

[image: ]













HUGO WILLIAMS


No Particular Place to


Go









[image: ]

























Contents







Title Page


Map


Acknowledgments


1 First steps in New York


2 Some parties


3 The poetry reading tour


4 Going to New Orleans


5 The Southern Route West 


6 San Francisco


7 Los Angeles & April Stanley


8 The Northern Route East


9 Staying with Vicky


10 Goodbye New York


Copyright






















Map







[image: ]






















Acknowledgments





My thanks are due to Ian Hamilton for all his help and for publishing two sections in the New Review, to the New Statesman for permission to reprint ‘O’Sullivan’s Record Exchange’; to the following for permission to use quotations: Thom Gunn for five lines of ‘A Crab’; Faber and Faber Ltd for two lines of ‘Black Jackets’ from My Sad Captains, and the poem ‘Listening to Jefferson Airplane’ from Moly, both by Thom Gunn; Jewel Music Publishing Company Limited, London, British publisher of ‘No Particular Place to Go’, words and music by Chuck Berry, © 1964, 1965 by Arc Music Corp., N.Y. (International Copyright Secured, All Rights Reserved, Used by Permission); and to Xandra Hardie and Neil Rennie for their many editorial suggestions.



















chapter one


First steps in New York






Any minute now and I’ll be ready



I put a new blade in my razor and I held up my hand for steadiness. I covered my face with foam and I shaved back tiredness, old age and doubt to a bare minimum. I needed a really close shave this morning. Sometimes when I’m shaving I imagine a beard waiting for me in the future and maybe I shave a little too close …


I’d had my hair cut for America, but I hadn’t worked out the parting yet, whether to use yesterday’s or go for a new one. Some mornings all I have to do is run a comb through it and the hair makes up its own mind which side it’s on. Other times I have to whip the whole lot forward and search for hours for the right opening. The angle of my first try was rather wild, but the parting itself was so clear-cut I decided to leave it.


So far so good. I chose my best tie and the knot came out right first time, the groove appearing on its own, as if from nowhere: a good omen. My shirt was light blue herringbone. I pulled on the narrow trousers and two-button box-back of a hard-wearing sixties suit. Then I packed the nine pockets with my survival kit: passport, traveller’s cheques, return ‘Poundstretcher’ to New York, pen, comb, lip-salve, address book. Any minute now and I’d be ready.



A guest of the sunset



‘Ladies and Gentlemen for your comfort in the event of any unscheduled flight modifications, buoyancy control packs are located on the underside of your posture supports, thank you.’


The man beside me fingers his Scorpio pendant and begins to smell of fear through his brushed denims. I drag my eyes away from the new penny sunset fleeing before us across the Atlantic and try once more to get beyond the first sentence of Kafka’s America.




As Karl Rossmann, a boy of sixteen who had been packed off to America by his parents because a servant girl had seduced him and got herself with child by him, stood on the liner slowly entering the harbour of New York, a sudden burst of sunshine seemed to illumine the Statue of Liberty, so that he saw it in a new light, although he had sighted it long before …





I got something in my eye at London Airport and it’s still in there, making it hard for me to concentrate.


I see the black wing of the jet outlined against the vast swathe of electric light which is the coast of America. Then we circle casually like chairs over a fairground and bump down among the flares at Kennedy.


The yellow cab hurtles towards the city. Long silent cars bounce along beside us like slow motion motor launches, jockeying for supremacy. Sticks of neon express my happiness. We plunge into an underpass and up and there is Manhattan glowing black on dying embers … O take me there.



A fistful of addresses



Papers falling out of my address book as I stand in a windy telephone head-booth of the New York Port Authority bus terminal trying to find a bed for the night. This precious volume of distant friends and acquaintances took three years to assemble and is now disintegrating in my hands from sheer over-excitement. Why didn’t I phone from home? I was trying to save on the bill by waiting till I got here … Now the lower East Side telephone exchange has been sabotaged by a firebomb. A picture of the disaster shows black-faced engineers standing knee-deep in smoking cables. The story tells of centres set up to cope with telephone refugees, the paranoids, agoraphobes, heavy-breathers, etc. There’s a picture of some of them wrapped in blankets drinking hot milk like earthquake victims. My hosts, I dare say. I check my suitcase and look for something to eat.



Ten minutes in America



Virginia Ham French Fries Baked Beans $3.10, 2 Knackwurst $2.60, Seafood Platter $3.25, Clam Chowder $2.40. Hot Pastrami Fries Bread Butter $3.10. Even the menu in this little Bar-Eats fills me with ridiculous happiness to be here at last in New York.


Danny Kaye on the tv: he prances eagerly backwards round a boxing ring, furiously pugnacious ten feet from his monstrous opponent. I laugh with delight at the thought of myself sitting here unknown and far from home, no work to go to and nowhere to sleep tonight, smoking untipped Chesterfields with childish glee as someone refills my coffee.


