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introductory note:
ROADMAP OF THE PROMISED LAND is a collection of essays which describe events that took place in California at the beginning of the 1970's. Specifically they deal with the ‘immigration' of large numbers of people, from the East Coast and the Mid West, towards the West coast and the creation of the first and largest urban commune in San Francisco, named Project One. It was located in the heart of the South of Market area of the city, in an eighty thousand square foot former candy factory, and served initially as housing, offices and studios for nearly two hundred people. Upwards of a thousand people were its inhabitants during the eleven years of its existence.

The formal goals and the daily life of its inhabitants were the object of many journalistic and documentary efforts of many countries, but that is not the focus of this book. As one of the original members of the community, I have made use of the events to investigate the subject matter that I am most fond of: the various means that individuals use to either survive or destroy themselves. The essays contained in the book do not have a uniform style: some can be read as detached sociological analyses; others as dramatic fragments of a novel.

The book was written during the eighties, and has been revised several times in the course of the seasons, which means that it has had some time to age. Many of the facts occurred more than thirty years ago. The most significant aspect that comes to mind is that I, the author, was three decades younger when I lived in the period which I describe. I have predictably changed over the years: but somewhat less than the world around me has been transformed. The San Francisco of my memories no longer exists, nor do its values. I am not nostalgic for what I was at the time, but rather for certain guiding principles that existed then. They remain the inheritance of a few thousand individuals and some scattered manuscripts. However it seems to me that the events themselves have achieved some historical value, as they produced the seeds of ideas that travelled many times around the world, more or less deformed by the needs of their recipients.
These essays relate the life of a person, the author, who believed and acted without weighing the consequences of her actions. She was a person who, looked at through the lenses of time, might appear to be ingenuous, lacking in a strategic sense, sometimes self-righteous and occasionally gifted with a sense of irony and of the ridiculous. I have not tried to change her or age her on the printed page. In 1970 she was in fact thirty five years younger, therefore it is logical that she should have acted with the spontaneity and the trust indigenous to her age. I don't actually mind that she acted in that manner, for despite her errors they have served her well as compost for reflection.

To a reader of this decade, it might seem that the world of the book belonged to another planet. But even then, the inhabitants of the East coast looked at San Francisco as if it was indeed another planet: simultaneously exhibitionist and incomprehensible. Many sociologists have tried to distil from the experience that which could be carried across the waves of the mass media. But like good wine, the counter-culture was delicate and travelled badly. When it arrived at its destination it was no longer the same. I hope that on the printed page it will suffer less from the voyage.

This book is a tribute

to the difficulty human beings have

in understanding each other

and the ferocity

with which they repeat this effort. 

Any resemblance 
of the characters in this book,

to people either living or dead, 
is purely factual; 
and the existence of all of you, on this planet, 
is too important to have your names 
euphemistically abbreviated 
or otherwise disguised.
To those who may follow us…
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THE CLOVERLEAFS
1.

IF OUR PARENTS ONLY KNEW

If our parents only knew with what faith we left for the west, with what hopes for the future. If our parents only knew that we left with the same faith with which their parents came to America. Undoubtedly our search for the future was as illusory as theirs, but we gave it all our heart. This is a chronicle of eight years in San Francisco, at the edge of skid row. Eight years of hope and grief. Eight years of a search for a family that did not exist, in a community that grew and withered - properly speaking,

a commune that lived out its time, then wilted. In regard to the society we came from "family" was a word that referred to long and painful silences at the dinner table and a tedious list of subjects that could never be discussed, because it would break the hearts of two people who did not understand them. "Family" was a word that we could never find the meaning of. If our parents only knew.

And yet we did not leave embittered, we were too uncertain for that. We left the way the chaff blows across the fields after the harvest, with the vaguest sense of origin or destination. If our parents only knew that we did not go for pleasure or because we were right. We had then no clear sense of what pleasure could mean, and even less confidence in what could be right. Of the people I knew in California there was hardly anyone who did

not come there from the East or the South or the Mid-West. Surely they existed, but they lived apart, as all first families lived apart from the immigrants.

We arrived with all the nervous mannerisms of our origins; in fact, you could always tell a new arrival. It took a year at least for those mannerisms to wear off, for the obsessive references to the past to give way to the confrontation with the present. If you asked someone: "What are you looking for?" they would answer: "I thought it would be better here; I do not know what better is, but I believe it to be sense of continuity between the past and the future, a clearer relationship between a person's energy expenditure and the results produced."  Clearly no one who arrived was given to philosophy in those abstract terms; the philosophy came much later, as a buttress to the events. But there was no one who arrived insincere, although few wished to admit to this pathetic longing for a more meaningful life. To ‘believe’ in anything was to betray the ‘cool’ of the sixties, the detachment of the streets of Manhattan, and many of us were children of that place and time.

Most of us arrived believing only that we had failed, somewhere back

in the past. If our parents only knew. We had failed to achieve their ambitions, we failed at our careers, we had failed to be normal, we had failed at relationships, we had failed in every way possible that middle class children could fail. And we were much ashamed. We had been educated to succeed. We had been educated to believe in the promise of America, in the power of ambition, in the relationship between talent and work, in the mobility of social classes, and more than anything, in the existence of enough slices of the great American pie to go around for all of us.

Do not ask me how we received these foolish illusions, but our parents

generously bestowed on us the best of theirs. They believed in the magic of change; they had rid themselves of the shackles of European immobility. Consequently, they had rid themselves of the power to fail with dignity,  stoicism or resignation. For they had come to America to succeed, to better themselves. And all that they had not been able to do in their lives, they believed their children to be capable of. But, in fact, America had changed while they were preparing us for this future that did not exist. By the time we had grown up there was no longer room for all of us to succeed. It was not such a horrible word, this word success, but it was something that not all of us were capable of. Only the most tenacious, the most ambitious, the most aggressive, and the most confident. It had very little to do with talent or ability, as we so gullibly believed, especially those of us who wished to think of ourselves as artists.

When we were all packed into the Isle of Manhattan we held the illusion that it was our duty to succeed in order to justify our talent. Somewhere in our education the most vital piece was missing: the knowledge that for all of the centuries before us, in all other countries of the world, artists had always lived in modest destitution and considered themselves dignified and respectable citizens if they managed merely to not die of starvation while practicing their craft. Here in America, the land of opportunity, it was necessary to do more than feed one's face in order to obtain self-respect. It was necessary to be acclaimed, to acquire a reputation, in order to justify the sacrifices our parents had made on our behalf. Yet when we left the East coast, we did not judge them for that terrible illusion we had inherited. We were too fully convinced of our own failure, and we had to go where life did not demand of us what we were not capable of. If our parents only knew. 
Those of us who were not artists, that is, those of us who had failed in less egocentric and self-indulgent terms, left to remove themselves from the clutches of the same mythology as it applied to the strictly commercial world. None of us were armed with the sense of superiority for having discovered or invented ‘the good life’  with which California came to be known in later years. When we left, we did not know what there was to be discovered in the new land; it was all hearsay. 
How did I leave, precisely? How did I say goodbye to Manhattan, to

the city that had held all of my dreams for eight years, to the city bequeathed to me by my ex-husband on the eve of our divorce, when I first walked through its streets as an independent person and believed that the lights of the skyscrapers along 57th Street were more magical than any constellation? I took the same walk the night before I left, and it all came back: the awe in which I held the city, that trust I had in it, and the terrible solitude that I had endured for so many years, for I did not know that any other life was possible. I left on a plane, with a false identity card of somebody seven years younger than me, which entitled me to a one-third reduction in the fare. I left with two hundred dollars earned by taking a French exam, also with a false identity card, for somebody who needed to pass it in order to receive her Doctorate from Columbia University. I left most of my belongings in New York and took only what would fit in the taxi to the West Side terminal, packed in cardboard boxes. All of the boxes were two pounds overweight and needed to be repacked at the airport before they would let me on the plane. And so with my false papers and my dishonestly earned money I left for the new land, much as my ancestors might have left the old country. It never occurred to me to look back from the bus out to the airport. I already knew I was leaving for good. I was not a particularly dishonest person; due more to my cowardice rather than to any particular set of values, but as I said before, I believed myself a failure and I had few resources at the time to assure me any security where I was going to. If my parents only knew.

What did I do before I left? I went back to my home town, when my

mother and father were away for the weekend, and contemplated breaking into their house and slashing up all of my paintings which were hanging on their walls. It seemed to be the only appropriate way to say goodbye to all of their hopes for my career, my success and my ambition, and to all of my humiliation that I could not  fulfil those hopes. But I did not touch them, possibly because I was a coward in respect to violence, as well as in respect to deceit. Although my paintings were not as yet considered of any great value, they were one of the few tangible proofs of my weirdness, my autism in respect to the society at large. As such they were a part of me, an anatomical extension and nearly alive, so I could not quite bring myself to ‘murder’ them. But in all the years following, I can never see those paintings, in my mind's eye, without seeing the razor blade through them and their insides hanging out; the dream of the act not done, the dream of the triumph over the one fragment of my life over which I might have any control. Since my need to create was at odds with the simplest acts of economic survival, my incompetence in those areas netted me the usual unpleasant humiliations. As I could not make the need subside, I imagined ingenuously that I could revenge myself by  at least destroying the results it produced. 
Years have passed since that summer of 1970, and my survival is just as tenuous, despite intermittent fragments of artistic acclaim and financial reward. The despair that overcomes me and makes me wish to destroy what I have created is just as strong, as are my cowardice and paralysis unchanged. If my parents only knew, in the pathos of their fears for my welfare, and their ignorance of all the important parts of my existence.

In fact, I had left New York, psychologically, six months before I

left physically, the night I said goodbye to my friend David. It was winter on the Lower East Side, a caricature of pathos. I was living at the time in an illegal storefront on Ninth Street off of Avenue B. It was a block where few people went out without a knife. The temperature was six degrees Fahrenheit. It was snowing heavily and nearly dark. The workmen had come to put up the steel expansion grates on my windows, and the sparks of the arc welder glowed in the dark against the snow. Here were these workmen, welding me into my icy prison, and David was standing in front of his Volkswagon bus, all packed and ready to go, and he said "I’m leaving for California tomorrow with Fred and Susie and the child.” Laura was  Fred's wife. She had killed herself last week, and Fred had returned East after the funeral with their daughter to see Laura's parents. David had volunteered to drive Fred back to the West coast. He and Susie had made the decision last night, put everything worth taking into the bus and were ready to leave at dawn. Susie was now David’s girlfriend. He could have been going West with me, but Susie was ready to leave everything behind on the spur of the moment to follow him off into the sunset. I had this terrible albatross called ‘my art’ wrapped around my neck, and it kept me chained to the priorities at hand. It had gotten in the way of the year I lived with David, this art albatross, and it was going to keep me in New York for another winter. David said comfortingly that I could get on the next bus, although we both knew why that would not happen.

We watched the sparks in the dark and cried. I thought of Laura. I could not imagine her dead. I could not imagine what mute despair had gobbled up her implacable exterior. And so it was. We hugged each other and I returned to my studio where for the next few weeks I prepared for an exhibition of my paintings. This consisted of an endless triangle between the easel, the bottle of brandy, and the turntable where the Beatles' record ‘Here Comes The Sun’ played over and over again, to reassure me that the seasons did exist somewhere outside this city I was so devoted to. By the end of December, I was too ill from the cold and a blood infection from flea bites to go on living in such folkloric surroundings. I moved to a tiny apartment on 9th Avenue and 58th Street, where my art prospered and my spirit floundered while I waited for news from the West. 
The letters from David were enigmatic. He recounted "We went to Point Reyes and took acid and watched the whales." I tried to imagine the Pacific Ocean covered with a psychedelic haze and these whales gayly spouting amongst the waves on their yearly migrations. It was difficult to envision in the monochrome gloom of the New York smog. Over the years the skyline had lost its magic. This was the first apartment I had had where I could actually see the sky without leaning half my body out of the window and craning my neck. The others had given me gracious views of airshafts, a large variety of brick walls and back alleys. The following news of the West came to me from acquaintances shortly before I left. They said things like "People smile at you in California; you'll like it there."  I assumed, of course, that they were putting me on, the way parents talk to children who are about to have their tonsils taken out. I could conjure up. an image of the happy whales, but happy people were beyond my capacity.

Just before I left, someone reminded me that they had palm trees on

the West coast, and sure enough, in front of David and Susie's flat in Richmond was a scrawny example of the species. It was a good omen, this symbol of tropical paradise; I was sure it had been planted on purpose to await my arrival. If this dreary prologue about New York seems drawn out, it is for a purpose. It is necessary to give an image of how shell shocked I was when I left the city; not because Manhattan drives all people crazy or because cities are evil, platitudes that I do not believe, but because Manhattan was too powerful for my capabilities. It takes other talents than my own to live there, and in the process of grappling with it, all important links in my nervous system had become entangled or disconnected.

2.

THE RIVER STYX HAS NO TOLL BOOTHS
New York is a city devoted to the Product, as are most industrial

cities. The product is typically a mass-produced object, made by very complex machines, which may be duplicated many thousand times, and is destined to be shipped all over the world. Most important, it is endowed with a ‘style’ recognizable to the buying public. The style is most essential, as it can be changed every now and then and the public can be induced to purchase a marginally different variety of the same object. Unfortunately, the concept of mass production has been elevated to include ideas as well as physical objects. However, ideas are less malleable and do not lend themselves to mass production or the cosmetic application of style. The human thought process aspires to be in fundamental opposition to the manufacturing process. Sadly enough, the public's standard of living is not improved by mass-produced culture the way it has been improved

by mass-produced commodities.

I am using the word ‘idea’ to refer to energy expended in all of the

artistic disciplines. Some people would rather use the word ‘creativity’ or the word ‘art’ itself: but they had come to have very specific meanings. It is difficult to impose a new definition on an old word. ‘Creativity’, in New York, is normally done by infants in nursery school (as in Creative Playthings) or by adults who have simply never grown up and confronted the hard cold realities of earning a living. ‘Art’ is normally executed with a very specific end in mind: that of getting someone to buy it. Art which cannot be purchased is only done by people in insane asylums. An ‘artist’ in New York is, by definition, someone who has succeeded in supporting himself through his work. While he is actually writing the great novel or composing the symphony, he is called a taxi driver or a bartender, or a receptionist, according to how he keeps himself alive. If he does a great number of different things to put food in his stomach, he is called a bum. So much for professions. 
An ‘idea’, however, by my own definition, involves risk. One does not know how it will turn out. It is hard to understand why anyone in New York would want to do something that might not turn out successfully. Life is so short and expensive; and the risk involved in importing Indian tunics, for example, which are after all ‘a sure thing,’  is about the level of risk that anyone is willing to take in the arts. This is because most artistic enterprises are destined to be shipped out to zillions of people all over the country and the world. To do that is like having to set up a chain of restaurants that everyone in the country wants to eat in. Once you have eliminated Chinese food, too full of soy sauce, Italian food drenched in olive oil, French food soaked in wine, fish because it might not be fresh, Indian food because of all that curry, South American food because people with ulcers can't digest corn tortillas, Polynesian food because too much tropical fruit gives you dysentery, there isn't much left to put in the restaurant. The same applies to theatre, painting and music.

Unexplainably, the concept of what the Universal Artistic Experience

is all about was left out of my education. I managed to get through an endless stretch of studies at very prestigious places without ever understanding that there would be no use for those talents in the world of industry. I wasn't exactly an ivory-tower egghead, but  I had a particularly personal vision. I wanted to go on making animated films and writing plays like the East European parables that I had seen on the screen, occasionally. They were ironic and jewel-like myths created for whimsical childlike adults who felt deep emotions in a naive and spontaneous way. Unfortunately, these were destined for a limited audience. They were prototypes, in the way a hand-tooled Bugatti is a prototype for a Fiat 500 or a Ford Falcon. They were intended for people who were not jaded by the bright lights and sensory overload of Manhattan, and there were painfully few of them left. They did not lend themselves to stylization and mass packaging.

It never occurred to me during the length of my training that there

was no room for such activity in the city I had chosen to live in and actually worshiped at that time. Because I believed for so long that New York was the most magical place in the universe, I did not perceive any of its limitations, or rather I perceived them simply as MY limitations, my failure to support myself and make a dent of the ‘film and theatre industry’ as it was called. My collision with the fundamental nature of the industrial marketplace resembled that of a three-year-old whose interior fantasy world had just been interrupted forever by nursery school and organized play.

I had been able to maintain my own interior universe into adulthood,

mainly because I was nearly autistic in my shyness and terror of other human beings. I had invested inanimate objects with the power of living spirits and had considered the humans that I was forced to deal with to be unpredictable censors of my most intimate needs. In fact until I was close to thirty, long after I had left New York, I had never learned how to interact with strangers. To be that kind a three-year old, in an adult body is unsettling in the same way it would be unsettling for a brontosaurus to visit the museum of natural history and see her extinction reflected in the glass cases. It makes for intense poetry and painting, a gift for abstraction and the knowledge of being ridiculous.

Nobody took me seriously; I was told to grow up and face up to the realities of modern living. I was given to believe that the naive idealism which I held onto so tenaciously was an atavistic trait like the prehensile tail or scales on birds and, quaint as it was, not befitting a grownup.

Time passed and I made more short films, painted more water colours

modelled after the painters I revered, Paul Klee and Kandinsky. The world which I observed around me seemed to consist either of soapsuds commercials, advertising copy and ‘serious art’  the kind that was too big to go out the freight elevator: fourteen-foot canvases that had to be lowered out of the window and shipped to galleries in three-axle moving vans.

I was at the time (for reasons still unexplainable to me) too shy

to make contact with the other people in New York whose life choices might have reconfirmed my own. It was not a bad life that I had concocted for myself, fraught with unemployment though it was, had it not been for the fact that I dared not believe in the destiny I had created for myself. I accepted passively the labels attributed to me: crazy, neurotic, disturbed, immature, etc. It was easier to accept those labels than to have to defend my renunciation of the status quo as a sane person's rejection of the industrial value system. To have upheld my own beliefs while posing as a sane person would have been considered criminal in the eyes of the part of the society I had been brought up in.

That society ascribed to the Demonology Theory of human activity.

In other words, a person whose acts cast aspersions on their own value system should be judged to be possessed by outside forces which he cannot control; for of his own free will he would never have given up the straight and narrow path toward responsible solvency in the modern world. The fact that I maintained my right to determine the use of my own time irrespective of other peoples’ priorities, the fact that I clung to this luxury of time with such obstinacy: the time to make things that might not actually sell, even if the rent was due and I could no longer afford to buy meat for dinner, clearly indicated to my relatives and all of my friends that I was in the prey of evil spirits that had to be exorcised out of me.

My non-functionality, which vaguely put into question the accepted

norms, was labelled crazy rather than criminal. This relieved the doer, (myself) of the responsibility of her actions, and more importantly, it relieved those who pass judgement of the responsibility for reassessing their own values. In this sense, the actual criminal has much more dignity than that of the supposed madman: for the former’s statement of non-acceptance is unequivocal. Why I was not able to brush off the public opinion tied to my upbringing, I'm not quite sure. But I remember that the gap between what was expected of me and what I was actually capable of produced an increasing degree of paranoia and paralysis until the most sacred of all duties in society: my ability to earn the rent, was imperilled. I allowed myself to become a victim of the prevalent value system, and in my state of unnecessary victimization I was unable to resolve the practical problems of daily living.

During this time, however, I was the archetypal coward. I never

dared assert that I was doing something more important and valuable than what I was supposed to be doing; I accepted obsequiously the opinion that it is more important to feed one's face than to feed one's soul, and I voiced a timid and hypocritical desire to have the demons removed from me so I could be like everyone else. I never had the nerve to question the precepts of what is considered sane and what is insane. Maybe I was looking after my long term survival, maybe I knew that if I did not consider myself to be innocuously crazy, I might be considered irresponsibly and dangerously criminal and I would be locked up. I kept voicing the words that I wanted to be ‘cured’ of this creative urge; I wanted to be like normal people; I hadn’t done it on purpose, I just couldn't help it:
"Yessuh, massah, you know I'm tryin' if I could just pick them 
cottonballs fast like everyone else, you know thas' what I'm tryin' to do,

cuz you know I'm not tryin, to be a loafer an’ I'm not really lazy by nature, so I dunno what it is that keeps my back so stiff, so as I can’t bend over like the other slaves, but I'll jus’ keep tryin' and you just keep whippin’
me so that eventually I'll get into position, cuz I'm sure as hell not gonna tell you that I don't believe we should all be out here dyin' in the cotton fields, an' I'm not gonna ever tell you that I believe even the slaves outta be able to stand up straight an' see the sky, an' not be all bent over an' crippled all their life, with their faces in the mud, always lookin' at the mud, til pretty soon they can't stand up straight no way no how, even durin’ the three hours a week they's not in the cotton fields; so I'll just keep tellin' you that I is the one who's crippled, cuz I still got my back straight. I won't ever let you know that I don't think we should even be out here in these cotton fields in the first place, even as slaves we are still human beings  even tho we can't do no more than pick cotton an' we been doin' that so long it done look like we can't do nothin' else but

that . . . but we ain't forgotten how to stand up straight an’ put our feet on the desk and smoke cigars, jus' like you massah; we jus' keepin' it real quiet, jus like I'm keepin' what I think real quiet, cuz if I said it out loud, I wouldn't jus' get whipped for havin' too straight a back I'd get HUNG for insubordination."

So for five years I was a coward, because I imagined that the whip was better than the gallows, and in a way I am deeply ashamed of those five

years. They were wasted years, and my cowardice was my undoing. It happened like this.

I finally got a chance to bend over like everyone else in the great

carbon monoxide-filled cotton fields of the film industry. I was working

an animation camera for a training firm production house doing photo-animation destined to teach IBM technicians how to repair electric typewriters. My work consisted of the machine-like torture of staring at a strobe light all day and placing all the slides on the table in order without ever making a mistake (because then you would have to start over) and doing them real fast because it was an endless cotton field of some twenty-seven thousand or seventy-two thousand slides,  a real sweat shop of a cotton field in the glamorous film industry.

But I bent over real good that time because I was tired of starving;
I had modelled for porno magazines the month before in order to eat and I wasn’t looking forward to repeating the experience.  So I bent over those strobe lights real good and I learned how to shoot eighty-five slides an hour rather than the average thirty-five that they expected of me, until finally I convinced them I could do other things as well (always in the bent-over position). After weeks of conniving I got myself promoted to production manager of the firm. In that capacity I was expected to hire other people to do the menial jobs that I had done, and to whip, I mean supervise them carefully enough to keep up my phenomenal former production output. In what time was left over, I would be able to write scripts for more training films and do photography and graphic design for the company’s publicity.

I hired my first subordinate, and then my second. Then I realized

that in order to keep my position and do the creative part of the work I

was doing for the company, I would have to delude my subordinates and

deceive them and exploit them,  just as I had been treated before I was promoted. Only there was no place for them to be promoted to. It was a turning point in my life. I knew I would not be able to keep the job, for I could not stand on the throats of the people below me in order to keep my own feet out of the mire. I do not say that I could not do it because I was too pure or too noble or too principled. I am not a purist, and am probably not brave enough to be a noble or principled person, but I simply could not do it. When I was faced with the situation of telling my lackies that they would have to work faster and harder just as I had worked faster and harder and put up with the foul air, the migraine headaches from the strobe lights and the deadening monotony,  something in my stomach collapsed. I believe the conscience is located in the pancreas rather than in the brain.
This paralysis that beset me in the face of my administrative

responsibilities was normally known at that time as: The Woman’s Inability to Hold Positions of Responsibility and Authority. Or so I was told by my father and numerous other people. Actually it is not true that women are not capable of being successful bosses. I was not capable of it but many women I know were perfectly competent in learning how to manipulate, lie to and lord it over their employees without ever questioning the fundamental inequities of the firms they were working for. Although these are naively believed to be male qualities, women can learn them equally well and those women that did seem to enjoy and benefit from them as much as the men to whom such behaviour may have come
more naturally.
Anyway I knew I was going to lose my job. For my inability to be a member of  the lynch mob was as great as my non-acceptance of being lynched. However I had to think of a word that would justify my demise from this part of the working world. Because of my cowardice to actually put into question the ethics, goals and mindlessness that this system represented, I settled for the only word that I felt could accurately describe my condition. The word was schizophrenic. In the context of the euphemisms with which I had been brought up, it was a shocking word. In retrospect, it is a word used by the blind and lame to describe the deaf and dumb. But at the time it was the only word that would relieve me of the responsibility of the criminal act of voluntarily resigning from my job in middle management without any plans for a suitable alternative that would enable me to earn a living.

However, this narrow escape from the hangman's noose netted me a barely more enviable alternative: electro-shock treatment. It was an informative, though unpleasant journey into the land of terror of what really being insane was like. In all fairness to the physicians who suggested to me such a therapy for my condition, they were the most humanistic in all of the years of psychotherapeutic witchdoctors I had run into. In all fairness to them, I chose this last solution of my own free will; I was not coerced into it, and I was given a milder dosage than the average person who is actually committed. In all fairness to everyone concerned, I believe they acted in good faith and could not imagine any other solution to my problem. 
In all fairness to them, they could not suggest to the daughters or parents of an intellectual aristocracy that there were places in the world where ambition was not elevated to religious prominence and the failure to make a name for oneself in one's field of work was not considered a heinous crime. In all fairness to them they could not tell the whole society around me, including my landlady and my relatives, to leave me alone so that I could go back into my fantasy world of making paintings that no one yet wished to buy, writing poetry that no one yet wanted to publish and shooting films that no one yet wanted to put on television. They could not tell all of those people to give me the time to do the work that I had chosen

to do and that eventually it would prosper. They could not tell anyone that ideas were like seeds: you put them in the ground and they sit there quietly for a very long time doing what appears to everyone looking at

the surface of the earth to be nothing; that’s right, doing absolutely nothing at all that anyone else can make out,  but all the while they are preparing to grow. And when you put these tiny and almost invisible seeds in the ground, it takes an act of faith to believe that they will actually turn into apple trees, because of course, not all of them do. The ground is not always right and the weather is not always right. But all the while you have to take the risk and water them regularly and believe in them intently so that some of them will make it up to the surface.

But not even I could tell that to the people around me because, as

yet, I did not even believe it myself. All I knew was that in other people's terms I had failed miserably, and if I wanted to continue to use my time as

I saw fit, I would have to accept the most humiliating of labels: that of being considered crazy.  I would have to undergo the cure prescribed. If, after that, I still wished to live in my own fantasy world and write and paint, I would be considered irrevocably and incurably crazy, and as a complete reject of the industrial system, I would be allowed to continue on my own course, the way a mongoloid idiot is allowed to wet his pants or masturbate because that is all he is considered capable of.

In all fairness to everyone concerned, they were doing the best they knew how; even the hospital technicians who repeatedly overdosed me with sodium pentothal and had to stick tubes down my throat into my lungs to

revive me all six times (they never quite got the dosage right). So each time I went home from the hospital feeling as if I had been strangled, as well as feeling the mental effects of the cure. In all fairness to all of them, they were trying their best. In all fairness to ME, it was a journey through Hell, but having been there once, it saves me the trouble of having to go there again when I die, in order to expiate the sin of having rejected the system. .

The main thing that electro-shock treatment seems to do is to

scramble all of the compartments in a person's brain. What it does neurologically is for the neurologists to decide, but what it does metaphorically is to take all of your memories, the events you have neatly catalogued, your carefully developed powers of reasoning and analysis, and throw them up in the air as if they were a bunch of marbles, in the hopes that they will land in a new, a more fruitful order than the one you have been entrenched in up until now. This supposition has some advantages and some disadvantages. The possible advantage, it seems to be to me (in my own personal experience, from which I do not presume to generalize) is that the events in a person's life form something like grooves in one's memory, similar to the way in which water carves away the river bed. As the water passes over the same stones, they begin to crack in certain places; pretty soon it is clear that all events gravitate towards and gouge specific depressions in the rock.

As the rock becomes more and more corrugated, it is hard to get it to flow in any pattern other than the one it has eroded for itself. However, if you get some dynamite and explode the rock, it will break apart in a new configuration and the water will flow over new surfaces in a less entrenched and worn path toward the goal. Of course, if you break open the rock too often, pretty soon you have no rock left, only a pile of gravel which makes for a much less interesting river bed.

In less poetic terms, people seem to be creatures of habit. They get into the habit of reacting to all events in one set of ways, which may not be the most efficient or pleasing way for them or the people around them. Since it is hard to alter the events themselves, as they are what is known as Life, or the Existential Paradox, and do not lend themselves easily to psychoanalysis or other vanishing acts, we have largely settled for altering the reaction pattern. By throwing all these marbles, which make up the brain, up in the air, one can break up one’s reaction habits, particularly the memory marbles from which the reaction patterns are formed. However, there is always the possibility that if you jolt the brain too much, many of the marbles will lose their sense of gravity and will never come down. They

will get lost up in the stratosphere, never to be recovered. It is also possible if one jolts the brain too often, that the surface they land on will no longer have a form adequate to receive them. Instead, the individual character of the rock will have given way to an amorphous gravel bed in which the marbles will be buried indistinguishably.

In an even less metaphorical way, a person who has had electric

shock treatment often loses most of her memory and most of her capacity for memory, from which all other mental processes derive. All analysis, judgement and reasoning powers have to be relearned, because even the simplest mental processes are dependent upon remembering the material that your brain is working with from one minute to the next. In order to add thirty-two and fifty-four: before you can even approach the Concept of Addition, you have to be able to remember that it is thirty-two and fifty-four that you wish to add, and that they are both numbers. That is literally the point from which I started when I left Gracie Square Hospital for the six and last time. The memory blank extended not only to large hunks of my past experience, but to every activity that my mind had to undertake for more than a duration of several minutes. The amnesia created by electric shock treatment is one not only of content, but one of process,  similar to trying to rebuild a car from the compressed block of squashed steel that the wrecker’s crab has turned it into. 
Everything that I had learned to do with my mind in twenty-four-and-a-half years was buried under an avalanche, and I had to start digging into the snowy blank out in order to discover if there was anything left of the villages under the snow, despite the inconvenience of not knowing where to dig and of having forgotten what I was digging for. But this is not the kind of snow that melts by itself. If you do not dig, what is left of your brain will always be buried under the avalanche. If you do not dig soon enough, pretty soon the snow will turn to lava, and as it cools will form a hard and impenetrable surface.

Not everyone wants to fight their way back. It takes will and tremendous concentration. It takes a sense of urgency and a relentlessness, for the power blackout that electric shock treatment produces is tenacious. The marbles actually seem to like it up there in the air. For one thing, freed from the gravity of their old habits, they are a bit more relaxed and energetic, floating freely with little connection to the past or future. There occurs briefly, following the treatment, a physiological energy surge. For a person like myself, whose inner tension had previously eroded so much of my physical energy, the mere fact of not feeling exhausted all the time seemed to indicate an improvement in my condition, and for what it was worth, an improvement that I was grateful for while it lasted. This physiological energy surge lasted for me for about six months, after which the marbles had pretty much settled back in their original position, or a new one, or drifted off into the wild blue yonder of permanent amnesia never to be retrieved.

Once the settling process had occurred, I was pretty much back where I started from but with less material to work with. As you may have gathered, I was not happy with the results of my treatment. In fact, I was terrified by what had happened to me. I had made a bet with myself that I could survive any form of temporary torture in order to be released from the obligations of the work-a-day world and I had lost the bet. I had lost the bet because when I left the hospital for the last time, it seemed that the treatment had also made me unfit for the world which I wanted to return to: my own world of my own thoughts and activities. At the time I only dimly realized the extent of the devastation. I did not actually understand that the reason I was required to have someone meet me at the hospital after each session and accompany me home, was because they expected me to lose more and more of my mental faculties. 
The medical profession knew beforehand that I was supposed to end up enough of a vegetable to not rebel against the limitations of orderly society. My reactions and emotions were to be numbed enough so that it would not matter to me if I ever painted or wrote or made films again. They knew that. But I did not, and perhaps that was my salvation. When I first returned from the hospital, I knew something monstrous had been done to me, but I did not understand that it had been conscious and intentional. I assumed that it was a mistake, that something had gone wrong in the treatment. I sensed that my will had been broken and my imaginative capacity had been almost totally destroyed. But I did not know that it was intended to be this way. Maybe that was what made it possible for me to rebuild my brain from scratch, where many others failed. I did not express my outrage too openly, for that was the only marble

that the cure could not dislodge: the instinctive survival sense that I must not make my reaction public. I must not let anyone know to what extent

the treatment had effected me; I must continue to function outwardly even if nothing was left inside the shell. And so, I continued the actions of moving my apartment, the actions of going for job interviews, which landed me a supposedly less pressured job of film assistant in the communications department of a city college, even though at times, I could barely remember which subway to get on. It would seem that somebody who could continue to ‘fake’ functioning so normally after electro-shock therapy was not actually affected very seriously by it, and that perhaps, in the intervening years I have blown the events out of proportion. That is the great delusion of industrial psychology, that sanity’s limits are defined by when you can no longer remember how to tie your tie, and until then you are alright. Now we know a little better, than we did years ago when this happened to me, but not that much better.

