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         New York City was once a haven for reinvention. No Wave was born there, a counterculture that brought punk, rock, jazz, funk, hip-hop, film, art, and outlaw sensibilities into a vibrant and volatile mix. If the Lost Generation strayed because of the wasteland of World War I, we eclipsed their ghosts by howling ‘NO’ to the dead-eyed cultural and political landscape of the 1970s. Art guerrillas, esoterrorists, and wild Mary Shelleys, we stitched together our own Frankenstein monster. A moveable feast of No. The Parisian painters and poètes maudits of the late 1800s, the Lost Generation, the Beats, the Harlem Renaissance, the Black Arts Movement; these were all scenes rooted in geography, particular times and politics, shifting cultures toward new insights and expressions. No Wave was downtown NYC. Our No New York.

         Thurston Moore, Byron Coley, and Marc Masters have all chronicled No Wave with style, plenty of history, killer photos, and even a few scandalous anecdotes about me. And yes, they gave the women well-earned attention. But I wrote this book to dig deeper. What truly set No Wave apart from past artistic movements? The women. They didn’t just participate. They set the tone and they lit the fuse.

         Women – resisting tired stereotypes and reinventing according to our individual artistic visions. Artists like Patti Smith, Debbie Harry, and Tina Weymouth of Talking Heads were establishing women as equal progenitors in New York’s music scene in the mid-1970s. In England, Chrissie Hynde, Poly Styrene, and the Slits were changing the game; the Slits especially were the epitome of the No Wave sensibility. We followed them, seized the right to create new music and sound. Dismantling art’s male-dominated paradigms, we ignored the boundaries of gender and genre. In downtown New York in the late 1970s and ’80s, the first significant international 4movement of women artists was born, creating sound, word, and vision as explosively as the men. This was possible, in part, because the imperative to make art was not driven by money or fame, at least not in a commercial or corporate sense. We enjoyed a camaraderie that can only be achieved when women disentangle themselves from competition and jealousy. Collaborative and supportive, we envisioned a new reality of art and friendship, living our freedom through example and through art in all its forms. The female musicians in the scene didn’t have a brand like the later Riot Grrrls. To us, brands were a joke. Commercial success was anathema to our goals, as telegraphed in the irony of Barbara Kruger’s iconic slogan ‘I shop therefore I am’ and in the anti-commodification of the Au Pairs song ‘Steppin’ Out of Line’.

         The Irish filmmaker Vivienne Dick filmed a group of us on rooftops in the late 1970s; we called ourselves les guérillères.1

         For the first time in history, wild visionary women gathered in one place. We rocked, ripped, destroyed, exposed, and made our work alongside men. We shape-shifted, using our instruments, typewriters, paintbrushes, and cameras as extensions of our nervous systems, pushed to the edge of overload. Radical libertines and codebreakers shot Super-8 films and photography. One writer transformed the canon’s sacred texts into sexed-up sacrilege, others penned poetry and manifestos while working in dungeons as dominatrices. Most of us avoided labels, yet feminism was inherent in our choices in love and sex, in work and action. Our self-confidence and unfettered imagination emboldened the men around us. There was a spirit of fluidity within a deeply sexual scene. Our lack of 5defining ourselves felt liberating, enabling change in a spirit of flow when change beckoned. The way we moved, dancing through the downtown streets, and the convulsive physicality of making work. All of it, an exercise in sensual freedom. 

         The lens may be occasionally clouded with nostalgia. And there was darkness. Danger and risk didn’t always lead to inspired revelations and good outcomes, especially for women considered feral, or those tempted by heroin’s allure. Drugs, gentrification, and the commercial success of many, including myself, eroded the creative energy of the downtown world we had built, and as we moved onto our separate artistic paths, the scene began to fade. AIDS arrived, bringing fear, premature death, shock, and grief. The rise of dance music became a fleeting joy, a temporary, ecstatic flight away from the grip of the disease on the community. More than 100,000 people died of AIDS before the 1980s had concluded, and its toll on the hearts of the queer community and the cultural landscape of New York City was beyond devastating.

         Not everyone I mention in this book will agree, not by a long shot, with being identified as a part of No Wave, or a guérillère, or with the way I remember things. I’ve overlooked many women art- and sound-makers during the period, and a more thorough, scholarly account of the women working during the No Wave movement would fill a critical gap and be an essential addition to our understanding of this era.

         Mine is a different kind of contribution – a diaristic rendering of the scene, a memoir rather than an academic history. I’m writing in the tradition of personal chroniclers who documented their cultural moments from the inside, where the intimate becomes a way of understanding larger movements. Sometimes the personal 6is political, and the lived experience offers what scholarship alone cannot. What I can offer is how it lived in me, stitched together through memory and feeling. I’ve tried to stay awake to the ways certain people, stories, and addictions shaped my life then and now, while still holding these memories inside a wider view; of how much it all felt like something cracking open, both personally and in the sweep of history.

