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1. Rock and Roll Fantasy


It must have been around the third day when I decided I’d had enough. It wasn’t that we’d run out of coke. We had enough of that to keep going for ever. It was that I came to on the floor of my hotel room, looked around and realised there were no women left in the place. Not a single one.


‘What happened?’ I croaked. ‘Where did all the girls go?’


‘What girls?’ asked some biker-looking dude, all bad teeth and worse tattoos. ‘I didn’t see no fuckin’ girls.’


Wait. Was I even in the right room? I tried to think, reconnect, get it together. Was I still asleep, still out for the count, maybe? Dreaming this?


I stood up and began moving around, tiptoeing over the dead bodies. Yep, there was the typewriter on the desk, borrowed from reception. Next to it the big wodge of paper, bottles of Tipp-Ex, ashtrays and bottles. And on the coffee table the little Dictaphone I’d started using for interviews. Wait, was that still going? I picked it up and looked at it. What a scene if that had recorded everything …


Nope. That was dead too.


I put it down and went looking for the mirror. Chopped out a couple of fat ones, did them. The biker dude looked at me expectantly but I ignored him. Who the fuck was he anyway? Found a warm can of Sapporo, pinged it. Lit a cigarette and gagged.


Let’s see …


I had been sitting with Warren DeMartini from Ratt, listening to their new album, liking some of it, disliking the rest, not really caring much either way. Warren was a nice guy and it was a cover story for the mag, so what was I gonna do, blow him and his new CD out of the water?


It was also important to remember that it was Ratt’s record company who were picking up the tab for all of this. Business-class flights to and from LA; poolside suite at the Sunset Marquis. And that chick with the thunder thighs who knocked on the door that first morning carrying the breakfast tray of Margaritas – and who then settled down by the pool to help me drink them – I didn’t know if that was directly to do with Ratt too, but it must have meant something to somebody. It certainly felt like it when she asked if I wanted to take a bath. ‘On the house, baby.’ And I’d said, ‘All right, then …’


I hadn’t come about the new Ratt album anyway. I’d come because I loved LA. The album was just my ticket to ride. I’d happily give it five stars in return for this.


I loved waking up to smoggy sunshine, eating a late breakfast by the pool, sitting in my shorts and shades, taking it all in. Watching Michael Bolton sitting over there eating breakfast with the phone permanently glued to his ear, same as he did every day. Loved it that at the adjoining table was Bruce Springsteen in deep conversation with Steve Van Zandt, even though Steve hadn’t played with Bruce for years. You noticed it, wondered for a moment what was afoot, then forgot about it as your own breakfast arrived and the sun took over your mind.


I loved taking a stroll up Alta Loma to Sunset Boulevard and Tower Records, just to load up on vibe, then across the street to Book Soup, where the ditzy chick behind the counter always had a gossip about who’d been in lately: ‘Oh, Mick Fleetwood was here Monday. I mean, he was high but he was cool about it also, you know?’


‘Yeah?’


‘But guess who came by the same afternoon? Stevie Nicks! Like, wow, coincidence, right?’


‘I don’t believe in coincidence.’


‘Me either!’


‘Was she high too?’


‘Who?’


‘Stevie.’


‘I couldn’t tell. She had her hat on.’


Unlike London or New York, where you had to run around town for interviews, in LA in the eighties they just came to you. I imagined my room at the Sunset as like a salon for passing rock stars and their old ladies. But it wasn’t like that. The hotel was simply one of those places those kinds of people were just born in.


You had to watch it, though. You could walk into the tiny corner bar by the entrance and not stagger out again until the next day. Time would run over you, leave you for dead in the road. If the party then moved on to your room it was over. Like with Warren. I had a bag of weed and some coke in my room and he had his shiny new CD, so we made straight for there. As Ozzy always said, ‘You’re never alone with a bag of coke.’ Sure enough, as the afternoon collapsed into evening more and more people seemed to arrive out of nowhere. A couple of the guys from Cinderella and their roadies, Lars from Metallica, and a pet fan, Slash from Guns N’ Roses, on his own as usual, at least at first. He walked in through the poolside doors, no hat or shades, though you still couldn’t see his face behind all that hair, saw what was going on, had some, then tried walking out again but was cut off at the pass by two chicks in teeny-weeny bikinis and fuck-me kitten-heels.


‘Hey, Slash, can we get autographs?’ said the blonde one.


‘Sure, baby. Where do you want me to sign?’


He stood there lighting a new cigarette with the butt of the old one as they ran around trying to find a waiter to borrow his pen.


The rest of us looked on, vaguely interested. Did they have any friends?


Then the girls were back. They both had pens but no paper.


‘Here,’ said the other blonde one, thrusting out her chest. The first did the same. They giggled again, that warm, Tinker Bell sound all blonde chicks made in LA when they wanted something. Were they twins?


Slash patiently applied his signature to their proffered breasts then added little drawings of a bad man in a top hat smoking a cigarette. They both shrieked with delight.


‘We love you, Slash!’ the blonde one cried.


‘I love you too, baby,’ he said back.


‘Hey, what about me?’ the other one pouted.


‘I love you even more,’ said Slash, grinning.


‘Can we come in, Slash? Pleeeeease?’


‘Sure, baby.’


And in they came. Then more girls in bikinis and whatnots began trickling in from the pool area, attracted by the music and the buzz.


