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Life is short


Filled with stuff


Don’t know what for


I ain’t had enough


I want some new kind of kick


—LUX INTERIOR


















Introduction



by Jon Savage


Kid Congo Powers is cool. At the age of fourteen, when he was still Brian Tristan, he got to see the New York Dolls in their first pomp. At the age of fifteen he became a regular at Rodney’s infamous glam slam English Disco. In 1976, when he was seventeen, he rushed out to buy the Ramones album on the day of release: they were, as he writes, “a dream fulfilled.” Later that year, just after his cousin Theresa was killed by unknown assailants, he started the West Coast branch of their fan club and found his own tribe of outcasts.


By 1977 he was an insider in that extraordinary, lost youth subculture—the Los Angeles Punk Scene—becoming the fan club president for that most hermetic and futuristic of groups, the Screamers. After setting up the Gun Club with Jeffrey Pierce, he was asked to join the Cramps, with whom he stayed for three years—playing on their definitive second album, Psychedelic Jungle. When he left the group’s “proscriptive” world, it felt like escaping “a cult.” Jumping from the frying pan into the fire, he then joined Nick Cave and the Bad Seeds.


Kid Congo Powers is gay. Like many of us, he was liberated by the arrival of David Bowie in 1972: “There could hardly have been a more perfect fantasy figure and foil for a gay teenager at the time than David Bowie. He was a rock star, of course, but androgynous to the extreme; both asexual and openly hedonistic. He was like an alien from outer space, which was exactly the experience of a gay teenager at the time—dispossessed on a hostile planet far from home.”


This was something that wasn’t much talked about in the late seventies Punk world. People did it, people had sex, but they didn’t join the mainstream gay world of Disco, with its more open approach to the topic: “We wanted to scare the hell out of everyone and shake up the status quo. For us gay kids, that meant the homosexual status quo. we did not fit into the ‘clone’ or ‘disco!’ mentality of late ’70s gay culture, nor did we want to. As first wave punk rock gays, we weren’t interested in being ‘out’ either.”


There was a ready-made, affirmative gay world out there, but punks rejected it. Perhaps it was, in a strange way, too mainstream, too regimented—too straight. Or perhaps punk was the perfect place for those who were not ready to address their sexuality, who were happy to subsume themselves into a wider weirdness that could cloak who they really were. Whichever way, punk was not an ideal place to explore a sexuality that was still ill-understood, still taboo—particularly once the jocks and the skinheads arrived. Gay punks were double outsiders.


Like many teens at that time, Brian Tristan took a trip into the dark side, dabbling with heroin, living in a succession of 24/7 party houses, “fuelled by a never-ending diet of drugs and alcohol.” Renamed Kid Congo Powers by the Cramps in 1980, he embarked on a twenty-year trip of drunkenness and heroin addiction, recovery and relapse, before a series of tragedies—the death of his father, of several friends from AIDS, of his musical partner and soul mate, Jeffrey Pierce—brought him to the naked lunch at the end of that particular fork.


Unprocessed grief and denial of his sexuality had brought him to this point: “In London, I would go to gay bars and pick up people. I didn’t have relationships. I was getting blackout drunk and sleeping with people.” He writes: “Intimacy was alien to me. Not physical intimacy, emotional intimacy. I didn’t realize until then how much I’d suppressed my true self as a heroin addict, contorting myself into this asexual posture that was very unnatural and extremely silly.”


Kid Congo Powers is a survivor. Even in the darkest debauch, he is saved by some kind of innocence, a self-starter get-up-and-go, and, perhaps, simple sheer luck. The book ends in 1997, with his final release from heroin, but I suspect and hope that he has entered his sixties as a happy man—having, like many of us again, finally escaped the self-hatred and self-denial that being born gay in the 1950s engendered. What he had to go through to get to this point is in this book.
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The Feminine Bridge


They say some people are born under a bad sign. I was born under a bad bridge. Well, not bad, just mixed up… and wrong. A bridge that couldn’t decide whether it was male or female.


I grew up in La Puente, California, a largely Hispanic suburb, east of Los Angeles. Whoever named the town must have flunked first-grade Spanish, simply misheard what someone else said, or maybe didn’t even speak a word, because a bridge is always, without fail, male. But we were named La Puente. Ours was female. Was it bisexual? Transsexual? Pansexual? Gender-fluid?


And where was this bridge? There was no bridge that I knew of in La Puente, not even a river to cross. But that wasn’t the only neighborhood misnomer causing me confusion as a child.


A few blocks from my home was the City of Industry, the next town along from La Puente. Only, it didn’t smell like oil and dust, but tomato ketchup and strawberry jam that wafted out of the Kern’s factory abutting the train tracks at the end of East Temple Avenue. An invisible, fragrant cloud hung over the entire area inducing an olfactory schizophrenia in the local population. On strawberry jam days, life was sweet, without a care in the world. On tomato ketchup days, for some reason, people were crabbier. Perhaps it was made from a deadly nightshade.


My sister Barbara worked down the road from Kern’s, at the Mattel toy factory. Now, there was my kind of industry! In my imagination, she worked on the production line in a Willy Wonka wonderland alongside green-haired troll dolls, tinkering away making toys galore. In reality, the Mattel factory was your run-of-the-mill urban sweatshop. “I hate my job” was a common refrain from my big sis when she got home from work, exhausted by the mundane daily drudgery. I happily ignored her reality check for my fantasy, because she would often bring home discarded seconds and broken or misshapen Hot Wheels cars so much the rage for little boys at the time. “They were going to throw these in the garbage,” she’d tell me. “I work too hard to see them trashed. I figured you might be able to play with them anyway.”


