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In those moments of silence with Antony – in that instant of ‘Could we actually do this?’ – I know I am standing at the edge of a precipice. I know that this can only be the wrong thing to do. But then, as if trading in my soul, I go for it. I tell Antony I want him to inject me. I am crossing over to some other side. I am joining the tribe of the scarred and damned.


Or do I simply think what all prospective users think? I’ll just try it; I won’t do it again; it’s not as if one shot will get me hopelessly hooked.


But one shot will get me hopelessly hooked. One shot will be too many and – as I will hear repeatedly in years to come – a thousand never enough.







PART 1



MY CHEMICAL ROMANCE







‘It is not to the people to whom they bring the pleasure of sleep or a genuine well-being that these drugs are an absolute necessity; it is not by such people as these that they would be bought at any price, bartered against all the sick man’s possessions, but by that other class of sick men . . . those whom the medicine does not send to sleep, to whom it gives no thrill of pleasure, but who, so long as they are without it, are prey to an agitation which at any price, even the price of their own death, they need desperately to end.’


Marcel Proust, Time Regained  (translated by
Andreas Mayor and Terence Kilmartin)


‘Home is where the needle marks / Try to heal my broken heart . . .’


Gil Scott-Heron, ‘Home is Where the Hatred is’








 


 


 


The brilliant Tasmanian grips my hand with surprising force, transporting me back thirty-five years to my early awe at his withering intelligence and prodigious reputation. ‘You were always in your rooms shooting up!’ he all but yelps. He is clasping my hand hard. ‘Adam had to take me to one side and ask me to go easy on you!’


I want to protest, mildly, that I was not shooting up in my rooms, but I suspect that – to the degree that he thinks about this former student at all – I remain fixed in his mind as the emaciated amphetamine user with hennaed hair who, in the summer of 1980, stunned him and others by taking a First Class degree in English Language and Literature.


I am here, on an October evening in a tall house in Vauxhall, to pay homage to a man who radically reshaped the way I looked at literature. Generations of Peter Conrad’s former students from four decades – theatre critics, right-wing columnists, others of a doomed breed of media professional – have come along to confess that they too were disciples of the author of Shandyism and Imagining America. Since, for most of those Oxford years, I felt on the outside of most things, it’s unexpectedly moving to stand here and learn that others felt the same way about him.


‘We are all the children of Peter,’ announces one of the organizers of the evening – and of a sort of festschrift in Peter’s honour. ‘Which does not mean we expect presents at Christmas.’


At the night’s winding-down, after he’s been presented with the bound collection of essays and poems and thanked us with an unscripted speech that proves his mischievous wit undimmed, I approach Peter to say goodbye. Once more he takes my hand and holds it hard; I feel a warmth I never knew was there in all the time he taught me. I don’t suppose I even shook his hand in three years.


‘I have to tell you that, of all the people here, you’re the one I’d have least recognized,’ he says to me. ‘Not because you look so different – now that I see you – but because you’ve become a man. And you were such a boy.’


I tell him I was a boy, little more than a child. I say I was hopelessly lost and unsure. ‘I didn’t have the first idea who I was. But I want you to know how proud I am to have been taught by you.’


As I stride back up the long straight road towards the river and the railway, I’m aware of emotions I hadn’t expected to feel. Grateful to Peter for noticing that, at fifty-two, I am now a man. Pleased to have known this maverick Antipodean who tilted literature on its axis for me. But also deeply sad for the boy he knew those decades ago, about to be left behind by his graduating contemporaries. I grieve for that boy and wonder how he made it through alive. If I could, I would go back and make it all right for him.


A week after learning I had got my First, I sat in a basement flat on the west side of Clapham Common and asked my best friend to inject me with heroin.


To this day I don’t quite know why.


• • •


The very word was enough to strike dread into me as a child. Like ‘cancer’, ‘heroin’ seemed synonymous with death. If you took it you would die, for junkies were the walking dead. There were many stupidly dangerous things you might do in your life, but shooting heroin would not be one of them.


Slowly the idea of heroin – and of syringes – changes as you move through adolescence. Not that it becomes exactly alluring, but it begins to beguile. You can be doing other, ‘softer’ drugs, yet you are aware that ‘King Heroin’ – as James Brown personified it – is the preserve of the damned and formerly beautiful, a diabolical deal on which you cannot renege. And if you are becoming progressively unhappier in that adolescence, if you’re not making that journey in the way the majority of people do, you too can be seduced by the vision of those who’ve gone over to the other side with the emperor of analgesic narcotics.


