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			Volume number one, this book, is my happy childhood. It shows a picture of happy baby Jerry on the cover. It starts from the first things that I remember up to playing and making my first album with my band, Poison Idea. The story does not end at the finish of this book. The “story” doesn’t end until the fat lady sings. Which I think means when I die? And then it’s anyone’s guess what really happens. 

			So yeah, volume number one, front cover, happy baby Jerry. Then the second book has a photo of bloody teenage Jerry. Which kind of gives you a hint of what to expect from that book. But don’t skip ahead or it will be confusing, to some, maybe? Read this book, volume number one. Then read the second book, volume number two. And then read the last one, volume three. Repeat. Until I write the next one. 

		

		
		

	
		
			PREFACE

			This book was intended to be my suicide note. Yes, that’s the truth. All I wanted was to tell my side of things before I was dropped into the ground. Because you know it’s just a matter of time. And as I started writing all this down, something happened. I gave up. I figured it was time to die. Nothing extreme, nothing depressing. I just accepted that it happens to everyone, and I felt I wanted to write my story down and turn out the lights. But then, when I least expected it, there were some twists and turns that changed everything. I found good reasons to go on living.

			The story before you starts when I was born and continues through the death of my best friend in 2006, along with a few stories and highlights that function as a long postscript. It updates my story to late 2019. 

			If you’re looking for the events that inspired the lyrics to all my songs? Those stories are in this book. If you’re looking for what I did when I was younger? That’s in here. What changed me, made me stop hating and hurting? It’s all here. This is my story, and I’m sticking to it. That’s the one thing I have, the truth. I’ve said that before. 

			And so now I present to you a failed suicide note. I never saw this coming, and I have no idea what tomorrow will bring, but what a wild, crazy ride it’s been. You can’t make this stuff up. Hang on, I think it’s starting.

			3/6/2020
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			I don’t know if there was a high point (or a low point) of our debauchery, but there is a moment that comes to mind that would probably land in the top ten. 

			Our band was on a short tour. We found ourselves in the Rocky Mountain states and pulled into Salt Lake City. I should preface this story by saying that SLC has the reputation of being a conservative place where you can’t get a drink and where you will be surrounded by prim and proper religious fanatics. That was never our experience. Maybe it was the crowd we brought out, but we saw more hedonism and debauchery than in LA. But I don’t think it was all us. I’ve heard other entertainers—musicians, actors, comedians, and even athletes—report the same thing. We encountered sex-crazed couples participating in orgies and people shooting mystery drugs. Were they so extreme because they lived in a repressed society?

			We had a place to stay and immediately began getting loaded as soon as we dropped our bags. At some point, a member of the band went off for a three-way with two Mormon girls. The rest of us were getting drunker and higher by the minute. When our bandmate came into the living room after his latest conquests, the rest of the band was watching a compilation video of utter madness. It had stuff like R. Budd Dwyer blowing his brains out with a .357 Magnum and clips from German scat movies. I don’t remember everything but it was pretty depraved. The band was hooting and hollering watching it. We asked the stud who’d emerged from the bedroom if he wanted to watch, but he said, “No, I think I’ll sit this one out.” The rest of the band turned our attention back to the video and more drugs and drink and female companionship. Our bandmate left and went outside. He didn’t come back anytime soon so we figured he went out to the van. After the video ended, we were wondering about him, not exactly worried, just curious. Maybe he had more girls and they were getting it on in the van. The band decided to check it out. But we creeped up as silently as possible so as not to startle them. Maybe he was being blown by two more Mormon girls. We edged up close to the van and were shocked by what we saw: there was our resident Casanova alone, kneeling in prayer, asking to be delivered from our miserable influence. 

			To many teenage boys, he was living the dream. He was touring the country, playing loud rock music, getting high, and hooking up with a girl or two in every port. But something had happened. What I imagine is this: he came out of the bedroom after boning his mini-harem, feeling pretty good. And then he was confronted with a tableau of his bandmates: a massive amount of drugs and alcohol, maybe some puke on the floor, someone contemplating a brandy enema, my assortment of weapons on the table, bizarre subculture magazines strewn all over, and a bunch of idiots watching truly disturbing videos and cackling. I think in that instant it just got to be too much. Deliver me from evil. Rocky Mountain Low. 