Given that most of the muscle cars I was gifted usually had no more than three wheels and were so banged up they had doors or interiors missing, it was difficult to play with them in the way Mattel intended. I created my own entertainment. Those broken-up vehicles just happened to be perfect for playing “demolition derby.” I would smash them together and send them careening over the end of a table to some terrible demise. I think I was probably inspired by my love for the commercials I used to see on TV for the nearby Irwindale Speedway, where supercharged customized hot rods raced along the strip every weekend. The commercials were a riot of noise and a real turn-on, motors revving, cars colliding, and the announcer screaming his lungs out on top of it all. Barb also used to bring me tons of warped pieces of plastic tracks with hairpin twists and turns, which afforded me hours of fun creating endless roads to nowhere—my favorite destination.


La Puente’s road to nowhere arched north to a freeway overpass, the closest thing we had to a genderless bridge, and landed right in the middle of Hell Town. At least, that’s what my mother told me they used to call Baldwin Park in the ’50s, because it was the place you went to partake in any sinful activity involving drugs, prostitutes, and guns. Thanks for the tip, Mom! If you were lucky enough to crawl out of Hell Town on your hands and knees back to the overpass, a meditative respite awaited you. Just two blocks from our family abode was a solemn-looking redbrick building with a perfectly manicured lawn outside. You never ever saw anybody going in or out of its front doors. This was the Burroughs Corporation building. A nightmare-inducing Twilight Zone episode to some, the Burroughs Corporation was a Zen garden to me, radiating coldness and endless mystery while striking fear into the population at large, the public’s minds focused on a fear of the unknown. If visitors from other planets were already here on Earth, I imagined they probably worked in that building. It was only in my adulthood that I would put two and two together and realize the company was founded by the grandfather of my favorite author, William S. Burroughs.


Adding further to the fractured collective psyche of this town, La Puente had two drive-in theaters mere blocks away that projected movies in direct moral conflict with each other. To the south, the Vineland played family-oriented first-run fare, like Disney’s The Love Bug. The most subversive movie to play there may have been Jerry Lewis in The Nutty Professor. A quick hop to the west was the Edgewood Drive-In, whose stock-in-trade was almost exclusively sexploitation and horror movies, like Psych-Out, Spider Baby, and The Gruesome Twosome. You could say the Edgewood was really on edge! Every parent in La Puente was presented with a moral dilemma when it came to a night out; it was like you had to choose between good and evil. The kids on our block were lucky ducks because all we had to do was crawl onto the roofs of our parents’ houses to see both screens clear as day, and even better if you swiped your dad’s binoculars. Guess which was the more popular drive-in? In craning our necks to sneak a peek at all the skin and sin we could, we bratty kids coined the term “the West is the best” long before Madison Avenue or Jim Morrison.


This was my entire frame of reference as a kid growing up in La Puente: a sexually ambiguous bridge, sweet-and-sour air, disjointed toys, morally exempt celluloid, Hell Town, and mysterious, creepy buildings. As I look back on it, my fate was set to never look at anything without an eye askew.


On weekends, we often made the three-block jaunt to the Edgewood as a family in our snot-green Nash, fondly referred to as the “Booger Bus.” Mom and Dad would pack us kids up with blankets, pillows, homemade popcorn, and a coffee can to pee in, because an entire subplot could be missed through one trip to the bathroom. Waiting in the ticket line of vehicles, plunked between my sisters, with car engines rumbling around us, I would look up at the green-painted concrete wall, illuminated by floodlights, with the silhouettes of palm trees bathed in moonlight cast upon it. Behind those walls, I would get a close-up look at the giant glow of the movies’ illuminations and feel a rush of anticipation and excitement at what was to come. The promise of being lost in another world—and what a world!


The first movie I remember seeing at the Edgewood was Lady in a Cage, featuring Olivia de Havilland as a disabled widow whose home is invaded by sadistic freaks who trap her in a cagelike wrought-iron elevator and spend the rest of the movie physically and psychologically torturing her, just for the hell of it. Fun, I thought. Weird? Yes. Freaks? They were both attractive and repulsive. I can’t remember feeling any compassion for poor Olivia, the way I did for Bambi. But was the movie thrilling? Absolutely.


Next there was The Wild Angels with pretty Peter Fonda and nitro Nancy Sinatra as sharpened black-leather-clad Hells Angels out for kicks however they could get them. I knew I was coming along for the ride right at the opening credits, when the first hit of that creamy, savage fuzz-guitar riff that kick-starts Davie Allan and the Arrows’ theme song sent shivers up my spine and made cycle-delic tire tracks all over my clay-tablet brain. Little did I know then that my future career as a musician was already cemented. I ate up the hippie biker culture in the movie. This ain’t the Summer of Love, said their sneers. Was that what adulthood meant? It was free and mean, intoxicating and scary, at the same time. If being bad was cool, I wanted to be bad. Not bad-bad, just good-bad, but not evil, as the Shangri-Las put it.


