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This is a book about artists, friends, family, and spirits—all who I thank for the inspiration, loyalty, support, and fun. It seemed so risky all those years back to not be normal, to stay up all night printing photos in the darkroom or sitting at the typewriter. As a religion, really. This book is in honor of the “raw space” in downtown Manhattan—as we once called the manufacturing lofts we all converted to living quarters. This is in memory of all that under-heated, industrial square footage where creatives found a totally new way to live in the City. In those rough lofts, we made something out of nothing. And our art was the same. We lived with art, slept in it, woke up to it, our lives were devoted to making something out of nothing.

And even though we were warned and scorned and fraught with anxiety, we had each other and our visions. And we endured. I never would have believed in 1972 in North London or 1974 in New York, when Tribeca wasn’t even named yet, that an artsy band of international outliers bonded by a commitment to never giving up, would actually do well in life. I never imagined that in 2017, we’d be on the other end of that determination and tenacity, and still know each other, still be making art, still be laughing, and…have fared surprisingly well. We were expected to surrender, not thrive.

Years ago, when I was wondering about the exit door, I asked my dear and wizened friend Robert Janz—who, at age 86, is still doing street art in Downtown New York—”Bob, is there such a thing as an ex-artist?”

“Unfortunately, no,” he answered.
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THE GHOST OF BRIAN JONES

                                           

                                                                                       

 

 

Since he was a ghost, there’s no point in wondering where is he now. He’s around.

Meeting Brian wasn’t a tale I often told. As a ghost story, there were too many knowns; as a straight road story, too many unknowns. In fact, he only ever came up in reminiscences with Michael, who, thankfully, was with me at the time.

It was August 1980. Michael and I were on our second weekend trip south of the border together, which he still insists was our first. In remembering Brian, however, our recollections are alike. We were heading south from Ensenada in ‘Death Car,’ a fine green Mercedes that earned its name on that journey (from the Brian episode among others). Since we both subscribed to the adage, “Getting there is ALL the fun,” and since the only choice offered the Baja traveler is north or south—the eight hundred-mile peninsula is so slim—we were essentially just watching a plotless movie, ‘Cactus,’ playing in all the windows. Michael had his surfboard on the roof, in hopes of sharpening his technique before placing his ad in the LA Weekly personals: “Aging agent with surfboard seeks same.” And on the arid August road, piercing endless miles of scorched nothing, we were as foolish as we were jubilant, and the only car out there.

It was our second day, mid-afternoon, and too hot to even get out of the car. Cruising at an air-conditioned sixty, we rounded a lazy bend to see a hitch-hiker on the shoulder ahead. To pass him would’ve been manslaughter, so we didn’t.

But as our grateful new companion climbed into the back seat, dubious looks filled the front. This small, spare-framed soul in unkempt denim carried nothing but a folded blanket, and wore across his forehead layers of caked scabs. Michael shot me an against-my-better-judgment look before lifting his foot from the brake. But we could fend off the hitcher better than he could fend off the desert, so I nodded past Michael’s look and we eased back onto the road. Cruising now at an apprehensive thirty, I was turned in my seat, eyes trained on our passenger. No way would we turn our backs on this nut, and Michael was restricted to driving. As I imagined our carcasses roasting with the cacti while the car, surfboard, and battered stranger continued south, Michael slid his hand into the pocket of his door where he kept his knife.

“I really appreciate this,” said the rider, with no false earnestness.

“What were you doing out there?” Michael asked.

“I was dropped off here,” answered the scrawny guy.

“By your last ride? They must’ve liked you.”

“No, they didn’t like me.”

We continued along the isolated pavement, me twisted unnaturally in my seat, eyes glued on the man, and Michael asking himself almost audibly whether or not to unload this cargo right there.

“Is that all you’re traveling with?” I asked, shifting my focus to the blanket, perfect size for concealing a weapon.

“Yeah,” he shrugged.

“You’re American, aren’t you?” said Michael. “Where you comin’ from?”

“San Francisco.”

Michael and I looked at each other. San Francisco was a thousand miles north. The man said nothing more.

“When did you leave there?” I pressed.

“Two days ago.”

“Where you headed?”

“Cabo.”

“Cabo?” Michael stopped the car completely to turn and study the man. “You’re hitching from San Francisco to Cabo with just a blanket? You’re out of your mind, aren’t you? You’re a loony.”

“I started out with a couple of bags,” said the little guy, “but I had some trouble.”

“Looks like it,” said Michael. “What happened to your head?”

“This is from the sun,” he rubbed the bloody scabs. “They keep peeling then getting sunburned again. I lost my hat with the rest of my stuff.”

“What happened?” I asked, as Death Car patiently idled.

“Well, when I got to Tijuana it was night. So I went in this bar. I met some local guys and asked if they knew where I could score some amphetamines—”

“Amphetamines?” Michael cut in.

“Yeah.”

“Oh great, that’s terrific. Go on.”

“They took me to this place, but then they rolled me and took all my money.”

“Why didn’t you just hitch back to San Francisco?” Michael wanted to know. “You’ll never make it to Cabo with no money. And if somehow you do, you’ll never get back. I mean we’re only going about another hour, then you’re back out in the desert.”

“Why are you going down there in the first place?” I asked.

“I was gonna sell the amphetamines down in Cabo then buy some speed to bring back up to Frisco. I heard they have good stuff down there. And cheap.”

“You are a loony,” said Michael. “You can’t buy it without any money.”

“I know, but since I got this far I figured I should keep going.”

“With nothing at all and not a penny?!” Michael gave a hoot.

“I still had my bags,” said the stranger. “They didn’t take my stuff, just my money.”

