth. The ache of something not meant to be easy.

We definitely weren’t the Beach Boys. No striped shirts. No smiles like vending machines. We didn’t
harmonize with the myth of California. Laura didn’t croon—she wailed like she was tearing the wallpaper
off heaven’s motel room. She opened her chest every night and bled out song—raw and glorious, like some
kind of outlaw sacrament.

And me? I don’t pose. I don’t arch my back and fake the Holy Spirit every time I bend a string or hit a
high note.

We could tell. The lights were still hot on our backs, the reverb barely dead in the air, and there they
were, clapping like they almost meant it. Like we’d done our little song and dance and now it was time to
get back to the fried food and cheap beer.

Laura had tears in her eyes. Real ones. Her voice had soured on the final chorus. She’d opened up. Torn
the lining out of her chest and handed it over in a song. But when it ended, all she got was a couple whistles
and mild applause. The kind you give when you’re not sure what just happened.

“They don’t fuckin’ get it,” she muttered, wiping under her eyes with the heel of her palm.

“I know,” I said, teeth clenched, heart pounding. “You were fantastic. You lit the place on fire. I say
fuck’em if they didn’t get it.”

She looked at me, lip trembling in that way she hated. “Yeah, but it’s not about being fantastic, Ray.
They didn’t like it. They didn’t feel it. I could’ve sung the goddamn weather report, and they’d have clapped
just the same.”

I didn’t have an answer for that. Not a good one.

Backstage was dim, humming with old neon and the smell of stilt beer. Some promoter came by and
said we were “interesting” with a voice like he’d just tasted something bitter. Laura sat on a road case and
lit a cigarette with shaking hands.

“I'm not trying to be understood by everybody,” she said after a long drag. “But Jesus, Ray. Somebody
out there has to feel it. Otherwise, what the hell are we even doing?”

I sat beside her. “We're telling the truth,” I said. “Some of them get it. It’s just that some aren’t ready.
It’s too honest, too complex. They love us at home, on the coasts. We just don’t play well in Omaha. That’s
all.”

She nodded, slow, staring down at the cigarette like it owed her something.

“Next show'll be different,” I added, not quite believing it. But hoping she might.

It wasn’t.

Columbia didn’t say it out loud, but we could feel it. They were disappointed.

They said they were proud. The tour was a success in “most places.” But they weren’t thrilled.

“We love the artistry,” they said. “But let’s try to meet the audience halfway.”

Which meant: tone it down.

Make it cleaner. Shorter. Catchier. No more six-minute feedback codas or spoken-word intros about
burning jukeboxes in Alabama. Cut the weird. Cut the risk. Shave the edge. Smile more onstage. They
wanted us to walk into America like a department store version of ourselves. Same colors, less blood.

But hey, we were still living it, still rock stars in the mythic sense. Booze, afterparties, backstage rituals
that would make a priest weep. But the pressure was no longer abstract. It had notes. And memos. And
men in suits who offered “suggestions” with the gentle menace of someone holding a pair of scissors near
your lifeline.

The second-guessing started. Not just from them—from us. Every new song came with its own
haunting: Will this play in Peoria? Will this chart? Is it too weird? Not weird enough? Fun started to taste
like doubt. Wild became strategic. The chaos got scheduled.

Laura saw it first. She’d come offstage and whisper, “They’re trying to shave the beast.”

And I'd nod. Because she was right.



The beast was still ours. But now it had handlers. And they were bringing in razors.

We went home, back to the Matrix. Where the crowd was packed tight, sweat and wine and incense in
the air. They knew the lyrics now—sang them back to us like gospel they’d memorized in secret. I could see
it in their eyes: we mattered. At least here. At least tonight.

Then came New Year’s Eve, 1966, at the Avalon. One of those lineups that reads like a hallucination:
The Dead, Bitter Honey, Quicksilver. Chet brought out the lights, the oil wheels, the whole circus.
Somebody spiked the cider. Laura wore that silver dress—the one that clung like memory—and looked like
something you woke up from, heart pounding, unsure if it had been a dream or a warning.

The room smelled like burning weed and baptism. Something holy and profane. People danced like
they were shaking loose all the dust from the year. That was the ignition. No question. That was the match
hitting the fuse.

The music, the noise, the fog machines stuck on high. Girls with tambourines We were just starting to
hit the charts—nothing major yet, but enough to get noticed. Enough to get followed. People were writing
about us. Sometimes confused, sometimes thrilled. We weren’t a sound anymore—we were a signal.

And we didn’t know where it was going. Only that it was moving. Fast. Like a car with no brakes and the
headlights busted. And even then—even with all the cheers and the screaming and the love—cracks were
showing. Just little ones. Laura started missing cues.

But we didn’t care. Not yet. It was still magic. Still new.

I didn’t see it at first. Not because I was blind—but because I didn’t want to look. She was lit from the
inside then—high on the music, high on the crowd, high on whatever strange alchemy we were pulling off
night after night. It was that golden stretch, the one you don’t even know you're in until it’s over. We played
our sets like sermons, sweated out everything we had under house lights and cheap gel filters, then
drowned ourselves in the afterglow. Smoke, shots, hands on backs, kisses from strangers, someone passing
a joint, someone else whispering about mescaline or “just a little bump.” And always, when it was time to
vanish, Frankie got us home in one piece like some designated angel with a lead foot and the patience of a
monk.
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Laura drank, yeah. We all did. But somewhere along the way, hers shifted. It got heavier—not just more,
but deeper. Not a party anymore. Not a release. It was a ballast. Like she was drinking to stay upright. She
wasn’t sloppy—not at first. She could still deliver. She hit those notes like they owed her something,
wrapped herself around each lyric like she was both choking it and saving it.

Yeah, she had her moods. I was up and down, and I figured that was just the way she was built. She had
always been like that really. But there was something behind her eyes after the second set, something I
didn’t recognize. Or maybe didn’t want to.

She’d picked up a circle of girlfriends—beautiful, wild, glass-eyed women with chipped nail polish and
names like Suki and Donna and Blaze. They were backup singers for other bands, or maybe just backup
singers for the moment. They partied hard, laughed louder than anyone else in the room, and loved Laura
like a cult leader. I figured it was good for her. Community. Connection. I had Jules and Frankie and the
other musicians orbiting the band. I had new gear to shop for and sound checks to obsess over. I had that
creeping ambition that whispered, Now you matter. Don’t lose the thread.

So I wasn’t looking. Not really.

I didn’t see that while I was floating on the applause, she was struggling to stay afloat at all. The
girlfriends were slipping her things—“just a lift,” they’d say. A little white to keep her upright. Then reds to
bring her back down. Amphetamine gospel in the green room. Barbiturate lullabies on the ride home.

I knew people were doing it. We all did. It was in the air. In the jokes. In the songs. In the way we
walked into the Matrix or the Fillmore with that unspoken pact: Tonight is the only thing that’s real.

But I didn’t watch her. Not closely enough. Because I was too busy watching the crowd. Watching the
numbers. Watching our name crawl its way up the bill.

I thought we were invincible. But she thought we were in trouble. She wasn’t preparing for the
problems. The second guessing. The fucking record guys always whining that we weren’t commercial
enough, giving stupid advice we didn’t want. Yeah, she was negotiating with it. One drink at a time.



But the pressure was on, no question. And I'll admit it—it got to me. Crawled into my skull like a bad
drug, whispering that it wasn’t good enough, that I wasn’t good enough. That the whole thing was seconds
from coming apart.

But I could carry the weight. I could handle it, kinda. I knew the rhythm of pressure. I could ride it like
a fever. But Laura... Laura didn’t wear it the same way.

To most people, she looked untouchable. Electric. Untamed. That voice, that fire, the way she moved
through a room like she’d invented the air in it.

But I knew better.

She was sensitive. Tender in places you wouldn’t expect. Insecure, though she’d punch you if you said it
out loud. When she was up—when the heat was in her chest and the song was under her skin—she could
tear down the walls of an empire without breaking stride.

But when the fire dipped...

The doubt came fast. And it came hungry.

I found her one morning, early, crying at the kitchen table.

Barefoot, still in yesterday’s eyeliner, hair twisted up in frustration. Her fingers clutched a cigarette like
it was the only thing keeping her anchored.

“That’s it,” she said, voice breaking. “Columbia’s done with us. They’re gonna dump us.”

I blinked, still shaking off sleep, still feeling the hangover of the night before—both literal and
otherwise.

“What the fuck are you talking about?” I asked, sharper than I meant to. “Sales are good. They're
making money. We're making money. Okay, we’re not the fucking Beach Boys, but come on—we’ve got a
real following. Columbia’s not going anywhere,” I said emphatically.

She shook her head like I was missing the point.

“That John guy—he keeps making comments. Little things. Telling me I'm not polished. That I should
take vocal lessons, for Christ’s sake.”

Her voice cracked again on that last part. And just like that, the tears were back.

She reached for the bottle on the table. Not fast, not dramatic. Just habit.

It was eleven in the morning. We’d gone to bed at four.

And there she was, drinking again, trying to make the voice in her head shut up.

I snapped.

“I'm gonna kick that motherfucker’s ass,” I said, standing now, pacing like a caged animal. “Who the
hell is he to say that to you? Vocal lessons? That clueless, suit-wearing dickhead wouldn’t know real talent
if it bit him in the ass. Jesus Christ—vocal lessons. That’s the most stupendously fucked thing I've heard all
year.”

But it didn’t land. She wasn’t listening anymore. She was already curling inward, already disappearing
into herself. That thing she did when the shame took over and the only way out was solitude or scotch.

“No,” she said softly, almost to herself. “They’re done with me. I can feel it.”

She took her drink—whiskey, probably—and slipped back toward the bedroom without another word.
Closed the door. Locked the world out.

And I stood there in the wreckage of another morning. Hands clenched. Jaw tight. Helpless again in the
face of a kind of pain I couldn’t reason with. Couldn’t fight off with loyalty or love.

Because when Laura got like that, no one could reach her. Not even me.

The truth is, we were successful, way beyond anything we’d dared to hope for at the beginning. We had
press, crowds, radio spots, people quoting our lyrics back to us like scripture. But was it ever enough?

Of course, it would never be enough for the god damned suits at Columbia. Those guys wouldn’t be
satisfied unless we were soundtracking toothpaste commercials in Ohio.

Hell, even Jefferson Airplane was stalling in middle America. They were 128 on the charts, and they
had a major push behind them. And we were already on track to beat that.

So no, it wasn’t the band that had the problem.

The problem was Laura.

I started to see it. She was like Ginsberg.

The world wasn’t built for someone like her.



Someone that beautiful, that raw, that unguarded.
She didn’t have armor.

Just art.

And that was never gonna be enough.



PART SIX: THE SUMMER BREAKS



Chapter 19: The Storm Sisters

It was January, 1967, and the air in Golden Gate Park was full of prophecy. The Human Be-In—part mass
hallucination, part political rally, part accidental church service. It landed like a dropped tab of acid in the
city’s bloodstream. Ginsberg spun like a wind-up monk in front of a thousand lotus-eyed teenagers.
Timothy Leary said “Turn on, tune in, drop out,” and half the crowd were doing all three at once. We played
second, after the Dead and before the Airplane, while clouds of incense and too-loud laughter drifted like
fog trying to find itself. We didn’t know we were playing history, we just knew the sound went further than
it used to.

Laura was barefoot. I remember that. Her voice was sharp and clean like cold gin. Janis Joplin was still
technically unknown, though she sounded like she'd been howling through broken radios since the Dust
Bowl. They met somewhere in the back and hit it off immediately. “Two storms hugging for the first time.”

Laura and Janis Joplin were teetering side by side on an equipment box, passing a bottle of Southern
Comfort like it was a sacred artifact. They were howling—full-body, tear-streaming, hiccuping, possessed
laughter. The kind that either means deep joy or mental collapse, but no one dared interrupt.

“Girl,” Janis wheezed between gulps, her voice already shredded like a love letter run through a paper
mill, “if I die tonight, just bury me in rhinestones and whiskey, I swear to God.”

Laura practically fell sideways, laughing so hard she smacked her forehead on a light stand. “You die
tonight, I'm takin’ your boots and your goddamn drummer!”

“That greasy son of a bitch?” Janis cackled. “Hell, you can have’im. Comes with the clap and a twelve-
pack of emotional damage!”

They erupted again, an unholy duet of siren wails and barroom cackles. Every few minutes someone
would try to approach—wide-eyed fans, a hopeful photographer, one of the Jefferson Airplane guys offering
a tab of something unpronounceable. Each was met with a dramatic flick of the wrist, like royalty swatting
at mosquitoes.