Time passed. Everyone was doing coke and smoking weed and talking very fast. I ordered a tray of stuff from room service and what seemed like a second later it arrived. Bottles of beer, bottles of Jack, bottles of vodka, wine, cola, cranberry juice, buckets of ice …


The room-service guy sniffed and smiled. ‘Hey, smells like somethin’ good’s cooking.’


Someone offered him the joint and he took it, had a few hungry puffs and passed it on.


Then a couple of the Iron Maiden guys were there. In town for what I didn’t catch. Then a Dogs D’Amour guy, talking about how he’d met his dream chick and was gonna live here for ever. Then a guy and some girls from what sounded like somebody’s record company. Then some other people that knew somebody or were to do with something. It was getting crowded. All the seats were taken, even the bed. People just sat on the floor or stood, or crowded in the bathroom. The party was spilling out through the sliding glass doors and fully into the pool area. Some other hotel guests began wandering over. As soon as the Ratt album finished Warren would put the CD back on.


‘Hey, turn that shit off,’ someone yelled. ‘Put something good on.’


Warren left soon after. I felt for him: not long before, Ratt had been the hottest new band in America, now they were already on the way out. It wasn’t Warren’s fault. He was the talented one of the band. The rest, though, were now finding their true level. Guns N’ Roses and Metallica had begun the job of demolishing them; Nirvana and Pearl Jam would soon finish it. Someone flipped on the set and MTV filled the room with Guns N’ Roses and Def Leppard videos. Then Steve Clark from Def Leppard walked in and everyone started laughing while Steve just hung there in the doorway like a ghost. A most nervous cat. I got up, handed him a bottle of vodka. He’d brought his own coke but didn’t want anybody to know, so we went into a closet and closed the door behind us. I snipped on my lighter while he fumbled with the gear.


After he’d had a few tokes he felt better and we left the closet. Steve was always hiding himself. I hadn’t figured out why yet. Then the most welcome sight of all: Skinny Pete, a 250-pound former Vietnam vet from Texas who dealt the best blow you would ever have but had this thing about never selling any to rock stars or their people, only giving it to them for free. This made Skinny Pete the most popular man at any gig on any night of the week in America, always backstage in the singer’s dressing room or riding in the back of the limo with the lead guitarist. Skinny Pete didn’t have a home, just travelled the road, staying in the same five-star hotels as the bands, buckled up next to them on the leather couches of their private planes, or simply crashing on the back bunk of the tour bus.


He wasn’t choosy; he just went where the action was. Half the time, Pete was the action. And he had a thing about always ‘taking care’ of anyone that crossed his path. He’d leave out gigantic lines of coke by the side of his hotel bed every morning just so the chambermaids would have a nice day. No one really knew how he made his money and no one cared. Just as long as he was there when you needed him. Which meant just as long as he was there. Word was, more rock songs had been written about Skinny Pete between 1981 and 1988 than any other person, real or unreal, on planet rock. Or maybe that was bullshit. Who cared? As long as it sounded true.


All that mattered was that when Skinny Pete showed up you knew the party had started. It was like that now, as he pulled what looked like a sack of white powder from his leather satchel.


‘This will sort out the men from the boys,’ he said, instantly commanding the best seat in the house. It also sorted out the serious party people from the simple joy bangers. The lightweights began abandoning ship almost immediately. That must have been when the girls started drifting away. When fuckers like biker dude and some other weird-beards nobody knew showed up.


Night came and things started to smooth out. Lars left. So did Slash. Pete said something about the Rainbow, next thing we were all down there, taking up the half-moon seats at the back that used to belong to Led Zeppelin, back when the world was wrong but still better than now.


The usual suspects were there, like Jimmy Bain, bassist in Dio, smack buddy to Phil Lynott, until Phil checked out; a short, skinny devil with a face like baby Jesus who could out-snort, out-drink, out-shoot any fucker you put in front of him, including Skinny Pete. Go figure that one out.


The Rainbow toilets were upstairs, but nobody used them because they had no doors on the crappers. The management had taken them off to discourage people like us from using the stalls to take drugs in. Boohoo! It was just something they did to keep the cops happy, though. Instead they let the people like us – that is, rock stars and their great many dear friends – walk through the kitchens to the staff bogs at the back, where you could spend all night if you wanted to, which sometimes you did.


It was Jimmy Bain who had introduced me to that little dodge. I’d worked with Jimmy in London as a PR in the late seventies when he was partners in Wild Horses with ex-Thin Lizzy guitarist Brian Robertson. Back when everybody seemed to be on smack. But I’d dug myself out of that grimy little corner and by the time I hooked up with Jimmy again in LA I was a gym-going, Filofax-wanking, eighties rocker. That is, I would do anything you wanted to do but I wouldn’t do smack. I’d assumed Jimmy was the same. How else was the fucker still alive?


But no. ‘Not even just a wee bit?’ he smiled, as we stood in the kitchen bogs at the Rainbow that night.


‘No, man. Thank you. No …’


He seemed pissed off.


‘Don’t let me stop you, though …’


‘Naw, fuck it, I’m cool.’


We were all cool, baby. Just some were cooler than others.


On the way back I noticed Ozzy’s drummer Randy Castillo hiding out at a side table. Randy was half-Red Indian, half-Harley Davidson, one of the friendliest road companions I’d ever shared a groupie with, but a very cold, unfunny fucker when he didn’t want you around. You had to read the signs. Tonight they said: stay the fuck away from me. It took me a moment to notice, though. As I slid into the booth next to him, one of his weird friends, who looked like a tramp, grabbed me by the throat: ‘Who the fuck are you?’