			Hail, hail, rock and roll. 

		

	
		
			2

			I would guess everyone has their own opinion of when would have been the best time to be alive and to have been pissing around this place. Some people probably would have liked to have lived before we had any written rules, back when “might made right.” When the biggest guy with the fastest sword made all the rules. But that wouldn’t have been so great for more than 80 percent of the Millennials today. Or maybe during the simpler times of hunting and gathering: the original hippy. Being one with nature? And when dying of old age at thirty-one was the norm?

			I’ve heard a lot of people longing for the time after one of the first two World Wars, when the economy was booming and everyone had a chicken in their pot. This isn’t a question I ponder too deeply nor care to. I can see good sides and bad no matter the era. But I do know that I was born into a very cool time period: the sixties. You have your opinion, this is mine. For a kid, it was the best. But then I wasn’t born in the mollycoddled, “I am special” entitled world that we live in right now. I was born within the first few years of the sixth decade of the twentieth century. On the sixth day to be exact—6/6/6. And I’ve come to learn that doesn’t mean squat. It’s funny that scholars decided recently that the mark of the beast was really 616. A lot of metal T-shirts suddenly have no meaning. And now that I think of it, the sixties was the seventh decade of the century. Oh, well, so much for numerology. 

			I came into the world right before JFK was assassinated, and the world and television went color. That gave me the opportunity, during my first years of public school, to try out my newly discovered method acting technique on my classmates. Whenever the teacher would talk about the presidential assassination of ’63, I would always raise my hand and tell my story. I’d say I was on a train, and the mood was dark and very solemn. People were crying and reading newspapers. I asked one woman what was going on. She looked “down” at me (that should have given it away), with a tear in her eye and replied, “The president has been shot.” I would stand there in front of the class, for dramatic effect, staring at my feet, waiting for someone to say something. Everyone in my classroom, including the teachers, would be silent. In their own delayed state of mourning. I’d wait a moment longer, and then I’d finally blurt out, “Jesus, how old do you think I am? I’m in the same class as you!” I think the first time I did this I was about eleven years old. When they’d quickly do the math, their moods would change from feeling sad to feeling stupid, and then to being disgusted and mad at my joke. I was five months old when the president was shot, c’mon. Like everybody else, I only knew what I saw on TV a decade after the fact. 

			I believe I was born at a great time. The Beatles had just hit the States, the hippy culture hadn’t yet happened. The “tune in, turn on, and drop out” hadn’t hit yet. But it did happen when I was a small child, and man, I ate it up. I loved the hippies. I loved their drugs; I loved their sexual freedom; and I loved the music. I loved it. I wouldn’t have chosen any other time to grow up in. But out of all those things that molded my little, still-forming child mind, most important was the music. Without question. Music seemed more important then and it meant something. It lulled me to sleep every night. It was open to being anything you wanted it to be. Breaking taboo, flying the revolution flag in the face of slavery, being free. To a little kid, it seemed like magic and anything was possible. Radio was important, and seemed to speak to me. Literally. When I asked my mother what was my first word, she said it wasn’t a word, but me singing the harmonies to some surf song. My first actual word, according to her, was Vietnam. Now, that made sense. 

			But the music. It was what I needed. It made me who I am. It led me to question everything, and made me want to break whatever rules were put in front of me. Of course, there was rebellious music in the fifties, but I figure punk really started in the sixties. I’m not gonna argue. I was into The Rolling Stones when I was little. Though I already had at least one or two pop singles, including a surf rock hit, the first album I ever owned was by the Stones. Even before I was six years old. 

			My parents were just a little older than children themselves when I was born. My father had just turned seventeen, and my mother was a couple months older than him. If I can believe my father, it was a stereotypical shotgun wedding. You got her pregnant, now you gotta do the right thing. The actual words have always stuck with me. When he broke the news to my mother’s stepfather, the old man looked him square in the eye and said, “If you want to dance, you gotta pay the piper.” I always liked that stern, old, first-generation immigrant. They really don’t make them like that anymore. Or my father for that matter. As much of a prick as he turned out to be, years later, I gotta admit he was tough. He was cut from a brutish cloth. One time he wrapped his car around a tree while drunk, and the police threw him in jail with a broken neck. No, he didn’t die. He broke his neck a couple of times. They were just a different breed of people back then. I’m not saying people were better, but they were most definitely different. People today seem more breakable. 