         To quote Virginia Woolf, ‘Killing the Angel in the house’ is a necessary part of becoming a woman writer.2 There will be dirt. Musicking girls were not supposed to be outspoken or wild like our rock ’n’ roll brothers. I was carrying centuries of bottled-up female rage, and dangerous episodes fuelled by alcohol and drugs appear throughout these stories like a game of whack-a-mole. When does bravery become recklessness? And when does addiction turn deadly?

         I lived valiantly, sometimes violently and recklessly free, often feeling singular to the point of being in the world, but not of it. That freedom often came at a price. I was out as a lesbian in 1977, two decades before Ellen DeGeneres came out on national TV. My post-No Wave journey through the corporate music world was fraught with obstacles. Toward the end of this book, I will touch on the transition from the personal and creative freedom of No Wave to the conformity and control of the corporate music business.

         Ghosts will rise up from these pages: painters, musicians, noisemakers, actors, junkies, activists, filmmakers, poets, queens, criminals, dancers, thieves, writers, drunks, and visionaries. I’m unafraid to dance with ghosts. For the living, our numbers are dwindling. It’s time to tell the stories.

         
            1 After Les Guérillères, a 1969 novel by Monique Wittig. It was translated into English in 1971.

            2 Virginia Woolf, ‘Professions for Women’, 1931.
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         July 1977.

         According to plan, I’d set out from Cleveland on a Greyhound bus – to move to New York City and join a band. There wasn’t much to carry; the Fender Duo-Sonic guitar Peter had given me, tied in a burlap sack, plus two thrift-store suits, $100 in cash, and a shorn head.

         Morning rush hour at Port Authority felt as if I’d been transported to an over-populated planet of amphetamine junkies. Downtown on Avenue A, the destination of my first lodgings, could wait. My first stop was a place I’d visit often and was the antithesis of punk, and all future visits would remain secret. Shoving my way through the crowds to the E train, I got off at 53rd and Fifth Avenue. I had an appointment with an archangel and a demon. Rain hammered down on hordes of well-dressed people trying to dodge the downpour. So many people. The humid smell of rain beating the hot cement excited me, as water rushed to the sewers carrying busted, spiny umbrellas along its course like broken blackbirds swept off by the gutter’s current. The sight recalled a painting my mother loved, Van Gogh’s Wheatfield with Crows. She hung the print flipped upside down, as was her way.

         Churches are egoless architecture. St Patrick’s Cathedral graced me with a feeling of reverence, provoked by its structural majesty and the incensed air of a space charged with trillions of prayers. Its lacy Gothic Revival style, spires, marble statuary, and the light leaking through its stained-glass windows called to me as a young girl when I leafed through the pages of LIFE magazine. Drawn to Catholicism through both the Italian and Irish sides of my family, I’d taught myself to sidestep the dogma and head for the theatrical and bewitching. Frankincense and myrrh in thuribles suspended 10from chains. The Latin mass, acoustic dreaminess. The costumed priests and nuns and the polychromatic wounds of pain transformed into expressions of ecstasy. The dark sexuality of the art and its Freudian slips eluded me as a child yet always fascinated, promising that no matter the suffering, elevation into the mystic waited.

         Depictions of ecstatic gratification gained through pain and suffering can feel intriguing to a traumatized kid, providing some type of perverse hope. Sacred hearts encased in crowns of thorns dripping with blood – these sigils of suffering were common fascinations I would share with Nan Goldin. Nan was one of two people I’d say prayers for on my first day in New York. How shameful – a ‘punk’ who prayed? (So did Pussy Riot, decades later, to St Maria the Mother in a Russian Orthodox Cathedral.)

         Walking the church’s periphery, I stopped to read the plaques for each statue and prayer station, pausing at St Therese of the Little Flower and moving on to the altar of St Michael. Lighting candles to say prayers for the people who opened me to new ways of seeing, Peter and Nan, I asked for Michael’s ongoing protection. Lucifer peeked his head out from below St Michael’s foot. Seeming to wink at me. As if to say, Remember your fallen angel. Defeated, yet still very much alive.

