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For Zora 



Author’s Note  

 
I began writing this story many years ago when I realized 

memories of my relationship with Truth had begun the process of 
slipping away. I descended into meditative states going back to 
those years and jotted down all the details I remembered. I had 
hospital records, letters  and  session recordings to  draw  upon. 
After writing a few drafts, I placed all my notes in a box where the 
story lived in my garage for five years. The box kept speaking to 
me until I finally removed the top and accepted that I needed to 
publish the book. 

Every scene in this memoir actually took place. I changed eve- 
ryone’s name to protect their anonymity except four – Truth’s, 
George Anderson’s, Eric’s and my own. 
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“I know I am deathless. No doubt I have died myself ten 
thousand times before. I laugh at what you call dissolution, and I 
know the amplitude of time.” 

 

 
- Walt Whitman 



Prologue 
 

I 
 
 

n two days, I will be a married woman. Again. I sink my toes 
into the sand and take a deep breath exhaling to the sound 
of the surf retreating. I adore the beach at night. Being a fair 

and freckled redhead, I only ever enjoy the sand after dark. The 
ocean possesses two elements that deeply turn me – wildness and 
power. 

A rustic surfers’ beach house, that we dubbed the love shack, 
sits behind me; we rented it for 4 days to host our family and 
friends  for  our  Malibu  beach  wedding.  My  husband-to-be  is 
playing taxi driver, picking up my parents from the airport. We are 
the quintessential LA couple – the struggling musician (him) 
marrying the struggling actress (me), only we don’t struggle too 
much as we have a lucrative website to support us that I’ve run for 
eight years; it happens to be a porn site, and though that detail 
means little to me by this time, it meant much more years before. 

I had ventured out to the surf at sunset with a tape measure to 
take precise measurements of how close we can seat our guests 
and not have them wash away with the tide. I have been thinking a 
lot about what washes away as my hometown, New Orleans, sits 
under water; it has been just 18 days ago since Katrina hit. My 
mom and dad lost their house; technically, their roof blew off but 
a house filled with water is as good as gone. Despite their muddy 
troubles, my mom insists, “You are not to cancel your wedding.” 
They still planned to foot the bill for our celebration. 
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I lay back, molding a comfy pod in the sand and gaze upwards 

to the brilliant night sky. There are many ways to be washed away, 
to lose yourself in something greater. It can be a beautiful, ecstatic 
experience or a nightmare. Looking at my past, I seem to have 
preferred the latter. I must admit I am terrified I’ll lose myself 
again in marriage. I suck in another deep breath and exhale slowly, 
enjoying my solitude. 

Next month it will be six years since my husband Truth died. I 
have begun to forget exactly what he looked like. Not that I 
wouldn’t recognize him if he came back from the dead and walked 
up to me, but the nuances, his scent, scars, voice, the details have 
faded with time. I rarely talk about him anymore, but a week ago I 
mentioned our relationship to a friend of mine. 

“I’m so sorry you had to go through all that.” 
“I’m not. Losing him was the best thing that ever happened 

to me.” I look up at her annoyed, as though she should know that. 
It’s a strange thing to say and I don’t think he’d be mad at me 

for putting it that way. Besides, it’s the truth. My relationship with 
my first husband could have started and ended with one night of 
passion; but for some reason, we both stuck in there rising from 
poverty to the members of the 1% club almost overnight before 
things began to spin out of control. Most curious of all – our 
relationship didn’t even end when he died. Sometimes I don’t 
think we get the real lessons, the priceless gemstones, until long 
after it’s over, if we’re willing to stick it out that long. 

I’ve never been afraid of going to the raw edges of life; to be 
honest, it turns me on. But still, I am afraid of repeating the past. 
It seems like an utter waste of time. Making new mistakes, no 
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problem, but the same old ones? I don’t want my life to be made 
up of reruns. 

At thirty-five, I finally understand that for me, the only rela- 
tionship that truly matters is the one I have with myself. But 
knowing something and living it are two entirely different things. I 
have found so many ways to give myself away, to let myself get 
washed away with the emotional waves of my relationships. I 
never want to forget. I want to remember every moment, see it 
clearly, and know in my heart, that I’m not going back there again. 
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I 

 
 
 
 
 

One 
 
 

never knew how Truth got his name. His mother named 
him Paul, but everyone called him Truth by the time that I 
met him, just as I was finishing my bachelor’s degree at 

Berkeley. When I first laid eyes on him, I can’t say I believed he 
was the man of my dreams, much less the man who would be the 
catalyst for my spiritual awakening. I simply thought, I wouldn’t 
mind sleeping with him. What a sight: tall, black, bald, sexy as all hell, 
covered from head to toe in black tribal art and piercings; he 
looked like he should be put on a pedestal and displayed in a 
gallery. 

Truth was a regular at Larry Blakes, a restaurant and Berkeley 
institution since the 1940’s, with a bar and music club downstairs. 
I worked there as a waitress. He noticed me as well, and we began 
a game of mutual flirtation with smiles and over the head glances. 
Weeks after our first meeting, he approached me on my break and 
asked if I wanted to go out. Just before I could utter yes, I 
remembered my boyfriend. A lawyer in San Francisco named 
Joshua, we had been dating for almost a year. I was a good girl, 
and good girls don’t have two boyfriends at once. It’s in our 
official handbook, on page 72. I politely declined. 

Still, I secretly watched him. He glided down Telegraph Ave- 
nue, always in hurry, always with a purpose. He floated in and out, 
a hug here, a quick smile there, a kiss on the cheek and then off to 
this meeting or that appointment. Always places to go, people to 
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see, and too little time for Truth. Everyone knew him. He couldn’t 
walk two blocks down Telegraph without at least five people 
coming up to him for a hug or that special brotha handshake white 
men never could quite get right. I loved how everyone noticed 
him. 

My mind likes to put people into compartments when I first 
meet them. I don’t think I’m alone in this. But Truth had this 
quality that made it hard to place him in a box. If I had to classify 
him, I’d say one part gangster, one part grifter, and one part artist, 
packaged together with intelligence and charm. 

