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For Pam and Owen








Author’s Note


The contents of this book are entirely organic. They have been locally sourced from the streets of New York City, including gutters, red carpets, between the seat cushions of taxicabs, endless cocktail parties, and the occasional late night in a penthouse.


All of the personal events depicted in this memoir happened as I remember them. There are no composite characters, although names were changed for a handful of individuals who are not public figures, in situations where they may have had a reasonable expectation of privacy.


Most of the anecdotes relating to public figures took place in environments where I was invited as a working journalist, with the understanding that anything I saw could be reported upon.


There are some exceptions, because that is the nature of lived life, and also I couldn’t resist.






“Great minds discuss ideas; average minds discuss events; small minds discuss people.”


I have always loathed that trite little quote.










Introduction


For much of the last twenty years, going to parties in New York City has been my job. I have stalked them as a gossip writer for the New York Daily News, flown to them by helicopter for Vanity Fair and Town & Country magazines, and just now I write a column about them in the New York Times.


As writing goes, it ain’t Proustspeare. But I love the challenge of entering a room and uncovering the story that lies beneath the surface of each specific combination of people and place. The job requires the skills of a critic, detective, interviewer, and humorist, all balanced like a tray of mismatched glasses.


It has also provided a unique perspective on the political and cultural evolution of New York. Parties are a public performance space, and there is no better stage to watch as old taboos and pieties die out, and new ones take their place.


The broader fault lines in the culture over the past two decades are well-known. As income inequality worsened around the turn of the twenty-first century, a very few individuals amassed fortunes that exceeded any others in history. In New York, wealth once again became a public spectacle in a way not seen since the Gilded Age. But this time, something was different.


As the millennium turned, the rich began to perceive a value in publicity that previous generations of the American upper class, which modeled their reserve on old-world Protestant aristocracies, had rejected as vulgar. Publicity, after all, was a means to celebrity. And that realm belonged to the beautiful idiots who toiled in show business—long considered an inferior caste.


But for the new ultrawealthy, money was no longer enough. Now they wanted acclaim to go along with it. So the rich rebranded themselves as famous.


I did more than just watch this phenomenon. As an agent of the media, which had an interest in pumping up the spectacle, I helped push the whole show forward. And what a show it was.


No longer, as the old maxim went, was it acceptable for the elites to have their name appear in the newspaper “only three times”: upon their birth, their marriage, and their death. Now nothing less than the front page would do.


But what, exactly, were they hoping to achieve?


The rich already enjoyed all the advantages that a capitalist society had to offer. So what else could they hope to gain by also being famous? The answer, quite simply, was more of everything.


In fin de siècle America, traditional twentieth-century battle lines between the lower, middle, and upper classes were being redrawn. In the twenty-first century, more citizens were concerned about the growing gulf of opportunity between the putative 99 percent of working Americans and the so-called 1 percent who were reaping benefits at the top.


Inside the snow globe of money that is New York City, however, even that view was quaint. Here, all the friction was happening within the 1 percent itself. In the arms race of the 1 vs. 0.1 vs. 0.01 percent, celebrity conferred three distinct benefits: more status, more money, and more political power.


Humans, as a hierarchical species, value the bump in status that fame provides. That renown can also be further monetized, adding to the elite’s key competitive advantage. And fame, which is after all a popularity contest, thrives on a parallel track to democracy.


As the liberal establishment learned to its horror in the 2010s, celebrity can be weaponized to hijack the supply of information, win elections, and control governments. Who wouldn’t want to be famous with all that on the line? All you need to enjoy the spoils is to dispense with the vulnerability of shame.


“Shame” is a useful word, because it covers everything from modesty to social embarrassment to remorse for serious wrongdoing. I mean all of those things when I say that in twenty-first-century New York, shame has become culturally obsolete.


Many writers examine our current moment of inequality through the experience of those it hurts the most. Millions of people are in debt and face a lack of dependable employment, barriers to accessing education and health care, and vulnerability to political interests that want to restrict voting rights.


But I saw its effects from the opposite end of the spectrum. I was rubbing shoulders with the rich guys who were benefiting from the new inequalities and, in many cases, enthusiastically pushing them forward.


I observed what inequality meant for people like Jeff Bezos, Rupert Murdoch, Donald Trump, the Koch brothers, and even the Hiltons and Kardashians. I visited their homes and socialized at their parties, all the while scribbling in my notebook. For twenty years, as a gossip culturalist and social writer, I have been in the rooms where it happened.


Party reporters occupy an odd position in that world. We slightly outrank the waitstaff but are still there to work, so we are not exactly guests, either. For the elites to be admired, however, there has to be somebody to admire them, so journalists are tolerated as a necessary evil. We are invited but not wanted.


Not that I started out being invited. In fact, I learned how the city worked from the ground up, as an underdocumented Australian immigrant, selling hot dogs on the streets of the Upper West Side.


But New York is a great elbow sharpener, and it rewards those willing to go through doors that are not yet open. What you find on the other side can change your life.


In my case, it was the squeamish spectacle of the emperor changing into his new clothes. Piece by piece, I watched the rich drop twentieth-century values to the floor like discarded silky underthings, to be replaced by the twenty-first-century principle of full exposure.


Shame was out, and celebrity was in.










PART 1 Fashion











1 Hotel 17



Fraud is the fun cousin of self-invention.


Knocking around Sydney in the mid-1990s was a character named Charles von S——, a minor grifter who claimed to be German nobility. In those pre-internet days, he managed to stay just ahead of his scams, the full extent of which I wouldn’t discover until years later.