When LSD exploitation film The Trip came out soon after (also starring Peter Fonda), we were packed into the Booger Bus once again and hauled down to the Edgewood to see what a “square” might discover in an acid-laced sugar cube. Even though he did drugs, I think his character was an academic; that’s pretty square, I guess, compared to a Hells Angel. I have this distinct memory of becoming quite titillated while watching the scene when Peter Fonda was trolling through a laundromat off the Sunset Strip while tripping heavily. He lifts the lid of the washing machine and becomes engrossed with the agitator as it spins and shakes back and forth. That scene stayed with me for a long time, shaking eight-year-old me down to my brown suede Hush Puppies. It made me feel excited and funny in a way that, at the time, I had no idea was sexual. I also vowed, right then and there, that I must take a “trip” of my own someday.


I wouldn’t say I was a problem child, but my exposure to all this morally degraded popular culture clearly had an effect on my juvenile development. One night, we were all watching TV as a family in the den. The Shangri-Las were the musical guest on some prime-time variety show, performing “I Can Never Go Home Anymore,” a song, appropriately enough, about a problem child. It was one of those vivid mini-dramas written for the group by their Svengali, Shadow Morton, sketched with pathos and etched in pain, in a way I would come to love. But that night, to me, it was just another song, albeit one with a convoluted plot that was really hard to follow in which the teenage heroine falls in love with a boy against the wishes of her mother, runs away from home, and quickly comes to regret it.


As the song hit its fevered emotional crescendo, right at the point where the girl, desperate and alone on the street, is flooded with regret at having wronged her mama, the group all dropped to their knees onstage to sing a lullaby refrain. Lead singer Mary Weiss let out a harrowing wail—“Maamaa”—and I blurted out, “What is that son of a bitch crying about?”


It seemed like a perfectly reasonable observation to me, but my parents were horrified. Given how often I heard my parents curse at home, they shouldn’t have been too surprised. They were shocked nonetheless, not so much at my lack of basic human compassion for the poor, distraught Shangri-La than at my all-too-mature display of profanity. The reaction from my parents was swift. “Brian, go to your room and think about what you’ve done!” Sitting there, alone, while everyone else continued watching TV at the other end of the house, I came to the conclusion I must have done something right.


Brian, by the way, was the name I was given at birth. I don’t know why that name in particular was picked out for me. It didn’t have any sentimental or familial connection I knew of. There were no uncles, grandparents, or cousins called Brian. I guess it just seemed “right,” and that was fine for me. When schoolkids would tease me, the very worst nickname they could come up with was “Brian the Lion.” I thought that was pretty great. Being a lion gave me pride.


I can’t remember a time when music wasn’t a presence in my life in one way or another. I have been told by my sister Barb that I was even rocking out in the crib, such was my affinity for primal rhythms. Before I could even walk, I would get into my sister’s record pile and she would look on horrified as I picked out my favorites, with hands smeared in baby food, and waved them around in the air, as if conducting traffic in a hurricane. From an early age, I was able to identify each record solely by the color and design of the label, and would become hypnotized as I watched them go round and round on the turntable. As a result, colorful spinning things continue to attract my attention today.


Growing up, I was fortunate to have two older sisters and a number of cousins who were all into music in a big way; I had access to lots of records at home. My sister Barbara adored blue-eyed soul groups like the Righteous Brothers, dance numbers like “The Twist” by Chubby Checker, and surf tracks like “Pipeline” by the Chantays. “Short Shorts” by the Royal Teens was heard so much in our house that some of the first words I ever spoke were from that song: “Ooh, man, dig that crazy chick.”


At home, my parents mostly played Mexican music: female ranchera singers like Lucha Villa or the ballads of men like Cuco Sánchez, so revered he was known as the “Voice of Mexico.” I didn’t know any Spanish at the time, but I didn’t need to. I could hear in the voices and their phrasing that these singers were in heavy emotional turmoil. In later years, I found out the songs were mostly about men doing wrong and having affairs, about drunken verbal and physical abuse and being cuckolded by their wives and drowning their sorrows in drink. It was our version of country music. Suddenly, I understood why the voices I heard were awash in grief and feelings of revenge. “If blood or murder was justice, so be it,” they sang. Mom and Dad liked a drink or two (or three or four) and would blast this music on the hi-fi console late into the night, long after my bedtime. I could hear them from my room, singing along loudly, commiserating with the protagonists of the songs and letting loose with the occasional Mexican coyote yell. That was how I learned to sleep through just about anything.


Music was also a big part of family get-togethers at my grandmother’s wood-framed house on Anderson Street in an industrial section of Boyle Heights, East Los Angeles. My immediate family was humongous, with aunts, uncles, dozens of cousins, and another extended family of friends and acquaintances. My cousin Theresa and I were the same age. We grew up together. Her younger brother, Ricky, often hung out with us also. Theresa’s mother, my aunt Jenny, was a single mom who lived in a small duplex at the back of my grandparents’ house.


All throughout my childhood, for years and years, a visit to Grandma Carmelita, my mother’s mother, was a weekly weekend ritual for me and all my many cousins. She was a small but strong Native American woman, who grew up on a reservation in Socorro, New Mexico, and had received all the Native wisdom, traditions, and superstitions. When my mother would get a scrape or cut as a child, Grandma would grab a handful of cobwebs, which were plentiful in her old wooden house, and put it on as a salve to stop the bleeding. She had all these witchy herbal remedies that were a great mystery to me. She was born in 1906 so, when I was a young child, she seemed ancient to me, a benevolent elder filled with great learning and empathy. Carmelita was our family matriarch, a giant figure in all our lives.