         Twelve years later, I returned to St Patrick’s in 1989 for the ACT UP (AIDS Coalition to Unleash Power) and WHAM! (Women’s Health Action and Mobilization) Stop the Church demonstration in protest with more than 4,000 activists. Nearly 90,000 people had died of AIDS in the USA, with almost 400,000 deaths globally by the end of 1989. Cardinal O’Connor and the Catholic Church continued to oppose condom use, safe sex education in schools, and abortion – a pro-death dogma posing as pro-life. While activist 11Tom Keane enacted a symbolic crucifixion in the aisle of the church along with hundreds of other protestors, I lay down on the street for a die-in outside with my queer brothers and sisters, watching police carry protestors out on stretchers, their hands zip-tied. The demonstration demanded attention and was one of ACT UP’s most powerful actions toward demanding effective treatment options, which would become available in the early 1990s.

         By the time I joined ACT UP, I was newly sober and learning about pathways to redemption. Where the Catholic Church of my childhood taught a theology of wounds, a scripture of necessary violence and suffering, ACT UP taught me that protest is salvation. That silence equals death. And action is life.

         St Michael’s battle with Lucifer would come to symbolize the dyad of experiences I’d choose in New York City and various cities of empty. To witness darkness is to understand its simplest truth; it is merely an absence. A void I’d dance into and out of until I learned that evil and its cohort pain are far less interesting than their romantic costuming. We are, each one of us, alone. Yet when all seems absent of light, we reach our hands out to one another in the dark. Connection is the holy antidote to a starless sky. 12
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         I was twenty years old and had already spent two years of my life in Cleveland’s gay bars, cutting my queer teeth in the Change, the city’s most notorious gay watering hole. The art of serious drinking was a prerequisite for entry into the queer culture of the early 1970s. Genetically prone to alcohol, I was an embryonic inebriate. One photo of my mother pregnant with me shows her happily sauced whilst holding a beer bottle. And when I cried as a toddler, they rubbed Seagram’s 7 on my teething gums. Thanks to my drag queen friends and neighbours, the dipsomaniacal genes were cheered into orbit as I learned to drink with gusto, like a drag king Joel Grey on a bender.

         The Shaker Club in upmarket Shaker Heights catered to a suburban, well-heeled gay crowd. Flock wallpaper in dark reds and blacks, a mahogany bar, and sconces with candelabra lightbulbs set the scene for cocktails and dreaming. Sit at the bar and you might observe the eyes of a closeted young businessman going sparkly to Roxy Music’s ‘Mother of Pearl’ while exchanging coy glances with a chic transvestite in droop earrings. The Shaker Club catered to a higher class of drag queens; Lady Stardusts invested in passing, preferring designer-clad mystery over the cheap and cheerful camouflage of their poor stepsisters at downtown gay bars like Twiggy’s and the Change. Women aching for lesbian experiences appeared occasionally, secretarial types with their big hair brushed back into Farrah Fawcett wings. Fag hags were not ashamed to call themselves as such. And, occasionally, a genuine lesbian hiding in femme drag waited for a kiss from an imperial dagger to smash open her closet door. This action played out against a score of rock and disco platters: Bowie, Mott the Hoople and the Three Degrees. Cleveland’s premier DJ Eric Baroush made sure the suburban queers got their 16love-sexy on with Manhattan Transfer’s ‘Blue Champagne’ (a romantic slow-dip), Bette Midler’s ‘In the Mood’ (for dancers who knew how to swing), and a switch-over to a funky disco confection like ‘Rock Your Baby’ by George McCrae (for the daggers who knew how to tease-pimp on the dancefloor).

         One night out at the Shaker Club, I saw her – a high femme posing like a 1940s movie star. Nan stood chatting with a queen at the bar, casually hot in spike heels and a million-dollar smile. Her head was tilted just so. She sparkled. Nan’s look was noir gun-moll glamour with a Parisian flair. She knocked out the entire room.

         I took in every inch of her. Seamed stockings on taut calves, black impossibly high heels. White pencil skirt cinched just below the knee, the white V-neck sleeveless blouse with its centrepiece of cleavage. Dark red hair pinned up in a chignon, crowning the top of her forehead in a pompadour of perfectly messy curls. Her skin was nearly translucent, as milky white as her string of pearls. And the way she tilted her head when she laughed – the pearls cradling just so in the embrace of her collarbone. I watched how she dazzled with her smile. Pulled her camera up while chatting with her subject, an older local queen. Nan brought her photo-taking into her conversation effortlessly, the camera an extension of her quick and beautiful eyes. When she turned those eyes on me, she smiled, pulled the lens up, and began shooting. The Nikon might as well have been a gun. She had me at first click.

         I was initially intimidated; she had a sophistication I’d never encountered in language and gesture, smiling as foreplay to her eye-to-lens and then – snap! – she caught me before I could strike a pose. She asked intimate questions while dipping the camera up and down between her gaze and her chest. Looking. Considering. 17Making me feel unguarded, sexy, sad. Excited and confessional all at once.