“Darling, no!” Laura crooned at a spaced-out poet holding a stack of mimeographed manifestos.
“You’re bringing poetry to a whiskey fight?” she added, chuckling incredulously.

“Fly away, butterfly,” Janis slurred at a girl in a crochet vest. “Yer aura’s givin’ me a rash.”

Some poor roadie wandered too close.

“You again?” Laura barked. “Aren’t you supposed to be duct-taping the bass player together?” They
laughed, swaying together.

“You smell like laundry soap and regret,” Janis added, waving him away with a regal burp.

Later—how much later is a question for the uncertainty principle—they were moving, the bottle nearly
dry. Someone spotted the two of them stumbling out the side door, arms locked like sisters bound for hell
or Hollywood, still snorting with laughter and singing half a verse of “Down on Me” before forgetting the
words and making up new ones involving limp cocks and Richard Nixon.

Janis pointed dramatically down the hill. “To the Dead’s house! They got better drugs!”

And so they vanished into the night, two banshees fueled by liquor and defiance, headed straight for the
Haight, trailing obscenities and the scent of revolution behind them like cosmic perfume.

I showed up a little after, playing the reluctant chaperone, hoping I wasn’t already too late.

The Grateful Dead’s House was on Ashbury. It looked like it had sprouted by accident and leaned into
the sidewalk like a drunk with secrets, patched together with tie-dye, duct tape, and the shared gravity of
too many restless souls with nowhere else to unravel. The paint peeled in long, tragic curls and the porch
sagged just enough to suggest moral ambiguity.

Laura and Janis moved through the front door like two old barflies walking into a chapel. They were
still laughing, more than a little drunk, arms linked. Their energy was uncontainable and slightly
radioactive.

Heads turned. A few hopefuls tried to greet them. Mistake. Janis swatted them away with a glare and
declaration.

“Fuck off, we're conducting research,” she snarled.



Chapter 20: The Dead House

What happened after I arrived came to me in pieces over the years—Laura’s version, Janis’s, Garcia’s, and
the stories that hardened around that house. This is how I have always carried it.

The house buzzed and shimmered with activity. Someone at the dining table rolled joints with the quiet
efficiency of a factory worker or a monk. Conversations blurred together in midair, looping and mutating
like improvised jazz.

Posters flaked and sagged, curling like question marks. Coltrane. Malcolm X. Marlene Dietrich. Cats
wandered through clouds of sandalwood smoke like they paid rent in enlightenment. The Dead weren’t
playing. But their presence was stitched into the walls. Guitars leaned in corners like sleeping dogs. The
whole house had the pulse of something living, some cross between an art commune and a flophouse for
minor gods.

The scent was a mix of incense, patchouli, weed, and mildew. The floor creaked under every footstep,
rugs layered like sediment from a dozen road trips, couches that had absorbed years of heartbreak,
hallucination, and half-finished songs. They were no longer furniture. They were confession booths with
stuffing.

They passed through incense fog and laughter thunderstorms, high on each other, swatting away
admirers and metaphysical flirtations with practiced flair. Janis’s hand twirled through the air like she was
dismissing a bad omen.

This wasn’t just a party house. It was an ecosystem. A junkyard temple of holy misfits, strung together
by patch cords, cheap wine, and that dangerous kind of hope that doesn’t ask for permission. And for a few
hours, Laura and Janis reigned over it like chaos queens come home from the road.

Around the corner they ran into Pigpen, installed like a minor deity in a throne-like armchair swaddled
in crocheted afghans and bad decisions. He sipped from a brown bottle and flipped through a comic book
like he was waiting for the apocalypse to get funnier.

“If anyone asks,” he mumbled without looking up, “I was never here.”

“We wouldn’t narc on a god,” Laura said, deadpan, and gave him a wink. Janis let out a laugh that
rattled the doorknobs.

As they wandered deeper, the rooms began to bleed into each other like dreams spilled on linoleum—
some lit by lava lamps in a state of permanent psychedelic drip, others by candles melted into old Chianti
bottles, wax rivers pooling like lost intentions.

Phil Lesh floated by barefoot, the very image of a stoned oracle in exile, cigarette wedged behind his ear
like a punctuation mark, patch cables slithering from his hands like friendly vines.

“You cats need anything, just chant it.”

“More Southern Comfort!” Janis bellowed, like she was summoning Bacchus.

“More light,” Laura added, arms wide like a conductor possessed by moonlight.

“No promises,” Lesh said over his shoulder. “But the house is listening. I'll find a disciple to fetch the
goods.”

Bob Weir passed them on the stairs, eyes half-lidded and tuned to a different frequency. “Upstairs is
string theory and conspiracy radio,” he warned, like a man who’s seen the truth in a lava lamp and
regretted asking.

Laura raised an eyebrow. “Garcia?”

“Yeah, he’s up there.” Bob nodded.

“You two look like trouble,” he said.

“We are,” Laura replied, no hesitation. “Got a problem with that?”

“Not as long as you smoke weed. You fall off the stage or the moon?”

Janis pointed at Laura with the solemnity of a prophet. “She’s the moon. I'm the fuckin’ tide.”

“And we're bringing high water.” Laura grinned, and they all laughed.

Jerry Garcia sat cross-legged like a monk, an acoustic guitar resting on his knee like it had grown there.
He was spinning slow, honey-thick loops from the strings, soft as candlelight.



“You're Laura,” he said, eyes squinting like he was trying to see her soul through a haze of memory.
“Bitter Honey. That first track with the harmony? It moved through my head like a storm dressed in silk.
Soft and trembling, like something waiting to be forgiven.”

Laura smiled. “That’s the nicest thing anyone’s said to me all week.”

Laura tilted her head, curls spilling like secrets. “I could kiss you for that,” she said, eyes glinting like
mischief had just learned to walk.

“Too late,” Janis drawled, already lighting another cigarette. “I called dibs before you were born.”

Garcia leaned closer to the lamplight, his face glowing soft and a little sad. “Stay as long as you like,” he
said. “This house remembers everything. It has a memory like a reel-to-reel. Nothing gets erased, just
recorded over with better takes.”

Laura glanced around—the worn rugs, the shadows full of harmonies still echoing. Candlelight danced
on the walls like it was auditioning for heaven. The air smelled like burned sugar and old strings.

“Then let’s give it something worth keeping,” she said.

And no one disagreed. Because when music hangs in the air like that, the only thing to do is breathe it
in and add your note to the chord.

Garcia sat with the guitar resting comfortably on his knee like it had grown there. He picked a lazy,
meandering progression, minor sevenths falling like slow rain. Janis had collapsed into a corduroy cushion
that smelled like incense, denim, and poor decisions. Laura balanced on a low stool, her bare foot tapping
against the wood floor.

“You hear that progression?” Garcia asked, barely lifting his head. “I keep trying to throw words at it,
but they just bounce off. It wants a voice with a limp and a history.”

“Maybe it doesn’t want words,” Laura said, smiling, eyes half-closed. “Maybe it wants a wound that
learned how to hum.”

“She’s got a line for everything,” Janis grinned.

Garcia chuckled. “So, let’s bleed on it. Both of you.”

He nudged it a little slower, thicker. A descending line, aching and simple as gravity. Laura closed her
eyes and started humming low, like she was digging under the melody. Janis joined her, higher, her voice a
ragged thread of gold wrapped around Laura’s smooth rust.

“Streetlight hums like a tired prayer...” Laura sang, not singing so much as exhaling belief.

“...and my shadow don’t follow me there,” Janis answered, voice full of bourbon and bruised glitter.

“Ain’t no map for where we’re going...” Garcia murmured, still plucking.

“...just a song that keeps on knowing...” and that became the chorus. They harmonized together,
improvising, weaving back through the phrases with new harmonies each time.

They looped it, shifted it, painted each phrase with different colors from the same heart. It built and
bent, dissolved and rewound, until the last chord hung like a kiss.

Silence.

“Well damn,” Garcia said, like he’d just tasted moonlight. “That’s the first honest thing I've heard all
day.”

“Not bad for something we baked in five seconds,” Laura chuckled, brushing hair from her eyes.
“Hell, press it,” Janis said, leaning back. “That’s a B-side at least.”

“B-sides are just A-sides that showed up barefoot and forgot to comb their hair,” Garcia nodded.
Outside, someone dropped a bottle. A door slammed open. Laughter rose from the front of the house
like steam. But in this room, it was just the three of them, wrapped in the warm hush of afterglow.

Garcia laid his fingers on the strings like he was touching the last breath of something holy. The
opening of Down on Me came slow, drawn out, full of ache. Each note sounded like it had been waiting
underground, softened by time, reshaped by loss.

“This one’s yours, Janis,” he said, half-smiling. “But I want to hear it the way it was born. Like a prayer
through whiskey.”

Janis’s mouth curled, not quite a smile, more like a scar that remembered joy. “Shit, Jerry, you startin’
a religion now?”

“Only if it’s got a second verse and no damn rules,” he replied, already lost in the chord changes.

Janis gave Laura a wink. “You start it, sugar. I'll follow your trail.”



Laura leaned in, her curls falling around her face, voice drawn taut and trembling. She sang the first
verse, low and full. A voice that begged, not asked. It remembered. ITt named. It knew. The truth poured
out in tones that had soil in them, salt, shadow. It didn’t reach for beauty. It carried it.

Janis joined on the chorus, soft but ragged like she was tearing her heart with every word. Not polished,
not clean. But full of every room she ever left burning behind her. They traded verses like secrets—Laura all
slow fire and dark honey, Janis wild as a wire spark. By the bridge, they were harmonizing, spinning
around each other. Two vines trying to claim the same sun. Laura holding the root, Janis reaching for
lightning.

The final chord evaporated like the last goodbye you didn’t mean.

“Goddamn, girl,” Janis said, her voice catching somewhere between laughter and tears, like both had
lived too long in the same breath. “You didn’t sing that. You birthed it.”

Laura didn’t answer right away. She reached for her cheek like she was smoothing the edge of
something invisible. “That’s ‘cause it was already in me,” she said. “You just opened the door.”

Without warning, Janis leaned forward and wrapped Laura up in a hug that was suddenly sure of itself.
A hug that knew things. That held history and blood and all the shared wreckage that tormented their
souls.

Janis whispered into her shoulder, “You're mine now, you know that? Blood. Bone. Harmony.”

Laura hugged her back like she’d been drowning and just found land, solid, warm, and still trembling.
She held on to this moment. This pact. This thing bigger than survival.

“I know. You’re mine too. And fuck anyone who can’t hear that.”

They pulled apart but didn’t let go. Drifting. Swaying. Held together by something deeper than gravity.
Their eyes were wet, but not from sadness, but from knowing. From recognizing the rare thing they had
found.

The air around them thickened, slowed. Like the moment was inhaling. Like the music hadn’t quite
stopped. Laura looked at her, and smiled, soft and aching, like a secret remembered, an ache risen from
ancient dust. “I feel like I've known you since before I was born.”

“You and me,” Janis said, voice low and reverent, “we’re the same brand of broken. Same brand of
magic and fire. Ain’t no one else can carry that like us.”

Garcia watched, still as stone, the guitar resting like a relic in his lap. He nodded, solemn and slow, like
hearing the end of a prayer. “That’s it,” he said softly. “That’s the music. The magic. Not the notes. That.”

They didn’t speak again, not right away. Didn’t need to.



Chapter 21: Summer of Love

Outside, the city moved on—horns, sirens, footsteps, whole lives spun out into the streets. But inside, time
folded down to a little room with a frayed rug, a house patched together with string and intention, and two
women sitting braided like a spell that time exhaled and lit from within.

They were like two stars caught in the same current—burning brighter because of each other, but also
burning faster. After that night, they were rarely apart when geography allowed. Janis and Laura, storm-
sisters, voices made of gravel and heaven, always huddled in some booth or back room, plotting the next
song or the next escape.

I'd see them—arms looped, eyes red from laughter or something else, harmonizing half-drunk in
kitchens at 3 a.m., arguing about Bessie Smith or Billie Holiday or whether the Stones had sold out yet.
They borrowed each other’s scarves and secrets. Sometimes they disappeared for days and came back
wilder, louder, glowing with something electric and dangerous.

And yeah, I was jealous. Not just the bond, not exactly. Just of how easy it seemed between them. Like
they didn’t have to explain anything. Like they’d already done the explaining in some past life.

But the truth is, they fed each other’s excesses. They were like storm fronts converging, amplifying,
magnifying. Wherever Janis was, Laura wasn’t far behind, trailing cigarette smoke and laughter that could
snap a room in half. They were never quiet, never subtle. You’d hear them before you saw them—voices like
sirens tangled in harmony or argument, impossible to tell which.