			My dad was a greaser, a hot-rod guy, and my mom was a cheerleader. A match made in American Graffiti heaven. Of course, I looked up to my father and thought he was the coolest guy in the world. Tattoos, huge arms, and fast cars. Little kids like big, loud things, and he was colorful, big, and loud. He would fly down the road, drinking a beer, and when it was empty, he could toss it over the car while moving and hit any signpost he chose on the other side of the road, shattering his target and impressing the hell out of me.

			I was two years old the first time I died. I was out in the yard playing and found a small container of gasoline. I sipped on it. Why? I liked the smell of it. I turned blue. Fortunately, my mother spotted me and took me to my grandmother, who immediately gave me CPR and saved my life before they rushed me to the hospital. I was so young when it happened that I have next to no memory of it. But I would hear about it for years to come. My father would often joke about it. I learned early that gasoline smells better than it tastes. It wasn’t exactly the Head Start program. 

			But my actual very first memory of anything was a painful one. It’s one of me getting pushed down a flight of stairs by the neighbor girl and snapping my collarbone. I think I was around three years old. I was doing a “charge of the light brigade” type thing, up some stairs at her with a broom. She just grabbed it, shoved, and I went tumbling down the stairs. SNAP. I spent a night or two in the hospital, and I remember my dad and mom telling me that they wouldn’t leave, they would be right down the hall. Then I heard the pipes on my dad’s car. I climbed out of my bed and looked out the window, saw his car rolling out of the parking lot and burning rubber around the corner. So much for silently creeping away. That might have had something to do with the abandonment issues that came later. I’m sure it was a combination of different things, but it was something that stuck with me.

			Somewhere there is a photo of two-year-old me, arm in a sling, drinking my dad’s beer while he laughed at the sour look on my face. I guess it could be a viral video in this day and age. Remember the smoking baby from Indonesia, the two-year-old chain-smoker? I might have even been younger when I had my first drink. The photo was from the month I turned two, so I was a toddler, and maybe it wasn’t my first drink. My arm healed without much problem, by the way. So between loving the Rolling Stones and that early injury, maybe that’s what steered me toward my second love: drugs. 
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			When I was a little kid, probably five or six years old, the thing I wanted most in the world for Christmas was a robot. At the time robots were in. This was the time of the space race and Johnny Sokko was a popular kid’s TV show. I wasn’t after the Rock ’Em Sock ’Em robot game that was the craze at the time. What I wanted was a small robot, made out of tin. It could walk and it could bounce into walls. I think many of these robots were made in Japan. 

			My father told me that if I was a good little boy, Santa might bring me the robot for Christmas. But I had to be very good. 

			One day, not long before X-mas, my dad told me that we had to go to my uncle’s house. I did not want to go. He told me we had to go. I was adamant that I wasn’t going. I told him that if I went I’d be forced into a fight with my cousin Dwayne, and that meant I wouldn’t be a good boy, and Santa wouldn’t give me my robot. He looked at me and said, “You dumb little shit. Where do you think your presents come from? I buy your presents. There is no such thing as Santa. It’s me who buys your presents, and I guarantee you I won’t buy you a goddamn robot for Christmas if you don’t go to Uncle Al’s!” So I gave in and went. Of course, I was forced into a fight with Dwayne for everyone’s amusement. These fights always ended in blood. 

			But on Christmas Day, I got my robot. I was so excited. But before the day was over, my dad tripped over the robot and wound up kicking it in anger. He told me, “I’ll tell you this one time and one time only. If this toy is ever in my way again, I’ll break it in two and throw it away. You got that?” Okay, I promise. I played with it all night. I loved watching it bounce off walls. Of course, I accidentally left it out. The next day, my father made a big show of picking up the toy and telling me I’d fucked up before smashing it in front of my eyes and throwing it in the garbage.