“Where’s your stuff then?” I asked.

“My next ride took it.”

“You’re 0 for 2,” said Michael. “I guess you expect us to grab the blanket. This all sounds a little pathetic, you know.”

“Yeah,” said the man, smiling sweetly.

“So?” probed Michael, returning his foot to the gas pedal. He’d now removed his hand from the door pocket, knifeless, apparently deciding our passenger was more suicidal than homicidal.

“Oh,” said the man, “…so the next morning, a truckful of Mexicans picked me up and said they’d take me to Ensenada. Once we got to Ensenada, they said I should hang around and eat with them and stuff, so I did. But that night, we all got real drunk. We were sittin’ around this fire outside somewhere—I don’t know where we were—and they turned on me and said they wanted all my money. I told them I didn’t have any, but they didn’t believe me, so they took all my stuff and left. They threw me this blanket so I wouldn’t freeze. I must’ve passed out after that… Then today you two came along. And I’m very appreciative, I want you to know.”

We rode in silence for a while, passing fifty-foot cacti on both sides.

“What’s your name?” I asked, after a time.

“Brian Jones.”

“Brian Jones of The Rolling Stones?” Michael chuckled.

“Yes,” said the passenger.

“Brian Jones is DEAD,” Michael said firmly, his voice warning the rider not to push his credibility another hair.

“Well…” Brian started, glancing from my face over to Michael’s in the rearview mirror, and back a few times, “it all began on July third, 1969.”

“Oh no,” I muttered.

Michael looked at me, “What?”

“July third’s my birthday,” I said, with some resignation. I’d always found coincidence a key ingredient in spiritual matters—now here it was again. “Go on, Brian.” I nestled against my door. Maybe there was more to this seemingly inconsequential being than met the eye. He’d already succeeded in the near-impossible twice in just fifteen minutes—first in getting a ride where none was to be had, and now in capturing himself one hundred per cent of the available audience in this Baja wasteland.

The desertscape consumed us again and Brian’s childlike voice became a soundtrack. “I was out by the pool at a party in San Francisco. I had dropped six thousand mics of acid, so I was affected by what happened even more than I otherwise might have been.”

“Six thousand mics!” Michael shouted. “What’s that, two hundred tabs?”

“I’m not exactly sure,” said Brian. “Anyway, somebody at the party came outside and announced that the radio had just said Brian Jones had died in England. That he drowned. And there I was sitting right by a pool. Everybody was shocked and upset, but right at that moment I felt a kind of haze come over me. I seemed to rise up above the party, everything was kind of foggy, and I could see everyone below milling around and talking about Brian Jones and how awful it was. It seemed almost as if I was dying, too. I’m still not sure whether I died or not.”

“Six thousand micrograms? Good chance you did,” offered Michael.

“Yeah,” said Brian. “Anyway, I was feeling very strange, not like myself. And I felt Brian Jones enter into my body. I knew it was him. I could tell because I immediately felt okay about his death. I knew he was back and that he wanted me to help him. Like he wanted to live in my body. And I realized that he was important to the world and that I should help him. I wouldn’t be sacrificing anything really because I wasn’t doing much anyway. And since that day, I became him. More and more. I mean there’s this thing that started happening that makes it impossible not to believe I’m him: sometimes I can pick up a guitar and play incredible licks, and I’ve never studied guitar. I never played in my life till after that day by the pool. And now, when other people hear me play—when it just comes to me and I start playing—they think it’s great music. And it’s exactly the music Brian would’ve played. I try not to tell people about all this unless they ask me about my name. But since you asked, and since we have a little time, I thought I should tell you the truth.”

“So why don’t you join The Rolling Stones?” Michael suggested. “You could make some money. Though, I have to say, you don’t look much like him.”

“Not right now,” said Brian, “but I look exactly like him when I wear clothes like his and a long blond wig. Then I look like him in a way that’s, well, unbelievable.”

“Do that often?” Michael exchanged an eye-roll with me.

“Only when I’m playing music or something, then it’s important to look right. And when I went to see Mick Jagger, I wore the wig and the clothes to make sure Mick knew I really was Brian.”

The story went on with our new acquaintance obtaining Jagger’s address, thumbing to New York, then flying to London (or traveling through the slipstream) to present himself at Jagger’s door, dressed as Brian Jones, complete with platinum tresses.

He rang the bell.

“Mick’s not in,” said a voice through the intercom.

“When will he be back?”

“Who is it who would like to know?”

“Brian Jones. It’s important that I see him.”

“Important indeed,” agreed the voice. “He’ll be back in a few hours.”

“Thank you. I’ll come back later.”

Returning in the afternoon, Brian rang the bell and announced himself again. In moments, the door was opened by Mick himself.

“Hi,” said Brian, stepping back to allow Mick the full impact. (Or ‘surprise,’ as Brian put it.)

“Hi,” said Mick. And they studied each other in silence, equally awestruck and uncertain about what would happen next.

“Well, I’m here,” said Brian finally.

“I see,” said Mick.

“What should I do?” asked Brian, after a beat.

“What….would…..you…..like to do?” asked Mick slowly.

“I’d like to do whatever’s best for the group,” answered Brian.

Mick thought it over and then told Brian he thought the best thing would be for Brian to go back to New York. Right away. And he offered to pay for the ticket.

Brian respected Mick’s decision that New York was where he should go; Mick knew best about things Rolling Stone. And he was honored that Mick was popping for the fare. It meant he understood. “Is New York where you think I can be most effective?” he double-checked.

“Yes,” said Mick, with a reassuring certainty.

And the next day, Brian flew out.