‘It’s OK,’ drawled Randy. ‘He’s just saying hello.’


Trampus let me go but didn’t take his glassy eyes off me. Randy looked away. I said my hellos then got the hell out of there.


The last time I’d seen Randy he had been on the road with Ozzy in Germany. Ozzy had freaked out and refused to come out of his hotel room for three days. So the whole tour had come grinding to a halt until Sharon could fly in and fix the fucker. We were somewhere hopeless like Mannheim, where the action was minimal – just one rock club full of autograph hunters, so the band decided to simply sit it out at the hotel until Ozzy came back off of whatever black cloud he had floated away on.


The chicks had found them, though, like the chicks always did, and Randy had ended the night taking one up to his room. A real looker, too, maybe six feet tall, blonder than blonde with that special light surrounding her that some chicks have. The one that says, ‘I will fuck you but it will be you who feels bad about it afterwards.’ Not Randy, though.


Around 3 a.m. there was a knock on my door. ‘Here,’ said Randy, ‘birthday present.’ And in walked blondie with her special light now not so special. I had barely got the words, ‘It’s not my birthday,’ out of my mouth when she was on her knees yanking at my sleepy knob.


‘What a nice guy,’ I thought. When I went to thank him the next day he’d merely shrugged. ‘Hey, man, I’d had my fuck. Bitch wanted to sleep in my bed! I said, “Fuck that. Sleep on the floor.” She didn’t like that, so I said, “Wait, I know whose bed you can have …”’


Back at the table, Vince Neil of Mötley Crüe had joined the party. I didn’t really know Vince, but he’d spotted Skinny Pete so that was that. We would be good friends for the rest of the evening, maybe for ever.


Vince was still on probation for his part in the death of Hanoi Rocks drummer Razzle after he’d crashed his sports car while driving it out of his fucking mind. As a singer, Vince was less than zero, but as a frontman he had it all: an arena-sized ego, hepatitis-yellow hair and silvery Spandex pants so tight they could make a dead girl come. One of those LA dudes the Rainbow was made for. And like Randy you didn’t mess with him. A fierce little Mexican kid from the barrio, Vince was street-level tough. I had interviewed him several times, had hung out with him and had a gas. So I would always say hi to him whenever I saw him, and he would always very enthusiastically say hi back. But I was always sure he had no fucking idea who I was.


There were others – over there, W.A.S.P. singer Blackie Lawless, still living off the fumes of their anthem ‘Animal (Fuck Like A Beast)’; over here C. C. DeVille from Poison, who Slash said he was gonna kill for wearing a top hat in their videos. All over everywhere the dawn chorus of would-bes and wanna-fucks, all dressed like they were in a Whitesnake video, chicks with dicks star-tripping on their old-fangled fantasies of what it would be like, honey, to be David Lee Roth just for one fuck-rocking day.


The Rainbow closed at 2 a.m., so after that we all went back to my place. I was the only one stupid enough to let people like that in at that time of night. The only one who Skinny Pete was hanging out with anyway.


We got back and I got on the phone to room service again. There were only about eight or nine of us left, including some hotties from the ’Bow, but that just made it more fun. You could actually have a conversation now and again.


It must have been a few hours later, because the sun was up, when I got a phone call from my favourite record company girl, English Rose, so called because she was an English chick working in LA. Her real name was Maggie. Maggie was a little bit in love with me and I was a little bit in love with Maggie. That is, we both liked to fuck and suck and pull and drool and do anything and everything we could think of to each other whenever we got together. Maggie was simply the dirtiest girl I’d ever known, even dirtier than me, and I was fucking filthy.


The only reason we didn’t end up together was that I already had a live-in girlfriend back in London. But whenever I was in LA …


‘Check it out, honey,’ she purred down the phone. ‘I’ve got a limo to myself for the next twenty-four hours. I was supposed to be taking that dick from MTV out to Long Beach for something he’s doing on Whitesnake. But they cancelled so I’ve got the limo to myself for the day. Wanna go for a ride?’


I looked around the room. Vince had taken off with two of the girls, hours ago. Even Skinny Pete looked like he was starting to fade. It was just that time of the night. Day. Whatever.


‘Great,’ I said. ‘How long will it take you to get here?’


‘I’m right outside, honey …’


I picked up my cigarettes and jacket and left them to it.


The limo was laid right outside the front door of the Sunset, engines gloating. The uniformed driver jumped out when he saw me coming and opened the door. I fell in.


‘Hey, baby!’


I kissed her, a good one, tongues and everything. As usual she had painted her lips bright cherry red. I broke off and looked at her face. She was dark-haired, pretty, with plenty of meat on the bone. So different from the plastic fantastic look you got used to in LA.


‘So great to see you,’ I said.


‘You too, honey. What have you been up to? You look like shit.’


‘I feel like shit. Where we going?’


‘Fancy some breakfast?’


‘No!’


‘Sure?’ she said. She pushed a button and the grey shield between the driver and us slid up. As it did so she unbuttoned her top. Another cool thing about Maggie, she had great tits. Everyone agreed. Again, not the pointy, bulgy fake cakes you got in LA. These were real woman’s breasts. Not some pouty little chick from the Rainbow but a real king-size babe. You could get lost in a woman like that.