         I had made love to girls before Nan, but Nan’s body was not girlish. She was a woman, her full breasts weighted with life. Tiny waist and beneath it a soft stomach and full hips. The neck of Audrey Hepburn flashed through my head when she unwound her hair, red curls embracing the collarbone and tangling there in the little pearls she declined to remove when naked. Her skin was pale, nearly translucent, and the veins in her neck pulsed soft blue.

         I told her about my childhood, learning to be a butch daddy in a Cleveland reformatory called Blossom Hill. My natal family blew up when I was eleven due to my mother’s schizophrenia and my stepfather’s gambling, lack of support, and physical abuse. He was an Italian immigrant. Treated horribly as a boy for his lack of English, he grew up with fantasies of revenge; of being a gangster, a made man with jackpot eyes who never made it past being a numbers runner, only to have two fingers severed at the knuckles for sticking his mitt in the mob’s cookie jar.

         In keeping with generational trauma, my mother had grown up without knowing the identity of a father. Several generations of Irish women on her side had no husbands and unknown fathers. My grandmother had carried her through poverty and extremely dangerous circumstances as a young girl during the Great Depression. I’d inherited my mother’s confusion between sex and love. She was hypersexual; she loved her body and wanted to live and experience it fully and control her own carnality, which is common with women who’ve experienced sexual assault as children. The cost of her ache for love and freedom in the 1950s was brutal. At a very young age I understood how different she felt trying to live amidst the Donna 18Reed aspirants of our working-class suburb. The cruelty of the reality she faced cracked open a portal. My mother stepped through into another reality where her imagination made her a queen who reigned over a world of music and art, dance and beauty. A life free of children to care for. She left us. I wanted to follow where she led.

         She could be almost sadistic in this state, a reflection of the oppression she felt tortured by. I never knew which personality I’d be facing each morning: Cleopatra or Medea. Yet, the best of her wild imagination would eventually prove to be my magical badge of courage; through watching her escape from this plane of existence, I learned to take risks, to break away from whatever I perceived as cruelty and ignorance. By the time I was thirteen, I had run away from two foster homes and ended up incarcerated as an incorrigible runaway.

         In the Blossom Hill reformatory, we girl-hooligans created families from the same need as the darlings of Paris Is Burning and Pose. We played at being little gangsters, openly courted each other, danced and performed, and life in jail was like a fantastic movie no one could ever dream into existence. On the flip side of my gangster pose at Blossom Hill was the pitiful waif at Marycrest, the Catholic School for Wayward Girls. Marycrest was akin to Ireland’s Magdalene laundries, run by one of the same orders of nuns in Ireland – the Sisters of the Good Shepherd. My favourite nun, Sister Veronica, loved hearing me sing the embarrassing ‘Where Is Love?’ and ‘Who Will Buy?’ from Oliver!. Although I fancied myself more of an Artful Dodger, as pathetic as it sounds, the Oliver! songs trembled in my lonely bones.

         Nan had her own family traumas; her sister had committed suicide at the age of eighteen and the loss had left its shadow. She told 19me she’d travelled to Chicago, Detroit, and now Cleveland to take photos of drag queens and transvestites. She pulled an envelope from her bag and laid out a series of eight-by-ten black and white photographs. Her subjects took on the witness of her camera with an air of naked confidence, yet there was no sense of posing or arrogance in the photos. I’d never seen anything like these images, all arresting in their revelation of character. Some looked vulnerable, others seductive or self-reflective. David Armstrong and his boyfriend Bruce at the beach; these she pointed out were her best friends. Each subject, so natural in their bodies and expressions – as if they felt completely safe to let down their guard. As I searched their faces, I felt like they were saying, Look at my battle, what it’s given me. The depth of the wounds, a gateway into the soul of gnosis. Nan’s camera gave her friends permission to expose just how beautiful they really were; revealing that struggle and sadness can create a certain grace, a vessel to shield one from the vicious world that labelled gays as freaks and outcasts, which is exactly how it was in 1975 when I met Nan.

         Being gay was no picnic in the 1970s. You could be harassed, beaten, or even killed if exposed, and this continues today. There was such shame back then. But in the world of Nan’s photos I did not see the shame the outside world foisted on us. I saw a certain tenderness. Hurt, yes, but a dignity inside the pain. Self-acceptance and, sometimes, pride. I understood why she was interested in someone like me; I was androgynous, often passing for a boy. I resisted the line separating gender; I did not want to be man or woman. The vulnerability of my mother, who’d given up her life as a dancer to live inside a suburban box with a man who abused her; the despair of my grandmother, a brilliant piano player whose 20husband took away her music. Their pain demonstrated clearly that being a woman meant suffering. My refusal of womanhood manifested in dressing like a boy, feeling there was a boy trapped inside my skin, a boy entitled to all the opportunities unavailable to girls. In a world that mistreated women, I took cover behind boyish pose and swagger.