By the end of Brian’s narration, Michael and I had been lulled out of our earlier assessments. Brian’s innocence was as compelling as his unorthodox travel style. Besides, making character judgments about spirits or penniless hitch-hikers in the midday summer desert would make us the weird ones, so why bother? (The surfboard on the roof in the middle of the desert had already been questioned even by the all-accepting Brian.) And the stark panorama—we were now engulfed by a valley of treelike, black cacti, looming, and eerie—produced an increasing awareness that we three were lone travelers on the lengthy peninsula. And Brian was therefore not only like us, despite his claim, but vital. And, as we clocked up a half hour in his company, he grew even likable.

Around this time, we spotted some irresistible rock formations. “Hey Brian,” said Michael, “would you mind a divergence from the Cabo trail? Or is your schedule too tight?”

With his happy nod, Brian scored another niceness point, and the three of us left the vehicle and climbed onto the sprawling round red rocks.

Michael stayed below to examine some religious graffiti painted on the lower stones in Mexican yellows, aquas, and reds, while Brian and I climbed to the top. With our feet on the rocks and our eyes in the sky, little Bri seemed peaceful if not indigenous. Sitting together on an upper perch, we shared a grapefruit and enjoyed the quiet. The distinctions of who, what, where, and why dissolved before the magnificence of the expansive, cactus-speckled desert below, and we now were not different but quite alike in our isolated humanness out here. This wavering spirit by my side was gentle, agreeable, and just the sort you’d wish to occupy a desert boulder with. Maybe people with nothing are easy to please, maybe Brian was just cool; either way, we rejoined Michael as friends.

As the three of us lingered in the shade of the mighty stones, our contented mood absorbed Michael, too. And rolling along again soon after, our feelings for Brian were transforming from distrustful condescension to genuine concern. Earlier we’d been worried about ourselves, now we were worried about him.

We drove along without talking. Brian gazed pleasantly out the window as Michael and I both considered the moral and physical ramifications of what we’d soon do: leave Brian to his fate as we checked into the El Presidente Hotel in Cataviña, where we’d be spending the night. The town beyond that was hundreds of miles away.

Should we keep Brian with us? Three in a room? A room of his own? Then what about tomorrow? We’d be turning off to the east toward the Gulf of Mexico, then the following day zooming all the way back to LA. Brian was en route to Cabo San Lucas, Baja’s southern-most tip, seven hundred miles south. At some point, we had to return him to his life-or-death struggle with the searing road. Should we give him money—just to have it stolen or to buy drugs with? Or should we take him at face value, leave him to his ghostness, and let him follow the course he was so uniquely on? As far as faith went, he was clearly well-endowed; there was no other way he could have embarked on a journey that void of possibility.

“Hey Bri, what’re you gonna do when we get to Cataviña?” asked Michael.

“Just keep hitching, I guess,” said Brian with an implike smile, benignly accepting his fate.

“But it’s almost four o’clock,” I said. “Where’re you gonna sleep tonight?”

“I don’t know,” said Brian. “I’ll just see what happens.”

“But there are no cars,” said Michael and I together.

“Oh well,” said Brian.

As we rounded a curve, the cubic whiteness of the Cataviña El Presidente jumped into our vista like a set of desert teeth. In moments, we were pulling in beside the seven or eight jeeps and campers already stationed in the parking lot, and knowing anyone on the road behind us would be arriving shortly. Nobody navigates Baja by night.

There was an unhappy moment as Michael, Brian, and I got out of the car, a cruel hit-and-run aspect to letting anyone, mortal or im-, do what Brian was about to. But in this last chance to alter his future, by adopting him for a night or a week, there seemed an equal futility in investing in an illusion, trying to give substance to that which epitomized the invisible.

So we gave Brian a few bucks and the last grapefruit, and just said good luck. The amount of luck he needed, though, didn’t exist, and we all had to smile at the emptiness of the two words.

As we took our things from the trunk and walked to the hotel entrance, we watched Brian’s slight denim figure amble out to the vacant road. And though we wondered about him aloud inside the hotel, and voiced thoughts we’d each had before setting him free, we kept returning to the notion of Brian’s reality or non-reality being very much his, and to the uselessness of tampering with that kind of karma or plight. After an hour, we looked out the front entrance and up the road. Brian had disappeared.

Or we thought he disappeared. Curiously, though, his presence seemed to grow as time passed. We continued to talk about him and ponder his lonely quest. On the road next morning, we rounded each turn with hopes of spotting his vertical blue form, and fears of finding him horizontal instead—the latter overwhelming us with guilt, the former offering us a second chance.

We wouldn’t know what to do with him, of course, but whole-heartedly agreed, not knowing quite why, that if he reappeared we would take greater responsibility, even if it meant driving to Cabo, God forbid, or shipping him parcel post back to San Francisco. “Bri” became a kind of punch-line for our jokes as we churned along the hot strip of pavement, but we sent out our sincerest wishes to him wherever he was. Or was he still sitting in the back seat?

By the time we got back to LA, the powerless vagabond had become the essence of our journey. But more the strange moral quandary he’d represented, more the spirit of the man, than the meager skeleton we’d transported, bonded Michael and me on some outer plane. Was he real, or a ghost who’d placed himself in our path? Why did his commitment to nothingness and his dependence on faith make us awkward and unsure?

 

Not long ago, while talking with Blake—a friend who used to spend time in LA with Rolling Stone Ron Wood—the name Brian Jones came up, and I had to smile.

“Why are you smiling like that?” asked Blake.

“Oh…I once had an encounter with someone who claimed to be the ghost of Brian Jones.”