In May of 1995, a week before my graduation, my boyfriend, 
the lawyer I almost forgot, who defended San Quentin inmates at 
their parole hearings, dumped me on a bench in Golden Gate 
Park. He said something about me not being thin enough. After 
that, I stopped listening. Curiously, I never cared about what other 
people thought about my appearance, a trait I inherited from Dad. 
I knew I appeared beautiful at times, because men and women had 
told me. But my weight was another issue – a very sensitive one. I 
wasn’t obese, but a far cry from the “skinny” that many men 
desire, and that I too I coveted. I was a sensualist in a world where 
deprivation seemed a necessity to look good on the outside. I 
enjoyed the taste of food almost as much as the taste of a man. 
And, I had a hard time saying no to myself.   What did he say 
again?   He had some polite euphemism, something suggesting I 
didn’t take very good care of myself. He was right. I didn’t know 
the first thing about taking care of myself, but it didn’t matter in 
those days. Maybe it should have. I was a natural redhead with fire 
engine red hair, and I had been informed by every man I had ever 
been with (I could count them on one hand, barely) that I was a 
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great lover, extra pounds and all. I sat on the park bench alone 
after he left, smugly believing he would miss my company. In the 
chain of events leading up to Truth, two events had to occur. This 
dumping of my sexy, pudgy ass on a park bench in Golden Gate 
Park was the first. 

I had graduated from Berkeley the day before; my parents 
came from New Orleans for the event and were returning home. I 
waited with them as they checked in their bags at the packed 
airport counter. 

“I can’t wait to have you back at home.” 
I smiled stiffly as my mom hugged me. We had a loving yet 

formal  relationship  with  a  whole  lot  kept  hostage  under  the 
surface. I always thought it was a result of her being British and 
learning that wonderfully English way of relating. Anything you 
don’t like or can’t deal with – just smile and ignore it. 

After saying our goodbyes, I sat on the back hood of my beat 
up Nissan in the airport parking lot watching the sunset and the 
planes ascend. With my degree from prestigious university, my 
parent’s  job  of  seeing  me  through  college  was  now  done.  I 
planned to return home to New Orleans in five weeks, work for a 
year while studying for the GREs, and apply for PhD programs in 
clinical psychology. I wanted to be a psychologist and work in 
academia. I had my future all figured out. Now I had five weeks to 
enjoy myself in Berkeley. 

As I watched the sun go down, I remembered a moment at 
thirteen, sitting on my windowsill overlooking the street in Gretna, 
a suburban neighborhood outside of New Orleans. There were 
five different model homes in my neighborhood. You had your 
pick of five different floor plans and accompanying childhoods. I 
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gazed longingly out – my world began where the comfort of my 
middle class home ended. I wondered when my life would actually 
start because I knew it had not yet.  Now ten years later, I had a 
clear sense that the moment had arrived. And I  had an even 
clearer sense it arrived because I was choosing it – willing it. Life 
started now. The real clock, I could hear the ticking. 

Energized and excited, I felt my car pulled along the freeway, 
catapulting me into something I could not explain and could not 
resist. I was twenty-three, done with school, and ready to begin my 
life.  I had a 9 p.m. shift at Blakes. I had started working as host 
and  cocktail  waitress  about  eight  months  before  but  quickly 
moved up the ranks to waitress and part time accountant; I really 
wanted the coveted job of bartender. I was generally introverted 
and quiet, but I felt comfortable there. 

On that Tuesday night, I covered for a friend’s cocktail shift. 
While it was stressful being in the horde of drunks, it was an 
important job – inebriating the coeds so they could bare their 
souls and bodies to the man or woman next to them. As the 
Counting Crows bellowed out of the speakers, I maneuvered my 
way through a packed room like a prima ballerina, my tray filled 
with glasses held daintily above my head. Usually a bit of a klutz, 
with much practice, I had mastered tray balancing. Surrounded by 
drunk and unsteady people, I felt in control and strong. 

I saw Truth sitting at the counter, talking to the bartender, 
Mel, a gorgeous six-foot tall brunette grad student who had been 
to  Cuba.  I’m  not  exactly  sure  why  she  had  gone  to  Cuba;  I 
assumed a political or humanitarian mission. Normally such a 
beautiful and intelligent creature would intimidate me, but not 
Mel. She took a liking to me, maybe sensing I wanted to emulate 

 
 

7 



 

Amy Lewis 
 

 
her. I put down my tray, and while Mel mixed the next round of 
drinks, I sat on the one empty bar stool – right next to Truth. 

Neither Truth nor I enjoyed chit chatting. Our attraction was 
immediate and intense. I might have been a good girl, but I was 
not coy, and my good girl handbook said nothing about celibacy. 

“I’m officially single.” 
He smiled a warm, sexy smile. “What time do you get off?” 
“Supposed to be 2 a.m. but since I’m working a double to- 

morrow maybe I can change it to midnight.” 
“I’ll meet you back here at midnight. Right here at this stool.” 

He stood up and traced his hand over the stool tracing the outline 
of where his butt had been. He said goodbye to Mel; she blew him 
a kiss as he walked out into the night. 

I sat for a minute before picking up the tray to deliver drinks. 
I had a date with Truth! Truth wants to meet me for a drink. My 
stomach swirled with desire. I talked JT, the night manager, into 
letting me off early, went down to the locker room to freshen up, 
and surveyed myself in the mirror. Wearing my favorite pair of 
black sailor pants, a sleeveless white blouse and black velvet vest 
on top, I knew I would never be a Mel, but I looked pretty good. I 
felt good too. Feeling satisfied, I held my breath, closed my eyes 
and jumped. 

I landed next to the designated bar stool and found a napkin 
taped to the red vinyl seat, Reserved For The Sexy Redheaded Waitress 
written in blue ink and a drink on the bar – my favorite, Amaretto 
Sour. Holly, a blonde waitress a few years younger than me, sat at 
the next bar stool, ordering an after-work beer. 

“So you and Truth, huh …” she glanced over at me and 
smiled. Word traveled fast at Blakes. 
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Truth had worked as a bouncer for Blakes in the past, and 

they considered him part of the family. I grinned as I sipped my 
drink, enjoying the sweetness rolling over my tongue. I hadn’t 
bonded with too many women at the restaurant. I’ve always felt 
more comfortable with men. Holly, with her long hair and indie 
girl energy seemed at ease. She spent a long time looking me over. 