I said to the doctor, laughing defiantly, that although they had

knocked forty points off of my I.Q., they had not raised my sanity by forty points, or even by four. I said to myself with anguish that I knew they had taken all of the crystal out of my brain and I would never be able to write the poetry I had written before the cure. And it was true; I never was. I could never again invent the metaphors that come from cubism and dream walking as opposed to the metaphors that come from clear thinking. I keep these poems as the one proof that I was a fundamentally different person before this happened to me. I could not console myself by saying that Rimbaud did not write much either after he was twenty-four-and-a-half. I could not console myself by remembering that Robert Lowell told me I wrote rather like Sylvia Plath. (I knew I was not simply imagining the last sentence because at the time when he said that I had never read Sylvia

Plath; she had just died and had not been immortalized yet, and I had just

come to Harvard from Cooper Union where I had not read much of anything and had no idea what a compliment it was until years later.) 
All I knew was that they were trying to take away my rage and had succeeded in taking the edge off of it. There is no way to describe the battle to rebuild the brain without sounding maudlin or overdramatic; it will be left un-recounted. But we have all seen those who did not make it back from electro-shock treatment: the haze, the premature senility, the failure of will, the passivity, the amnesia, the mental cataract. I do not precisely know why I did when others did not. I cannot presume that my will or courage were much stronger than anyone else's. They were strong, but not that strong. 
The severity of its effects are attested to by the fact that there is still such a strong taboo against ever admitting you have had electro-shock treatment, in the fear that the admission will invalidate anything else you wish to say. It has taken me fifteen years since the events to write about them; mainly because of that taboo. Years of concealing an experience and the knowledge gained from that experience because I wished for no one to know that at one time I had allowed myself to be considered sufficiently crazy as to be in need of the next to final solution, one small step away from lobotomy. I lost a New York City teaching license when I was finally obliged to admit to that event. I lost the respect of friends when I gradually began to talk about the experience. Mostly, I lost a good deal of my own self-respect because I accepted the label and the events that accompanied it. That which was done to me set me apart from most of the others, the way being in jail or being a junkie or a hooker sets a person apart. We were all trapped on Charon's boat together; the river Styx doesn't have many freeway exits because they did not know how to build clover leafs in Virgil’s and Dante’s time.

By way of epilogue, I should say that I like the Marble and River Bed Theory of mental processes. It has served me well over the years in coming to terms with my own experience. I did not adapt it from any existing theories that I know of and although it is a bit flowery and full of mixed metaphors, it doesn't have any complicated psychiatric terms that laymen cannot understand. It is from that time, that I have come to perceive in what ways the mental processes resemble the geological and botanical cycles in the universe. They are the analogies that I turn to most often in order to understand how people interact with each other as well as with themselves. They are deceptively simple. But it seems logical to me that the physics of Nature should carry over to the functioning of human beings, for after all: people are a part of the natural world, although I often forgot that during my season in New York.

3.

PROJECT ONE: Through The Looking Glass

When I first came to California, I lived with a family of brown-rice-and-everything-nice-hippies. They were saving up money to free themselves from the evils of the consumer society and buy land in Canada, but in the meantime, they were living in a dreary part of San Francisco, full of fog

and barbecue pits and people who mowed their lawns. They rented me a room in their basement to save on the rent, with great misgivings, as they considered me from the first, to be the incarnation of the evil wind from the East.

My intensity disturbed them; my use of the English language disturbed them; at that time I still used the English language whereas they spoke ‘Californese’ which had not yet become as refined as it is these days. It consisted mainly of the following words: laid back, mellow, spaced out, yuh know what I mean, yeah I hear you, energy level, rip off, bum trip, groovey, farout and fuck off. These new words formed an endless fugue in my head as I tried to discover their meaning. I sensed that they were not just the grunts of an illiterate society, rather they were a kind of coded shorthand for a set of values that accompanied them, values that I wanted to swallow whole but feared the implications of.

The household I was staying with did not ease my transition into the

promised land, for they pointed up all of the vestiges of my New York ‘up tightness’ and thereby succeeded in making me feel even more rigid and high-strung. Many a person who leaves New York is escaping from his own small personal volcano, but once he reaches California, logically no one wants to hear about it. The natives are not obsessed with the past; they are living in the present. This was the first thing I learned when I came to the promised land. I remember the first weekend in Mill Valley, when I was told as part of my initiation rites to never wear a watch and never say ‘I must’ as in ‘I must go’ or ‘I must do’ or ‘I must feel’ etc. To say ‘I must’ assumed that something outside of myself was acting upon me: it indicated a passive acceptance of forces beyond my control. The idea was to say ‘I want to’ or ‘I will’ or ‘I'm going to.’ The clichés of a culture, as described by an onlooker from the outside, fall short of doing justice to the essence of that culture. I was still an outsider; it took me years

to recognize the value of each cliché, either as an improvement in attitudes, or at least as a barometer of a much more subtle phenomenon regarding human interaction.

At first, to be honest, I was not actually sure that I had discovered

the promised land. I thought perhaps I had come to the wrong place and maybe I would have to go somewhere else to find it. I was used to the New York frenzy. I was still very ambitious. I was even distrustful of all of this fresh air and luscious scenery and the fact that even poor people like me could go to the wide open beaches. On the West coast, one did not have to own a home on Fire Island to regain a sense of the infinite; a twenty-five cent bus ride would get you there. I was suspicious.

I was looking for people like myself, recent escapees from the urban

ghetto, people who wanted to start again with a specific purpose; but I did not know where to go to find them. One Saturday as my patience, my success at job hunting and my money were wearing thin, I went back to the Hassidic commune where I had spent the first two nights in the city. It was a large house in David and Susie's neighbourhood inhabited by a dozen generous young Orthodox Jews who gave free lodging for several days to people just arrived in the city from other parts of the world. The lovely young man whom I was looking for was no longer there, but instead there was a character named Rufus. 
Rufus had just gotten in from New York the night before. He had a mane of incredible curly hair down to his waist, long pointed cowboy boots and a thick down home Western twang overlaying his Brooklyn intonation. He seemed to be a kind of nineteen-year-old version of Bob Dylan, the archetypal Jewish cowboy, the outrageousness, the intensity and the insistence. Rufus by some fortuitous coincidence had lived in the loft building on West Broadway where my former cocaine dealer owned a floor. It turned out that he had been sharing a floor with an old teacher of mine from Cooper Union, with whom he was also planning to share a new studio in a former factory in the middle of the city called Project One. The coincidences of the past made us seem like relatives. Rufus was the kind of person I should have known in New York, but when I was actually living there, I had rarely had the courage to stumble upon them, or recognize them when I did. 
About five minutes into the conversation, it was clear that what Rufus wanted to do most was to get laid. But he had to go down to this Project One place and check it out to see if Linsay had actually paid the deposit on the studio, before we could get down to important things. We took the bus to a part of town clearly on the other side of the railroad tracks, filled with the cosmic urban debris of abandoned warehouses. The one in question had just been rented by almost two hundred individuals and organizations. It was an enormous yellow concrete, five story building of eighty four thousand square feet, about to be turned into seventy studios

and offices, a total city of the counterculture of the post Haight Ashbury era. I remember how awed I was by my first impression of the place. Five

floors of open space and a penthouse on top overlooking the city in all four directions. Rows of round concrete pillars dividing the floors into bays,

the inner-city palm trees next to which everyone (who had rented a studio-to-be) had parked their belongings. The basement where Rufus and Linsay were to live had just gotten a building permit six weeks after the rest of the building. It was quite empty and still had half a foot of dirt to be shovelled out in order to get down to the floor. It was the most beautiful place I had ever seen.

There was construction flourishing on all the floors: people were hauling around sheetrock and two-by-fours, making sawdust and plaster dust, and noise, sweating, singing, painting supergraphics up and down the main stairwell. I had never in my life seen such enthusiasm and sense of purpose. In the decade of the sixties of the twentieth century, where I had come from, it was considered naïve and ridiculous to admit to being awed by human energy and enthusiasm. Only gullible romantics do that. Only gullible romantics still do. But it was the first time I had seen actual cooperation between people, a sharing of a common goal plus a first light ray of the possibility of actively participating in the realization of that goal. And I was very moved, although it was against all of my former education and upbringing to do so.

               Rufus and I tried to string up his hammock in the basement but with
minimal success, so we decided to go back to my room in the suburbs to make love. My supposedly free flowing landlords took one look at the hunting knife in his back pocket and his boots and his hair and decided that he was a freak rather than a hippie and too dangerous to allow into their living room. They furthermore decided that I should move out at the end of the month which was three days away.

And so I found a filmmaker on the fourth floor of Project One with

a large studio to share, paid  forty-six dollars for a half share of the studio and spent my first night sleeping on a bed made of several bales of fibre glass sound insulation. I wrote a polite letter to the architecture department of Princeton University turning down their offer to hire me to run the graphics lab for the department and felt as ecstatic about my decision as Henry Miller did when he finally left New York for Paris some fifty years earlier.

This is where the strictly chronological sequence of my experience leaves

off. An institution is like a plant. Its growth follows a well established pattern from the seed of the idea that produced it to the seeds of all the ideas that follow it, after it has produced as much fruit as it can and has withered and died. There were people whom I knew from the beginning of my stay at One, who mourned deeply the way it changed from its early ‘gold rush’ days to its later calcification into mediocrity. They believed they had been deceived in dedicating a few years of their lives to the place. I was one of the few among the original settlers who believed in the value of my experience there long after I had left it and had gone to live elsewhere. My account of the events cannot be ordered in time, for they make little sense that way. 
Rather, I have chosen to write about the people whom I knew there in a series of portraits: my attempt to throw light on the immense variety of people who came to live and work at One and on the interactions between them that tended to repeat themselves over the years. What happened first and what happened second is less important than what kept happening over and over again. It is not always a happy tale. But neither is it a checklist of our failures. It is mainly a reckoning of the energy spent, the faith and the fears that guided that energy, the richness of our concern and the totality of our indifference. Its uniqueness is simply that we lived in a place where these things could be seen, instead of being tucked away in the china cabinets of the society we had come from.

4.

SHERMAN: SURVIVAL IS NOT FOR EVERYONE

I remember Sherman most distinctly when they took him away. Ralph and Joe Riccio were holding onto him paternally, but with iron fists, while waiting for the proverbial men in the white coats to arrive, and Sherman was struggling against them and screaming, "You think I'm crazy, you want to have me locked up." and Ralph and Joe were trying to delude him, "No one thinks you're crazy, Sherman; you'll be much happier there." It was a terrible lie they were telling him, but they were embarrassed and ashamed for it was the first time at Project One that we had called the outside authorities since the beginning of the lease in June. Sherman had pulled a knife on Ralph's girlfriend Holly. I was not there when it happened but I imagine it was more of a histrionic gesture than a literal threat. However, Ralph decided he was a risk to the public welfare and had notified the mental institution to have him committed.

We were all shaken more by his struggle against being taken away

than by anything Sherman had done in the first four months of the commune's existence to merit such a fate. Everyone knew that Sherman was pretty crazy, but so were we all, in one way or another, thus we tried to be tolerant of him. Sherman's craziness manifested itself in more unpleasant and disagreeable ways than most peoples’, but we believed that the environment could effect a positive change on the person, so we tried to be patient. More than anything, it would be a terrible defeat if we could not solve internally the problems of creating a community. To resort to the arm of the law or any public official wan considered anathema, especially as we had within our own constituency medical doctors, psychologists, a reverend and so on. But none of us wanted to be bothered with Sherman when he was at his most abusive and troublesome. We brushed him off the way one brushes off a mosquito and hoped not to run into him in the hallways too often.

More than anything, Sherman wanted a woman. It was not an unnatural desire. But Sherman wanted a woman in a particularly disturbing and aggressive way, the way a four year old kid wants to smash something he cannot have. He considered that the right to get laid was part of his due, irregardless of any relationship he might have with the other person and he attached all of his unhappiness to the fact that, in his words: ‘There was no one willing to fuck him.’ What unsettled us more than anything was his belief that it was the duty of the community to provide him with such a person in exactly the impersonal way that the community provided the inhabitants with a certain number of Philips-head screws to put up each piece of sheetrock.

He had become particularly bitter and paranoid lately and considered'

every woman who entered the building and would not accede to his desire to be his arch enemy. He viewed most all of the men as his rivals, but his displeasure had less effect on them than on the women. Those of us who were single he followed around with greedy and almost wolflike stares and frightened quite a few of us with the indiscriminately famished quality of his lust. To his credit, part of the day, the part when he was managing the wood shop and making musical instruments, he seemed almost reasonable. He had a vast array of carpentry tools, more than many of us; and when he was not obsessed with his personal problems, he was quite capable at his craft. It was this dichotomy that made his situation more poignant. No one is ever a dead loss in a community and Sherman could have been a substantial gain in his more lucid hours.

I lived, at the time, next to the wood shop; and given that there was, as yet, no wall between the wood shop and the studio I inhabited, I was pretty

continually aware of his distress. In fact Sherman frightened me from the beginning, for I saw in his eyes what I have always been able to see in the eyes of people going crazy, what all people who have, however briefly, lost hold of reality recognize in the eyes and gestures of anyone else taking the same voyage on the same sea, long before their actions come to public notice. The eyes and the gestures exist separate from their content, the obsessive stare, the repetitiveness of the speech pattern, many clues that no psychiatrist seems to be able to recognize, instant signposts for those of us who have undergone this Odyssey.

More disturbing than my ability to recognize him was Sherman's ability

to recognize me. He gave me a certain authority, that is, a more intensive form of antagonism, as I had not only categorically refused him as a lover but appeared to have ‘understood his condition’ and should have been doubly able to cure him. For the most part, no one wanted to recognize the intensity of Sherman's personal agony. They considered it an annoying joke, worthy of satire but not of serious concern. The following month I had moved my studio from the fourth floor to the basement and was relieved to no longer live in continual awareness of his state of mind; but I spent a lot of time upstairs with other friends who lived around the wood shop and I could see that he was getting worse. However, most people did not wish to believe this, as though they had inherited the theological tenet that insanity, like evil, does not exist, as long as you do not recognize it.

None of us wished the building to be filled with serious crazies,

as opposed to sensitive eccentrics. The distinction between us and him was specious, for the territory between the two conditions was, to my thinking, a kind of no-man's land with ever changing boundaries. From night to morning one could never predict what side of the border one would wake up on. When Sherman claimed the attention of an entire Wednesday night general meeting with his disruptive ranting that he needed a woman, insisting that it was a serious flaw in the community if it could not provide him with one, people tended to ridicule him or at least be entertained by his predicament. They then diverted their attention to the things which they considered to be closer to the building's priorities, i.e. the next order of sheetrock, fixing the radial arm saw, the relationship to the building inspectors.

Sherman's quest was indeed pathetic, almost as ridiculous as it was obsessive and unrelenting. Although he was disturbingly abusive to most people, I would have written off his actions as self-indulgence of small importance if not for the following observations. What Sherman spoke of and acted out in the crudest and most tactless way was a metaphor for many of our needs and illusions: the need for intimacy and the illusion that the only intimacy and affection obtainable in the universe was obtainable through sex, and that alone. To be deprived of sex, for most of us as Americans in the late fifties and early sixties, growing up alienated from most all sense of family or community solidarity, this was literally true. Few of us had relatives we could trust or confide in; most friendships were gobbled up by competition and most community links were suspect of the boy scout rigidity of the Victorian era.

We were outsiders. We had been trained in independence, whatever that means. Above all, we had been trained to not show emotion and it was embarrassing to most of us to see someone else defy this taboo. Many of us in the building had our own personal agonies in need of companionship in the still of the night. Almost all of us indulged the belief that one romantic miracle could save us, but we did not betray this weakness during the day or in public, for it was considered shameful in our personal upbringing to admit to these feelings. The power of rational thinking had devoured us all. Sherman, however, had lost the power of rational

thinking and so was free to espouse the opinion that his personal needs and the needs of the community were inseparable. He was philosophically (as I came to realize over the years) somewhat in advance of our own thinking. For this community, as we had conceived of it, was to provide changes in public, economic and social interaction in the sociological sense. But no serious thought had been given to the non-public aspects of community, to emotion, to fear, to loneliness. We had all the words at the beginning: trust, concern, compassion. But there were enormous gaps between our words; and the higher priorities of economics and the struggle for practical survival eventually erased the original words.

Sherman came to see me in the basement one Sunday afternoon. I was

very busy, as usual, as work for me had always been the opiate for my own romantic suffering. As my personal life was particularly gloomy at the time, I habitually worked with great frenzy in order to forget it. In fact, I liked my work at the time, and was pleased that my talent for creative construction was much appreciated in the building. It gave me a sense of usefulness and a sense of belonging, the first that I remember having in my life. Since I had somewhat more endurance than the other women, I used my capacity for productive work as a panacea for my personal ills.

Anyway, Sherman had come to disturb me, again, as the one person

who might understand him; I was annoyed and wished him gone. He said in the midst of an otherwise forgotten conversation, "Jane, aren't you ever lonely?" His tone was almost rational, for him, but it carried such a pathetic longing, as if he needed for one person to validate his right to be lonely, especially one person who appeared on the surface to be so productive. 
I took the question as an attack on my most ill-concealed weakness, as I was, perhaps, the other most lonely person in the building besides Sherman. But having a greater strategic sense than him, I knew that my own links to sanity and community acceptance depended on not divulging this terrible flaw. So I answered with authority, arrogantly, "I'm never lonely," as if only people with inferior moral strength could suffer from this defect of character. I was afraid that if my own personal torment leaked out in any way, it would flood all other aspects of my being, as it had done so in New York, and I had to protect myself at all costs.

In that manner I crushed Sherman's hope for a spark of recognition. 
Later that afternoon, he took to climbing up one of the construction trellises in the basement, right outside my studio, hanging from it, half like an immobile chimpanzee and half like he was posing for the crucifixion. When I left my studio to go to dinner in the community dining room on the upper roof floor, known as the penthouse, he stared out at me with his vacant stare, the one that really frightened me. When I returned from dinner, he was still there in the same pose. By now, I was getting really worried about him. I told several of my friends that I was afraid to go to sleep with him doing his vigil ten feet in front of my door, so they finally convinced him to leave. Shortly after that he shaved his head, threatened Holly with the knife and was interrogated by most of the members of the community the following afternoon in an emergency meeting called by Ralph. I did not go to the meeting. It was going to be an unfair and humiliating trial: this mob of rational citizens against the one supposedly crazy person, and I wanted no part of it. 
I knew I had betrayed him in my own way in my answer to his question, however it was one against one. They took him to the psychiatric ward at Langley Porter that afternoon, all the while assuring him that they did not believe him to be crazy, further invalidating his perception of reality in order to try to pacify him. Few people visited him in the hospital. His parents came up from the peninsula and paid his bill, and he stayed there for a month or two. When he came out he wandered around for awhile, for aside from his fancy woodworking tools, no one wanted him back at Project One. I heard later he finally got a studio at Project Artaud, (the recently established enormous warehouse community modelled after our own) much to everyone’s astonishment, as it was assumed that the grapevine of gossip would have ostracized him from any further ‘community’ ventures. It was five years later when I learned, much after the fact, that he had jumped off of the Golden Gate Bridge. ‘Crazy Sherman’ said my friend Michael who recounted the events, as if ‘Crazy Sherman’ was his full legal name like Mickey Mouse or some other comic book character. We had both lived in the building from the beginning, Michael also next door to the wood shop, but the years had passed and ‘Crazy Sherman’ had receded into the folklore of that past.

What did we learn from those events? I learned that not everyone can make it through the night. I learned also that there are certain problems within a community that no one seems to want to give much attention to when they begin to get out of hand. We wanted to deal with the soluble problems, and we wanted the insoluble problems to go somewhere else and not pollute our community. All of our experience had prepared us to remove ourselves from the intensity of the insoluble problems, to leave them to the experts. 
It was our first defeat, the first bad omen, but it was a road mark, though only a few of us gave much importance to it. It signalled to me how long it was going to take to change the values of generations of our upbringing so that we would not need to ostracize our unfit citizens when we could no longer take care of them. I think Sherman was very seriously unfit in many ways for community life. I think he may even have become physically dangerous had he stayed. It is possible that we had no other choice, in the end, whether or not we had given him much more attention in the beginning. But there were others who followed, where the choices were even less clear. The effect we had on them as a group, the actions we took on their behalf, had much more power to improve or worsen their condition. Sherman was the first of our casualties and his situation was a not very heroic caricature of the human condition. But I believe he was a metaphor for all of us. We are not all survivors.

5.

JOE: THE PHILOSOPHY OF EXPEDIENCE

Joe was one of our house philosophers. He represented the philosophy of pragmatism and expediency, a viewpoint that could have been of great value if directed toward broader needs than his own. As it was, it served his own needs quite well. When I met Joe, he had just finished constructing his music studio, his jumping-off point to becoming a rock and roll star. In past eras, he had been an artist and long before that a wig salesman in the ‘Big Apple.’ But as he told me, he had discovered that ‘the chicks were prettier in the music industry’ so it was time for a switch. Actually he had not built his studio himself, unlike the rest of us who were hauling sheetrock and sound insulation around in order to prove our adeptness in the world of manual labour. 

Instead, Joe had gotten in touch with someone who ran a carpentry class at one of the free universities and had graciously donated the boundaries of his studio where the walls were to be erected as a locale for the next class project. On the following Saturday at least a dozen people in the class showed up and he accompanied their hammering and drilling on his guitar with the charm and enthusiasm of someone who really appreciates a job well done, especially when he has not had to exhaust himself in the effort of doing it personally. 

Actually Joe was a person of true generosity: the true generosity of a con-artist as opposed to the false generosity of the ‘liberal.’ His early life as an obese slum kid in New York had been difficult and his young adulthood in the petty rapaciousness of the business world had been especially lonely, so he had none of the false guilt about comfort and survival that many of us had. It never occurred to him to give up his share of the cake to someone more deserving. Because his upbringing was pervaded with scarcity, the concept that anyone could be more deserving than himself did not exist. However, once he had satisfied his own needs, he was delighted to share the surplus, either in terms of energy or goods. He did not modestly hide his victories in the world as middle-class people would: he was proud of them, no matter how synthetic they were in value or how unscrupulously they were obtained.

His artistic career had climaxed in the old building on Rose Street

which he shared with Ralph and a half dozen others. It was there that he started making his light machines which consisted of a plexiglass box, the construction of which he farmed out, in which there were a few mirrors, some tin foil, a small motor and some Christmas tree lights blinking on and off. The light boxes were a kind of adult tinker toy and mouse trap combined. They worked out well for him as they only took an hour and a half to assemble, sold for a few hundred dollars apiece and netted him over ten grand in less than a year of glory.

It was not the process of making art that interested him, but rather

the process of juggling the machinery of the art world in order to make money. Thus he was able to promote himself much better than those of us who took our work a little more seriously. One day, he told me, he went down to the Chronicle and camped outside of Herb Caen's office with one of his light machines all afternoon until he got a write up from the grand old man. Other more scrupulous persons might have wanted Herb to stumble upon their work in a more authentic and unforced manner in order to benefit from his true appreciation of their effort, but not Joe. He knew that Herb was probably just sitting behind that impenetrable door of his office scratching his head and thinking: "With what am I going to fill up paragraph three with today?" and if Joe just happened to arrive at the right time, he would be it.

He did not delude himself about the sincerity of value judgements.

The important thing was to survive; and in that perspective, the most deserving was he who most wanted the benefits of survival. But he wasn’t so greedy as to need to be in the limelight all alone. He was happy to share his knowledge with other aspiring applicants. When one of the more serious painters came to him for advice, he gleefully showed him his write up in Art Forum and added: ‘If yuh wanna make a reputation, yuh gotta develop an image, man. Like I mean, if yur gonna wander around all slouched over and withdrawn, like, yuh oughtta at least get a beret and wear sunglasses and grow a heard so people won't notice how yur getting bald, you know what I mean; give yourself some character, some mystery.’ He was happy to relate that the young painter, a pretentious fop, had faithfully followed his advice, had acquired more self-confidence and was starting to sell his work.
Needless to say, some of Joe's attitudes ran counter to the community

philosophy: take for instance his relationship to the building's Janitorial Services. Normally each floor was to keep their halls clean via sign-up sheets for individual chores, specific days and activities. Now Joe didn't mind having his name put down on a list, but he certainly was not going to stand out in the hall all alone with a mop for an hour on Thursday morning. He was a sociable person and wanted company, and besides, a mop did not fit his image of a rock star; he went to high school with Lou Reed and he never saw Lou wield a mop. Furthermore, as everyone knows, musicians don’t even get up in the morning, since they practice all night.

This did not mean that he did not believe in cleanliness, but he was

not going to have his energy institutionalized. If he had time, which he

often did, he'd be glad to help a friend move something or deliver something in his truck because that was helping a friend, and you could do menial tasks in order to help someone out without ruining your image, but you could not do them just because someone put your name down on a list. 
Somehow the inflexibility of the building maintenance system wasn't made for folks like him. He let everyone know that; and they, in return, let him know that in their estimation he lived like a pig, a somewhat uncharitable exaggeration on their part. It was a small example of the conflict of values amongst the population. But in fact, although I seemed to always spend too much of my own time wielding a broom to make up for those who didn’t ever, I kind of agreed with Joe. He applied the same sense of tolerant anarchy within the walls of Project One as he applied to the outside world. He assumed that we were all here because we did not want our activities regulated by the system, neither our time, our economics or our social interactions. Thus, he saw no reason that we should create systems and value hierarchies within Project One to regulate exactly what we wanted to escape from without. For this he was accused, more often than not, of lack of community spirit.

But he was benevolent in his indifference to public opinion and

group pressure. It was something to learn from. He did not mind if other people swept the halls and took out the garbage, if that was more important to them, as long as they didn’t mind if he played music and got laid, as that was what was important to him. In defining his links to the community he had kept in his gut the most primitive part of the tribal element: he wanted to help his friends the best he could and hurt his enemies the worst he could. He did not ascribe to the hypocrisy of the legal principle of industrial countries. He never imagined that all people should be treated equally. His friends deserved unquestioned loyalty and his enemies deserved the opposite.

He had to try to explain his point of view in regard to the organization

of the building, very patiently to Ralph, when Ralph would try to draw him into the spirit of things. He would say: ‘Ralph, your job is to be a leader and that’s why you want things done a certain way, because it reflects on your leadership, and my job is to be a musician. Since I don’t tell you how to use your time as a leader, you can't tell me how to use my time as a rock star.’ Actually Joe used to describe Ralph’s life during the Good Old Days in the Rose Street loft that they had shared with a half dozen other people, the way countesses who are among the last to be able to remember back to before the revolution feel privileged to be able to tell how things really were amongst royalty. It seems that before Ralph had the bright idea to get Project One underway, he was so broke and depressed he didn’t even have spare change for cigarettes. He used to slink down the halls of Rose Street, lurking around waiting for someone he could bum a smoke off of. This refrain used to echo louder when it seemed that Ralph might be sliding off the ferris wheel of counterculture heroes back into the same lane. At those moments Joe's presence in the building was embarrassing to its more well intentioned inhabitants, for Joe was a conscientious and unrelenting reminder of the essential seediness of the human condition.

Joe's talent as a musician was indubitably minimal; he himself did

not deny it. But it gave him access to the good life of glitter and groupies, and that was what he asked of it. Like most of what he pursued, it was a tool rather than an end in itself. He did various things to earn money, all sorts of petty scams, phoney insurance rackets, small time dealing, etc., etc., as well as enjoying a regular check from A.T.D. He had approached getting Aid to the Totally Disabled as an innocuously psychotic person exactly the way he approached any other complicated survival chore. He analysed it precisely for the structure necessary to succeed and completely divested it of content. He had no sense of false pride about having to appear crazy in order to receive this subsidy from the state. He did not feel the least humiliation about having to grovel in front of a few bureaucrats in order to con them. Nor did he indulge in any pseudo-rhetoric regarding the duty of the government toward creative struggling people like himself. There was the money, about three hundred dollars a month, reserved normally for people who really couldn’t cope with daily life at all, and if he could lick this racket, like any other, he could have that money and it would make his life more enjoyable. 
It was ironic that one had to be so exceedingly rational and stable in order to obtain A.T.D. for emotional disability; most anyone who would have genuinely qualified for the subsidy was unfit to endure the complications and harassment of the process. But Joe considered it a new game and was perfectly willing to dress up like the weirdest weirdo for the interviews, develop lots of nervous tics for the hearing and piss in his pants if necessary as a final effort to convince them. All went well and the last act was not required of him. When the large retroactive check arrived, he went happily off to Europe with the proceeds for a few months. 

Most responsible people at One were not supposed to appreciate people

like Joe. I was one of the few who did. He was a good balance to all those who justified their actions with ideology and laundered their motivations before exposing them to public view. He had a sense of relativity in all things. It allowed for his extreme unscrupulousness, but it also allowed him to be more open, outgoing, optimistic and less self-righteous than many other inhabitants. I remember when he took me to the park on the afternoon that I had mistakenly walked in on my best friend, when she was making love to someone whom I, also, was much too fond of. ‘Love is like the movies,’ he said, trying to cheer me up, ‘there’s always a second showing.’
Why have I placed the description of one person like Joe who ‘made out’ only too well directly following the account of Sherman? Neither of them were heroes nor essential members of the organism, but it was of just such extreme contrasts of character and actions that the community was made up. It is common knowledge in gourmet restaurants that the stew is composed of mysterious and contrasting ingredients, and it is the nature of their interaction in the pot that contributes to the richness of the flavour. Any good chef knows that each ingredient has to be treated differently to bring out the best in it,  some braised on a high flame, others simmered very gently. A craftsman building a house wouldn’t dream of using the same construction materials to serve vastly different structural purposes. Fibreglass insulation is not a substitute for two-by-fours.

But when the analysts are no longer studying the manual trades, but have
moved on to those intricate structures that pass for social sciences, they tend to view all parts of a social process as being of the same breed. Even within the Project itself, the organizers often indulged in the fantasy that homogeneity was the only way to promote harmony. It seemed like an inadequate way to try to understand or improve human interaction.

The richness of Project One was in the variety of people who inhabited

it, in the collision and combination of vastly different values and personalities. Otherwise it would have been a community designed like a college fraternity and not worthy of description. But most all accounts of the counterculture in San Francisco have viewed the people involved as if they were all of one personality type; and the descriptions of hippies and freaks that I have read in any of the mass media or in specialized sociological studies have produced an amalgamated stereotype no more believable than Roy Rogers, Perry Mason or Dr. Welby. There is no one type of person who came to Project One anymore than there is one type of person who works for AT&T. There were a few beliefs that many of us held in common and goals that we tried to carry out together, but we were a myriad of vastly different personalities holding those beliefs and sharing those experiences. It is a very important distinction.
The portraits of my companions at One have been placed under the following headings: Power, Madness, Love, Work, Friendship. The fact of placing a person under a specific category is in no way an attempt to restrict his or her importance to that category. Nearly everyone I have written about is my friend; some of the individuals I worked with, I also made love to, and vice versa; and to put some of the women I knew under the ‘madness’ heading is not the terrible insult it might seem. A person inhabits a particular part of the territory of this book because an incident involving them taught me something about that area of human interaction. This book is not a novel, therefore there are no main characters, no suspenseful unfolding of the plot, although many of their lives are interwoven. The reason to write about each person is motivated by my desire to learn why people behave the way they do under certain circumstances, to observe their conflicts and their reactions the way a geologist studies the waves beating against the cliffs in order to draw some conclusions about the natural forces of the universe.

It is not my aim to delve like a deep sea diver into the psyche of

any single person in order to unearth an infinity of intimate details of their lives. Most important of all, I have not in any way elaborated on or falsified the events to give them more punch. Thus some of the portraits have a greater choreographic and dramatic unity than others, which are more reflective and low key. Tracing the streams back up hill from the ocean, one does not always pass over the lush territory on the way to the source. It is a patient search amongst the crevices of the rocks for the mountain thyme and the edelweiss.

The individuals I have described in this book were those I knew over

a period of seven years. While this is not a strictly sequential account, a small bit of chronological background will be helpful to you the reader. I lived within Project One for two years, 1970 - 1972, interrupted in 1971

by five months in France, I then moved to my own mini-warehouse  of 4,000 square feet, the top floor of a factory about two hundred yards down Howard Street from the original building. For those four and a half years (minus one spent in France and Italy, summer 1973 to spring 1974) all of my friends and most of my work was related to the Project. My loft was a mini-annex of the building itself. I was in fact one of the few original people who maintained such close ties with the new generations of people treading through its concrete arcades. In the end of 1976 I was obliged temporarily to give up my loft down the street and after crashing around in the outlying neighbourhoods of San Francisco for several months, I moved back into Project One for half a year. In the summer I gave up my studio and lived in my truck for a couple of months, in order to take one more look at the California wilderness before leaving for Italy for good at the end of 1977. It is there in the Liguria in an isolated village of a hundred and twenty inhabitants that I wrote this book.

POWER
6.