         My mask became porous in Nan’s presence; she saw right through. She allowed me to see her own fragility; I sensed the pain was deep. Nan didn’t define herself as gay or straight, and she talked to me about feeling as if she were a third sex, like the queens she photographed. A gender I could relate to. Nameless and fluid.

         In Nan’s philosophy, when someone allows their hurt to peek through the masks we all wear, it’s more beauty than an eye can behold sometimes. And in giving of herself in word and image, Nan lifted a bit of shame from my heart, teaching me a truth that would become central to my understanding of humanity. Her photographs taught me how to look. To see. It was Nan who said I should move to New York, a world where outsiders celebrated one another.

         * * *

         Nan returned to Boston, and we began writing letters to each other. I’d listen to Laura Nyro on Gonna Take a Miracle; the combined voices of Labelle and Laura so raw and beautiful on that album – a shiver-inducing roar of women. Each song felt immediate, like they were in the room singing directly to me, to the girls who knew the streets. Girls who wanted to fly. I envisioned Nan as my ‘Désiree’, the first song I’d ever heard with a woman serenading another woman. Nan was renting an attic flat in a house in Provincetown, 21Cape Cod, which was small and had sloping ceilings. Lovers David and Bruce were there; these two roommates contributing to the sweet, near-claustrophobic space. The entire bathroom was covered in strips of black and white photo-booth pictures of Nan and her friends. Larger prints mixed it up with images of actors, singers, and saints torn from magazines, tacked up all over the walls, interspersed with Nan’s sacred heart and crucifix collection.

         * * *

         They played the best music at Nan’s place. I heard John Cale there for the first time, his Paris 1919 album. You never knew what to expect on the hi-fi; it could be Roxy Music followed by Johnny Ace, Eno and Fripp’s No Pussyfooting, the soundtrack to Gold Diggers of 1933, Chuck Mangione’s ‘Land of Make Believe’ sung by Esther Satterfield. A close friend of Nan’s visited – the gorgeous Cookie Mueller, a sexy femme with attitude and star of John Waters’ comedy Pink Flamingos. Hanging with Nan, Cookie, David, Bruce, and all the fascinating people I met that summer felt like stepping through the looking glass into a formidable world of new possibilities; a world where imagination and magic were encouraged. David told me about Jean Genet and how he had written an entire book on a roll of toilet paper in his prison cell. A guard had seized and destroyed it, but Genet began again. Nan must have mentioned my reform school history to David, prompting him to lend me his copy of Our Lady of the Flowers. That a writer with no education could create such beautiful prose gave me hope. I read Our Lady greedily, sighing over the prose and the Catholic rituals of Divine and the queens, sometimes frustrated with the translation and feeling vexed 22that I’d never had the chance to study French – how poetic the text must be in its native tongue. For the next decade in New York City I went from job to job, using each as an excuse not to write while fantasizing about committing the perfect crime. Something related to theft: a banking con or a robbery of priceless objects from some hapless art aesthete’s precious collection. A crime with a tailor-made prison term that would grant me enough time and solitude necessary to write my own queer-girl version of Notre Dame des Fleurs.
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         In early February 1977, Peter Laughner had presented me with a round-trip ticket for my first visit to New York City. He’d arranged for us to stay at his buddy Lester Bangs’ place in the West Village. I was thrilled but nervous and kept nagging Peter about whether it was cool with Lester that I stay there. Would Lester discover me as a girl-hooligan fraud with nothing to offer? I could sing, but a soulful voice and punk did not make great bedmates. As if I’d be breaking into song to impress him anyway.

         The Jackson Pollock of phraseology, Lester riffed words like spatters of paint flying from the horn of the Birdman himself. Sometimes his descriptions leaped as high as Parker’s, so high up and off the page, I’d yelp in astonishment. His intoxicating sprawls of sentences about music made me giddy. Peter’s own journalism was decidedly gonzo and Bangsian, yet he had his own unique spin, enough to gain his mentor Lester’s respect and loyal friendship. I considered myself a member of Lester and Peter’s church (in which Music is God), but I hardly rated choirboy in their hierarchy of action and expression. I prepared for baptism.

         It was springtime when we arrived, the city rainy and everything shiny with buds bursting and people rushing. Myopia smoothed all I saw into soft focus. My New York at dusk was a painting by Monet, the rain smearing misty circles of colour around the glow of the streetlamps on Sixth Avenue. Our taxi pulled up in front of Lester’s place – an apartment above the unglamorous Gum Joy restaurant near the corner of 14th Street. Imagining the worshipper of Stooge-ian thrash as a feral-eyed punk, he of the torn black clothing and bughouse hair, the door opened to a boyish man in dirty corduroy pants smelling like stale potato chips. Lester was a doppelgänger for Rob Reiner’s character from All in the Family. I 26was surprised, exhaled relief. A Quicksilver T-shirt strained across his paunch as he grinned, took my hand, beckoned me inside, and tackled Peter in a bear hug.