Charles was the son of Czech immigrants who had prospered in Australia following the Second World War. But through a combination of his middle-European surname and grand airs, he passed himself off as the heir to an ancient title. He was what the social gatekeepers in London, where I had lived earlier in the decade, used to archly call a “Perhapsburg”—a con artist posing as a blue blood.


One of his tricks, on forms like credit card applications, was to write his first name as Baron and use Charles as his middle name. He would then offer the resulting document, in the name of Baron Charles Perhapsburg, as proof of his aristocratic title.


Charles was patrician looking, if a little twitchy, and always slightly more sweaty than the weather warranted. He wore white shirts with khaki suit jackets, which complemented his complexion, and the extra half inch of flesh that spilled over his collar added an effect of Roman imperial luxury to his bust.


He could also be quite rude, which further bolstered his image of being some kind of colonial governor, inconvenienced by a secondment to the provinces.


Certainly, Charles hobnobbed with Sydney society, or at least its low-hanging fruit. He delighted in telling unflattering stories about the children of local wealthy families, including one young heiress who, on account of her ample figure, he liked to call “Janet the Planet.” All while insisting that he was a gentleman with impeccable manners, of course.


In fact, the baron had a checkered past that obliged him to keep on moving. As a so-called banking consultant, he had been a bit player on the wrong side of a $132 million Australian financial industry fraud in the early 1990s, which sent the perpetrator of the scheme to jail.


Charles escaped that wreck with only a singed eyebrow, although he was called “a crook” in court proceedings quoted by the national newspapers.


“After the scam, he left for Germany, where he had relatives,” another newspaper reported, before going on to note that police had “unsuccessfully sought his whereabouts.”


Well, they didn’t look in Sydney.


I met the baron there in 1997. He remained a figure of mild notoriety in the gossip columns, which reported on small court judgments against him and the various dubious business schemes that he would occasionally try to float.


Another odd thing was that he would always disappear from the city on weekends, to what he would vaguely indicate was his country property, or perhaps an opulent house party thrown at the estate of one or another of his society friends. More than once it crossed my mind he might in fact be serving out a sentence of weekend custody—a kind of adult school detention for minor offenders—at the local jail.


Charles was a friend of my handsome and naughty boyfriend Horacio Silva, with whom I was getting ready to move to New York City. It was an exciting time, full of going-away parties and arranging finances and wardrobes for our new life in the capital of the world.


But all these preparations seemed to discomfit Charles, for reasons that weren’t quite clear. Eventually I got the impression that he didn’t like the idea that someone else might have a grand plan afoot in which he didn’t feature, let alone have the upper hand.


“I love New York,” he said one day over a lunch table, an edge of possessiveness in his voice. “My family has an apartment that we’re not using in the city, at the Dakota? On Central Park West? You absolutely must stay there when you arrive.”


Horacio and I exchanged a look. In all the baron’s boasting about his travels—at the same time as he told one newspaper that he was visiting Germany, he told another that he was seeing a sick aunt in London—he had never mentioned New York, let alone owning an apartment in one of its most prominent residential buildings. It seemed like a suspicious omission for a braggart of his caliber.


As we hesitated—doing some mental calculations as to whether this could possibly be true—Charles interjected.


“I’ll get you the keys tomorrow,” he said with an expansive grin.


This was about two weeks before we were scheduled to leave. After a couple of days, the baron realized—ach, nein!—that the keys to the apartment were in fact with his mother, who lived in a different Australian state.


“But don’t book a hotel,” he said. “You’ll have the keys in plenty of time.”


We booked a hotel.


But we also didn’t give up hope that Charles might actually come up with the keys to the Dakota. Of course we wanted to get inside that neo-Gothic cathedral of Gotham wealth, famous from Rosemary’s Baby and as the scene of John Lennon’s murder, where the smallest garrets sold for several million dollars.


Anyway, wasn’t the baron’s claim too audacious to be a lie? There either was an apartment at the Dakota, or there wasn’t. And if there wasn’t, Charles had a 100 percent chance of being caught out.


Surely, they would have taught him to avoid odds like that at con-man school?


But the truth is, you can’t con the willing. We kept ourselves on the hook because of the allure of luxury and status that staying in the Dakota promised. Also, neither of us knew enough about the ways of New York apartment buildings to say, “Just tell the doorman to give us the keys when we arrive.”


So, on the hook like mackerel we stayed, not only right up until the day of our departure but also—unbelievably—throughout the duration of the twenty-two-hour flight.


“Sorry I didn’t get the keys to you before you left,” Charles said over the phone at the airport, as Horacio’s Uruguayan family—his mother stoic, his father in floods of emotion—gathered to send us off. “I’ll FedEx them to you at the other end.”


We never heard from him again.


What still galls me about this con, more than twenty years later, is its sloppy technical execution. The baron set up the Dakota caper with no apparent chance either of personal benefit or even of getting away with it. His sole motive seems to have been telling a lie and seeing it through to completion.


Such amateurism is irksome. One always wants to deal with professionals, even when getting fleeced.


We landed at John F. Kennedy International Airport late in the evening of February 5, 1998, and took a cab to Hotel 17 on the east side of Manhattan. There, a double room with peeling wallpaper, whose shared bathroom facilities lay at the far end of a hall with torn carpet, had been reserved for one night.


The night manager—a deeply reserved, slender-faced young man, with drooping black hair and glasses—issued our key from inside a weapons-proof, reinforced-plastic booth in the lobby. It was like a big Perspex fridge and only really large enough for one person. But crammed next to him on a chair was Amanda Lepore, a star of the New York nightlife demimonde and muse of the photographer David LaChapelle, whose images had made her recognizable around the world.


Born thirty years earlier across the river in New Jersey, Amanda was a keen devotee of both cosmetic and gender-reassignment surgery, although she always rejected the term “transsexual.” She enjoyed cheap accommodation at Hotel 17 because she had been dating the manager who checked us in; after they split, she never left.