I fell on her like sack of shit. Gorged myself on those magnificent tits. She laughed and pulled at my jeans until they slid down my arse just far enough for her to grab my hopeful cock and guide it into her. I reached down and pulled her pants to one side. She wasn’t even wet yet. I was barely hard. But in it went, like it just belonged there. My spirit gusted out of my body, clouding up the windows. She yelled and bit me on the shoulder. Hard! I banged into her six, seven, eight times and came. Now it was my turn to yell. ‘Jesus fucking Christ, that nearly killed me …’ I rolled off and lay on the floor of the limo, panting. I felt my heart trying to jump out of my throat.


‘I think I’m having a fucking heart attack,’ I gasped. Sweat poured down my face. I looked up at her. She just sat there staring at me, smiling, legs spread. I knew she hadn’t come but she knew it was only the start.


‘Play with yourself,’ I said. ‘I want to watch.’


‘No. Later. You play with me first.’


I did as I was told. I put my head between her legs and got into it. My throat was chokingly dry and my tongue blistered and swollen from all the coke and cigarettes, but that only made it feel more intense. She began to whimper and moan and grind her pussy into my face.


I stopped and looked up. ‘I know who you wish this was,’ I said.


‘No, don’t!’


‘You wish this was David Coverdale, don’t you?’


‘No!’ she heaved.


‘Yes you do, you filthy cow. You wish this was David Coverdale sticking his big white snake into you. Don’t you?’


‘Yes! Yes! Now shut up and get on with it …’


Afterwards we snuggled up together in the back of the limo. Maggie had her eyes closed and her breathing was deep, like she was asleep. I wanted to join her but felt like I’d never sleep again.


More time passed. I didn’t know where I was, what was supposed to be happening. Then the intercom light came on.


I picked up the car phone. ‘Yes?’ I said.


‘Sorry to disturb you, sir. Just checking if there is someplace you folks want to go. We’ve been on the kerb at the hotel now for a while. They’re going to get mighty pissed off if we don’t move off soon.’


‘Sure,’ I said. ‘Actually, I’m getting out now. Please take the lady home, OK?’


‘Yes, sir!’


He jumped out and ran around to open the door.


I kissed Maggie, smoothed her skirt down over her thighs and got out.


She opened her eyes. ‘Is that it? You’re not even going to invite me in?’


‘I’m really sorry. I’ve been up all night. I’ve really got to sleep. Call you later?’


She ignored me. The driver shut the door. I tiptoed back inside the hotel, properly tired now. I still didn’t know if I could sleep but knew I needed rest. A bath maybe and a cup of tea and then bed, with the TV on and maybe one last joint …


But when I got to my room there was a guy standing guard outside. I vaguely recognised him, I thought. Though I couldn’t be sure. There were guys that looked like this guarding dressing rooms doors at every gig you’d ever been to. I reached into my pocket for my room key. He caught the movement and put out a hand.


‘I’m sorry, sir, but you can’t come in here.’


‘What? But this is my room …’


‘I’m sorry, sir, but you still can’t come in here. It’s occupied.’


I stood there waiting for the words to come.


‘What do you mean “occupied”? This is my room. These are my guests! Who are you?’


‘I work for Mr James, sir. And I have instructions not to let anyone in under any circumstances.’


‘“Mr James”? Who is Mr James?’


‘Mr James, the musician, sir.’


I racked my brains. There was Brian James once of The Dammed now of the Lords Of The New Church. But it couldn’t be him, he wouldn’t have a bodyguard, no fucker knew who he was any more. Mind you, this was LA, where even the nobodies had bodyguards.


James, James …


‘Look, this is ridiculous,’ I said. ‘This is my room. If you don’t let me in I’m gonna call the hotel security.’


‘I am hotel security, sir.’


I thundered back to reception. Unloaded on them. It was morning; the breakfast crowd was starting to drift in, all smiley gorgeous cleanly soberness. People were looking then turning away. There was a dead person in reception, shouting …


My guy finally came out from the back office. Knew me of old. Dr Cool.


‘Mr Wall,’ he beamed, ‘I hear we have a little problem. And that it’s to do with Mr James?’


‘Yes. Who is Mr James? And why is he in my room?’


‘Mr James is the famous musician, Mr Wall, and I think you’ll agree there have been quite a lot of people like that in your room these past couple of days.’


He smiled some more. Was he taking the piss?


‘Tell you what we can do for you, Mr Wall. How about we put you up in another room for today until we can get you back in your room tomorrow? After Mr James leaves.’


‘But what about my stuff?’


‘Oh, I can promise you Mr James won’t be interested in that. He just doesn’t want to be disturbed right now. Andre will show you to your new room.’


I followed Andre back down the hall to my new room, about three doors down from my old room. As we passed it I could hear loud music, funk, soul, stuff like that, but really loud. That and the hum of a crowd. What the fuck was going on in there?


‘What’s going on in there?’ I asked.


‘I don’t know,’ he said, ‘But it’s been going on for a couple of days now. Some kind of party.’


‘Yeah, I know. But who is Mr James?’


‘Oh you know, the “Super Freak” guy? He’s always taking over people’s rooms. I think he thinks he owns this place.’ He chuckled good-naturedly.


I took it in, floated it around in what was left of my heavy metal brain and still came back with nothing. Fuck this, I decided. I waited till Andre had gone then slid open the glass doors to the pool. Crept back along the patio to the sliding doors to my old room. They were closed now but you could just see through the drapes. It looked kind of like how I’d left it, only now there was a major party going on. I tapped on the glass. Pressed my room key to the glass and waited.


One of them, this huge spade in full spade’s clothing – fur collar, killer shades, gold everything – came over and slid open the door.