They’d show up backstage at the Fillmore in matching velvet jackets, Janis with that raspy cackle, Laura
with her sly grin and a bottle tucked under her arm like a purse. Their energy filled up the band room
before the amps were even plugged in. Musicians gave them space—not out of fear, but reverence. Nobody
told either of them what to do. Not even the label guys dared. They’d get steamrolled under a flood of
profanity and perfectly-timed sarcasm. And for a little while, it was magic. Terrifying, exquisite magic.

But the closeness worried me. Not out of possessiveness. I'd given up trying to own a piece of Laura. I
just saw the way they accelerated each other’s descent. One would light a cigarette, the other would open a
bottle. One line of coke turned into three. Janis already had a reputation for going hard, and Laura... Laura
wanted to prove she could go just as far, maybe farther. Whether it was ego or love or both, I never figured
it out.

And yeah, I wondered. About the rest of it. Whether they were lovers, whether something deeper bound
them. There were rumors, always are. I saw the way they looked at each other sometimes, soft in a way they
weren’t with anyone else. I saw them slip away during parties, heads close, whispering. But the truth is, it
didn’t matter. What they had was a kind of love that didn’t need a label. It burned like something ancient,
something tribal. They were kindred spirits—deep, unspoken, irreversible.

But even magic eats itself if you don’t feed it right. They stayed wild too long. Nights got darker. Laura
would come home plastered, humming something half-finished and smelling like cheap perfume and
gasoline. And Janis—God, Janis looked older every time we saw her. Like something was pulling the light
out of her an inch at a time.

There was no containing it. No talking sense. All I could do was watch—and hope the music would hold
them up longer than the rest of us could.

They loved like the world was ending. And maybe for them, it was.

The Summer of love didn’t drift in like a season, all polite and calendar-bound. No, it roared in like a
sermon on the back of a thundercloud, hair wild, eyes on fire, shouting hallelujahs from rooftops and
bouncing them off tie-dye flags strung between eucalyptus trees that looked like they’d just dropped acid.

They called it the Summer of Love. We called it that too, only without irony, back then, irony hadn’t
been invented yet. We were sincere to a fault, high on idealism and maybe something else. Truth is, we
believed. Not in institutions. Not in systems. But in something.

We were in it Deep. Drenched. Stumbling around with our hearts showing, high on hope, harmony, and
whatever someone had stirred into the punch. We believed in each other. In the sacred act of a shared
cigarette passed between strangers who’d met six minutes ago and were now planning a commune in
Mendocino.



Golden Gate Park morphed into a sort of technicolor altar where the grass hummed and the breeze
whispered chord changes. We played there like it was a sacred obligation—free shows whenever the sky felt
generous. No flyers, no permits, just rumors and amp buzz and the occasional power line strung through a
eucalyptus tree like an electric offering to Dionysus.

Sometimes it was all of us—Bitter Honey, the Dead, Big Brother. Sometimes it was just us and a dozen
barefoot dancers undulating like seaweed in a tide stirred by cosmic intention and unwashed feet.

One afternoon, a kid with pupils wide enough to see the future leaned in close, like a cat decoding God.

“Hey man,” he said, voice full of fog and prophecy, “you guys sound like melted gold.”

Laura didn’t miss a beat. She winked at him, her smile all jazz and mischief.

“That’s ‘cause we are melted gold, sweetheart,” she said. And the kid floated away like someone who
had just seen the sun wink back.

The crowds were stitched together from the raw fabric of human lunacy and divine hope—a patchwork
quilt of paisley dreams and tattered denim stitched with rebellion. Bell bottoms flared like flower petals
caught mid-rebellion. Hair tumbled like waterfalls, holy and unbrushed. Beads, bells, bangles, and sandals
held together with faith and friction. The kids danced like prophets caught in a sugar trance, chasing
something they couldn’t name—maybe the sun, maybe the backbeat.

Cherub-faced girls in tie-dye halos handed out apple slices and ginger tea like they were serving
sacraments at a roadside temple. Someone, always, was spinning. Someone, always, was quoting Ginsberg
into the wind. There was a guy in a toga with a flute and another soul in nothing but freckles and courage.

For a moment, a long, glowing, honey-slicked moment...we were gods.

“You think this’ll last forever?” I asked Laura once.

She grinned, wide and certain. “Forever’s a bedtime story, Ray. But this—this is close enough to kiss.”

And it was.

No fences. No ticket takers. No meathead security guards bellowing at barefoot prophets. Just sound,
sacred and sticky, rolling out like incense made of sweat and feedback. Music that didn’t need to be perfect,
just true. Music that poured from the sky and the soil like it had waited eons for this chance.

It was utopia with armpit stains. Paradise with a blown speaker. It was perfect the way spilled wine on a
love letter is perfect—messy, soaked, unforgettable.

Even now, when I hear the scratch of a guitar through a half-dead PA, something in me unfolds. My
spine knows. My lungs know. And suddenly I'm back—Laura’s voice rising like a comet over the crowd, the
people howling like they just got reborn, and the sky cracking open to make room for all that sound, all that
laughter, all that light.

Some moments don’t belong to memory. They belong to the bloodstream.

And that was one of them.

And the music was magic. Not card-trick magic, not velvet-curtain presto-change-o crap, but the real
stuff. Magic with its shoes off and its molecules rearranged. The kind of mojo that shows up without
knocking, licks your third eye, and dances barefoot across the linoleum of your expectations. It didn’t arrive
with a puff of smoke. It was the smoke. Sandalwood, patchouli, weed, desire. A chord you didn’t mean to
play, but holy hell—it played you.

You know the flavor. Every so often—once a century, maybe twice if the moon’s in drag and the stars
are feeling frisky—something slips through the zipper of consensus reality. A rip in the pants of time. A
moment so electric it rewires your DNA and gives your heart a second tongue. Sometimes it shows up as a
messiah. Sometimes it shows up wearing a poncho, strumming a 12-string, and handing you a sugar cube
with a galaxy in it.

It wasn’t just music. It was interdimensional therapy. It was metaphysical spelunking with a wah-wah
pedal. It was Plato’s cave, but with strobes and feedback. A big communal attempt at becoming—well, not
angels, necessarily, but at least mammals with good rhythm and less appetite for war.

We weren’t trying to escape the shitshow. We were transcending it with tambourines. We were
levitating out of history’s greasy grip on waves of laughter, lust, and lyrics that didn’t rhyme but felt like
they did if you squinted your soul just right. It was church for the heretical, politics for the barefoot, sex for
the mystically inclined. It was utopia stitched together with frayed denim, sitar solos, and the kind of tears
you don’t apologize for.



And man, it was beautiful. Stupid-beautiful. The kind of beauty that doesn’t ask to be remembered
because it tattoos itself into your nose—the scent of pot smoke, sun-warmed skin, wet grass, and someone
crying because a high note made their inner child forgive their father. That kind of beautiful.

But, of course...

History is a janitor with a clipboard and no sense of humor. It showed up eventually, late but punctual.
The cracks in the illusion started showing. Bad trips, bad vibes, bad men who sold the revolution for a steak
dinner and a handshake. Suits moved in. Guns got louder. The prophets bought nicer shoes. The free got
taxed. The love got bruised.

Even the music—the magic music—started sounding tired. Not dead. Just diluted. Like it had been
filtered through polyester and paranoia.

And yet...

Here’s the kicker. Magic like that? It doesn’t vanish. Not really. Once it slides down your throat and
explodes like a firework behind your ribcage, it stays. You carry it in your calluses, your laugh lines, the way
your spine straightens every time that one song sneaks out of a passing car window.

For one flaming, freaky, pheromone-soaked summer, we got it right. Not perfect. Not even close. But
better. We were better people. Maybe just a little. Maybe just enough.

And hot damn, if that ain’t worth writing on your tombstone in glow-in-the-dark paint and cosmic font:

We almost did it.

We nearly remembered how to be divine.

And for a minute, it worked.

Then came Monterey Pop. It was supposed to be a punctuation mark—a clean, crisp showcase with a
big exclamation point at the end. Instead, it went thermonuclear. A full-body cultural detonation. You
could taste the blast in your molars. Hendrix turned his guitar into a sacrificial phoenix. Janis detonated in
a ball of soul and sweat. Otis whispered the collective heartbreak of every human being since Babylon. And
somehow, Bitter Honey—scrappy, unscheduled, and halfway high, ended up smack in the eye of the
kaleidoscope.

We weren’t even on the poster. We were a rumor with amps. But we played. Oh, we played.

It was tight, weird, louder than God’s cough. People screamed. Laura collapsed behind the curtain, then
came back for an encore that turned grown men into poetry and teenage girls into acolytes. Half the crowd
cried. The other half couldn’t form words. Just syllables and goosebumps.

The Hells Angels were there too, circling in the mist like leather-clad carrion birds. One of them tried to
kiss Laura. Frankie punched him with the power of four lifetimes of bad decisions. We almost died. Nobody
noticed. It was, somehow, fine.

Back in San Francisco, the album spun like a prayer wheel in every dorm room from Haight to
Berkeley. Outside the city, it sputtered like a bad lightbulb. Columbia called it a “slow build.” I called it
“almost famous.” But on the Park stage, at the ballrooms, at The Matrix where the air smelled like broken
amps and patchouli regret, we were gods. Local gods. Frail gods, maybe. Possibly imaginary gods. But gods.

The drugs helped. Or they didn’t. Depends on your blood type and your childhood trauma. We weren’t
just flying—we were melting. Dripping down the walls in strange harmonies. But the sound never stopped.
The wires still hummed. The audience kept showing up like moths to a burning piano.

And somewhere in that messy, thunderous summer—between the protest marches and the paper daisy
crowns, between the saints on acid and the sinners on payroll—I swear I could hear the music trying to save
us. Or maybe just slow down the apocalypse.

July Fourth, Hippie Hill, another “Free Concert” in air quotes because freedom came with a price tag: a
slice of watermelon soaked in 300 micrograms. We were all tripping sideways. Barely made it through the
set. Ended with Summertime Blues which collapsed into a glorious, tone-deaf demolition derby. Didn’t
matter. The scene was already unraveling like a crocheted vest in a thunderstorm.

We kept playing anyway. Like fools. Like mystics. Like employees of some beautiful delusion. The
schedule became a meat grinder. We were so burned out we had to flip coins just to decide who would
shower. Laura was drinking by breakfast, which sounds bad until you realize she didn’t get out of bed until
two.

She’d joke, “I never drink before noon.”



But time was a concept, and hers was on layaway.

We played The Matrix. Regularly. Religiously. Loudly. Then the Fillmore, with the Doors.

Morrison tried to seduce Laura in the green room. She kissed him once, just to shut him up. Then
walked away in slow motion like a war widow in a French film. I wrote three songs about it. None of them
were as good as the way she didn’t look back.

We played the Rainbow Palace, a new venue with velvet curtains and a cashbox that vanished with the
promoter. Poof. Gone. Left nothing but glitter and a dirty ashtray.

New Year’s Eve, 1967, we did the Avalon. Big show. Big noise. Big mess. Everything felt sharp-edged
and melting. It was brutal. The tambourines had bite marks. The guitars were speaking in tongues. Laura’s
voice was sandpaper and satin. Mine was holding on by dental floss and defiance.

But damn if we didn’t still believe.

Even as the roof cracked and the movement sagged under its own metaphysical weight—even then,
something shimmered in the noise.

Something said keep playing.

So we did.

Back then, we were invincible. Or thought we were. In our mid-twenties and full of noise and velocity,
moving too fast to notice the toll. The excesses weren’t a problem because they were ours. Part of the ritual.
Part of the myth. We weren’t trying to escape anything—we were charging at it full speed with guitars and
pills and open hearts.

And me? I wasn’t standing outside the chaos with a clipboard. I was right there in it. Elbows deep.
Whiskey on my breath, line up my nose, ash on my shirt, amp buzzing at my back. If there was a line to
cross, we crossed it, then drew a new one farther out. That was the rule. No limits. No apologies.

In your mid-twenties, there’s no such thing as tomorrow. Just another gig, another party, another
bottle, another song. Sleep when you die. Or don’t. We didn’t ask for permission and we didn’t wait for
anyone to catch up. We were riding a wave we thought had no crash.



PART SEVEN: COLLAPSE



Chapter 22: Cracks

1968 didn’t begin. It lurched in like a half-lit junkie wearing two left shoes and humming the wrong
national anthem. No dawn chorus, no civic parade, just a cosmic hiccup and a wheeze—then suddenly,
there we were, playing some over-lit gymnasium in Eugene, Oregon, where the walls sweated adolescence
and the air smelled like mop buckets, patchouli, and the ghost of a recent pep rally.

But none of that mattered. We were loud, fast, and freezing. Like musical gremlins shot out of a cannon
made of existential dread and duct tape.