But that night she was still as a sphinx, her architected cheekbones holding up kohled eyes rimmed with Venus-flytrap lashes, all framed by a cascade of straight magenta hair with its bangs curled upward like a breaking crest of surf.


It was an absurdly perfect first night in New York.


Even a sleep-starved twenty-seven-year-old getting off a flight from Australia couldn’t fail to recognize Amanda as an avatar of the city’s possibilities for self-invention. Built from the heels up out of silicone and maquillage, she was still infinitely more authentic than our fake baron and his nonexistent Dakota apartment.


But all that ridiculousness vanished with the first thump of the yellow-cab door at the airport. The city’s twinkling skyline, visible from the Williamsburg Bridge going into Manhattan, was like a sign made out of flashing light bulbs saying, “This way.”


You can live your whole life in London and never be accepted as a Londoner. In Sydney, they still use the word “Australian” as a synonym for “Caucasian.” But all you need to be a New Yorker, equal with any other, is two feet on the ground in New York.










2 Downtown ’98



The most significant emotional bond that any New Yorker has is with their real estate. Lovers, pets, even children, come and go. But finding the right New York apartment is a once-in-a-lifetime relationship.


After a few days at Hotel 17, Horacio and I moved into a Tribeca loft belonging to a writer and her photographer husband who were friends from Australia.


Lee Tulloch wrote a seminal novel of the East Village 1980s club scene, Fabulous Nobodies, that I had discovered on the floor, and devoured, in my first boyfriend’s college dorm room. Tony Amos was a good-looking, blond surfer scruff from the beaches of Sydney. When not working on his art photography, he shot portraits for New York publications and had once, thrillingly, been featured as an eligible bachelor in a risqué Australian women’s magazine.


We sublet their apartment for two months while they took their ten-year-old daughter, Lolita, back home for a visit.


Every new piece of knowledge about the city came as if we were being initiated into a secret society. Even learning that Tribeca is, as every New Yorker knows, real estate shorthand for the “Triangle Below Canal” felt like receiving some arcane and important wisdom.


We discovered that Canal Street, its northern border, is four smog-choked lanes linking traffic from the Holland Tunnel and New Jersey in the west with the Manhattan Bridge and Brooklyn in the east. There are whole countries less interesting than Canal Street. As a boundary common to Tribeca, as well as bustling Chinatown, picturesque Little Italy, and the fashionable lanes of SoHo, it felt like a Yellow Brick Road connecting all tribes of the new Oz.


Among New Yorkers, however, it is best known for the counterfeit designer accessories sold out of its bazaarlike storefronts. It was the place to go for hot-glued Prada handbags, rickety Chanel sunglasses, and Rolex wristwatches whose freshly printed numbers would smudge every time a hand swept by.


To the south, Tribeca petered out into municipal government offices and the charmless Financial District. With its large lofts and run-down lots available for redevelopment, the neighborhood would soon become a dormitory for wealthy creatives, particularly West Coast transients who worked in the film industry. But at the time, there was little to say about the area except that it had two famous restaurants.


The first was the Odeon, a fashionable brasserie that did a great hamburger that nobody ever ate—popular as it was with both cocaine-fueled brokers from nearby Wall Street and cocaine-fueled downtown writers, who featured the restaurant prominently in their eighties novels.


The second was Bubby’s, a low-key lunch and breakfast spot, where Horacio and I had our first bona fide New York celebrity sighting. Reading his newspaper over eggs one morning was John F. Kennedy Jr., who seemed to be made up of really great hair stacked over a really great jaw over a really great butt. He also had an overstuffed straight-guy wallet that clipped onto a belt loop with a length of silver chain, completely ruining the line—but we decided to forgive him that.


Despite these early bourgeois markers, Tribeca in 1998 was not yet the organic boutique for Hollywood producers’ wives that it would become. Mostly it was still a ragtag collection of shops offering discount cosmetics in bulk, party supplies, used books, and really good Pakistani takeout.


Our building, a former industrial space on Chambers Street, had deep lofts with high ceilings. Inside each was an abundance of space not usually seen outside of sitcom New York apartments.


The nineteenth-century industrial architecture didn’t admit much light, but its three front windows looked directly up at the matching towers of the World Trade Center. During the day, the metal-and-glass office buildings threw a shifting blanket of shadow over our street. And every night, they were mobbed by the wheeling white specks of dozens of seagulls, beglamoured and disoriented by its floodlights.


Seen from a distance, the towers were two enormous, out-of-proportion blocks whose weight threatened to tip lower Manhattan into the harbor. I remember thinking that it would be impossible to deconstruct buildings so large, and that they would probably just have to stand there forever, like goalposts for some forgotten sport of the gods.


Up close, they more closely resembled a 110-story pair of legs. And when low evening clouds settled over the tops of them like a skirt, it gave the disconcerting impression that if you were to look up, you might see a vast pair of knickers.


Their scale gave a thrill to life in the neighborhood. Scurrying around the toes of those giants, while their attention was absorbed elsewhere, in the important business of making money, it always felt like you were getting away with something.


Lee had a great feeling for the exotic characters who flourished in those streets. One of her discoveries was the future film actress and hell-raiser Paz de la Huerta. Lee profiled her as an up-and-coming style icon when she was still just a neighborhood teenager who liked to dress sloppily in hand-me-down court finery inherited from her father, a Spanish duke.


The shadows of lower Manhattan were full of such protean characters, like creatures living in the undergrowth. Often they were the children of loft-dwelling artists who had settled the area in its frontier years of the 1970s and ’80s. Back then, a youngster could still be snatched on the way to school—like six-year-old Etan Patz, whose disappearance one morning in 1979 has been felt like a missing limb ever since.