An ad for ‘A little bit of old Ireland’ comes on the tv and a cheer goes up. The black sitting next to me at the bar is ill-at-ease in this Irish nosh bar.


Where’s the black fella used to work here?’ he asks.


‘Abbie? Walking the dawg. Gravy, no gravy?’



Bright lights, big city



No phone in that Bar-Eats, so I’ve moved to a steamlined Chinese snack bar called The Columbus Diner on 8th Avenue. It’s like an old charabanc parked in a vacant lot where children are still climbing on wire fences under floodlights. I’m sitting at the bar, phones behind me with stained-glass sunsets. Inside one cubicle someone has written ‘To ask is to be excited. To be excited is to live.’ Well, I’m so excited I can hardly dial the numbers, but when I try an actor friend of mine his answerphone says ‘If you’re phoning to tell me I’m on the late show I’ve gone to bed.’ A slight chill there. I promised myself I wouldn’t go to a hotel unless all else failed, but it’s getting late now and they’ve just unplugged the juke-box. A junkie couple jig up to me, arm in arm, tearfully holding out an old watch, which I buy. It’s time to go.


Shall I say I experienced some fear, standing in the street once more, with all this ignorance and indecision, the wind hurting my eye, and the great black city like a magnificent dragon snorting steam at me? No. New York seemed gravely, impossibly beautiful and I was happy to be lost in it for a while. I remembered how often the first view of a place turns out to have printed itself ‘wrongly’ on one’s mind – back-to-front, too big, too small, the sea over there perhaps – and I wondered would all this change tomorrow.


I walked a few streets towards a hotel sign, then I heard some familiar music coming from a basement bar. I went inside and had my first American-measure dry martini.



Not like that, like this



‘You know how to hustle?’ said the girl.


‘I can try.’


We made a place for ourselves on the dance-floor.


‘Look … it goes like this … see? … no … not like that … like this … OK? … look … watch … right?’


I watched, but it wasn’t as easy as it looked.


‘Right … follow me, right? … one two, one two three, OK?’


I did my best but I couldn’t get it to flow. My weight always turned out to be on the wrong foot. Her temper faltered.


‘Look, I’ll give you one minute,’ she said reasonably. ‘If you can’t get it after that you’re on your own, OK?’


‘Try this,’ I suggested, beginning the complicated doodle-step I do to more or less everything.


‘Try this,’ she said and left me in mid-step, buried deep among the calmly hustling people. Clearly this girl wasn’t going to help me out. I made for the phone again. Why was nobody in? I had two more dry martinis and was deep in conversation with a mountainous wallflower lashed into outsize denims and chains. She said she liked my jacket and we talked about leather until Johnny turned up.


‘Are you going to the party?’ she asked me.


‘Where is it?’ I asked.


‘Anastasia’s. Don’t forget now.’


‘Where’s that?’


‘Lex and something – ask Johnny OK? Bye now.’



Lou Reed’s feet



I walked down Lexington until I saw a crowd of people going into an apartment block. I followed them in, but they’d just gone up in the elevator. I asked the black attendant was the party here. No, he said. Must be down the street. I walked another mile and turned back. Was he sure it wasn’t here?


‘Is this Anastasia’s?’ I asked.


‘Sure. But who are you?’


When gate-crashing in New York always say you were invited by Mrs Cohen, a friend had told me.


‘I’m a friend of Mrs Cohen,’ I suggested.


‘All right then. You can go up now.’


I took the lift with a party of gays shrieking a kind of patois incomprehensible to me.


‘You one of Rudi’s?’ one asked me.


‘Yeah!’


Difficulties at a desk set up in the hall of someone’s apartment to vet everyone’s excuse for being there soon passed away and I was allowed into a homely after-hours club.


‘Drinks are two dollars. But Pearl ain’t here yet you know.’ I walked into a bare room where about ten people were watching a lead guitarist playing alone. Deafening ‘wee-wee-wees’ expressed the longing of his soul for the other members of his group. I watched appalled as his knees touched. Lou Reed lay asleep on the floor. I wandered into another room where a bunch of people were sitting or lying on mattresses watching a video screen. The video screen showed the lead guitarist now playing to an empty room. Lou Reed’s feet were just visible in a corner of the screen.


‘You on your own?’ said someone. ‘Like you to meet Amy. Amy, this is … excuse me? …’


I told them my name.


‘You English?’ said Amy. ‘My boyfriend’s English. He plays with the Stones.’


‘Is he in England now?’


‘No, he’s standing next to you.’


‘Oh, ha-ha!’


‘You a musician or anything.’


‘No.’


Why are parties always more fun in the street before you get to them? A gaggle of gays were getting ready to leave. There was a commotion as something valuable was spilt on the floor.


‘That’s Lou Reed over there,’ sighed Amy.


‘Is there a phone here do you know?’


‘Through the hall.’