‘I get it,’ he said. ‘You’re the dude who’s having the party, right?’


‘That’s right,’ I said.


‘Well, come on in, brother!’


I walked in and it was the same room I’d left but with added glitter. Skinny Pete had vamoosed, as had most of the other people I knew, except for a couple of the biker-looking dudes. Only now there were all these black guys and white chicks about the place too, dancing, laughing, smoking, toking, chugging and a-lugging.


I looked over and the typewriter was where I had left it. That was a relief. The tape-recorder lying next to it. Big relief.


‘Hey, man, say hello to Rick,’ the guy said.


I looked and there was Mr Rick James, stretched out on the bed with a couple of babes next to him and a big mirror with a hill of white snow on it. I recognised the mirror. It was from the bathroom wall. Someone had unscrewed it and placed it on the bed. I’d try to remember that one.


‘Hey, man,’ said Rick, looking up. ‘Make yourself at motherfucking home …’


So I did.


The next day, week, year, whenever, I wondered: did that really happen? Could that have really happened? Or was I just imagining it? I would find myself asking that question a lot in times to come.




2. Born Too Late


I was eighteen and dealing speed when I met somebody that actually had a better job. His name was Pete Makowski and at first I was only vaguely interested when told he was a music journalist. I’d read NME in its heyday, back when Charlie Murray and Nick Kent ruled the roost, but I’d lost the habit since leaving home and renting my own room at the big house on Ealing Common. It was the cold, grey winter of 1976 and the house was full of hippies. They were all older, came from a different time, before Bowie had cha-cha-cha-changed things. So now I was into J. D. Souther, Sun Ra, Dan Hicks and His Hot Licks … stuff you didn’t find in the music papers. Also, I was told Pete worked for Sounds, and I’d never really bought that. And anyway, writing about music – how dull that must be. I imagined Pete going to concerts, then coming home and sitting up all night writing about them. It sounded like homework. That’s why he needed the speed, I supposed.


We were sitting cross-legged on the floor in my room, me on the thin, fag-burned mattress, him by the electric fire. Summer was over and the ratting wind swept in under the door and through the single-pane window in cold waves. Some mornings you could hardly breathe for the cold. I would lay on the mattress, bundled in my sleeping bag, with the fire, both bars blazing, up near my head. I would reach across with a cigarette and light it off one of the orange bars, then sit up on one elbow and tip some sulphate into a cup of water, stir it with my finger then drink it down, trying not to gag. The days of taking a couple of dabs with a wet finger were long gone. When you’re swallowing down half a gram of foul-tasting white powder at a time, you need something to take away the awful sting.


Pete didn’t look like one of those. He liked his speed, didn’t mind hanging out in my shithole, playing records and talking, talking, talking till the room fell finally to zipped-up silence, the way it always does when you mix your speed with your dope and alcohol and melancholy no-woman blues … you know the fucking scene. But Pete didn’t live there like I did. He lived somewhere else, in my imagination somewhere nice and clean that smelled warm. Pete was just dropping by to score, not hanging on for wherever the next deal might take him. Or not.


Consequently I looked down on him a little. He was an amateur. I was a pro. It was OK for what it was, being a part-timer, but what it was wasn’t much. Not really. Then one night my ears pricked up. He was saying something about America. Going to America. With a band … for a band … what did he say?


I was used to people talking about going on the hippy trail to Morocco, India or Greece – six months at a time; two years – you and your old lady. Sri Lanka was the latest. The beaches were amazing, man. I couldn’t remember anyone talking of America, though. The States. We’d had a chick staying at the house in the summer who came from Canada via Goa, but never anybody who had been to America.


It was a couple of days later, I was thinking about what he’d said, but I couldn’t remember if I’d heard right. He was going to America to be on tour with Lynyrd Skynyrd? That didn’t sound right. Were they even still going? Did people go to America to be on tour with Lynyrd Skynyrd?


I asked his sister, Yvonne, about it. Yvonne lived in the house too, and I had a thing for her. She was twenty-four, gorgeous, but screwed up. Anorexia. She’d had it as a kid and never gotten over it. Not properly. She still couldn’t eat without making a big deal of it, so just drank little glasses of sickly sweet white wine and smoked Silk Cuts, the long, light kind no one else could even taste. Some guy had already done for her; whoever came along next had to listen to her going on about it, over and over, until finally you gave up.


She tutted and rolled her eyes. She’d been asked about her brother before. ‘He’s always going somewhere like that to write about a band,’ she told me grudgingly. ‘I don’t know about this one, though. He never tells me anything …’


And he got paid for that? Or did he have to pay for himself? She looked at me, as if reconsidering. ‘It’s his job. God …’


The subject was simply too irritating, too old news for her to pursue any further, so that was the sum total of all my knowledge. Pete went to America to tour with bands then wrote about them and, yes, he got paid for it. ’Cos it was his job. Stupid.


A few weeks later he was back and full of stories. How he’d been down in the Deep South with the band. How he’d ridden on the back of their motorcycles. How he’d been to some club with them where someone pulled a gun. Then how they rode off into the night with some crazy bikers who had this atomic fucking speed, man – meth, crystals, ice-on-fire, then something, something … I couldn’t keep up. How they all nearly died but then this chick got up and slapped Johnny’s face and everybody laughed and fell about the place …


I noticed how the older hippy guys in the house hung on his words, how deeply impressed they were by his stories, while trying not to show it. Not really knowing much about Lynyrd Skynyrd or where the Deep South might be, exactly, I locked on to them locking on to him. Everyone was buzzing. Then after he’d gone it all died down. I was alone in my room again – just the speed and me. That had always suited me, only now it didn’t. It had been getting that way more and more lately.