For me it wasn’t Charlie Parker or Keith Richards: it was, of all the musical stars, Diana Ross who first graphically showed what heroin addiction involved; who, tying a red rubber tube around her skinny Supremes arm in Lady Sings the Blues, displayed the sweet oblivion that smack promised. Not that you have the first notion, until you experience it, of what that oblivion feels like; of how profoundly it removes you from the world, from caring at all. Before you use it, all you know is what heroin looks like from the outside, how it shields the user behind an impenetrable barrier of Cool.
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It’s too easy to look back now and say: what a cliché to believe that Keith and Lou and Iggy and Johnny Thunders were so hip in their black clothes and black sunglasses; to have subscribed to the doctrine of ‘Wasted Elegance’ as we absorbed it from the pages of the New Musical Express. (If the phrase wasn’t coined by the NME’s Nick Kent – that second-string icon of opiated enervation – it should have been.) But if the Keith Richards of the Rolling Stones’ most satanically majestic period (1968–1972, why bother arguing) wasn’t cool, what is?


If it had only been the dark lords of rock, with their riffs of love and death, the spell might have worn off. It was only later we learned that Lou Reed, author of the greatest heroin song of all (the one with the brilliantly bald title ‘Heroin’), was more devoted to amphetamine and alcohol than to smack. But junkie cool was brought altogether closer to home by the presence of my very own proxy rock star at Westminster School.


Two years older and a Queen’s Scholar to boot, Richard was a walking wet dream for anyone half in love with easeful self-destruction. To say I had a platonic crush on this svelte genius as he hovered across Little Dean’s Yard on silver platform boots would badly understate my feelings for him. It was whispered that he was the most brilliant boy who’d ever been at the school: steeped in Greek, fluent in French, often spotted with arcane and possibly occult volumes under his arm. And yet he looked like a glam-rock god in his platforms and his mirrored Aviator shades – or like the mysterious figure on the cover of his beloved Thomas Pynchon’s story ‘Mortality and Mercy in Vienna’.


It was only later, at Oxford, that Richard began to henna the dense helmet of dark hair that now makes me think, oddly, of David Miliband. It was certainly at Oxford that I uttered my first trembling words to him and learned he was everything he appeared to be: frighteningly clever, well-versed in the works of the Velvet Underground and the Stooges, and on at least nodding acquaintance with Class A chemicals I hadn’t yet sampled.


Ah, Richard, did you really exist or did we have to invent you? You were Rainer Maria Rilke at Villa Nellcôte, you were Lou Reed at the École Normale Supérieure. You’d read every book ever written, even studies of astrophysics and morphogenesis that would have stumped your slow-witted admirer. You’d seen every film by Godard and Bresson and Jacques Rivette. Every sentence you spoke in your close-to-camp voice was crystalline in its lucid perfection. Or perhaps you were only playing the polymath for those of us who’d signed up to your cult.


Richard was exotic and magnetic in other ways. He seemed to issue from some mongrel aristocracy: part Australian, part mittel-Eurotrash, part Martian, but then again nearly sui generis. Westminster was not Eton, but it had its smattering of double-barrelled bluebloods, and Richard had ties to those. He was a missing link between Chatsworth and Metallic KO, between Proust and the Baader-Meinhof gang. As I grew more curious about dangerous drugs it became clearer that he knew more than a few of the beautiful and damned offspring of dukes and industrialists.


Heroin lurked in the margins of privileged life in that era. At Oxford I was at a college where Brideshead was revisited almost nightly – delighting my maternal grandfather, who’d been in the Bullingdon in the late twenties – but already there were Old Etonians dabbling in the black arts of blackened spoons. Some even dressed like Johnny Thunders and the Heartbreakers, tousled public schoolboys with Lower East Side track marks on their arms. They wore dirty jackets with thin lapels, bought with trust-fund money on the King’s Road, and t-shirts artfully torn and emblazoned with nihilistic scrawls. Some spent half their lives driving too fast between Oxford and London: God forbid there was a party in Chelsea they might miss, even if it meant hurtling back up the M40 at dawn to make a tutorial and thus avoid being – in that most absurdly archaic of Oxbridge phrases – ‘sent down’.