At last a phone rang somewhere in New York. After a long time Maggie came to answer it. Yes, she remembered me. Yes, I could stay. Take the cross-town subway.


Easy! I entered an unknown world of graffiti-splattered columns, hurtling graffiti-splattered trains.


‘Don’t take the “E” train’, came to me from somewhere.



Do you faint or anything?



Maggie came to the door in her nightie with a prove-it-to-me expression on her crumpled face. I got out the duty-free Scotch, which seemed to appeal to her, and tried hard to make five o’clock in the morning arrivals seem groovy. Quite soon we were both drunk in different ways. Maggie slyly amorous, me triumphantly slurred. Dawn broke and we were just about to cuddle up in bed when we were suddenly treated to a demonstration of ecstatic gasping from the woman next door. The walls were paper thin and you could hear every creak of spring, every suck of breath from this apparently lone enthusiast. We stopped talking the way you do when a clock strikes. The gasps became moans. The moans became cries – then this invisible love-goddess came in a great bellow of what sounded like disgust at something she had just discovered in the fridge.


Maggie smiled secretly to herself and said softly ‘She’s great,’ as of some much-loved entertainer. I felt rather sober. We had another whisky then climbed gingerly into the narrow bed we had been sitting on. My eye was watering profusely by now, mostly with alcohol.


‘Where did I meet you really?’ asked Maggie eventually.


‘At the party for Twiggy, wasn’t it?’ I guessed.


‘Was it? I remember your brother doing a trick, but I think I met you somewhere else. Do you know Warren Beatty at all?’


‘No.’


‘Didn’t I help someone when you fainted or something? Do you faint or anything?’


‘Look,’ I said, ‘I only fainted because someone was telling me about how he trepanned himself with a dentist’s drill. Would you like to hear about it? He gave himself a local anaesthetic in the skull. I was just trying to get to the window …’


‘A friend of mine went to a Christmas party where they had real snow.’


‘I think I’m beginning to fall asleep.’


‘I’ve got my period, you know.’


The sex-machine next door was recommencing foreplay.


‘Is it all right?’ asked Maggie after a moment.


Oh it’s great, I thought. I love blood everywhere. A Tampax thrown down like a gauntlet and something nasty in your shoe next morning. What more could one ask? I switched out the light. I had one of those tiredness erections which don’t care what becomes of them so long as they aren’t asked to get out of bed to pee. This seemed to be Maggie’s condition also. She put her foot in the stirrup and swung a hungry leg over me. A forty yard dash followed by three hiccups and it was all over between us. I felt something warm trickling between my legs and wished I was back at the party.


Then came Maggie’s verdict – a succinct phrase which I shall always remember in connection with my first sex-lag night in New York.


‘I didn’t like that,’ she said.






My op



At the eye hospital next morning they put my head in a vice and clamped my eyelids open with little golf clubs. Boris Karloff, grotesquely refracted in one of my tears, his face fringed with my eyelashes, approached my eye with a wooden stake. I tried to run away, but my head remained where it was. I couldn’t even speak. Now the stake was apparently entering my eye. Unable to close, my eye was obliged to receive it. My body thrashed about behind me. My head remained motionless in its pillory …


‘Souvenir for you,’ said the kindly orderly.



The robot-monkey fortuneteller



‘I’m gonna piss on you motherfuckers …’


‘Shit your eyes you little sister whore bitch …’


The yellowish blacks in silver waterproof trilbies mutter and shout at themselves on 42nd Street, scuff cheap boots in the slush. An old woman sits on a wall hungrily eating chocolates out of a heart-shaped box thrown out of a nightclub. A black soprano saxophone player sways to his lonely music outside the Phoenix Life Insurance. Here’s an Orthodox Jewish couple out for a stroll. They look out of place until a big blue bubble appears at her lips like a mad speech balloon and she smiles at me like a good child.


Tacky shops on Broadway are scabs on the feet of glossy black skyscrapers that curve ignorantly into the air like perilous ski-jumps, the wakes of supermen. Watches, fortunes, porn: the shops purvey their solutions to a difficult world. One watch called a Hard-On has different positions depicted in luminous paint for every hour, and no time for sleeping. In the Pokerino Chance Game Arcade the robot-monkey fortuneteller picks up your fate-card and chucks it down a slide to you. I am ‘Type D’:




Success attends you and protection from physical danger. Do not push your luck. Your ambition is not the smallest part of you: hesitate before accepting assignments abroad. Make any changes in business after Thursday.





In Hubert’s Wild West Museum I try to outdraw the Fastest Gun Alive, a black-clad, glass-eyed gunslinger with a hinged right arm which jerks upwards if you make a grab for the holstered six-shooter in front of you. I lose. Either way you lose your quarter.