         Lester’s apartment was a mess of typed pages, assorted rock ephemera, empty food containers and beer cans. A narrow path snaked through stepped-on pizza boxes, leading to the couch where, in the seams and cracks, a confetti of pharmaceuticals mixed it up with crumbs of unknown origin. Messy rooms never failed to pitch a shudder into me, but Lester’s chaos felt like heaven. Peter launched right into what drugs they’d be taking. Lester warned him to slow down as if he were trying to protect me from seeing just exactly what these two could get up to. Maybe he wanted to stay at least a little sober himself, but unlikely, from what I’d heard. Peter pulled out a flask and took a few demure sips. A goof. Lester laughed and out came a prescription bottle. They were off to the races without me.

         The little pills must have been speed, resulting in a codeine-laced cocktail that had them acting like dopey teenagers in the cab ride down to CBGB. Peter squirmed, all jazzed and jumpy about seeing the Ramones live. He sang ‘Now I Wanna Sniff Some Glue’ at the top of his lungs, with Lester and me chiming in. As we entered CBs (gratis, courtesy of owner Hilly Kristal’s reverence for Lester), the volume nearly lacerated my eardrums. We pushed our way through a packed room of headbangers losing it to the speeding power chords of ‘Blitzkrieg Bop’. Joey Ramone was riveting. His girlishness helped neuter the juvenile obsession with Nazis and punk fascism that certain white-boy punks thought cool. Essentially a charade intended for shock value, it was nevertheless disturbing. 27

         The band was as tight as a baby’s fist and they knew exactly how to work the crowd. Six-foot six-inches topped by a luxurious mane of black hair and hubba-hubba lips, Joey resembled an anorexic hermaphrodite, replete with alien sex appeal. When he sang ‘I Wanna Be Your Boyfriend’, close your eyes and you’d swear it was Ronnie Spector with a head cold. The Ramones were the epitome of the punk aesthetic; the attitude, the uniform, the choreographed three-chord thrash-and-burn. But, for all that bad-boy attitude, Joey could certainly croon a plaintive melody. I inched my way through the crowd, dreaming of being on that very same stage.

         Contrary to rumours of the duo’s behaviour, neither Lester nor Peter got rowdy. After the Ramones finished their set, the two spent most of the evening tossing back whiskeys at the bar in a series of heated discussions about music. My desire to explore the New York streets was distracted by wanting to hang on to every word of their crazy brilliant conversation. The more they imbibed, wilder came the words.

         We woke up around noon the next day with hangovers. Lester, in his usual chivalrous manner, asked if there was anything I particularly wanted to do. I wanted to see where the great poets and writers hung out. First stop was 10th Street and Greenwich Avenue, a red-brick library and, next to it, a lush garden – once a women’s jail that held Angela Davis and Valerie Solanas. We marched along 8th Street past Hendrix’s legendary Electric Lady Studios, where Patti Smith recorded Horses, and on to the White Horse Tavern, where Dylan Thomas, Kerouac, and Anaïs Nin imbibed and dreamed. Lester was happy to report on Anaïs. Considering himself a feminist, he proceeded to tell me (as bizarre illustration) how Anaïs wouldn’t kiss Antonin Artaud because his teeth were black and disgusting from 28smoking opium. As he spun the tale, I watched his moustache form the words, bristles coated with tomato sauce from the pizza we’d just eaten, and I couldn’t help myself, blurting how he’d be shit out of luck pulling any girls himself if he kept wearing his lunch on his lip. He and Pete stared at me, speechless. I thought I’d blown it and I was mortified, but they were just psyching me out. Their faces cracked into laughter, with Lester blushing as he picked up a napkin and groomed. The God of rock journalism wasn’t only human; he was a sweet, good-natured slob.

         I continued to go easy on the drink, determined that my first trip to New York wouldn’t dissolve into a black-out or end with me slugging some creep in a bar that dared glance at me the wrong way. It was the first time I didn’t try to match Peter drink for drink. I downed one shot for each outing. Just enough courage to keep things smooth. We spent the remainder of the day in a booth at the White Horse Tavern, me as sober captive audience to the two dipsomaniacs hammering themselves into yet another entertaining and often asinine discussion about Lou Reed.