Our amps were secondhand. Our guitar strings were thirdhand. Our nerves? Barely present. Laura took
the stage in a dress that looked like it had been rescued from the wardrobe of Marie Antoinette on laundry
day. It was torn in the right places, velvet in the wrong ones, and fluttered around her like a bad omen
looking for a prophecy to crash.

She was slipping.

So were we.

That wasn’t the worst of it, not by a long shot.

The real implosion wasn’t commercial. It was personal. Intimate. Quietly catastrophic in that slow-drip,
soul-eroding way that doesn’t announce itself until you're already miles past the turnoff.

Laura and I were coming undone.

Not loudly, not in some beautiful, cinematic break-up—just unraveling, thread by thread, like the hem
of a coat you've worn through three winters too long.

She’d become a full-time alcoholic, no longer just a party-night lush with a poetic streak. Now it was
bottles tucked in bags, backstage drinks before the first set, slurred soundchecks, missed cues.

And yeah, other drugs floated around the edges—whites to prop her up, reds to bring her back down,
the occasional psychedelic spiral to “open the gates,” whatever that meant anymore.

She was always a wild card. Now she was a ghost in war paint.

The band noticed. We all did.

I tried to talk to her. Jules tried. Frankie tried. One at a time.

Tried the soft route. The “we love you” route.

And when that didn’t work, we tried the hard angle. Confrontation. Ultimatums.

Didn’t matter. Laura already knew everything we were going to say.

Sometimes she lashed out in righteous, fanged denial, called us all cowards and hypocrites.

Other times she crumbled into quiet, hating sobs, apologizing in loops like a broken tape. The pain was
real—but it was trapped behind the glass, unreachable.

And the part that no one else saw, the part that mattered to me most, was this:

We’d stopped talking. Not just about logistics or setlists or who was bringing what amp.

We’d stopped dreaming.

There were no more 3 a.m. coffee-fueled ramblings about changing the world, or rewiring
consciousness with sound, or turning stages into altars. That had all gone quiet. Now it was just a lot of
blank space filled with obligations.

I still saw her, God yes, I saw her. But she had slipped away, walked deeper into a fog I couldn’t follow.

But again—that’s hindsight. Back then, we still thought we had time. Plenty of time.

Turns out, we didn’t.

Outside, it was January and Oregon, which meant everything was wet, everything was gray, and
everyone was too stoned to feel their own toes. But inside—at least for a few minutes—we conjured it. That
flicker. That weird, holy shiver that makes your skin forget to be cynical.

We didn’t know it yet, but something had started to shake loose. The year ahead was a fever dream
nobody had ordered—riots, funerals, broken strings, bad press, worse acid. And us? We were about to ride
it all like fools in a bathtub headed for Niagara Falls.

But that night, in that echoing gym, we still believed in noise.

We still believed in her voice.

And for those fifty-two and a half minutes of sweat and distortion and near-spiritual feedback, it
believed in us back.



Nobody had bothered to name it yet. That peculiar kind of unraveling where the seams don’t rip, they
just slowly forget they were ever stitched. But God, when she sang, Laura could still freeze the sweat in the
rafters. Still pull light out of a bad mic and make the janitor cry into his thermos. Her voice came from
some ancient place between throat and dream, and when it landed, it didn’t ask permission.

We played like we were being chased. No breaks. No banter. Just song after song, like we were trying to
exorcise something that hadn’t entered the room yet. The gym had the acoustics of a cement coffin. But we
burned anyway. Because what else was there?

We were back at the Avalon in February. Chet still had faith in us—God bless that madman’s optimism,
but the place had mutated into a psychedelic circus run by caffeinated ghosts and amateur arsonists. The
ballroom didn’t pulse anymore, it jittered. It glitched. The energy was cracked open like an egg dropped on
a lava lamp.

Blue Cheer had already melted the paint off the walls with a sound so loud it rearranged the furniture of
your soul. We went on next, naturally, sandwiched between their sonic hurricane and a short film that
featured naked mannequins reciting surrealist breakup poems into rotary phones that screamed back in
dial tone Morse code.

Laura missed whole verses. Floated right past them like a saint distracted mid-miracle. Said it was
“intentional silence,” something about negative space being the real frontier of expression. Maybe she
meant it. Maybe she was just too spun to remember the lyrics. Nobody knew. Nobody cared. But I cared,
the band cared.

March hit like a fever, and we rode it east like a plague of beautiful, unlicensed noise. We weren’t
touring, we were invading, dragging distortion behind us like a comet tail dipped in reverb.



Chapter 23: Paper Teeth

The Electric Circus in New York looked like a spaceship designed by a hungover god. Chrome everywhere,
velvet in places velvet had no business being. Playing there felt like shouting secrets inside a disco-ball
womb. Light and sound ricocheted off every surface until it all turned liquid. Laura painted her eyes black,
top to bottom, and stepped onstage like she’d just crawled out of a séance. She was on, that night. She
didn’t sing, she summoned, every note like a love letter set on fire mid-sentence.

Boston was raw. Cold. Tight crowd, tighter nerves. Halfway through the second set I thought Laura
might just fold into herself and disappear, like a candle burning from the inside out. But she didn’t. She
pushed through like a prophet with a busted lung. Gave them every inch of what was left.

D.C. was worse. Government town, full of men in suits trying to dance like their guilt had hips. Jules
said he was done. Said we were circling the drain, bleeding spirit, feeding the machine. Couldn’t blame
him. We were held together by friction and borrowed time. Every motel mirror was starting to look like a
warning.

But goddamn, when it worked—when the set caught fire and Laura’s voice cracked just right—it felt like
salvation wearing platform boots. Temporary, sure. Unsustainable, definitely.

But real. Real enough to keep going. At least one more night.

April carried us home like a half-broken kite. Back to California, back to the shimmer of Santa Barbara
where the sun looked fake and the girls even faker, and then south to LA, where the sidewalks pulsed and
everybody walked like they were being watched. The Whisky was all mirrors and judgment, the kind of
place where even your sweat got critiqued. We played loud. Tight. Mean. A Columbia suit watched us from
a booth, eyes like cash registers, voice like a shrug. Offered Laura a pill and a compliment, same breath.
She took one, handed back the other.

May brought us back to the park. Thank God. It was the only stage that still felt like it had dirt under its
nails. We played barefoot on the lawn, sun chewing at our backs, and the crowd blissed out like garden
gnomes on psilocybin. Laura cried during “Dead Language of Flowers.” Didn’t say why. Just sat at the edge
of the stage like the sky had given her bad news and she was waiting for it to apologize. The crowd didn’t
notice. They were too busy floating. But we did. We saw it. She was starting to come apart at the seams,
slow and soft, like silk unraveling in a breeze.

June was Monterey Redux. We weren’t on the bill, not even close. But Tex sweet-talked, lied,
threatened, and bartered his way into a set right after the Byrds. A miracle pulled off with a grin and a
forged laminate. Laura sang lying on her back, eyes on the clouds like they owed her rent. Said the sky
sounded better from down there. Tex called it performance art. I said she was high. They were both right.

We were flying crooked. And part of me already knew the ground was coming.

“What the fuck was that?” I snapped as we stepped into the wings, the stage lights still hot on our
backs, sweat sticking to the insides of my sleeves. The applause was real, loud, even, but it hit my ears like
static.

Laura turned, eyes wild and glassy, grinning like she’d just pulled off a heist. “Fuck you, Ray. They
loved it. You hear that?” She pointed back at the curtain, at the crowd still howling. “That’s not polite
applause, that’s devotion.”

“Don’t bullshit me,” I growled, keeping my voice low, sharp. “You’re fucking wasted. You were wasted
before the gig. I could smell it on you during soundcheck. What the fuck, Laura.”

Her grin dropped, shoulders stiffening. “I held it together.”

“Barely,” I said. “You forgot an entire verse.”

“I improvised.”

“You slurred.”

She rolled her eyes, turned like she was about to walk, then spun back. “You think they noticed? You
think any of those kids out there care whether I sang the bridge or not? They just want to feel something,
Ray. And I gave it to them.”

“You think this is about the crowd?” I snapped. “I don’t give a shit about the crowd. I care about you. I
care about the music. And that tonight? That wasn’t the song. That was some junked-up version of you
playing dress-up in front of the altar.”



She didn’t respond at first. Just stared at me with that distant look, like I was shouting at her through
fog.

“I'm doing my best,” she finally said, but it came out small. Defensive. Not even trying to sound true.

“Then do better,” I said. “Because this—” I gestured to the stage, the band still packing gear in the haze,
the crowd still echoing from behind the curtain “—this matters. And if you can’t see that anymore, if the
bottle means more than the bridge, you need to tell me. Now.”

She said nothing. Just lit a cigarette with shaking hands and leaned against the wall, head tipped back,
eyes closing like maybe if she didn’t see me, like I'd stop being there.



Chapter 24: Ghost in War Paint

Janis left Big Brother like she was breaking out of a burning house, even though she’d been the one setting
the matches half the time. That band had made her famous, yeah, but it also boxed her in—too many
strings on her wings. She wanted something bigger, or deeper, or just different. I don’t know. She didn’t
either. But in’69 she formed the Kozmic Blues Band and took it all on her own shoulders.

She was playing every festival that summer. Woodstock, Atlantic City, Texas Pop. And she gave it
everything—heart, voice, liver, veins. Some nights she was electric, terrifying, divine. Other nights, she
couldn’t find the pitch. Or she did, and it cut too deep. The heroin was there. The drinking got worse. You
could see it in the way she stumbled off stage, still glowing, still gasping, but dimming just a little more
every time.

Thing was, she was still Janis. Still bigger than the room. Still singing like her throat was lined with
history and heartbreak. But offstage... she was alone. Not just in the regular way people get lonely. Janis
was lonely in the kind of way that makes your bones ache. Like she’d been born inside a glass box and
everyone could hear her, but no one could really reach her.

By the end of the year, it was coming apart. Janis was still touring. Still smiling in photos. Still climbing
onstage. But there was less of her every time. Like pieces were falling off and no one was sweeping them up.

Thing is, Laura never quite broke through, like Janis. She had the songs the voice, the voltage. But she
stayed on the edge of things. Always the almost. She brushed against fame like it was a passing lover—close
enough to kiss, too slippery to keep.

By the end of'69, Janis and Laura weren’t walking. They were careening, dragging tangled gowns of
grief and glitter through whatever city would have them. Every time they found each other, L.A., San
Francisco, that one time in Austin, they didn’t just meet up. They collapsed together. Like two dying suns
sharing a gravity.

Soul sisters, yeah. But think Bonnie and Clyde with more eyeliner and no escape plan.

Laura saw it. She didn’t talk about it much, but I knew. Janis could call her in the middle of the night,
no words, just breathing on the line, and Laura would come.

Sometimes they’d hole up in some borrowed apartment or motel room, blackout curtains and a bottle
between them.

August in Austin is where the seams split, quiet and sudden, like silk tearing under a sigh. We had two
shows booked. Laura disappeared for a day and a half—no note, no call, just absence. When she finally
walked back through the door, she had bruises like faded punctuation marks, and a silence so loud it made
the windows nervous. But I knew.

It always started the same. Some dive bar with a jukebox bleeding Motown through blown-out
speakers. Janis would already be at the bar, waving around a bottle of Southern Comfort like it was a
microphone. Laura would slide into the booth, toss her bag on the sticky vinyl, and light a cigarette like it
was an argument.

“You look like hell,” Janis would say, grinning.

“And you smell like it,” Laura would shoot back, dragging deep. “Is that patchouli or broken promises?”

“Bit of both, honey.” Janis would raise her glass in mock salute. “To underpaid prophets and women
who never shut up.”

“To those who tried,” Laura would add, clinking bottles, “and those who got the fuck out.”

By the third drink, they were laughing too loud. By the fourth, they were crying into each other’s hair.

Janis chain-smoked and told dirty jokes like gospel. Laura would cackle until she coughed, then cough
until she wept, then light another cigarette just to balance the room.

Somewhere in between, Janis would whisper:

“You know what they want?” Janis asked once, voice hoarse from either stage or sobbing, it was hard to
tell. “They want us tragic. Want to bottle it. Sell it. T die, they get a platinum single.”

Laura wouldn’t answer right away. Just stare into her glass like it had answers.

“I keep thinking if I write the right song,” she’d say finally, “I'll stop disappearing.”

They’d sit there like that, slumped and sacred, broken in the same key. Two geniuses with cracked
mirrors for hearts. Then someone in the bar would shout, recognize them, ask for a song.



“Sing?” Janis would bellow. “Honey, I'm barely talking.”