“You did?” Blake’s interest sharpened. “Did he look like Brian Jones?”

“No. Just like a scraggly guy. But he apparently had a disguise he could effect, wig and all, when the mood struck. That’s what he told me and my friend, anyway, and for some reason we believed him.”

“Know what,” said Blake, “I think I met the same guy. It was a long time ago, though, like back in 1980. I was over at Wood’s house one day and a guy dressed up as Brian Jones knocked on the door.

“Wood wasn’t expecting any visitors that day, and he lived way up in a canyon on this little road that was hard to find or get to, and suddenly there was a knock on the door. When Wood answered it, there was this weird guy standing there with shoulder-length blond hair, saying he was Brian Jones. The disguise wasn’t very good, not to mention the fact that Jones was dead. I mean, the wig was ridiculous, and the whole picture was pretty odd. Wood, of course, didn’t have any idea what to do with the guy…because the guy was so into it, and so…unassuming.”

“That’s Bri, that’s our boy!” I was warmed all over by this belated evidence that he’d not only told us the truth, but apparently survived Baja.

“He was pleasant enough,” Blake went on, “but nobody knew what the hell to do with him. And after a while it grew pretty clear that he just couldn’t stick around. So Wood told him it was time to go. Who knows how he got there or where he went.”

“Who knows?” I echoed.

 

Finishing this story in November 1987, I wanted to check that the original Brian Jones spelled his name with an `i,’ so I dialed the number of another friend, also named Michael, this one a musician.

“Hello?” a male voice answered.

“You don’t sound like Michael,” I said.

“I’m not,” answered the voice. “Wanna speak to him?”

“Please. Tell him I’ve got a rock ‘n’ roll trivia question.”

“What’s up?” This voice was Michael’s.

“Is Brian Jones spelled with an `i’ or a `y’?”

“Which one?” asked Michael.

“Why? How many do you know?” I laughed.

“Well, there’s Brian Jones from The Rolling Stones, spelled with an `i,’ and there’s my buddy, Bryan Jones, spelled with a `y.’”

“Oh,” I said. “Well, thanks. It was the Stones one I wondered about… You also have a friend named Bryan Jones?”

“Yeah,” said Michael, “a carpenter friend of mine. Known him for years. He’s here right now—that’s who answered the phone.”

 

What are the chances someone named Bryan Jones would answer the phone when I called a friend to ask the spelling of that precise name? But I’d always found coincidence a key ingredient in spiritual matters.

 

																					. . . . . . .

 

 

 

 

 

             THE ROUND TABLE                    

                                        

 




I was at the age where you keep nothing from your best friend and everything from your parents—a teenager. Being slighted was a daily diet. That, and not measuring up physically. That, and reasonable certainty that the crush on the sporty upper classman wasn’t ever going to pan out.

High school was hardly exciting or romantic. Especially compared to a book like ‘Gone With the Wind.’ And being young was even something of a curse, with your imagination luring you over distant horizons while in reality you climbed on and off the school bus every day.

Music helped a little. We had The Beatles. They were real, at least, though not exactly accessible.

The fact was, no one was accessible when it came to true love—because we were too young; we had to wait.

But wait till when? How do you know when your time has come?

“It just happens…you’ll know. But not yet, you’re too young.”

 

In many households in 1967, listening to albums of Broadway musicals was a favorite pastime. We kids would read the play’s synopsis on the record jacket, then learn the songs, and eventually perform the entire show for our parents and their friends from New York City. Martinis in hand, they enjoyed nothing more than our robust renditions of My Fair Lady, Camelot, Oliver, West Side Story, and the rest. And we adored belting out the struggles, love, and longing of kings, queens, swindlers, paupers, and princes.

On Easter break, when I was sixteen, the whole family took a road trip from Long Island to Miami. We were all craving some sun and salt water. So we sang our way to Florida, two or three long days in the car, interspersed with Howard Johnson’s restaurants and motels.

‘Camelot’ was made into a movie that year, hardly a production a tribe like mine would pass up. Especially since my father had something of a King Arthur complex, seemed emotionally entwined with the Camelot legend, and referred to it wistfully when everyone else was in the present moment. Thus, while in Miami, we were all up for seeing the new Camelot movie. As New Yorkers, the film versions of our shows always seemed lesser imitations, but on vacation this outing would be the perfect treat. And, for the only time in our family history, all eight of us went to the cinema together.

As everyone knows, the story of King Arthur, Guinevere, and Sir Lancelot is compelling—not to mention the brilliant music and lyrics familiar to one and all. And for a sixteen-year-old girl, already stoned on Florida’s balmy breezes, the romance between Sir Lancelot and Queen Guinevere was practically medicinal. With King Arthur so good and well-intentioned, Guinevere’s conflict was somehow everybody’s: what do you do about passionate love that arrives at the wrong time?

Rhett and Scarlett had only been in a book, but these two were now right before my eyes, larger than life. And there was additional sizzle—the actor who played Lancelot was unbearably handsome. Anyone watching this picture knew that no Guinevere—not Vanessa Redgrave, Julie Andrews, or any other actress or princess—could resist this Knight of the Round Table. (Sorry, King Arthur.)

 

So I’m watching the movie…and I mean Broadway’s Robert Goulet had done a bang-up job, but suddenly here comes this whole new Lancelot, bronzed and square-shouldered, coat of mail and ocean eyes gleaming in the sun, literally arriving on a prancing steed. 

And I’m sweet sixteen, I don’t stand a chance.

And this actor was a real person—he was alive somewhere.

I guess it’s commonplace to be smitten by movie stars. I now comprehended how it happens. I would definitely take note of this actor’s name and watch for him in future films.