A typical Saturday at my grandmother’s involved a lot of cooking, eating, and drinking. Food was a big part of the family gatherings at Grandma’s. The smell of braised meat with lard and chilies filled the kitchen and hallways while the living room was given over to heavy drinking, loud singing, heated card games, casual dominos, and sometimes even jubilant family brawls. Watching over all this activity was a giant framed painting of Jesus that used to scare the bejeezus out of me. He wore a crown of thorns on his head, tears rolled down his cheeks, and this terrible, anguished expression was etched into his face.


At these parties, my father and uncles would play guitar and sing ranchera songs in Spanish. The ladies sang as well. As a matter of fact, my aunties Margaret and Sarah played guitar too. Everyone joined in. The singing went on for hours. They always seemed to be having a lot of fun.


All the kids, and there were a lot of us, were usually crammed into a guest bedroom with a tiny black-and-white TV that had terrible reception. The adults and their partying really held no interest for us, and we forgot about them altogether. We were in our own zone. Most of us have since done pretty well, so being glued to that gray fuzzy static can’t have caused us too much harm.


Theresa and I loved to hang out for hours in our secret hiding place under Grandma’s sink, spying on the adults and giggling our heads off with our hands over our gobs, trying to stop from being discovered. Sometimes we commandeered the record player with rock ’n’ roll 45s and danced our own version of the Twist, spinning round and round until we were dizzy and nauseous. Rejuvenated after some Mother’s Pride grape soda, we ran wild in the pickle-factory parking lot next to Grandma’s rickety wood house, the lot carpeted with cucumbers we smashed under our Sunday-best shoes.


My parents were Catholic and churchgoing… to a point. They observed all the holidays but didn’t really practice. However, they did want us kids to be raised in the church. I was baptized but never confirmed because my mom missed the deadline to sign me up for catechism classes. She went to the church school and said, “Oh, sorry, I missed the deadline by a day, I want to sign up my son.”


They said, “Well, you can’t, you’ve missed the deadline.”


“That’s not very Christian of you,” my mom replied. “In that case, he’s not going to be confirmed in this church.” And I never was. So my official affiliation with religion was never completed, which might help explain the wandering soul I became.


Besides being scared of that gruesome painting of the crucified Jesus in my grandmother’s house, I was never that god-fearing. But I was petrified of Santa Claus. You know when you see those pictures of kids screaming in Santa’s lap? I was one of those kids. When my parents took me to the Movieland Wax Museum in Buena Park, I couldn’t wait to jump into Frankenstein’s lap, though. He was my role model. Frankenstein felt out of place, knowing he didn’t fit in, in a society that did not accept him for what he was. He represented the otherness I felt as a Chicano kid growing up in a white world.


I would see the Shangri-Las or Leave It to Beaver on TV and, as much as I identified with white culture, and even aspired to be white on some level, I knew I wasn’t and could never be a part of it. I wasn’t at all ashamed of my heritage. On the contrary, we were told to be proud of our culture. But it became a source of struggle within me anyway. It seemed like the Mexican part of my family life existed in a bubble and was very contained: at the get-togethers in my grandmother’s house, the food we would eat, and the music the adults would listen to.


My parents spoke Spanglish—Boyle Heights Spanish—but only when they were trying to hide stuff from us. Born in America to immigrant parents, both my mom and my dad had their own struggles with assimilation. They did not want us to be afflicted by what they went through.


La Puente was mixed but mostly Chicano. I didn’t ever think about it in racial terms—not then. I was conscious of economic differences, as my father had a blue-collar job and my sister worked in a factory. We didn’t know any rich Mexican people.


I used to see cholas in my neighborhood, though, and was very in awe of their whole vibe. There was this one girl named Vicky Frijo who lived around the corner from my house and had this very extreme look: immaculately applied jet-black eyeliner, like Elizabeth Taylor in Cleopatra, a giant beehive, and white pancake makeup. As a little kid, I would see her in the street and become entranced, unable to take my eyes off her. She was always very sullen. I never saw her smile. She looked as dangerous as she was glamorous, although, thinking back, the danger was all wrapped up in the glamour, at least for me. I was drawn to her otherness.


In those preteen years, my older cousins, Mike and David Noriega, were a formative influence on my future musical taste. They were already in their mid-teens and played guitar in a high school rock ’n’ roll garage band. It was through them that I first heard Jimi Hendrix. They would play Axis: Bold as Love over and over and over again. I really dug all the spaceship-leaving-the-launching-pad sounds Jimi wrenched out of his guitar. The helium-voiced spoken intro to “EXP,” talking up the possible existence of UFOs, always made me laugh and, at the same time, inspired dreams I might one day encounter a UFO myself. I would also sing along to “Castles Made of Sand,” with its devastating lyric about a disabled young girl who “decided to die.” Other than hearing creepy nursery rhymes as a child, that might have been the first time I was really wowed by poetry. I would hold the album cover up and stare at the fish-eye photo of the band, looking so awesome and exotic in psychedelic garb that conjured up an aura of Eastern mysticism. I was in thrall to their costumes and sense of style.


Not only did my cousins have great taste in music, they also had outlandish taste in cars. David drove a blue metal-flake woodie, which had the words So Fine inscribed in white script on the rear windows, a nod to cholo culture. It was 1967. I was eight years old. Hot rods and psychedelic music were already imprinted on my consciousness. I was ready to roll.