“Buy us five drinks,” Laura would counter, “and we’ll consider humming.” The laughter came loud and
wild, then died on the floor like a drunk angel.

Later, they’d disappear into motels with carpets that smelled like old decisions. where the mattress
knew too many secrets. They’d pass a guitar between them like it was confession. Wrote songs that never
got recorded. Riffs and verses and half a chorus drenched in tears and whatever they had in their
bloodstream.

And sometimes they were lovers. Not the storybook kind. Not satin sheets and whispered forever. No,
this was the other kind—the messy, aching, heart-shaped hole you crawl into when the world gets too
sharp. It wasn’t lust, though there was heat. It was sanctuary. A hiding place. Two high-voltage women
short-circuiting into each other.

I heard about those nights secondhand. Sometimes from Laura in a foggy morning phone call.
Sometimes from a note on the back of a cocktail napkin, just lyrics and a lipstick kiss. But I knew the truth.
They were dragging each other under. Laughing as they drowned. Because they were the only ones who
understood what the water meant.

They didn’t just love each other. They understood each other. Same ache. Same hunger. Same black dog
curled at the foot of the bed whispering lies in the key of C minor.

And neither of them knew how to stop.

I'd take her hand, sit her down, wipe her face. But I never had an answer. Because Laura was right.
Janis was dying. And so was Laura, just slower.

“You're killing each other,” I told her.

She looked at me, eyes already half gone. “Yeah,” she said. “But there's a kind of mercy in it.”

And so they kept finding each other. Screaming, singing, sobbing. Saviors, saboteurs, soulmates. Two
women lit from within by pain and talent, burning twice as fast and refusing to go quietly.

They laughed all the way down. And meant every broken note of it.
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Sex?

Forget it. Most nights she was too fucked up to walk straight, let alone fuck like we used to, wild and
half-possessed. And when she was sober enough to go through the motions, it was like touching a ghost. A
cold, practiced, robotic performance with someone I used to write love songs about.

And yeah, I was still a man in a touring rock band. There were opportunities.

Beautiful, chaotic, eager opportunities. But guilt is a strange leash. Even when you’re halfway off it, the
other half still pulls.

Meanwhile, I was drowning in business pressure. Columbia had gone from supportive to strategically
disappointed. They wanted radio tracks. Three minutes, chorus by thirty seconds, no cryptic verses, no ten-
minute codas about train yards and gunpowder moons.

“Make it palatable,” they said. “Make it chart.”

Tex was caught in the middle, trying to balance chaos with commerce.

Shapiro? He wanted legal clarity, insurance, predictable behavior.

He wanted a frontwoman who could show up to a meeting without smelling like tequila and sadness.

And the band? They were looking at me. I was the anchor. The songwriter. The business guy. The
problem-solver.

“Fix it,” they said. “Rein her in.”

But how do you reel in someone who only answers to the part of themselves that’s burning?

And the tour?

Never stopped.

We were either on stage, on a bus, on a call, or on fire.

There wasn’t time to think, let alone heal.

We were successful.

And it was a fucking nightmare.

I was drinking too much. Smoking too much. Making bad decisions at 2 a.m. and calling them
“strategy.”



Laura was spiraling.

I was cracking.

And Bitter Honey, for all its heat and magic, was starting to taste like bitterness.

And so, I confess.

when the love turned spectral, when the nights got long and Laura’s eyes stayed glazed past sunrise—I
started taking my heartbreak, my needs, my hard dick somewhere else.

It wasn’t about conquest. It wasn’t even about revenge.

I wasn’t prowling backstage with a checklist or collecting bodies like trophies.

These weren’t groupies, they were artists. Musicians. Students with scratched records and unread
poetry. Smart, warm, alive in the way Laura used to be before the chemicals hijacked her weather system.
They talked to me like I mattered, and they fucked me like I wasn’t a ghost.

Yeah, I still loved Laura.

But the version of her I loved had gone missing in action, maybe permanently.

Then the rumors started.

Who told her? Hell, there were a hundred suspects. The scene was a sieve—everyone talking, everyone
listening, nobody trustworthy. An open secret, loud as feedback.

And yeah, she knew.

She’d drop a barbed comment now and then, half-joke, half-knife.

But mostly she just... took it.

Not out of grace, not out of maturity.

Out of numbness.

Like it barely registered anymore.

Like it was just another weight she let sink her deeper.

And that’s when I found out about the heroin.

Not a rumor. Not a hunch.

Real. Black-tar confirmation.

It explained the long silences, the slow-motion stumbles, the sudden, hollow calm. It wasn’t weed. It
wasn’t booze. It was death with a lullaby.

I felt bad.

Not just guilty, bereaved.

Because that? That was the line. Not just for her health, but for us. Heroin wasn’t a detour. It was the
exit.

We drifted. We didn’t fight much, not anymore. Just quiet estrangement, like a couple who still shared
a mailing address but not a story.

We barely stayed at the apartment we rented. A two-bedroom ghost town full of amps, unopened mail,
and the echo of what we used to be. It was an expensive storage unit with heating.

But we kept playing.

The music staggered forward, wounded and uneven.

San Francisco still showed up, loyal as ever, bless 'em. But the rest of the country? Shrugs. Empty
chairs. Like we’d missed the moment or it had missed us.

The bookings reflected that. We started slipping down the marquee, from top line to middle, from
Thursday night to Tuesday opener, from headlines to supporting act to nobody special.

We weren’t a national act. We were a locals band. And the scene had begun to forget us. The dream
didn’t shatter. It just got buried, beneath press clippings, and broken setlists, and a woman I loved who’d
forgotten how to come back.
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October was the spiral. Downward, dizzy, no grace. We were playing small clubs where the wallpaper
peeled in sympathy and the microphones smelled like desperation. Soundchecks were hollow, echo
chambers for old promises.

Denver? One hundred and twenty-seven people in folding chairs and a sound guy on quaaludes.
Somebody shouted “You used to matter!” and Laura smiled—not bitter, not hurt. Just empty. Like someone
had reached inside and switched off the lights, but the body kept humming out of habit.



Halfway through “Carousel Blues,” I stopped tuning my guitar. No one noticed. Not even the guitar.

November brought The Matrix. One last swing at the dream before it turned to dust. Home turf. The
ghosts there knew our names. Gleason sat in the crowd looking like a statue carved out of cold press coffee
and disapproval.

Laura closed the set with “Goodnight America,” and that was it. Last note, last line. She flung the mic
into the stage lights like she was offering it to God.

December. Studio purgatory. Burbank air, filtered through money and stale coffee. The label herded us
into a studio that looked like a dentist’s office with dreams. We were supposed to demo new material.
Laura stood in the vocal booth like she’d been framed for a crime she didn’t commit. She sang half a line.
Stopped. Looked at the wall like it had whispered something cruel to her.

“It’s not mine anymore,” she said.

Then she walked out like a myth heading for extinction. Tex said nothing. Neither did I. Jules lit a
cigarette without opening his eyes, like he couldn’t bear to watch the moment die.

And that was the end.

Even if none of us said it.

Ends have a smell. And 1968 stank of it, mildew and amp heat, makeup over bruises, rusted guitar
strings, and the perfume of someone already half a ghost.

We didn’t bury it.

We just stopped tuning.

We took January 1969 off. We’d had it. Everybody was sick. We were so run down we all had the flu at
the same time. I only got out of bed to eat or crap. Laura stayed in a separate room. I barely saw her. The
last week I went out to eat a few times. We knew it was over. Laura was a full-blown alcoholic by then, and
barely functional. I figured she was doing junk some of the time, but it wasn’t an addiction at that point. I
knew she got it from Janis.

It didn’t start with an explosion. Not in January. No, it was more like the sound of paper tearing in the
next room, subtle, distant, but unmistakable. We played the Fillmore West, three nights, opening for The
Byrds, and we were still technically “a draw.” That’s what they said. That’s what Bill told us, standing in the
wings, arms crossed, not even pretending to smile.

Laura looked like winter. Pale skin, black eyeliner smeared like a charcoal sketch. She nursed gin from
a battered thermos with faded flowers on the side, someone’s forgotten picnic relic. She missed lines. She
stood too still. Jules kept looking at me like we were driving a car with the gas pedal welded to the floor and
no one steering.

February brought us back to the Avalon. But the room was half-full, maybe less, and most of them
looked like they’d wandered in hoping to warm up. Laura showed five minutes before curtain. Her hair was
a feral halo, her pupils deep as bomb craters. But she walked onstage like it was home. Sang like a broken
violin. I saw her hand shaking when she handed off the mic.

Bookings shrank. Back to basement shows, half-lit bars, rooms that smelled like old wood and failed
dreams. We played The Matrix again. It felt like playing our own eulogy. I found her after in the band
room. Asleep. Needle still in her arm. Her breathing shallow but there.

By July, the vultures came—slick young suits with cult labels and borrowed money. They wanted Laura,
not Bitter Honey. Said she was “timeless,” “pure tone,” “untapped potential.” All that familiar bullshit in
new suits. She laughed when they said they’d refine her.

Then came the letter. Columbia dropped us. No phone call. No apology. “Lack of national impact.” No
mention of artistry, only numbers. We found out from Shapiro, who tried to be gentle. The next day, our
rehearsal space was locked. We borrowed Tex’s van and moved the gear. I carried our amp cases like they
were coffins.

October. She quit. Not in person. Just a note. Torn from a spiral pad. No return address.

“Tell them I'm sorry.”

Tex called me. “She signed with Glass Candle Records. Some ghost outfit in L.A. Solo record. They want
to rebrand her as ‘Skylark.”

I didn’t call her. I couldn’t.

Everything else we canceled. There was nothing left to cancel.



We never plugged back in.



Chapter 25: Dropped

Rolling Stone Magazine

Issue #47 — February 5, 1970

“Honey Burned: The Rise and Fade of a Band That Almost Changed Everything”

By Julian Wechsler

“It was the voice that got you first—smoke and sirens, confession and war cry, Laura Reyes could have
made a phone book sound like revolution. And then came the guitar: Ray Fisher, part poet, part circuit
board, with riffs like broken gospel and chords that bled.”

Bitter Honey never quite hit the mass market the way some of their peers did—no official Monterey Pop
billing, no Top 10 single—but in California, they were canon. And for a brief, blinding moment, they were
the next in line. Then it came apart. Not with a bang. Not even with a final show. Just... unraveling.

The band formed in late’65 in North Beach, but it was’66 when they exploded—on the back of their
now-legendary Matrix shows, a soaring Fillmore set, and a rave review by Ralph Gleason that called them
“Sunday-morning gospel meets Wednesday-night barroom brawl.”

Columbia signed them near the end of 1965. Their 1966 debut, The Static Garden, was a strange,
gorgeous sprawl—acid blues, avant-folk, fuzzed-out soul. It didn’t chart like the Airplane, but insiders still
call it one of the finest San Francisco records of that era. Gleason again: “If Jefferson Airplane took flight,
Bitter Honey went underground. That’s where the truth is.”

But by early’69, the pressure began to mount. Reyes—always incandescent on stage—was coming
undone off it. Her drinking intensified. Her performances became erratic. Rumors swirled: missed shows,
arguments, pills, heroin. Ray Fisher, the group’s writer and quiet center, tried to hold it together. He wrote
new songs. Managed the business. Hid his heartbreak.

“I think we all saw it,” says Jules Fenwick, the band’s bassist. “Ray would write something brilliant, and
Laura... she’d be passed out in the corner. Or furious. Or just gone. And still, when she sang? Jesus. People
would cry.”

Columbia pushed for more commercial material. Bitter Honey’s second record, Paper Teeth, was meant
to be the breakthrough. It wasn’t. The album flopped. The band was dropped. And then Laura left—signed
a solo deal with Glass Candle Records in October, vanishing into the Southland haze.

“She didn’t even call,” Fisher says now, from a borrowed cabin in Big Sur. “Just a note. No return
address. But I can’t blame her. I was already somewhere else, too.”

Today, Bitter Honey is officially done. There are no plans for a reunion, no new label offers, no
comeback whisper. Laura’s solo album is expected later this year. Fisher has hinted at a book of lyrics and
maybe a solo EP, “if the tapes survive the damp.”

And yet, for those who were there—for the packed nights at the Matrix, the foggy sets at the Avalon, the
afternoon the sky cracked at Golden Gate Park—Bitter Honey was not just a band. They were a warning
shot. A love story with distortion pedals. A dream you barely remember, but swear changed you.

“They weren’t the biggest,” Gleason wrote in his final column on them. “But for a few years in San
Francisco, they were the most honest. And the scene, for all its noise, was always hungry for the truth.”

Laura releases her album in March.