Pete and me became chummier after that. He had two tickets to see Thin Lizzy at the Hammersmith Odeon and asked if I’d like to go with him. I thought he’d bought them because he was a fan. It wasn’t until we got there and I asked how much they’d cost that he explained they hadn’t cost anything. He’d been given them.


‘By who?’


‘The band.’


‘The band?’


‘Yeah. Well, the band’s record company. ’Cos of all the stuff I’ve done with them.’


I had no idea what ‘stuff’ he might have done with the band or their record company, but sensed it would not be cool to ask, acted like it was no big thing. I’d never seen Thin Lizzy before, either, but I had their Jailbreak album and Pete had played me some tracks from their new LP, Johnny the Fox. We took our seats at the front of the balcony and when the band came on to the sound of a deafening police siren my lid just fucking flapped open. They were amazing! Brilliant! Amazing!


‘Tonight there’s gonna be a jailbreak,’ the singer, Phil Lynott, sang, ‘… somewhere in this town …’


He was right and it was happening right here, in this room, for all of us. I stood up like everybody else did and began weaving around, singing along. A minute or two in, lost in my own speed-crazed movie, I glanced to my side, ready to commune better with Pete. But he wasn’t there. He was sitting down! Just staring, his head vaguely nodding a bit.


I leaned over. ‘AREN’T THEY GREAT!’


He barely looked up, just nodded slightly, not even smiling. Then went back to just sitting, as though lost in some deep, more interesting thought.


Things stayed that way for the rest of the show. Every now and again I would glance over, see him sitting there while everyone else around us stood, not unhappy, but hardly delirious in the way my fellow escapees and I were.


‘FUCKING AMAZING!’ I would scream.


But it was as if I wasn’t even there with him. Or rather, he wasn’t there with me. There was something separating us – whole worlds, as it turned out. But I didn’t know that then. I just saw the band and the music, felt the crowd and the collective joy; getting off on the absolute thrill of being there as it all happened around us, in the middle of something unbelievable.


When it was over, so was I. Finished off good and proper. Exhausted from yelling and stamping my feet, clapping as hard as I could in order to persuade the band back for an encore, until – far out! – they came back on!


‘YEAH! YEAH!’


What an ending. I could not imagine a better one. Not for Pete, though. As we made our way back down to the lobby, people kept coming up and shaking his hand, hugging him, saying how great it was to see him; how great it was he’d made it. Women too. Lookers. Coming up and pressing their bodies against him, genuinely excited to see him.


‘Who was she?’ I asked, as one broke away, her face still in my eyes.


‘No one,’ he said. ‘A friend.’


I followed him outside where another friend offered to drive him – us – to the party.


‘Cool,’ said Pete, still distant, still apparently thinking of something else.


‘Where we going?’ I asked, as we walked through the cold November night to the car park.


‘The band are having a do,’ he said.


The band? A do? What sort of a do? Would they be there too? Bloody hell …


It was at a posh hotel somewhere in Kensington, a few floors up. A big room full of people I didn’t know or knew existed. Everyone knew Pete, though. All were pleased to see him. I tagged along, walking a couple of paces behind, grinning to cover my embarrassment, my lack of basic knowledge as to where I was, who these people were or how any of this worked. I had never felt so lost, not even when surrounded by strangers, all older than me, at the house whenever they had a gathering. At least there you could make friends easily just by letting them know you had speed. Here was different. The speed alone wouldn’t make it work for this crowd. You needed some other in. One I didn’t have. Not like Pete.


Suddenly he was talking to Phil Lynott. I didn’t know where to look, what to do, how to stand, where to put my face. I just stood there behind Pete and waited.


They hugged each other and Phil said something in Pete’s ear. Some secret only they could share. Pete grinned back and for the first time all night he looked fully turned on. I was stunned at how well they appeared to get on, to know each other.


‘This is my mate, Mick,’ said Pete, waving an arm in my general direction. Lynott just nodded and kept on grinning. Then went back to talking to Pete.


As a little kid my dad – forced to look after the boy for a few hours while my mother went God knows where – would take me with him to the pub on Chiswick High Road, then make me stand outside while he went in ‘for five minutes’. It was horrible, having to hang around waiting for whatever was going on inside this place I wasn’t allowed into. So I would stand outside, rigid like a statue, imagining that if people thought I was a statue they would simply pass by without a thought for my predicament. I did the same now with Pete and Phil, willing myself invisible while they did whatever it was they were doing in this place I didn’t belong, while I waited for Pete to finish and come back for me, a bit like my dad, who would eventually remember to come back out for me.


Then this other guy came over. A truly ugly looking thing with weird orange hair, spiky, his face all pink and raw, his shoulders hunched, his eyes black and beady like a rat’s. He didn’t look like he belonged there either, yet here he was anyway.


‘I thought the gig was farking great, Phil,’ he said, the voice all cockney wind-up. ‘Up the farking IRA, you knoworrimean?’


Phil just grinned at him.


‘But I can’t stand these parties. So farking boring …’


I was shocked. The party was boring?


‘Ah, go on wit cha, Johnny,’ said Phil in his low Dublin brogue. ‘Have anudder fookin’ drink and grab a burd. Enjoy yersel …’


Rat boy laughed. But even that came out vaguely insulting, like the sandpaper cough of an old tramp that had stopped finding things funny lifetimes before. ‘Ark, ark, ark. Ark, ark, ark …’


Then he wandered off. Pete said see you later to Phil, and I finally got to say something: ‘I didn’t know you knew Phil Lynott!’