Around the same period, I remember sitting on the couch at home watching my teen sisters, Ruth and Barbara, and our cousins Irene and Lucy all getting ready to go out to a dance one night where an East LA Chicano band called Thee Midniters were playing. As they primped themselves in front of the mirror, chattering and dancing, their excitement about the night’s event was palpable. I didn’t know who or what Thee Midniters were, but I wanted to feel that kind of thrill and instinctively knew that music was the conduit. But, still way too young to go-go dance in a cage with the groovy set, I sat there steaming, feeling left out. Fortunately, another cousin, Steve, who was the same age as me and also barred from the dance-night fun, saved the day by suggesting we take our toy trucks out to the backyard and bury them. A Destructo Derby game was just the distraction I needed. Ahh, the sweet joys of youth!


It was my mom who encouraged me to channel my creative impulses into, shall we say, more productive pursuits. She had a passion for making art, not for public consumption, just for her own entertainment. She was extremely creative. I remember watching her make these prints of flowers she’d etched into Styrofoam sheets saved from packages of hamburger meat. She told me they were influenced by Andy Warhol. That meant nothing to me at the time, but, through her, I was exposed to art and artists from an early age.


We painted a mural together on a wall in the hallway of our house. It was trippy and psychedelic, full of astrological signs. She drew these eerily realistic spiraling tunnels on the way to the bathroom that looked like portals to another world. It felt like such an achievement, we dated it: 1971. Later that same year, Mom gave me a palette of watercolor paints for my twelfth birthday. Inspired, I immediately set to work that night on an impressionistic portrait of Jimi Hendrix, copied from the cover of his just-released Cry of Love album, which I’d also gotten for my birthday. My Hendrix obsession was still in full bloom. I gifted the painting to my mother. She was so proud, it hung in the family home until the day she died.


I always felt a little adrift from the norm. But now I come to think of it, maybe there never was a norm and my family was always off-kilter. Aren’t all families a little bit strange anyway? Being a weird kid meant I fit right in! There was a story I would often hear, about the rather unorthodox courtship of my parents, Manuel and Beatrice, that seems to speak to that.


When they met, my father was working as a bar-back at a neighborhood joint in Boyle Heights called the Blue Sky. My maternal grandfather lived nearby and that was his local hangout. When my mother was of age, she began to frequent the bar also.


Two things my mother always liked to do was to drink and to party. She was kind of wild, a free spirit in the buttoned-up ’50s. One night, she closed the bar. The owner called out for somebody to accompany Beatrice home, because the bar was in a dangerous neighborhood and it was risky for her to walk alone at night. My father offered to take her. He had been flirting with her for some time at the bar, but she wouldn’t give him the time of day. He saw this as an opportunity to spend some quality time alone with her. So they got into the car and, the way my mother told it, “Suddenly, we were in the back seat furiously making out, and I had torn your father’s shirt off.” She remembered that a friend of my father’s walked by, peered into the car window, and said, “Hey, what are you doing in there?,” then briskly walked away, embarrassed, when he realized what was going on. For her part, Mom seemed secretly thrilled the journey home from the Blue Sky had turned torrid.


They stayed together from that night on, got married shortly after, and remained very much in love, partners for life, even though they seemed like polar opposites personality-wise. My mom was quite the hell-raiser, and my father was so affable that his brothers nicknamed him “Smiles,” after his Spanish birth name, Ismael, because he was always smiling. The name stuck and that’s what everybody called him: Smiles.


After my parents married, Dad got a job as a welder. He worked for Stainless Steel Productions and, being a lifelong Democrat and staunch union supporter, joined the United Steelworkers. They bought a house in La Puente, which was a brand-new suburb where lots of young couples were moving because it was both affordable and low on crime, a safe place to raise a family.


Beatrice was a stay-at-home mom after the birth of my eldest sister, Barbara. By day, she was the perfect housewife and mother. By night, she’d drink and let loose. She loved my father and took care of him, but she was also frustrated at being confined to the home and would lash out. She had a mouth like a truck driver when she was drunk, and could become quite verbally abusive. I think she always felt out of place in the suburbs. My mom longed for the city life she had before they married. She was a voracious reader and devoured the newspaper back to front every day, especially the travel section, as if she was keeping alive a dream to one day leave La Puente and planning her escape. I guess I gave her a reason to stay. I was very attached to my mom, but I was growing up fast. No longer her little boy.


The touch paper of my own sexuality was lit in the locker room at Torch Junior High, the school down the block from where I lived, whose ultramodern circular buildings made me think of flying saucers. I don’t recall a whole lot about my time at junior high other than that it was the first time I had to get changed in a locker room with other boys for physical education class.


I felt so self-conscious, and nervous as hell, taking off my pants and underwear to change into a jockstrap and gym shorts in front of all the other boys. Of course, it was probably their first time having to undress in public also, so it must have felt pretty strange to them too. If so, they sure didn’t show it. I acted as nonplussed as I could, but, inside, I was overwhelmed with strange sensations I couldn’t explain. Whenever Coach Doyle, our muscular gym teacher, made his entry into the locker room, I had to stop myself from staring at the short-shorts clinging to his deliciously fit bubble butt.


I wasn’t particularly athletic, but I decided to try out for the track team, fancying myself as a long-distance runner, not realizing how useful a skill it would become, in later years, as a juvenile delinquent. More importantly, I picked a sport with no physical contact, but one under the tutelage of Coach Short-Shorts.