The Pacific Standard

March 12, 1970

*Album Review: “Glass Cathedral” — Laura Reyes (Glass Candle Records)

By Mavis Lang, Staff Critic

What Happened to Her?

That’s the question you'll be asking by track two. Laura Reyes—once the hurricane center of Bitter
Honey, the woman whose voice could raise ghosts and lower inhibitions—has arrived with her solo debut,
Glass Cathedral. And like the name suggests, it’s all surface reflection. Cold beauty. A monument to what
used to be warm.



The production, handled by one of Glass Candle’s studio darlings, wraps Reyes’s raw edge in satin and
echo. It’s so overproduced you can hear the budget sweating. Gone are the feedback halos and swampy
rhythm sections. Gone is that old, dangerous crack in her voice that made you believe every lyric had teeth.
This is Reyes refracted, diluted, washed clean until she sounds like just another sad girl with an orchestra.

Lead single “Wild Blue Avenue” has a decent hook, but sounds like it was written by a committee of
haircuts in Laurel Canyon. “Smoke on the Ceiling” tries to get weird—backwards piano, some kind of sitar,
studio trickery—but it feels calculated. By the time we reach “Honeyglass,” the obligatory nod to her Bitter
Honey roots, we’re in full industry cosplay. This isn’t a record—it’s a focus group’s fever dream.

To her credit, the voice is still there. Sometimes, on “Static Memory” or “River Below Sunday,” you
catch a flicker of the old fire. But it’s like seeing a star behind smog. You squint. You hope. And then the
synth strings swell and bury it.

This is what happens when the label gets everything they want: polish without passion. Elegance
without danger. It’s a shame. Because if you ever saw Reyes at the Matrix, or the Fillmore, or even that
busted Firehouse gig with the Mime Troupe and three acid casualties pretending to be amps—you know
what she had.

And it wasn’t this.



PART EIGHT: WHAT REMAINS



Chapter 26: Out

Los Angeles Times, Oct. 4, 1970

Janis Joplin, 277, Rock Singer, Dies in Los Angeles Hotel

LOS ANGELES, Oct. 4 — Janis Joplin, the blues-infused rock singer known for her powerful voice and
raw stage presence, was found dead in her room at the Landmark Motor Hotel late Sunday night.

Joplin rose to fame as the lead singer of Big Brother and the Holding Company, captivating audiences
with hits like Piece of My Heart and Ball and Chain. She had recently been recording tracks for a new solo
album.

Authorities suspect a heroin overdose. She was 27.
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That was it for me, for now, at least. After Bitter Honey faded into smoke and headlines and forgotten flyers
curling at the edges, I did what any half-sane, half-burnt musician might do. I wrapped up the loose
threads, sold off the gear I couldn’t bear to look at anymore, amps that still hummed with Laura’s ghost,
cables that coiled like snakes that knew too much, and I disappeared. Not far. Just over the bridge. But far
enough.

Mill Valley became my hiding place. One room cabin, tucked in the redwoods like a secret. A crooked
little stove, a view of redwood trees, filtered sunlight, and not much else. The kind of place where you could
hear your thoughts again, which wasn’t always a blessing.

That winter I slept. Long, dark sleeps. I read half of The Recognitions and lost track of time. I smoked a
lot. I fucked even more. At least I still had that going for me. The women came and went, soft and strange
and mostly broken in the same ways I was. Some artists, some baristas, one ghostwriter for astrology
columns. It was honest, in its own way, two people using each other for warmth and forgetting.

Spring came like a slap. One morning I looked at myself in the cracked mirror above the sink and
thought, this isn’t what I want to die looking like. So I stopped drinking. Cold. Didn’t even tell anyone. Just
stopped. I needed to sweat it out, get out of my head and back into my body. So I took up construction
work. Hammer, nails, ladders, sore muscles, dirt in the creases of my fingerprints. It felt real. It felt earned.
The work was hard enough to keep the blues quiet.

Nights, I'd bring out the old acoustic. Started doing a few solo sets at small clubs. No band. No
pressure. Just me, six strings and whatever came out of my throat that night. I sat in with a couple of
bands, did session work for people who still remembered the name Bitter Honey like it was something
whispered in a dream. The money wasn’t great, but it was steady, and the peace of it was priceless.

Then came a curveball from the family side. My grandfather died. Left my mom a good chunk of
money, and she, in turn, offered to help me buy a house. Called it a loan. I hesitated. Pride, maybe. Or
maybe just the musician’s instinct to keep moving. But eventually I gave in.

I found a wreck of a place, paint peeling, windows cracked, termites dreaming of conquest—but it had
bones. I fixed it up myself. Took months, learned a lot, cursed even more. But I sold it and made a profit
that didn’t smell like sweat and disappointment. I did it again. And again.

Eventually, my mother handed me a check and said, “No more loans. This is seed money. You've earned
it. Now plant something. Build a home.”

So, I built something new.

I built it after. After she disappeared, after Bitter Honey shattered like a bottle against the curb, after
the whole beautiful mess rotted out from the inside. The band was done. The city? That place went from
gold to gray overnight. And me—I was done pretending any of it was coming back.

I didn’t want redemption. I didn’t want some goddamn fresh start. I wanted something real. Wood and
nails. Grain I could run my fingers over without it slipping away. No crowds, no stage, no more chasing
what wouldn’t stay. Just a roof that didn’t lie and walls that didn’t whisper promises they couldn’t keep.

I bought a piece of land out in West Marin, in a little slip of a town called Lagunitas, where the fog
moves like breath and time forgets to keep score. Ten acres of soft-shouldered hills and twisted oak, with
redwoods rising like old sentries along the edges of a creek that never stopped talking. The water ran clear



and cold, tracing stories through stone and shadow, and at night, the stars felt closer, like they were leaning
in to listen.

No neighbors in sight, just the deer, the hawks, the wind threading itself through the branches. No one
around to hear a chorus fall apart or witness the long silence after. The land had a kind of gravity to it. Not
heavy, not burdensome—just true. It pulled the noise out of me and let the rest settle. It wasn’t escape. It
was return. To wood, to water, to the kind of quiet that holds your grief like a familiar song.
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Then I built a house.

Not a palace. Not a showpiece. Just a small, sharp thing carved out of wood and silence. Redwood,
mostly. Old growth, salvaged from the wreckage of some mill up near Mendocino. Each board carried its
own story—sun, rain, rot, time—and I didn’t erase it. I just gave it structure. Like I wished someone had
done for me.

It was music in solid form. Joinery instead of harmony. Line and rhythm instead of lyric. Therapy by
chisel. I shaped grief into cabinets. I hammered old anger into the subfloor. Ran wiring through the bones
like nerves, until the whole place felt alive in that humming, wounded way.

I didn’t rush. I cut dovetails by hand because machines felt like cheating. And when I set the final beam,
I didn’t cry—but my hands wouldn’t stop shaking for an hour.

It had one bedroom, one bath, and a loft you could climb into when the world got too loud. There was a
stove, a table made from a fallen walnut tree, and windows, so many windows, because I was tired of things
being hidden.

The house didn’t just reflect me. It was me. What was left, anyway. The stripped-down, sober version.
Still standing, but changed. A little warped. Better in some places, worse in others. Honest.

And when the light came through the glass in the late afternoon, I swear it played chords across the
floorboards. Minor sevenths. Suspended fourths. The kind of notes you don’t expect to hurt, but do.

Sometimes I'd sit there with a cup of coffee, looking at nothing, listening to the creak of the joists like a
quiet conversation. The house didn’t judge. It just held. And that was enough. Then I took the old barn and
turned it into something beautiful.

A studio. My studio.

But it was real. Warm wood walls, good mics, analog boards. Enough space to catch a song before it got
away. And silence out there like you wouldn’t believe, except for the birds, the wind through the trees, and
every now and then, a memory trying to hum itself back to life.

I wasn’t back yet. But I was somewhere. And that was more than enough.



Chapter 27: Red Lights

I was doing some session work in the city. Nothing noble, just rhythm parts for a folk singer who wore
black turtlenecks and quoted Rimbaud wrong. She wanted to sound like she’d hitchhiked through Paris
with a pack of poets, but still move units in the suburbs. Three days in a rented studio where the coffee
tasted like copier fluid and the engineer talked in riddles. My hands were sore, ears numb, brain fried. I
should’ve gone home.

I had been sober long enough to mistake abstinence for immunity. That night, I let the old lie back in.

But no. Somebody said “just one drink,” and the next thing I know, I'm south of Market, in some club
pretending it used to be cool. You know the kind—low ceiling, hot lights, air too thick with cologne and
regret. Smelled like spilled gin, burned circuits, and a hundred broken nights nobody wants to talk about. A
room full of beautiful people already rotting.

I leaned on the bar, listening to some guy in a suede jacket yammer about “the scene” like he owned
stock in it. I tuned him out after the second name-drop. Just nodded when it felt like my turn, kept my eyes
on the exit. I was already halfway gone.

Then I saw her.

Laura.

She moved through the crowd like smoke. Or maybe like something trying not to fall apart. Dress too
tight, skin too pale, eyes scanning the walls like she’d forgotten what safety looked like. She was hanging off
the arm of some prick in a silk shirt and a shark smile. One of those showroom devils who dealt high-end
poison and never paid for his own drinks. Type that wore sunglasses at night and thought being hollow
made him deep.

I felt this slow, sour twist in my gut. Recognition and dread braided together.

She didn’t see me. Or maybe she did, and just didn’t want to stack one more thing onto the pile.
Another shadow in a room full of ghosts. Hard to tell. She looked like a dropped match walking into
gasoline.

Either way, I ordered another drink I didn’t want and stood there watching her disappear under the red
lights and bass, one flicker at a time. Like a candle dying in reverse.

I should’ve gone home.

It went down the way those nights always do, fuzzy at the edges, all weight in the middle. Like a bad
dream with fists, the kind you crawl out of sore and stained, wondering what part of you cracked while you
were busy surviving.

Then she saw me.

Her face cracked like a mirror under the weight of memory. First came recognition, soft and slow, like a
song you haven’t heard in years. Then embarrassment. Then something colder. Shame, maybe. Or fear. Her
pupils were saucers. Her lip was chewed raw. She looked like a ghost trying to wear skin.

I didn’t move. Just held her gaze through the smoke and noise. No judgment. Just the truth, sitting
heavy in my chest like wet concrete.

Then the boyfriend got up, went to jaw with a couple of leathered-up assholes, talking business or
bullshit, probably both. That’s when I moved. Not fast. Not loud. Just straight through the haze like the
part of a dream that turns real. I knew I was crossing a line.

Laura didn’t run. Didn’t smile. Just met me halfway, or maybe just stumbled in the right direction.
When she leaned close, I smelled fear and chemical cocktail eating away at the girl I once loved.

“I'm in trouble, Ray,” she said. “Get me out of here.”

That was it.

I didn’t ask what kind. Didn’t need to.

I took her hand. Still familiar, small, cold, all fine bones and tremble. We pushed through the exit like
ghosts on parole.

We hit the sidewalk. That sharp bite of night air. Almost felt clean.

That should’ve been it.

But of course, it never is.



The boyfriend came after us. Shoulders puffed up like a bad bluff, running hot on coke and the idea of
ownership. His mouth flapping—noise, threats, ownership. He took a swing.

I didn’t think. Just reacted.

One clean shot. Years of tension behind it. His jaw made a sound like a tree branch in February. He
folded.

For half a second, I thought it was over.

But nothing’s ever that easy.

The cavalry showed up. Leather vests. Patches. Biker skulls. They came out of the dark like teeth. I
threw one more punch before the world turned into fists, boots, and elbows. Time slowed. Pain came in
waves. Not sharp, more like pressure. Like the floor of the ocean pressing in.

I went down, face covered, not fighting anymore, just took it.

Laura screamed—her voice cutting through the mess like a blade. “Stop! I'm going with him! Stop!”
Over and over. They didn’t care.

Didn’t matter.

Until it did.

More people spilled out. Some of mine. A guy from the studio. Someone I'd played with in Oakland.
They saw me bleeding and threw themselves into it. One of the Angels took a punch and hit the ground.
The rest peeled back.

I should’ve stood up then. Should’ve had time to catch my breath.

But there he was. Bleeding. Smiling.

He didn’t run. He didn’t rage.

He just grabbed her.

Yanked Laura so hard she nearly went down. Her eyes met mine—wide, desperate. But she didn’t
scream this time.

He shoved her into a black car. Doors slammed. Engine roared.

Gone.

Gone like a curtain drop. Like a final chord that rings and never resolves.

I stood up. Hands split open, blood dripping like punctuation. Nothing heroic in it. Just wreckage.

She asked me to save her.

And I tried.

But I wasn’t the hero in this one. Just the guy who arrived one scene too late.