From a roof-top ad for Marlboro Country a nonchalant cowboy blows real gigantic smoke-rings. ‘I smoke for one thing,’ suggests the Winston career girl, ‘COME UP TO KOOL …’


A coach called the M41 Culture Loop draws up at all this squalor. Streams of yellow Dingaling cabs rush like white blood corpuscles to the latest wound.



Rona Barrett’s Hollywood



The Circus-Circus is a convenience near Times Square. In its grubby window is the remains of a safe said to have been blown up by John-Dillinger. Alongside a yellowing photo of this hero and a framed newspaper cutting of the day are some glamour pics with the legend: 50C THEY CHANGE EVERY TEN MINUTES – BEAUTIFUL GIRLS.


Inside, a dozen black men were lounging on pin-tables. At the end of a central aisle a great black toad of a man was perched high in a sort of pulpit, dispensing change to those who wished to pass through a curtain into the holy of holies. I got my 50C and went inside. The place was pitch dark and stank like a urinal. As my eyes became accustomed to the acrid darkness I began to make out the lower halves of men standing in curtained head-booths with their backs to me. One of them drew back the curtain to leave and I stepped into his place. Inside the booth was a slot machine. I put in my 50C and a tiny screen slid back, like the shutter of a lugubrious camera, giving visual access to a brightly lit room where a naked white woman sat on a revolving table opening and closing her thighs like a lobster in an aquarium. On the floor copies of National Stars and Rona Barrett’s Hollywood were spilling out of a suitcase. Clothes and shoes lay about. A French loaf protruded from a shopping bag.



You don’t know me, but …



‘Let me get two slices of Sicilian,’ said the man sitting next to me in the Hot and Cold Submarines and Pizzas. ‘I see ya got a new air-conditioner, Alexi. They break in or what?’


‘He broke in,’ said the Greek, nodding to his young cook and raising his eyes.


‘Ladder slip on ice,’ wailed the young man.


‘Fried two with bacon all the way,’ said the Greek, setting down my order.


I was enjoying myself watching this team, but I had to find a place to sleep for the night. I got out my address book. I had one foot on my suitcase and a hand on a map of New York. Snow blew in from the street. Obviously I couldn’t go back to Maggie’s. I tried the unknown ‘Paula’. She didn’t sound too keen on the phone, but she said to come for a drink at her hotel.



Thai silk and tuna fish



Paula was a delicate, determined-looking Australian girl, wearing a suit and glasses like the trusty secretary who knows she will get a chance to be beautiful later when she is photographed differently. My mother had known her father in Sydney. The other half looked Chinese.


We had three or four cocktails, then went affectionately in to a huge dinner on her expense account. She was selling Japanese animal reliefs to firms of office decorators. The ‘he’ in her life bought these in Osaka and shipped them to her in bulk. She put them into ‘amusing’ frames and took people out to lunch. We had this matter-of-fact kind of talk, full of highlighted truth. I told her about my childhood in the seventh floor flat of a stately home in Kent. She told me about her relationship with a Thai silk and tuna fish importer called Lord Jersey, who had given her this solid brooch of a clown. I showed her the scar on my hand, which she took hold of. By coffee I was telling her how I’d been thrown out of my room that morning and she was saying she didn’t believe me but I could sleep on her floor if I wanted. On the way to the elevator someone gave her a message and she seemed to remember something. I wasn’t really her type, she said, kissing me hospitably. I was mentally, I knew that, but not physically, did I mind? I said I did mind. She said I was cute but she was tired. I thanked her for the super dinner, arranged to break our next fondly made date, smiled martyredly and left, boredom seeping back across the rich food and forced fun of our four-course boasting match. She followed me into the street. ‘All right,’ she said, ‘just for a coffee.’ Once in her room we forgot the coffee and stood looking at the view of Central Park until the phone rang, her friend in Thailand, the clown. She asked him to hang on while she said goodbye to someone, did I mind?



Taxi to the terminal zone



My taxi driver has handlebar moustaches which you can see from behind. He twitches them prior to speech.


‘You English?’


‘How did you guess?’


‘I lived there during the draft. Swinging London. You like a smoke?’


He puts the joint into the hinged money compartment set in the bullet-proof dividing window and tips it through for me. ‘You want to have a drink somewhere? The name’s Don.’


I haven’t got anywhere particular to go, so I agree. Don pulls up at something called The Gaudy Image, ‘The Only Place In The Universe To Have Anything to Offer on a Tuesday Night!’ Inside, a group of waiters dressed as sailors flock round his moustaches for a moment. They look like women pretending to be men dressed as women. There are women here too, I think, but working on the opposite principle. These people are sexual palimpsests – often scribbled on but never coming clear, their genders whimsical. Half-coloured men in corsets and high heels flirt with secretaries in horn-rimmed spectacles. Half-female girls in suits and snap-brims pose on their own. The atmosphere is relaxed, self-absorbed.


‘No one’s straight here,’ says Don, ‘even him.’ He nods towards a middle-aged businessman smoking a pipe.