So the menace of those streets was real, and its denizens had earned their wariness. Nonetheless, they flourished and grew colorful in the shade. Lee taught me that such fabulous nobodies could be found everywhere in New York, if you developed an eye for them.





Older people kept telling us we’d “missed” New York.


The generation who remembered the sixties and seventies was always talking as if New York had come and gone like a bus, carrying with it the last punk rockers and Greenwich Village folk singers and crusty second-wave feminists who had ever made the place interesting.


Some who remembered the eighties felt that AIDS had swept away the city’s artists—and a large portion of their audience—leaving the city broken in ways that couldn’t be fixed. Others blamed Rudy Giuliani, a right-wing former prosecutor who had become the first Republican mayor of New York since 1971. His conservative caprices included enforcing an archaic law, long ignored by his predecessors, that barred dancing in bars or clubs that hadn’t paid for an expensive “cabaret license.”


“It’s over,” they’d say, mourning not only the big, bygone clubs like Studio 54 and Max’s Kansas City but also smaller neighborhood dens like Save the Robots in the East Village.


But the city, then as always, belonged to the young, and late-nineties New York was just as exhilarating as it had always been. Horacio was a great dancer, which was helpful—I dance like a teacher on prom night—since it impelled us to get out and discover the nightlife.


It was the twilight of the massive Manhattan dance palaces, which to a new arrival felt more like cities than nightclubs. Tunnel, a Notre Dame of dingy Tenth Avenue, was so big it had train tracks running down its main hall left over from its former life as a warehouse.


Inside, it had as many rooms as there were mirrors on a disco ball, including a retro-futuristic lounge designed by the artist Kenny Scharf, which felt like something out of the Jane Fonda sci-fi sex comedy Barbarella; a library; a dungeon; and bathrooms that were shockingly, transgressively, wonderfully unisex.


We also went to Roxy, an appealingly cheesy roller rink in Chelsea that turned into a dance floor on Saturday nights, and Twilo, a cavernous, aneurism-inducingly loud nightclub a few blocks away. Escuelita, a queer Latin nightclub on a dark block in Hell’s Kitchen, had the best music and drag shows in the city. The Web, its complement on the east side, served the queer Asian community.


One night Horacio recognized Willi Ninja, an originator of vogueing and one of the stars of the 1990 documentary Paris Is Burning, working the door at Café con Leche, a Sunday dance party in Times Square. We got to chatting and took his number.


And we met Justin Vivian Bond, the gender-transcending visual artist and singer who, at the time, hosted a party called Foxy at the Cock, a gay bar on Avenue A. For a small cover charge, each participant was given a hundred dollars in play money, with a cash prize going to the person who had accumulated the most “Foxy dollars” by the end of the evening.


This inspired a fair number of transactional sex acts, not all of them conducted in private. But there was also a performance component, where people would collect donations in exchange for committing outrageous feats onstage.


Some of them got repetitive—like the guy who came every week because he liked drinking a mason jar of his own urine in public. But only once did I see a young woman, naked except for a veil covering her face, hold a Barbie doll between her bare feet and incinerate it using an aerosol can and a Zippo lighter.


The cops raided Foxy almost out of existence, but not for the nudity, the fire hazard, the drug use in the bathrooms, or even the sex. They came because of the dancing, which the management insisted on out of principle, even though they didn’t have a cabaret license. In Rudy Giuliani’s New York, it was important to commit your radical acts where you could.





In London, the most important thing about you is who your parents are. In Sydney, your character is apt to be judged by what you do in your leisure time.


But New Yorkers are judged solely by their jobs, and all anybody cares about are the words under your name on your business card. Without any connections in my new home, I was obliged to restart my career from scratch, which felt a lot like coming into the city via the tradesman’s entrance.


Then there was the matter of the paperwork. Horacio and I had both moved to Manhattan on journalist’s working visas, which allowed us to report from the city for international publications but not to hold down a domestic job.


And while my position as the New York correspondent for Australian Art Collector magazine was authentic, it didn’t pay nearly enough to survive. So, I started looking for work at places that neglected to ask about employment status.


My first job that crisp spring was as a sales assistant at a store called the Big Picture on West Broadway.


The Big Picture catered to tourists who wanted to have their faces Photoshopped onto New York landmarks, like the Statue of Liberty, or even works of art, like the Mona Lisa. Guests would stand in front of a green screen to get their portrait taken and choose some artwork or scenery from our stock of backdrops. Then the photographer would digitally extract their face from the portrait and drop it into the new image, for around $90 each, plus $10 a printed copy.


It was a relatively simple procedure that would go wrong almost every single time.


The shop was owned by an emotional husband-and-wife team, aged in their late fifties, named Steve and Sara Felder. The couple were not making a success of the business and existed in a constant state of financial stress.


Steve wore a halo of frizzy gray hair and was constantly peering over the top of his half-moon glasses. He had an impish, lopsided smile that could still excavate the dimples from his cheeks and evoke, for a blurry moment, the college lady-killer that he must once have been.


Sara liked to wear sleeveless cotton sundresses, over tights and a turtleneck when it got chilly. She tamed her tight gray curls with pins jammed in at different angles and was never without a pair of drugstore eyeglasses on a plastic chain around her neck, which clacked against a strand of colorful, chunky beads.


As the store didn’t make any money, Steve and Sara would swoop upon any potential customer like prey. They would go in hard with radiant smiles and blistering charm, but anything less than full compliance from the target would quickly undermine their mood, which could degrade to bitter disappointment, and occasional verbal recriminations, in a matter of moments.