RALPH: ON LEADERSHIP,  AND OTHER AMERICAN VALUES
Thinking about Ralph in retrospect, I realize that it is not easy to be a leader in a community in which leaders are supposed to be extinct or at the very least obsolete. It is exceedingly hard to erase the concept that leaders ought to exist, that someone ought to be in charge, that somebody’s word is final. Ralph did not want to be a leader, nor to be the target for many people’s resentments and disappointments. He did not want to be a collective father figure. But his face fit the part, and his words fit the part, so he was assigned the role. There were others along with him in the beginning who also had positions of major responsibility, (five or six others in fact), but they were gradually eclipsed by Ralph’s gift for words and rugged sculptured face. He looked like the last of the Vikings, and reasoned with the speed of the last of the Turks, a decided advantage in the land of the infinite ‘now’ and the exceedingly indefinite yesterday and tomorrow. He had the tact of a Mack truck, but this lack of diplomacy was a small drawback compared with his strategic ability.

His belief in the community that he/we were trying to build was

profound and hypnotically intense. To go with that he had the capacity to survive almost entirely on coffee, cigarettes, donuts, overdone hamburgers and smog. He had no ill-hidden longings for the country or for ironed shirts, as did so many of the people who thought they could thrive on industrial slum living, but sooner or later retreated to neighbourhoods with Victorian mouldings in the living room and dahlias in the backyard.

For the first four or five months of Project One’s existence Ralph slept in his truck, which was parked in the loading dock. He lived on his welfare checks, (a dubious privilege) acquired after spending a few weeks

in the psychiatric ward of Mt. Zion some six months previously, after his ‘ole' lady’ had left him. 
Those facts (which these days would indicate a nearly pathetic marginal poverty) had a somewhat different connotation in the post-Haight era. They were then, a sign of Spartan liberation from the constriction of office jobs, salaries, life insurance and upper middle class imprisonment. It was assumed that any white male who had conscientiously manoeuvred himself from the position of engineer-architect who had studied with Buckminster Fuller and had worked for a very reputable firm, to the position of welfare recipient, had done something so outrageous as to be considered nearly an act of courage. In the present economic blackout, the same situation would seem a sign of irresponsibility or incapacity to take hold of one's own life. However, three decades ago his actions were seen as a conscious decision, the product of deep conviction of the power that a mere idea could have in the lives of a large number of people. It was an age in which it was possible to believe; in which the impassioned devotion to a cause did not produce embarrassed cynicism. 
Ralph was not only able to transfer the power of the belief to the

gut of the community but he could execute the belief in practical terms: i.e., he could talk to the authorities who needed to be dealt with, something that very few of us could do, because he was in fact one of them. Being the son of a reasonably prosperous executive of a large corporation, originally of a mid-western family, he had the enormous tactical advantage of never having to think of the society as ‘theirs’ the way the Jewish-Irish-Black-Italian-Puerto Rican-Mexican-Chinese-Korean-and-Philipino immigrants (the other 93% of the population not of English or German extraction) did. He knew that America was HIS, that the bureaucrats on the other side of the firing line were his people, - all of the building inspectors, the landlord himself, the lawyers, the foundation officers - were his part of America.

Even though he was sincerely in fundamental opposition to the system they represented, his common origins gave him tremendous leverage in negotiating to keep Project One alive. Therefore he accomplished feats that few of us would have been able to devise and execute. For instance, he presented the concept of One to the landlord, Robert Cort, as a Research Institution dealing with Environmental Concerns: the welding of architecture, sociology and civil engineering to explore solutions to fundamental urban problems. He never informed the landlord that these goals were going to be accomplished by 150 homeless and mostly unemployed artists and poor people who encamped in Project One from the day of the signing of the lease with all of their possessions and sleeping bags, which were rolled out of sight every morning at seven before the union plumbers arrived. The union contractors would have denounced us immediately to the building authorities if everything had not been very well camouflaged for the first six months. 
The fact that Ralph could rephrase to the establishment the goals of One, in terms that they could understand, allowing them to discover in small and measured doses that more than a hundred people were living illegally in an industrially zoned building (we were able to delude the landlord for more than six months  and the city for nearly two years), was a strategic tour de force of near genius. To convert an unsettling social reality into abstract ideological sheep’s clothing and successfully hand it to the authorities was a feat of such tactical importance, that it might almost lead a person to believe that history is made by individuals rather than by social and economic necessities. Ralph’s ability as a theoretician made a deep impression on the life at One. He verbalized in structural terms most of the ideals that had been floating past the occupants in the form of vague emotional longings. Some of Ralph's gifts for incisive language were unbearably abrasive in their practical application, so ironically, his talent was also his undoing. Although the population who felt abused or manipulated by him had a tendency to devalue his activities on their behalf, his contribution to the structure of Project One was too fundamental to be written off as mere leader’s charisma, and was much too sincere to be discredited as a so-called power trip.

What were the principles that ideologically distinguished life at One from life in an over-sized dope smoking crash pad? What in our lives were we trying to change? The ideals of One seemed to be based on a handful of concepts that are very typically American, concepts that obviously had rarely been put into practice since the time of the American revolution (if ever,) but none the less have survived in the mythology of the country’s history, just waiting to be tried out. The first of these principles was the belief that all men are created equal. It is an antiquated notion to be sure, one which few societies have ever been desirous to figure out or apply. Project One's attempt to make use of this principle was an attempt to give equal respect to the opinions of all of its members. This respect was based on the assumption that despite vast differences of background and training (from the 35 year old engineer to the 16 year old runaway), we were all experiencing a similar reality within the community we had created together and therefore deserved equal time. 
In regard to the problems that arose within the community, there were no model solutions from the society we came from. The fact that those with more experience, education and ability at public speaking were more able to make their ‘equal’ ideas felt and adhered to, than those who did not possess those tools, is an obvious flaw in the original principle of equality. But any attempt to break down the hierarchy of professional bias, is an attempt worth noting, however imperfect the results were. It is hard to imagine these days why a group of people would want to do away with the established hierarchy with which most of us had been brought up. However, having witnessed the way in which the belief in equal respect was put into practice, whether to facilitate everyday construction goals or long term improvements in human communication, I feel that it was one of the cornerstones of the positive value of the experience of living in the community.

The second belief was that all human energy that came into the building was good energy. This startling belief meant that no one was pre-selected to become a member. Anyone who came through the door was welcomed as an addition. This practice lasted for nearly two years and is contrary to all international immigration laws or internal laws of private associations.

It presupposes that anyone who was ‘crazy’ enough to be interested in an unheated, cement warehouse must be bringing something to it rather than taking something away. That was during the gold rush days when everything was yet to be discovered, built, constructed, invented; and only those who were committed to the process itself were likely to remain past the first few weeks. The point at which the community started to try to define and select who would be a suitable addition was, in my opinion, the beginning of the end of this marvellous experiment in social organization. Selection techniques tend to make a community more and more homogeneous and a less imaginative combination of human energy. The most adventurous fusion, of as large a variety of people as possible, in accordance with the Taoist sense of equilibrium, was part of that original misty haze, that was later redefined and defamed as sheer anarchy. But in the early days, the actual energy generated from the trust we had in our neighbours largely compensated for the risk of a few unsuitable members. The unquestioning acceptance of the people around us was the spark of the carbon arc, the catalyst that could never be domesticated by description.

The third belief that motivated the interaction between the members

of One was that everything that used never to be said in the old days (due to politeness, inhibitions, diplomacy and cowardice) could now actually be said out loud. To an outsider this meant that the inhabitants of Project One were still too barbarian to have learned the fine arts of language, the verbal hypocrisy that civilized societies have practiced and perfected over centuries. To us, the attempt at a certain kind of honesty and directness: shocking at first, awkward and crude, and sometimes even brutal - was motivated by a very different kind of spirit than that which compromises diplomatically and ‘omits’ endlessly in order to keep the fabric of polite society from shredding. The physical act consists of opening one’s mouth to confront a situation directly at the moment it occurs, rather than letting it slide by (and later digging it up in unexpressed resentments and pettiness). This act takes more than just courage. It takes the trust that people can learn to understand each other, despite the enormous differences of feeling, that make each of them vulnerable.

The society in which most of us were raised was one in which no one

ever raised their voice at table. And if they did, it meant the END. It meant that they were at the breaking point and once the truth came out, nothing could repair the damage done. It is very hard to undo years of conditioning, years of NOT saying what is to be said: years, generations

of fear that the Human Being, as a species, is not strong enough to withstand the collision with another human being’s reality, generations of making the mind go around and never through reality, generations of fear that the Human Being is not capable of bouncing back from severe emotional shocks.

And so we tried to learn to speak again, to realize that words in and of themselves did not produce chaos, hysteria and insanity; their effect was determined by the spirit in which they were given and received. It was not easy to apply these principles to situations involving marriages, jealousies, death, work and economics; not to mention everyday divisions of responsibilities, competition, neighbours, the noise level, the garbage, the dog who shits in the hallway, the dog who belongs to no one (at the moment he shits in the hallway), the man down the hall who just balled your girlfriend, the person on the third floor who lives on his inheritance and doesn't have to go to work in the morning, the fact that few couples have room for two professionals at one time, the fact that jealousy does exist (it cannot be erased with contraception and goodwill), the fact that some people are more capable than others; the list is endless.

It takes a lot of trust to not just shove these problems under the rug. If the truth was told it was to share one’s vulnerability, not merely to unload one's antagonisms. Although our attempts were often unsuccessful,
the fact that the community as a whole was motivated by a desire for communication, rather than exclusively by a desire to save face, made day to day life there significantly different from the day to day life we had participated in, in the past. To talk about these beliefs as mere theories, verbal constructions of the original members of One, geodesic domes inside Ralph's gift for verbalisation, acrobatic tensegrity structures, semantic tightrope walking, does not do them justice. Rereading them expounded separately from the events they produced is embarrassing, even to the writer. It fills me with sceptical uneasiness, the same way it did when I first heard them, the same way all missionaries do. 
To read them as mere theories separates the audience into believers and non-believers, as it did throughout One's existence. Because anyone can say the words, more or less eloquently, but only the events tell you if the words have any meaning. I was usually a non-believer when I listened to the words. But as time went on, I realized that despite myself, I did everything I could to put the words into practice, despite the severe limitations of my own background. I think it was that way with most of us. There is as always a great embarrassment associated with saying you believe in something, a fear of the ridiculous. But despite these inhibitions, we tried very hard to undo the damage of the past. And the trying itself made a new kind of person grow from inside us.

7.

BOB: VOCABULARY LESSON

Bob was one of Ralph’s chief antagonists (as well as my first roommate on the fourth floor of the building). Bob got up at six-thirty every morning and went to work as a house painter. He generally worked outside, for a non-union boss, on scaffolding three or four stories high, with one plank across it, without insurance, in some of the windiest districts of San Francisco. He told me that for the first four months he used to have nightmares every night of falling. off the plank. After that he got used to it and could confine the nightmares to his working hours. Because he was one of the few people at the beginning of One who lived strictly on his wages (as opposed to inheritance, trust fund, subsidy from parents, welfare, unemployment insurance or wife support), he was embittered, and rightly so, with the free flowing good vibes philosophy and all other liberal tactics. He was making a surrealistic science fiction film at the time I met him. Beautiful masks for the film were lying around the studio. He was also organizing political film showings, and he was becoming a Maoist along with three or four other members of One. All of this put him at loggerheads with Ralph. The situation exploded when Ralph received a small foundation grant in the name of the building for his urban renewal studies.

Bob's righteous indignation was fully justified and fully misunderstood.

It was clearly unjust that someone should receive money by using the name of Project One, an organism we all built, for his personal plan and be personally empowered to distribute it as he saw fit. It was also unfair that any group of people could keep themselves alive wearing out only the seat of their pants at desks, while others were wearing out the knees of theirs to keep from starving. But there were no words with which to phrase this serious philosophical battle that would be intelligible to people born and raised in the free enterprise system. Ralph's nearly airtight response was that Bob was fully entitled to go out and do the same, refusing to recognize that dealing with foundation officers was a class privilege which someone up on a scaffolding forty hours a week did not benefit from. Bob’s enraged search for a rebuttal did not have words to fit it. He had several ideologies at his disposal: Marxism and Maoism. But they were extraneous to the context of the American mythology in which the middle class reigns supreme and the so-called working class is due to become extinct as soon as the son of every worker become a doctor or lawyer, as is the American way of upward mobility.

Due to this myth of upward mobility (and the implicit responsibility

of every American to upwardly mobilize himself and ‘identify with the oppressors rather than the oppressed’) and due to the fact that class distinctions ARE fuzzier on this side of the ocean than elsewhere, the actual words of Marx, Lenin or the Chinese communes were vastly lacking as philosophical weapons. They did only half the job in this sort of conflict. They could not however do the most important first half: that of undoing the damage done in the head of every American of the fifties and the McCarthy era, that had caused the mere mention of oppressors and oppressed, to seem ridiculously obsolete. Let there be no confusion on this argument: I was wholeheartedly on Bob's side. But I saw the terminology of the classical left as being completely inadequate to describe the situation that we were actually facing. The typical American is equipped with the illusion of equality within a vast middle class. This made most of the population at One unable to recognize the basic fact that a few people, do in fact, have more power than the others within the economic structure and that most people, in most cultures, in most centuries have been controlled and manipulated by those who hold that power. No serious thought could be given to how to resolve the economic problems at One and create a cooperative economic base, unless one recognized that the majority of the people there were escaping from solid entrenchment in the middle class and the very concept of the working class had yet to be reinvented before these problems could be even looked at. We simply did not have at our disposition the verbal and analytical tools necessary.

For example, a person referring to Marxism in order to express his.

sense of justice, in California in the early seventies, was made to feel ridiculous, as if he was pulling a quaint and exotic ostrich plume out of a dusty attic, when everyone else lives in the land of vacuum cleaners, laundromats and Tide. Marxism is like any other philosophy, mythology or religion. It can only be of use when it has become a part of the bloodstream of a collective memory. No one realized at the time (and I myself did not realize until so many years later, from across the distance of an ocean) how thoroughly the history of the social struggles of the twenties and thirties had been wiped out, thoroughly obliterated in the post-war blackout of the fifties.

Bob lost the fight with Ralph, later became an ardent Maoist, later

left One feeling terrible defeat, and even later gave up the whole notion of politics and went back to espousing the American way in the most redneck fashion. He became a very successful house painting contractor with eleven employees, an accountant and a race car. When I saw him several years after he had left One, I was stricken with grief at the change in him. I treated him very badly, worse than he deserved, as someone who had betrayed my own beliefs and gone back to his teen-age origins as a dyed-in-the wool red neck and would-be boxing champion. He could not understand my disdain. I could not understand how doomed his uphill fight had been from the beginning and how few choices he actually had, at the end.

However, it would be simplistic to hold responsible as single individuals the personalities who played the lead roles in these battles. Anyone who finds himself by choice or by chance in the position of protagonist in an ideological battle, would not ever be in that position by himself alone. As there are rarely leaders without followers, it is the followers, as much as their spokesmen, who are equally responsible for the ideological wars being waged. As often happens, however, the followers are less articulate and less interesting to write about, thus they receive less attention on the printed page. But that does not mean that they did not exist. Ralph's words represented the point of view of a few dozen people who would have benefited most directly from the foundation grant.  Bob's words represented those of a slightly lesser number with the opposite point of view. Thus, they each became the scapegoat as it were, while the others did not wish to put themselves on the firing line. I do not believe there were people in bad faith at Project One. Nor do I believe that the individuals in conflict imposed their point of view on others weaker than themselves in order to gain backing. Rather, a few people happened to verbalize the three or four trends of thought already in existence and those who supported each one lined up in defence of their spokesmen. We were all vulnerable to our conditioning, within this experiment to create an economic and social entity for which there was no model. We all shared equally the inadequacies of judgement, actually expressed by a more limited number of folks.
In the meantime, the main ideological and economic quandaries of One remained unsolved. Project One was not conceived with an economic base. No thought had been seriously given to what that economic base would become. The circumstances that made One possible, at its onset, were related to the surplus in the American economy breathing its last breath at the moment before the collapse of the dollar in the summer of 1973. However, in 1970 no one knew how limited that surplus was to become. There were a number of wealthy and well meaning people, inspired by the Haight era and friends of the visionaries of Project One and of various other worthy causes, who needed tax losses and wanted to do something more interesting with their money than invest in the stock market. And so half a dozen individuals put their spare change into a bank account called Space Bank, netting about sixty thousand dollars, (a goodly sum at the time) which bought the original sheetrock and two-by-fours, paid insurance bills, kept the rent down to the barest minimum and generally gave everyone the impression that by sheer enthusiasm and goodwill alone we could cut the high cost of living in the city to a third of what it was for normal salaried employees.

Those were halcyon days but they carried with them terrible perils which we did not know or dare to affront. It was a period in time that led the majority of the population of One to believe in a form of Liberalism which for them had a very specific meaning. It meant that: "There are good capitalists and bad ones, and the good capitalists are charitable and willing to make reforms which will make life better for everyone without fundamentally changing the system."  It meant that a person who dropped out of a prestigious government job to come to live at Project One (as did several folks,) did so in the sincere belief that people back from where he came from, when they saw what wonderful things he had accomplished by dropping out of the organized society, would be willing to fund him in the form of foundation grants or other government or private subsidies to allow him to keep going.

This form of Liberalism is based on the idea of patronage and all of the hierarchies, privileges and illusions that go with it. There were two kinds of people at One who espoused those beliefs: those who knew how economics works in the world, but believed they could use that knowledge to improve their condition and those who simply had never considered structural economic questions before and did not know what pitfalls they might be falling into. The first group, over the years, became disillusioned and bitter as the surplus dried up and few foundations came to their aid. The second group felt the confusion of being tossed about by forces they did not understand. Looking back on the situation, our lack of a philosophical base and the errors made in the name of the superficial base of Liberalism (which was already crumbling out from under us) were appalling. But ironically it was precisely this sheer ignorance that allowed us to move forward, to confront situations that would have scared a more knowledgeable culture into paralysis.

Those of us who instinctively did not buy the liberal myth were the

other half of the population at One. I think we were about equally divided. We had never been part of the mainstream of society. We had not actually dropped out, because we were born, already dropped out. The Project did not represent to us a major change in lifestyle, but rather a chance to improve upon the lifestyle we were already immersed in. We made our own kind of errors. The first was the uncomfortable weight of cynicism, which we could not unload. This cynicism and vehement non-believing in any group activity was the way we had been able to survive as outcasts in the preceding years. Americans, in particular the more patriotic ones, are group and team oriented as a culture, although sadly naive in their application of those community efforts. In contrast, those who philosophically believe in a more cooperative society are the least prepared to put their beliefs into practice, as they have been forced into isolation in the face of the cheerleading mob. 
The ostracism that an averagely sceptical person, who does not buy into the mainstream of American culture, suffers from is severe. They make the non-believer (such as myself) into a creature whose nervous system was cauterized from shock; who must unlearn much of his/her previous survival mechanisms in order to put into practice the society he dreams of. This is where politics and psychology fuse, as it is difficult to change the human being without changing the social structure he lives in. But changing the social structure alone is not nearly enough, if the human being himself is not prepared for how much he will have to change inside of himself to draw any benefit from the new system he has created.

How did all of this affect One on a practical level? As said before,

One had erected its first towers on the shaky foundations of liberalism and the sugarplum dreams of continuing economic surplus. It was assumed that the social service organizations: the Ecology Press, the Symbas School, the Psychology Clinic, etc., could flourish with government and private subsidies. The population of Project One hoped that many small, private businesses, the film lab, the holography school, and various craftsmen, could flourish because of greatly reduced overhead, with a minimum of original investment to get them on their feet. However, these efforts were seen as separate entities, new little buds on the private enterprise tree, and we gave no serious thought to ways to unite all of this human energy. No concrete proposals for cooperation amongst various entities were put into practice. Not because people did not want to cooperate, but because the imperativeness of such cooperation was

not high enough on the list of priorities. The absolute necessity of developing an alternative economic structure to go with our alternative living structure, the realization of the serious economic danger we were in from the very beginning, was just not present in the minds of the population at large.

We were like a dirigible that had just taken off with a very slow leak, and so elated to be afloat we did not consider until it was too late, just how we were going to refuel. For instance, there were many craftsmen at One involved in various construction trades: from certified architects to plumbers. However, since the majority of the first year and a half was dedicated to the construction within the building itself, not until well into the second year did they start to be able to do any economically profitable work outside the community. When they did it was often with the aim of becoming solvent enough to move away from One, rather than wanting to bring the community as a whole up to the standards that we would have liked to be living at. 
This sounds like gross generalization and very harsh criticism, but it is made in view of available potential that was simply never developed. In the area of construction alone we had seven or eight very highly skilled professionals, all tremendously intelligent, energetic, creative and hardworking. For each of them, there were available at least two or three intelligent, inexperienced, possible apprentices who were more than anxious to learn and work. However, at any given time at least half of the professionals were in terrible economic disaster zones from undercapitalization or lack of administrative resources to make their talents known outside of One. Many of their potential apprentices were starving, washing dishes, living on welfare or dealing dope to survive. Given the available skills and imagination at our combined disposal, the

lack of use we were able to put them to was in my opinion, a tragedy. Why did it happen this way? Because we were not ideologically prepared? Because we were too engrossed in our personal problems? Because we dared not believe and risk the ridicule involved in believing? Because no one could conceive of any larger scale organization that was not encumbered by bureaucracy, or by suffocating restrictions on any single individual's activity?

No one had the illusion that One could be economically internally

self sufficient. Everyone knew that we would have to produce goods and services that would provide economic remuneration from the society outside of One. But few of us had any preparation for the transference of our skills from salaried wage earners to self governing production units. Because everything has become so mass produced in America and institutionalized on an enormous scale, very few people at One remembered how it is possible to run a small scale activity like a publishing company, let's say with the competence and professional quality of the big timers. And so those people who actually had the skills of businessmen, or bureaucrats, began to reuse them in the most classical manner. They began to mythologize the institution as such.

Project One became THE Institution of the Counterculture. It was

all good publicity, and it certainly helped us in our fight with the zoning board in the long run, but it created a chauvinism, all too reminiscent of the establishment, and a dangerous rift between the so-called bureaucrats and the so-called artists. The first were purported to want to sell the

image of Project One to keep us alive: their profession consisted of marketing our lifestyle. The second group wanted simply to be left alone to go on with the business of what they were doing IN the building, rather than WITH the building. (I have exaggerated both sides of the argument for clarity and not for the sake of caricature.) But once the chasm was opened, the impossibility of fusing both interests became greater and greater. From the beginning, I mourned this division of talents, and the epithet slinging that followed. I always nursed the hope that they could be balanced out for mutual benefit.  But I was no more skilled than anyone else in providing a solution for these antagonisms.

I observed and recorded the ironies of the demarcation lines with

an increasing sense of futility. I upheld and verbalized the viewpoint of the would be anarchists and heretics: those who wanted to be left in peace to do their craft with the minimum of interference from the administrators. Strangely enough it was the non-believers who actually had the construction skills, and had done most of the hard physical labour and invested much more of their time and money to set up One as a physical plant. They needed plumbing, electricity for darkrooms, spraybooths, etc. - so plumbing and electricity got put in. They sweated after they/we finished a day's work, so showers got built. They/we  had aspirations of decadent sensuality, so our studios became comfortable and more beautiful than most and furnished the most appetizing photographs for the others to take to the press and foundations. We drank vodka and sang and danced so there were parties and good musicians on Saturday nights.

Needless to say, we did not wish to deal with the building inspectors.

Needless to say we did not ever want to be face to face with our dear landlord, so the others took care of that. The Others, as it were, complained about the noise coming out of the rehearsal studios in the early morning light, complained about our lack of participation, complained about our bad faith, but went on with their job of seeing that the insurance bills were paid and the garbage taken out, while we went on with our task of doing our craft and bad mouthing the Institution which One had now become. Sociology professors started writing articles about us. We were featured in the San Francisco Chronicle. The Trans-America Corporation gave us a mainframe. A computer!!?? The Trans-America Corp.??? Where did that all come from ??!!! In the meantime these small time, verbal skirmishes were carried on in the most predictably seedy fashion, to the detriment of any good that could come to either faction. By the time the philosophical boundaries were etched solidly into our consciousness, the second era of the building’s history began. For clarity and with obvious over-simplification I shall call it: the Computer Era.

8.

PAM: THE COMPUTER ERA

Pamela was about the only person I have ever known who was able to make a list of the fifty-three people, to be contacted to get a project done, and then actually sit down and, one by one, thoroughly and painstakingly and unfalteringly contact each and every one of those individuals, by phone, mail or in person, until she got to the end of the list, even if it took

three months of doing that and nothing else. She was a person of absolutely stupendous determination. There was no other way to obtain a computer (and the cost of its installation and upkeep) for a group of counterculture freaks.

Pamela was someone to whom from the beginning, I never gave the benefit of the doubt, mainly because of my own obtuseness and pettiness. She later became a close friend, and then a close enemy and finally, thankfully, a person whom I respected despite my disagreements with her. Pamela was a native Californian. She did not live in the building at the beginning; rather she lived in an apartment with a real bathroom and came to One to work in long, flowing flowered tunics and sandals. Because I was intolerant and prejudiced against the free flowing, tropical atmosphere of the West coast; because I was exhausted from doing hard physical labour which had to be done in exceedingly unfeminine, drab, New York work clothes; because I suffered as everyone did from the lack of amenities in the building (and because I was so recently arrived from New York and knew no one on the outside world who could invite me to use their real bathtub); because of all of these ridiculous imperfections (which are generally known as human nature) I did not trust Pam, at all.

To add to that I had a run-in with her about Feminism in one of the early Women's Meetings. While she and the other women were bemoaning the

fact that women could not become presidents of banks, I had suggested that, given the nature of a bank president's activity and the ideology of a bank in general, it was not a suitable goal for the women's movement to aspire to. I added that it was not an improvement in the condition of women to be able to become administrators, bosses, stockbrokers, ride on the commuter train, suffocate in wide ties, drink three martinis too many at business lunches and die of heart attacks and stomach cancer just like men. Because I had in fact held administrative positions in my life in areas where women normally don't venture, I was accused of elitism and Uncle Tomism.

Anyway, later we became friends, during the time when she was spending

a lot of time with Bob. Soon after that she became pregnant by him, got an abortion and he dropped her. She was pretty sad about that; then she started seeing Ralph and working seriously to obtain the computer. Not everyone has a surplus computer lying around the back yard that they want to give away. Besides they were delicate creatures in the old days; didn’t travel easily, needed lots of air conditioning and other coddling measures. Generally the only sort of organization who would have a spare computer to give away is one which would have something to gain by it, strategically if not economically. The Trans-America Corp., an annex of the Bank of America, was one of them. The Bank of America did not have a very good reputation at the time. People kept throwing bricks at its offices during riots, until the Berkeley branch had to brick up all of its plate glass windows to keep them from being smashed. It was a major target for anti-establishment invective; who knows, it might even have been starting to lose customers. Anyway, its sister company, Trans America, had this early generation computer that had already been phased out. It of the generation of Model-T Fords, as computers go. But it would serve our purposes. And it would serve their purposes too, of improving their public image as a nice charitable institution. At a time in which everyone was indulging in collective paranoia, in the belief that the Revolution was just around the corner and had to be checked up on, it would allow them to amply check up on us. It would be much more difficult for suspicious organizations to establish themselves at One, in the shadow of the great computer. People would be less likely to take political risks, if they had such a lovely valuable investment to protect. And maybe those people would in turn put pressure on other people to not take risks and to gradually change the population from an anti-establishment enclave,
to a reformist apologist of the establishment. Or so our generous donors seemed to think.

Of course they might not have been thinking that far ahead, in such

strategic terms, but the general idea was to buy us off, as One was actually considered dangerous at that time in history. Our actual power and potential danger was much absurdly overrated, but it was during the height of the outcry against the Vietnam war, and people were polarized and tended to exaggerate. We had an F.B.I., or C.I.A., informer in our midst (more about him later,) which was an indication of how much power they attributed to us, that they even allotted us our very own informer. Anyway, donating us a computer accomplished pretty much what they had intended. Lots of people in suits and ties came into the bui1ding. Lots of people who were not actually pro-establishment, but simply apolitical, which was worse. The computer started doing the bookkeeping and mailing lists for all of the alternative organizations in the bay area and there was a big outcry within the building against the junkies and other undesirables. The population changed gradually and the more heterogeneous elements moved out.

Of course my description is a vast oversimplification. I actually do believe in the positive uses of technology and I do believe in acquiring the means of production, which in this century means computers as well as factories, I could not logically be against its existence among us, in and of itself. But I felt we had been indirectly blackmailed by the gift of a Trojan horse, and it seemed that from about the time that the computer arrived, the guts were slowly being sucked out of One. The fascination with the hardware itself was far greater than the knowledge, experience and planning needed for its adequate use. Just to keep the monster running took so much energy and left no one available, with the long term inventiveness and imagination to formulate a vision of how to best draw some social and economic benefit from the beast. Therefore it was vastly underutilized, and barely economically self-sufficient. This was also a tragic waste of a very sophisticated tool, as great as the underutilization of the pool of talent in other areas. Pamela was worn out from the experience. She came down to Los Angeles briefly when I was working there in 1972, and tried to confess to her exhaustion and inability to carry the administrative weight of the whole project for much longer. Strangely enough, she told me, in an incautious and inebriated moment, that what she always admired about me was my lack of fear of cracking up and seeming ridiculous in public. It was a strange back-handed compliment for anyone to pay me. I had never thought my ability to make a fool of myself and weather the storm was that much of an advantage. But I knew that I had not too much to lose, I did not have a public image to protect. Perhaps that summed up the difference between two major opposing forces at One (or in any other social organism.)
The computer was in my eyes a turning point, an indication of how a single event can unexpectedly change the course of the river. But there

were other forces that contributed to the effect. Among them was the fact that more than half of the most necessary construction within the building had been done. There was still almost half to go, but the people whose energy had been completely involved in unquestioned priorities now had the much more complex task of deciding what they were going to do IN their studios (as opposed to how to build them). Not all of them were equal to the task of using their time in completely self motivated ways, without outside constraints or encouragement. The fact that there was now the semblance of a physical plant ready to move into made it possible for a lot of people, who might not have had the energy to withstand the gold rush days, to look to One as a substitute for apartment living with the accompanying mistaken expectations, despite their lack of preparation for the situation facing them. 
For One, after the first year, only gave the appearance of being inhabitable either physically or psychologically; there were still very few comforts of real apartment living. The euphoria of the pioneer days was over. Perhaps some people are only fit to be pioneers; after the landscape has been tamed, it is time to move on. That perhaps is part of the reason that I moved a hundred yards down the street to a completely bare building in 1972, after doing the major construction on five different studios at One.

9.

THE INFORMER

One Saturday morning in early November the fire inspector showed up at our door. As it happens, fire inspectors don’t work very much even during the week and it is highly unlikely (if not to say out of the question) that one of them would be working on Saturday. Still, he had on a fire inspector’s uniform, so we were obliged to give him a formal response.

Fortunately, Ralph, who met him at the door, had the presence of

mind to say that the official in charge of those aspects of the building’s. maintenance (which was himself,  but he did not specify that) was not present at that moment, and the inspector was kindly but authoritatively requested to return on Monday morning at nine. Having sent him on his way, the front door was locked perhaps for the first time in the history of Project One’s first six months, and we held an emergency meeting to decide how to deal with fire inspectors, whether fake or real.

We made the usual plans to clear our studios of all inflammables and of all the elements that might disclose the fact that we were inhabiting the building, as well as working at various and possibly inflammable trades: the spider web of extension cords connecting the central lighting fixtures to fifty-three electric hot plates, the large amount of organic garbage, the disconcerting quantity of sawdust, the suspicious looking piles of laundry, the unventilated lacquer spray booths, ad infinitum. In the midst of these preparations,  someone came to inform us that from the roof terrace he had sighted police cars and vans parked on all four sides of the building and helicopters circling overhead.

It is possibly glamorous in the retelling, to be the object of so much specialized attention on the part of the authorities; in the actuality, it is a bit scary. We had predicted, from the beginning, that there would be raids on the building, but we were not prepared. We tried to determine what might have given rise to such high-class interest in us. We were accustomed to the usual police who spied on us with binoculars from the church steeple across the street, but we were not quite ready for phoney fire inspectors and helicopters. It was, in the Fall of 1970, the height of the activity against the war in Vietnam. The Northern California Antiwar Congress was being organized from an office in the building. There had been bomb threats against a large local football stadium regarding the game scheduled for that weekend. It began to appear that the authorities assumed we could be sheltering would-be agitators and terrorists and hoped to raid us under the cover of an impromptu fire inspection, for which no warrant was needed.

All afternoon the police cars and helicopters circled the building. All afternoon, and the next day, we scrubbed and cleaned the building and prepared for the worst. We hoped that they had not actually obtained a warrant to search the building, and were just keeping us under surveillance in order to bluff us with their well attired fire inspector, the only kind of official who was allowed to enter the building unannounced. We presumed that he might have gone through with the inspection if Ralph had not given him such a reassuring and authoritative response.