‘What about those two?’


‘Men.’


Men? I looked at Don’s handlebars quivering expectantly.


It is Amateur Night and we watch as an array of plumed and pasty transsexuals and vestites come through a curtain on to a tiny stage to amaze themselves and us with their bravado. The businessman comes on as Eliza Doolittle and does selections from My Fair Lady. His ‘Wouldn’t It Be Luverly’ has a strange pathos which goes unappreciated. Most people seem to want to be Sally Bowles singing ‘Life is a Cabaret’. One of these is Blue, who joins our table.


‘Blue’s got talent,’ says Don insincerely. ‘He’s a bloody fine musician really, aren’t you Blue? I’ve told him he’s better off in London, but he won’t listen. You want to go to London don’t you Blue? Listen, Hugh, why doesn’t Blue call you in London? You got an address? Look, I’ll give you mine. If ever you need a place to, like, you know, crash, in New York or anything …’


He starts writing and I too get out my pen. As I write my name it comes to me that I don’t want to give Blue my address. I’ve had a bit of that before. Anyway, why is Don in such a hurry to shuffle old Blue over to London? The trouble is I can’t for the life of me think of a false address to give them. Without wanting to I find myself writing out my own address for this little creep. Summoning all my will power I manage to add an extra nought to the street number.


‘Thanks, I’ll look you up,’ says Blue.


I make as if to leave, but Don wants to seal this contract here and now and insists that Blue give me a lift to wherever I am going. ‘Great!’ says Blue, beginning to get the idea that he has found a new patron. I say it’s all right about the lift, but he insists. As we walk towards his car he chats warmly about the chances that bring people together. I try to disagree about this, but he doesn’t hear me. He’s talking about a friend of his called Sampson whom he met in a gents in Venice. I realise that I want passionately to be alone now. Blue scuffs his shoe and grins lovably at me. Why don’t I mug him right here and now? That’d give me something to tell them back home. Blue, on the other hand, would probably misinterpret the gesture.



Ghosts of electricity



For a few minutes in the thirties the Kennington Hotel was the tallest building in America. Now it’s falling down. My room is extraordinary. One bare bulb switched on at midday. Is there a window? Not really sir. Frosted glass probably lets some light through to the other side, whatever that is. Thank you, I’ll keep the curtains drawn. I can hardly breathe. Some rogue air-conditioner is dumping its used air in here. Lungs rake it in vain for oxygen and are left coated with a bitter dust. This dust has collected round the edge of the carpet like a pale border. There’s the sound of a cat plucking at the carpet, but no cat. Cockroaches remain where they died, smashed, among the sinister flower-studies. In the bathroom someone had slashed the blind with a cut-throat. Electric shocks off everything. The cold tap comes on again if you turn it too far and the floor by the basin is too hot to stand on in bare feet. You keep your shoes on anyway in this place for fear of catching something between the toes.


So what? You want it regular you go to the Guardian Inn and get mugged. Just so long as they don’t charge extra for the bleeding Village Person in the bathroom, I don’t mind. At least the phone works.



Have mercy, judge



A St Patrick’s Day newsfilm from Belfast, concerning the latest sectarian murder, has sub-titles added by NBC.


In the snow outside Grand Central Station an old black woman is selling green bowler hats with shamrocks stuck in the side.


A blind Irishman sitting opposite me on the Long Island Railroad has a telescopic white stick with TRUE TEMPER USA printed on it. He is neatly dressed with a real shamrock. Drawing himself up with some nerve, he addresses the blind air in front of him.


‘I’ve always taken St Patrick’s Day off,’ he declares, ‘and I always will.’ The temptation to announce his nationality, holiday mood and status as a working man, all in one phrase, is too much for him.


‘Not even the Irish Irish take St Patrick’s Day off,’ says his neighbour.


‘Well, that’s their problem sir, not mine. Will you tell me, is it still snowing?’


‘Sure is.’


The Irishman takes off his holiday homburg and lays what looks like a plastic tobacco pouch on top of it. Doesn’t he know this is a non-smoker? He seems to be trying with his fingers to get the seam of the pouch in line with the crown of his hat. I long to help him but he fiddles it down over the crown and finally tucks the brim into the groove provided. Now he holds the newly fortified hat upon his lap and happily faces the whitening window, as a man does who is about to get down from a train. This blind Irishman exudes the good citizen. His every gesture is a kind of piety for conventional values, as if America has been good to him in his affliction. Even his hat looks satisfied.


We both get down at Westbury, Long Island, and I guide him along the platform in the gusting snow.


‘English are you?’ he asks. ‘What brings you to this neck of the woods?’


‘I’m going to see Chuck Berry.’


‘Chuck Berry? Ain’t he that fellow they got for income tax evasion? What do you want to see him for?’


‘I like his music’


‘They should lock him up if you ask my opinion.’


His daughter lifts her eyes to heaven as she tucks him into her car.