The most infamous of all these wayward sons wasn’t at Oxford at all. He was the Honourable Charlie Tennant, a gaunt cupid who haunted the back streets of London SW3 and was already dragging a sackful of scary stories behind him. Compared to Charlie, other aristo smack-heads were mere amateurs. His rep made him a golem of junk, his close brushes with fatal overdose the stuff of legend. (He did die prematurely, but of AIDS.)


The closest I got to Charlie was a photograph in an album of holiday snaps belonging to a friend who fronted a public-school ‘punk’ band that emulated the fey, heroin-infused Only Ones. Years later I visited the latter group’s frontman, Peter Perrett, in his huge decaying home in Forest Hill, though my efforts to help the author of ‘Another Girl, Another Planet’ – a veritable anthem for posh junkies in 1978 – were wholly in vain.


These are among the memories that return from a time when I was becoming increasingly unhappy, ever more lacking in confidence, pretending to be cool, and desperate to impress Peter Conrad with abstruse essays on Restoration Comedy or the Victorian novel. ‘I always thought it funny,’ he once said to me, ‘that the only really good essay you wrote was about, of all people, Doctor Johnson.’


• • •


I wouldn’t say that in 1974 I had a drug problem, even if I now date my chemical abuse to sly swigs of Bulmers Woodpecker Cider in my parents’ shed in Suffolk, where I spent school holidays and exeat weekends.


Within weeks of arrival at Westminster in early 1973 I was ‘smoking dope’, as we all put it back then. Later came speed, acid, and the first expensive snorts of cocaine. Principal partner-in-crime was Antony, who should by rights have been at Eton but instead stuck out as unabashedly aristocratic in Westminster’s sea of pseudo-meritocracy.


At Westminster you kept schtum about privilege and large allowances. Not Antony, whose privileged upbringing turned out to be unhappier than any of us could have imagined. I led a kind of double life, going to concerts and smoking dope with boys from Clapham and Kentish Town; then going to Kensington and smoking lots of dope with Antony, who was defiantly self-destructive and cleverer than anyone else in my year.


I was told that Westminster had been a hotbed of narcotic vice before my arrival at the school. If the new headmaster, handsome and silver-haired as an American president, had purged the worst offenders, mood-altering smokables remained rife in the shadows of the abbey. Sixth-formers tottered about Little Dean’s Yard in greatcoats, clutching double-albums under their arms.


In my year, Alex rolled the best and biggest joints, but Mike smoked more of them than anyone else and was expelled from Westminster as a consequence. We all smoked cigarettes, piling into Gino’s coffee bar at break time for Benson & Hedges and watery cappuccinos, piling back into class like a single giant ashtray on multiple pairs of legs. No teacher ever so much as remarked on the unholy stench.


Those of my friends who’d had elder brothers at the school acted as conduits of the drug subculture, carrying the spirit of the late sixties into the decadent new decade. Free festivals and protest marches already felt like ancient history to us. We young dudes danced not to the Beatles but to the pied pipers of glam: as David Bowie wrote in a timeless song he donated to Mott the Hoople, ‘we never got it off on that revolution stuff’.


Yet with Alex and Michael and Christian – all younger brothers of ‘Old Wets’ – I snapped out of glam and into the stoned order of the Deadheads. I fell in love with mystic bearded groovers: with the Band and Little Feat, with John Martyn and the Led Zeppelin of Led Zeppelin III. Fuzzy Sundays unravelled at the Roundhouse, where cheesecloth-garbed pub rockers and ZigZag-reading West Coast wannabes played all afternoon but where we never got quite stoned enough not to feel jejune. There were stinky Afghan coats and spooling guitar leads, and the pong of patchouli competed with the smog of Moroccan hash. As Zippy the Pinhead would have asked, ‘Are we having fun yet?’ I was never quite sure.


To the older heads at the Roundhouse, would I have denied buying those sensational singles by Slade and T.Rex? Would I have concealed the glossy gatefold sleeve of Roxy Music’s For Your Pleasure? Probably. For I was now a neophyte in some quasi-tribal hangover from psychedelic Americana, schlepping up to Cheapo Cheapo in Soho every Wednesday in search of second-hand albums by Quicksilver Messenger Service and the New Riders of the Purple Sage.
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The real truth was that I never even liked dope, pot, weed, grass, Afghan Black, Moroccan Red. I’m not convinced that my friends did either, though we all put on brave faces as we claimed to be having high times. Low-grade paranoia and disorientation were not things I’d ever have become addicted to, and yet I smoked yards of this stuff with my buddies, sitting for hours in the attics of their parents’ homes in Camden and Hampstead. At least the interminable extemporizations of the Grateful Dead and their ilk made sense under the influence of these herbs.


Though my own parents would have been alarmed had they known what I was up to, I don’t look back at the mid-seventies and see my subsequent problems as inevitable. For all those of us who graduated to ‘harder’ drugs, as many moved away from them entirely. It’s too obvious to point out that the predisposition to addiction comes not in packets but in people.


Antony did not listen to the Grateful Dead. He did not accompany Alex and Michael and Shane and me to the Roundhouse or the Rainbow. He did not see the Who-headlined Charlton show of 1974, or attend the Knebworth Festivals of 1975 and 1976 with me and Tom. He didn’t even see the Rolling Stones at Earl’s Court, though he later became a pal of Mick Jagger’s. Nor did he sit around with Tim and me as I embarked on my new discovery of soul music, listening to records by Rufus and Bill Withers or immersing myself in the back catalogues of Stax and Motown.


Certainly Antony did not make the faintest concession to sartorial norms of the period, preferring to dress in Jermyn Street suits and shirts that provided the perfect disguise for his narcotic activities. If Henry James had written a heroin addict into The Portrait of a Lady, Antony would have been that addict; he even had an American heiress for a mother.


What Antony really loved to do was smoke a lot of dope – and, later on, drop acid – before meeting for tea at, say, Fortnum & Mason. Mixing these two worlds was to him a splendid game, especially when he had a small audience to entertain. Often that was just me – the I to his Withnail, the Lenù to his Lila, the indigent Ryder to his trust-funded Flyte (had Waugh’s feckless scion been a good deal cleverer) – shaking with laughter over Earl Grey and sandwiches as he ran through his repertoire of impersonations, usually of teachers I could never have speared with such lancing precision.


‘Had lunch with A. in some psychedelic pizza place,’ I scrawled in a Letts pocket diary in the baking heat of July 1976. ‘We talked rubbish in an incorrigibly self-satisfied way. He is good company though fey, fastidious, indolent, intolerant, conceited, cold-hearted . . .’


Sometimes as I sat with Antony, hypnotized by his pitiless Jack Nicholson eyes, I wondered what Alex or Mat or Shane or Tim would have thought had they strolled at that instant into the Fortnum’s tearooms. No less than my parents, they regarded Antony as a malign influence: spoiled, decadent, snobbish. Was I then myself snobbish by association, or at least aspirant? In hindsight I oscillated in almost bipolar fashion between an envy of Antony and an innate Roundhead scorn for all things Cavalier.


Some saw Antony as the archetype of the Poor Little Rich Boy, his wealth an ineffective substitute for the love he’d never had as a boy. Yet his chaos rarely manifested externally; from the outside he was as rigidly controlled as William S. Burroughs. I know now that he was actively seeking oblivion in ways I was not. He carried an agonizing wound I could not have inferred and only grasped when, years later, he confessed it to me. As long as he could keep me – and others – in stitches, he could stand to be in his own skin.


• • •


It was with Antony, in 1977, that I flew for the first time to America: specifically to the Manhattan that had obsessed me since 1969, when my father returned from a business trip with the gifts of a small plastic Empire State Building and a guidebook filled with technicolour views of New York City.


My Manhattan fantasies were analogous to the Romantics’ notions of the Sublime: not for nothing had André Kertész christened one of his famous Gotham photographs ‘Wall Street Canyon’. I was enraptured by the Mammon that the city represented. It was a metropolis above and beyond all others, a nexus of glamour and squalor, a place I had by now seen many times in films and absorbed from punk and disco and older doo-wop records.


It was also already a place defined by drugs. Abetted by Warhol and his acolytes, Lou Reed had immortalized the figure of the White Boy Copping In Harlem, but a subsequent generation of nihilists had made heroin integral to the city’s underground art. If Tom Wolfe had been correct in saying that a doorman in New York City was not simply a doorman but a New York City doorman, then a New York junkie was never just a junkie. As on the cover of Steely Dan’s 1976 album The Royal Scam, Mammon’s towers glared monstrously down at the street creatures scuttling in its gutters, but every New Yorker was tall simply by association with the scale of the place.
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