			Of course, that really wasn’t the end of it. Because a few days later, my old man received angry phone calls from the parents of my friends. They were livid. I had told their kids there was no Santa, that their fathers were Santa. When they asked me how I knew this, I told them that “my father told me.” So, without ever meaning to, by telling other five- and six-year-olds there was no such thing as Santa, I became the asshole who ruined Christmas. 

			Another more innocent and less painful X-mas memory occurred a year or two earlier. We were living in the small town of Charlo, Montana, which was located near the Flathead Indian Reservation. My father was a volunteer fireman in town, and when the holidays rolled around, he got drafted into participating in the Christmas Parade. Unbeknownst to me, my father was the designated Santa that year. Even though he was still a young guy, only in his early twenties, he was big enough that with that pasted-on white beard and a padded suit, the powers-that-be thought he was the man for the job. A big part of his role was to ride on a float and wave to the crowd. Later on, kids could go up and talk to Santa, putting in their requests. Now, me being a gullible little tyke, it never occurred to me that this was my father. I couldn’t see past the beard and Santa suit. 

			But when I sat on his lap and looked down, I saw that Santa was wearing shoes exactly like my father’s. Wingtips. So, I said pretty loudly, “Hey, those are my dad’s shoes! Where did you get my dad’s shoes?” To which “Santa” said dismissively in a fake voice, “Hey, get out of here, kid, your time is up.” This was a story my family would retell and laugh about for years. 
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			My father was a lineman for the telephone company. He’d climb poles and drop lines. It was a dangerous job, I suppose, but that was nothing unusual for my family. My mother’s side were loggers. I had an uncle who was a firefighter. Another family member would become a crab fisherman in Alaska. It’s a different world now. 

			My father broke his neck a couple of times. Once on the job and once when he wrapped his car around a tree. He probably should have died a couple of times in his twenties. 

			Anyway, my sister and brother came along a few years after I was born. My parents seemed happy and played house until they both started to grow up and realize that they should never have had kids and never should have been married to each other. I remember a lot of screaming and more than a little crying. Then my cool, Fonzie-like dad jumped in his hot rod and hit the road, leaving my mom with three kids, including my nine-month-old brother. I was eight.

			Right before that happened, my dad’s sister and her husband drove me to California for my eighth birthday. The main reason was to go to Disneyland. But it wasn’t the only thing I remember. I also saw a guy suffer a heart attack in a liquor store. And I watched my uncle pound some guy who pulled a knife on him in the bathroom of a bus station in San Diego. He beat the guy within an inch of his life. When the police arrived on the scene, they told my uncle he was free to leave, that he had actually done them a favor because the guy he pummeled was a career criminal and a local nightmare. This would keep him off the street for the time being. To see my uncle beat up a dangerous man and be thanked by the police was like watching a TV show with my uncle as the hero. That was the highlight of my eighth birthday. 

			When I returned, my dad moved out, and my mom drove us kids to Montana to live with her parents. So that was my way of easing into it. From there, I can tell you where I lived by what school I went to. I never went to the same school for more than one year at a time and was bounced back and forth between parents. So it’s easy for me to recall where I was in any given year. And all the shit that happened.
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			Before skipping over my first three years of public education, let me tell you what little I can about those years. Those first formative years are supposed to shape what a person becomes later in life. So if I was looking down from the clouds, watching as an observer, what would I see? Some could argue this time was important in my development. And if I wanted, I could do what the majority of people who mess up do, at least some of those jokers I know. Pass the buck. “The world owes me a living.” If I wasn’t ready to make amends, I could moan that “I was a victim of circumstances and our society.” I could be a “punk” about it, and not take any responsibility for my actions. Then I guess I could look back at this time, cry the blues, and blame everything on those evil, unseen forces that chose this weak, feeble runt. “I was born under a dark cloud. Poor, poor fucking me.”

			I’d take what I was given and come back for more. It wasn’t one single incident that got me to where I am now, it was a combination and a life full of missed dice rolls. So, just because my grades went from perfect in all classes to complete failure in all classes, all within one year? Whose fault was that? I won’t blame that on not having guidance or any kind of strong parental figure around to show me what to do. Maybe I just gave up a little earlier than most people. Maybe I saw through the shit before most.