The one taxi doesn’t know where the concert hall is, so I stop another car and we’re directed to a dismal concrete marquee at the back of a car park. It seems that ‘long’ really is the only word for this awful island.



No particular place to go



I’m two hours early. I get my ticket and puddle-hop down the road to a Bowling. Inside, a desultory off-Saturday is in progress – sulky dads crossly sacrificing time at The Club to be with junior. I watch them busting their fat guts flinging cannonballs into nothingness – noise and light creating a momentary illusion of effectiveness, the shortlived satisfaction of something somewhere breaking because of them. Why do these big men look so disgusted with their lives and nag their kids like women overworked?


I suppose this is the America that surprises no one. Not the gallant USA of legend, but the America of half-baked panel games and enraged anchor men, whacky cleanliness ads and try-it-you’ll-like-it trickery, the impotent, self-centred America of dumb hot-dog forecourts called Simple Simon’s Big Deal or something, where you get a free dunce’s cap with every suppressed scream. It isn’t?


I sit down at the soda fountain and present my custom to the pretty waitress who might be a croupier or a masseuse or an air hostess she is so smart. The fat chap on my right doesn’t think she’s so fine and he snaps like a dachshund at the casual girl for flirting with his son, while his gratuitous belly commits hara-kiri on the edge of the bar.


‘Two do-nuts,’ he barks. ‘Two shakes, one strawberry? Two strawberry! Christ!’ He is posing sulkily like the Michelin man in his special reinforced bowling kit.


‘Was that two nuts sir?’ enquires the girl, looking straight at me.


‘That’s right honey,’ sneers the man. His son comes round from behind the bar where he has been wicked enough to operate the milk whisk. I suppose this is a family scene where everyone knows everybody else except me – something one never thinks of. Maybe I stand out like an American tourist. I’m even writing postcards and not sulking and my eyes are bright for this soda-siren whose eyes are bright for anything.


‘You wanna bowl or what?’ I think the grotesque one is challenging me.


‘I don’t think I ever bowled before …’


‘There’s nothing to it,’ he confides delightedly. ‘Look, all you gotta remember is this, right? First, ya gotta get your fingers in the right holes, OK? It’s like a lot of things if you catch my meaning!!!’ He laughs man-to-man, happy as a king now. ‘Ya gotta be sure and stick ya finger in the right hole, ya know?’ He’s friendly enough I suppose.


‘Name’s Walters,’ he tells me. ‘Jim. Glad to meet you.’


We talk for a moment, then he tells me what’s on his mind.


‘Ya wanna know something? My son wants to be a road bum. That’s right, a road bum. You ask him what he wants to do with his life he says a road bum. “Your lifestyle sucks,” he told me the other day. Now what’s that? Me, I save money for a hobby. My son says it sucks. He wants to be a road bum the motherfucker. He is a road bum for chrissakes …’


The phone goes and the waitress calls him over.


‘It’s for you, Mr Walters.’


He waddles over with one of the big cannonballs on his finger, glances at the ceiling authoritatively as he takes the receiver. A football coach? A sergeant-major? A ref? If he isn’t in control of his life at this moment, he never will be.


‘Yeah, Walters here. Hello hello … Oh … Oh … Yes dear it’s me … Yes honey … OK honey … right dear … OK honey … OK honey … OK honey … Goodbye dear.’ He replaces the receiver in severe depression: there goes his afternoon.



The fat man



Bored usherettes in green tunics to match the subdued décor flock eagerly towards each newcomer, all but one falling back when you show the colour of your ticket. The Westbury Music Fair has an arena stage which looks as though it’s going to revolve. Chuck Berry, The Crystals and Fats Domino will be coming and going like creatures in a raree show. Yet there is no need – the place is only a quarter full, everyone is spread out through the empty seats, instead of together in the front. They are mostly schoolkids with nothing to do, nostalgic couples in special gear, some mini-rockers backcombing themselves, the odd black maid. Some fat white mums turn away their heads as they get up to let a pair of black girls through, but there is no tension here. Only a waiting to be amused.


‘Ladies and gentlemen, the first half of tonight’s entertainment will commence momentarily …’


The Crystals open the show with a bang. The do all their great Phil Spector hits – ‘He’s a Rebel’, ‘And Then He Kissed Me’, ‘Da Doo Ron Ron’. But the crowd aren’t listening.


Fats Domino makes his entrance trotting down one of the aisles in the hope that the stage will be pointing his way when he reaches it. His clothes are more subdued than usual and he looks older. Antoine Domino was just twenty when he made his first rock’n roll record in 1949. It was called ‘The Fat Man’ and the B side was in French: ‘Hey là-bas, Amène vos chats’. ‘Blue Monday’, ‘I’m Walking’, ‘I’m Gonna Be a Wheel Some Day’, ‘Be My Guest’, ‘Yes Indeed’, he plays all my favourites, ending with a gospel tune called ‘O Elijah’ where he bumps his grand piano clear across the stage with his hip.