         More booze, a few mysterious pills between them, and a retracing of Dylan’s steps on 4th Street followed, with the two of them tearing into Bobby Z for having ripped off Woody Guthrie and Phil Ochs. Aside from a Talking Heads sighting and some trash-rock with Wayne/Jayne County at CBGB, the good stuff that Saturday night happened at Lester’s. We listened to fantastic bootlegs I’d never heard, like Patti Smith’s Teenage Perversity & Ships in the Night, followed by a rare Yardbirds bootleg. Off they’d go again – who was the better player, Jeff Beck or Eric Clapton? – while swigging Romilar, Lester’s favourite high. When Lester asked if I liked jazz, I admitted to not knowing much about it aside from Lady Day (beloved) and 29the Mahavishnu Orchestra (loathed). Lester stood up, a bit wobbly, and swept his arms out in a grand dramatic arc announcing, ‘Your jazz education begins here and now.’

         Even though he nearly fell over – it was 4:00 a.m., and the two boys were dulling down to a boozy sputter – he pulled out The Black Saint and the Sinner Lady by Charles Mingus.

         ‘Mingus spent some time in the nuthouse previous to writing this suite of songs, written as a ballet,’ Lester emphasized. ‘And if you listen carefully, everything you’ll ever need to understand about jazz is right there, within those grooves.’

         As the guys nodded off, I stood at the window looking out over Sixth Avenue and the New York night. Not wanting to miss one movement, one note of Mingus from solo dancer to duet to group. Thinking of the possibilities these boy-men were unselfishly revealing for me, I felt a strange rush of fear at being in love with it all: the colours, their words, this music. The horns sounding like so many yellow taxis, cymbals and the night, shimmering out there as I imagined lovers, mothers, drug fiends, workers, runaway kids. Ghosts from every corner of the world walking this avenue below me, stepping in time to a ballet, a vision in Mingus’s head and in that moment, my soundtrack to the city. A conviction of notes informed the dreams of the boys who dozed near me, each interior network of blood and bone humming with music. Always with music.

         * * *

         Within five years, these two young men would both be dead. I can still see them lying there so peacefully in the New York night, filled with inexplicable hurts known only to themselves … acutely 30sensitive to the beauty and the terror of life and time. Constantly reaching for a blanket of numb to dull the sting of that light. The aching need to express it all … fear of failure, of falling, of the absence of gravity. The everything that matters in word and note. I stood there at a new attention, wanting so much. To translate the secret braille of their longing. Wishing for their futures … free from the pressure of cool. Without the insult of oblivion.

         * * *

         On Sunday, we took a trip to 42nd Street for some visual sleaze and a stop-in at Colony Records on 49th Street, where Peter dropped a bundle on rare discs. It seemed as if every 45-rpm disc ever pressed could be found in the endless stacks. I scored and brought home Patti LaBelle and the Blue Belles’ single ‘I Sold My Heart to the Junkman’. Inspiration for the last song Peter and I wrote together.

         Back at Lester’s, the conversation turned to Fela Kuti and Nigerian music. He put on the record Expensive Shit, which set me to dancing, and when they got up and attempted to cut a rug – disastrously, as white boys are prone to when it comes to the funk. We played Fela and Lenny Kaye’s Nuggets until Lester clumsily embraced us both. It was time to say goodbye and split back to Terminal City. The next time I’d see Lester, we’d hardly meet one another’s gaze. It would be a very different type of encounter.

         Once we returned to Cleveland, Peter began to dissolve. His drinking and drugging increased as his health weakened. Eager to escape the sadness of Peter’s failing health, I decided to make another trip to New York for a few days to look around and see if it might be possible to make a life there. I hoped that on my return 31from New York I’d get a call from him saying he felt great, having re-emerged from someplace that helps broken people restore themselves to bright-eyed packages of wonder.

         I took a Greyhound bus to New York in the early morning of 22 June ready for a few days of hanging out, seeing bands, and possibly connecting with a few other ex-Clevelanders. Bradly Field had also moved to New York and was playing drums in a band with a name to vanquish all others: Teenage Jesus and the Jerks. It was a mild day in New York, the cabbie yammering on about the Son of Sam still being at large and the incompetence of the NYPD while I squirmed with excitement about being back in the city: I was about to check in to the legendary Chelsea Hotel. I strolled into the lobby wearing black – everything tight – carrying a GI duffle bag and the Fender Duo-Sonic. They gave me one of their cheaper rooms: a white chenille bedspread on a sagging double bed, a wooden table, a chair. One forlorn dresser and a window facing a brick wall framing another shaded window across an air shaft. This was the famed inspirational home of so many great artists? The room reeked of unhappiness. I dropped off my stuff and headed out to CBGB to see a band called Suicide.