			I was a smart kid; I knew what was going on. Smart enough not to jump in some pervert’s van, walking home from school in first grade. This creep pulled up alongside me and started telling me he was a friend of my father’s. He said, “Your father wanted me to pick you up. I’ll take you to your house. Come get in the van.” It was one of those white utility vans with no side or back windows that in horror movies are typically outfitted with torture chambers. It was a rapist van if ever I saw one. The driver was persistent. I didn’t care. I didn’t want to go straight home. I wanted to walk home, but first I wanted to catch frogs in the creek under the bridge. There were also big snails out on the water, strange sea creatures that to a child’s mind were as magical as fairies. He kept telling me he was going to my house and would give me a ride. Good, have fun. Leave me alone. The guy was practically salivating, licking his lips, and he kept trying to talk me into the van but eventually gave up and left. I did tell my parents, and they didn’t seem to care. But years later, I thought about that decision of mine to walk home. Instead of turning down this road, what would have happened if I jumped off that overpass and was in a more isolated place? And what if I would have taken that ride, gotten in that van? That would have been it. I would have disappeared and become a milk-carton kid. That much I know. I wouldn’t have these stories to tell. I could have just hoped he would have made it quick.

			After about six months on River Road in Eugene, Oregon, we moved to the nearby town of Veneta. I had what I guess could be called a “normal” childhood. Nothing too crazy happened to me. Nothing that really sticks out in my memory. Except it seemed I was always playing doctor in the woods. And then there was the day I shot off my father’s pistol. 

			My father’s clannish family and their spouses would do the Sunday dinner thing every now and then. Years later, one of my father’s ex-wives told me all sorts of crazy shit about that group, but I understand that she hated my father and his family and would have told me anything. I don’t really remember his family doing a lot of Brady Bunch type things, except for these barbeque picnic-like shindigs.

			The Pikey Bunch, that’s how I think of them. Like “Gypsies” traveling in caravans. They would all gather to drink, play cards, laugh, and fight. If you’ve ever seen a documentary about Irish Gypsies, known as Travellers, you might get the idea. I got the name Pikey from a story I heard Genesis P-Orridge tell about a caravan of Gypsies who set up camp outside Throbbing Gristle’s Death Factory compound and who would not leave. To get them out, the band played notes with brown subsonic frequencies designed to break them down. It eventually worked. I’ve heard about military experiments with sound, which attempted to make victims lose control of their bladders. I don’t know the actual effects on the body in this case, but it weakened their resistance and drove them away. 

			As for my own clan of Pikeys, the children would either be running into the walls, full of piss and sugar, or slapped into the corner and told not to talk. If the grown folk had taken to the old corn squeezin’s a little too much, they would get into a festering festive mood. And if they had any kind of argument, it was not about which child was better at school or sports, but who was tougher and had superior breeding; they would make us fight. Since we were all just a couple years apart in age, they would pit us against each other for their amusement. I never saw the little girls fight. But the boy cousins did. I guess we were the live action version of Rock ’Em Sock ’Em robots, knocking each other’s blocks off. 

			I had a special aggressive hate for one of my cousins who was a year or two older than me, but smaller. It should have been a piece of cake to kick his skinny ass, but his dad seemed to have taught him how to box. Mine never took me aside and taught me to fight. For these bouts, I would go on brute force. But my opponent knew how to fight properly. They were slugfests. My cousin and I would be bleeding, crying, and the adults would be laughing and whooping it up. At one of these family picnics, before the adults got drunk enough to start placing bets, I decided to call all the attention to myself. Now I really don’t think they ever placed bets on us brawling children, but still it was always, “My child’s tougher than yours. Let’s see some blood.” Survival of the fittest. So I decided to defuse the situation with a bomb. 