As the weeks wore on, the store’s losses grew. And I was constantly running afoul of management by making faux pas—like the time Connie Chung, a well-known newsreader, came in, and I failed to alert the bosses in the back.


Steve almost throttled me with his half-moon glasses when he found out. The instructions were that whenever a famous person entered the premises, Steve and Sara were to be informed, so that they could surround the subject and expose them to their advanced sales techniques.


As the financial pressure mounted, Steve found solace in religion. He began consulting with an Orthodox rabbi, who became a regular presence at the Big Picture in his dark suit and smart, broad-brimmed felt hat.


The rabbi was a short, stout man with twists of black in his long gray beard. He drove an old-model sedan the size of a racquetball court, which he would park in the no-standing zone directly outside the store’s front window. With tremendous effort he would push open the heavy driver’s-side door and emerge from the belly of the car like a freshly laid egg. Breathing laboriously, he would then wobble around to the vast hood of the vehicle and prop it open with a strut, as if unforeseen engine trouble had caused him to pull over in this no-parking area where otherwise he would never have dreamed of stopping. He never did get a ticket.


The store was a hectic environment, but somehow the rabbi managed to dispense Talmudic wisdom in between tourists’ grafting their faces onto Michelangelo’s David or re-creating the pose on the Charlie’s Angels poster.


A lack of privacy did sometimes get in the way, however. Once, I opened the supply closet to find the rabbi binding Steve’s upper arm with tefillin, both of them jammed between the boxes of photographic printing paper and extra pens.


I apologized and stumbled backward, feeling that I had violated something private.


Sara noticed my embarrassment. “It’s okay,” she said kindly. “Don’t worry about it.”


One of my jobs at the Big Picture was to help customers select artwork into which they could insert their faces.


The number one seller was Raphael’s Sistine Madonna, onto whose insouciant cherubs parents would drop their kids. We also did a lot of Casablanca movie posters, and middle-aged guys loved putting their own faces over Benjamin Franklin on the hundred-dollar bill. Many newlyweds chose Grant Wood’s American Gothic, with its pitchfork-holding, stony-faced Iowans.


That’s how I came to think of Steve and Sara, the first New York couple I ever got to study up close. They were neurotic, optimistic, indomitable, and inseparable: New York Gothic.


Sara was also in charge of the books, so the store’s dire financial situation weighed on her particularly. That stress fed her tic of bringing the Holocaust into unlikely conversations, as a way of having the last word.


After one elderly customer had a particularly bad experience waiting for prints of himself as George Washington to be spat out, I gave him ten dollars’ worth of free shipping.


Reviewing the invoices that afternoon, Sara asked why I had given such a discount.


I explained the customer had been made to wait a long time, “and he was such a sweet old man.”


“Eichmann!” she suddenly responded, her eyes sharp.


From her tone, I inferred that she could only be referring to Adolf Eichmann, the Nazi death camp official who had been apprehended in 1960 while posing as a genial duffer.


“Eichmann was ‘a sweet old man’!” she said with passionate disdain.


Not long after that, the Big Picture shut its doors—but not because I ever dared give another discount.










3 Buffalo Hot Dogs



Returning to life as a full-time foreign correspondent meant it didn’t take long for the money to run out. But connecting with the Australian consulate-general, located in an office building across the street from Grand Central Terminal, helped stave off ruin for a few weeks.


Cultural affairs were handled by a gossipy, unflappable, and extremely helpful attaché named Robert Archibald. He helped pad my income by connecting me with a network of Australian artists and writers, residing in New York, whom I was able to profile for newspapers back home.


The consulate, a hub of Australian life in the city, threw regular alcohol-drenched parties that ranged from the convivial to the apocalyptic. After one event for the Australian American Chamber of Commerce deteriorated into a food fight—using the catered mini meat pies and sausage rolls, dipped in tomato sauce, as projectiles—the consulate sent an email to everyone on its list, threatening to implement a code of conduct. Thankfully they never did; barbarism is the only thing that separates us from the British.


It was exciting to meet and write about the fancy Aussies in the city, like Denise Green, a painter with a sun-filled studio on Laight Street, and Judith Curr, an accomplished publisher. Another artist with a studio in the woods of Connecticut promptly contracted Lyme disease and had to teach herself to walk again by holding herself up by the walls of a hallway and digging a shard from Uluru (the big red rock in the middle of our country) into her hand so the pain would keep her focused.


There was always a subtle dance around the power dynamic, since Australians place great cultural importance on egalitarianism, which can be hard to pull off when one party is highly successful and the other is a nobody. And to have found that success among the nabobs of New York gave some of the subjects considerable extra swagger.


“One of the things I take a little pride in is that I’ve done something of value to younger Australian artists, and that is come to New York and survived,” said David Rankin, a rather grand painter who lived in SoHo with his equally famous Australian poet wife, Lily Brett.


And in their town house, located on the elbow of a Greenwich Village street, I interviewed Alison Summers, a successful theater director. At the time, she was married to Australia’s most famous novelist, Peter Carey.


Peter had just won the Commonwealth Writers’ Prize for his novel Jack Maggs, an award that was presented to him, in person, by Queen Elizabeth. “She said, ‘I always wish my children read more, but they were never interested in books when they were growing up,’ ” he recalled Her Majesty telling him during their brief exchange. “ ‘All they wanted to do was watch the television.’ ”


Being so close to such power, and the gossip it afforded, felt intoxicating. But despite the extra work, and the temporary access it gave me to refined society, there still wasn’t enough money. In June 1998, it was clear that I needed to either get some kind of paying job in the city—immediately—or pack to go back home.


So, I answered a newspaper advertisement looking for someone to sell hot dogs on the street.