Normally, if the police wanted to close down an apparently suspicious political force, they would stage a dope raid and plant enough drugs on the premises to put everyone in jail. The standard dope frame-up had happened to enough people those days all over the country to have become an event that any politically active person had to be prepared for. We were trying not to panic or exaggerate the problem but to clearly understand what it meant to be viewed (by the authorities) as a dangerous, possibly subversive force. Not everyone wanted to recognize what that meant as only a small percentage of the population had been actively involved in political activity for long enough to recognize the weight of the situation,

By Sunday night the helicopters had gone, leaving one cop car to guard us. On Monday the fire inspection was held with the usual formality, fortunately without eliciting anything more than a request to provide ventilation for the lacquer spray booth. We waited and puzzled over the meaning of these events for quite awhile. 
Despite the activity against the war in Vietnam, the building was not chock full of activists, statistically speaking. A few of us were, but the majority were not. Activist at that time did not ipso facto mean terrorist, therefore the would-be raid seemed a bit out of proportion, for an organism which had been in existence for less than six months. The cause of it all came to light the following spring. 
One night, a young guy who had an electronics studio in the basement took some acid, and in the midst of his ‘trip’ revealed that he was an informer for the F.B.I., whom he had tipped off in November, that with all of the anti-war activity going on, and dozens of people coming and going from the building to that one office, he thought that they might have some connection to the bomb threats. He admitted that he had been directed by the F.B.I. to set up a studio in One from the beginning (he was one of the original basement dwellers) and report on what he noticed. I remember meeting him, in fact, on my first day in the building, and noting distinctly that there was something about his seeming enthusiasm that struck a strange note. But that intuition (as clear as it was at the time) could only be verified, ironically, by hindsight. When he was not at One, he lived at home with his wife, but when he was here, he was slowly succumbing to a change of heart, witnessing a different way of life. It was his mixed loyalties, he said, that caused his confession. He felt over these months that he had come over to our side and no longer wanted to inform on us; wanted to be accepted and forgiven so he could spend his time here in good conscience; maybe even leave his wife and move in to live here, for awhile.

This totally unexpected revelation was shocking to us. We called more emergency meetings and proceeded to set up a ‘court’ of sorts to judge the matter. We were about evenly divided between those who felt that our informer was basically a good American, who had been over zealous in exercising his devotion in the defence of his country, thus he had made a mistake and could be forgiven; and those of us who felt that his mistake was too dangerous and costly to our survival, therefore he could not he permitted to stay on in the building. After three or four general meetings, it was decided by a very small margin that he should leave the building for at least six months, and after that period, if he still wanted to be here, he could reapply for admission like any newcomer. There were very strong feelings in both directions. Those that felt he should be given charity and forgiveness; those who had no recognition of how dangerous and destructive his original actions had nearly been for us; those who realized the danger but felt it was better to have a known informer in our midst than to risk being sent another unknown one; and those of us who felt that we could not afford to chance that he had actually made a complete conversion, from a patriotic veteran who believed in the war in Vietnam

to a patriotic freak who would aid us rather than harm us.

I, and a very few others, were in the last group. We forced our position across and obliged him to leave the building: But realistically, our position was not well expressed, and more sadly, not well understood by the others who differed from us. We did not want to conduct a personal vendetta against this poor little human cog in the great American military machine. However, we felt that politics was a serious business, and that someone who had unwittingly accused us of planning to throw bombs and had put us all under surveillance, not merely from local but also from national authorities, and thereby had brought us within a hair’s breadth

of being rounded up, put in jail and having the building put out of existence; a person with whatever motivations, whose action had led to such events, was simply too risky to have in our midst at that moment. 
Whether his assessment of our activities was correct or not was irrelevant. As it happened, I do not believe that there ware people at One at that particular moment either manufacturing explosives or living under false identities; but it was a climate in which many people would have sheltered or protected such a person rather than betraying them to the police (if such a person had existed), in the same spirit in which we approved of helping people leaving the United States for Canada or deserting the army if necessary, in order to not fight in Vietnam. It is a thin line at times between believing in an idea and risking being responsible for a criminal action that might possibly follow from that idea. This line presents a serious philosophical problem, as well as a purely strategic political one: a problem that involves freedom of thought and freedom of expression, and the guarantee that the verbal expression of certain beliefs does not make one inevitably a criminal.

William James defines Evil with concision and captivating ambiguity

when he says ‘Evil is a failure of perception.’ This definition can be interpreted in two ways. If Evil is not a conscious wilful act, but rather a product of an incomplete understanding of circumstances, then no action, no matter how destructive, is the result of a wilful decision to do harm. Therefore no person can he held responsible for the consequences of his actions, as it is motivated by lack of vision rather than by a destructive intention. However, if evil is, indeed, the result of a failure of perception, then many very dangerous and destructive events can come to pass, as a result of this inadequacy. Even a well intentioned person can be the unwitting instigator of a horrendous deed. In this sense everyone is responsible, regardless of his intentions, since it is the act itself by which the person is judged. More important, everyone is responsible for recognizing danger and protecting himself from it, as it originates not only from people who would intentionally do him harm, but also from people whose ignorance itself has produced the destructive result. It was the second sense of the definition that I subscribed to, in the case of our informer, as I did not wish to be the victim of somebody else’s failure of perception.

What struck me most strongly in this incident was the lack of political awareness of the population at large. It made painfully clear the fact that One was composed of a much wider range of backgrounds and experience than I had first imagined. I realized that although the act of living in and building this community itself might have political and even a radical meaning, very few people perceived their personal actions as part of a larger pattern, and even fewer people had the historical background or accumulation of experience to understand the repercussions of their deeds. Many of them had come to this experience with no philosophic basis or knowledge, beyond their own gut need for a major change in their life. This is encouraging, in the sense that it is possible to have the courage to make such a change without being weighed down by the intellectual baggage, known to other civilizations as Culture; but ironically, it was shattering to know that many of these people did not have the basic analytic tools to understand or defend their actions. Given that situation, the possibility of being sabotaged or betrayed by infiltrators or informers was actually less dangerous to our survival than the ignorance within the general population of the building itself.
As it happened six months passed, and our informer did not ask to return. So goes the world.
MADNESS
10.

RICK: THE TRADE-OFF

It was the end of the summer when Rick cut off his fingers on the electric planer. Three of them, most of the way through, half way down. He had been pretty nervous for the last few months. His water-beds weren’t selling fast enough; the ex-dealer who had opened the furniture store and invested in them was giving him a hard time. His wife Benita wanted to leave Project One. People in the building were accusing him of bad faith

and non-participation and of trying to become a capitalist. In an environment which purported to be dedicated to a Spartan living style, and which paid lip service to a participatory team spirit, Rick’s straightforward admission that he wanted to make a lot of money off of his craft and his outright rejection of all the mystical togetherness myth was not applauded. Actually, he was simply a Worker; it was Cliff, the ex-dealer who owned the store, who was the Capitalist. But those subtle distinctions had been momentarily cancelled from the semantics of the counter-culture. Therefore he was forced to defend his right to become a capitalist because of the lacunas  in his vocabulary.

Rick had debts. The shop was badly ventilated. He had lacquered his

lungs over and over while he was lacquering water-beds. An excess of toluene in the lungs makes people depressed. Rick had come to the building with his own brand of idealism. He was a true believer at the beginning, as were all of us who had lived on the fourth floor and worked with tools. He was sure that there was a new relationship between production and consumption and was determined to find it. He had more energy than most, more fervour, more eagerness. Benita, his wife, wanted to live in an apartment with a bedroom and a living room and a wall between them. She wanted peace and quiet. She never liked cement, neither as a substitute for rugs nor for wallpaper. She read hooks, typed for a living, was working her way through college, washed the dishes. They had met when they were sixteen, married at eighteen. She had left him for awhile for a delirious love affair that had lasted eight months, and drizzled away for another year. He moved out. After two years they reunited.

He needed to get even, he needed to make her happy, he needed to

heal his pride: contradictory goals. 
He was sure he could build a beautiful studio for both of them in One. He and Michael had built the new fourth floor shower. In a fit of enthusiasm they poured nearly a ton and a half of cement. Actually, the forms were built to hold seven hundred pounds, but they bent scalloping outwards under the weight and it took three times as much to fill them. It was a long winter on the fourth floor, five degrees colder than the floors below. The roof leaked, what didn't drain off into the gutters formed a large pond named the Michael Lipsey Lake, in honour of its main recipient as it seeped through the concrete roof to the loft below. Michael was Rick’s best friend, nearly an older brother. Benita wanted to get it on with Michael. Rick wanted to get it on with me. Rick succeeded. Benita did not. She was disappointed. Michael was already balling Carol and Joan (who had just gotten pregnant by him) and me occasionally, and was ready to go back to Joella. There are only so many days in the week. Rick had gotten even with Benita for leaving him. She was insecure about his interest in me. Driving over to the furniture store, she sat in the front seat of the car next to her husband. I sat in the back, as a professional, along with the others colleagues who had gotten the commission to renovate the store. She sat in the front, as the wife. I didn’t like it in the back seat, but I admittedly was greedy. I was ready to sympathize with her fear and jealousy about me, but when I found out that it was not based on her love for Rick, but rather on her desire to get an even share of the action as he had,  I lost  patience for her point of view.

I never really understood their relationship, as it was far from my realm of experience. They were both virgins when they met and, although they had been apart for a year or two during Benita's other affair, they couldn't really conceive of not being together. They thought a lot about their future. Rick talked about what it would be like when they were ninety-four. I sneered inwardly, but enjoyed to making love to him. I liked his enthusiasm, was flattered that he thought I was a super-sex-object (one of few benefits of having an ugly face and a dancer’s body). It was a long winter for me as well. I needed flattery. I was sad when he went back to Benita. It seemed like an unnecessary sacrifice on his part. I was sure that anyone could accommodate having a wife and a mistress simultaneously. It did not occur to me that it took a large amount of energy to maintain the illusions of both.

Benita had never wanted to leave their large, comfortable apartment

overlooking the pine trees in the Sunset district of San Francisco. Rick had dragged her into One because of his own beliefs in the community. When he lost faith in his neighbours, many people turned on him. They moralized; he became more and more defensive. He defended his right to not believe, as strongly as he had originally propounded his right to believe. In a community like One, it was considered a greater heresy to cast aspersions on the community itself than to display any other inappropriate character trait such as laziness or incompetence. Even the counterculture had an ideology and a system to be upheld, and overt scepticism was unacceptable to the population at large.
 Ralph wanted him to participate in the spirit of the building, but Rick was burned out. When Ralph came to talk to him three days before the accident, interrupting his dawn to dusk work schedule, he threw Ralph out of his workshop. Cliff, the store owner, had screwed him badly. He was beginning to realize how badly but he couldn’t do anything about it. He could never explain how it was that he lost faith in the building. He could only affirm that he was a very hard worker and the others ware laid-back-hippies. It showed everyone how inadequate words were as a means to define one’s position. Everyone felt very sorry for Rick when he went to the hospital, with what had fallen off one hand, picked up off the floor and held in the other hand. His face was white as chalk when he came out of the shop. It took twenty minutes to find a car to get to the hospital. Some of those who had most maligned made him hash brownies when he came back. It was a couple of months until he was able to work again. Rick and Benita left the building shortly afterwards, moved out to the pretty flat in the Richmond. Everyone knew he had been wound up like a spring and had snapped under the pressure. They began to feel guilty for having pushed him into such a defensive position. They were embarrassed and thus glad when he left One of his own accord. He was a bad reminder to have around. A bad reminder that most men reach a certain age and have lost either their soul, their balls or their brain to the planer of society. Rick was more fortunate: to resist that level of amputation and keep his rage intact, he had only to trade three fingers. The others were, for the most part, less fortunate. Benita made curtains for the new apartment. The shop lay idle as a storeroom for more than a year, before it passed into new hands.

I believe rage destroys a person's kinaesthetic sense, the way acid etches out metal. The sense of where one's body is in space, a radar that is both visual and muscular, a memory that is inside of one's muscles, is essential for any manual work. All accidents I have known of have happened

to me or to others in a state of anger, never merely in an accidental state of inattentiveness. The tension of the emotion itself destroys the instinct of where one’s body meshes with the universe, the balance between oneself and the force of the surrounding objects. It is not the rage itself, but that it is never rightly expressed. The moment is always lost, and the confrontations not held at the appropriate time with the people concerned end up being held with inanimate objects which do not yield easily, and against whom the human being often loses.

11.

MYSELF: WINTER AND OXYGEN

It was at the end of January of the first winter, when I overdosed myself with barbiturates for the last time. I had been living in the basement too long. My studio was on the side of the basement that had no windows and no ventilation. I had been breathing air without oxygen for too long. I had been waking up to the dawn of my red nightlight for too long. Why I did this, I do not know. I did not wish to know that the sensory deprivation of foul air, artificial light and no organic time sense was not good for the human being.. It did not hurt the concrete pillars, or the raised palette floor that I had whitewashed to look like weathered beach wood, or the Persian carpets hung on the walls, or the clear acetate enclosure around my bed, which was actually the warmest and  most cozy place in the building. But it was not healthy for the person who built these things. 
I was drifting through a haze of midnight to dawn lovers, enlivened by an ounce of cocaine that kept my spirits up when my lungs and electric heater failed. The lovers were mostly married or attached to other ladies on a day-to-day basis. They lay on my bed, among the black velvet and fur rugs, like marionettes momentarily cut loose from their everyday strings. But they gave me pleasure, some of the more intense pleasure I had  felt in a while, either in the contrast to the rest of my life or because that I had not yet exhausted the flattery of being a mistress. But I also had not yet exhausted the illusion that they would eventually leave their steady companions for me. I had just finished illustrating a book and was trying to feel proud of myself. Sometimes, I would go upstairs to my second floor darkroom and take long baths in the huge fibreglass double purpose  bathtub sink I had built, which was occasionally enhanced by a bottle of Pernod  and another body as well.

The morale was generally low at the end of January at Project One. The fourth floor temperature had dropped into the forties, so many people came to visit me in my airless but sensual cave. They would comment on the quality of the decor, and I would ask them what it was like to wake up and see the dawn. There were no studios available on the upper floors, and it did not seem likely that there ever would be, but I wanted to remain at One so I tried to make the best of the basement. I had originally moved down there from the fourth floor in order to get away from Sherman and Bob, my original roommate, but I had always considered it a temporary solution, and never imagined that I would be relegated there forever.

Finally a Mardi Gras of sorts arrived, in the form of the oil spill. The contents of a tanker had just blackened the beaches of San Francisco Bay, in the largest ecological disaster to date. The cry went up over the city to save the birds and clean the beaches. To that end, One set up a fifty line 24 hour switchboard to coordinate the work crews and information flow, and many shivering inhabitants of the building had a chance to feel useful. I was not amongst them as I distrusted the kind of boy scout enthusiasm they displayed. My suggestion that we institute a periodic national ecology crisis whenever the energy level in the building sunk too low was not applauded. My observation that the same sense of heroism could be achieved by mopping the bathroom floor in our own home was not appreciated either.

One afternoon it became apparent that it might be possible to divide

up one of the huge, nearly unused, third-floor studios into living quarters for some of us underground moles. The studio belonged jointly to one of my sometimes lovers and to two other of the original heavies in the building. It was intended to become an office and workshop for various ecological projects; but as yet, it was quite vacant. Five thousand square feet of prime turf, facing toward the Eastern sun, held onto for prestige reasons by three ‘land barons,’ all of whom lived in luxurious abodes outside the building, while a bunch of us huddled, rotting our lungs out in underground gloom. As one of the landholders, Brian, was a lover of mine and seemed to be reasonably affectionate during the small hours of the night, I decided to speak to him about the matter. I approached Brian about the possibility of dividing it into five studios and one media centre for theatre, dance and music. It took all of my courage to speak to him in the daylight and make clear the urgency of my proposal. However, none of the original owners wanted their estate divided up and rezoned into a housing development for a group of peasants. They considered it the last frontier. Even those who did not wish to move into it did not want the population density on the third floor increased. For the third floor was known as a sort of posh suburb of the rest of the building, where there was always toilet paper in the bathrooms, and people actually unplugged the toilets when they threatened to overflow. Brian told me he would think about the matter, but right now he had more important things to attend to himself, namely an up and coming trip to Phillips Saloon on the corner. I was much disheartened.

The logical foreboding that all of the energy I had put into the building, all of the faith I had in the community, was maybe not going to ever allow me to live in a studio with windows, was combined with the terribly depressing realization that Brian, the beautiful young man I had just spoken to, was only willing to make love to me in the dark and not at all interested in listening to me in the light. I went back downstairs, and the feeling of having arrived at a dead end settled on me, as the evening wore on. There seemed to be no connection between my efforts and the results they produced. The power of my emotion was never going to move the mountain of immovably insensitive lovers. There was no longer any relationship between cause and effect, no longer any logical order to my universe. I was reaching out through this carbon monoxide filled haze that stuck in my throat, and deadened my cries for help, for recognition, for tenderness.

Yet it was not an event, in itself, that caused me to open the bottle

of barbiturates. It was not any specific action of any human being; it was not because Brian did not love me, or because I could not move my studio into the light. Rather, it was a part of my gut, the fishing net of my nervous system that had torn open, and the agony caught on the net was going to flood every cell in my body if I did not do something to stop it. It was a physical sensation as if my stomach had been blasted through by a cannonball and was trying vainly and very painfully to contract to fill in the enormous hole through which one could see the clouds. It was the chemical sensation of fingernails on a blackboard, of the whine of the fire engine siren, of the eruption of all of my vital organs, fighting unsuccessfully to believe that the future did, in fact, exist and that it could be different from the present. It was the vertigo of looking over the cliff of the present into a complete void and a nauseating feeling that a magnetic force was pulling my feet over the edge. It was the rage and the impotence and the rage again, sensing that I was at the mercy of the events, and that the only power I actually had was over my own body. The rage that had welled up for so long, the rage that was suffocating me, was taboo to express. This rage was choking me worse than the lead exhaust fumes of the cars that clogged the air of my basement studio.

It is sometimes believed that when a person tries to do herself in it is because of an exterior event or action or circumstance. This leads to a long and detailed analysis of what I did and what you did and what I did in return, ad infinitum. It was not so. It was not events but rather the instant when everything in my gut snapped, and the intensity of the agony staring me in the face and the nearness of it that made me go out of control.

What is despair but rage turned inward, the unexpressed rage that turns against oneself as the only accessible target. 
First I opened the bottle of barbiturates and swallowed the contents, and then I attended to my front door. My front door had a padlock on the outside. That was the only way to lock it; it could only be done from the outside, and if a person came by and saw the lock on the door, it was absolutely clear that I was not inside the studio. I wanted it to be that way. I wanted no one to come looking for me for a long time. So I cut a hole in

the styrofoam part of the door. I removed that panel, reached out and locked the padlock -- thereby locking myself in - and replaced the panel with the uncut red plastic over it so that no one could distinguish what had just been done, and the camouflage was complete. To all outward appearances, the studio was locked and empty.

The night wore on, and the adrenaline that produced my original hysteria took a long while to subside. But gradually it did, and the effect of the barbiturates was soothing, as if I were floating on a large ice floe

away from all of the circumstances that had tortured me for so long. Eventually, they began to lose their power over me. I continued my weightless journey. Finally, it seemed that they did not exist at all. It was in this state of calm, eerie invulnerability that I realized I was floating toward my death. I had taken enough to kill myself and there was no chance that anyone would find and rescue me.

Because the barbiturates had numbed the anguish that caused me to take them in the first place, I began to realize that maybe life was too important to give up in this way. I did not know how much time I had left before I would pass out. I decided to make my way up to the switchboard and see if Pam, who had a car (one of my more or less rational friends), could perhaps get me to a hospital. Like a sleepwalker, I unlocked the door, reaching through the camouflage panel. Pam was not upstairs; instead there was only Ralph and a zillion other dedicated switchboard operators, earnestly dealing with the oil spill. It was close to midnight. Ralph looked tired enough to perhaps be able to listen to me. I was fond of him. It was not reciprocal, but I trusted him. I could not quite bring myself to tell him what I had done, so I mumbled something about needing to speak to Brian about the studio trade. He called Brian, as if we were just doing business as usual. Brian answered from the bar that he was still thinking about the proposal. From the slur of his voice, he was obviously far gone into his own refuge from reality. After the phone call, I realized that I would have to do something soon, for I was starting to feel very weak. I tugged at Ralph's sleeve, with embarrassment, wishing that Pam had been there so I would not have to confide this to a man. "Ralph," I said, as calmly as possible, "I need some help; I have just taken a lethal overdose of barbiturates, and I would like to have someone take me to the hospital, if it's not too much trouble." 
By then, the flatness of my voice and the colourlessness of my face must have indicated the accuracy of my words. It was not easy to locate a hospital that would treat a poor person for free, even an attempted suicide, one which would not let me slump in the emergency bench for three weeks while they attended the more dramatic cases. However, Cora, Ralph's girlfriend of the moment, had been working at Mount Zion as a crisis counsellor. So with much annoyance at having to assume her professional role after business hours, she arranged for a false name and address within the immediate neighbourhood of the hospital which qualified me for free emergency care.

As we were getting into the car, she asked me with the clinical

calm of a her profession "Why did you come upstairs specifically to tell Ralph that you were trying to do yourself in?" So much was hidden in those lines: the fact that her position as girlfriend of the month was quite tenuous, the fact that she assumed everyone to be infatuated with him (which was simplistically true at that time), the fact that she was very angry to have her evening ruined by my demands on his time, the fact that she wished to make me feel as ashamed as possible to be making people feel sorry for me, at my advanced age. It was at that moment that I knew that I wanted to kill her much more than I wanted to kill myself. It was a turning point for me. There was a curious insistence in her voice as she asked the next question: "Are you afraid?" I was almost unconscious by then, and was not putting up a good dramatic show to reward them for the inconvenience I was putting them through. If I could have cried or scream, at least they would have gotten their money's worth; but "No," I said, most untheatrically. "I am not afraid." Being nearly passed out, I was not much of anything  at that point. They were obviously disappointed in the response but they kept on talking to me throughout the ride,  to try to keep me awake so they would not have to carry me into the hospital from the car. 
I remember arriving at the hospital and walking into the reception area and having my false name registered before I actually passed out. The other thing I remember quite clearly, was that eight months later, Cora put a bullet through her own head. It went all the way through, and she was buried in New York by her parents. Perhaps that evening she was trying to tell me something that was more important than what she seemed to be asking me about myself.

It usually takes a long time to pump a person’s stomach out and

make sure that they are not going to sink back into a coma again. But they don't want to keep anyone there any longer than necessary, so at four-thirty, they told Ralph (and Lindsay, who had arrived by then) to wake me up enough to get me out of there. It was not easy, as probably half the dosage was already in my system by the time they got to me, and could not be removed without removing my blood vessels, and was still taking effect. Lindsay was very concerned, in the way that only someone who had gone through something similar and had come to terms with his own vulnerability can be. His life as a sculptor had been very rocky, beset with intermittent moments of the glory of accomplishment and the despair of the opposite. I was grateful for his presence. I was still barely vertical by the time they dropped me off in the basement; I knew there was nothing to do but sleep the rest of it off, which I did.

When I woke twelve hours later, the really suicidal part of the experience began. The way out is easy, they say; but the way back is much rougher. One does not slide into consciousness as gracefully as one drifts out of it after a serious overdose. It was like coming up from the floor of the ocean, against all of the weight of the sea. I awoke with a migraine headache, in a state of dehydration that one associates with delirium tremens. I could see the clock dial glowing in the dark, at five-fifteen in the afternoon. By six-fifteen I had conquered my semi-paralysis enough to reach out my arm toward the phone. And by six-thirty, I believe I managed to dial upstairs .

to the switchboard to ask for Carol, my closest ally. I was greeted at the switchboard by a cheerful voice that said, "We are not operating the in-house switchboard at this time, because of the oil spill"  with the kind of efficiency and purposefulness even Ma Bell's regular operators would have been proud of. "Shut up, Joan," I said starting to come out of my stupor. "This is Jane Speiser; get me Carol immediately, I'm still dying down here and am too paralyzed to move." Joan and I had never had much of a relationship. The man she was in love with, and about to get pregnant by, used to come and see me now and again, much to her dismay. She, in turn, was a close buddy of Brian's which meant she could actually talk

to him whereas I couldn't. She had a sofa in her studio, and I was horrifyingly intolerant of people who wanted to make the building look like a bunch of apartments, rather than a place for serious work. Winter brings out the pettiness in all of us.

Carol arrived with a gallon of water, and words of comfort. Later

Ralph came by, telling me that I would be able to move up into the light. Three days later, Brian arrived back from a camping trip and told me that

I had done a pretty silly thing. He did not say it sarcastically or unkindly, but he wanted to let me know that I had done an unnecessary thing.

It was a hard experience to live down, everyone seeing me in the halls and looking at me with a mixture of pity and mockery and embarrassment because I had made such a fool of myself. It could have been that what I had done had a little bit of all of them in it, and they did not want that to leak out. Not they: all of these rational people, these sane, mature, normal people whose nervous systems did not go haywire. All of these good, self-controlled citizens who lived in the grey zone while I was swinging from black to white. No, I was decidedly not very tolerant of my critics. If I would never be able to shake the reputation they had allotted me, of

a decadent wild woman, always tottering between brilliance and syrupy self-pity: I would have to exaggerate my own attributes as my only way to gain a small measure of distancing from the way of life they represented. It was a silly battle, always keeping the enemy at one remove, always negotiating across the no-man's land, separating sanity from madness. 
It has taken me a long time to transform the ‘madness’ from a weakness to a strength. Not many people dare to play the fool, and I believe the fact that I did allowed me to stay alive, at least up to the writing of this page.

Of this whole incident, the point worth emphasizing was the instant

when everything snapped: the instant that had repeated itself in every previous attempt (yes, there were previous attempts, some more histrionic than others), the instant of blindness, the instant when I was no longer myself. Those fractional seconds are critical because they cancel out most explanations of the events preceding, the feelings surrounding and the subconscious motivations connected with the act itself. The analyses obscure the basic fact that some people snap under extreme stress and some people don't.

I think the stresses are about the same for most people; they come in  measurable amounts; but the additional unknown quantity or substance that causes one person to snap and another person not to is a much smaller variable, something that does not lend itself to analysis. The only thing I am convinced of is that the instant of short-circuiting is a very precise one. It is not gradual but similar to actual wires short-circuiting. There is no in-between state. Perhaps that is why learning, over the following years, to live through extreme stresses was much more crucial to my survival, than trying to resolve the causes of any particular one of them.

12.
CORA: SUCTION

In the beginning of May of 1971 Cora left Project One for a brief vacation in Northern California. Five days later she was sitting naked in her jail cell, of the local jail in a small town in Oregon, when the lawyer arrived. He was surprised, but perhaps also a bit relieved, as he had been hired by her parents to get her through the trial without anything going on her record, and her act of apparent madness would make his job easier than he had originally assumed. Cora had shoplifted a Waring blender from the Goodwill Store in town, and had been caught. The authorities would normally have given her a fine, thirty days and a suspended sentence. But that would also have given her a record, and her parents did not want that. However, since that morning she had burned all of her clothes, the lawyer was able to convince the judge that she was in need of treatment and have her committed to the state hospital, for tests, electro-shock, observation, therapy and insulin treatments, for an indefinite amount of time. This made her parents much happier. They were able to return to the east coast in peace, relatively speaking, having rescued their daughter from the malign influence of the clutches of degenerate dope fiends that Project One represented to them. 
But that might not have been what Cora had in mind as her future, when she set fire to everything in her cell, including her clothes. It took our own lawyer three months to get Cora released from the Oregon state authorities. The Oregon mental hospitals had a law that allowed for people to be committed indefinitely, and released only at the discretion of the hospital employees. By then it was too late. The temporary fraying of her basic survival instinct seemed to have permanently eroded during her sojourn in the hospital. Actually I do not believe that it is ever too late, until the person is under ground. Or perhaps it was always too late, even from the beginning, and we, in not believing in predestination, are simply too foolish to know that.

Cora was, by profession, a crisis counsellor at the emergency psychiatric wing of Mt. Zion hospital. Every day she saw people in the state that she found herself to be in, during that spring of 1971. She probably realized, or always knew, that there was not much difference between them and her, or them and anyone, for that matter. It depended on which side of the desk you happened to be on, at that moment. She was one of the very first people involved in Project One, although she never chose to live there. She lived with two other women, in what I was told was a lovely apartment, in the bohemian and fashionable part of North Beach. I was never invited there. You may remember, from a previous chapter, that I did not like Cora. I cannot bring myself, even after her death, to change that fact. It would be hypocritical and fundamentally disrespectful to her, to pretend to do so in writing about her. But her end scared me and gave me great pause for thought. She was the incarnation of the person who would never do such a thing, a person of such seeming self-control and competence, that in retrospect it is logical that she would have no other choice but to put a bullet through her head, when she could no longer maintain that image she had created and could not face the humiliation of undoing the image. Some people do not know how to come apart at the seams, without all of their stuffing falling out.

It occurred three months after she came back from the hospital. She

was living in Berkeley with a college friend who was finishing her Ph.D.

in psychology. On the weekend that her friend returned to Michigan to pick up her actual degree, Cora shot herself. I was in Europe when it happened and received the news two months later.

Her downward spiral took place in a fairly brief space of time. She was working at Mt. Zion part time, and active in the goings on at One in particular Symbas, the alternative high school. In that early spring she organized the Passover celebration, a moving ceremony with the formal ritual, and a modern liturgy, which we all read out loud in turn. The memories of my aunt Florence’s Seders, were combined in my head with the meaning we were trying to rebuild into those rituals; it was the one evening in which I saw Cora in a good light. It was shortly after that, that she went up to Oregon with a group of people (among them her boyfriend John), took a lot of dope, somehow separated from the group to travel on her own and a few days later was found in the small town jail. It seemed that at the time she shoplifted the Waring blender, she had tried to hitchhike out of the town she found herself in, but did not have any money at all to return home, It was a mystery as to whether she snapped gradually or all at once at the moment of the petty theft. Things had not been going well with her boyfriend John. She had been taking a lot of nitrous oxide, along with him and encouraged by him. I hesitate to pass judgements on various kinds of drugs; it is against my principles to do so; but I do not believe that nitrous oxide is very good for the human body. 
Although it is normally known as laughing gas (what dentists used to administer to take your teeth out), I think it was never destined for everyday home use. It is supposed to produce pleasurable illuminating hallucinatory visions, if breathed just up to the point at which you feel that you are going to pass out. But in doing so it deprives the brain of oxygen, just like carbon monoxide fumes; and oxygen deprivation tends to make people depressed, and aggressive. Her boyfriend John used to take out his aggressions by beating on the large master tank, containing the nitrous oxide, with a two-by-four. The tank contained god-knows-how many gallons of the stuff under pressure; it was a three foot high acetylene tank. One afternoon in the basement, John managed to knock the tank over several times, putting a hole in his waterbed which threatened to leak all over the basement, nearly dislodging the valve on the tank, which seemed about to explode, and making resounding gong sounds of the wood against the heavy metal. The insistence of the sound scared the residents of One half to death. Since most of them were all too jittery to go into his studio and try to talk to him directly, a meeting was held in his honour, as far away from the basement as possible, in the penthouse. The participants figured that if the tank did explode, the pressure inside would propel it through several concrete slabs, but it would not have the jet force to make it all the way up to the roof. 
I never liked meetings held to decide on somebody’s fate without their presence, so I boycotted that meeting. I went to talk to John, by myself, when he came up to the penthouse finally for dinner. Everyone who had been discussing him all afternoon avoided him scrupulously when he actually appeared on the scene, so we had a nice quiet conversation without interruptions. I asked him if he was bored. He said he was. I asked him if he thought there was something he could do about it. He said he didn’t know. We talked a bit about life and philosophy, after which it was clear to me that beating on the gas tank was simply the way he chose to communicate metaphorically what he could not communicate verbally; and that more important, he himself was fully aware of that fact. So it appeared to me unlikely that he was going to do either himself or anyone else great harm and that he had realized from the experience that it was not such a good idea to beat on the gas tank until it actually fell over. Anyway the gong sound emanating from it was better in the vertical position.

But the others took the gas tank away from him anyway, and sent him off to visit some friends outside of the building for a bit, friends who promised to look after him assiduously. What impressed me at the time was how frightened the others were that John might start to beat them up rather than beating on his tank of nitrous oxide. I guess they didn’t know him very well. One of the few things that really seems to incite people to attack other people directly is when they are misunderstood, or falsely accused. John was something of a visionary. He had been in jail in the sixties as a very young man, the only white along with Roy Williams, who was one of the first black men to pick up arms in self defence against the Ku Klux Klan. This truly heroic part of his past earned him tremendous respect in my eyes, even though things had been sort of down hill for him ever since. 
He had come to One with some radical doctors, friends of the Hog Farm, who originally furnished him with his nitrous oxide connection, and then themselves went off to India leaving him to distribute their magazine, which he failed to do. But that was O.K. with me. I never expected people to always be able to function on the peak level that a few events in their lives might give one to expect of them. Others did. I had good conversations with John late at night, when I still lived in the basement. He used to wander down the hall in his long red bathrobe. He was very tall and thin, gaunt and bearded, a good contrast to the normal brownish gray of the basement. He talked to me about his illuminating visions, which I did not believe in, but which seemed to me as reasonable a thing to look for in life as anything else. It only saddened me to note that although his basic survival instinct seemed to be intact despite the outlandishness of his daily actions, he was not able to pass on to Cora any of his gut level of self preservation. 
However, the fact that the nitrous oxide may have been destructive to her and not to John was not, I believe due to the gas itself, but to some choice she made consciously, or not, about her own survival. I do not say this in a tone of moralistic judgement but rather in the hope that people can choose, that nothing that comes into the human being's life from the outside can fundamentally change him/her in a direction he does not want to go. It seems even irrelevant after the fact, to try to pinpoint the exact moment and reasons for Cora's loss of her capacity for self-protection. It is useless  to say that it was due to the drugs, or to John's rejection of her, or because she had given up her job at the hospital and could no longer go back to being a professional. It is futile and pretentious to try to survey the edge of the precipice; it is swimming under all of us like quicksand. Madness cannot be charted by geologists. The astonishing thing is that when a person has lost the will to survive, she is still capable of destroying herself with the same competence with which she kept herself afloat up until that point.

I believe her death was a great shock to those who believed themselves

to have been her friends, but who did not really want her to move into the building when she came out of the hospital. They assumed that since she had previously lived in rather elegant surroundings in North Beach and had simply come down to One to work or socialize, it was not opportune for her to move into One immediately after the Oregon authorities released her, and they themselves did not wish to have her as a studio mate. Ralph was perhaps more shocked than most people, because as often happens with close friends, he was particularly intolerant of the actions which led to her collapse.

Ralph told Baron about Cora’s death when he first heard the news.

He was the only person on the floor at the time. Baron was sweeping

the hall when he heard the news. He reacted in a manner that seemed to me typical of the way our culture deals with events that are too large to handle, too intense to emotionally digest. He paused for a moment, and then clenched his hands around the broom, and said he had the other half of the hall to sweep. He went back to doing so. The news had taken full effect. It was not with indifference that he turned away, but rather it was clear for himself that he knew he had to survive, and the only way to pay tribute to the dead was to go on with life.

13.

DEE: A SCENE FROM THE FIFTIES

Dee was from Southern California, wanted her studio to look like a living room, curled her hair every night, had beautiful ivory baby doll features, and was able to get quite a few strong men to do the heavy work on her studio for her. These qualities did not endear her to some of the rest of the population. But no matter, it is not easy to make the transition from Southern California to the concrete greyness of basement living at ONE.

She was recently separated from her husband, and came to live here with her four year old daughter. Her basement studio had windows that caught the afternoon light and air, which I believe allowed her to make it through the winter, whereas people like myself caved in. In the spring she showed up with a very strong and handsome man, a kind of sultry looking Mediterranean type, with the darkest eyes and a direct broad smile. His name was Alex.
I decided that he would be better off with me than with her, and set out to obtain him. I did so in an underhanded and cut throat manner, (and was rewarded for my efforts with five years of  joy and terror.) As I wanted to get to know him safely first, and there seemed to be no way of separating him from his lady for over three minutes, I decided to ask Dee to act in a film I was shooting. I cast her as the belle of the ball in the style of

the 1950's, for a short episode satirizing that period in history. The shooting went quite well, they both came up for dinner afterwards; she left about midnight, and he stayed. For several weeks thereafter, we tried to divide him equally, as was the fashion in the post jealousy, non-possessive era of California in the seventies. That did not work.. After a short while, I told him that he would have to choose; not because he ought not be seeing any other person than me, but that if he choose to see that particular other person it meant that our values were too far apart, and he obviously was not the person I thought him to be. Alex was not the person anyone thought him to be; but as he had spent seven of his thirty years in jail, he was used to being a chameleon in order to survive. He decided to appear as I wanted to imagine him. He chose me.
Two days later Dee started having hysterical fits, and needing him to come downstairs at three in the morning to comfort her. A week later at the first anniversary party for the building, a fine Sunday night in June, Dee took a large amount of tranquilizers and passed out in our midst. It was an inappropriate moment to do so. Most of us had taken our clothes off, in a

moment of jubilant exhilaration of celebrating having made it through a whole year together. We were all singing and dancing and drinking, not in a particularly sexual way, as we had all seen each other naked every week of the year coming and going from the shower, or at the nude beach.  But it was a surprising and moving spirit of trust, in which we could do the same thing, on the roof of ONE  on Sunday night; all together,  corny as it sounds in retrospect. It had little to do with decadence for its own sake. But rather it was a kind of bond or symbol of all that we had shared during the year, of everything else we had done together that had nothing to do with sex or hedonism. At least that was the way I saw it. Actually Alex and I had initiated this venture of taking off all of our clothes to dance.  As we were among the  dancers in the building, I believe we were the centre of a lot of attention. It was precisely at that moment that somebody noticed that Dee was no longer conscious.

So we put our clothes back on and drove her to the hospital to have whatever she had ingested removed from her system. Joe Riccio, the oracle of the moment, remembered her saying earlier in the evening that she really loved Alex, and could not take the pain. I could understand that and felt pretty embarrassed about the whole thing. It seemed that she had not taken all that much and did not actually consciously want to do herself in, but had maybe miscalculated the dose needed of tranquilizers to not feel the pain.  Any way she acted as if she could hardly remember what happened the following day and accompanied us to the beach, a dozen or so of us who decided we needed some sun and a rest from too much celebrating. Her action did not bring Alex back to her, but I think she worked some of the tension out of her system.

What does such an event signify, looked at years later, in the light of a very different culture. It means that a person can feel a tremendous amount of grief, and express that grief openly in a pretty extreme manner, and have people look after them, and understand that their grief is a natural thing that has to be gone through and gotten over with. In the space of a few weeks they can cover as much ground as another person would take years to travel. This does not mean that the grief is gone. I am not trying to make light of Dee’s predicament. I also thought myself to be in love with Alex and was fighting for all I was worth to keep him. I might have done the same thing had I lost that round, although it would have been boring to repeat myself twice in one season. What it may mean is that in that particular environment it was considered less unnatural and less frightening for a person to become periodically unhinged. It was viewed as something a person might do in one way or another, in order to come to terms with a sad reality. But there was the trust that the person’s emotional outcry would actually allow them to make their peace with the events as they were, and that the person would come through it and go on with life. 
I do not know if I have conveyed the sense of this clearly enough. But at that time and place Dee did not have to save face, as most people do in a more refined culture, and she was not considered to be crazy, because she allowed herself to fall apart for an evening. It is something to consider that in other societies; people are often branded unconditionally on the basis of one act alone, and cannot live down the humiliation for years.

14.

THE LADIES AND THE MIRROR

We kept the vigil, the wake, over amputated organs, and half buried events, and we were faithful to their memory in our common betrayal of their secrets, in our obsessive recounting of every detail, the incantation of each second, passing over each minute, day by day, as the old women do the beads of a rosary. We wore the events smooth by over handling, but no matter. We waited for that organ that we could not amputate: the heart, to stop constricting around each remembered moment, causing such pain in the chest, that terrible dull ache, as it tried to shove each event into the past.

All of us; ten women: Carole, Holly, Jo, Thea, Jeanie, Liz, Vicky, Joella, Cheryl, and I. What did we share, when we had finished scrubbing our lives until the cloth merged with the stones, our Greek chorus repeating the words of events too immodest to be shown on stage, repeating the words until we had made a common chant out of the words, as if the words in themselves had no truth unless they were repeated obsessively by ten people at once. The words were rubbed into the wash, rubbed into the stone, "...... and he looked at me, . . . like I was, . . . yes he looked at me like I was.... and his eyes said that I was... How does a man look at you,... yes like you were crazy, of course, like that, that is the word: crazy... unless a man looks at you like that, you don't actually know that it is a man, or that he is indeed looking at you..."

This must be verified ten times, every week of the year, in order to know that the look in his eye was not made up. "But how else can a man look at a woman?" "And I tried to tell him, .....yes I thought I could actually say it,.... but he looked at me like, . ... I knew, ..." yes you know, well: of course he wasn't listening, yes of course I could tell he wasn’t listening, wasn't going to be listening; so it did not matter if I said it or not.'' ...."And when he said he was busy and would call me during the week, I tried not to look at him so that he would not see that I had started to cry." 
And all during the week, each of us,... every week that stretched out into infinity, everyone of us, measured and surveyed that week, walked over every inch of it, rubbed it smooth, polished every crevice of that week, with tears, or half gasps that were trying to turn into sobs, but could not come out, that week that stretched into months, that week that was extended out to the horizon line, and after the closest inspection, revealed not one phone call, despite the hours spent circling the telephone, and waiting, and trying not to look at the telephone and waiting, and hoping and making up excuses for every hour of the endless week that became months that he did not call, that became a marshland in which merely one stalk of grass had moved in the wrong direction, to signal you that he would not call, and you did not see it in time.

All during that time, ten women, each one passing over, what might have been said, which precise instant it was, trying endlessly to recall when it was that the stalk bent in the wind, what fraction of a sentence, turned the tide, what gesture that was not even a sentence, changed everything. What hopes there could be, to unravel the reeds, before they rotted in the marsh. And so we constructed our common language, composed of all the

necessary syntax: the "If only I had," or the "was that the exact moment when he.." or the "he said this but of course he meant that, and how do I tell for the next time that every time someone says this, he means, that, ..." 

There was the look of the waiting, the hands that grasped nervously around objects, waiting for these inanimate objects like dish cloths or doorknobs, to steady the hands against the unpredictably animate world. And so we recounted as if only the recounting thereof could make the events real and comprehensible and we waited for our reflection to return to the mirror in form of some sign from him, that our existence was recognized. Because we ourselves were not really part of the world, but simply made up incantations, waiting to be verified by the right response from whomever it was that we loved. And so we looked into the mirror and saw nothing. For it is not the devil, whose reflection does not return from the looking glass, but a whole half of the human race, who stand in front of the tarnished silver waiting for a sign that they exist. All that endless gazing into the mirror that women do, which has nothing to do with the obsession with beauty, is simply an attempt to reconstruct our existence, an act of faith to believe that the image behind the silver represents an actual being, a being that we do not feel to exist, except through the reflection in his eyes.
Because despite all of our words; our chants and incantations, we could barely reconstruct our existence separate from our love lives. Despite all of our words, we could barely manage to give each other the sense that each one of us was a good and a strong human being in our own right, separate from that lost image in the mirror.  We could only manage to validate each other’s experience in these interminable vigils over relationships that were fraying and torn. We tried so hard to extract the poisoned instants, to return to the exact point where everything went wrong.. "And  if only I had said it differently, and so on and so on...."  We practiced in front of the mirror and for our friends so we would be prepared for the next time, which would surely arrive. These obsessions were not modified in the least by relative talent or accomplishment or professions or prestige, (contrary to all of the theories about women's liberation.)  This single fact I could verify ten times over. It was going to take much more than the simple doing of deeds, or acquiring of skills, to make our image reappear in the mirror, without the echo of our friends, or the reflection in his eyes.
LOVE

15.

ALEX:  THE AVALANCHE
When they carried Alex, or rather dragged him, down the stairs, four flights from the penthouse to his studio in the basement, and locked him, in for good measure, they thought they were done with him for that Saturday night. He had just slapped somebody's kid, who had been teasing him incessantly, and all of the divorced men, those who did not support their own children, took offence and tried to beat him up in return. He knocked out the first three, then Fred took him on. Fred had spent ten years at sea and ten as a welder in the construction industry and was the only fair match for Alex. They went at it for a while, and as Fred was gaining on him, and would have probably knocked him out, had they continued, and taught him a useful lesson, the audience decided that violence did not pay. They somehow managed to separate them. As  I was told, Fred’s wife Laura started hitting both of them with a large restaurant size cast iron  frying pan. Then they got Alex downstairs. 
But they were not done with him for that festive Saturday night or any other. Alex, discovering himself locked into his studio from the outside, as he had been locked into prison for seven years of his life, took an axe and chopped through the sheetrock wall to get out. A simple operation, that could have been done equally well with the fist, but is more choreographic with the axe. He then tore lots of Ralph’s urban renewal posters off the wall, broke another hole in the hallway, and returned to the studio, where he smashed up my guitar before passing out for the night. When he woke up the following day he was bruised, but could hardly remember the events of the night before, as often happens to people who get into drunken brawls. However there was the broken guitar on the floor to remind him,  although its owner, myself, was no longer living with him.
I had left, three months before,  after probably the most intense year in my life. I was trying to start over in a loft of my own, a hundred yards  down Howard St. from ONE. But I still was in close touch, almost daily, with most of the folk in the building, as they were my tribe, and continued to be

so throughout all my years in San Francisco, even though I lived in my separate annex a few hundred feet away.

It was not easy to leave Alex. We had spent a year together, half at ONE when I met him and grabbed him away from Dee, and the second half in France, when he had to leave the country rather precipitously, on the advice of Charles Garry, his lawyer, (and the lawyer for some much more nationally known movement figures) for reasons which I sensed not to inquire into in depth, as they regarded events which happened before I met him. The six months in France were not easy for me. As political exiles, at a moment when political exiles were considered glamorous to have as house guests rather than a dangerous liability, we were treated well in Paris. When Alex could not take Paris any longer,  we were offered a ruin near Avignon to hole up in for the winter, and finally, after we had thoroughly froze and become quite ill, living in  primitive conditions in the hills, we were able to make contact with the South Western fringe of the artistic, expatriate, bohemian colony, in a marginally warmer part of France and move into a run down but charming house with hot water.

During this time I went from nervous breakdown to worse nervous breakdown, as I had no organic reason to have given up my work, my home, my friends, and my country, besides my love for a man, whose reasons to emigrate were separate from me in time and in knowledge. The loneliness and the uncertainty of that period traumatized me. I wanted out. 

Alex fared better in the situation than I did. He had the protective barrier of not knowing the language, and thus not being absorbed into a foreign culture against his will. I, as the thoroughly bi-lingual interpreter, was the go between from our world to the society surrounding us, and I could no longer handle the job. When we were installed in the more comfortable village West of Montpellier, I figured he could handle Europe on his own. To be  exact I could no longer handle Alex's unpredictable rages, so I left him and returned to the States. Once back, I made the predictable mistake of missing him  terribly and writing him to that effect. He returned a couple of months later with a large sum of money (which he had borrowed in my name from French friends without telling me.) For several months we tried to put our relationship back together and moved back into a large corner half-lit basement studio at ONE, but it was clear that I had had enough. Emotionally, I believed myself to still loved him, but on a day to day basis  I could not handle the strain and demands of his presence. 

On April first we had an argument, and I wanted to sleep by myself; I tried to unzip our joint sleeping bags which were attached together. He

panicked at the thought that I was actually going to leave him for good, something I had not planned to do at that moment, and started to beat me up. He hit me in the forehead very hard. I passed out for a number of seconds. When I came to I realized very dimly, (as concussions affect the functioning of the brain,) that I could be in serious in danger.  I ceased to reach for the sleeping bag, the piece of symbolic property he was defending, and managed to get to my feet and walk out of the studio with my wallet, and nothing else. I knew I was never coming back. I found some people on the second floor who locked the door behind me and managed to put me up for the night. They tried, though disbelieving to piece together the threads of my harrowing story. Violence was not supposed to be part of daily life at ONE, therefore the population generally refused to hear about it when it did happen.

I moved out to the suburbs to stay with friends, but had to come back the following Wednesday to reclaim some of my belongings. None of my friends would accompany me to the studio: they were too frightened and did not want to become involved in what was in their mind a strictly personal dispute. Alex tormented me for the afternoon, hit me, damaged my left eye, broke my glasses, allowed me to take only my clothes out of the studio, and expropriated my cameras,  which I had had for eight years before I met him. No one at ONE would defend me against him. They were all terrified of him. After my glasses were smashed, I managed to get Michael, (who was driving the truck with my belongings,) to accompany me

for the last ten minutes. I dismantled the darkroom, a gathered my photographic equipment, with a dozen people holding  Alex at bay, a monstrous scene. Much of the population of the building did not like Alex, but they were also disappointed in me, and reasoned that it served me right to be beaten, up and lose my studio to the man I had chosen mistakenly to love. They were middle class people and Alex was the last savage, a barbarian in their midst, an ex-convict, their sample member of the proletariat, and as all exotic animals, a creature too inconvenient to keep around, after his charm wore off. His original energy and enthusiasm had mesmerized them, but he was an alien in their midst: a grade school dropout on the streets since age eleven, stealing cars at fourteen, involved in a numbers racket shootout at nineteen, years, in prison, cunning, conniving, willing to adapt the truth to meet his immediate needs, on or over the verge of alcoholism, hypnotically seductive, unsafe in any season, for our model community.

Yet no one had the individual or collective courage to face him and have him thrown out, so that I could keep the studio. It was clear that when we split, I would have to go, because the total population combined could not stand up to him. It embittered me to know that in a moment of extreme need, my friends were too scared to help or defend me, were terrified

of an open confrontation, hoped against hope that Alex would calm down and I would forgive them, were relieved that after the X-rays the doctors pronounced that the concussion was not serious, and generally wanted to will the danger of Alex's presence out of existence. The spectre of a man without a future going mad is one that induces most folks to close their doors securely and return to their television sets. This they did, for a while at least.

But Alex did not calm down. He rampaged around the studio by himself for a month entranced numerous women, but was determined to get me back. In his own mind, what he needed most to win my approval was a profession. As everyone else had a profession, in this eminently middleclass community, he decided that he too should have one; and since a profession would never have been offered to him free of charge, he decided to steal one, as that seemed to him, his only means to acquire one.

The events which preceded and followed  his decision produced the following mini-drama, transcribed on the page as the sound track of a film in the many voices of those who participated in the scenario, with apologies to those whose voices I captured without their consent.

This is a story in which every detail, ever word every image is true, to the best of the author’s memory. It is for this reason the story appears much stranger than any fiction, as are all stories that recount an event that actually happened. It is the story of one year of the life of a second generation Italian American, never fully integrated into the American dream: a man who lived on the outskirts of opportunity, left school at age eleven, spent seven years of his thirty-one in ,jail, had all of the virtues of which heroes are made: those that pull a person through crises; but none of those with which to live in the grey zone of everyday life. The story is a reconstruction of his theft of twenty thousand dollars worth of television and printing equipment, executed with the help of various would be friends, who sold him out to the police when they could no longer cover for him without risking their own safety. It is an account of how his sanity slowly wandered from his brain under stress, the stress of trying to hold on to the reasons for which he committed the theft. The story of his continuing alcoholism and violence, his self destruction which led to his arrest and his final collapse under the pressure of the trial which he knew he was going to lose. Like many puzzles, which attempt to piece together the truth, the film is told in the first person; that is the first person of various voices of some twenty five people who knew him before and

during these events and who were deeply and sincerely convinced that he was the most dishonest, cowardly, tender, violent, courageous, self indulgent, charismatic, energetic, self destructive, generous, dangerous, mystical, childish person they ever met; depending upon their point of view.
 These witnesses to the events recount specific moments in Alex’s life. They are not always in chronological order, but are arranged as a fugue in which each note is part of the development of the theme and repeats itself until all the variations of the theme have been exhausted. It is a story composed of fragments, cast off by the facets of a kaleidoscope rotating  in front of the viewer who will be left to decide which direction the

light comes from. The main difference between this story and a grade B crime story is that it does not have as its hero either the good guy or the bad guys, nor is it a celebration of an anti-hero. He does not either glamorously get away with the crime nor surrender to the arm of the law. But rather he is crushed by the pressure of the events into a mediocre quarter of his former self in order to be the right size for the world he lives in.

WILMA: we didn’t know what to do other than lock him up in his studio; he was drunk out of his skull, he had just slapped Dennis’ son, beaten up two men and it looked like Fred and he were going to kill each other. We thought the best we could do would be to separate them, and hope Alex would wake up the next day with a bad hangover. It didn’t occur to us that he would bust through the wall with an axe.

RALPH: It was about nine at night when the two bullets came through the window of my studio, about a yard from my head. I didn’t know what direction they had come from, but the incident shook me up quite a lot. We put up a sign on the window that read ‘No Hunting Out of Season,’ and set out to discover who might have done such a thing.

CATHY: At that same moment, looking out of my window on the third floor, I just chanced to see a light blue station wagon from the sixties, driving by. It stopped at the light, just before the sound of the shots. I don’t know who the car belonged to, but there aren’t too many cars like that in our neighbourhood. We accused Alex more than once, but he always categorically denied having anything to do with the shots.  

JANE: I hoped that I would never in my life see a light blue station wagon from the sixties, but there it was, parked just around the corner from the community. Clearly it belonged to someone that I might have known. I tried not to show any outward sign of surprise, when I saw it, and went on walking past it to the supermarket. I then walked into a small typography just down that street. I spoke to one of the people who worked there: ‘If you happen to know anyone who might be the owner of a light blue station wagon, you might tell him that it is not a good idea to park it within fifty yards of the community.’ The employee thanked me for the information, without any visible reaction, but I think it will be a long time before he ever lends his car to anyone again. 
RON : I gave him the keys. I had no idea he would use them to carry out the robbery. He was supposed to come and meet me that afternoon after work, to talk things over. I gave him the keys to get into the building because I knew I’d be  working late that day.
But I wasn’t there that afternoon, they fired me right after lunch. Deanna was seven months pregnant. I knew they were going to fire me. I knew there was nothing I could do to stop them. They had no right to fire me. I had to get back at them somehow. 

.

DEANNA: Alex taught us so much. He helped Ron to loosen up, to be much more affectionate and open. He really didn’t know how to before. Being with Alex he learned to be tender, sensual with me. It was something I needed so badly.

MARLIN: I talked to him yesterday. I asked him why he beat you up. I asked him just like that. He said ‘I hit her because I couldn't talk to her. She closed me out. I didn't know how to get through to her.’ He didn't want you to leave him but he didn't know how to say it.

RALPH: Alex, lets out the rage we have in all of us. He's able to, we’re not. I don't think he really wanted to kill you. He was just threatening you to let off steam. I gave him twenty bucks last night, told him to go away for the week-end, go out in the country and cool off. It would do him some good. 
.

ALEX; Listen baby, you gotta come back to the city right away, I know it's four in the morning, I know but I need your help; I've got something to show you. I need your help, baby. I know, it's four in the morning but you gotta come back here.

JANE: And that is why he called me up at four in the morning. Woke up all the people in the house, told them it was an emergency as if he still owned me.
And that's why he called me up at four in the morning. Because he had just ripped off twenty thousand bucks of TV equipment. He had just stolen himself a profession, a profession like all those middle class people he envied, all those middle class people he couldn't talk to.

ANDY: No, this isn't a place for violence. We'll bring it up next week at the general meeting.

 BARBARA: She chose to live with him. I mean if he hit her once and

she went back to him, that's her business. That's her life, there's no one who is gonna feel sorry for her. She chose to go back to him.

JO: In my family I used to come home for dinner and every night my father would come in and he'd pick up a clock and he'd throw it at my mother or something. Anything he could pick up in his hand he'd just throw it at someone at the table 'cuz that was the only way he could let out his rage. Sitting all day in a taxi-cab. I grew-up with that. Alex isn’t any different from my father. He's just like all the people I grew up with. He's not crazy.
.

ALEX: I went to school till I was about eleven and then I lived out on the street. I used to come home sometimes and draw and my father would hit me and he'd say I ought to  be out on the street  playing baseball and not sit at home and draw like a fag. I started stealing cars when I was 
about fourteen. The first one, it was a Chevrolet. I hot wired it. I broke open a coin machine that sold newspaper s and I took all the quarters and I bought enough gas to get as far as Virginia. It was the first time I'd driven a car out on the freeway. I ran out of gas about around Southern Virginia and I was real lost and it 
was night and raining. and I knocked on an old couple's door and they took me in and gave me dinner and I was so moved by them that I started to tell them that I’d run away 
from home and that I wanted to go to Louisiana to see my grandpa. In the morning when I woke up the police were at the bedside.

OLD COUPLE: We didn't want to call the police. But we didn't really  know what to do. You know he was just a kid and we kind of imagined that he stole the car,  and we didn't know where he was from and what he was doing here and we kind of, we knew that it was kind of a cruel thing to do to a kid, but we figured he'd be best off if he was back with 
his folks or something and they could take care of him. I mean we just didn’t think we could let him get up and go away without notifying some kind of authority MARGIE: When Alex came home he told me about how our dad had let him drive the car half way home and dad even went to sleep in the back seat, as he was so tired from driving down to pick him up at the Police Station in Virginia. And he told me how dad wanted to beat him until the leather came off the belt, but he didn’t really. He was too tired, you know, it's hard working in a factory all week. I mean I kind of understand dad, I almost feel sorry for him. But Alex was right trying to get away, Alex was right trying to get away from all that.

ALEX: Yeah, I made love to Margie once, I mean I just said to her one night, "You know I’d like to fuck you an’ she said alright, and so we did. Yeah, it was good, making love to your sister, it was good. 



DAVID: I didn’t know he’d beaten you up I mean, I know I felt pretty stupid standing over there with the six pack in my hand when I opened the door and I saw you standing there with a black eye and I felt like I was giving him more fuel for the fire, but there was no way I could know that he was going to beat you up when he called me and asked me to go out to Ted's and buy him the six pack of beer. I remember a couple of weeks back when Alex couldn't walk and he had the brace on his leg: we went
out to Ted's and sat in the parking lot and drank a quart of rot gut. Alex was so ashamed that you were back in the studio painting the floor and he had the brace on his leg and he couldn’t even walk and he couldn’t even help you.
You don't know how ashamed he felt of that. That he couldn't even help you, couldn’t even stand up on his own two feet and do the work that you were doing.


ALEX: When I was nineteen; me and a friend of mine went and ripped off our local numbers bar. We thought we got everyone disarmed but there was still one guy with a  gun left in the room. My friend got away with about sixty four thousand dollars.  I was caught in the crossfire and one bullet went into my lung. They had to fish that one out and collapse my lung to do that. The other bullet went into the sciatic nerve in my left leg. They put me in jail for three and a half years. A year of that I spent in the hospital on my back and the other two 
years I had a brace up my leg, up to my hip. They used to call me ‘Al the leg’ when I was in jail during those three years. After I got out I went back in with the guys because they figured that I was just a fresh kid, you know, nineteen trying to steal from the big time and that I'd learned my lesson spending three years in jail as a cripple. All of the sixty four thousand dollars, it was like the sixty four thousand dollar question, all of the money went to pay off the judge, and for the hospital bills. I guess maybe my friend got about a hundred bucks worth of it. That's all.

EXE CUTIVE : I don't care if your boy friend goes to jail for the rest of his goddam life. He took all my TV tapes, he took a year of my work and he sold them to some fence to pay for a couple of days of his fix or something.

JANE: I couldn't tell the man that Alex wasn’t a junkie. He'd never been a junkie. He didn't take those tapes for a fix, he took them because he wanted to use them, because he wanted to make films, he wanted to make television just like they did. But there was no way I could make the man believe that, there was no way he was gonna’ buy that because it was true. They wanted to imagine that the only reason somebody  stole was for a fix. The didn't want to believe that somebody could steal for an idea, even if 
it was the wrong idea.

RALPH: After my window was shot in I went away for the week-end. I figured I needed a vacation for a few days.

ALEX: Yeah, I used Ralph’ s truck, but I changed the licence plates. I didn’t use his licence plates. I wasn't that dumb. He wasn’t in any danger, he lent me his truck but he wasn’t in any danger of being caught. He could have fronted for me. He didn’t have to admit that he knew that stuff was stolen. I had to teach him a lesson, so he wouldn’t do anything worse than that.
LUKE: Alex was the only person I’ve ever met who had that kind of tenderness. He was the only person I knew who would have as much affection for men as he did for women. I don’t know where he learned it, maybe in prison .
FRANK: Yeah, he was a friend of mine and I used some of his equipment, I mean it was good stuff, it was good quality equipment; but I can’t be a crisis counsellor for my friends, my ex-friends. I am a psychologist. I can’t help someone who’s a friend of mine if he' s going crazy. He should have known not to go back the  same place two more times to rip stuff off, he was bound to get caught eventually.

PHILLIS: We’ve still got the bullet holes in the baseboard of our living room. Maybe you didn’t know about Karen, but when she tried to leave him he started beating her up really bad so Keith got out a gun and then Alex got a gun out of his car and Alex started shooting us. We told him to leave Berkley right away and not come back for at least a year. You just never knew what he was going to do next. Karen went off to medical school and cut her hair practically like a crew cut and learned karate for and learned to shoot a rifle for self defence and wouldn’t even talk about him even two years later. But the bullet holes are still there, in the living room.
JACK: I gotta trust the guy. I know what we’re getting in to but I gotta trust him that he can actually come up with a film. He’s going with us to the Convention, so I decided to give him a chance. I know he tries to bully people and throw his weight around. But he doesn't do it with people like me. He doesn’t do it with people who came from the same ghetto that he came from, because he knows it won’t work on them. It only works on you ’cuz you’re part of the middle-class, but it doesn't work on me.

KEITH: You got no idea what kind of guy he is, what values he has. You ain’t been in prison for seven years. If you'd been in prison for, seven years you ain’t plannin' for the 
future ‘cuz you ain’t got no future, you’re just trying to survive today. If in order to survive yuh gotta step on somebody’s throat then that’s what you  gotta to do to survive. There ain’t no other way 


.

LAWYER: I’m not sure how much of a chance he has. Maybe we can string out the trial for a while, and if we can make it last for a long time we can manage to lose some of the paperwork, if you know what I mean. But you got to get the hold lifted because I’ve got to be able to get him up on the witness stand so that he can lie like hell. It seems kind of  a shame that he got himself involved for such a small amount. Crime doesn't pay, on that level. The Police took everything? He doesn’t 
have any TV equipment left? If he had a small portable Sony I would have taken it as part of my fee, but if he doesn’t have anything, he may have to go out and rob his local neighbourhood grocery store, in order to pay my fee. Otherwise he's going to be in jail for a very long time.

JACK: He went to the Convention with us but it was obvious that he couldn’t follow through. He didn’t know what he was doing with the equipment. He kept asking for more and more money and he couldn’t really come up with the goods. It was very disappointing. When he realized that everything was gonna cave in on him he took off for New York to try to con somebody there. When we got back from Miami, Barry told us that the equipment had been ripped off and that it was all kind of a hoax on Alex’ s part to try to pawn him self off as a top notch cameraman, even though he’d never had any experience. Man, the guy is a really top notch con artist, that much I can say for him. We bought his hoax for a while. He had us convinced that he knew what he was doing, for a couple of months at least.

BARRY: Yeah, I cut the serial numbers, I’m an engraver, that’s my job; charged him twenty five bucks a piece for them. It was obvious the stuff was ripped off. I didn't tell them anything that they couldn't have figured out by themselves.

LAWYER: If we can keep the bail bond down to twenty five hundred dollars, that's nothing. How much is your film equipment worth? If I can get the bonds man to believe that, may be they'll take it as collateral.

BARRY: When the Police came to the building with Alex's driver's licence, I know it said 1360 Howard street, but he hadn't lived here for three months. We didn't want the fuzz to come searching all through the building for something that they weren't gonna find. Maybe they would have found something else that was more dangerous for us.  So they went and searched somewhere else, which was where he really lived and they found all his stuff.
But that ain't my fault.

JACK: Yeah, your ex-boyfriend's in jail. They picked him up last night in front of Ninth street. I don't think they'll let him out on bail ‘cuz he's still on probation for something else I was told.

JANE: He's not my old man any more. He's not my boyfriend. I haven't lived with him for six months. I remember last night, something turned over in my stomach, like the moon had gotten lost in the ocean and wasn't ever gonna come up any more like the
hurricane had collided with a volcano and the cyclone was coming down Howard Street,
something turned over in my stomach, it must have been, just about that time that Alex tried to rip off that building for the third time. It was about midnight. I don't believe in premonitions or clairvoyance or any of those things; but I know that night I felt like all the seasons had gotten lost in the snow and then they told me the next morning that Alex was in jail and I knew that's why I felt that way the night before. In the part of Italy where his grandparents came from they still believe in destiny and they believe so strongly that destiny is against them they stamped that fatalism into the fingerprints of their children before they were even born. 

SUE ANN:
I don’t care if he was your boyfriend. I don't have a typewriter any more. This typewriter cost eight hundred dollars, we don't have insurance, I can't even replace it.
EXECUTIVE: Maybe he's better off in jail. It may be all for the best for him. You can’t worry about him too much. Maybe that was his way of calling for help and he couldn't do it any other way.

EXECUTIVE II : You're coming here to try to ask us not to press charges against somebody who's taken everything we own, all of our equipment, for all of our work, just because you love the guy? You make me laugh.

ERROL: Yeah, Alex hangs around here sometimes, but mostly he hangs out, with Andy, because Andy’s got a lot of cocaine and good times and they've got a lot of 
plans for the future, and Andy’s got a lot of contacts in the flower business and the restaurant business, and a lot of other business, if you know what I mean.
JANE: You tell your husband that that person who is in jail isn’t just anyone  who’s in jail but he's the person that I love. If your husband isn't going to put his name down as a reference to get him out of jail I’m going to tell the Police about the keys. You tell your husband that.
ANDY: I didn't want them to search the house but I had to go down to the Police Station to get out my car and my rifle. And you know I've got a trial coming up, on my 
own and they told me that I could either cooperate with them, that they already had a warrant to search the 
house and they could have me arrested too, since it did seem kind of funny that it was my house and my car 
and my rifle that this guy was using, so I could either 
allow them to search the house, or I could go in the klink, too as Alex’s partner and I didn’t know till later that they didn't actually have, a warrant and that they were going to put it down on the record that I had allowed them voluntarily to search the house.

LAWYER: Andy’s really sold your old man down the river. I wanted to get him to testify on the witness stand that he had never allowed them voluntarily to search the house so that they'd 
have to contend with an illegal search-and-seizure, but he sold Alex out in order to save his own skin. There's no way I can get a hold of him to testify for Alex ‘cuz he's afraid that he's gonna have to go back into jail himself when his own dope trial comes up. That's kind of the way it goes in the business.

JANE: Then I used to go and visit Alex in jail twice a week until we finally got him out on bail and got the hold lifted. I used to go and stand in line for an hour and a half and ride up to the seventh floor on the elevator and wait in line with all those other people who were there to see their friends and lovers and sons, and wait in line again to talk to him on the telephone for five minutes, sometimes seven minutes, then buy him a pack of cigarettes that they would allow the guards to give him in jail. These cigarettes, they came out of their cigarette machine so that they would know that no one had slipped anything else into the cigarettes. I used to talk to him through that bullet-proof glass that was an inch thick and he used to say to me the last lines from the song from the Last Poets: "reach out for me baby, reach out for me ‘cuz I'm falling, reach out for me baby." I wanted to break the glass, I wanted just so badly just to be able to smash that glass. Then the six or seven minutes were up and we all got back in line again and got into the elevator, even the little old lady with he knitting, whose son was in jail for murder.

 LAWYER: Yes, Your Honour, I think we can safely assume that this person   has every intention of showing up for the trial because he has already given  me fifteen hundred dollars as the first part of my fee and he has a job  waiting for him when he comes out of jail, so if he has to stay in jail he won't be able to work in order to pay the rest of my fee, which would

be inconvenient for all of us, if you know what I mean, your Honour. 
 JANE: And we, when we got out of the elevator and left the courthouse   and went down the steps and stood in front of the building, it was just a clear, brisk Winter's day with the trees in front of the court house and the hedges all neatly clipped, and the wind blowing and the sun shining, and for everyone else it was just a clear, windy, Winter's day, because they didn't know what was going on in our heads as we came out of the courthouse with our friends and lovers and sons in jail. 
ALEX: Oh, baby, I can't believe it I'm actually home again. This

is gonna to be my home for a while I guess, cuz Andy doesn’t really want to go back up the hill to live with him, you can understand. I can sort of understand how he feels, I can sort of understand why he withdrew his house and didn't want to put it up as collateral for the bail bond. He's got his own trial coming up, I mean he's got his own problems and he's kind of scared about his own problems. It's quite a miracle you pulled off to be able to put up your film equipment as collateral to get me out of here. What did you have to tell them, that you had it chained to the floor so that you couldn't walk off with it?  The lawyer says it will only cost about ten or fifteen grand in cash to arrange the trial. He says I don't have much of a chance otherwise, I don't know.

JANE: Sometimes I don't know why I went through all that to get him out of jail and let him come back to live with me. I know I did it because he needed me, because when the chips were down nobody else needed me as badly as he did, and I had to help him; something inside me said that I had to help him as best I could even though there was so little hope. I couldn't just let him rot in jail. 

JOHN: You can't romanticise criminals. He had a profession like

everybody else, I mean he wasn't very good at it and that's why he got caught just like he probably wouldn't be very good at a more honest profession, but you can't romanticise him.

ALEX: You know, it's hard to explain, but I was really more at home with Andy in the flower business, cutting eucalyptus, taking them down to the flower market at dawn, sitting up Saturday night getting drunk, than I was in Berkley amongst all of those intellectuals, with me as their sample proletarian. I was always afraid that I wouldn't know what to say to those people, that I could fake it for a while, but one day I'd open my mouth and the words would come out all wrong and they'd know that I was an ignorant bum, that I was barely 
literate, that I'd never been to school past eleven years old. I knew that they were always gonna think that about me no matter what I said, no matter what I did.

JERRY: He was such a perfectionist, Alex. When we were painting.

the supergraphics I remember that he was always the first one up the ladder, nine five degrees in the sun, he was always in the most dangerous part of the scaffolding putting out every piece of energy he had in him to try to get the job done as best, as he possibly could, he was kind of fanatic about doing it right.

ROGER: I don’t know about that punk that you hired as an assistant. He was always trying to pull something over on us, trying to get us to believe that he had cleaned up after the job when he hadn’t done a thing, he was always trying to con us in some way or another.
JANE: I’ll go out and get a job, some kind of a steady job. I don’t know where, but I’ll find some somehow, and then I’ll go to Brian or Vicky or one of the rich people I know and see if I can borrow a few thousand dollars, ten thousand dollars on the basis of the job. It would only take me a year or two to pay them back, at least that much I can do for you.

MARYVONNE: I don’t know why you stay with somebody who loses his temper every two days, goes into those terrible rages and goes off and betrays you every time he gets a chance with some other woman.

VICKY: Alex got drunk last night and tried to seduce me. I don’t know why he was doing it, except that he had some kind of illusion that you'd gone off and left him and he was feeling awful and 
he had to prove himself to somebody, and he was so handsome that anyone would want to be in bed with him, but I knew that he really wanted to be with you so I told him to go back downstairs and find you.

LIZ : Alex came down to see me last night and we got it on. It was nice; I mean, anyone would want to get it on with him because he just looks right through you with his eyes, and I knew he wanted to be with you, but I got it on with him anyway.

JANE : We went for a ride that morning on the bus; we went to the park and we sat by the pond and looked at the ducks in the pond and the swans. I’ll always remember that morning watching the ducks paddling contentedly around in their pond, watching the swans. We could just tell that the swans had a future and the ducks had a future and we tried to imagine that we also had a future.

ALEX: Lord, gimme six months, gimme just six months of my life, just six months without cutting into my life, without tearing it apart like You always do every six months. Just when things might have been going all right.. . gimme six 
months Lord... 

 

MISSY: She came to see me and she asked me if I had some penicillin or any other kind of antibiotics. She said he had shot up his arm into the vein: some Thorazine or something and his arm was so swollen he couldn't move it and they were afraid to take him to the hospital, because it's not exactly according to the law to go shooting up your arm because you’re going crazy,
because you know you are gonna lose a trial and you're gonna go back into jail and you can't stand the pressure, so you take a whole bunch of pills of Thorazine and grind them down into a powder and put them in some water and put them in a syringe and shoot up your arm until it swells up like a balloon and you can't move it. I had some antibiotics lying around my medicine cabinet and in a day or two his swelling had gone down enough so that he could go to the local clinic and make up some kind of an excuse to have them look at it to make sure he didn't have blood poisoning.

JANE: I remember about a week before the next trial date was supposed to come up,
we were falling asleep and he was kind of drunk and I heard him start to talk in his sleep, sort of half yelling and half crying, sobbing: "If only I was back in jail; if only I was in jail and it was all over with, at least the pressure would be over with, if only I was back in jail.” I felt awful. I thought maybe he really wanted to be back in jail because that was where he shone; that was where all of his virtues came out,
that was where he could be courageous, a hero and a leader and show everyone else up. Out here, on the outside, he was nothing but a petty convict gone crazy. I just didn't know if I had done the wrong thing, trying to get him out of

jail, in the first place, because I guessed he wanted to be back in jail. It wasn't just because of the pressure of the trial. It was as if he wanted to go home again and that was his home.

SPENCER:  I always dug Alex. I never tried to figure out what his

relationship was to you. I knew it was kinduh complicated but I always appreciated Alex: he had a lot of energy, he was a good drinking partner, we had a lot of good times together.

ERROLL:
I used to think when I first met Alex and you that he was the strong person, holding you together, but then I realized after a while that it was you who was keepin' him afloat. 
MICHAEL: You want us to go with you so that he can talk to you, after what he's done to you? After he's cracked a couple of your bones and threatened to set fire to the studio? How do you know what he's gonna do next? There's no reason that either of us should get killed because of that maniac. Get him put into a straight jacket and back to jail or something.

ANDY: We were going to dinner with a bunch of folks one Saturday night. When we got out of their car in front of their house he just took out a rifle and he started shooting it up in the air just to scare them, just to see what they would do. I mean, he was doing it just for the hell of it. How can you trust a guy like that ?

PAUL: He woke me up about one or two in the morning and he shook 
' me a lot and got me out of bed and he said that he was gonna set 
fire to the loft and he had a can of gasoline in his hand. He didn't look like he wanted anybody to reason with him or hang around, try to change his mind. I was really afraid to stay there, he looked like he was going crazy very badly. 
There was nothing anybody could do to stop him.

KEITH: We went to see him round here that night before he woke up Paul and he kept threatening to kill himself and that he'd burn down the loft, and I'd heard it all before, you know, I was really tired of hearing it and so was Phillis. We just said to him, yeah, that’s okay Alex, you do that an’ we’ll see you next Thursday. He kept trying to say: "you don't understand I'm gonna burn down the loft tonight and kill myself," I kept saying : "it’s okay Alex, if that's what you wanna do: you do that but I'll give you a call in a couple of days and see how things are going." Then we left because you couldn’t hang around and let him blackmail you into holding his hand,  he was either gonna come through it, or he wasn’t gonna come through it; you couldn't hang around to find out.

PHILLIS: It was really hard for us to leave. I mean it’s always hard to leave somebody,  when they're really going to pieces. But it looks like he’s come through it. I mean he poured a bit of gasoline on the floor and then I guess when he saw the flames go up he realized that that wasn't exactly the thing he wanted to do with the rest of his life. The floor is charred a bit, but I guess he let off enough steam and he had calmed down, when we spoke to him this morning. He's calmed down but he really wants to see you before he leaves. I don’t think he'll leave the state without seeing you. I don't think he understands what he did to you, just the way I don't think he ever understood what he did to Karen, but he really wants to see you and I know he won’t  leave California without that.

JANE: We got home late and he was already pretty drunk and as soon as we got into the loft, I hadn't even taken my coat off, he started to kick me and he started to yell: "you’re gonna tell me what's wrong?" and I couldn’t talk to him, I froze, I couldn’t even open my mouth: I should have been able to turn around say to him:" Yeah, I’ll tell you what’s wrong, you’re acting like an idiot", but I couldn’t say that. The fact that I couldn’t talk to him made him even angrier and angrier. He started to kick me and drag me around the loft. He took out a hammer and he started to hit me with it and I was on the ground and I was screaming and I knew that nobody would come to help because the loft was many miles away from where anyone could hear me screaming and I thought I was really gonna die and my hand was hurting so badly where he hit me with the hammer that I couldn't move it. I was lying on the floor screaming and then I guess he realized that maybe he had done something he oughn't be doing and he didn't want me to go on screaming, so he started pouring a couple of buckets of water on me so that I would stop screaming.  I just lay there screaming "don't come near me, don't come near me" because I thought he was really gonna kill me. Then he picked up the phone and he called up the emergency ward of the hospital in the most eerie calm voice I've ever heard in years and said: "There's a person here who's going crazy and needs to be taken away immediately." A few minutes passed and he said to me: "Here's your chance baby, you can have me taken away instead of you, if that's what you want. I never asked you to get me out of jail, I never asked for that, if that's what you want you can have me taken away".  I said no, no, I wasn't gonna do that because I couldn't. There was no way I could do that. The ambulance never showed up. He dragged me over to the bed and he threw me in bed and he went off to the other side of the loft and passed out, and I lay there for about three or four hours, until about four in the morning, until I was sure he was completely passed out and I got up very quietly and took a couple of things that I knew I could carry and I left the loft very quietly, as quietly as I could because I was very frightened that he might wake up and do something worse.  I went off to work to the job that I’d gotten. It was to start that Monday, the job I had gotten to have money to pay off the lawyer.  I got myself a room in a fifth rate hotel for a couple of weeks and didn't tell anyone where I was because I was really afraid he was gonna kill me. When I worked my hand was so swollen that I could hardly hold the pen to draw with it. I knew a couple of the bones had been cracked but I couldn't go to the hospital because they would have put it in a cast and I wouldn't have been able to go back to work with that hand for a long time. So I just forced myself to move it, until finally I could actually hold a pencil and draw again. It’s never healed. No, it has never healed, it's been many years, but it's never healed.

DEANNA: I can't stand the way she always defends him, like she made up with him before he actually left the state. He always 
comes snivelling back to her, no matter what he's done to her. He always comes back to her as if he can't  remember what happened before, so that she can forgive him. I can't stand the way he comes snivelling for mercy.

 JANE: He wanted me to meet him in the snack bar after work and I was afraid that if I didn't go he would track me down in some worse fashion. I was afraid that if I did go he might pull out a gun and shoot me. There was no way I could tell. I went anyway hoping for the best and when I saw him he was real calm just like Phillis had said. It was a kind of eerie, mystical calm, as if he had accepted the fact that he was finally going to have to leave the state and split on the bail. He knew he wasn’t ever gonna win the trial. He said that 
if I wanted him to he would stay for the trial and not put the bail bond in my name in jeopardy.  I couldn't ask him to do that just for a few thousand dollars of mine. I couldn't ask anyone to do that, no matter what they had done to me. He left that night on a Greyhound bus with what he could carry, a fake driver's licence and fifty bucks.

LAWYER: Twenty five hundred bucks isn't very much to round up. It will only take you a few months. Otherwise you can leave the country and file for bankruptcy. The bonds men aren't gonna come after you until six months after they've revoked the bond. You've got time. 

JANE: After he left I got the phone bill and I realized he knew he was going to leave all along, he had made plans for that. He knew he was going split on the bail. Even before he beat me up he'd already called Wisconsin to make arrangements with another woman to meet him there,  put him up, one of his old girlfriends. He called her several days before he beat me up. He knew he was going to lose the trial. There was nothing he could do except get himself a false identity and get out of the state.

TWO YEARS LATER

KEITH: He got married to Pearl last week, I didn’t want to be the 
one to have to tell you that, but as long as he didn’t  tell you I guess I've gotta to do it. She's a good woman; she really loves him. She’s seventeen years older than him. She inherited a lot of money from her husband when he died. She'll take care of him, well. Alex wanted to be taken care of well, you know. That was one of his main goals in life, much as I dig him as a friend that was one of his main habits; wanting to live well.

TWO YEARS AND THREE MONTHS LATER

PEARL: I'm sorry to be calling you up five in the morning, but Alex has just been arrested and they traced his record and we spoke to the lawyer and I didn’t know that all of that had happened to him in the past. I just wanted to know if you know anything about it. I didn’t know anything about his past. He told me that he knew about the  theft, that he was aware of what happened, but he never told me that he was directly involved in it. If I could just believe that he wasn’t directly involved, then maybe I could do something, maybe the lawyer could help us.  I just wanted to know if you knew anything about what had happened two year s ago.

JANE : No, I don't think there's anything I could tell you that would help you. I don't think that there's anything that I could say that would be of help to you; except to get yourself a very good lawyer.

KEITH: Pearl had enough money for Alex to go through with the 
trial right this time. It cost about eighty thousand bucks. But they got it worked out with the judge, so that instead of going into the state prison for five years, he went into the local county jail for sixteen weeks. Got promoted to second chief trustee, got out in half time on good behaviour, ready to start all over again.

JANE: I saw him with Pearl, just before he went back into jail. They came to see me. They were living in their fancy trailer home. They told me about all the fancy gadgets in the trailer home that he was so proud of. He was dressed real well with a monogrammed shirt and cufflinks, just like a cheap punk that he always wanted to be, and he had gained fifteen pounds and his hair was trimmed and it made my heart ache to see him that way.

KEITH: We tried to make life as comfortable as possible for him when he was in jail. His social worker used to bring him hard cover books which she could bring in without being searched, so we could put cocaine in the binding, which made the time pass quicker. But it was only sixteen weeks, which wasn't too long anyway.

JANE: He tried to come and see me once when he first got out of 
jail. He said he wanted to pay me back for my guitar that he had smashed. He had a cheque for me for two hundred dollars. I went downstairs and opened the door and took the cheque which I needed badly because I was ill at the time and couldn't work.  I remember when he had smashed my guitar, the night they locked him in the studio, the night he chopped through the wall. I took the cheque and said thank you. Then I closed the door and went back upstairs.  But he wouldn’t go away, he kept coming back and leaving me notes at the bottom of the stairs saying:
"Reach out for me baby, reach out for me, ‘cuz I'm falling. Reach out for me baby." 




16.

Marc: amnesia

Marc: I was sitting in the studio next door, drinking my wine,

talking to my friend Jim, and you walked through the door. It was that simple. You could have been in a bus station in Petaluma looking for a not quite empty paper bag, with not quite rotten rotgut in it, or on a yacht drinking up the champagne out of all the glasses at once before the guests got there; it would have been equal. You did not land in the room rather, you floated over to the far corner and sprawled comfortably against the wall, like an animal at home in every crevice, no matter how desolate. You looked lazy and calculating, half instinct, half cunning at the same time. You talked slowly, as if we had paid for the performance. But we could as easily have been a mirror you were practicing in front of, studying the effect, to warm up for the real show. The obnoxious Southern drawl was clearly a disguise, a trap to see if people were listening to the words or just the style. It made everything you said seem fuzzy and simple-minded unless someone heard the content behind the surface. I was riveted to the

words. Everyone I had spoken to for months had been talking in clear sentences about objects and events, and actions, all straight-forward and dreary; and you were talking in metaphors. I had finally found someone who spoke my language. 
It was ironic that you knew the people I worked with in films in Boston ten years previously. The place and people were not important, but the link with the past made it seem as if I had known you for centuries. I tried to talk to you, to do my own performance, but it was irrelevant. I had heard all of my own words before; all I wanted to do was listen and absorb your language. I knew you were unreachable, even then; but I did not want to see it. You seemed like a strange exotic cat, displaced from the jungle, set down in this ordinary world of walls and rooms and doors and entrances and exits and right angles; and you were determined to ignore every

bit of it and recreate the tall grasses and ferns and vines all around you, no matter how much they swept and dusted the rooms you were in.

From the beginning I romanticized you, monstrously. I invented everything I needed to believe about you, until finally I could not distinguish what there was about you that was actually you, behind all of my images. So this, then, is a record of my original illusions, remembrances of a mirage in which you are reflected, along with the moonlight in the desert, and some salami sandwiches, broken down cars from the fifties and other props.

You have blond hair, Slavic features, an extraordinary body, a green teeshirt, (skin tight, obviously not from California), blue jeans, bare feet. You talk about a few of the seedy bars you played the piano in, not recent gigs, and offer your assistance in case I need to have my tenants thrown out of my loft. It is a relief to know that someone is on my side in my skirmishes with my tenants. They are a couple of innocuous souls, harmless and cowardly. They embody all of the virtues of their origins which I can’t stand: prudery, small mindedness, bigotry, laziness. What's left over in their lives after that, they allow to spill over into their pretensions of being artists. They have kept me at bay for about four months since I returned from Europe by getting me to pity them when they are late in their rent payments, but I finally decide that I cannot endure their company for one moment longer and that they will have to go. I give them three months  notice, as I cannot bear to be accused of throwing anyone out on the street, having lived too much of my past year in Europe in intermittent homelessness. They spend the first four days of the three months trying to figure out from their lawyer how they can sue me, and the next four days trying to convince the guy who has the lease on the whole building that I am insane and should be committed to an institution for snorting cocaine; and if he would only put his signature on this piece of paper, then they would only have to find two other people to sign, in order to reach the quota of five, necessary to have me carted away, so that they could take over my share of the loft. Neither of these strategies have worked too well; the lease holder from the leather factory on the floor below laughed in their faces, and possibly the lawyer was no more encouraging, so they have resorted to putting up nasty notices on the bathroom door to warn any future tenants against my malevolent ways. 
They seem to be actually looking for a new habitat; but I won't know until they are gone; and the whole incident has been somewhat unsettling. If they had tried to beat me up, I would have considered it unfortunate but fair, but to try to have me put in the loony bin as a dope fiend, seems a bit uncharitable. Anyway, it is a relief to know that Jim and you are willing to help me dump their possessions and them out on the street on New Year's day if they are not gone by then. On that note, we consume the rest of the wine, after which you leave. I ask you if you live in the building; you say you are storing some equipment next door and looking for a place in Marin. Marin is a place in my mind where only wealthy-laid-back-mellow-farout-groovey-California folks live, about a million miles away from San Francisco, and it does not quite mesh with the image I have of you so far; but I accept that you must have some mysterious plans, contacts and currency that you are not going to disclose to us. I try to figure out how long you are going to be here before you leave us for the land of good vibes across the bay. 
The studio next door where your stuff is stored is the recording studio that my ex-boyfriend, Alex had built when he first came to Project One for the private radio station. I have not been in it for several years, as it has too many old memories lying in wait for me. I know I would not have the nerve to knock on the door and walk in there in order to find you again. After you leave, Jim says ‘He's a pretty good keyboard player’ with a kind of wistful admiration, but volunteers no more information about you. I know I will have to haunt all of the public places in Project One in order to find you again. I want to just say right then: why don't you come down the street with me, but it had been eons since I had picked anyone up with the nonchalance that I had when I was travelling, so I refrain. Between that night and the night when you actually do come down the street to my loft, my fantasies about you have grown to such mammoth proportions that they are unmanageable. But that is three or four weeks in the future.

The next time I run into you, you are on your way out the front door

of Project One. You have dark glasses on, imaginary ones actually, and you are drifting across the lobby like a court jester about to meet his public. You cover your eyes, as if to adjust the glasses, squint at the blinding daylight outside, put your hand out like a blind man who can feel at arm's length the division between his private world and the great public wasteland beyond it. Then you step gingerly across the seedy thresh hold of the lobby onto the sidewalk, and are gone. Nobody else notices this ten second pantomime but me. The other folks in the lobby are welded into the everyday realities and are as oblivious of your presence as the overstuffed chairs are they sitting in. After you leave, I wonder how I am going to find you again. There is nothing I can think of to say to you, as what I feel has nothing to do with words. But I know I must talk to you somehow. The certainty of that need overcomes the vacuum of my every day life. 
At present I am working in a sweatshop, sewing luxury leather coats, forty hours a week. It leaves me hardly any energy for running after folks when I get home from the factory. This particular form of constriction,  known as earning a living. I had done in more elegant ways in the past, as a designer, painter and writer, but upon returning from Europe, there was no work to be found except in the sweatshop. The desolation of my existence at this time is not easy to overcome. I return home each night and paint some of my best paintings, with the tenacity of the damned who feel themselves falling down the endless tunnel to hell and imagine that very last resort of rescuing themselves by painting a dream world around them that shuts out the real one. It is a choice between painting, when I come home at night or running after men. I cannot do both, and choose mainly to paint, for I feel that I have nothing to say to men these days except to talk about the despair of the factory and my sense that if I have to be there much longer, I will go out and buy a revolver and shoot myself. 
Anyway, I run into you again about a week later on a weekend at a party when I am feeling more energetic and courageous. The party is full of well mannered folks, all dancing but not getting drunk enough, all solvent and doing work for good causes, all coherent and rational and tame. Fortunately, two old friends of mine (the only people I remember there as being friends of mine) have gotten drunk enough to be rolling on the floor instead of dancing. Jerry is like a good natured polar bear; Margaret is about half his size. She keeps trying to help him up but he seems to like it better on the ground. They cheer me up immensely. After watching them, I feel in a pretty good mood by the time you come along. You however, are not in good spirits. You look at the crowd with disdain, as if they were so many telephone poles crowding up the floor, and start to talk to me about New York. You start in the middle of the monologue, assuming I have heard the first half, which I have, many times: it is the monologue about how hard it is to do creative work without any drugs. The content is familiar, but what is strange is the way you are saying it, as if you are confiding in me something that these other folk would not understand. I listen and commiserate a bit.

When I leave to go home with the guy whom I came with: a guy with the looks of Prince Charming and the imagination of the frog, you look at me with a wry, deadpan smile, knowing that I have stepped back onto the sidewalk of the every day, and you are out in the wings of your own world, studying the crowd. It was a strangely intent look, detached but hypnotic, a kind of sadness of knowing that you are the alien, a member of a different species, surrounded by all of these festive goons. This time, I sense that I will see you again soon. I can tell that you are not bound for Marin as imminently as you gave me to believe when I first met you. If I had known from the beginning, that you were destined to be crashing on the floor of the control room of the studio next door to Jim's, for nearly a year from the day I met you, (a luxurious abode, heavy as ether with cigarette fumes and stale beer cans, fully seven feet long and four and a half feet wide, not counting the control panel) if I had known all of that from the beginning, I wonder how I would have viewed you.

The next Friday is Halloween. Halloween has always been one of my favourite times of the year. Ever since I was a mermaid when I was seven years old and a butterfly with six-foot-wide wings which I painted myself when I was eight, I have always cherished Halloween. When I was eleven, I staged my first ‘happening’ on Halloween in my Swiss boarding school by turning the storage room and all of its contents into a horror house, much to the dismay of the authorities.

There is to be a party at the Project. For the party, I have designed a 1920’s costume. It is a long gown, silky, rust coloured and flowing, made for dancing in. When I arrive, the party is halfway through, festive decay, very crowded, almost lurid enough, but a little too familiar. You and your friends have gathered a lot of people to play music. You, yourself, are still in your work overalls, green and huge, with a cardboard space helmet on. You bow politely to me, but say nothing. Later I see you talking to a young

girl, warm and friendly, unselfconscious; she's very much at ease with you, she doesn't see you as magical, just drunk. I envy her. I remember the wine whirling all around me and the people fluttering like multi-coloured flags, everything moving as in a sea of sequins. One of the musicians came off of the stage in my direction. He was beautiful, almost naked, except for silver boots and a leopard skin jockstrap. We danced, and snuggled around each other, not knowing or caring too much if the other person actually existed. He seemed like a sculptural apparition with enormous soft, almost shy, almond eyes. Shortly after midnight he disappeared, like Cinderella, saying he had an appointment to be a judge at some other masked ball. 
I went back to the main arena. It was less crowded. I looked for you; you weren't there. After that, the place seemed empty. My ‘prince-frog’ of the week before was swaying back and forth in a flapper dress; he looked more elegant and stately as a woman than as a man. The cement floor was getting covered with broken glass, too much so to dance on. The place was beginning to lose its magic. I went home with a solicitous oaf out of boredom more than horniness. In the morning I threw him out like the garbage: that is, the way the butler would carry out the garbage, gingerly but resolutely at the same time. I took a long shower to wash all of Halloween off for that year. Everything about the evening smelled of beer and cigarette butts and loneliness. It was too familiar. I was wondering if I would ever see you when I was not too afraid to talk to you. It's hard for me to have a pantomime relationship with someone who can practically make me come just by looking at me. So much for extrasensory powers....

The rust-coloured gown became a symbol for me. I wore it to every party thereafter when I wanted to seem languorous but detached at the same time. I dyed my hair to match the dress. I was tired of having spent thirty years as a natural blond. If gentlemen prefer blonds, I knew that I did not prefer gentlemen. I was more in my element as a redhead. It made my eyes look greener and my whole being generally more decadent. I was about to be released from my stint in the factory, having just been offered an advance to write a book of satire, regarding sex education for young adolescents. It was a miracle of good timing: my former loft mates were definitely clearing out: I was trading them in for a lovely couple; I was going to have an almost visible bank account and time to write. It seemed too much to believe. I was overwhelmed  with my good fortune and ready to vote my publisher into sainthood for having rescued me from the sweatshop.

I would have liked to dance on the sewing tables of the factory, but I thought it would not be fair to the other inmates who were remaining. Every luxury seemed possible to me, having survived four months without having my sanity or one of my hands gobbled up by one of the running feet of the industrial machines. I knew as soon as I left the place everything about it would blank out of my memory as if it had never happened: selective amnesia. To walk out and never look back; to sit in my loft in the morning peacefully, and water the plants, and paint and write; to be back at work again at my real life.
In this state of exhilarated optimism I went into your studio on Sunday evening. By simply stepping across the concrete, from the hallway through the door, I traded in the safety of the arena, for the door's leading to Prince Charming and the lion's den all at once. I drank some Damiana tea that evening. My friend Ray, who offered it to me, said it was a potentiator, what ever that meant. It sounded like a potion that made it possible to slither out onto thin ice, skate in mid winter in a bikini and turn into a porpoise when the ice cracked. I was not stoned from the tea, but

I knew I was doing something that I could not have done without it. I slid down the stairs like a magnet toward the second floor.

What did we talk about that night? A commedia dell'arte of words about New York, night people, strivings, intensity, hopes, and other pretensions. There was you, and this other person, Clark, who it seemed owned

the recording equipment and controlled the studio fiefdom. He did most of the talking, filled in the gaps with code words and meaningful glances. The evening was smothered over with the marmalade and margarine of sincerity, all artificial. It seemed to me that you did not have too many lady visitors. So you were trying to make the best possible impression

on me, not because I was so special, but in order that the word might be

spread that you were good guys, and you would get more callers. Anyone coming through the studio doors from the ‘outside world’ had to be carefully evaluated to determine if they were onlookers, whose main purpose was to supply the drinks, or if they might actually become participants. All ladies were, of course, onlookers, but of different grades. I managed to escape the groupie classification by taking you over to my loft on the way to the liquor store. My own place was opulent enough to be appraised as a valuable resource; there was a noticeable difference in the way you both talked with me after you saw the loft. I was simultaneously trying to scrape away the layers of margarine to find out what you really thought underneath the poses, and trying also to be as gullible as possible and believe that I had actually found two soul mates. I remembered past friends, Luciano and Thomas and the deep misty looks of recognition they gave me as if we were all of the same mould, the right kind of creative jello that would harmoniously bounce off each other. I remembered how, when I spoke and said funny things, they glowed with laughter, and I shifted this soupy romanticism onto you both, even though I could see the sneer behind the simulated glow. 
We were all trying too hard. We were on the verge of admitting the one thing that is anathema to admit in this culture: that we were - how can I say it, too shameful; no one who is cool can admit to this - that we were all, here it goes: that we were all lonely. Lonely? No one who is hip and cool and energetic and brilliant and talented and gifted is lonely. An absurdity. But somehow it was seeping out through the cracks. It was not even the loneliness for a lay; it was the loneliness for people to see us as we were, the loneliness to be with people that we would not have to impress or dazzle. I say ‘we’ with facetiousness, as I ingenuously imparted to you two the same attributes and longings that I observed in myself. I wanted to swallow the sincerity line like it was lobster. I wanted to be the whale swallowing up Jonah and allowing all of those meaningful looks and good intentions to swim around my belly and get lost inside and never get out. 
The night was wearing on. I knew I would start to hallucinate in the street if I walked home by myself. It was happening a lot these days, whenever I was too tired and a little drunk; it was a nightmare to walk down the street alone. With sleazy politeness, Clark suggested that you walk me home, expecting, of course, not to see you until the morning. It was an awkward walk. I had no intention of inviting you in. It did not feel right. We were both too sober, verbal and self-conscious. At the door I made a clear indication that I was going inside by myself. If you weren't going

to grab me in broad daylight, I certainly was not going to ensnare you in slow, coy stages. Only aging widows do that. The only thing that would do would be some gesture that was ravenous and totally non-verbal. Neither of us was going to make that gesture that evening. You stood at the door for an awkward instant and then turned on your heels like a cable car at the end of the line. There was Clark, trying to be so polite and attentive, and you were not trying to be anything at all. You could not care less how I evaluated you. I was not worth your making an impression on. I was, after all, only a presumably solvent chick with a nice loft,  a possible resource but not really a person. Only performers were people. The rest were only the audience.

Two nights later I go back to your studio: "The Works" scrawled on the door - a cheap pun, but it distinguished you from the rest of the population of the building. I put on my tightest pants, my lowest cut leather vest and my highest heels. I do up some coke and bring some cash for Vodka. It is setting the clockwork of a comic book in motion, to prepare to get laid. I do all the gestures with studied formality. I want there to be no mistake. The session is already going when I arrive. Several other people are playing with you. It is the moment for the wheels to be greased with liquor for the second time. We all shell out several bucks. We, that is the audience. Jeremiah comes back with some beer and Vodka. You and Clark graciously supply the ice, of which there is a surplus in your refrigerator, along with aged mustard and some half-and-half. You pour my drink in one of the actual cups in the studio, hand it to me, smile and bow. I think it was the bow, caricatured slow motion, that told me all there was to say. If you know you are going to lay someone, there is nothing more to say. I listened and waited and listened and waited and breathed more cigarette air, and listened and breathed until I could not breathe any more. 
There was your hand, running up my leg, in between sets. It could have been a table leg, a well-polished piece of wood, something to run your hand along when it was not on the keyboard. The liquor and the lack of oxygen is eating through my brain like termites. The session is going to run its course and nothing would happen except that my leg would be a few thousand degrees hotter than the rest of my body. I could not let that happen. I get up and leave the control room, go into the ‘living room’ of the studio where the window is. I breathe in the November air in great gulps to store it up for the next set. My presence will not be missed if I were to make a dignified exit at this or any other moment. It is time to figure out if I am going to get laid or if I am going to walk home while I can still stand up. Suddenly I am aware that I am not alone in the room. You have followed right behind me. "The music will sound better soon." "It's not that at all; I just needed some fresh air." The purple prose of

seduction, sickly sweet and heavenly at once. We should be like animals and just mount each other when we are ready without saying anything. The verbal chessboard is stickier than flypaper. Another minute has gone by. We are now ready for the next sentence. "You should hear the music after it has come out on the record, not when we are fooling around getting it ready." This is accompanied by two long arms wrapping themselves  around me from behind, feeling me up very tight, turning me around, half lifting me over to the couch. It feels much better without words. Everything is moving very slow; very tender slow motion. You are holding me so tight as if I am going to drift out to sea. I am kissing your eyelids as if you are an idol or a saint.

All that remains is for the rest of the band to straggle into the living room to have a beer, which they do in about thirty seconds. Everyone feigns mock embarrassment and annoyance knowing you will be no good concentrating on your act for the rest of the evening. I try to slide off of your lap into a less lascivious position; you don't let go. Finally someone says with finality that it's time to go back in to finish up. The last set goes very fast. All of the rhythms are speeded up.

After the last set, I am back on your lap. Everyone has left the studio except Clark. He returns the living room with a well-hidden bottle of Jack Daniels and hands it around as if to toast two newlyweds on their

way to their honeymoon. With sly sarcasm, knowing how anxious we are to take a few swigs and slide down the street as quickly as we can, he says: "I just wanted to come by and tell you some of my problems." He has just imitated all of the late-night sycophants who come by to bother you both on the other days of the week. We all laugh uncontrollably. And yet, I sense that part of the sentence is about him. There is an element of a voyeur in him as if he would just as soon mimic someone spieling out all of his problems as we get it on, on the floor of the control room in front of him.

The street is empty and silent. So are we, all wrapped together. I am floating rather than walking. The sky is all around me, underneath as well as above. There is another glass of Vodka to be had at the loft as we sit and swing on the suspended sofa. The world is so still, I am amazed that there is no need for talk or music or background noise, and I am not even drunk anymore. There is no sensation except touch. I, in my blind ecstasy, have assumed that you are feeling the same intensity that I am. Your body is  smooth, silky and graceful. In slow motion, you move like a lynx. The world has drifted out to sea, the sky is turning purple, there is nothing beyond the surface of the round bed. What do I see or feel in the way you make love? There is nothing different about it than with anyone else, except that I am ready to be made happy by you, whatever you do. There is nothing that anyone does that is special. No one in the world has a specially shaped cock or cunt. No one has any gesture that is inaccessible to another person. Nothing happens from body to body. It all happens from body to mind. 
How can my mind make such alchemy from your body? Every move you make, I have distilled into absinthe. I have already imagined that you are capable of making me happier than I have ever been. Whatever you do,  will only confirm this fantasy. You, of course, are completely separate and indifferent to this, for it is not happening to you at all. I am simply a body and a warm bed, with no preconceptions.  You are the icon for all of my hopes and dreams. If I believe in you, you will become what I believe. It is necessary only to believe hard enough. I fill in all the gaps with this alchemy of belief. There is nothing for you to do but continue to exist on the face of the earth and be a magnet for my illusions. It is, ironically, a direct current, not an alternating one. Nothing comes back; it all ripples out into the river and is never seen again. I could make tidal waves inside my mind and they would all bounce off of you and scatter like marbles, or you would slide under the piano to duck out of their way. You are caressing me instinctively without premeditation. You need nothing from me beyond the pleasure of the instant itself. What I need from you has been wrapped in syrupy verse from the beginning to the end of time. I have made you the object of this madness called love. It is a madness that once decided upon, I have but to turn on the switch and my past, present and future rolls into one big sunflower, hanging in the cornfields glowing in the dark, floating on all of the lily ponds that Monet could dream up. Every moment starts to shimmer, lighted up by your presence. 
My poor friend, Marc, my love, what did you do to deserve such terrible treatment? Why could I not have seen you simply as a beautiful body, a spaced-out mind and a good lay and left you in the morning, the way one leaves one's footprints in the fields without even noticing the impression they make on the long grasses, confident that in a few days more grass will grow and cover them over. Why did I need for you to be so magical? You were drifting by weightlessly and I intercepted you like a comet and showered you with meteors, a bombardment of love that you were not even aware of until the sheer weight of it got in the way of all of your needs. Could I have done it any other way? I think not. I needed so badly to love, much more so than to be loved in return. I needed to believe that there was one magical being in my universe who could make me delirious with joy, and you stumbled along like Charlie Chaplin trying distractedly to take off his shoe to eat it, a sort of Charlie Chaplin with baggy pants and a large fishing hook hanging from them, that was catching on all of my dreams and dragging them along in the dust on the road leading from Blind Joy to Blind Terror, two ghost towns with a population of one, and no sewer system even for the overflow of anguish and garbage.

17.

MARC: AFTERMATH, THE DOOR

I took the vise grips, a screwdriver and a can of machine oil from my tool storage, as if I had been doing this all of my life. Along with them

I took the mat knife with a new razor blade.  I was hypnotized with adrenaline. First to go up the back stairs. Take from the loading dock a chair to stand on; the top hinge is too high to reach. Watch the hall for ten minutes; it is after midnight and there are few people about. However, if someone does show up, it will be hard to explain what I am doing up on a chair wrenching away the door hinge. Move the chair out into the hall, set it silently in front of the door. Prop the back stair door open in case

I have to retreat quickly. Take off shoes to walk silently. Stand on chair and oil the hinge. Twist with vice grips. It won't pull down. Start over again. Someone is coming. Grab chair. Fly back to back stairway. The person has passed. Replace chair. Wrap vice grips in rag to tap the bolt without noise. Now it moves. Slowly. Then the bottom one. Then the middle one. The motions are making themselves independently of me. I am invisible. The door removes itself from the hinges. I am standing there to watch it. Not quite. Now that I have started, they will have to club me before I will stop. The door is pried off of the hinges. I unlock the inside lock. Open the door, set it again onto the hinges, replace the bolts. I return the chair to the loading dock, place the tools out of sight in the basement.

Take the knife with me. Return to the studio.

Once inside, it is all sludge and memories. The light is barely on. The cigarette butts and beer cans have sat on the table since the ice age. The cold and the semidarkness and the monochrome of the debris are all mixed together with the stale sir. The television is leering at me. I find the photographs of both of you, the billboard-sized ones I had so carefully printed. The king of diamonds, the jack of spades, titles written beneath. Your images spin diagonally around the posters as I tear them to pieces. The pieces are all over the floor, the pieces of my work, the pieces of my love, the pieces of your eyes and mouths, sparkling on the concrete amongst the trash. I sit and watch and wait. I look at the windows that reflect nothing, the television whose shiny screen may radar your approach, the posters on the walls, and the knife I have brought with me. If the studio were not so desolate, it could be the Laurel and Hardy of suspense movies. No, it could not. I am too enraged.

I am beyond rage; I am numb with pain and wonder. The night is edging into the land of late-night movies. Elsewhere in the building, people are lying in bed, munching potato chips, warming their toes against their dogs or lovers, watching Betty Davis on the late-night movies. About twenty-five years go by between two and five in the morning. It is well toward three o'clock. I have sat there for several hours moving from chair to chair, wrapping myself in the old fake fur throw to keep warm, trying to plan which part of the room to sit in so as to throw you most off guard when you see me. It does not occur to me that you might arrive and think you had simply left the door unlocked by mistake. More time was seeping through the cracks. It seems you might be in Sacramento. Maybe you would not come back for several days. I would still be sitting here waiting. I fingered the knife. There was nothing I would be able to say when you arrived; there were no words that had anything to do with the emotions. Slowly it got colder and greyer and later. The eight lines of coke were beginning to wear off. The eight lines of coke I had done up three hours ago to stay up until dawn... the eight lines of, eight lines of, eight lines -- ohmygod, what am I saying? Eight lines of the best coke off the docks is wearing off after a mere three hours?
 Slowly the grizzly thought makes its way through my brain. The stuff was many more than three grams short. It was not only short, it had been watered down something awful: baking soda, saccharine, ajax, it did not matter. I had not even tried it when I first got it back. I put it on the scale, then back into the bag like dirty laundry. I had not tasted it when Carole bought it. She said, "It's medium stuff for a medium price." and I thought, how strange, the antibiotics must really be affecting her. It was later and greyer and useless to stay here. If the stuff was wearing off this quickly, you had ruined it, and by the time you returned I would be too straight to knife you. It would be dangerous to stay here. There was the television show in the morning. There was nothing you would hear even if I screamed it; you had done the whole thing: done it up, watered it down to even out the weight, dumped it back on me with a line of hype. I was sitting here in your studio ready to knife you to save my honour. It was too ludicrous. I would have to leave. Go home; test it against the one gram that had not left the loft and make serious plans. I was shaking with the chill and the terror of my helplessness and gullibility. 
I took one last look at the land of cosmic debris and left, locking the door as I went out. It was miles to the basement where I had stored the tools. It seemed months ago that I had taken off the hinges. I went home, my brain shredded with despair. Tomorrow, which was already here, today, but later, after the television show, I would have the men from the docks test the stuff again. I tried to untangle the part of me that was to be on television in a few hours, from the events of the night. It was too ironic to be on a show as an ‘up and coming authoritative authoress’ on sex and satire, when my life was so polluted in those areas. Put on stockings, fancy clothes, makeup. Watch the dawn come up. Try to feel like a lady and not a would-be murderer. Try to feel like none of this has happened, because in the rest of the world it has not. All of the others are sleeping off their beer and potato chips and pulling the covers higher to keep out the cold, and they don't see the dawn all bloodstained; and how have I  fallen into this sleazy tragedy, which lost its appeal with the end of melodrama. Where is that dirty sheet called dignity, bleached full of holes with overuse, and where am I, now that I have been made a fool of by the man I love, as bad as the stupidest cunt in the universe?  So, dripping with self-pity, and glazed over with self-importance like the pineapple sauce on the baked ham, I set off for the morning show on Channel Seven, to seek my fortune.

18.

BRIAN

Across the room, carpeted with beer cans, and cigarette butts; across the waterbed upon which cats and dogs have pissed to their heart's content, your image arises. The image of the solitary rich boy, with the profile of the Elizabethan prince, who only wanted to be left alone in the wilderness with your fishing rod, but in order to do so, nearly had to become a corporation lawyer to fight for enough of your inheritance to do so. Yet despite these defects, I believed I loved you, because somewhere underneath the layers of carpeting,. the layers of background, oil wells and yachts, was a person who could be alone with himself. That was something too precious to let go by. There was little we had in common during the daytime hours,. I don’t believe you ever simply came down to my studio to talk to me. You were clearly not interested in my work as such, in what I did. But it was a respectful disinterest; a way of saying, (which you did) that people are more than simply what they produce or accomplish, which in fact, I have to agree with. Somewhere in the still of the night, you

were riding on the same current of uneasiness, of the longing for the infinite, as I was.

It only took two and a half years of waiting for the one weekend, when you took, me up to the wilderness in the Sierra foothills, and those two days made enormous changes in the course of  my life. I remember walking on that high plateau and staring into the clearest streams, and studying the reeds, and bushes and realizing that I could live on that plateau forever and build a house of reeds and mud, and heat the water in the sun, and
play with the stones for hours on end. I remember following those clear shallow streams over the palm of the plateau, the hand of the future. 
 The following day we went over to the canyon; I sat in the shade and watched the cracks in the rock change colour as the sun moved, while you wandered off and fished. We did not say much, but it was better than making love. We both knew that we would be together in our thoughts in different parts of the world, even though our lives took different directions which they did. From that day, I knew instinctively that I was going to.

leave the city and live somewhere in the wilds, which I did. For, all of the moments that I remember, it is not only the darkness of the night and the intensity of your skin against mine, not merely the rhythm of sex that stays clearly in my mind, after all these years.  It is, as well, the high plateau with the mountains all around it, the crown of the world; the clarity of the air, the strength of the sunlight, after too many years in the claustrophobia of city rooms.  
In that last week-end we spent together before I left for Europe, I had seen the juxtaposition of natural elements and the simplicity with which I could live among them. It was the first of a long series of journeys to learn again how to converse with the trees and the rivers. During the past twenty-six years, in all of the following journeys I have made alone, I think of you often, Brian, on the deck of your boat on unknown waters, studying the calligraphy of the moon in the wake, sighting the birds as their flight curves over the horizon.  Cirrhosis took you away, far sooner than expected, in 1991, at the age of forty eight. The knowledge gleaned from knowing you, is fortunately still with me.
19.
Michael

‘...the man I will marry,’ said the whore with the heart of tin; for I do not believe that hearts are made of gold: as gold is soft and pliable. When the nervous system constricts around it, it gives; whereas tin is brittle and breaks, as hearts were wont to do in Elizabethan times and even up to the present. I shared  Michael with numerous other women, during nearly seven years. They were the wives, or nearly so, or a least steady girl friends

who lived with him, or ladies who became pregnant by him.  I was the  mistress. In the course of the seasons the wives were wont to change, but the mistress remained the same, for she/I fulfilled the role of confidante, a position whose continuity could not be easily replaced. 

Michael spent many of those years with Joella. During that time I used to come and visit them in their immense studio on the fourth floor, and Joella would often be cooking something, or boiling endless pots of tea for us all, or mopping up Lipsey Lake as it dripped through the roof, after it rained, or sitting at the kitchen table and chatting for hours, or lying in bed and crying and wailing as it were, when things got very bad; and Michaell would be pissing off the fire escape, before he built the first private bathroom, as a dress rehearsal for becoming a plumbing contractor, or locked in his lacquer spray booth with the compressor on, lacquering magical masks with luminescent colours and pretending not to hear her, or trying to duck out of' the way of flying pottery thrown by

her in moments of total exasperation, and latter sweeping up the broken fragments, and wondering why a man of his patience and consideration could merit such treatment; and never understanding that the endless patience of a man who ignores a woman's feelings, calmly and reasonably, is destined to drive any woman insane.

Joella was a good friend of' mine, a close friend at times, and it pained me that I was so desperately in love with the man with whom she shared a home, a bank account and an infinite number of daily fights. It saddened me that  I should come and upset their domestic non-tranquillity and sit at their kitchen table, which was worn smooth from  the endless hours of' sitting around it and eating and drinking tea and talking.  I came to  eat and drink with them, as if f was one of the family, and all the while longed to replace Joella in Michael’s life. It pained Joella too and she showed it. Whenever  Michael left the studio for more than ten minutes or showed undue interest in any other woman, and there were many others,  Joella became quite grim. Michael was constitutionally polygamous. Like having a certain size shoe or having curly hair, it was an unchangeable part of' his nature. He loved Joella as sincerely and as best he could, but he fancied whoever else was at arm's reach. When his arms were not reaching his fantasy extended into his drawings and sculpture, full of ironic lust, sensual mock heroism, and just plain sex. Why not. It was during the days when everyone shared everyone equally, or at least tried everyone out for size, and possessiveness and jealousy had been momentarily cancelled from the dictionary, if' not from the hearts and minds of its readers.

As a result Joan became pregnant by Michael and had a baby boy, and Carole became obsessed by Michael and married a dangerous and violent man on the rebound.   Joella became pregnant by Michael, and in the eighth month, had a heart attack and lost the baby, all of this in 1971-2, a  little more than a year's time. I became more and more desperately in love with this one person whom I believed to be a good, strong and brave human being, as well as a truly inspired artist. I tried to understand why he loved Joella, despite the fights that never let up. Until one day late in life I realized that men only really love women who need them desperately, who believe that the sun rises and sets in their large dark eyes, women who are helpless and defenceless without them, women whom they can protect against the outside world. This is a form of  love that overrides beauty, sex, wit, intelligence or charm. Men of great intelligence never love women who can fend for themselves. 
It was indeed a disappointment for me to discover that talented and brilliant men simply need to be needed unconditionally by someone; even if that person resents and is jealous of the same qualities that she professed to love. Therefore I waited, and in the meantime, made my own ill fated choices of men who needed me desperately and terrorized my life, (as even women of talent and brilliance are wont to do.)  The years passed, and when I finally separated from Alex and Michael finally separated from Joella it was the summer of 1973. But even then I was merely the mistress. For he was immediately in love with someone else, and determined to live, with no one else ever again. Even the year I spent in Europe, and several other adventures, did not fully cancel my hope of being promoted into his life on more than an occasional basis. 
When I returned from Europe, everything started over again, as if I had never left. I realized that it could go on this way forever, if' I did not give him away, of my own volition, to someone who was softer and less demanding than I. I introduced him to a close friend and it all worked out very well. He went back to being needed desperately, I went back to the back stage  of being the confidante, and having Christmas dinner with him and his parents and his first wife and his daughter by her and her son by another man. I went back to being one of the family, and having adventures of' my own to keep me occupied.  But all the while I was always hoping that when I reached the age of ninety four, and Michael turned ninety-seven, we would each have had enough adventures to last a life time and we would get married and live happily ever after. I still hope so.

WORK AND FRIENDSHIP
20.

SOUND

‘Sound’  is the auditory evidence of your friends doing something late at night. ‘Noise’  is auditory evidence that your enemies are engaging in the same activity. To wit: Paul lived at the Eastern end of the Crafts’ Coop, a sunlight filled four thousand square feet on the third floor, inhabited by a half a dozen people, who attempted to have a cooperatively shared living space, with as much open space as possible. Paul was an architect and had built most of the studio, including the fabulous ferro-cement curved wall in the manner of Gaudi, the magical-mosaic-inlayed-revolving door, and his own wooden tree house bedroom with the scroll cut curves in the plywood structural elements.
His place was the actuation of the architect's dream: the dream that changing the physical structure of the space around us could productively change the social interaction between us. All those of us involved in the actual construction of ONE shared this dream, however Paul fought for it more tenaciously than most of us. Chris lived next door to Paul, was meek and courteous, made pottery and played the conga drums, or tuned his radio to rock music until late at night. Paul had fought for months to have a large open space, a  community kitchen, and to keep the South and Western sunlight from being blocked off; and especially to keep the studio from being subdivided into many smaller dreary private cubicles as nearly all of the building already had been. He fought for the beautiful warped planes of the ferro-cement wall. He fought the building inspectors so that his revolving door could be considered a valid fire door.

He built the first, multilevel space using horizontal fluid divisions rather than vertical divisions to define different areas of activity, and provide psychological privacy. He had truly the most imaginative architectural vision of anyone in the building. However he was going crazy when he had to live with the result of his ideas. He did not like noise and Chris' radio

and drums were noise to him: He had succumbed to having to build a straight flat wall to close out this noise but it came filtering through as the concrete floor transmitted all the bass vibrations. For reasons personal and undefined he and Chris didn't get along from the start. That was what led to Chris's devotion to music to be considered unwanted noise. It was

one of those pathetic conflicts that grew and grew out of all proportion until  the pressure of it  caused Chris to leave the building, and caused Paul to retreat into self-imposed isolation, double layer sheetrock, and double thickness fibre glass sound insulation, for all his future living spaces. In that sense both of them lost, and were forced into the most

heavy handed and unimaginative solutions to the problem. 
The incident, was similar to many others regarding privacy, territorial imperatives, and conflicting schedules in people's living habits. They led to many unsolved architectural problems, to be incorrectly magnified as personal feuds; and conversely caused certain gut personal conflicts, to be hypocritically masked as territorial ones. From these experiences, I have tried to summarize what I think we achieved through the purely physical aspects of our community living; and where our analysis of the problems fell short of the mark. In the beginning everyone who came to ONE knew he was going to be living at close proximity to other human beings, without the normal barriers known as walls, apartments, or suburban subdivisions. He accepted this proximity as an adventure and a net gain in actually getting to know the people around him. In the beginning this was definitely a net gain. When a group of people are in a place that has very few walls, and there fore they see each other get up and get dressed every morning, and hear each other laugh and cry and snore and shout, just like themselves, they learn a bunch of things about their fellow human beings that very few of us had come in contact with before, and that most people isolated in industrial cities, spend years and thousands of dollars in psychoanalysis in order to achieve. To live in a half camping out situation is to learn about human motivation in a very organic fashion, a method that is cheap, hardly ever boring, and gives a person a much greater capacity for frankness and honesty than most of us are trained to have.
As the shock effect of seeing and hearing other people express their emotions wears off, everyone begins to learn that they are much tougher than they expected, and can digest and deal with much larger doses of the truth about their fellow beings needs and desires than they were able to before. 
Although I am perhaps generalizing  from my own experience,  I believe that the positive aspects of the spirit of trust and renewed energy, generated from our cooperative living and work space, was something that happened in greater or lesser extent to just about everyone. That happened to me to a large and miraculous degree, was probably a measure of just how sheltered and isolated I had been in my previous years in New York. Americans have elevated privacy, both physical and mental, to a position way above its real importance for our practical functioning and our mental health. Consequently we have developed in overcrowded cities, a race of people who need an inordinate amount of physical privacy in order to achieve any sort of mental privacy or ability to concentrate and be at peace with themselves. This class of urban folks has a decidedly weak nervous system. Although they  may have apparently stronger muscles than people in other more tribal parts of the world,  from eating more sirloin steaks, their ability to deal with everyday stress is abominable. To recondition such a group of people takes much determination and energy. As time went on fewer and fewer people at ONE wanted to put out that energy, in exchange for the results that could be gotten from it. Ironically the building felt much more crowded and claustrophobic seven years later with sixty people in completely closed off studios, than it did at the beginning with a hundred and twenty people living half out in the open. 
During that period of time, I lived in seven or eight studios, in greatly varying degrees of contact with my neighbours and came to the following conclusions. A person does not need four walls and a door in order to sit still and paint a picture or write a novel; the notion that these are  prerequisites for creative activity is ridiculous.  Idem the belief that a person needs large uninterrupted spaces of time, in which no one ever bothers him, or communicates with him in any way, is equally preposterous. What he does need, is to like, enjoy and trust the activity of the people around him; a result that seems so much harder to achieve in our society. Therefore we have settled for the mediocre goal of physical isolation,  which we pretentiously think is an advance over the living conditions of more supposedly primitive societies, who enjoy each others’ presence and do not have nervous breakdowns if they find themselves in each others’ company for prolonged periods of time. 
Because so many of us had lived in isolation for most of our lives, we did not know how to build and make the best use of cooperatively shared spaces. We did not give enough time to the over all planning of how the large variety of activities going on in the building could help or impede one another. The end result was a kind of collage construction, a superimposition of conflicting needs within the same physical space, or an unnecessary duplication of similar facilities all over the building. For instance there were a half a dozen darkrooms scattered throughout ONE, necessitating that much more labour and expense than if they had been planned to be in one area of the building with one main plumbing line and one good water filter system. The problems of the necessary sound insulation for the rehearsal and recording studios was never fully resolved, despite an enormous amount of energy on the part of the musicians using them. The result of this was that many people who purported to love records, came to hate live musicians and did not want to live anywhere near them. This was a tragic waste of antagonism. 
The community kitchen had its moments of great glory and, serviceability. When it functioned well it provided one of the best parts of community living. To go up to the penthouse in the evening and for sixty five cents, sit down to a really good meal with thirty other people. But it fell marginally short of being self supporting, and lacked the necessary ten percent of blind faith to keep it going and the manpower to make it into a beautiful as well as functional environment. Therefore it was often unused or uncared for. One of the most obvious lacks, in our overall planning was for a community library or quiet space where people could go and concentrate, be completely silent, to read or write undisturbed. I had suggested this at the beginning, but no one at the time could fathom the idea that we needed a community space to be alone with ourselves, as well as a community space to make noise, sing and dance in on Saturday nights. This was understandable as we were all so used to being alone or quiet, only in the privacy of our former bedrooms, and the apartment living concept of individual privacy simply did not adapt to a huge vibrating concrete building.. Had even a small part of the building been set aside for people who wanted to read or write in peace, or simply sit and think, it might have obviated many of the problems that arose later in the building’s history. 
The other great lack of planning was in regard to the children in the building. In the beginning, there were  few children or long term couples. As the population changed after the territorial limits had already been established, the needs of actual family units were difficult to account for. The children often had no place that they really wanted to play in except the corridors and hallways. The very young children at ONE were on the whole much more independent and resourceful than the over protected kids living in apartments, under the constant supervision of their parents.

But they were also unfortunately the victims of many of the conflicts between their parents and the non-parenting parts of the population. This was one of the saddest unresolved conflicts at ONE. Behind the mere territorial imperatives of roller skating, or not, in the hallways early on Sunday mornings, were much more serious  questions about couples, single people, marriage, free love, and the idiotic notions that one way of living must necessarily exclude the other. 
21.
GEOGRAPHY LES SON

California,  like ancient Gaul, is divided into three parts: earth, sea

and sky, which correspond metaphorically to the land of soft dope, grass and hash, the sea of drink and the sky of opium dreams. The horizon line between the sea, and the sky is reserved for the no man’ s land of cocaine, but that is a separate chapter from this geography lesson. The earth is mainly dry flatlands, and rolling foot hills as grass grows better there in the bright sunshine. It is cultivated in large and small quantities with the same devotion with which people in other walks of life cultivated the Ivy of the Ivy League. As a result of the efforts of a great many well known lawyers and scientists and the ‘raised consciousness of a great many advertising executives, combined with the discovery that grass grows even better in the enormous flatlands of Iowa and Kansas;  (thus obviating customs and transport problems;) anyway the concerted efforts of all of those folks had made the stuff nearly legal in the seventies, and have blissfully laid back a great deal of the California population. 

This prevailing culture (together with the fact that drinking is illegal there for anyone under twenty-one, giving the fourteen year olds little else to do but get stoned) has contributed to the image of a universal California personality: full of good vibrations and people in touch with their true inner selves. This incomplete image of the population has been exported internationally with nearly as much success as Blue Jeans and Coca Cola. The folks who consume the aforementioned weed are connoisseurs on the same level as expert wine tasters, of such varieties as Hawaiian Gold: Panama Red, Acapulco tops and varieties ad infinitum, all of which grow mostly on the aforementioned great plains of Iowa and Kansas, many miles distant from their original, great grandaddy-seeds. The mass-media image they have created is one of relaxed optimism, lack of old world obsessions, and an easy going attitude toward time and space. Many of the people who smoke grass in California do not remember a time in New York when the stuff was seriously illegal, and those who used it gave

parties where three of the seventy two guests were in the living room standing guard,  and the other sixty-nine were in the bathroom with the door locked and their non-smoking hand clutching a bottle of eau-de-cologne, or strong smelling talcum powder.

Anyway, one of the more irrefutable scientific facts verified by the grass
revolution is that those people who want to lay back and get in touch with their inner selves, have found a way to do it quite pleasantly, safely,

and thoroughly and seem to have a metabolism predisposed for the activity. To generalize a bit, grass or hash does not seem to lower their blood sugar level to the point of hypoglycaemia, or dehydrate them or make them paranoid, etc. (in the same way that people to whom alcohol gives ulcers,  have a different metabolism than people who do not suffer such side effects.) These are simple biological facts, not related to philosophy, psychology, or morality. To generalize, outrageously and subjectively,  people who smoke, are generally more extrovert and want to be introvert: in other words they want to come in contact with a part of themselves that they would not normally find, in the course of their competent execution of the practical everyday tasks of survival.

To be mean and judgemental: these folks have managed to isolate that part of reality in their everyday lives, perhaps because they are afraid of it. It is too intimate, too vulnerable and too full of unsettling  paradoxes. By smoking, they manage to graze, in carefully controlled doses, an inner core of themselves that leads in the direction of' mysticism, and away from the necessity to communicate with other people. It also, thankfully and mysteriously, makes everyday events seem exceedingly funny. It lends absurdity to the trivia of daily living; which in industrial society, is  blessing almost equal to alchemy. However, I am not much of a doper; having discovered through a great deal of trial and error, that my lungs, nervous system and stomach have a distinct physical allergy to the stuff. I cannot smoke anything that burns and actually produces smoke, without feeling for quite a few hours that the next step is the T.B. sanatorium, severe sinusitis, and something resembling swine flu. After nearly forty years of refusing to believe that this could actually be happening to someone as decadent as myself, I finally accepted the situation and have become a ‘social doper’:  someone who takes an occasional toke only when it was unavoidable, without making all the others present uncomfortable or giving them the impression that there was a spy in their midst. 
Project One population included a good many grass and hash smokers, and their casual, cheerful and detached haziness, in the face of the ominous encroachment of tomorrow, was somewhat at odds with my own point of view. Although the ‘weed' has often seemed to me an enjoyable addition to listening to music and making love, two non verbal activities, I have never been able to devote more than half of my life to those combined pursuits. I have somewhat different standards of concentration for the other half human existence. However I learned slowly that California was not entrapped in this uniform flatness of vision, and that along with myself, there were others more comfortable at sea or in the air, to wit: nearly all of my very close friends in the building were devoted to the fluctuating, tides of demon alcohol. Liquor is a very old invention, so old that all new and imaginative ways of using it would have seemed to have been exhausted, even in a pioneering environment such as Project One. Although the two are not mutually exclusive, I have noticed some very distinct differences between those who prefer to smoke and those who would rather drink. While those who smoke, do so generally to turn inward, those who drink do so to turn outward, to communicate with others, to express verbally, the feelings that they could not find words for without alcohol. The desire not simply to be able to feel one’s feelings, but to  have as well the courage to speak them, seems a constant for those who drink, including most of my serious lovers, who were alcoholic, and many of my above mentioned close friends. 
Ironically destiny played nearly the same trick on me, with regard to liquor as it did with regard to grass. My stomach is almost as weak as my lungs. While according to those who wish me well, I have a surprising capacity to consume without exhibiting the obvious effects of being drunk, my digestive system in its puritanical resolve to process all I consume without rejecting it, manages to give me the delayed reaction of the unbearable hangover. The result is that in between the nights of downing more than respectable quantities of  wine or of vodka at a sitting, I drink nothing, absolutely nothing for weeks on end. When I drink by myself, very rarely, it is specifically to kill my rage, in moments of uncontrollable frustration or anguish. What does all of this have to do with ONE? The following: there was something of a lacuna in the building between those who drank and those who smoked. 

Those of us who drank for pleasure formed a pretty tight nucleus of painters, sculptors and musicians. We spent our professional creative energy  scraping away at our subconscious, as art is often about getting in touch with the part of human experience that others gingerly avoid. We had already gouged our sensitivity until it was raw, and always exposed. We did this in order to fill our work with what we could not express in words directly and casually to our fellow men. Since serious artists generally spend a good deal  of their time in self imposed isolation, in order to produce whatever their craft specifies, when they are not working their greatest pleasure is to talk to people. Other people are wont to spend all day talking to people about trivia in order  to earn a living, and during their off hours, their greatest pleasure is to not have to talk to anyone, an inevitable conflict. 
Anyway, Lindsay, Jerry, Donti, Fred, Michael, Thea, Marc, Alex, and I were universally wedded to the varying proof waves of the high seas. All day we communed with objects, unformed objects which we were trying to mould, shape and colour. All day we practised this mute pagan worship of inanimate materials, which once fashioned into their finished form, seemed to talk back, albeit in, pantomime. When we were not working, as often as when we were, the blood sugar jolt of the liquor gave the emotional intensity useful to believe in the alchemy of creation and the paradoxes of human interaction. It was the necessary fuel to compensate the hardship of the isolation  of the work itself.

Needless to say, my own predilection for Vodka at eight o’clock in the

morning, and Pernod at eight at  night, made many of  my neighbours at ONE quite anxious. In America as in many countries of Nordic origin, people have learned to drink for the purpose of getting roaring drunk. The Mediterranean concept of drinking in moderation, as a tool rather than as an exploding pressure valve, is unfamiliar to them, even in California.  Analogously, taking opiates in moderation; a practice that has been in use in the Orient for various millennia, has not yet reached the West. Consequently, in the States and in Europe they are usually used in the most crude and primitive fashion, in order to nearly O.D. in order to get high.  After exploiting ostentatiously the shock value of my habits, until the effect on my neighbours was boring even to myself, I decided to simply accept the fact that in America prohibition was not yet over. In the land of the dopers I was going to always be seen as an incipient alcoholic, and so what.

Jerry and Lindsay and I had quite good times on the scaffoldings, when

we were painting enormous super graphics for several commercial firms in Berkeley. We got up at six thirty, drove across the bridge at dawn, went to the liquor store which opened at 7:15, bought a bottle of good Polish Vodka, and all of those hard edge geometric shapes, or surrealistic trompe d’oeil clouds, undulated  gracefully throughout the day. This was a blessing, for otherwise we might have succumbed to the rage, of others more illustrious than ourselves and dropped paint cans on the heads of our clients, or on innocent onlookers. The real division between soft dope and hard liquor is often determined by the physical labour done by the consumers of the latter. Alcohol works best when it goes directly from the blood stream to the muscles, which seem to filter it better than the liver. It is important to use the physical strength the stuff gives you, as quickly as possible in order to avoid the inevitable attacks of burocrat-luncheon-ulcers, even though both stationary drinkers and those in motion are probably equally prey to cirrhosis of the liver.

Beyond the land and the sea, is the sky of opium; the absence of pain, the possibility of tomorrow, and the peacemaking with yesterday. It is accompanied by the dreams, for which it has been made famous throughout literature. It seems to be the only drug adapted to my butterfly fragile nervous, respiratory and digestive system. To think that the brain is only made of tiny pieces of matter, memory blanks to be exact, and each blank is locked in position inside the skull. Each piece of the memory is trapped in that cage of bones. With forty cents a day, I purchased amnesia. That was all it took, and it lasted for nearly a year. Marc had left me, and I needed to forget. The abortion had ruined my body and I needed to forget. I had my feature length film to edit, and I needed to remember, that I still loved my actors, who, were now no longer in front of me, but tiny grey images on the work print, waiting to be set into motion again. The words to describe that year are not much help because you, dear reader, do not live inside of my reality, and I do not live inside of your reality. Your reality is made of words, and mine is made of the weightlessness of the body as it drops from the window and falls forty eight feet, falls floating past all of the windows, floats, until it lands, no it does not exactly land, this body of mine, it smashes itself against the sidewalk.
Those were very long nights, when the magnet was drawing me toward the window of my beautiful loft, with its beautiful view of the city. This magnet rope was strung around my throat and was dragging me out of bed dragging me toward the wall to wall glass, with the windows that open easily into the fresh air, dragging me toward the night sky, into the

clear midnight, blue yonder night flying. I clung to the bed as I lay rigid and sweating through the night, trying to resist the magnet, trying to tell myself that it was all in my imagination; this death urge, which it was  unfortunately. If I could just get it out of my imagination, and put it in some other locked compartment of my brain. So I lay sweating and trembling through the night knowing that if I moved from the bed the rope magnet of my imagination would draw me inexorably toward the window and I would climb up on the chair and open the window and try to take my night walk in mid-air and go crashing to my death. That would not be a very responsible thing to do, as a responsible filmmaker, especially when one should be safe in bed in one’s own beautiful loft. 

It seemed an unimaginative solution to the problems of life: this death

urge,  this image of my body splattered all over the sidewalk, as I could already see in my mind’s eye, the exact position of my body splattered all over the sidewalk as I was lying in bed shaking in the magnetic field of my overactive imagination; which was trying to delude me into thinking that I could push aside this sludge called life in one easy leap into thin air.
Those were very long nights that lasted far into the days to come, even after I finished editing the film, and left my beautiful loft to others; moved to an apartment with respectably small, poor peoples’ windows, much closer to the ground, with no possible chance of killing myself cleanly in one easy leap. I tried to start anew without the magnet rope wrapped around my throat like a boa constrictor, without any wide open unattainable views of paradise, seen from  fifty feet above the ground.  When my friends asked me why my eyes were so beautifully wide open and why I never gained weight, while they were all on diets, I made up some excuse about indigestion. I did not allude to the fact that once you have looked death in the face, looked death in the mirror your eyes never  close again. Once you have swallowed death whole, you do not want to eat for a long while.
But you can not live through too many nights like that and get up in the  morning to edit a film and earn enough money as a house painter to save quite a few thousand dollars in four months to pay for the answer print, without going stark raving mad. And so I took opium, which for forty cents a day kept the night at a manageable distance. Why do I tell you this? What importance does it have? In a world where the newspapers are filled of reports of people who have one hundred and fifty dollar a day habits to maintain. Because I discovered that some people can shift the balance between agony and survival, for the cost of a half a pack of cigarettes, and can continue at that level for a lifetime, without ever exceeding it. But without that minimal amount they will be in grave danger of hanging themselves.  Such an experience leads me to believe that the human body is exceedingly delicately balanced. Often the tiniest amount of a substance can shift that balance exponentially. Certain kinds of anguish can only recede with the passage of time. No amount of psychotherapy can shorten that time or reduce the anguish. In that case only something that allows that time to pass, is of any help. The fact that during that time I finished the work on a film that was later to become known and praised precisely for the quality and intricacy of the editing, all done under the influence of opium, that fact leads me to believe that a drug in it self is not the master, but rather the servant of the desires of the person under its influence.
During that time I dreamed. The usual famous opium dreams which

were my only consolation. The dreams that do indeed make reality look pale, and that need no interpretation, for they are so exceedingly clearly the reflection of the most universal human needs for tenderness and affection, trust and belief in the instant; the instant in which the dream is present. Later gradually as the claws of the past stopped scraping so ferociously at my brain, gradually I took less and less of the stuff as it was less necessary for my immediate survival. Until the last thirty dollars worth that I acquired lasted for two years up to the writing of this page.
I imagine that there are hundreds of thousands of people in the same position as myself, with similar history and practices, who if they were . courageous enough, would choose to align themselves with the hardcore junkies and go to jail if necessary; as I would if necessary, in order to help brush aside even by a micron, the lies expounded by the media about the nature of opiates, and those who take them.

End of geography lesson.
22.

THE FLAT TIRE PLAGUE

It was about a month after I bought it that the flat-tire plague first attacked my truck. Unlike the bubonic plague, it is not as easy to diagnose, especially for a novice truck owner. The first symptoms occurred in this manner. I had taken my truck down to the local brake and shock garage to have it worked on, and to have the two front tires replaced. Several days later, I gave them two hundred and eighty-five dollars to retrieve it from their clutches, as opposed to the original hundred and sixty they had estimated. I was trying to be diplomatic about the bill as I had already relegated the truck to the category of learning experiences, after the first two hundred and fifty dollar bill at the movement garage. As everyone knows, education is very expensive these days. I was already overeducated as it was, and why I chose to learn about automotive vehicles at the advanced age of thirty-two, I'm not sure, but it was something about wanting to become an adult and move into the twentieth century, and perhaps run after romance later than the public transportation operated in San Francisco. 
As I was driving it home, the truck seemed to be unbalanced and hard to steer. At first I chalked this up to the fact that it had just been repaired and assumed that, as in most operations, the cure is often worse than the disease. After driving around for awhile, it seemed like the cure would not go away, so in the evening I asked an acquaintance to drive it with me. He decided that the brakes had been badly adjusted and I would have to take it back to the garage and have them reset. ‘The sophistication and rage of a film director does not work on automobile mechanics,’ I said. ‘Why don't you go with me?’ But he had no interest in this problem, and as I was determined to cast him in my film without being obliged to put out for him, it was clear that I was going to have to deal with the garage myself. I got up at seven in the morning, staggered out to the truck, got in, turned on the ignition, started to drive it toward the garage and even tried to open my eyes, in about that order. My adrenaline was in overdrive from the thought of having to tell the truck wizard that he wasn't doing his job correctly. My attempts to prepare for this ordeal were inhibited by the fact that I could hardly keep the truck in the lane, as it was almost impossible to steer. When I finally got it around the block to the garage, the mechanic walked up to it with a large grin. As I got out, ready to blurt out the full force of my anger, I looked in the direction he was pointing and laughing, and realized that the left front tire was dead flat. This was a bit embarrassing, but they did repair it and reset the brakes again to make them less mushy.

It was not until the second incidence of the flat tire plague that I began to suspect its epidemic proportions. This time it attacked the right front tire, about a week after it was out of the garage. I had decided that the truck should function as a pleasure vehicle, as well as an educational experience, so I thought to take it on a pleasure outing: it, me and a friend. From the moment I had bought it, I had hardly taken it anywhere except to various garages. I assumed it must be getting tired and bored with that. I certainly

was. After spending the first six hundred bucks on repairing it, I still had a few dollars left, so I decided to spend them at the fancy cafe in vegetarian valley, where you could sit outside on the terrace on a bright Sunday afternoon and ogle mellow, laidback San Franciscans, a few of whom still had long hair and might qualify as male sex objects. Cheryl and I set out for this adventure in high spirits. The truck was going to have its first chance to earn its keep. By this time, I had gotten in the habit of walking all around it to check the tires before I got in. The right tire was decidedly non-operational. We spent ten or fifteen minutes trying to use the new jack I bought, in order to remove the lug nuts; with no success whatsoever. I realized that the women's movement had conned me into thinking that women could do this in the first place and in my next reincarnation I would own a camel. When I arrived at the garage this time, they said I would need a new inner tube for the tire, which would cost yet another six dollars. I could not conceive of having to spend another cent on the vehicle. It seemed such a terrible conspiracy for it to need anything else replaced that I burst into tears. That worked better on the garage folks than anything I had dreamed of; they gave me the inner tube for free, actually for a smile they said. 
The next time, the flat tire plague struck the right back wheel and exploded it on the Golden Gate Bridge. Fortunately I was not in it at the time. It was being driven by a man I was breaking up with, who still presumed he had rights to my truck if not to my body. I told him not to drive it, as the radiator was leaking; but I did not even have time to tell him that one side felt soft and the tire would have to be checked, before he had unloaded such vituperation against me for denying him the use of my property, that I decided to leave him to his own devices and threw him the keys. He came back in even a greater rage than when he had left, muttering about how the jack was not the right size, and I was somewhat disconcerted. But by that time, I was about equally disgusted with the vehicle as with its driver. I almost would not have minded if he had lunged off the bridge, truck and all, when the tire had exploded. Moving into the twentieth century to try to become an adult in the world of four wheeled locomotion was starting to become an education in masochism. I was seriously considering how much real estate I would have to own for a camel to graze upon. Surely it would be cheaper than the repair bills on the oil pump, the carburettor, the shocks, the brake drums, the radiator, the muffler, the electrical system, the battery, and of course, the tires. And yet, the engine, transmission and clutch were in good condition, true to my original intuition, which was why I bought the vehicle in the first place. Actually, I had bought the truck because the young man I was running after at the time, who was supposed to show up and look at it with me and give me some good advice to the contrary, was in bed with someone else that morning and had overslept. My pride was badly hurt at being stood up. Therefore I was determined to make the decision on my own, no matter how foolish. Pride is a very expensive commodity in this century, even more expensive than an education I believe.

The fourth time the flat tire plague demolished the left rear tire. I was in the Sierra foothills; it was midnight. I had driven back from town to the land I was encamped on. After eight attempts backwards and forwards to park it, I finally managed to get it on level enough ground to sleep on. I got out, with a sigh of relief and was greeted by an ominous hissing noise. This was destined to be a fast leak rather than a slow one. I knew I had about ten minutes to get the jack under the U joint and get it jacked up before the tire went completely flat. By this time I had learned how to use the jack but discovered that it took all the energy I had to raise a truck of that weight with any contrivance. By the light of the silvery moon, I managed to lodge the jack in place stably enough. I had only to hope that it would

not tip over in the still of the night. The jack was covered with warnings that it should he used only for lifting and not for holding, but there was no hope of finding wood for to block it at this hour. 
I looked at the moon. I listened to the ever increasing hissing sound; I made a futile attempt to get a lug nut off. Then I started to get hysterical. After ten minutes of sobbing, an astounding thought occurred to me. I realized that I was not the recipient of some sort of divine retribution, for going off of the beaten track, in the form of the flat tire plague. Every vehicle owner has flat tires. Why this realization had not dawned on me before, I'm not sure. It strikes Porsche and Jaguar owners alike, even BMW's; insurance salesmen as well as anarchists, bankers and beatniks. It is as ubiquitous as the common cold. This thought gave me great relief. All this time I was convinced that only impoverished anarchists and their vehicles succumb to this disease. The thought that it afflicts all of America equally and relentlessly was very comforting. There is nothing worse than thinking you have been singled out for the trials of Job. It occurred to me that the whole reason I had come to the Sierras was to try to become calm enough to deal with the day to day set backs that have always floored me. These problems rarely upset more ordinary folks. But they seemed to me a symbol of my impotence and incompetence. If I could overcome flat tire hysteria, I could perhaps overcome other maladies of the soul.

The next morning I set out to calmly repair the tire. I knew it would be evening before anyone would come by to help. It was seven miles into town, one hundred and eight degrees in the shade and much too far to walk. I spent two hours with the lug wrench, ballpeen hammer and cold chisel and succeeded in removing one rusty lug nut. But I did not despair. I waited patiently for Sam to arrive and tell me that the lug wrench left with the truck was the wrong size, or at least too worn to grab any of the nuts. Another trip to town, a new wrench and a half hour later, a new tire was in place. I felt as if I had scaled Mount Everest.

23.

RAY

Ray was like a large brown bear who knew that spring was always just

around the corner, even when his supply of winter honey had run out three seasons ago.

Mostly I remember Ray as the good shepherd, with his flock of nursery school children. Or when he made soup for everyone in sight, whenever

they walked through the door. And the hundred and twenty pots hanging from the ceiling all over the kitchen, that only he could reach, as he was taller than everyone else. When I first met Ray, he was living in the ‘land of milk crates.’ Actually they weren’t the whole landscape, but Berkeley Farms had provided him with three walls of his original studio on the third floor. Once the milk crates were up, there was no need to erect all of that superfluous sheet rock around them. The sheet rook needed metal studs, nails, tape, spackle, paint and patience. The milk crates just needed going out late at night when Canned Foods: (the supermarket around the corner) left them out each night, and piling them one on top of each other, and filling them, most importantly with everything under the sun. They provided sound insulation when full, storage for belongings and were a much quicker solution than most of us had thought up to the problems of privacy and space division.

When Ray was finished building his instant walls, he made a geodesic

dome for the alternative high school: Symbas. Everyone else wanted to build a dome, talked about it, read about domes: but Ray actually built  one out of aluminium conduit tubes and an army surplus parachute to cover  it. Other times he spent studying botany, growing a jungle in the studio where he ran the day care centre, planting a garden on the roof, raising chickens, also on the roof,  (actually it became a rooster soon,) going to the farmers’ market regularly and bringing home truckloads of food at the price that we could afford so that we would not be doomed to Ted’s Grocery overpriced donuts instead of fresh vegetables, practising Tai-Chi at five in the morning before the children arrived at the day

care centre, cooking scrumptious meals, always enough to feed half of the fourth floor; reading people's Tarot cards, learning Celtic, and maintaining a level of patience that would make a person believe that saints are not obsolete. 
Ray was one of the more alert and energetic folks that graced the doors of ONE, a chief dispenser of good will and cheerfulness, an alchemist of the industrial surplus and a fortress against the pettiness that at times infested the building in its later days. He had that kind of determination and optimistic stubbornness that allowed him to plough ahead through insurmountable mountains of public opinion; to do as he saw fit in life without succumbing to defensiveness or attacking his neighbours for sport. A true wild beast in the asphalt jungle. Somewhere back in the distant past he had worked as a computer programmer, from whence he went on to engineer rock concerts with Peter and company; when they parted ways, he settled in ONE, and set up the day care centre for a dozen or so two to five years olds,  whom he looked after with tremendous devotion from seven thirty in the morning to six at night, some times with help, more often single handed. As the parents or parent of most of these kids were very poor, he barely made enough to keep the studio paid for each month and feed all of the children and himself. But he weathered the storms of nursery school city inspectors for years, and provided for the children, most of whom lived only with their mothers, a steadfast father figure, and probably the most interesting couple of years of their school experience. Besides the jungle in the studio, he had assembled a small scale zoo, which included the rooster and the rabbit on the roof,  cats, kittens, an iguana, and occasionally hamsters. The studio was filled with pillows and hammocks, and the kind of disorder that kids thrive on. The neighbourhood playground was down the street, and he took them all over the city, from Chinatown to the museums. He never lost his temper or allowed himself to be frazzled at the end of the day. He was the opposite

of a typical parent.

Miraculously he did no need to impose himself on the children to make his presence felt, and he did not allow himself to be imposed on by them. His steadfastness and the rock solidness of his constitution commanded respect. When the final city health inspectors arrived to close him down definitively  for running a day care centre without a license, he greeted them with a teapot in hand and the best Russian tea. By the time they left, one of these formidable matrons was ready to admit that the spirit of the law was by far on his side, even if the letter of the law was on theirs. This panegyric, does not hardly convey the real joy of knowing a person

Ray. It was not in what he did, but the spirit in which it was done that gave him his magic. That everything he set out to do was with unpretentiousness and natural dignity. That he embodied the meaning of the Tao in the rhythm of his life . That he did not succumb to dogmatism or slogans. That when he  left ONE and moved on, it was without bitterness. In the midst of so many people whose actual lives were the worst examples of their elevated theories  he was a rare exception. 
24.

Returning to Project One, January 31, 1977

I knew it might be serious, after I had killed the first seven hundred thousand cockroaches. The other half of their population went off to get sunglasses to accommodate the bright clear spaces I had created in the studio, which Ray had bequeathed me when he left Project One for the Redwood country in Northern California. I had spent half the day trying to turn the place into the Sahara Desert: but they wouldn't leave; they seemed to be equipped with an obstinacy that one attributes only to a rhinoceros or a politician. I scrubbed the floor on my hands and knees like a Sicilian washerwoman, scraping away their remains, confident that their obliteration would soon be complete, until I came to the refrigerator. As I moved it out from the wall, it disclosed a layer of live and dead roaches several inches deep. This was discouraging. After several hours of shaking, scraping, sweeping and spraying, I thought I had dislodged them from that battleground; however the smell of the spray gun was getting to me. I wasn't sure actually if it was the smell of decaying cockroaches, chlordane, stale cat piss or ammonia, but its intensity was not enjoyable. After the refrigerator, I attacked the kitchen table. This was a mistake. You would think there would not be many places to hide in a kitchen table, but there were at least four hundred, all alive and crawling in the cracks of its underside. I was starting to feel like Gargantua being overrun by the Lilliputians. I stood guard over the kitchen table and sprayed it ten times in an hour and a half. Finally I thought that I had wiped out the enemy; those that had escaped were crawling up the walls groggily. The chlordane, however, was beginning to affect me, as well as them. 
I began to realize the enormity of the task as they came crawling out of every crack in the kitchen counter, the next goal of the evening. Suddenly I discovered that they were probably also living inside of the refrigerator door, which had two small holes: an entry and an exit. I started

to imagine that the refrigerator was filled up solid with them. The

refrigerator, in fact all of the contents of the kitchen, began to appear

to me like the Trojan horse. Exhaustion was settling in, after three days of going to sleep at one and getting up at five. I was beyond hunger and cold, but I looked in the frig inquiringly just to make sure if there was perhaps some unnoticed food. In the back was a fairly large package which Ray had said he wanted to take up to the country, but should be kept cold until he left. He did not reveal its contents; I assumed it was some kind of yeast as part of it felt soft and squishy, so I did not inquire further. He had forgotten it in his hurry to leave. I started to open the bag to see if it was worth keeping. Inside the paper bag were many layers of tightly wrapped plastic bags. I began to have an eerie premonition as I unwrapped each layer of plastic. Whatever was inside was a coil: hard and metallic feeling in some places and soft in others. I got to the last layer and still had no idea what it could be, but I was almost afraid to go on. Ray's silence when I had asked what the contents were had disturbed me; Ray was usually open and explicit when asked a direct question. Finally I got through the last layer and looked inside. Coiled up at the bottom of the bag was the dead iguana that had lived in the space. It was greyish white and translucent, as terrifying in its stillness as a tyrannosaurus rex. I don't know how long it had been dead. I don't know if Ray was preserving it to give it a decent

burial in the country, or to stuff and embalm it. I knew only that

after three days and nights of hauling, sweeping, lifting, scrubbing, spraying, sweating and swearing, with hardly any sleep, food or human encouragement, I was staring at an armful of dead iguana, an eerie, scaly

ghost, with huge birdlike claws and glassy eyes. Somehow it was many times more terrifying than a dead chicken wrapped in plastic or a lamb chop, or even the decaying cat I had found in the cellar of my house in Italy, or even all of the remaining cockroaches in the studio. I dropped the bag and prodded it with a fork just to make sure it was actually dead. I half expected it to come crawling out of the bag and talk to me. I knew I had to wrap it up again and dispose of it, although I was shaking too much to touch it. The aura of death was seeping through the space. The only thing alive were the roaches.
This was the building I had built seven years ago. This was the place in which I had put all of my faith for such a long time. This was the place I had hoped would become a palace of architectural wonders, a crossroads of cooperation and optimism. Here I was back again, in the midst of the most dreary ugliness and  filth and stench and cold and decay and aloneness that I had experienced in years. In order not to succumb to self pity, I wrapped up the iguana again, with the aid of a fork and knife and got it into a box, which I took out to the dumpster. I came back and sat in the middle of the kitchen. I had on three sweaters and a coat, but I was shaking from cold and despair.

I thought about Schwitters, and what he had said about using leftover garbage to make his collages, resurrecting the urban refuse into art. I thought of the torn papers he so carefully assembled, as if each old candy wrapper was a piece of opulent velvet. I thought of his worship of what was worn and charred, as if each sign of physical decay was also a symbol of the energy it had been infused with. What was new and unworn had no intrinsic power for him. I thought of what Neruda had said about impure poetry. There was Schwitters with his discarded objects and Neruda with his discarded words, each one resurrecting them into magical spaces. 
I remembered how many beautiful things I had wished to build here, how we had all believed that if we could fabricate a magically unorthodox environment, it would change the way people acted toward each other. I think I had put more faith into this building, when I first lived here in 1970-71 than into any lover or friend I had ever known: the faith that if you build something startlingly beautiful for people to live in, it will change the way they feel about their lives. All of my close friends who had started with that belief had gotten discouraged, gone off and bought property of their own, so they wouldn't have to cooperate with other folks.

I was almost the only one of the original inhabitants, who had ended up back here. Over the years, when I returned on a weekly basis to visit my friends and shoot my feature film, I was always appalled by the filth, ugliness and complete lack of sensuality. Now, having had problems with my loft down the street, I was to be here again day and night, with an opportunity to change all that. Did I still have the energy to do that? Or was I going to be drowned by the enormity of the task? Already it seemed like an appalling expenditure of energy, merely to get my own studio to an acceptable level. I was beginning to understand how apathy sets in, how the population was beaten down by sheer exhaustion and lack of technical knowledge. I was beginning to see what lay ahead. The cockroaches were still coming out of the cracks, steadily and undaunted. I went up to bed, too tired and chilled to take off my clothes. I got my boots off but that was it.

I lay under the covers looking down Tenth Street at the tail lights gliding off toward the freeway like rubies dropping into the sea. That was the only landscape I had come to know in the last seven years: the urban, industrial debris. Tenth and Howard Streets had become for me the global mainstreets of the twentieth century: my interior Champs Elysée and Via Veneto. It was where I belonged. If I was not at the edge of the ocean with the roar of the waves, I would have to be inside of this charmless wilderness, with its own weird savagery and sense of the infinite of abandoned buildings and fire sirens, and the incessant rumble of trucks. All of the other parts of the city would be tame in comparison, full of neatly claustrophobic apartments and houses with neatly civilized people inside of them. This neighbourhood adjacent to skid row, full of homeless people living on the streets and sleeping in doorways was the only neighbourhood I found wild enough, desolate and unrestrained. 
Ironically, I was trying to create my own small island of beauty inside of this wilderness, with the same obstinacy as the cockroaches. I would not be driven out simply because, by all appearances, the situation was unbearable. It takes a very peculiar kind of obstinacy to move into a most uninhabitable part of the universe with the conviction that one's own energy could change that. Only a very arrogant or stubborn person would do such a thing.

"Cockroaches, you are going to have to leave" I said vehemently, "even if I have to send you all expenses paid to Tahiti; you will leave, every last one of you." The dead iguana haunted me as I fell asleep. I was hoping Ray would not be too disappointed that I had not kept it in the refrigerator while awaiting his return. It seemed to me that since it had lived South of Market Street, The Sunset Scavenger barge was as fitting a funeral hearse for its burial, as any I could give it. When I awoke the next day, I realized I had poisoned myself with an over inhalation of chlordane fumes. I was too nauseous and weak to move. I vaguely remember a close friend driving me out to the country for a few days to breathe some fresh air and allow the moving process to recede into the past and my lungs to start to function again. 
25.

DONNA LEE, TERRITORIAL IMPERATIVES

Donna Lee was not happy  when the tires of her car were slashed up, one night in 1977 as it was parked in front of the building. Needless to say, she would not have been happy had she known that long before that people were wishing that they could drop dead rats down her stovepipe or leave them carefully packaged underneath the ‘Do Not Even Bother to Knock’ sign on the door to her studio. Donna had arrived at ONE in the end of the previous year, 1976, and decided to make it her territory. However, in her opinion, it needed some alterations in order to befit a person of her reputation and stature. She immediately became bookkeeper for the building, a useful position that allowed her to live rent free, in her fourth floor studio, down the hall from my own, filled with Victorian decor from her former North Beach apartment. From this vantage point, she set out industriously to collect the rent from the other inhabitants of the building. 
However much to her surprise, she discovered that not all of the

residents of Project One actually paid rent, and many of them never intended to do so. This was a discovery that she could not cope with.

From the beginning, Donna Lee assumed that ONE had great potential as an institution, if she could only get it to conform to her image of what a community of productive responsible up and coming artists ought to be. She never realized that ONE was an organic unity, already endowed with its own growth pattern. Just as you cannot prune a tree in the wrong season without nearly killing it, you cannot twist a group of human beings or remodel them to fit your own values and needs against their will, without nearly killing them or having them wish to kill you. However Donna Lee was convinced that the dead weight of the community should be trimmed off; despite the fact that at that point in its history ONE was not full of up and coming career hunters, but was rather an interim resting place for assorted varieties of dislocated, down on their luck, talented dropouts, including myself. This had always been a part of the stable population of the building although no one wanted to admit it. As time passed,  the more up and coming folks tended to leave as the their possibilities and finances soared. 
ONE's  fundamental  charm and interest was precisely in the transient nature of its population, the unpredictable arrivals and departures of unpredictable people, often uprooted from other parts of the world, often new to San Francisco and looking for a cultural crossroads, which  the building provided, before they went on to set up on their own. Some of these folks stayed on for years, hung out in the penthouse, scrounged the dumpsters, sold what they found at the markets, cooked meals in the community kitchen for the rest of the population, dealt a bit of dope, slept on the roof under the stars when it was warm enough, played music, lent a willing hand to help you move your furniture, or repair your car, bummed cigarettes and coffee off of the more affluent members of the building, and contributed the principle glue to the spirit of' the place. At that time this spirit was a mixture of seediness combined with flexibility, panic at the end of the month when the rent was due, patching up holes in the roof, the plumbing and elsewhere and trying not to think to seriously about tomorrow. 
Donna Lee set out to change all of this, as she did not identify in the least with this atmosphere, nor did some of the other residents of the building. However, some of  these freeloaders, as they were called, were my good friends. I generally had two or three of them staying temporarily in my studio. They were fundamentally my people, even though they contributed only sporadically to the building’s economic survival. Actually, at that time there were also a number of residents who officially had studios of their own, but did not pay much rent, usually because they were broke. But they often had additional philosophical justifications. Among them was my neighbour Charles, who was about eight months behind in his rent. He was one of the more congenial people to have as a neighbour, as he cooked well, was always cheerful, kept strange hours: never minded the noise on my side of the wall, and housed without complaining the remaining few thousand cockroaches who had escaped alive from my studio after the purge. However, he had some rather nebulous excuses for not paying his rent. 
Donna Lee lived on the other side of his studio and decided that he was a prime test case. She was, aided in her cause by John F., an up and coming young business man on our floor, who silk screened tea shirts day and night and shared her interest in improving the image of' the building. John and Charles hated each other on principle, insulted each other at every opportunity, nearly got into fist fights several times, and finally ended up in court with elaborate lawsuits. Sadly enough no one was right in this story. They were both equally fanatical in manipulating ideology to meet their individual needs; the loopholes in both sides of their vision were painfully obvious. Donna Lee and her associates wanted a clean, well kept business site, free from scroungers and crashers and other undesirables, something that ONE had never been and was never going to be, by any stretch of their imagination or legal arm. Charles wanted a couple of parents who would forgive him for his misdeeds and protect him from the outside world so he could continue to be an alcoholic writer in peace; a cushion that ONE could never provide for its inhabitants, despite anyone’s dreams of counter-culture islands in the sun. Both dressed up their personal needs in well meaning, self-righteous, woolly sheep’s clothing, and proceeded to wage war over issues that were largely products of their own imagination.

True the rent had to be collected each month, but Donna Lee and John F. were the least adept people for the job, as they had no understanding or respect for the lives of ninety percent of the building's inhabitants. They had both arrived so late in its history, that they never perceived the sense of community and the gift for flexibility the ONE had grown to represent.

In their attempt to impose another set of class and economic values on an already existing situation, they floundered miserably; made terrible enemies and drove the population into a state of siege. Their tactics were undemocratic, their need for power over others was glaring. Their scorn and contempt for all of those people who did not live up to their standards was designed to produce the opposite effect from that which they desired. If you do not believe that your neighbours are capable of carrying their weight, if you do not respect your neighbours, they will not cooperate with you. You cannot shame them into doing so.

I had known Donna Lee for twelve years and it frightened me to see such a change in her, since the time we had spent in art school together in New York. I was recently divorced and somewhat afraid of the world. She was less recently divorced, much tougher than me, lived in an illegal storefront on the Lower East Side, rode her motorcycle, dealt the dope her ex husband sent her from Vietnam, modelled in the nude and was not afraid to go into bars alone. She was my only close friend for a couple of years and I was greatly in awe of her. We worked together when I set up my first business, making hand printed cloth and dresses, which we sold to fancy boutiques. When I was twenty one and she was twenty four, it did not seem possible that our lives would reverse courses. She had dropped me from her acquaintanceship, years back, as being too fragile, too refined. When I met her again, nine years later, she had the same fashion model's ageless porcelain face, a sort of Dorian Grey face, that was moulded into

icy, inflexible beauty. She had a diamond nose ring, taught photography at

a small college and lived in a fancy flat in North Beach. She did the most meticulous layout and mechanicals for a graphics firm, the kind that give

me migraines just to walk into the office and see such antiseptic precision. 
I was disappointed that we no longer had anything to say to each other, but she was thinking of moving to the South of Market district, so I took her down to ONE on a February eve, when it turned out that the friends I wished to introduce her to were either stoned, or meditating, or listening to or playing loud rock and roll music. She was so obviously out of place that it was painful. I did not see her for six months, and was astonished to find out that in October she had moved into the building. When I moved back in a couple of months later, our relationship was gradually reduced to her viper's tongue against my awkward silences. 

I always wondered where the original Donna Lee was hiding. Where was the portrait in the closet, the person I had so admired, who had given me courage ten years previously? Where was the person who still took risks, and paid no attention to appearances, who was rugged, and laughed a lot.

To see the same porcelain face, with its perfect bone structure, stretched over an immutable expression,  frozen by sarcasm, iced over by bitterness, hard and brittle, and unable to laugh at itself, made me quite uneasy. Somewhere underneath the layers, was a friend whom I had lost, a friend who had turned into a caricature of herself, a power-mongering, vicious career hunter. To see that the rigours of ten years grasping for survival could produce such a change in a person was unsettling. It shook the foundations of my faith in my own judgement of other human beings.

At that point in its history, the cohesive glue that held ONE together

was coming loose. The reasons for a person’s being there were disintegrating into the inability to go some where else. It was the beginning of the decline in ONE's organic history. The plant had grown, produced fruit, sent off new sprouts, inspired new urban communities all over the world,  including dozens in the South of Market area itself, and at this point was starting to wither and shrink. It is in the nature of things that neither plants, nor people, nor the organisms created by people are eternal. When their moment of glory is past, they should be allowed to retire gracefully from the scene, something that rarely happens. ONE was lumbering toward retirement, in the face of rising real estate values in that section of town, and rezoning laws that ironically made its presence obsolete. The zoning battle that we had won with the city, allowing artists to live legally in industrial buildings, was also opening the way for large scale speculation, before the artists could actually benefit from the new laws. 

The fact that ONE was becoming obsolete did not mean that its inhabitants had better options than to live there. Those who did, went off to rent and build their own studios, as I did in 1972. They came back to the building as a last resort, as I did five years later in 1977, when I had to give up my studio, after the strain of coping with tenants and lawyers and landlords and building inspectors, was more than I could handle. ONE provided a congenial rooming house atmosphere, when times were bad. Times were beginning to be really bad in those years. The faith that had fused the counterculture in the early seventies, was no longer shored up by the economic surplus. It was no longer welded together by the common effort against the war in Vietnam. It was a time in between the seasons, a time of realizing that the economic model which had spawned us, was so much more powerful than we were. To presume to reverse its course on a small or large scale in our country was becoming nearly impossible. Individuals stepped back, to try to change their own lives in a more self enclosed fashion. They were less willing to cooperate. 

Or they were waiting. Waiting for a goal that would be large enough to unite them over and above their social and economic differences. These goals are beginning to make their need felt after a long hiatus of several decades: the energy and food crisis, the misuse of nuclear power, and the various plagues of the new millennium, cancer, aids and the inability of different groups of people to create dialogue and try to understand each other.

All is change

as the river flows 
from the mountains to the sea,

evaporates, turns into rain, 
and falls on the hills again.
Project ONE was in existence and continued to function until 1981. It was closed down after two years of legal battles with the landlord, including the last six months, in which demolition squadrons sent by the landlord broke into individual studios without warning and proceeded to destroy them. Despite the landlord’s assertion that he wished to renovate the building for luxury office use, it lay empty for twelve years. Following that it has been used by the city of San Francisco to house the offices of the public mental health services.