The brown-eyed handsome man



It is time for Chuck. He bounds on stage in red flares and Hawaiian shirt. It is one of those moments when a tourist understands what makes him an outsider. I have always thought of Mr Berry as one of the great poet-heroes of America, but to these kids he is just another old-time rocker, a figure of fun. Cries of ‘Frankie Valli and the Four Seasons’, ‘The Mommas and Poppas’, even ‘Shanana’ greet him meaninglessly, as if to give him a foretaste of their musical discernment.


‘No Particular Place to Go’, ‘Cosy Clan of Four’, ‘The Promised Land’, ‘Maybelline’, ‘Nadine’, ‘Sweet Little Sixteen’, ‘Memphis’, he does them all to a turn, dancing and grinning. The fact that he has done a blues version of ‘Johnny B. Goode’ earlier in the show doesn’t stop the punk greasers in front of me yelling for it all night, but it doesn’t bother him.


‘Chuck, you’re beautiful man,’ cries a lone sympathiser.


‘Just a voice crying in the wilderness oo oooo,’ replies the brown-eyed handsome man.






No particular place to go


So we parked way out on the kokomo


The night was young and the moon was old


So we both decided to take a stroll


Can you imagine the way I felt


I couldn’t unfasten her safety belt


Riding along in my calaboose


Still trying to get her belt unloose


All the way home I held a grudge


But the safety belt it wouldn’t budge


Cruising and playing the radio


With no particular place to go








Two nauseating boy twins in green satin party suits approach the stage to request the awful ‘My Ding-a-ling’.


‘You know I wasn’t going to do this one,’ he tells them. ‘It’s just a third-rate ditty really. But since it’s been requested by the younger element …’ and he does it with apparent zest.


At the end of the show he invites some kids on to the stage to dance and two of them sit down at Fats Domino’s piano and drums and start jamming with him.


Why do I love these men? When I was five years old I heard a record on the radio called ‘Tico Tico’ by Carmen Miranda. It was fast. It produced dancing in me. I don’t remember buying it, but I still have my copy. I was a pinched first-year public schoolboy when I heard the magical off-beat of rockabilly coming from a forbidden pre-fab called O’Sullivan’s Record Exchange. That was the start of my record-browsing habit. John Lennon once said, ‘I’ve been half American ever since I first heard Elvis on the radio and me head turned.’ My case exactly. But the half is important.






O’Sullivan’s Record Exchange


In the Peskett Street Market


Was out of bounds to Lower Boys


On account of Miss O’Sullivan’s taste


In music. We used to jive


In the listening booths


When she turned the volume up for us,


Knowing we wouldn’t buy.


It was the best she could do.


You couldn’t hear that kind of thing


Any other way in 1956. The overloaded wires


Must have set fire to the partitioning.


They had to throw hundreds of


Twisted 78s into Peskett Street.


O’Sullivan’s Record Exchange,


Its record-covered walls


Suspended in their own flames,


Still seems to welcome me


With all my favourite tunes –


And Miss O’Sullivan


Moving her arms over the turntables


Like one who heals. When I’m caught


Loitering in the new car park


Off Peskett Street ten years from now,


I’ll know what to expect: ‘Look here old boy,


The past is out of bounds, you should know that.’


‘But sir,’ I’ll say, ‘where else is there to go


On these half-holidays?’

























chapter two


Some parties






Come for the filter. You’ll stay for the taste



Mr Henriksen was the Agent for Readings. He’d told me he was balding, so I didn’t look twice at the totally bald person sitting next to me at the Bar of The Collar Stud.


When I finally asked if it was he, he nearly jumped out of his skin.


‘I really love poetry,’ he told me angrily. ‘I like poets. I understand them. You think I’m kidding. I’m not. I like Anne Waldman. I don’t like her poetry. I think she’s a real sexy chick. I like her doing her readings. Would you believe me if I said that New York poets would honestly like for the next really great poet to be British? Or Australian even? I’d really like for him to be an Australian. I’d like to handle him myself.’


‘I’d really like for him to be an American,’ I said.


‘I had a show in Sydney when I was your age,’ said Mr Henriksen. ‘Nobody came because they all thought I was going to smash up their cosy little scene.’ He glowered round at the crowds of would-be pick-ups as if he’d like to smash up all the mirrors.


The Collar Stud is hunting lodge psychedelic – a sort of taste pause in which its clientele of sun-puckered divorcees, check-jacketed vermouth advertisements and wild-eyed cigarette-handlers of every persuasion can feel subtly refined. Outsize Aladdin’s cave lanterns hover near one’s head, giving off a sickly yellow gloom. Dark panelling causes claustrophobia. There is neither rhyme nor reason to the excesses cluttering the already tense atmosphere, but the place is filling up fast.