The newly opened Mellow Mouthful, as I discovered when I went for the interview, was a literal hole in the wall. A tiny kiosk embedded into the façade of a modern building on Columbus Avenue, it dispensed food and drink from a Dutch door that opened directly onto the sidewalk.


Its premises were exactly as wide as the door, and about sixteen feet deep, with a same-size storage space in the cellar underneath. It looked like a single-lane bowling alley.


Nobody who was legal to work in the United States responded to their ad, and of the applicants, I was the only one who spoke English. PS: I got the job.


The Mouthful’s marquis menu item was the buffalo-meat hot dog, served on a potato-bread bun. They were delicious and—according to the upbeat sales pitch—had many nutritional benefits over traditional franks! But the kiosk also sold a choice of hot or cold soup; lemon and orange flavors of San Pellegrino mineral water; and vanilla, chocolate, or coffee frozen yogurt.


The yogurt was dispensed from a contraption that was almost Soviet in its inefficiency. Every serving had to be individually cut, by hand with a carving knife, from frozen loaves that were kept in a freezer in the cellar. Each slice would then be swirled, one at a time, by a rotating screw that was lowered by a hand lever into a funnel, which had been filled with berries or chocolate bars or whatever else the customer wanted mixed into their dessert. And both the funnel and screw had to be cleaned after each order.


The machine was like an old-fashioned printing press crossed with a post-hole borer and made more mess than both combined.


But the Mellow Mouthful was a passion project of its owner. Danny Hunt was a glad-handing entrepreneur in his early thirties, with searching brown eyes and a wide, flat smile. A former Wall Street trader whose grandfather had founded a famous brand of kosher food, Danny’s sole ambition was to build an even greater franchise, this one on the back of the healthful bison.


Apparently, his earlier attempt at launching a food empire—a soup cart in Penn Station—had not gone so well. This time, however, he was sure it would be different. He even roped in Jon, one of his former trader buddies, as a partner.


Jon and Danny were a study in contrasts. Danny was looking for a girlfriend and commuted into Manhattan, while Jon lived around the corner with his wife and new baby. And whereas Jon was tall and handsome and used to stop by in his gym gear after work, Danny, invariably wearing a polo shirt that was spattered with yogurt and bison juice, had looks and a build that were more… relatable.


It was Jon’s idea to go hippie on the branding. He came up with “Mellow Mouthful” as a name to invoke the good vibes of a bygone era. He also suggested the psychedelic logo and purple tie-dyed awning that announced the tiny store to the avenue.


“This is great,” said Danny, posing with Jon for an owners’ picture under the new awning. “It’s going to be awesome!”


Manning the store throughout that summer was me—taking the orders and money up front, serving the hot dogs, and getting my fingers caught in the yogurt machine—plus a Spanish-speaking prepper in the back.


Most of the time we made ourselves understood to each other, although occasionally I would need to call Horacio from the wall-mounted phone to translate. The well-heeled Upper West Siders, stopping by on their way home for a buffalo hot dog and cold Limonata, seemed not to know what to make of all this.


“Is this your store?” they would ask first. The follow-up was usually, “Are you an actor?” After the second no, they would look confused and stop asking questions.


As middle management, I was on seven dollars an hour. But the various food preppers, on their unlivable wage of just four dollars an hour, tended not to stay very long.


The one I liked best was a slightly built twenty-year-old man from Mexico who suffered from alopecia. His name was Nagasaki, which was one of the situations that warranted a call to Horacio.


Passing the white plastic handset back and forth for translation, Nagasaki explained that he had been named after the target of the second atomic bombing of Japan in 1945. His parents were committed communists, he said, and had named each of their children after atrocities committed by Western imperialists.


To this day, I regret not asking the names of his brothers and sisters.





The work may not have been pleasant, but for a New York neophyte, it wasn’t so terrible to be stationed on the street for that first summer, getting a feel for the passersby.


I noticed how Upper West Side women would go to lunch with their friends wearing designer workout clothes, something I’d never seen before.


Diamonds as daywear was also something new to me. Engagement rings tended to be modest in the Queensland beach towns where I grew up, but here, women wore ice rinks to the grocery store—often paired with those same stretch leggings and athletic fleeces.


Their husbands, by contrast, seemed more guarded on the streets. After work, the neighborhood men would add an artfully distressed Yankees cap to their suit, pulled low over their brows, like an “off duty” sign.


And everywhere were baby strollers that looked like sports cars and cost almost as much. There was even a triangular model with three wheels, so that you could push your child while you went jogging. What a town.


One day, Harrison Ford tipped me five dollars on a two-dollar-seventy-five frozen yogurt, sticking the bill into a plastic tub on which I had attached a label reading “Medical/dental.” Helen Hunt used to walk past but never ordered anything; I thought it was very sporty, how she pulled her long blond ponytail through the gap in the back of her baseball cap.


In the warm evenings, Jim, an older man who had befriended Danny and appeared to have nothing keeping him in his own apartment, took to hanging out in front of the store. After Danny started letting him have free food, he moved in by degrees, eventually bringing his own stool to sit by the window where I was serving customers.


Jim kept himself affable when Danny was around but behaved like I worked for him when he thought he could get away with it. He liked to call out and offer free food to any of his friends who might be walking by. Relations between us stayed civil enough, but it got to the point that when I saw him walking toward the store, carrying his stool, I would think, Eichmann was “a sweet old man.”


Danny was thrilled with my work and used to talk enthusiastically about how I was in on the ground floor of what was bound to become a huge buffalo-hot-dog-and-frozen-yogurt chain. As an incentive toward corporate loyalty, he kept offering to take Horacio and me to the stage musical adaptation of the film Footloose, which was about to open on Broadway.