And this time, the villain had better wheels.



Chapter 28: The Trees

It took me about a week to find her.

Rumors, half-names, a note left at the studio. One of the roadies said he heard she was with “some guy
down in the trees.” That’s what he called Santa Cruz. The trees.

The house was buried deep in redwood country, past the edge of the map, where the air smells like wet
bark and lost time. No address, just a sagging driveway with ferns taller than a man and a rust-wounded
mailbox duct-taped to a fence post. I parked a half-mile out, hiked in quiet. It felt like Missouri again. Like
hunting deer at dawn when I was sixteen and the world still felt linear.

I didn’t bring a gun. Just my recurve and six broadheads in a canvas sling. That was a choice. Guns
scream. Bows whisper. I needed this to be clean. Focused. The bow makes you breathe slower. Think
longer.

It was late afternoon when I found them. The house squatted in a clearing like it knew it didn’t belong.
A little paint left on the trim. Smoke curling from the chimney. Two cars out front. I moved low, took a
perch in the tree line and waited.

You learn a lot just watching.

Four, maybe five bodies inside. One was Laura. I saw her early, passed by a window like a ghost sliding
through her own story. Hair tangled. Eyes hollow. She moved like her bones were loose inside her skin.

The guy with her was easy to peg. Dealer energy. Too-clean shirt, expensive watch. The kind of grin that
says I win because I cheat. Fake teeth and dead eyes. There were two more men, one tall and stiff like a
doorframe, the other wiry with a laugh that grated like sand in gears. The two women were extras, draped
in paisley and barely vertical.

They were using. Heavy. You can tell from the way people carry their limbs. Like they’re not sure which
parts still belong to them.

I waited.

Nine o’clock, maybe later—the tall one comes out to the car. I'm already downwind, crouched behind a
stump.

One breath. One draw. One release.

Arrow takes him through the thigh. He screams, spins. Another shaft lands in his other leg. He drops,
flailing and cursing in that high-pitched way that tells you he’s never actually been hurt before.

The door bursts open. Two men with pistols fire blind into the trees. Pop-pop-pop—stupid and
desperate. They can't see a thing. I don’t move.

They start dragging the tall one back. I shift to the propane tank on the left flank, watch them sweat.
The wiry one leans too far, broadhead through the calf. He shrieks like a brake line snapping. More gunfire.
Still blind. They're flinching at shadows now.

One limps to the car. I loose two arrows into the tires. Hiss of rubber, slouch of metal on gravel. The car
settles like a dying animal. The other guy clicks empty. Out of ammo, out of time, bleeding from two limbs.
He crawls back under the car like child playing dead.

Parasites, not predators.

I circle wide. Inside, I hear shouting. Dealer-boy and Laura. Her voice is cracked glass. His is cracked
ego. She’s crying. I know the sound.

Then the door cracks open. His voice breaks out into the dark:

“Okay, you can have the fucking stash! Just let us go. These guys need a hospital!”

I answer from the trees:

“Take your circus and get the hell out. It’s a hard day’s night.”

A pause.

Inside, I watch her freeze. That line—it cut through the fog. That was our line, back when everything
was still sweet enough to joke about.

She knew.

He comes out with her by the arm, gun in the other hand, moving like he’s still got control. Halfway to
the car, she jerks free, stumbling backwards, and falls, heels catching in the gravel.

Suddenly, he gets it. I'm there to get her.



He yells, “You bitch!” And raises the pistol.

Arrow through his shoulder spins him sideways. Gun hits dirt. He turns, eyes wide, searching.

Second shot lands in the thigh. He goes down like a sack of bricks.

I step out. Full draw. Broadhead aimed right between those hollow eyes.

“Don’t even twitch.”

He freezes. Gasps. Hands trembling. Looks at the gun.

“Go for the gun, and I take your eye,” I say.

He doesn’t.

I walk up slow. Kick the pistol away. Let the bow rest at my hip. Stare down into the face of this sweaty,
broken coward. He’s bleeding bad. Might not walk straight again. Good.

“I'm letting you go,” I say. “Your friend can drive. You can limp. Keep your drugs, keep your teeth. But
if I see you again, if you so much as call her, I will come for you. And you will look like a goddamn
pincushion when I'm done.”

“I get it,” he says. “I get it. Just leave the stash. I was done with her anyway.”

Wrong answer.

I kick him in the shoulder, right where the arrow went in. He howls like a wounded animal.

I draw back again.

“No, no! Okay! I'm sorry!”

I don’t say anything. I turn. Laura’s already running to me. Cold hands. Hot tears.

She doesn’t speak. Just holds on.

We leave the others to patch themselves up, or not.

She cried hard in the car. Then soft. Then nothing. Curled up in the passenger seat like a cat who’d been
kicked too many times, legs tucked, arms wrapped around herself, head against the window. She slept in
shreds. Little bursts of sobbing, then silence. Dreamless sleep or maybe just drifting through some internal
fogbank. I didn’t push. I just drove, tires humming like a lullaby for lost things.

When we hit the bridge, I glanced over. Her eyes were open but vacant, watching the steel cables slice
the sky. No questions. No conversation. Just ghosts in a borrowed car headed north.



Chapter 29: Bakersfield

Back at the house, I walked her to the guest room without ceremony. No need. She moved like something
rescued from a shipwreck. Wordless. Grateful. Wrecked. I left her a towel, a T-shirt, some old sweatpants.
She said nothing. Just nodded, eyes hollow and dark as dried blood. She still hadn’t really looked at me.

I went to bed but didn’t sleep. Just laid there, listening to the silence creak. Thinking about how close I
came to losing her, again.

The next morning, she came out late. Hair still damp. Face scrubbed raw. Wearing my clothes like they
belonged to someone she used to know. She was barefoot and blinking like she'd forgotten how daylight
worked. But there was a little color in her cheeks again. A little light behind the eyes. Some distant version
of Laura stepping back into her skin.

We didn’t say much. She wandered the house, touching things, books, knobs, the old Stratocaster I
played in the band that I kept by the window. Like she couldn’t believe it was real.

The morning had that hush to it, the kind you only get after some cosmic violence. Like the universe
paused to exhale. Sunlight poured through the trees in long, cathedral shafts. The fog hung low over the
valley, not quite ready to give the day away. We sat on the deck, coffee in hand, wrapped in our thoughts.
The hills rolled out like something holy. You’d never guess the night before had been war.

Laura pulled her knees up and wrapped her arms around them, coffee balanced in one hand like a
fragile offering.

“I can’t believe you saved me,” she said, voice thin but not broken. “I thought I was gone after the bar
fight. After the car. That house. I was a prisoner, Ray. It was the end of the road. And then you showed up.”

“Thank you,” she added. Softer this time. “Thank you for not forgetting me.”

She looked out across the trees like she didn’t trust them. Like something was still following her.

I stared into my coffee like it held secrets. The steam curled up like a séance.

“My heart broke when I saw you at that bar,” I said. “And then you asked me for help. How the hell
could I walk away? After all we’ve been through, after everything we built, everything we burned. I still love
you, Laura. Maybe not like before. Not like lovers. But we're both refugees. Outcasts from that strange
religion called the music business. Survivors of the Bitter Honey shipwreck, floated up on the same beach.”

She gave a broken little laugh at that, tears welling behind it.

“It was a beautiful dream, wasn’t it?” she whispered. “A beautiful, dangerous, crazy fucking dream. And
it came true for a minute, didn’t it? A perfect goddamn minute. I'll always love you for that.”

Her eyes welled again, this time slow and heavy. “And I burned it all down. I'm sorry, Ray. I'm sorry I
failed you.”

“No, I failed too,” I said. “We both lost our way. We got famous too fast. Too young. Somewhere in
between, we forgot that it wasn’t the fame, the label, or the press that mattered. We forgot the music
mattered more than the madness. But that’s what the machine does. It eats you with your own fucking
dreams.”

“It was the music. And us.” She nodded sadly. “Our love got buried under the gigs, the drugs, and the
bad decisions.”

“We’re not the only ones. Look what happened to Janis and Morrison,” I added.

She nodded, staring into her coffee with tears in her eyes.

“I loved her. It broke me when she died. Even if I was already broken.”

We sat there in the gold light of morning, staring into our coffee.

“We’re survivors of a war no one ever declared, trying to believe in grace again,” I said.

That cut through. She looked up. Something deep shifted in her expression—recognition, fear,
surrender.

Her voice cracked. “Thank you again for saving me from that bastard, but this isn’t a love song with a
pretty bridge, Ray. There’s no happy ending here. You can't save me from me.”

The air had thickened around her. Her voice was all hush and gravel, a dirge with no band behind it.

“Don’t give me that bullshit,” I snapped, sharper than I meant to. “You’re not some curse walking
around in a beautiful body. You're not doomed.”

She smiled at that. Crooked. Almost pitying.



“I know it’s coming for me, Ray. I can feel it. Every hour of every day. It’s stalking me. It’s not a
warning. It’s a promise. I'm an alcoholic. An addict. A junkie. And...tonight I'll need a drink, a hit, a needle
in the arm. Something to make the voices stop chasing me. You saved me from that bastard, but that
doesn’t change the ending. You gotta let me go. I'm poison, Ray. I'm bad news.”

That hit me harder than any punch I took outside that bar in Santa Cruz.

I stood up, anger rising like a flare. Not rage at her, at the story, the spiral, the goddamn inevitability of
it all.

“No,” I snapped, stepping forward, my voice sharp enough to cut the silence between us. “It’s not going
to end like that. Not you. Not now. You’ve never tried to quit. Never even tried rehab. Not really. Not with
both feet in. You've still got music, Laura. You've still got you. That’s worth something.”

She didn’t flinch, but her lip curled into something bitter.

“I can’t ask that. Not again. I already fucked up your life once.”

I laughed—short, hollow.

“What are you talking about? You were the best damn thing that ever happened to me. We were a
goddamn constellation once. You were the fire. You lit the match, and we lit up the sky.”

“Until we didn’t,” she said. Half-laugh, half-snarl. “Until I fucked it all to hell.”

She stood up too. Facing me now. “I'm poison, Ray. I'm the end of the story.”

“You're not a story,” I said. “You're not a headline or a cautionary tale. You're Laura fucking Reyes.”

I started pacing then. Couldn’t help it. That old fire was back in my bones, the one I hadn’t felt since the
night the Fillmore cracked under our feedback and screams.

“I'm not saying we'll ever be together again,” I told her. “This isn’t some broken-love song I'm trying to
play in reverse. I'm telling you, I still believe in you, even if you don’t believe in yourself. I see you, Laura.
Under all the static, all the scars.”

She looked at me like I'd just read her diary out loud.

“I'm taking you to Bakersfield,” I said. “To rehab. The real kind. With nurses and locks and goddamn IV
drips.”

That got a dry laugh out of her. “Oh yeah. My parents are going to love that. Their little rock star
daughter slinking back home with her tail between her legs.”

I stared her down. “Yeah. I think your folks might surprise you. But even if they don’t, you're going.”

She stood her ground. Her frame was small, but she filled the room with static.

“No, Ray. You don’t get to fucking fix me. You're not some god damned hero in a leather jacket.”

I stepped closer. Not threatening—just unwavering.

“I didn’t drag you out of that pit just to watch you crawl back in. I bled for you, Laura. Got my ass
kicked for you. Walked into the lion’s den and came back holding your hand. You think I'm going to quit
now? You think this ends with a shrug and a song lyric? I got people who might be coming for me because
of last night. I've got bruises in places I didn’t know I could bruise. And I don’t regret a single fucking
second of it.”

Her hands were shaking now.

We stood there. Breathing hard. The trees watched and said nothing.

Then she stepped in and hugged me. Buried her head in my chest. Not soft. Desperate. Like she was
holding on to the last part of herself.

We stayed like that for a long beat. The wind moved through the trees like it was listening.

She pulled back. Looked up at me, eyes glassy.

“T'll think about it,” she whispered.

That was enough.

For now.

I nodded.

We sat again. Just breathing. The silence wasn’t peaceful, but it was honest.

The war wasn’t over. But she was still alive.

She had a stash with her. Just enough to keep the beast in her bones quiet for a few more days. It was
the only thing she brought with her, no clothes, no makeup, no mementos. Just that little plastic vial
tucked in her pocket, like a lifeline, a sacred relic from the kingdom of the damned.



She used it quietly. Measured. She always was elegant, even in collapse. Over the next two days she
moved like a person half-unfolded, waking from some mythic sleep full of static and shadows. I let her have
space. Fed her when she was hungry. Held her hand when the shakes came. That was all. Just being there.