‘How did it get this way?’ I asked Mr Henriksen.


‘This is the most popular singles joint in town,’ he said. ‘I been coming here ten years. I never got laid one time.’


‘Why you go on …?’


‘The restaurant’s OK. You can always say you’re going to the restaurant, you know what I mean?’


I looked around at the nervous sportsmen with their shaving nicks and their tumescent ties, all presumably with a painful head of sperm built up between their legs, all imagining themselves doing something magnificently masculine to some grateful little lady later on tonight, but all looking as if they were just about to be tortured.


The whole atmosphere was far more discreetly uptight than the gay bar I went to, but the men, outnumbering the women ten to one, looked about the same. It seems that when Americans get cleaned up they all look like homosexuals.


‘If my father saw this place he’d say it was a queer joint,’ I said.


‘He’d be half right,’ said Mr Henriksen. ‘They wanted to put it on tv, but the management refused. They knew it wouldn’t be popular with the customers. Most of ’em are cheaters. Or would-be cheaters anyway.’


I smiled at a brassy hooker in sequins, but she raised a negative eyebrow and went blank. As in a gay bar, it seemed the glance was the currency, but more unstable, more wavering. You catch one, hold it steady, then give it a value with the response of your own eye muscles, releasing it back into the pool earlier or later according to the state of the market, which, believe me, isn’t good tonight.


I looked round at the eyes looking round, at the efforts betrayed in scarves and cuffs – everyone in clean underpants in case of a voluptuous accident later. Here at last was a serious public for all the ads you’ve ever laughed at. These were the fashions they saw themselves being sexual in, which meant there must be women who felt the same. I noticed there were no jeans in The Collar Stud. The effort was clearly away from Bohemia and towards the Playboy Philosophy:


‘Come up to Marlboro,’ they seemed to be saying, advertising themselves in the manner of the cigarettes they were wielding with such dexterity.


‘Taste is everything … If you know.’


‘Are you Alive to Pleasure?’


And wasn’t there a hint of sexual exploitation about those hearty jawline beards, sharks’ teeth on chains? A suggestion of superior ‘staying power’ in those suede shoulder patches?


‘Come for the filter,’ they seemed to be suggesting; ‘You’ll STAY for the taste.’


Pelmanism


‘Cigarette?’


‘Thanks,’ says the girl.


We light our cigarettes from the same flame, two synchronised fuses by which we gauge the progress of our enthusiasm for one another. They go back and forth from our lips like sips of a shared poison.


Cigarettes are essential to the dedicated leisure cruiser. They are the Esperanto of casual sex, a kind of indoor semaphore, a flag of truce, a five-minute visiting card, an option on romance.


‘My name’s Lori,’ says the girl, inhaling attractively. ‘That means truck in English right?’


‘Well, a small truck.’


‘You moving to New York or what? I know a really good lawyer can get you a green card right away …’


‘Well maybe I don’t know.’


‘You like New York? This is the most popular bar in New York. I know it’s singles. That doesn’t bother me. I like to get around. Hang loose.’


‘You like to go somewhere after this?’


‘You gotta car?’


‘No.’


‘I have to work in the morning. You know what I mean?’


The logic is international. We put out our cigarettes.


Mr Henrikson is nowhere in sight. It’s after theatre time and the crowds are pouring into The Collar Stud like molten lava. They have shut the doors and are letting them in by turn, like a helter skelter.


A swarthy woman runs up and grabs me by the lapels:


‘Ya gotta see The Rocky Horror Show,’ she shouts.


‘I seen it,’ I yell.


‘Isn’t it the best in the world?’


I like her a lot, but I can’t come up with any new feelings for The Rocky Horror Show, so I have to throw her back. She tears up to someone else.


Is there some hysteria here? Certainly there is some hysteria here. Look at this one. Her head spins round as if she’s possessed. She pirouettes alone, fiddling with her zip fastener, pushes through, blinking, smiles at no one, bursts out laughing, looks back. Now she’s gone, but she’s soon back again in dark glasses, looking for a light. There goes her drink. ‘There is a neurosis in the air which its inhabitants mistake for energy,’ says Charles Ryder about New York in Brideshead  Revisited.


Two ‘prepish’ types (squares) are approaching a group consisting of two simian-featured blondes and their bait, a pretty Chinese girl. The Chinese girl sees what’s coming and turns smoothly to meet a heavily spectacled older student type. He focuses his hunched shoulders full on her, but she is still a half-turn away from him, talking into the air. Soon I notice she is talking non-stop and his chest has started to swivel out of true. Is she trying to tell him something he doesn’t want to know? I’d say it’s a mistake to tell anyone anything in this bullring. Little by little he is turning away from this lovely girl, eyeing the blondes. Her explanation continues. Now she is facing him and he is about to have his back to her. He catches my eye and thinks I fancy his pickup. He drinks heavily and turns back to her. There they are now, facing each other at last.
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