“Why is he so keen on taking us to that awful show?” Horacio asked one evening, after Danny had pressed us again to set a date.


“I think he sees it as LGBTQ employee outreach,” I replied.


Still, it wasn’t all five-dollar tips and free Footloose tickets. My first duty on the morning shift was to go into the cellar, which reeked of damp masonry and mold, and carve the blocks of yogurt into slices that would fit into the machine. With a blunt knife, and no guiding marks on the paper sleeve the yogurt came in, these tended to vary greatly in size, which the customers would invariably notice.


Next, I would use an ice pick to break up the frozen chunks of fruit and berries that were offered as add-ins. All that reaching into the freezer would numb my hands, and I often didn’t notice when I skinned my knuckles. When that happened, I just transferred to working on the red fruits, like strawberries and raspberries, until they stopped bleeding, and went back to the peaches and mangoes later.


Something else that wasn’t mentioned in the newspaper ad was that the Mellow Mouthful—all hundred square feet of it—did not have a bathroom.


There was a noodle restaurant across the avenue that sometimes—but only sometimes—allowed me to use theirs. If they turned me down, there was a public restroom near Bethesda Terrace in Central Park that was a twenty-minute walk away. That round trip involved clocking out for almost an hour and leaving Nagasaki in charge while I was gone. The solution, as I eventually realized, was making sure the noodle restaurant manager got as many free yogurts, hot dogs, and Limonatas as his heart desired.


Danny maybe wasn’t a marketing genius. In July, he put a sign on the sidewalk advertising that the kiosk sold both “kosher and non-kosher food.” At the time, I didn’t know that wasn’t possible in a place the size of a closet that flouted kosher rules by preparing meat and dairy products side by side.


But this was the Upper West Side, so they knew. And they let me know. One tough-minded thirteen-year-old in a navy blazer from Gap Kids threatened to come back with his cousin to set me straight. “He’s from Israel,” the kid added with emphasis.


Later I whined to Danny: “I thought your family was in kosher food!”


But he shrugged and said the sign would be good for business. It stayed.










4 T-Cells on the Specials Board



After subletting in Tribeca, we moved into the first of two apartments on West Fifteenth Street in Chelsea. Taking up an entire city block across the street was an art deco office complex, built in 1932 as a freight-receiving and manufacturing hub. Google—the company that would buy all 2.9 million square feet of it in 2010, paying $1.9 billion—had not yet been founded.


We were subletting from Maura, an artist who wanted to spend the year in Paris with her boyfriend. The reason for that plan did not become obvious until we moved in: the monster building across the street was undergoing gut renovations, involving all-day jackhammering, followed by private haulage contractors’ collecting construction waste at unpredictable hours during the night.


What was being carved into the façade, directly outside our front windows, was an ambulance bay for a new urgent care facility. Knocking that into the side of the building took six months—which added a distinct realness to our experience of living in New York, since we were both writers who worked from home.


But we didn’t care. There was too much else going on to distract us.


At the end of our block was the Meatpacking District, where sides of beef were unloaded from delivery trucks and hung on hooks beneath outdoor awnings, waiting to be cut into steaks for the city’s restaurants.


Their dripping juices left the granite sidewalk slabs constantly slick with fat. Men with rubber boots and plastic coveralls would tread carefully back and forth, unloading pigs like logs from the back of mud-spattered vans.


But the meat trade in those blocks wasn’t just at street level. Being almost devoid of apartment buildings, it was also popular with the kind of night visitors who value their privacy.


Jutting out into the Hudson River were piers that had been a popular gay meeting place for decades. Converted basements housed sex clubs with names like the Vault, the Anvil, and the Mineshaft.


And exactly once, I saw a trio of trans streetwalkers scatter, giggling, from a police car as it edged around a corner of the cobblestone streets. With their colorful skirts and shrieking laughter, they struck me as adult versions of the tropical birds that Australian schoolchildren used to be taken to visit on class trips. I was excited at the prospect of living next to such vibrant and oddly familiar neighbors, but I never encountered them again. In New York, the era when it was possible to find sassy hookers dispensing wisdom under streetlights was already over.


An only slightly more respectable scene could be found upstairs at Mother, a queer nightclub known for a party called Jackie 60. Once a year it hosted “Night of a Thousand Stevies,” a national gathering of drag-queen Stevie Nicks impersonators who twirled in their crocheted shawls until dawn. On its dimly lit staircase one of those nights, I bumped past Kate Moss, the model, and Andres Serrano, the artist, as if the whole thing were a surrealist independent film with unexpected cameos.


But if the Meatpacking District had a heart—other than the ones you could find lying on the sidewalk, under a carcass—it was Florent, a twenty-four-hour French-American diner owned by an immigrant from the Loire Valley.


Florent Morellet, an HIV-positive artist whose framed maps of imaginary cities lined the walls, charted his up-and-down T-cell count on a row of numbers listed on the specials board. Next to the glass coffeepots, a framed black-and-white portrait of a young cop cheekily reminded patrons to support their local police.


In fact, the police commissioner was known to eat there—sitting alongside club kids who were drenched in glitter and higher than the price of rent. Actors like Johnny Depp and Keanu Reeves might run into designers like Calvin Klein and Diane von Fürstenberg, although they never ran into us. We did see Jerry Seinfeld once.


For all its cultivated chaos, everything at Florent was done correctly. It was spotlessly clean, and the sliced baguettes that arrived at the beginning of every meal were served warm from a heated drawer behind the counter.


Horacio, who was vegetarian, would order something sensible like couscous. But I enjoyed half a dozen escargots, followed by the cheeseburger, which came on a toasted English muffin beside a salad of bitter leaves and walnuts.