His wife taught the girls PE and modern dance. She also wore form-fitting tennis outfits and leotards that hugged her tiny waist and accented jutting torpedo breasts that stood to attention. Even to a young, sexually confused boy like me, her figure was deeply impressive. I’d never encountered body enthusiasts before.


Nothing much came of my running career, though. I just wasn’t that competitive in the field, and because I was no track star, Coach Short-Shorts didn’t pay me a whole lot of attention. My attraction quickly waned. Other than being a prime physical specimen, he was a bit boring.


Still unsure of what to make about my budding attraction to boys, I welcomed the advances of girls who seemed interested in me. Most of the other guys at school didn’t have much interest in fashion. With my hip shoulder-length shag and groovy print shirts with long collars, I guess I must have been quite a catch. I made my mom buy me yellow-and-brown plaid extra-wide and cuffed bell-bottom trousers that fit over my brown-and-mustard two-tone platform shoes, and a chambray work shirt. The more adventurous girls, who always seemed so much more mature for their age than the boys, were attracted by my “otherness” and sense of style.


Elaine Diaz would make a point of sitting next to me at every lunch hour and engaging me in conversation as her friends made encouraging facial expressions while we talked. She was gorgeous: an exceptionally beautiful Mexican girl with dark brown eyes and long straight hair, like a Chicana Buffy Sainte-Marie. We connected over our shared love of music and started to hang out at my house after school. Elaine would bring her records over and we’d listen to music together in my living room. Being a quiet, sensitive type, she also had excellent taste. She introduced me to Laura Nyro; I played her Jimi Hendrix. We confided our teenage dreams in each other. It was sweet and she was great. But looking back, she was trying to be romantic, and I just didn’t get it.


She asked me to be her date for the Torch Junior High School dance. This was another first for me. I had never been on a date with a girl. I got dressed in my hippest clothes. Perhaps it was the sense of occasion but, at the school dance, Elaine and I took it one step further, sharing more than just our dreams. We slow-danced to “The Town I Live In” by McKinley Mitchell, holding each other cheek to cheek. At one point she led me out, behind one of the saucer buildings near the cafeteria, for a smooch. During our fumbling lip smash, I knew what this was all about and desperately wanted to lose myself in the moment, but realized, without really understanding why, that I just wasn’t into it. I wriggled away. We returned to the dance. Elaine was visually disappointed at this rejection, and I was embarrassed at my make-out failure. But I soon perked up when the record changed to Archie Bell & the Drells’ “Tighten Up,” and launched myself onto the dance floor. I was the only boy dancing, fearlessly, among a gaggle of girls but completely oblivious that I was just compounding the insult to Elaine. I was such a goofball, I didn’t get how much Elaine was into me. Not even a “maybe.” I felt bad for disappointing her, that I couldn’t fulfill her teenage dream and be the boyfriend she wanted me to be.


After our disastrous make-out session, nothing more was ever said about that night. We both realized there was no future for us as sweethearts. Elaine began to distance herself from me, but we did remain cordial and friendly. She wrote a really sweet message in my yearbook: “Plant these seeds.” Adolescent girls are so much more perceptive than adolescent boys. Maybe Elaine was the first person to realize I was gay, when she saw me furiously working it to “Tighten Up.” Because I know that’s the first time I figured it out for myself, even though my own sexuality was still a big mystery to me.


Some years later, I would see Elaine and her friends at punk shows at the Whisky a Go Go. I always knew she was cool. I’m so sorry I wasn’t your dream boy, Elaine. But I owe you so much and am forever grateful you helped point me in the right direction.
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The Enjoyment of Fear



They looked like ’40s movie starlets gone to hell, then raised from the dead in skintight rayon dresses, with blue, black, and bleached-white hair. The ghostly Victorian pallor of their powdered faces, extreme kohl-rimmed eyes, and bloodred lip gloss reminded me of 1950s bohemian Vali Myers. All of which made these gothic apparitions of extreme femininity look that much more incongruous standing in the blazing California sun, in the parking lot of NBC Studios, Burbank. That’s where I first saw them, while waiting in line to see the New York Dolls taping a performance of The Midnight Special TV show.


In the summer of 1973, I was a fourteen-year-old suburban curious cat, obsessed with glitter rock. The “glitter” look, a charmingly naive expression of futuristic fashion, was actually derived from vintage wear. Gaudy and colorful iridescent clothing was the height of fashion. Spangled, sequined teenage baby-whores in miniskirts and bikini tops roamed the Sunset Strip. Some of the better-known LA glitter girls of the time, like Sable Starr and Lori Maddox, even attained their own fame and notoriety after being featured in the pages of teen magazine Star as the “Sunset Strip Groupies.” But glitter was also a throwback to the faded glamour of Hollywood’s yesteryear. The phrase “silver screen” was bandied about a lot in the rock lyrics of the era.


In their low-cut blouses, tight pencil skirts, platform shoes, and vintage jewelry, the quiet, sullen-looking girls who sparked my curiosity in the NBC parking lot stood a mile apart from the crowd. They looked like elegant femmes fatales and evinced romance and danger. I immediately wanted to know who they were. I sensed a darkness about them that spoke to me, making me recognize something inside myself I had not previously acknowledged, a vignette around the edges of my luminous teenage daydream.


Maybe it was hormonal, or even adrenal, but as soon as I hit puberty, music started to play a much bigger role in my life. It became the medium through which I began to forge my own identity as a teenager. My own tastes and desires. My own sense of style.