			I knew my dad kept his gun under the seat of his car. I told my cousins that I was gonna blow a hole in the fence post across the busy street. I’d seen the movies, how hard could shooting a gun be? I went into my father’s car and grabbed the gun (I remember it being a revolver, but what caliber?). I carried it to the end of the driveway. All the kids gathered around, thinking that was the coolest thing they ever saw. I raised it, aimed at the post across the street, BLAM! It didn’t kick too much, and considering I was about seven years old, it might not have been too big. Never checked to see if I hit the post. But I do remember a loud bang. And I also remember the adults flying out of the house and me getting bounced across the gravel. Knocked down, kicked up, slapped back down, dragged by the hair, slammed against the car, and thrown in the back seat.

			Ya know what? I deserved that. I could have easily blown one of those little kids’ heads clean off. Or better yet, walked into the house and opened fire. That would probably still be talked about. So I know that what I did was stupid, and I know I deserved to get my little ass kicked. But some of the ass kickings I got later I didn’t deserve. That’s why I take responsibility for this, and don’t care. Besides that one incident, it was a pretty uneventful childhood in Veneta.

			The only other unpleasant memory I have of the place is that for a few months, my father raised rabbits for food. I’ve never understood why he didn’t just buy chicken from the store. Maybe he was just trying to get in touch with his hillbilly roots. I can tell you that when he went to pick out a pet rabbit to butcher for dinner it was traumatic for us kids.

			When talking to people now, it seems the biggest difference between their upbringing and mine was I fell in with a neighbor-hood crew of nasty little children who liked to play “doctor” by going out into the woods, getting naked, and rubbing our private parts together. Actually fucking when we were eight years old. I had three older girls that I would do this with. Two of them had older siblings or relatives, or others, who obviously showed them how to do this. Hey, don’t blame me; I was a kid. Children just don’t decide out of the blue to fuck when they’re seven years old. One girl even laughed at me, telling me that her brother’s penis was bigger than mine, and he knew what to do with it. That made me think she had done this before.

			It wasn’t something we would announce to everybody, but it wasn’t something that we really cared to be secretive about either. It seemed as natural as stealing sips off our parents’ booze and shooting off their pistols. That was Veneta. Lots of woods to run around and build forts in. Lots of little creeks to make rafts and risk drowning in. I had a dad and mom, sister and brother, shit was cool. 

			Things would change abruptly a couple of years later when my parents divorced. My dad got a younger girlfriend while my mom, sister, and brother, and I moved into these low-income projects in Missoula, Montana. This place sucked. It was where I was schooled in all things horrible. Everything that could be wrong was shoved on me here. And I had to jump in fast. I was getting my sheltered butt kicked daily by these predators. They could smell my softness. This place was a never-never land of booze, drugs, violence, and fumbling underage sex.

			I also had to deal with death for the first time. A little friend of mine died from cancer when I was five or so. I was made to understand what had happened—and the whole birth, life, death cycle. But here, in Missoula, I was standing right next to it. Within a couple months of moving there, some old woman died in her apartment and no one went looking for her. I remember the smell. Walking organic substance that was once someone’s child. Their whole history, their loves, their memories. Gone bad. And ending as a source material for a bunch of gross jokes by dirty little delinquents. 

			Yeah, The Apartments, as people called them. They sucked. Okay, that’s a big understatement. But my old man cut and ran, so we moved by ourselves out of state, and I was the man of the house now. My mother was completely overwhelmed and started drinking heavily. This place is where I received a lot of scars. I’ll try to compile and condense months and years of nightmares into a couple of pages. There might have been some good times, but I really don’t remember any. I can’t stress enough how much this place sucked. But we had no choice. My father paid child support for a while, then stopped. That pushed my mother further into despair, and we tried to dance through the minefield without getting killed. All the friends I eventually sided with were doing drugs. It was the cool thing to do. I had to raise my sister and brother, and, goddamn it, after a hard day, a kid needs a drink to relax. We moved to Missoula when I started fourth grade. I was nine years old. 
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			Before we jump from the cradle to the fire, let me take this step-by-step. I want all these things in order. That’s the reason I’m writing all this stuff down, to document it and get the facts, punk, only the facts. So a short time before we moved into “The Apartments,” we stayed with my mom’s mother and her stepfather in Milltown, Montana. A mill town. With my grandma and grandpa. The old-school Austrian, my stepgranddad. The guy who told my old man that if you want to dance, you have to pay the piper. He was a former logger and a real straight shooter. I respected him a lot. 