So, as the others readied to leave after the movie, I had to linger. “Come on,” they said.

“I’m coming, I’m coming…” I edged backwards out of the theater, unwilling to explain my sudden interest in film credits.

Fortunately, the actor’s name popped up quickly: Franco Nero. I’d never heard of him. In 1967, this was clearly a foreign name. Who was he? Would I see him in other movies? Did he live in another country? I memorized the name, should I ever have the chance to watch him again.

But it didn’t happen.

 

Many years later (though now fourteen doesn’t seem so many at all), I was now a film and television actress myself, living and working in London. I’d had passions of my own by then, as well as pain. In fact, on this very occasion, I was putting the brakes on a troubled love affair.

I had just completed the shooting of a BBC movie and was in between jobs. Winter was bleak, and I decided to take a breather and visit a girlfriend in Rome.

Meanwhile, an older Italian producer had invited me to lunch on this particular London day. Contacts like producers and directors are taken quite seriously by film actresses. You pretend it’s all business and camaraderie, yet everyone knows who wants what from whom. I was safe with Fernando, though, who had become a friend. He knew I lived with my English boyfriend. Fernando would simply phone when he was in town and we’d meet sometimes for lunch. A producer of note, he wasn’t a bad connection (though he worked mainly in Italy), and was always the gentleman.

Meeting that day, he asked why I’d brought my suitcase.

“I’m going to Rome right after lunch,” I said.

“Oh, me, too. We go togedder!”

“I don’t think so,” I said, “I’m hitching.”

Fernando, someone with gray hair turning white, didn’t like this idea. “I tell you what,” he said, “we go to the Playboy Club for lunch. They have a casino there and I try to win some money. If I win, I buy you a plane ticket and you fly with me.”

“Really?”

“Sure, let’s go.”

As it happened, he won. So after lunch, we went to the airport and flew to Rome togedder. And though my Italian girlfriend wouldn’t be back in town for another day, Fernando assured me not to worry about where to stay, he had lots of friends.

 

I was glad he’d mentioned that when I saw that his own apartment was a one-bedroom. He traveled so much that was all he needed, he said. “And don’t worry,” he reassured me, “I make a phone call and you have a good place to sleep tonight.” And he did just that as I grabbed a shower and change of clothes before dinner. “Take your suitcase wid us to the restaurant,” he said, “because you go to my friend’s house after dinner.”

 

The Italian film business, it turned out, was miniscule compared to LA, New York, and London. And Fernando was a senior player in a circle of filmmakers who’d worked together for years. Food being a huge factor in Mediterranean life, the custom was for these Romans to gather late at night in any one of the city’s elegant eateries, and to dine, drink, laugh, and talk shop into the early morning hours.

That first night, we didn’t even set out for dinner until after 10. And upon arrival at the architectural masterpiece of a restaurant, we were led to a long table of ten or twelve people—all Fernando’s associates and all partway into a meal that seemed short on structure and long on tempting plates of food passed generously to and fro.

I was tired, whipped by hurtin’ love (but proud to have bolted it), and generally taken by the Italian splendor. I couldn’t have found a better escort than Fernando, who now introduced me to his gang. I wasn’t polished on my Italian film credits, but was meeting key players in the industry (though Federico Fellini, Lina Wertmüller, and Giancarlo Giannini must’ve been on location). The amazing food and trying to follow the animated conversation commanded my full attention, as newcomers to the repast floated in. Fernando warmly introduced me to each one. Then, amidst the din of forks and sing-song Italian, he leaned over to me. “Do you know Franco?” he asked quietly, indicating the man across the table.

“No, I don’t.”

“You don’t know Franco Nero? He’s a big actor in England and the U.S.”

“Oh-h, Franco Nero?” Were my ears deceiving me? “Uh, yes, I do know who he is.”

“He’s the friend I just introduced you to. You’re going to stay at his house tonight.”

“I am?”

“Yes. Is that okay?”

“Um, sure…if he’s your friend… Does he know you want me to stay there tonight?”

“Yes, I called and asked him earlier. He said you are welcome.”

 

Well, I’d gotten over Sir Lancelot a while back, but hadn’t forgotten the name or how entranced I’d been. I hadn’t seen or heard of him since watching Camelot that night in Miami, though obviously his career had gone swimmingly. “He was married to Vanessa Redgrave,” Fernando now imparted. “They are divorced, but they have a son togedder.”

I surreptitiously studied my soon-to-be host, instantly wishing at least ten of the fourteen years hadn’t passed. And wishing, too, that I wasn’t so stuck on this difficult Englishman right now. Still, Franco Nero, right across the table?

I smiled and made it known to him that I was a friendly foreigner, despite knowing no Italian. He was friendly, too, but not nearly as handy with English as one might have expected from a knight of Camelot.

My prevailing feeling was awe—awe at how life works. And I could only imagine my total disbelief if some time traveler had whispered in my ear during that screening of Camelot, “You’re going to meet him, and you’re going to spend the night in his house in Italy.”

Right.

 

So the dinner wound down. It was 1 a.m. Fernando went one way, while Franco and I drove off the other.

I have to say that at age twenty-nine, almost thirty, I was not only in love with someone else, but also a bit picky in what I sought in a mate. Though still a specimen, not to mention a celebrity and Knight of the Round Table, Franco, it pains me to say, really wasn’t my type. It must sound weird, but he had a certain Italian smoothness maybe a tad slick for my earthy tastes—was his car too new, maybe the shoes were wrong? I can’t pinpoint the minutia. Still, as we drove toward the outskirts of Rome and up a hill, I remained somewhat breathless at being driven anywhere by Franco Nero, least of all to his home in Rome to sleep over. Just the two of us. I glanced in his direction once or twice for verification. He had matured, but was definitely that extremely handsome and gallant guy from the movie.