         Mars was the opening band that night. The tightly compressed song they played featured Velvets-inspired noise guitars, but a cacophony more insane than anything velveteen, and the guy on the microphone sounded like he was having a psychotic breakdown. His singing reminded me of the times my mother would lose it, her wailing gibberish like a tape being played backward. This new sonic territory felt unhinged and exciting.

         Even more astounding was that Mars had a female drummer and guitarist – both were striking in look and sound. The girl playing 32slide guitar made crazy squeals and noises. Her name was Constance (China) Burg and her wild slide guitar dissonance would directly influence the guitar-playing of Lydia Lunch and Pat Place (the latter would soon be my bandmate). Connie played like a drunken reptile dancing on olive oil. The drummer, Nancy Arlen, held Mars together in an odd, disjointed, whiter-than-white hatch of tightly wound nerves and angst. Mars was the first of the No Wave bands to record. ‘3E’ was their single for Patti Smith’s label Mer, produced by Patti’s drummer Jay Dee Daugherty.

         CBGB was packed with punk rockers, but it was another breed catching my attention. Creatures less cartoonish than the punks, black and grey clothing covered their gaunt frames creating the aura of a sexy, fashionable despair. As if taking cues from Italian neorealism and French new wave on how poverty can be haute. Guys in baggy 1950s pants, T-shirts, and Borsalino hats and scuffed black brogues with bare ankles. The girls in black slips, rumpled vintage dresses, flea-bitten men’s suits with fucked-up hair and sexy makeup. I marvelled at what would soon be my chosen tribe.

         Mars left the stage and a roadie brought up a single keyboard attached to a few other strange-looking machines on a stand. He placed one lonely microphone on its stand dead centre. I wound through the tight mesh of bodies, closer to the action as a cool character in aviator shades strolled on stage and flipped a switch – a synthesizer pulsed. Not even close to Eno’s synth work from Roxy and beyond, this was a vibrational rumble like something from a steel mill, assembly line, dentist’s drill. The volume was so loud I thought I’d go deaf. My internal organs shook. Pushing backward, I snaked in between bodies toward the club’s entrance as the stage 33lights began pulsing in rhythm to the drone. I climbed on top of a bar stool, turning around to look at the stage at the very moment the crowd exploded into war whoops; a slight guy sauntered jaguar-like onto the stage. He was wearing shades and a leather jacket, heavy black eyeliner, and a black bouffant dissected by a headband. He stopped. Posed. Louche and regal, draping himself over the microphone stand. The effect: Al Pacino dolled up as a gay hustler on 53rd and Third.

         The band called Suicide droned and pummelled, decibels punishing over a cheap, Tinkertoy drum track. The singer, until now as static as a streetlamp, suddenly banged the mic stand onto the stage floor with a loud BOOM and rushed his body toward the audience, as if he were going to bite off the heads of the entire first row. The crowd screamed with delight. He began to croon, all heavy-lidded eyes and vibrato: ‘Oh, what have I done? Let’s hear it for Frankie … Frankie Teardrop!’

         Alan Vega worked that microphone like a razor-wielding lover looking to shave your neck a little too close, while Marty Rev continued to punch us with synth waves turned up and off the Richter scale. Vega stabbed at the audience with his entire body, his voice. More than a performance, it was theatre. Antonin Artaud’s Theatre of Cruelty. The power of it compelling me closer to the stage. That’s when I saw him – the imp of the perverse. It was Bradly Field, looking deranged and screaming something inaudible. Trying to be heard above the sound of Suicide. He came in way too close.

         ‘Peter’s dead!’ He was laughing, his face screwed up in torment.

         ‘Come on, Bradly. That’s not funny.’

         ‘He’s dead! I talked to Stella! He’s dead, and good for him, that stupid fucker!’ 34

         His wails moved from annoying to repugnant. I pushed him away but he wouldn’t stop. Foam at the corners of his mouth, manic and now gleeful over the death of a friend he once worshipped, he just kept repeating himself. I headed for the door but out on the street, the little demon was following still, yelling his crazy mantra.

         ‘Peter was an asshole and who fucking cares? You don’t believe me? He’s dead! Ask Lester!’

         His words hit me full force as I spotted Lester. Face ashen, Lester saw us and came over, placing a firm palm on the imp’s forehead to hold him to the spot, but nothing was going to stop Bradly. He continued to scream and writhe beneath Lester’s grip. Lester shoved him against the wall and warned him to shut up. Bradly started to cry. I looked up at Lester and knew before the words hit air.

         ‘It’s true. They found him this morning.’

         I think Lester wanted to hug me but I felt all my senses on alarm, as if Peter’s ghost had just rushed through me. The moment cracked my insides open with a feeling I knew too well. So I did what I’d always done when life punched me in the chest and shook the bees loose. I ran.
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