Finally, she said, barely above a whisper, “Okay... I'll try. But I'm scared, Ray. Not just of rehab, not just
the shaking or the sleepless nights—I'm scared of what happens if I fail. Again. I'm scared of letting you
down. Of being exactly what they all said I was. But I want to try. I want to get better. Because for the first
time in a long time, I don’t feel completely gone. You found something in me I thought I'd buried. You gave
me hope. And I don’t want to lose that... not again.”

Then we called her parents.

They weren'’t thrilled. Not shocked, just... tired. You could hear it in her mother’s voice, like someone
who’d waited too long at a station for a train she knew deep down wasn’t coming. But they agreed. Rehab,
then a soft landing. They’d help. Not because they believed it would work, but because they loved her in
that resigned, quiet way parents love, like a hymn hummed through closed doors.



Chapter 30: Return

I drove her to the place myself. Didn’t trust anyone else to carry that weight, not after everything. The place
sat at the edge of town, where the pavement softened and the houses started to forget their names. It
looked like it used to be a church—high windows, sloped roof, that old, sanctified stillness baked into the
walls. But somewhere along the way, somebody had tried to turn it into something else. Not quite holy
anymore. Not quite lost.

Out front was a small courtyard, cracked stones in a crooked pattern, and in the middle of it, a lemon
tree leaning just slightly, like it had grown out of someone’s second chance. It smelled like sunlight and
something clean. Like maybe the world wasn’t entirely done with forgiveness.

Laura didn’t speak when she saw it. Just stared through the windshield a long while, holding the sight
in her chest like it might break loose and fly away if she moved too fast. And me, I sat there beside her,
watching her reflection in the glass, knowing that everything from this moment forward would either heal
us or hollow us further. And still, I hoped.

Then she turned to me, reached across the gulf of the console and took my hand. Squeezed it, hard. Not
desperate, deeper than that. Like a vow, or an old prayer. She kissed my cheek, and her lips were warm but
trembling. It was the kind of kiss that carries weight—a kiss made of everything we’d lost, and the thin,
fragile thread that still held us together. A kiss that said goodbye without ever using the word.

I stayed in the car and watched her walk. Her back straight, her gait uneven but full of will. She moved
like a woman stepping into her own shadow and daring it to swallow her. A reckoning wrapped in skin and
silence.

She didn’t cry. Didn’t look back.

Didn’t need to.

Shapiro got the money thing fixed. Turned out her last label had been skimming her royalties like the
rat bastards they were. Took him less than a week to tie it up. When I asked how, he just said, “I know
where the bones are buried.” I didn’t ask whose. Laura got a small but steady drip of back pay. Not much,
but enough to keep her afloat.

Her parents picked her up after the thirty days. She was thinner, but her hands didn’t shake, and her
eyes, though tired and rimmed with shadows, had a kind of quiet to them. A sober kind. The kind you don’t
earn easy.

She wrote me a letter. I still keep it in the drawer by the bed. Said she felt like a bird walking on the
ground again. Said she didn’t know if she’d ever fly, but for the first time, in a long time, she wanted to try.

I sent her enough money to buy a car from some used lot in Bakersfield, and she moved into a tiny two-
room apartment not far from where she grew up. Got a job waiting tables at a diner that still played
jukebox records like they meant something. The kind of place where people ask your name and remember
it the next time.

Bakersfield was good for her. No music scene. No ghosts from the Haight. No whispers about who she
used to be. It was dusty and quiet and unglamorous, and perfect. She was invisible there. Safe. Which was
the only thing I wanted for her.

We talked on the phone every couple weeks. No schedule. Just a rhythm we fell into like a song we both
still remembered the chords to. She sent me cassettes, just her and a guitar, playing new songs that
sounded like prayers for broken women and restless wind. She still had it, the ache, the fire, the cracked
beauty that made you listen harder.

I didn’t know what was coming next. But for the first time in a long time, I didn’t dread the phone
ringing. Sometimes survival looks like failure from the outside. But it’s not. It’s just a quieter kind of
victory. One you don’t brag about. One you hold gently. Like a bird in your hands.

The months turned. Her calls steadied, then her voice did. Mine did too. We let distance do the work
neither of us could force.

It was a year to the day, more or less, since she’d walked out of that rehab, blinking against the sun like
someone reborn but not quite ready for it. And then one morning, there she was, on my porch, same
crooked smile, wind tugging at her hem like a child too shy to ask to come in. She didn’t ring the bell. She
just stood there, like she'd never left.



I opened the door. Neither of us said anything. Then she said, “Got any coffee?”
She never left.



Chapter 31: What Remains

We were different then. Not healed—not even close—but quieter in our pain. Softer in our choosing, like
stones smoothed by years of river water and sorrow. We no longer mistook urgency for truth, or the blaze
of passion for the warmth of something meant to last. The fire had burned through the walls and left us
with the bones of things—bare, honest, and strangely beautiful.

There was space now, between us and the wreckage, between the chords we struck and the silence that
followed. And we knew better than to fill that silence too quickly. We had learned to hold it gently, like a
breath between verses, like a hand not yet taken but not let go. In that hush, there was room to remember
and room to forget. To grieve and to begin. To forgive the music for failing us once, and to play it again
anyway.

We built a life in that little house the way people build fires after the storm—slow, careful, with hands
that remember how easily things burn. And in the quiet of morning coffee, in the laughter over paint-
stained clothes and crooked cabinet doors, we began to rediscover what we’d lost. Not just the music. Not
just the rhythm of each other’s breathing at night. But the love, and the passion beneath it, waiting like
buried coals.

It came back in pieces—small moments, unannounced. A hand brushing past flour on the counter. A
harmony caught in the echo of a lazy Sunday chord. The way she’d glance at me across the yard, sun in her
hair like she’d never left the stage. Not the blazing, reckless love of our youth, but something richer.
Weathered. Rooted. A love that could survive its own undoing—and sing anyway.

We don’t drink anymore. Don’t smoke either, though sometimes, on bad days or good ones, I still crave
the ritual. The lighting. The inhale. The slow burn. But Laura has a brutal coffee habit and mug addiction.
They multiply like rabbits. Every week there’s a new one—some thrift store find with chipped edges and
faded jokes. I don’t complain. Every mug is a moment she didn’t fall apart. We’ve traded it for long walks
and late-night harmony sung in the kitchen.

It took time, but we found the bones of Bitter Honey buried beneath the noise and the grief. Dug them
up, brushed them off, stitched the tendons back with care. Found two local players—solid, kind, no stars in
their eyes, just rhythm in their fingers and patience in their ears. No more chasing crowds. No more
chasing anything. We played when it felt like truth. And when truth came calling, we answered.

Sometimes it was just the two of us. Two stools. Two old guitars. A crowd of twenty, maybe thirty, in a
wine bar where the clink of glass was just another percussion section. We played Sweetwater in Mill Valley
when we felt like a breeze. And the Marshall Tavern, that worn-out miracle of west Marin, when we felt like
ghosts. We weren’t selling nostalgia. We were sharing breath. And most of the time, that was enough.

Marin had become a haven. A sanctuary for the once-famous, the burned-out, the quietly triumphant.
We weren’t the only ones who’d traded arenas for gardens. You couldn’t throw a rock without hitting
someone who used to be on a magazine cover. Grace Slick lived up the road. We ran into members of the
Dead we’d played with in the park. I'd see Van Morrison at Good Earth, and once I laid down tracks while
Laura sang backgrounds for one of his records. Funny thing is, I think we got to know more rock stars in
Marin after we stopped trying to be ones ourselves.

Eventually, we recorded again. Nothing loud. No label pressure. Just the two of us and a few good
friends in the barn studio behind the house. The boards creaked with history and the air smelled like cedar
and old dreams. We didn’t chase perfection. Just truth. Sent it to a label in Portland more out of curiosity
than hope. They loved it. Pressed it to vinyl. Sent us boxes that smelled like ink and magic. It never charted,
but we knew people were listening. And that was the point.

We didn’t need the money—not from the music, anyway. That was the indulgence now, the sacrament.
The real lifeblood came from real estate—less poetry, more drywall. We flipped a few houses each year,
nothing glamorous, nothing cursed (we hoped). I had a crew, half-ex-cons, half existentialists with
toolbelts. The kind of guys who smoked Camels and quoted Ginsberg between demolition swings. We
listened to Miles Davis while gutting kitchens. Time moved sideways.

Laura—goddess of chaos turned CFO—enrolled in classes at the College of Marin. Said she wanted to
“untangle the business from the bullshit.” And damned if she didn’t. Profit margins, amortization tables.



She wielded numbers like I used to wield a guitar, effortless, slightly dangerous. She started handling the
money, negotiating with lenders, catching fine print like it owed her rent.

So yeah, Bitter Honey might’ve been a beautiful train wreck once, flames licking the sky, melody
twisted like iron, improvised, ordered chaos. But now? We built things that stood up. Load-bearing, time-
tested, and quiet in their dignity. No screaming amps. No bleeding fingers, no heartache. Just structures
that held.

And for the first time—after the gigs and the ghosts, the detoxes and detonations—maybe we
understood what it meant to stay. To hold steady. To put a roof on something and not set it on fire. To grow
into love instead of chasing it through the wreckage. We weren’t running anymore.

And it was good.

Then—one warm October afternoon, with the sun leaning lazy through the oak branches, we got
married. Not a spectacle. Not a stage show. Just a small gathering of friends and family, folding chairs
tilted slightly on uneven dirt, laughter caught in the breeze like birds too full of memory to fly straight.

It was sanctified by one of our crazy friends who had an official certification as Reverend Mike of the
Church of the Presumptuous Assumption.

We wrote our own vows. Scratched them out in the margins of old notebooks, between coffee stains and
forgotten melodies. They were messy, a little crooked. Funny, the way old wounds are when you finally stop
picking at them. But they were true. Every line stitched from the lives we’d already lived. We didn’t promise
forever—forever was too clean a word for people like us. We promised to stay honest, to stay when it got
quiet, to meet each other in the middle even when the middle moved.

We said yes like two people who’d lived through a thousand no’s, loud ones, whispered ones, the kind
that echo in empty rehearsal spaces, and still came back for more. Yes like a key turning in a lock that had
rusted shut. Yes like coming home.

Some days I sit on the porch with a mug gone cold in my hand and watch the trees move like slow
breath, steady and unbothered by anything I ever sang or broke. The barn—our studio now—Ileans gentle
against the hill, patched up with years and stories, full of ghosts that don’t bother us anymore. The house
hums with quiet—books on the floor, dishes in the sink, old guitars leaned like sleeping dogs in corners. It’s
the kind of life you don’t recognize until it’s yours.

I remember who we were—wildfire people. All flare and smoke and the thrill of vanishing. We loved
like sirens in a drowning sea, played like the edge of every note might cut us loose from gravity. There was
fury in our chords, and noise like a gospel falling apart. But that feels like someone else’s story now. Not a
lie, just... another skin we shed.

I don’t regret it. Regret’s a flat thing. Our life was never flat. I just don’t miss it either. The wreckage
gave us roots.

Dreams are wild things. They don’t owe you anything. They show up bright and full of wind, then run
themselves into walls you never saw coming. They’re meant to die young—that’s how they stay perfect in
memory. That’s how they make room.

What matters is what rises after—the quiet, the work, the slow building. The steadiness of mornings
that ask nothing but presence. The ordinary holiness of staying.

So yeah, maybe the myth leaked out the seams, maybe the gods of fuzz-tone and feedback stopped
taking our collect calls, maybe the story didn’t end with a helicopter lifting us from the rooftop while the
crowd roared and the sky rained adulation and promo deals.

Maybe it never ended at all. Maybe it just shifted frequencies. Bitter Honey should never have been
about fame. It was about the ache. The echo. That one note you hit and feel in your spine six weeks later.
We lost the myth and kept the truth.

And now it’s Laura humming off-key in the kitchen—some half-forgotten Motown hook drifting
through the steam of her third pot of coffee—while I'm out back sanding cabinets down to their ghosts.
Dust in the air, grain rising like old voices. We're still chasing the sound, just not the one that sells. Not the
polished single with three-part harmony and market-tested reverb. No—this one’s rougher. Older. The one
that lives somewhere behind your sternum, near the place grief curls up to sleep. It only shows itself when
you’ve lost enough to earn it.



Now we live somewhere past the dial tone of history, where the roads are winding, the air smells like
redwood and fresh-cut grass, and the ghosts of old gigs rattle around the rafters of our barn-turned-studio
whispering.

Out of the spotlight? Sure. But we’ve got moonlight and starlight, and that weird green shimmer that
creeps up the hills around dusk like some psychedelic fog trying to remember the sixties.

Are we respectable now? Maybe. But still weird enough to keep the neighbors guessing.
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