			How can I describe him? He was a scruffy lumberjack with a round European face. He had slits for eyes, and when he would laugh his eyes would light up. He had very distinctive figures. One time I saw a woman in town that looked so much like him that I asked if she was his sister. I had never met this woman before and it turned out that she was—somehow I could tell. The seed must have been very strong in that family. My grandpa’s hands were like tools. He had no body fat, and he could climb trees at age seventy. When he’d go fishing, he’d keep the bait in his bottom lip. The rivers were stocked full of fish, and it seemed like every time he cast his line he caught something. If the fish was small, he would gently release it. If it was large enough, it would be our dinner. He knew when to be patient and when to act fast. He was very stoic and a no-nonsense, matter-of-fact type person. 

			I sort of felt sorry for the old fella. First-generation immigrant. He worked his whole life like a slave in a lumber mill, and had already raised his wife’s kids, and now he was stuck all over again with his stepdaughter and her three kids. Damn, he never could catch a break. His stepdaughter was back home, divorced, nine years after leaving that nest. He was strict, but it seemed like that’s what kids need. The guy set some rules that had to be followed. Though I didn’t agree with them then, I know now that that was what was best for me. And it kind of felt good to have someone lay down the law and try to give some guidance. 

			Once, I split my hand wide-open and started crying hysterically. My grandpa told me to shut the fuck up, though probably not in those words. He then said, “Look, we’re taking care of it.” He taught me that crying doesn’t do anything, and that it’s wise to just focus your attention on the problem. Keep calm and keep your composure. I listened closely and learned. 

			I had two sets of clothes: one for school, and one for when I got home. And if I didn’t change my school clothes, he didn’t need to tell me twice. He never dished out any severe punishment because he didn’t have to. I just knew he wasn’t one to be fucked with. Old-timer. We lived with my grandparents about ten miles outside of Missoula while my mom was trying to get us all on some kind of assistance program so we could move into the projects.

			We really started all over from scratch—I don’t even know if my old man gave her any money when he bolted. Knowing him, I seriously doubt it. She got a job as a cocktail waitress right away and saved her tips, while always hustling to find us a place. It seemed she must have started putting in long hours as soon as we moved, because we had the apartment within a couple months.

			This place was a new low-income housing development, and we were this apartment’s first occupants. Fresh and new. All the units were already taken; there might have been just a couple that weren’t rented yet. But we got in on the ground floor. Really, our apartment was sub-level, we had to walk down the stairs to get to our door. And we looked directly out onto the main sidewalk. Ankle level. We might have been the first in our unit, but that didn’t matter to the kids who were there a month or two before us: we were the new ones, and they had seniority. I was sized up the first day, and beat down. These baby predators smelled my weakness and slobbered when they saw my terror. They took my bike, what little money I had, and everything else, until I started fighting like a spastic. Then they would just hold me back and laugh.

			It took a while before someone newer must have taken my place, or they just got tired of beating me, because the pecking order changed. And like the adults do in prison, you need to choose a side for protection. I made friends with the worst family in the place, the Hansons. They had kids everywhere. There seemed to be a dozen of them. I could write a horrible, sick book about those people alone. There were a couple older brothers I never knew or saw, and an older sister who wasn’t around. The father had recently gotten out of prison for either raping or molesting her. I could never really get the whole story about that. It was something that was met with a death stare if I’d ever mention it. How many kids were there and what were their ages? I don’t know. There were a lot of them. Some were a good bit older than me, some were younger than me. Like I said, they were all over the place. All this stink right in the middle of paradise.

			People who lived in those apartments were pariahs. Even children. If you lived there, you were guilty by association. You were tainted. If you made friends with some kid who came from a good home and their parents found out where you lived, they would want the kid to sever all contact. Your new buddy could have become your best friend but you’d never get the chance to find out. At school, maybe some teachers would feel bad for you because of the bad home environment you were stuck in, but some other teachers might just give up on you. People were ready to write you off. 