One night, when Paris Hilton was still only locally famous in New York as an underage heiress with an uncanny ability to get into nightclubs and dance on tables, we saw her pull up in a taxi. Horacio and I were seated in the back, and she came barreling toward us, headed for the restroom. Unfortunately, she didn’t make it, vomiting on the linoleum floor in the middle of the crowded restaurant.


Her spokeswoman explained the next day that she had “eaten some bad fish.”


That June, Sex and the City, an amusing trifle based on a series of sex columns in the New York Observer by Candace Bushnell, debuted on HBO. And Florent was exactly the kind of fabulous downtown hole-in-the-wall where the show’s in-the-know characters liked to hang out.


Its impact on the neighborhood was subtle, at first—maybe a few more straight women dressed like drag queens than usual. But nobody minded.


Bill Clinton was in the White House, and that was the year Toni Morrison called him, admiringly, “the first black president.” True, he threw the gays under the bus on same-sex marriage. But his otherwise liberal social policies were also dovetailing with a nice economic uptick, especially in the technology sector.


So what if a few elbows-out arrivistes, looking for an authentic “Meatpacking District experience,” were bellying up to the counter? Wasn’t I one of those, also?





Not long after the jackhammering stopped, our landlady decided to return from Paris. So on October 31, we borrowed a hand trolley and bumped our scant possessions to a new place, one block to the east.


Every annual tradition in the city was still coming as a surprise to us, so we weren’t prepared for the hundreds of people filling the streets in costume, heading to the nearby Village Halloween Parade. We trundled our stuff over Eighth Avenue, weaving between Smurfs and witches, Bill and Hillary Clinton pairs, and a swarm of bumblebees on roller skates.


Our new apartment was on the second floor of a stout, three-story carriage house separated by a courtyard from a taller building that faced the street. Insulated by larger apartment complexes on each side, it was marvelously quiet, especially compared to the construction site we had been living across from for the previous six months.


But while the premises may not have been loud, they were certainly quirky.


Constructed in 1905, the building was subsiding dramatically on its southwest corner, which lent a listing, shipboard quality to life inside the apartment. Anything dropped on the floorboards in the living room would roll noisily past the front door and come to rest against the wall behind the refrigerator. Set upon the coffee table, drinks would tip themselves to one side of the glass, and Scrabble tiles would migrate toward the edge of the board. You had to be drunk to have any sense of equilibrium at all.


Our landlord was an uncommonly handsome literary agent in his late twenties named Bill Clegg. He had an enormous dollop of light-caramel hair, like soft-serve ice cream, along with strong eyes and a nose that were drawn in quick, straight lines in the center of his face. When he met us to hand over the keys, all preppy-slouchy-sexy in khakis and a navy jacket, he kept his hands bashfully in his pockets.


“I hope you like it here,” he said. “My girlfriend wrote her novel in this apartment.”


Bill lived a ten-minute stroll away at One Fifth Avenue, a prestigious art deco co-op overlooking Washington Square, and each month I would leave our rent check at the front desk.


Entering the building, with its green canvas awnings supported by brass struts, polished wood lobby, and doormen dressed as South American generals, was like opening the pages of an Edith Wharton novel. To a freshly arrived immigrant, Bill’s circumstances seemed to offer a model for the kind of orderly life that could be built in New York, if only you made the right decisions.





At the end of the twentieth century, Manhattan looked like a fortified city-state from a medieval illustration. The defensive perimeter of skyscrapers around its island didn’t step down gradually on the other side of the river but abruptly fell away to a gentler, low-rise roofscape.


Nine months into our stay, Horacio and I still had never ventured across that river. But our first year, Willi Ninja invited us to a family Thanksgiving at the apartment of his mother, Esther Leake, in Queens.


We weren’t prepared for the calm that falls over the frenetic city on Thanksgiving.


The streets in Queens, with their rows of neat brick houses with scalloped steel awnings over balustraded porches, were almost deserted. But at Esther’s building, it soon became clear there was a party on every floor.


Children were playing on top of the elevator we rode up, clambering in and out of the moving car through a hatch in the ceiling. I watched nervously as their small white sneakers disappeared into the darkness, leaving only the sounds of their laughter echoing inside the elevator shaft.


Willi answered the door, beaming. He was wearing the high-waisted nineties-style jeans he favored, with a nylon long-sleeved top that hugged his dancer’s torso.


Willi had the irresistible presence of a showman—tall and handsome with a body that moved like a fountain, as if his long arms and legs were jets of water. He had a strong, rectangular face and wore his hair long, with a pencil mustache that made him look like a musketeer.


The apartment was full of family, with young nieces skittering between rooms carrying armfuls of cups and plates. Willi, who was six foot three and had a back as broad as folded wings, smiled placidly as the girls ran around and between his legs, as if they were playing in a forest.


One of the children took me into the kitchen to explain the Thanksgiving dishes, some of which I had never seen, like the baking tray full of sweet potato under a layer of marshmallows.


“You never had that? That’s candied yams,” she said, excited to be introducing a visitor to something new. “You’re gonna like that, I promise.”


Esther, whose Parkinson’s disease confined her to a wheelchair, conducted activities from the center of the living room. She grasped a camera tightly in both hands, grinning and waving it when she wanted a guest to come over so she could get a picture.


We had brought a bottle of wine, but there was no corkscrew in the house, so we went out to wander the streets of Queens until we found a store in Koreatown that was open on Thanksgiving.


When we got back, the cousins were looking at pictures of a recent family road trip to Disney World. Apparently, there had been a fair amount of farting in the car, the recollection of which shattered the nieces into shards of giggles.


After the meal—the candied yams were as good as promised—some of Willi’s fellow dancers and Paris Is Burning costars came around, and we all rewatched the film.
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