 

In his home, Franco was remarkably polite. Since it was so late and we were satiated by the six- or seven-course meal, he sweetly showed me his home, framed photos of Vanessa and his son, and then the guest room and guest bathroom, that had clearly been readied for a visitor. Surprising me somewhat, he then said goodnight and that he’d make me breakfast in the morning.

I was actually impressed that there was no innuendo. I would’ve probably been as conflicted as Guinevere, because on the one hand I was hooked on someone else, on the other he was friggin’ Sir Lancelot. From my childhood fantasy. I mean, really I should fall in love with him right now, marry, and live happily ever after. (My father would certainly approve of this courtly gentleman.) Plus he was single. And nice. And was going to make me breakfast tomorrow morning.

I decided to see what the morning delivered. Maybe I’d wake up in Camelot. Maybe Richard Burton would show up. Maybe Merlin.

We both slept late, and convened in the kitchen where a sunny terra-cotta garden overlooked the City of Rome. This should be extremely romantic.

Franco was whipping up some eggs and toast, coffee was brewing. He wouldn’t let me assist, needing to be the perfect host.

And he was. But he wasn’t flirting with me, nor I with him. I sensed that he probably thought I was `Fernando’s’ (and that maybe even Fernando thought I was now Fernando’s). And moreover, I knew, the way you just know things, that this wasn’t the man for me.

But I absolutely loved how life plunks things like Lancelots down in your path. And that the ends to some stories don’t come for years and years. And the ends to the best ones are never what you’d think.

The end to this one was a lovely breakfast at a round table with a lovely man on a scenic Italian terrace, and knowing in my heart that it was so much more than that.

 

																						. . . . . . .

 

 

 

  

            

 

 

		THE LEATHER BAG

                                    

   

 

 

As a child, all I wanted to do in life was travel the world. At seven, I begged for a globe for Christmas, and got one. Though there was only so much spinning of it and tripping out one could do, my planet became familiar, as did my oceans, continents, and hemispheres. I wanted to go everywhere, and now I could study where everywhere was.

And once I spread my wings, I’d occasionally meet real travelers out on the trail. They were always alone, had sturdy bags, often of leather, that were never too heavy to carry a mile or two. These folks, primarily men, weren’t shabby or broke or dirty, just out seeing the world. Usually they were rugged, and generally strong, as they had to be. They had been to faraway lands I’d hardly heard of. They weren’t limited by their nationality, knew languages, and were at home on the road. They’d talk of not-to-be-missed rail journeys through countries I hadn’t considered, islands no one knew about, cool deals and prices. Best of all, they’d tell you their stories. Not because they were storytellers, but because everything about them was a story. Sometimes they hadn’t been home in years. Home wasn’t a pull for them, the world was. Travel was their life. And it was the life I wanted.

In observing these wayfarers, it seemed a strong leather bag was part of the portrait. And I learned why when I began traveling a lot. Everything but leather gives out in a year or two. And broken straps or bags with holes are the enemy of the rough and ready. (Think car with blown-out tire.) Granted, leather bags were expensive, but the best investment a tough traveler could make. So, at twenty-three, I bought myself a beauty on Fifth Avenue in NYC. Though pricey ($50), I knew I’d carry it everywhere. And that beloved bag proved the most useful accessory I’ve ever purchased.

 

I’d always lived within my means. And there was an art and skill to being a seasoned traveler. But suddenly, in the 1980’s, everyone got credit cards. With plastic as the new enabler, status and appearance began to overshadow the authenticity and street smarts that had formerly been measures of maturity. Previously, what you were, what you’d learned, where you’d been, and how you inspired or were inspired, mattered more than what you had. But this new way of life was about what you drove, what you spent, where you dined, and what you had to show. For me, it wasn’t unlike waking from a long, soulful dream.

 

At thirty-six, after laborious overtime, I had just completed the final round with that English lover. There was no one to blame. Love for its own sake guarantees no emotional or financial reward. So, upon my return to the US, I sought the safe haven of my Long Island clan, as my English reality dissolved. But in the dead of winter, I was met with shallow tolerance, even evidence that collapse threatened others’ agendas, too, only they were handling it and so should I.

Okay, then I’d need to borrow some money.

My sister agreed that being a woman had never gotten us far with Dad, but I had to appeal to him. Without tears of proof—men don’t have to cry for a loan, why should women?—I’d simply explain I was skint. But biting my bottom lip, the tears rolled down anyway as I listened over the phone to Dad’s reasons why he couldn’t help me out. “I’d have to sell some stock…” he faltered. “And I couldn’t go into my retirement account.”

“It’s okay, Dad,” I forced my voice steady. “I’ll work something out.”

“I mean, I could possibly give you something out of pocket,” he paused, “maybe fifty or sixty bucks.”

“Well, actually,” I abandoned all pride, “anything would help.” Painful to utter, the words cracked out of my mouth like shards of glass.

But when he and my step-mother drove me to the train station that afternoon, talking about their spiritual awakening the whole forty-five minutes, I had to ask how we can believe in both prosperity and `giving everything,’ when one is about holding and the other about letting go. (A recent three months in Nicaragua during the Contra War had magnified this contradiction to convincing proportions.) Only in America is materialism exalted above all else.

When Dad dropped me at the station, he commented on the immensity of my load, but didn’t bring up the loan again or give me anything out of pocket. He had things to do, and didn’t wait with me for the train, even though I was heading to LA and wouldn’t be back soon. But I felt his after-thoughts hanging in the icy air after our casual goodbye. As I turned away from his departing car to face the tracks, dragging onto the platform what felt more like a body than the winter clothes I had just retrieved from London, I said quietly to the freezing air, “You just don’t get it, Dad.” And I’ll always remember the white steam from my breath hanging there then vanishing, just like Dad.

I felt alienated and forsaken on the train. Dad had been the last resort. I had no idea now where I’d get assistance.

 

And that day, for the first time, I finally understood all the acquisition, all the Jeeps and name-brand watches, all the price tags people wore. All those years, I’d denounced the notion of attaching resale value to yourself. But sitting on that train, I could now read security in what I’d only ever seen as bland, vapid inexperienced `commuters.’ Something in their non-worry, their unthreatened continuum, indicated that they’d be the same in ten years. Probably right here on the 4:15 to Manhattan in updated trench coats. For the first time, that seemed good, not scary. As for me, there was no way I could repeat this performance in ten years. I’d be in mega-trouble if I was feeling this perishable at forty-six. I couldn’t believe that these safe non-explorers who took two-week vacations and had hardly been anywhere were smarter than me. Nor could I believe that the creative road leads to the park bench. Nor could I find the middle ground between commitment to art (even to the point of desperation) and the simple cure-all: getting and holding onto some money.

	

Time passed. The ache of believing my father didn’t love me slowly subsided.

I punished him by not writing him letters, but later on I thanked the man with the granite heart for the terrifying realization he donated to my cause in that fragile moment. In the material world, we’re alone. I realized it later than most ‘60’s grads, but maybe earlier than some homeless people.

 

I retain my faith, though, that I found on the open road and on the open seas. And I’d do it again. All of it. I’d run and hide from the corporate blob oozing from cities and malls coast to coast, I’d sample the world again and again rather than miss the Costa Rican rain forest, a Roman restaurant at 2 a.m., the Nile at sunset, the Straits of Magellan, the sound of goat bells in the Greek hills. What I got out there—seeing the world and playing my options to the last second—is the secure knowledge that I stretched my precious, adventurous, romantic youth (and vulnerability) to the max. And lived. I didn’t cower, back down, or procrastinate.

Sitting on that train was the first time in my life I’d ever wished for less experience rather than more. I’d always wanted to see the world—live it, be in it, travel on my own terms, be part of the geography, feel the whole world as my home. I wanted that…I got it…to be that woman. There had never been a choice for me before.

But, ultimately, for balance, one has to have something more. Because experience, however valuable, is intangible. The bigger quest now was to find an in-between. So in that moment on the train, I guess I finally found the middle ground between `mundane life’ and adventure. In that moment, I surrendered my youth.

 

Preparing to get off the train, I was managing my load as elegantly as possible. “I like your bag,” said a young woman beside me.

I looked into her bright, open face, the one I had set out into the world with. “It looks like it’s been on a lot of trips,” she smiled, her eyes waiting as if I might impart a tale.

She was me. And I was the rugged world traveler, the strong one with stories whose home was the road. The wayfarer whose leather bag said it all.

I thought back to the bag’s first trip thirteen years earlier, when I’d taken the Orient Express from Paris to Greece. Yet I knew it wasn’t the leather bag she wanted to hear about, it was the places, the adventure, the courage to take off.

I’d become that traveler I’d wished to be. But how do you sum up a hundred journeys? Especially, when you feel you’re on your last… And you’re stepping off a train into New York’s Penn Station at rush hour. “There were originally two bags,” I told her. “The other one wore out last summer. I cried and cried. It was my best friend.”

 

																					. . . . . . .
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It seemed obvious to me that everyone wanted to be an actor. What better career was there? You got to literally be a `player,’ spending your life at play. Who didn’t want to play and get paid for it?

That’s why acting was so competitive. Everyone wanted the parts.

So sometimes it came down to who `looked’ the part. And if that part was `beautiful young woman,’ then it also became a beauty contest. The glamour side of the whole business would then take precedence—droves of pretty girls strutting their stuff; and then, of course, men trying anything in their power to capitalize on the action. And that was Hollywood—no longer about talent and creativity, but seduction, manipulation, even exploitation. And endless implication.

Every woman knows her power, and in Hollywood the game is fairly blatant. Yet, despite the eternal sub-suggestion of favors, there’s also an ironic underlying passion and respect for great entertainment, great movies, and great acting. And, indeed, some actresses come in like an object and go out like icon.

In NYC in the early 1970’s (and still today), all the slick, shiny men wanted to cozy up to the new crop of babes—unfortunately for the girls, who were far too young to know that it all came down to skin. Stars in their eyes, they believed nice makeup, chic dresses, and vetted talent were the commodities they needed. And chicks could get crushed pretty hard by the male-controlled film industry. There was only room at the top for a rare few, no one ever quite sure how they got there, and everyone else was high on the fumes and swimming upstream.

That’s why I shied away from the whole brutal scene. It was compromising, difficult, and a fuzzy kind of illusion that toyed with reality.

Anyway, how was one to get auditions with no resume? Even the Screen Actors Guild (SAG) had the barbed-wire entry requirement that you had to have performed in a SAG movie in order to join. (In other words, if you’ve acted in a union film, i.e. all of them, you can join the union, but you can’t get a part in a union film unless you’re already a member of the union.) So, I figured, even though everyone wants to be an actor, it’s too hard, so most people do something else.

Under that assumption, I was waiting tables, writing, and doing black and white photography—arts where at least you didn’t have to look perfect. Yet, almost by default, I kept being dated by these people, waiting on these people, and even being nudged by these people to jump on their merry-go-round. Despite this proximity, though, and my secret interest, I didn’t know how to begin.

Then one day I had a bold realization: everyone did not want to be an actor. People wanted to be artists and teachers and lawyers and nurses. I met restaurant owners and cab drivers and carpenters who had zero yearning to be in movies. They’d never given acting a thought. This reorientation was jarring—suddenly my ambition wasn’t universal, but distinctly mine.

But it was also liberating. A relief, actually. It meant I wasn’t, in fact, competing with everybody, but really only with myself. I was the obstacle, not everyone else. Wow. For someone who likes a challenge, this had some teeth.

I took a hard look at my new odds. I was twenty-six, talented enough, nice-looking though hardly voluptuous, and probably humble enough to start at the beginning. (Now that my odds had improved.) But “Where have you studied acting?” would obviously be the first query I’d have to answer.

With a gulp, I joined a small acting ensemble in the East Village. And from there, I advanced to the renowned HB Studios in the West Village. 

Famed performers had studied at HB, and every type of acting class was offered. If you had the guts and the money, you could audit a few classes, then jump in. I loved the place from day one. These people did want to be actors. And though in some ways all actors remain wanna-be’s forever—always seeking their next part—some people commit to the profession. And when you see gray-haired or white-haired actors on your screen, that’s them.

But acting really wasn’t about playing. It was much harder than I thought. You don’t merely show up and get your nose powdered, you beat the street for months and years. And when you secure a role, it’s about intensive preparation. No, film and TV acting’s not that playful. But it’s exciting, and utterly engaging to grow a character as you rehearse.

At HB, I settled in for serious study. Students were assigned a specific scene and partner, and we’d have a week to prepare. But, since we all lived in tight Manhattan quarters, it could be tricky finding space and privacy.

At that time, I was also dabbling in fashion photography and was the manager of a prominent studio on 19th Street. The huge loft was equipped with not just the sprawling footage to accommodate fashion shoots, but a darkroom, big open kitchen, large makeup room, and a quiet, private room.

Only Pete the photographer, his assistant Joe, and I worked there, so Pete allowed Joe and me free run of the place for our own projects. Thus, my scene partner and I decided to rehearse our scene there one November evening. Joe was also there, conducting a `test’ with a top NY model, but they were in the commercial space and we’d be in the private room.

‘Testing’ was common in fashion photography. Here, a photographer could shoot his own concepts, not for a job, and a model willing to work unpaid could end up with cool new photos for her book. (Editorial-type shots by a good photographer could show her off far better than Macy’s ads.) So even well-known models always needed to update their portfolios.

After my scene partner left, and as Joe was putting his equipment away, I entered the makeup room. Part of my job was to prepare the studio for the next day’s shoot—elaborate extravaganzas for which Pete was paid the big bucks.

Having completed her test with Joe, Shelley Smith (a highly recognizable, blue-eyed blonde) was in the makeup room readying to leave. “Are you an actress?” she asked, as we brushed our hair side by side. “I heard you rehearsing in the other room.”

“No, but I’m studying to be. We were just rehearsing a scene for our class.”

“Y’know,” she said, “I’m on my way right now to an audition across the street. You should come with me.”

I regarded her in the mirror, with the amazement anyone might have following that remark. This was New York City not Podunk—you don’t traipse along with cover girls to their auditions.

“No, really,” she persisted, eyeing my folksy attire, “I’m really not right for the part, but you are. The character’s supposed to be artsy. I’m only going there to please my agent, and because it’s right here, but I’m not gonna get the part. You might, though.”

“Are you serious?”

“Yeah. Come with me.”

“What kind of audition is it?”

“I don’t know much about it, just that it’s an independent film and apparently the filmmaker is doing the casting himself. That’s why I think you might get in.”

“It’s right now?”

“Yeah.”

“But how will I—“

“I’ll just say you’re with me.” She seemed way more comfortable about this than I. “You might as well.”

“Well, if you really think I’m not gonna get busted or feel totally weird for showing up there…”

“You’ll be fine. I’ll get you in the door, then once we’re in there, just see what you can do.”

“Nothing to lose,” I decided.

Shelley impressed me. She didn’t know me, had no personal agenda, wasn’t trying to be sneaky or pull a fast one, just seemed to be putting two and two together.

So, surprising Joe, she and I left together with our combed hair and glossy lips. All we did was step out of one elevator, cross 19th Street, and step into another. And in moments, we were knocking on the door of another loft. “You don’t have to say anything,” Shelley whispered, “just leave it to me.” The door was then opened by a secretarial-looking lady.

“Hi, I’m Shelley Smith, I have an appointment. And this is Wendy.”

The lady ushered us in and told us to take seats where eight or ten empty chairs lined the walls. It was clearly the end of a long day. “Another actress is with him right now,” said the lady, “but it shouldn’t be long. Do both of you have appointments? I only see one name on my list.”

“Well, I’m next,” said Shelley, “and I guess Wendy’s after me.”

“Okay,” said the lady, and had me add my name and phone number to her clipboard roster.

At that moment, Lisa, another princess of print, came out of the audition room, smiling broadly. She’d clearly just gotten the part. As she strode out, sprinkling stardust in her wake, the receptionist motioned Shelley to go in.

I politely waited in the now-empty room. Seriously trespassing, I wondered if a) I’d get in to see this anonymous film person, and b) what I’d say if I did.

Shelley bounced out as quickly as she’d bounced in. Seeming to know exactly who she was and what she wanted, she wasn’t one to waste time. “I told him there was one more actress,” she said to me. “He said you should go on in.” With a wink, she left.