			The geographical location of this nightmare and its surroundings was like bizarro world, it was so breathtakingly beautiful. Nature. Rivers, mountains, lakes, forests, canyons. In all honesty, this short period was some of the best times I can remember. Is it running away when no one cares that you’re gone? That summer we would map out these camping trips on our own. For a bunch of glue-sniffing juvenile delinquents, we ran that campaign like a commando unit. We would choose who would “borrow” a big cooking tub from their house while someone else would get butter and salt. And then we’d grab a fishing pole and all walk down the railroad tracks a couple miles to the train trestle over the Blackfoot River. You could pull trout out of the river, one after the other. As many fish as we wanted, they would practically jump in our laps. Others would raid the neighboring corn field, and then we’d make a big fire, hang out, eat, sniff spray paint, and dance like Lord of The Flies all night. We’d get up the next morning and walk back home, and no one ever seemed to realize that we had been gone.

			It was nothing like Stand By Me. It was like Tom Sawyer on food stamps. That’s back when they still had actual stamps. And our family got them monthly. And we would steal them. Out of mailboxes, or purses, or wherever we could. We pinched a lot of stuff. This is the period where I first really started stealing. I had no money, and I loved music, and I wanted records, since I already started to dance to my own beat. I liked all sorts of different stuff. And I liked to play the same songs over and over. I really thought music could save me. So in order to buy records, I had to get money. Or I could just skip that step and steal the records.

			I got caught shoplifting pretty quickly. The security guard literally shook me hard enough that I never wanted to do that again (until later). So I was off, finding other ways for a child to hustle money. There was a Coca-Cola/Pepsi bottling plant a couple blocks across this field from the apartment complex. We figured out how to dig under the back fence and cut a couple links. We would creep over after the place stopped making deliveries for the day and parked all the trucks. One kid would watch the doors, and one would crawl under the fence and unload case after case of soda to another guy on the other side of the fence. Then we would walk it all over to our apartments, where the parents were nonexistent or gone.

			But we were stupid. Later in life I learned to fence stolen stuff. No one or no store is going to buy hot merchandise from a ten-year-old kid. We would get so much soda that we would then open every bottle and pour out the soda, returning the bottles the next day for cash. We’d drink a couple bottles as we “worked,” but it all went down the drain. We were young and dumb kids, just improvising until we accidentally fell upon the next scam.

			One morning, with my shopping cart full of empty bottles, I was walking to the store. I passed by a nice classic Mustang convertible rag-top. I noticed the back seat was full of empty bottles. I jumped on the trunk, sliced the roof open, and climbed in and grabbed two or three dollars’ worth of bottles. If we would have had guidance to show us a better way, we could have sold the soda. Same with the food stamps. We would sell those for pennies on the dollar. People would always be questioning us, but there was always someone who would buy them.

			There was one little market directly across the street from where we lived. I was there every day bothering them, reading magazines and hanging out. Eventually they gave me a job sweeping up, hosing the parking lot. Anything to keep me from stealing, they thought. A lot of stupid small things, like packing down the stinking dumpsters. I came up with the idea of stacking boxes and putting whatever I could take from the storeroom into the bottom. Putting this in the garbage and then coming back and taking it later.

			There wasn’t a lot in the back storeroom. But there was a lot of beer. So that’s when I learned to suffer the bitter taste of beer for the relaxing buzz it would give me after a can or two. It also made us forget about where we were. We all drank. And of course our parents were full-blown drunks by then, so they didn’t miss a couple shots off their bottles. I would pour a little bourbon and bring it to school in an empty mouthwash bottle. Lunchtime at school was cocktail hour.

			The teachers either never knew or never cared that kids were puking and passing out at least once a week. We terrorized that school. Beating kids up. Destroying property. This is when teachers could still “paddle” you. Or just slap you across the face. They hated us, and we hated them. And I was just getting settled in when my mother said she’d had enough of me, I was completely out of control. Stealing, drinking, and fighting. That it was now my father’s turn to take me. I took a Greyhound bus by myself from Missoula, Montana, to Eugene, Oregon, to live with my dad. Summer was over. I was to start fifth grade. I was ten years old. 
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