I had fallen under the influence of some older high school guys in my neighborhood, who mentored me in all things popular culture. Foremost among them was Steve Escandon, an affable, jocular figure four years my senior, who took me under his wing. He was a painter, heavily into underground comics like R. Crumb and Furry Freak Brothers, and underground music culture.


Steve’s favorite group was the Mothers of Invention. Frank Zappa was a god to him. I was so much under Steve’s spell that I became obsessed with Zappa too and wanted to know everything about him. This was music unlike any I’d ever heard before—freaky, rebellious, full of snark and biting humor. It was all so strange to me but thrilling too. I immediately identified with the whole vibe.


Steve took his mentor role seriously enough that when he saw my burgeoning interest in all things freaky and weird, he encouraged it by taking me to my first concert in September 1972: Frank Zappa and the Mothers at the Hollywood Bowl. Frank was performing his new, yet-to-be-released album, The Grand Wazoo, with a small orchestra. The opening act was Tim Buckley, followed by the Doors, minus Jim Morrison, who had died the previous year, leaving the group he had fronted floundering for a career. They had just released a faux-Mexican novelty song called “The Mosquito” and went down like a lead balloon among all the rock aficionados there to see Zappa.


The next summer, Steve took me to concerts at the El Monte Legion Stadium, a legendary hall that was home to the LA Thunderbirds female roller derby team but also steeped in the history of Los Angeles rock ’n’ roll. This was the venue at which Johnny Otis held his legendary weekly dances after the police forced him out of Central Avenue in Watts. Later, through local El Monte boy Frank Zappa, who embodied the melting pot of influences in Southern California and its contribution to the history of R&B and jazz, the Legion Stadium became the lodestone for the Mothers of Invention. And so, of course, Steve and I went to see everything Zappa-related there. There was this band, Ruben and the Jets, who were named after the Zappa album Cruising with Ruben & the Jets, and also Mothers drummer Jimmy Carl Black’s band, Geronimo Black. They were all very theatrical, throwing jazz and R&B elements into a blender with offbeat weirdness. That lead me to Captain Beefheart, and from that point on, there was no turning back for me. Everything strange and discordant turned my head.


Steve had also turned me on to the delights of the Dr. Demento radio show, two hours of obscure off-the-wall novelty songs in any genre you care to mention, and even more obscure outsider musicians. This was not the music I was used to hearing on the radio growing up, but it all made perfect sense to me now I was already in that mindset. It was as if I was tuned in to my own private station at the far end of the dial, on a frequency broadcast from the Outer Limits.


Around this time, I also became friendly with these older guys who lived down the block from me: Mark Swenston, Jim Gaffney, and Randy Crooks. They attended the same high school, Bassett High, and played in a garage band called Hogwild. When I first met them, they were heavily influenced by Black Sabbath. At some point, they started getting into Bowie and Mott the Hoople. Through them, I was introduced to glam rock.


When the New York Dolls announced their first West Coast shows, a four-night stand at the Whisky a Go Go, the guys from Hogwild all bought tickets to see them. I was desperate to go too, but my parents wouldn’t let me out of the house because it was a late show on a school night. That afternoon taping for The Midnight Special at NBC was my consolation prize, and the Dolls did not disappoint.


I didn’t get to see them play a full concert until almost a year later, in July 1974, when they returned for a string of midnight shows at the Roxy, playing after performances of The Rocky Horror Show. Midnight was evidently too early for the Dolls, who kept everybody waiting well into the early hours and riled up the crowd. Even so, it was the first concert I’d been to that felt like a party. David Johansen played the host to the hilt. He wore a white tuxedo over his bare chest, and wielded a bottle of champagne in one hand, the mic in the other. The other Dolls were dressed like Times Square streetwalkers—in tight spandex, stacked heels, big hair, and makeup—but strutted like men.


The wings of the stage, already tiny, were packed with onlookers done up in glam garb, as were the rest of the audience, all revved up for the show. As the Dolls played, a wild, infectious energy rippled through the Roxy, from the stage to the floor and back again. It felt as if the audience and the band were one, a confab of cross-dressing kinks and kooks expressing their inner freakiness through song.


Ground zero for every switched-on ’70s glam rock kid in LA was Rodney Bingenheimer’s English Disco, an ultra-hip teen mecca that only played the latest British imports, located in a storefront at the lip of the Sunset Strip in Hollywood. I had read about it in music magazines and wanted to experience it for myself. The first few times I went to Rodney’s, Jim Gaffney, one of the guitar players for Hogwild, came with me.


Rodney manned the turntables at the club, selecting from his collection of British glam 45s. At Rodney’s, I was exposed for the very first time to records like “Tiger Feet” by Mud, “Blockbuster” by the Sweet, and “48 Crash” by Suzi Quatro. Rodney would obtain all these singles himself, often before anybody else in the country. This was music you couldn’t hear on the radio, or anywhere else but this tiny club in LA, packed with hipster kids and music fans. It made Rodney, this glittery teen fantasia he had created around him, and everyone who gained entry to it feel all the more special, mysterious, and exclusive.


Inside the club, posters and album sleeves of Bowie, the Stones, Slade, and the Sweet were tacked up on the venue’s brick walls, as if a teenager’s bedroom had been transposed to a Hollywood dive bar. Next to the DJ booth was a small, walled-off area with a large window cut out of it, above which Rodney Bingenheimer’s name was spelled out in silver, glittery lettering. Inside, there was a long table covered in a red tablecloth with red vinyl seats set around it. This was Rodney’s famed makeshift VIP booth, where celebrities could sequester themselves away from the throng on the dance floor yet were still close enough to touch.