‘What?’ he said looking sideways at me. ‘Yeah …’


‘And who was that guy?’


‘What guy?’


‘The horrible-looking cunt in the hair, who said how bored he was?’


‘Oh, that’s Johnny … Johnny Rotten.’


I snorted with laughter. ‘That’s not his name!’


‘Yeah. You know, from the Sex Pistols?’


‘The sex what?’


‘Doesn’t matter. He’s all right, actually. Just a bit weird.’


We pushed through to the bar where they were serving free drinks. I couldn’t quite believe it was real. Free drinks! I ordered two beers and two whiskies. Pete ordered a wine.


‘They’re free!’ I told him, in case he’d missed it. ‘Free. You can order whatever you like!’


‘I’m all right,’ he said. ‘You go on, though.’ Then he wandered off to say hello to someone else I didn’t know.


Truly this was an odd night. It occurred to me there was a whole side to Pete I didn’t know at all.


I waited around at the free bar while Pete did a circle of the room. I waited and watched. There were chicks everywhere. Really dolled up, like on telly, page-three quality. Even the guys were dolled up. I felt like a fraud standing in that crowd, people talking over me in the crush for the free bar. I wasn’t moving, though.


Wait – was that George Best over there? GEORGE BEST!! No, it couldn’t be. Could it? Yes!


‘Let’s go.’ It was Pete. I downed the rest of the beer but couldn’t manage both whiskies too. ‘Come on,’ he said. ‘You can crash at mine. Got any more whizz?’


I pestered him about it all night, but he really didn’t have much to say on the subject. Lynott was ‘all right’. A ‘good bloke’. Lizzy were ‘a good band’. More ‘good blokes’. But there were none of the stories to back up these glib observations the way there had been when he’d got back from Lynyrd Skynyrd in America. I sensed that was because it would have been too much effort for him. That, in truth, there really wasn’t much special to tell about Thin Lizzy. That getting free tickets for the gig, getting a lift to a party for the band afterwards, getting to speak to Phil Lynott and drink free drinks was just somehow … normal. It felt like the wrong word to me, but it seemed like the only way to describe whatever it was Pete felt about it.


Weeks went by and I kept thinking about it. Then one night another speed freak named Pete (Lewis), who was an artist, said out of the blue, ‘Did you see Sounds are looking for writers? You should go for it.’


I looked at him. How did he know I was a writer?


‘Well, you are, aren’t you?’ He forced a laugh. Like he’d just come in and caught me wanking. ‘You’ve always been a writer, haven’t you? With your poems and stuff?’


It was true about the poems, but I’d never have used the word ‘writer’ about myself. That was reserved for people who had actually had something published – not somebody who sat up all night speeding out of their brains, making up would-be lyrics.


But Lewis talking out loud about it like that, it drew my attention to myself in a somewhat different manner. Like maybe I had a secret superpower that I could use for the good of mankind. Sitting there, hiding behind my secret identity as a respectable speed dealer. It didn’t matter that I’d never thought of writing for a music paper. It was just the sound of it. Sounds needed writers …


I began to bother him for details, but he was already losing interest talking about me when we could be talking about him. Fire signs are the worst like that, and Lewis was a born Leo, right down to the great mane of curly dark hair.


‘There’s an ad in the paper. I don’t know how I know. Perhaps Yvonne told me. I don’t know. Anyway, it says they’re looking for writers.’


Wow. All right, then. Thanks.


The next day I made it down to the newsagent’s and bought a copy of Sounds. There was a band on the cover I’d never heard of. I opened it up and began turning pages, looking for this ad. There it was:


SOUNDS IS LOOKING FOR NEW WRITERS. NO EXPERIENCE NECESSARY.


Those were the magic words: ‘no experience necessary’. I’d seen ads for filing clerks that asked for more than that. No experience necessary … ‘That’s me,’ I thought. All it asked for was that you write something – anything – about a musical artist you knew something about it, then send it in. The lucky entries would be interviewed at the magazine’s London offices. All entries in by—


That night, I made myself an extra-specially strong cup of water. There was so much sulphate in it I had a job getting it all to dissolve. I choked it down. It tasted fucking awful. Jesus God! I thought I was gonna chuck-up. My poor, sleep-starved eyes began to water and my hair frizzed right up behind my ears. I could feel it. I smoked a couple of cigarettes, gave the gear time to kick in, then picked up my biro and began writing.


It was about David Bowie, a subject I felt I knew more about than practically anyone else in the world, including Charles Shaar Murray, who’d been good during the Ziggy period but had got Diamond Dogs and David Live all wrong, from start to finish. I had never really forgiven him for that, and I felt Bowie hadn’t either. I would set the record straight. In the form of a review of Low, which had just come out and which I alone knew to be a masterpiece of desolation and icy peeks into the future, our future, the one waiting for us now we’d broken all the rules and there was no going back. This was David allowing us into his room, blue, blue electric blue: us and all that broken glass. When he sang about always crashing in the same car, I knew exactly what he was talking about, almost as if I’d been in the passenger seat next to him. And when, on side two, on ‘Weeping Wall’, the synthesiser sliced open ‘Scarborough Fair’ so cleanly the two halves spun all the way round in a circle back together again, I knew he had to have been up speeding too for a very, very long time. That neither of us might ever sleep again. Experiencing first hand that terror. I knew that when, on the final, blissfully psychotic track, ‘Subterranean’, when in his wordless vocals he sang ‘Kay line, kay line, kay line, kay line, briding … lee shelly shelly, shelly omm …’ I would join in, howling like a brother wolf separated from the filthy pack, looking down with hungered yellow eyes from that thin, crumbling ledge high above the abyss. Me and Bowie; Bowie and me. Let me tell you about it, properly this time.