“He’s something else, that one,” she said as she went back to 
her Guinness. 

“Is he? I’m just getting to know him.” I wondered what she 
meant. 

“Brian doesn’t like him but he’s got his reasons…” She 
laughed “One time his date ended up leaving with Truth. Not 
hard to believe.” 

Brian, one of the owners of the restaurant, always seemed to 
have a different girlfriend. 

“I like him myself … only I don’t really like what he does.” 
“And what is that?” She had my full attention. 
“He used to share a house with one of my friends. I can’t say 

exactly what he’s into but she said he had a mighty large collection 
of firearms. Once when I dropped her off, his door was slightly 
ajar and I peeped inside; I saw him cleaning them all laid out on 
his bed …” 

Before she could finish telling me what happened, Truth 
breezed in through the front door. He had to jockey around a big 
group of French students. He moved swiftly through them, 
breaking  up  conversations  as  he  forced  his  way  through  the 
packed crowd, never once breaking eye contact with me. 

 
 
 
 
 

9 



 

Amy Lewis 
 

 
“Have fun, sweetie.” Holly winked at me with a little too 

much worldliness for her age, taking the remains of her drink with 
her as she walked downstairs. 

“So you came back.” He stood next to my barstool, towering 
over me with his sexy grin, wearing a maroon sleeveless t-shirt, 
and army green Dickies. 

“Did you have any doubts I wouldn’t?” 
“No.” He smiled “I was just hoping you didn’t find a new 

boyfriend since we last spoke … since you only have one at a 
time.” 

“Nope, I’m still single.” I took an ice cube in my mouth and 
sucked it, awash in my feminine power. I peered into his dark 
brown eyes as he stood a few inches from me. My body felt light 
headed and giddy. Doesn’t like what he does. What the hell did that 
mean? I was not the first young woman to be turned on by mystery 
and danger. I couldn’t resist him, and even if I could, I didn’t want 
to. 

We walked down to the Rat, what they called the downstairs 
basement. The space looked grimy and the music blared and as we 
descended into a cloud of cigarette smoke: an up and coming Ska 
band held the attention of most of the audience. Truth handed me 
a pool stick as he trotted off to the bar to get us another round. 

I’ll admit I didn’t know what I was doing – in playing pool 
and playing with Truth. I found it fun to surrender to someone 
and something bigger than I was. 

I downed the last sip of my second drink and, wiping the ama- 
retto from my lips, I leaned over to Truth and cooed, “You’re 
coming home with me tonight, but I bet you’re already aware of 
that.” 
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Boldness was not difficult for me; I just didn’t feel inspired to 

do it very often. 
We tried not to wake any of the six Berkeley women I lived 

with, tiptoeing up the stairs to my bedroom. I enjoyed the choice 
room in the back of the house, with hardwood floors and a view 
of all the branches of a giant oak tree in the backyard. I threw a 
scarf over my lamp, giving the room a warm, golden glow and 
switched on the CD player, which held Bjork’s debut album, my 
second copy since I had played my first copy into the ground. Her 
childlike voice broke the silence in the room. 

I invited Truth to sit down on my clean, crisp white down 
comforter. I had only lived in this room for six months, and he 
was the first man to sit on my bed. 

I turned back to Bjork and let her sensual voice fill me as I 
began a slow, tantalizing dance as Truth watched. I felt myself take 
charge of the room, confident of my womanly charms, but I 
couldn’t take my siren song too seriously, and after a few minutes 
broke into giggles. He smiled, watching me try to seduce him, 
knowing full well who was seducing whom. He understood I liked 
to be in control and he let me. 

I took his hand and stood him up, removing his brown, cor- 
duroy coat. I put my face into the fabric, inhaling deeply, smelling 
his scent up close for the first time. His skin smelled foreign and 
intoxicating. It wasn’t cologne, but Truth’s body; a strong, piercing 
scent like a deep woodsy musk, body oil, mixed with some sweat 
with a slight sweetness. I had been with five men before Truth, 
and all of them doused so much cologne, their true scent re- 
mained a mystery. I took off his sleeveless t-shirt and flung it to 
the ground dramatically, running my hands over his chest. His 
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muscles were defined, and I liked the way my whiteness contrasted 
when  pressed  against  his  black  skin.  A  thick  five-inch  scar 
extended over his right side; I asked about it as I ran my fingers 
over the long bump. He smiled, taking my hand up to his mouth, 
kissing my finger. I turned him round, running my fingers over his 
back, over the tattoo of a huge black panther that appeared like it 
was about to attack a sailor girl whose large breasts looked like 
they had been covered up as an afterthought. With his belt buckle 
in my hand, he stopped me. 

“I want to see you first.” 
Without breaking eye contact, I let him take off my clothes. 

His eyes reflected none of the disappointment that I felt when I 
looked at my 150-pound body in the mirror. I stilled my mind and 
allowed my body to revel in his touch. I let him turn me round 
and run his hands up and down and over my skin. His hands felt 
smooth. Smiling, he imitated me sticking his nose in my skin and 
taking big whiffs. He explored each limb, one at a time, running 
his hands, lips and tongue over my skin, returning his eyes back to 
me after each exploration. 

I had long since blissfully given over control to him. 
He laid me out on my empty bed and continued his sensual 

explorations. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath and inhaled 
his scent again. Now, his smell made me uncomfortable – like a 
traveler to a new country who didn’t speak the language yet, 
nervous because it didn’t smell like anything she’d known. I took a 
deep breath, and I let myself relax into the unknown; I let myself 
lose control, to enjoy exploring and being explored. As Bjork 
crooned “Venus as a Boy” into the air, he unzipped his pants. 
They landed on the floor next to mine. 
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Truth lay sleeping when I woke up the next morning. I peered 

down and noticed his toes poking out from under the white sheet. 
I didn’t like his toes. I’ve always had a thing about toes. Very few 
do I really like, they have to be well manicured. I’m not so picky 
about other body parts; toes are the exception. I don’t even like 
my own except occasionally when I catch them in a certain light. 
His toes had not been manicured in a long time, and the big 
toenail was a little bit longer than the top of the toe. What the hell 
am I doing? I wondered if I had just made a huge mistake. The rest 
of his body was beautiful: sculpted, smooth and covered in art. 
His toes seemed like they didn’t belong to his body, and it dawned 
on me that I was in bed with a stranger. 

He opened his eyes and smiled at me like he had been awake 
the whole time, watching me look at his feet. “Good morning 
mon petit tete rouge.” 

My heart skipped a beat. I laughed. Only his toes bothered 
me; the rest of him suited me just fine. 
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omance ensued. We established a routine for the first 
three weeks. We would wake up and eat breakfast 
together, and then I dropped him off at campus so he 

could work, the exact nature of his work remained a mystery. I’d 
go to my part time day job as a personal assistant. I’d do errands, 
workout, and five nights of the week I had the dinner or late shift 
at Blakes. He usually showed up at the restaurant about 7p.m. 
hanging out in the Rat or around Telegraph until I got off, at 
which time we’d go back to my place. 

One night in our third week of dating, I left work at midnight 
and a large, black homeless woman approached wearing a long 
purple skirt and an oversized navy hooded sweat-shirt. I recog- 
nized her. She usually sat around the corner on Durant. 

“Hey, you, Amy? You must be her. I ain’t seen such red hair 
on anybody else.” 

“Uhh yeah. Hi.” How did she know my name? 
“Come on, girl, let’s go. I got no time to dawdle.” She started 

walking quickly ahead of me. I smiled when I realized Truth had 
sent her to walk me to my car. 

“You got a good man. I had one too, back in the day. But that 
was long ago. A longggg time ago.” 

She belted out a laugh, loud and croaky. She walked while 
rooting through a hot pink tote bag. “Hey, girl, this is your color.” 
She pulled out a teal scarf and held it up to my hair, grinning, 
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which exposed brown teeth that looked like they hadn’t been 
brushed in ten years. The scarf and other items she removed from 
her bag were for sale. I gave her two dollars for a pair of shorts 
and thanked her. 

“So did he say when I’d be seeing him?” 
“Girrllll, you think I’m his secretary?” She let out a loud rau- 

cous laugh as she turned back up Telegraph. 
I started my car and gazed at myself in the rearview mirror. I 

smiled, feeling warm all over; I felt looked after, important and 
special, and loved completely by this mysterious man, who was so 
different from everyone else in my life. 

As I drove through the empty streets of Berkeley, I pushed 
Holly’s story to the back of my head. I couldn’t believe we had 
only been dating for a few weeks. My mind flashed to the day after 
our first night together. He came to see me at the restaurant as I 
hosted the lunch shift, carrying a single white rose, and asked if he 
could see me again. I said I needed to think about it. 

“Think about what?” he asked. 
“If I want to fall in love with you.” 
“You do that and get back to me with your conclusion, pro- 

fessor.” 
“Hey wait … I am kidding.” He was already out the door. 
The next day I found him walking down Telegraph. I came up 

from behind him putting my arms around his waist. He turned 
quickly, somewhat startled. 

“Look, I’m an idiot sometimes. I say stupid things when I’m 
scared.” 

“Yeah?” 
“Yeah.” 
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“When are you gonna stop being afraid?” 
“I’m not sure. What time is it now?” 
He smiled. “Come here.” He pulled me over to a mural paint- 

ed on the wall of Amoeba records and leaning up against it he 
took me into his arms, gingerly cupping his huge hands on my 
cheeks. “You don’t have to be afraid of anything. I can’t believe 
this myself. I did not plan for us to happen.” And looking down at 
me, he kissed me – the most luxurious, soft, soothing kiss ever. 

I took a deep breath into his chest and began to let go. It felt 
like the right thing to do. Standing on the Avenue in his arms, it 
seemed like the only thing to do. 

 

 
I arrived back at my house, and I saw Truth waiting out front, 

smoking a red Basic. 
“Hey, you, where have you been?” I called out the window as 

I parked. 
“I thought I’d be working late, but we finished early so I got a 

ride.” 
I walked over to him on the front steps, and I sat down lean- 

ing my head on his shoulders, letting out a sigh. 
“You  should  have  knocked  on  the  door.  My  roommates 

would have let you in.” 
“I didn’t want to wake any one up. You look tired, sweetness. 

Let’s get you into bed.” He stroked my hair that was sweaty from 
the June heat. My neck arched back slightly with each stroke. I 
relaxed instantly. 

“What do you do when we’re not together?” 
 
 
 
 
 

16 



 

What Freedom Smells Like 
 

 
He continued running his fingers all the way down to the bot- 

tom of my shoulder length locks. “A little bit of this and a little bit 
of that.” 

I wanted to find out how he made his money. I knew he 
pierced people. I had seen him do piercing more than once and a 
number of the staff at Blakes had their belly button rings put in by 
Truth. He had pierced people right up on the pool table.  He had 
lived in France for the last two years with a French woman, Lea, 
and had only been back in Berkeley for a few months. I knew so 
little about his past. 

“If you don’t have a job right now, you can tell me.” 
“Sweetheart… let’s go to bed … we’ll talk later. I promise.” 

He scooped me up, grabbed my bag and walked up to my house 
and into the bedroom. The next morning, I gave Truth a key so in 
the future he didn’t have to wait outside. 

 

 
Three days later, I got home about 9 p.m. from the dinner 

shift and found Truth sitting alone, in the corner of my room in 
darkness. He stared silently out the window and didn’t even notice 
me as I walked in. 

“What’s wrong?” I kept the lights off and went to him. He 
didn’t say anything. His eyes came back from wherever they had 
been, and he looked at me, putting his hand on my face. 

“Are you ok?” 
“My mom died today.” 
“What?” We had never talked about his family. She had been 

battling brain cancer for the last year. She was the reason he had 
come back from France. 
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“I am so sorry. God, I am sorry.” I didn’t know what else to 

say. I held out my arms in the dark and I pulled his body close to 
mine. He didn’t cry. He was still and quiet. We sat together in 
silence. 

“I can’t go to her funeral. If I go, then I’ll kill someone there.” 
“I understand.” Of course, I didn’t. I could not conceive of 

not going to my mother’s funeral. Who was he going to kill? 
I took him to bed, undressed him, tenderly stroking his soft 

skin with my fingertips while blowing little butterfly kisses up and 
down his chest. I did my best to keep his mind off of his grief. It 
made me incredibly sad to see him like this. I sensed he did not 
want to talk about his family, so I kept my questions to myself. 

 

 
From that day on, we spent every night together. He knew my 

plans were to go back to New Orleans on the 23rd of June, but we 
didn’t discuss it. A week before my departure date, we woke up 
late on Sunday and went to Sproul Plaza on campus to a drum 
circle. A hodge-podge of students, hippies, Africans and Rastafari- 
ans played djembe and other drums while girls with no shoes or 
bras and long flowing hair danced in the center. I loved Berkeley, 
and would miss the city dearly. I adored the hippie leftovers fresh 
out of the Museum of Bekerlydom. During my tenure in the early 
nineties, students were the least politically active ever. Most young 
people didn’t care anymore. We had our right to free speech but 
chose to talk about getting drunk, fucking or how we would never 
make as much money as our parents. 

The Internet would not boom for a few years; the economy 
looked stale. I marched once in a demonstration – for Rodney 
King. Well, technically I marched. In reality, the buses weren’t 
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running, and I had to get home, so I walked along with the 
demonstrators to my apartment. “No Justice, No Peace,” I 
shouted. I liked shouting. 

We sat on the steps of Sproul Plaza, birthplace of free speech, 
listened to the drums, and Truth began talking about growing up 
in Berkeley. One of his uncles had run a successful real estate 
business, and in the sixties he let the Black Panthers use the office 
upstairs for meetings. His parents knew Angela Davis; she even 
babysat for him once. Some of his family had been involved in the 
movement. His father was an alcoholic and their marriage ended 
when Truth turned eight. His first step-dad, also an alcoholic, 
abused his mom, his sister and him. Truth left home as a teenager, 
after  threatening  to  kill  his  stepfather  if  he  ever  touched  his 
mother again. He cared for himself from a young age, even living 
on the streets for a while. He met an older, wealthy woman who 
took a liking to him, and he lived with her. 

“She was your sugar Mama? You slept with her, right?” 
“Beat living on the street. I was sixteen. You have no idea the 

shit I saw.” 
I put my head down on his shoulder listening to the drums 

and trying to imagine his life. 
“I joined the Army, but before I left I met a girl – we were 

eighteen. She got pregnant, so I married her. I have two kids by 
her, both girls.” 

He had mentioned his children a few times before. “When 
was the last time you saw them?” 

“Been a while.” He gazed out at the drum circle, his brown 
eyes far away. “The army sent me over to Grenada and later El 
Salvador. I saw combat and came back confused and not adjusted. 
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One minute I’m in the middle of a jungle with an automatic 
machine gun and the next I’m in a burger joint in Antioch, 
California - a fucking ’burb littered with white picket fences. They 
just dropped us back off in the states as Civilians. I got into some 
trouble. This guy at the fucking burger place said something to 
Kathy – about us being together.” 

“She was white.” 
“Yeah, a blonde from a small town in the Central Valley. I lost 

it. Went nuts on this fucker, and I did some time at Pelican Bay. 
When they released me, I run into this guy at a bar. He said he 
could use someone with my background. So I started to work for 
him. One job led to another; eventually I ended up doing some 
assignments for the NSA.” 

“The what?” 
“The National Security…” 
“I know what the letters stand for. You worked for them? 

Doing what? I don’t understand.” 
“Special Assignments.” 
I lifted my head off his shoulder and noticed for the first time 

how bright the sun was. I squinted my eyes while trying to digest 
his words. “Special Assignments? Like … ?” 

“Different things … I watch people; collect data, study their 
habits, movements … and sometimes I take care of problems.” 

I remembered Holly’s story about going to his place, seeing 
the guns. I don’t like what he does, but I like him. Is this what she 
meant? 

“You don’t want to hear about this, and I don’t want to scare 
you. I’ve led an unusual life.” 
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I did not believe him. Was he even allowed to tell me he was 

in the NSA? Does the NSA exist? Yes. Well, I think so. I guess so. 
Assuming it exists, people work for them, right? Ok, I said to 
myself, sure. 

I remembered a man I met four years before at Depaul Hos- 
pital in New Orleans. I had a breakdown at eighteen and was 
hospitalized for five weeks. He was good looking in a Richard 
Dreyfus  sort  of  way,  in  his  mid-fifties,  average  height  with 
receding salt and pepper hair. He seemed kind, intelligent, 
dignified; he shuffled when he walked, perhaps from the medica- 
tion. My friends on the psych ward told me he was an assassin. 
He had worked for the government for a long time, and one day 
he snapped. He couldn’t do it any longer, and since that was all 
he’d ever done, he didn’t know how to live. To resolve the conflict 
he decided to kill himself, and we ended up on the same floor. He 
received heavy Electroconvulsive therapy and had permission to 
skip the groups, which was too bad, because everyone wanted to 
hear his stories. 

One night at the hospital, I retreated to the sunroom; my day 
had been difficult, and I had been crying while talking to a fellow 
patient about never being able to love anyone and he must have 
overheard. He shuffled in, saw me and smiled, and I guess, not 
wanting to disturb me, said a quick hello and shuffled out. He 
walked slow, heavy footed, and I could hear his footsteps drag 
across the carpet. The sound of his steps stopped. I heard them 
coming back. He stood in the doorway. 

“If I were a younger man, my dear, I’d fall for you.” We 
smiled. We had a moment - a real moment. Then he shuffled back 
out. 
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He was an agent, an assassin, and we had a thing – a brief 

thing, but an encounter all the same. Maybe I’m attracted to 
assassins. Maybe they’re attracted to me. I rationalized to myself 
couldn’t Truth have worked for the NSA and perhaps even “taken 
care of problems” as he put it? It was possible I guessed. 

Still I had doubts. I had met a friend of my sister’s at a Saints 
game the last time I’d visited New Orleans before meeting Truth. 
He worked for the FBI. I wonder if I should call him and ask him 
about the NSA? Could he look up Truth’s name? 

I didn’t call. I felt too stupid. As the days passed, my doubts 
faded. He received strange phone calls at my place in Berkeley. 
And I found pages of code in his notebook – page after page. I 
sneaked a look at the notebook in his backpack. What did all this 
mean? 
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I told Frida, one of my roommates, about what he did. She 

had spent a good amount of time with Truth since he stayed with 
me every night and didn’t doubt the story for a second. She was 
very level headed. “That’s pretty exciting,” I agreed. It was all 
pretty fucking crazy. And “crazy” excited me. 

“When we talked yesterday …” I asked him a day later as we 
drove around in the rain running errands. “You said you took care 
of problems. What does that mean?” 

“They hand you an assignment. A folder with photos, a name 
and you find the person. You observe them. You spend a lot of 
time patiently watching. You discover their routine, their manner- 
isms, pace, energy, how long it takes them to pee in the bathroom, 
their regular acquaintances, their usual route; eventually you get to 
know them better than they know themselves.” I stared out the 
window as we drove down College Avenue past the upscale trendy 
boutiques and restaurants. I gazed at the big drops of water 
forming on the glass, merging and falling into each other. I 
wondered  if  he  was  here  to  watch  someone?  Did  he  study 
someone when we weren’t together? Getting to know them better 
than they knew themselves? 

“You do it quickly, making it appear like an accident.” 
I didn’t want to hear that. An accident. I took a deep breath. 

Is he for real? 
“You mean, you kill them?” 
“Amy, every day people die all over the globe, important peo- 

ple, bad people; mostly men who are responsible for a lot of pain 
in this world. Many times you never hear about it. When you read 
about someone - a person high up in business or politics - dying, 
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do you think it’s always of natural causes, just an accident or a 
suicide? Sometimes yes, other times, it only looks that way.” 

The fact that the man I loved might be an assassin was not 
what bothered me. Hell, it turned me on. What bothered me was 
that it all sounded so incredulous. This kind of shit that only 
happens in the movies. I could not figure out if he was for real. I 
recalled what Holly said, I remembered the code in his book, and I 
thought well, maybe so. 

My life had been so predictable up until meeting Truth. A 
simple check list of events: attend high school, get good grades, 
get accepted to a good college, have a breakdown (the one 
exception to the predictability), take proper meds, get lots of 
therapy, recover, go to college, get good grades, find a job, a man, 
and one day a house and babies. I sensed life should not be 
predictable. My instincts told me this world held many secrets 
beyond my wildest dreams, but I had been afraid to open myself 
up. Always scared. If I had had a German grandmother (which I 
didn’t), she would most certainly have called me an angsthase – a 
fear bunny. 

This exciting, smart, and sexy as all hell, larger than life man 
wanted me. He wanted me, and I wanted him, so why not? Why 
the hell not? I liked his foreignness, his mystery because predicta- 
bility bored me to tears. I didn’t care what he did or had done. 
With him, I felt safe from the world. So I rolled down the window 
to my red Nissan as we drove in the rain past the post office, and I 
threw my doubts away for anyone, who might need them, to 
catch. I watched as they fell into the water collecting on the edge 
of the curb and floated towards the sewer drain. I didn’t need my 
apprehension. I believed Truth. 
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“Do you want to keep working for them?” 
“I’m not sure, I think it would be good to take a break for a 

while. Do something different. I didn’t plan on returning to this 
country. Quite honestly, I’d like to move back to France. I hate 
this place.” 

“What do you think about coming back to New Orleans with 
me? It’s sort of like France … well ok, not really but there is the 
French food . . . I’m being selfish. I know it’s crazy. We’ve only 
been together a grand total of four weeks. I don’t want to be 
without you. Not forever – just a bit of time while we both figure 
things out. You said yourself you could use a break. What do you 
think?” 

“And what would I do in New Orleans?” 
“We could both get jobs, find a place together. We’ll figure it 

out.” 
In my world, saying “we’ll figure it out” was an entirely plau- 

sible plan. I usually fell on my feet and got what I wanted. In my 
selfish desire for Truth, I didn’t spend one minute thinking about 
what New Orleans would be like for him. I closed my eyes and 
saw only what I wanted to see. 

A week later, as planned, I drove to Los Angeles where my 
sister, Julie, flew to meet me; we traveled cross-country with all my 
stuff crammed into the trunk and back seat. Ten days later, after 
Truth completed his business in Berkeley, he planned to take a 
Greyhound Bus to meet me. 

Little did I know how close he came to never arriving. Much 
later, I would find his notebook with nine unsent letters written to 
me  from  those  days  we  were  apart.  He  would  start  a  letter 
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sometimes  getting  four  paragraphs  in,  another  letter  just  one 
paragraph, another one just two sentences … 

He addressed them all the same “Hello My Dearest Amy.” He 
always capitalized the first character in every word of his writing. 

“It’s Been Only Days Since I’ve Held Your Body Tightly 
Against Mine, Yet I Miss You More Than The Day Before. Tell 
Me Have You Found Another To Fill Your Bed, Your Heart And 
Your Head?” 

In another letter he broke up with me: “Perhaps It Would Be 
Best If We Both Returned To Our Respective Homes And, If 
After We’ve Both Finished Our Pressing Business, We Can Meet 
Again In Another Country At Another Time.” 

And another message was different: “Yes My Love I’m In 
Love With You. You Are In That Place Within Me Where Only A 
Few Have Been Before … And Moving So Swiftly To A Place 
Where I have Been Alone For Such A Long Time. And, I Wel- 
come This Feeling With Open Arms.” 

The next written three days later: “Amy I don’t Think Either 
Of  Us  Are  Ready  To  Be  In  A  Monogamous Relationship ... 
Besides I Really Don’t Think.” That one ended there. 

He never showed me the letters, but he got on the Greyhound 
Bus and four days later, arrived in New Orleans. Getting on the 
bus was the second thing that had to occur for this story to come 
into being. And it happened. 
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ou know how sometimes you have a thought to say 
something, so your brain sends the instructions to your 
vocal chords but before the  message gets there, the 

situation changes. You can’t stop the signal so you say it anyway. 
And now, the words seem out of place and weird. That’s how we 
ended up in New Orleans. I planned out my future when I only 
had to think about myself. After meeting Truth I hadn’t bothered 
to  cancel the plan and reconsider. Or  you could just call  me 
selfish. 

I needed a year off to work and gain life experience before 
going to graduate school. That’s how I spun my plan at least; in 
reality, my last semester at college I began to have serious doubts 
about being a starving student for another five years. I began to 
question whether I even wanted to be a psychologist. 

I studied and excelled in psychology because I understood the 
terrain. My “breakdown,” at eighteen taught me a few things. 

I  had  a  bumpy  transition  from  girlhood  to  womanhood. 
When I turned sixteen, I had a sexual affair with my sister’s 29 
year old boyfriend. I consented so far as you can consent when 
you’re curious and young and never held a boy’s hand before. The 
affair started in the sticky heat of a New Orleans summer, on a 
long thin strip of green grass that separated two identical suburban 
houses. The cicadas and mosquitoes filled the air with their 
chirping and thrumming. I returned to my house across the street 
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and turned on the lights in my bedroom; I saw that I was covered 
in pink mosquito bites – covered in every conceivable place on my 
body. 

Almost immediately, I started to have a lot of very bad feel- 
ings about myself. I was a whore, an evil slut, a woman not to be 
trusted, a woman who steals things and people; who steals her 
sister’s boyfriend. Like all women who do such things, I needed to 
be punished. That’s what I thought. The mosquito bites were a 
sign of my badness. I began to scratch, and the pain felt good. 
Days  later,  as  the  welts  healed,  my  body  still  itched,  like  an 
emotion inside me needed to get out but didn’t know how. I 
started clawing at my skin, hoping it would be released. I scratched 
my scalp at first, hoping the feeling might reside there. Then down 
my  legs,  stomach  and  arms.  When  the  scratching  ceased  to 
alleviate my guilt, I started cutting myself. 

The affair with my sister’s boyfriend consisted of three experi- 
ences. The fact that I went back for the second and third time 
seemed proof of my guilt. I couldn’t handle the fact that I loved 
the pleasure and willingly returned for more. My therapist and 
every self-help book I read wanted to paint me as a victim due to 
my age. Calling me a victim or survivor of abuse took away all my 
power. Confused? Yes. Naïve? Yes. In over my head? Perhaps. 
But  Victim?  No.  As  a  teenager  with  a  heightened  desire  for 
sensual experiences, I could be placed in only two boxes: a slut 
that should feel ashamed or a victim who deserved pity and 
protection. Never wanting to limit my options, I teetered between 
both depending on the company. 

The first time cutting was an accident. My cat scratched me, 
and later that day, I noticed the red coagulated blood on my face 
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in a mirror at Maison Blanche, a department store. I liked the way 
it looked. I started doing it myself, first with knives and later with 
the razor blades I bought in a box; they offered greater precision. I 
liked watching the blood leak from my body. Perhaps the bad 
feelings were in the blood cells and would leak out. I liked 
attending to the cut, wiping it with antiseptic, covering the wound 
with a protective bandage. I was as gentle in the attending to my 
wounds as I had just been harsh in causing them. 

After about six months of cutting, now 17 and a senior in 
high school, it took me three days to get up the nerve to talk to 
my parents. I sat down on their bed as they watched a rerun of 
Mash and stared at their headboard. 

“I want to go talk to someone. Like a therapist.” 
I didn’t tell them why. They could see something was wrong 

even though I kept my cuts hidden and my mouth shut. I can only 
imagine what I put my parents through. My parents realized I had 
“problems” and they knew about the affair with my sister’s 
boyfriend, but they were overwhelmed and ill equipped to help 
me. I was wound up—a ball of repressed rage, desire and pain, 
best handled by professionals. 

The cutting grew into an addiction. I wore long sleeves and 
kept this secret from everyone, except my therapist. I had no idea 
at the time this ritual was practiced by young (mostly white) girls 
all over America. I knew enough to realize my behavior was not 
normal. My cutting habit, coupled with a four-month stretch of 
depression, where I barely slept or ate and had nightmares 
regularly, landed me in the hospital. In no uncertain terms my 
therapist said if I didn’t check myself in, he would commit me. I 
was in no state to argue. In the summer after graduating from 
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High School, instead of packing for college and saying goodbye to 
friends, I checked into a mental hospital. 

Locked up, for the first time I experienced a little freedom in 
my mind. In the hospital I could release and be myself. The label 
of mental patient gave me a great deal of room to breathe. Up 
until then, I had always been holding my breath. I shamelessly 
acted out with the staff; compared to the introverted girl who 
repressed everything, this seemed like progress. When my regular 
therapist went on vacation, I bragged to my fellow inmates: I’m 
gonna chew up and spit out the therapist they send in to see me. I was 
arrogant, destructive and completely unaware that hurting other 
people would only hurt me. Or maybe I was completely aware and 
just didn’t give a fuck. In the treatment team progress notes, my 
psychiatrist wrote: 

 

 
She is describing to me something that sounds like a dissociative phenom- 

enon. She dissociates cognitive events – i.e. specific memories, but retains with 
intensity the affect. This results in feelings with no explanation for their origin 
and her feeling depersonalized and disorganized. She can look at this in terms 
of a transient psychotic state. 

 

 
They diagnosed me with Major depression (somewhat re- 

solved) and severe Borderline Personality Disorder (BPD). At age 
eighteen, half the women I knew in the South seemed borderline, 
so my diagnosis hardly seemed distinctive. 

BPD is described as a personality disorder characterized by 
extreme instability and impulsivity, fear of abandonment and self- 
injurious behavior as well as by extreme 'black and white' thinking, 
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mood swings, emotional reasoning, disrupted relationships and 
difficulty in functioning in a way society accepts as normal. 

While I acknowledged not liking the anguish I felt, I didn’t 
want to give any of it up to the doctors. I was not about to 
surrender and give up my “personality” defect. I spat on the 
diagnosis. Tuah. Tuah. I spat on the hospital. I said I am a passion- 
ate woman. I feel deeply. I love deeply. I live my life full out, and I apologize 
for nothing. I considered a mental diagnosis a badge of honor. It 
meant I was really living. 

The psychiatric disorders I studied at Berkeley were more than 
case histories. I had lots of crazy friends. If I hadn’t suffered from 
a disorder myself, I knew someone who did. 

 

 
(X) Borderline personality disorder (me) 
(X) Major Depression (me again) 
(X) Bipolar (Marge & Bertie) 
(X) Schizophrenia (Corey) 
(X) Narcissistic Personality Disorder (Trent) 
(X) Anorexia and Bulimia (too many to name) 
(X) Brief Reactive Psychosis (Mr. Samuels) 

 

 
Studying the causes and treatments for these disorders fasci- 

nated me. When we learned one of the side effects of ECT 
included memory loss, it wasn’t just a fact to be regurgitated on a 
test. I recalled the jokes we played when I was in the hospital, on 
the ECT patients, right after they finished a treatment. 

“Hey, Miss Carol, where’s my pack of cigarettes? You said 
you’d buy me a pack of cigarettes because you smoked ALL of 
mine last night … don’t you remember?” 
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“Oh … I did … I’m so sorry, dawlin’ … I don’t know where 

my head is tonight.” 
We’d fall over laughing. “We don’t know where your head is 

either – maybe you should ask the doctors what they did to it!” 
Miss Carol would start laughing too, still not sure what had really 
happened. Most ECT patients could remember little of the events 
in the hours before. 

My senior year thesis project explored the use of “labeling” 
psychiatric disorders as a form of social control and about the 
stigma attached to being called ‘mentally ill’. I was painfully aware 
of how people reacted to me when I got out of the hospital – of 
my high school friends, who had no idea how to talk to me. I had 
no idea how to talk to them either. I understood what it felt like to 
be thought of as “crazy” when you knew you weren’t, to have the 
doors locked behind you, your bags searched and baths moni- 
tored. It’s a terrible feeling - not to be trusted. 

Most of the people at DePaul were not “crazy”, just in des- 
perate need of new coping skills. Most of us had lost the ability to 
pretend everything was ok. It was the first time I remember feeling 
free to be myself – no matter what that looked like. And strangely 
enough, I also had a lot of fun. One afternoon a bunch of us sat in 
the break room, bored and looking for some trouble. It was the 
first room the visitors saw when entering the locked down facility. 
A long set of tables filled the room, and craft supplies sat in 
various baskets. DePaul was an expensive, private hospital, nice by 
any standard and certainly a world apart from the state institution 
in Louisiana. “State” was the unspoken threat that loomed over 
everyone’s head. If you don’t get better, you might get sent there. 
Once  there,  you  were  officially  crazy  and  given  up  on.  You 
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weren’t going to get better. I only knew one person who was ever 
sent. 

During visiting hours, the uneasy families would wander in, 
and we sat at the table performing for them. On this afternoon, 
we tried to catch imaginary flies with our fingers like Mr. Miyagi 
did with chopsticks in The Karate Kid. We could barely keep a 
straight face as visitors walked by and we’d break out in hoots and 
hollers after they passed. 

After five weeks in the hospital, I grew weary of the re- 
strictions,  the  forced  medications and  the  locked  doors,  so  I 
played the part of a model patient, and they released me for good. 
The final assessment on my discharge papers read: 

 

 
Prognosis is probably somewhat guarded. I think she will need intensive 

treatment with the same therapist for a period of two to three times a week and 
I would say that this would have to be over a period of probably several years 
based on her personality organization. Psychological testing demonstrated poor 
reality testing and abnormal responses on the Rorschach which didn’t surprise 
me because at times her anger got so intense she did look psychotic and I think 
she is at risk of developing a thought disorder at some point in the future. 

 

 
I entered Berkeley a year after release from the hospital. By 

this time, my coping skills improved or at least morphed from 
self-mutilation  and  suicidal  ideation  to  overeating  and  losing 
myself in relationships. 

In college, I continued to seek out experiences to express my 
suppressed sexual energy. For a few weeks, I worked at an upscale 
agency in Marin County providing sensual massage. The service 
consisted of a real massage followed by a hand job or “release”. 
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Marin County was known for having many houses in the exclusive 
enclaves of the hills that provided sensual massage; the clientele 
ranged from celebrities to wealthy businessmen to average men 
who had saved up for some special attention. I worked out of a 
gorgeous house with a handful of beautiful young women who all 
seemed to have good reasons for being there. I liked the other 
girls even if I didn’t exactly fit in.  Some had drug habits they 
needed to support; one girl was paying off her boyfriend’s debt to 
the mob. I was taking first year German that semester and would 
do my homework in between clients. 

I remember another redhead telling me, “I don’t understand 
what you’re doing here. You’re smart. You  could  get  a  good 
paying job.” I didn’t know what I was doing either, but I knew I 
had to be there. 

Victoria, the owner of the house, made it very clear in her in- 
structions when I started: “Hand jobs only. Nothing else. I don’t 
need us getting a reputation for giving more.” 

Being a good girl, I listened and followed Victoria’s orders. I 
remember seeing other girls come out talking about their $200 
tips. The biggest tip I had gotten was fifty bucks on top of the 
considerable amount they were paying for the massage. I won- 
dered what I was doing wrong? Was I not desirable enough? I 
didn’t stop to consider that I might be the only one following the 
rules. 

After my first night, I pulled into the last gas station at the 
foot of the San Rafael Bridge right next to San Quentin prison. At 
1 am, under the bright lights, I pumped gas and felt the bulge of a 
roll of about $300 in my jeans pocket. My mind catapulted cruel, 
judging thoughts about what this new job meant – about me. What 
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kind of woman does something like this? The thoughts crushed me, and 
I felt like a woman being psychically stoned to death. I didn’t have 
the awareness to understand that I was feeling the conditioning of 
others – my parents, my ancestors, my teachers, the beliefs of the 
world around me. When I got a slight reprieve from the internal- 
ized judgments, I actually felt good. My body felt good. I loved 
giving pleasure. I loved being independent. And I loved how the 
roll of cash felt in my back jean pocket. 

I only worked there for four weeks. One night we got a phone 
call from another house warning us of a man who had come by on 
PCP and had gotten violent. They described him, his voice and the 
name he used and warned us not to let him in. Nothing happened, 
but the event sufficiently scared me. I took a few days off to go 
out of town for Thanksgiving with my boyfriend and never 
returned. I wanted to express myself and have new experiences, 
but not at the cost of putting my life at risk. 

When I finally graduated from Berkeley, I recognized I was 
not ready to help other people – what a mess that would be. So I 
avoided my future by going home to New Orleans. I hadn’t 
anticipated falling in love with Truth, and hadn’t thought about 
how he would experience my hometown. 
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