One of the main attractions of Rodney’s was being able to see somebody super-famous in close proximity. Bowie himself was said to be a regular visitor, but I never got to see him there, or Jimmy Page, or Elvis Presley, who famously came to check out the action at Rodney’s one night with his security detail in tow. I did see Iggy Pop, though, who was a regular, and Shaun Cassidy, who came to the club with his band, Longfellow, years before he became a teen idol, when he was still in the shadow of his half brother, David. Alex Harvey would come to Rodney’s when he was in town, Sparks were often there, and Jobriath.


Then there were the people who were famous to me simply because I’d seen them in Rock Scene and Circus, like Sable Starr and Lori Maddox. To me, anybody who had their photo in a magazine was a rock star by proxy. It was all so exciting that I wanted to be near it, and I felt it was changing me just by osmosis.


Jim Gaffney wasn’t as captivated by all this as I was. He didn’t think of our trips to Rodney’s as much more than a lark and stopped going altogether after our first few outings there. Hungry for experience, drawn to this after-dark interzone of Hollywood and the strange characters that populated it, I started venturing out on my own.


On my maiden solo night out of suburbia, I staggered into Rodney’s wearing some girls’ platform clogs, which seemed like an accessory appropriate for the occasion. That night, I was astounded to see the parking-lot girls I’d spotted outside the New York Dolls taping a few months earlier, along with a male friend of theirs. Maybe I looked kind of lost, or it was just obvious I was a kid hanging out on his own, but one of the girls approached me. She told me her name was Pearl, after Pearl White—the silent-movie actress who starred in The Perils of Pauline films—but she was also obsessed with Jean Harlow. Pearl had her own distinctive take on the “vamp” look of the 1930s: face powdered white, eyes smoky dark, squeezed into dresses that accentuated her figure. Because we were both too young to drink at the bar and the only thing on offer for the teen patrons was a revolting cherry cola, I ended up drinking in the back alley of the club at Pearl’s invitation. There, she introduced me to all her friends: Meredith, Sue, her sister Joan, and their male friend, Jamie. We would pass around a tall green bottle with a silver label—Rainier beer—and each take a swig. I wasn’t used to the bitter taste of rank, cheap ale, but I quickly decided that I liked being drunk. If nothing else, it made me feel part of the group.


From that moment on, this would become our ritual, meeting early on Friday night with Pearl and her friends to drink in the alley, before heading into Rodney’s to dance, hang out, and be seen while spying on whichever pop star or celebrity was positioned in the VIP booth.


The music I heard at Rodney’s opened up new possibilities in record collecting for me. I was always excited that the B-sides of the singles were non-album tracks I’d never heard before, like “Barbecutie” by Sparks. Rare and unusual records were all I was interested in now. But more than that, glam spoke to my budding sexuality.


There could hardly have been a more perfect fantasy figure and foil for a gay teenager at the time than David Bowie. He was a rock star, of course, but androgynous to the extreme—both asexual and openly hedonistic. He was like an alien from outer space, which was exactly the experience of a gay teenager at the time—dispossessed on a hostile planet far from home. I even felt like an alien, growing into my body and experimenting with alcohol and drugs. I related completely and absolutely with the otherness of Bowie’s image. Gay guys who rejected the cliché clone image of the day—flannel shirts and Levi’s—found a home at Rodney’s. Sexual ambiguity was the name of the game, whether gay, straight, or bi.


There was nothing ambiguous about my sexuality, though. Already sure I was interested exclusively in men, I remained closeted at home and school. But at Rodney’s I could rock and roll and be as gay as a day in May, making out with older shaggy-haired types in a drunken stupor. One time, I even made out with Pearl’s friend Jamie. We were drunk and got amorous sitting next to each other in the back of the car, but it never got further than that. I was having fun and that’s all I cared about, chomping at the bit to explore music, counterculture, and my own sexuality. I followed my curiosity wherever it led me. It was all about the journey not the destination, testing my limits, consequences be damned. Jimi Hendrix asked, “Are you experienced?” I wanted to be able to answer, “Yes, I am!”


At the same time, Rodney’s was kind of a “play” sexual cabaret. There was a lot of dressing up and a lot of fronting, mostly by heterosexual men in makeup and flamboyant clothes who were playing gay to get young girls. Runaways manager Kim Fowley, a well-known lech, was always lurking at Rodney’s. His album, International Heroes, had just come out, which featured a portrait of him slathered with rouge and eyeliner on the cover. There were more than plenty underage teenagers in that place for Kim to hit on, stealing out, like me, for an all-night drunk, looking for adventure, and available.


I planned my weekly excursions to Rodney’s so that I could stay there till closing. Then everybody would move over to the parking lot hang-out scene outside the Rainbow Bar & Grill, a few blocks up the Strip. After that, it was on to either the Rock ’n’ Roll Denny’s diner, which was open all night and catered to the music crowd, or Danielle’s, a coffee shop on Hollywood Boulevard and Highland Avenue, which was frequented by drag queens, transvestites, and hustlers who worked the stroll nearby, on Selma Avenue. This part of the boulevard felt dangerous and alluring. A couple of blocks along, on the corner of Hollywood and Las Palmas, was another notorious pick-up spot and street hangout I would sometimes frequent, the Gold Cup. There was also Arthur J’s on Santa Monica and Highland.
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