I wrote and I wrote, the pen dug into my speed-frozen fingers like a knife, and when the sick grey winter sun came crawling up the walls I carried on writing until I really had run out of ways to express it. But my mind wouldn’t switch off, and so I kept on. Knowing to keep on would be to destroy it, trying to say too much of what was really all too little. Wordless lyrics. Inside-out melodies. Upside-down rock that despised having to roll. I knew I would ruin it, and I did, but still I couldn’t stop.


Finally the buzz and burn blew itself out and I dragged myself over to the mattress, pulled the electric fire nearer, and lay there, my eyes staring open as I slept, the room full of cigarettes smoked and unsmoked. The way I supposed I liked it. Or said I did.


Later that day – or the next, it was hard to tell – I propped myself up again and read through the pages. Some of it was illegible, even to me. Some of it started well and went nowhere. Some of it just disgusted me. It said nothing whatsoever. Not even close to what it was I’d been thinking at the time, what I’d meant to say.


But at least you could see I could write. There were enough words, surely. Long and short. Writer’s words.


I carried it to the post office, bought a big envelope. Wrote down the address copied from the ad, torn from the magazine, and bought a first-class stamp and posted it. I cringed as I did so, imagining someone coming across it and holding it aloft from its furthest corner, by the tips of their fingers, regarding it as one might a soiled tissue found on a toilet seat.


Then I shuffled back to the house again, where I slurped more speed and this time imagined them reading it aloud to each other, amazed at the discovery of a new genius. Then I went back to seeing them crumpling it into a ball and hurling it on to the fire. Where it belonged. See that a mile off. Still, you never knew, maybe the right guy would get it and he would like it, see the potential, persuade the others to give this newcomer a chance.


Jesus God Christ … I knew the comedown would be horrendous and tried to postpone it for as long as possible. Knowing it wouldn’t work.




3. Lurking


The delay was long enough for the letter to be a surprise, but not so long I’d completely forgotten about it. I already knew what it would say, anyway. Sure enough: Dear Hopeless Sap, you didn’t get the gig. We gave it to some people who knew what they were doing. I sloped back to my room and dropped down on the mattress, flattened. I felt under the mattress for the polythene bag with the three grams in it and sifted out enough for a few dabs off the wet finger. Flattened and freaked out and failed and fucked. What was I thinking? Maybe I could write lyrics, but you really had to know how to write in a certain way to write for something real like Sounds. How had Pete done it? Where did he go to learn? Or was he just born with it? Could that happen? That some were born with it and some – most – like me, weren’t?


I thought about trying to review something else, but I knew I’d never get around to it. I did still buy Sounds occasionally, just to see how Pete was getting on. There was another writer they had, too, Giovanni Dadomo, whose name I could not guess how to pronounce but whose writing really turned me on. The clincher had been a three-part story on the Velvet Underground. This was higher-ground stuff – the kind I knew I’d never be able to reach but didn’t feel at all bad about. It was just so good to read, to witness a real master at work. The reader in me would always trump the writer, I realised. But maybe that was OK, after all.


By the summer of ’77 I’d crashed big time. In the end, no amount of speed worked any more. It just sent me down Doolally Street, round the Mulberry Bush and up Shit Creek. I couldn’t sleep but I couldn’t stay awake. I was down to seven stone, always hungry but unable to eat. Bread and a small tin of spaghetti hoops was a banquet for me. Breakfast was a Mars Bar and a can of Coke.


Finally, I fell out with the older hippies when I couldn’t afford the rent one month and they ransacked my room, stole what was left of my speed and took some pictures I’d taken on an instamatic camera of an old girlfriend, posing nude. I came home one night and found them sellotaped to the walls of the toilet. If I’d had a gun I’d have done a Travis Bickle on them. But all I had was my mattress and electric fire. The next morning I got a friend to come round in his car and take me back to my parents’ house. My old room had been taken over by my youngest brother, so I slept on a camp bed. I really had no idea what was what, just that I’d never be a writer. Not for Sounds anyway.


It wasn’t just my life that had changed. That summer saw the big switchover to punk. Suddenly everything that came before was out the window. The weird, arse-faced guy I’d seen moaning at Phil Lynott had ascended to messiah-hood. His band, the Sex Pistols, had singlehandedly changed the game for everybody.


I liked it and I didn’t like it. Pete Makowski had been the first person to play me ‘Anarchy In The UK’ and I had become addicted – instantly. I still hadn’t really heard the word ‘punk’ being used to describe it, and the music, as such, didn’t sound very different to what else was going on. More like the culmination of years of listening to Bowie, Mott The Hoople and Hawkwind. In fact, it reminded me of ‘Urban Guerrilla’, the Hawkwind single from a few years before, that had been banned by the BBC then withdrawn by the band’s record company. When the same thing happened to the Sex Pistols’ single, it seemed impossible, ridiculous. Surely we’d moved on from the antique values of 1973?

OEBPS/images/9781409141075_FC.jpg





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
(e ROCKS OFF





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg





