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			Introduction

			Joe Donnelly

		

	
		
			Like good writing, Shannon Donnelly’s photograph on the cover of Slake’s first issue, “Still Life,” says a lot with a little. It’s full of familiar cues and mysterious questions. Even if the cover didn’t have any words, those two palm trees, poking their heads into a denuded landscape of endless blue, interrupted only by wispy cirrus clouds that appear to be getting sucked off the page into a vast unknown, would give you a sense of the book’s geography and its contents’ psychology.

			That image captured so much of how we were feeling back in the Spring of 2010, and those palm trees became sort of talismanic for us, declaring our embrace of all the perils and the possibilities of those uncertain times. Signaling a willful tilt into the next moment and the moment after that, just out of frame. 

			With that, we started Slake: Los Angeles.

			The first issue was nothing if not bold. It weighed in at more than 230 four-color pages, some of which stacked three columns of type next to each other. Our amazing art director, Alex Bacon, and his colleague, Dan Peterka, handcrafted every page, sometimes layering a dozen textures on top of each other to get just the right feel. We ran 11,000-word pieces, sixteen-page photo essays, put poems up on walls of abandoned houses and sandwich boards. Editors, art directors, copyeditors, and proofreaders lovingly attended to each and every detail.  

			We did everything they said you shouldn’t or couldn’t do anymore.

			It was a lot to ask of everybody, readers included.  

			As if to double-down on our bet, we made the second issue, “Crossing Over,” even more sprawling, commissioning and curating original art, debuting the epic Survivor’s Guild graphic novel, breaking new voices, and urging more familiar ones to explore new terrain. 

			Our goal was to raise expectations. 

			We didn’t know how any of this would be received, but we had a sense we were making something that spoke to, of, and for Los Angeles when people came to our launch parties in the hundreds. And when readings backed out the doors at Skylight, Stories, and Vromans. And when our first two issues spent more than a dozen weeks on the Los Angeles Times bestsellers list. And when honors and awards started piling up for work featured in Slake.

			Things slowed down, of course. They had to. We had no sustainable business practices or practitioners. Slake operated mostly on personal investments and the dedication of volunteers and underpaid staff such as irrepressible associate editor Craig Gaines and the incredible artist, Anne McCaddon, who not only ran our offices but recruited artist Michael Dopp to paint original iconography for “War and Peace” and crafted, with Alex Bacon, the conceptual art collages for “Dirt.” 

			Though we were working with a sense that we were on borrowed time, “War and Peace” and “Dirt” were confident efforts, the alignment of intention and aesthetic becoming more and more seamless. I like to think we were getting better all the time, and often wonder where we may have gone from where we left things. 

			Our four-issue run may have been too short, but it was certainly sweet. Together, Slake issues I-IV total nearly a thousand pages comprised of 140 beautiful works of fiction, poetry, long-form journalism, essay, art, and photography. Each piece had something essential to say about who we were and how we were living. 

			There are so many people to thank for making Slake special—the volunteers, interns, the bookstores, the subscribers, donors and advertisers who believed in us, and especially the writers and artists. It would be unfair to start naming names knowing we couldn’t get to everyone, but you know who you are. Please know that we thank you from the bottom of our hearts.

			Meanwhile, how to say thanks to Tyson Cornell and Rare Bird for recognizing the special moment of Slake: Los Angeles and collecting a meaningful testament that will last into the next moment and the moment after that? 

			Not sure. Will have to think about it while enjoying The Best of Slake I-IV.  

		

	
		
			Introduction

			Laurie Ochoa

		

	
		
			Slake began in a Guadalajara taxi cab headed toward a mescal bar called Para de Sufir, “to suffer,” when the Los Angeles writer Yxta Maya Murray told me she’d been a child beauty queen in suburban Lakewood. It began on Saturday-morning walks, in foothills at the base of Southern California’s San Gabriel Mountains, when novelist Michelle Huneven and I talked about the tough parts of writing and life over hot tea she’d brought to share at the top of the trail. 

			It began with an all-night reading binge, stuck in a hotel room without a book in my bag, when I went through every Aimee Bender short story I could find online and decided Slake needed a Bender short story we could call our own. It began with an afternoon macchiato at Little Dom’s deli, just below Slake’s first office in Los Feliz, when the guy behind the counter turned out to be not just an actor but a writer, David Schneider, with a very funny story about the long reach of celebrity.

			Every encounter with a writer or artist became a fresh beginning for Slake, with potential in each conversation for a new story, photo essay or picture to be imagined.

			My co-editor, Joe Donnelly, has a hundred other Slake beginnings. Some are his alone, for in truth, one beginning is a prototype, long before I joined the project, for a glossy magazine called Slake created by Joe with Rob Hill, who is now editor of the magazine Treats. 

			Many beginnings Joe and I shared, like the time we walked into the studio of the artist Matjames. Filled with books and ink pots and remarkable assemblage sculptures, some no bigger than a matchbook, others taller than a basketball player and fitted with secret doors, looking glasses and intriguing figures, the light-drenched space revealed a busy, creative mind. Neatly stacked piles of journals held drawings and words that told the story of Matjames’ journey to Los Angeles from a devastated New Orleans after Katrina, and how he discovered the daughter he never knew he had. We’d already been impressed with his graphic novel in the making, but with the studio visit we realized one of Slake’s important missions: to make sure that artists like Matjames would have a place to publish, a place to call his creative home.  

			Slake also began in a gritty east Melrose Avenue design studio, best suited as a rehearsal space for extremely loud bands, where art directors Alex Bacon and Dan Peterka explored many ways to express the curves of the letter “S” on their way to a logo for Slake and where they rejected easy computer fonts and came up with a design template to match our idea for Slake as a spark for a slow-journalism movement.

			Slake began around a glass-topped dining table we bought at Ikea, and assembled with one mismatched leg, in a one-room office where Joe, Simone Kredo, Craig Gaines, and I planned our first stories and tried to figure out how you get an ISBN.

			It began when we picked up the first boxes of Slake from our book distributor and Joe, Simone, and I celebrated at Pasadena’s Pie ’N Burger. It began with Craig’s executive decision as Slake’s copy chief that his beloved Chicago Manual of Style would be our grammar guide. 

			It began with Anne McCaddon, a fine artist on the rise, who for not enough money took on the role of Slake’s head of operations, and for our fourth issue, created a series of collages and other original art pieces for our title pages, some of which hang on the wall of my Los Angeles Times office today. 

			It began with the persistence of a woman named Ava Bromberg, an urban planning pied piper, who brought Slake’s growing office and live-event programming to the then-nascent creative hub called Atwater Crossing. It began, as we prepared to move into our new office, with exchanged glances of love in bloom between Joe and his future wife, artist Ingrid Allen, whose painting of boxing gloves became the cover of our third issue, “War and Peace.”

			It began with a recurring cast of characters, writers, and interns who joined us during our many public readings and were just as important to the life of Slake as Joe or me. Hank Cherry, Joseph Mattson, Jerry Stahl, John Albert, Jervey Tervalon, Luke Davies, Jamie Brisick, Lauren Weedman, Dave White, Iris Berry, John Tottenham, Cindy Carcamo, Sandow Birk, Erica Zora Wrightson, Erin Aubry Kaplan, Melissa Chadburn, Lynell George, Arty Nelson, Natasha Vargas Cooper, and many, many others joined us at the mic.

			It began, again in Guadalajara, when Mark Z. Danielewski, one of the world’s finest novelists and thinkers, found himself sitting on the floor of a packed convention hall and lent his shoulder to a beer-toting man who was angrily sobbing during a panel discussion of Charles Bukowski’s writing because the participants from Los Angeles weren’t, in his opinion, showing proper respect.

			Most of all, Slake started in a window booth at Vic’s, more properly known as Victor’s Square Restaurant, when, over an eggplant-parm sandwich and order of fries, Joe asked me to join his adventure, funded generously from money he had after selling a house. 

			Four issues later, the money was gone. A Kickstarter campaign helped us finish the last issue, but it wasn’t enough to keep going. 

			We now have all-consuming jobs that have taken us away from Slake, Joe as head of the news and narrative journalism website Mission and State in Santa Barbara, me as arts and entertainment editor of the Los Angeles Times. In time, we may get the band back together again, but until then, we are grateful to have this chance to collect some of Slake’s strongest writing and images.

			I wouldn’t go so far as to call these stories “the best of Slake.” If the choices were left to me alone, this collection would have many more pages. But the stories that Tyson Cornell and Rare Bird’s Alice Marsh-Elmer and Julia Callahan have brought to you in this volume give a glimpse of what we were trying to do with Slake: Los Angeles—or as we said on every cover, “A City and Its Stories.” 

			Consider it another beginning.

		

	
		
			The Promise of Meaning

			Mark Z. Danielewski

		

	
		
			1.

			Writers who do not read poetry cannot be taken seriously. 

			Which goes (self-evidently) for poets, (just as evidently) for novelists, philosophers, historians and (perhaps less evidently) for jotters of laws, judgments, appraisals, prescriptions, blogs, tweets, text messages, menus, directions and grocery lists.

			Without a slow and careful consideration of how words move, form, diminish, connect, enact, deceive, sway, detach, destroy, allude, reattach, imply, fail, obscure, seduce, reveal, relax, undo, hold, tease, estrange and clash, achieved through the patient sounding out of meter and sense, the watchful measuring of what inheres and what escapes, writers can no more know what they mean than what they intend. They will not understand how in what they are writing they are already written and therefore have as yet written nothing at all.

			Words are just words. Poetry is something else.

			Because poetry is at the heart of the matter.

			Because poetry is the heart of the matter.

			Because poetry depends on what we cannot do without.

			Because poetry defines what we are without.

			Because poetry defends why without still matters when we’re no longer around. 

		

	
		
			2.

			QUESTION: How is it possible to write something and not write anything at all?

			ANSWER: The same way it is possible to say “Let there be peace” or “I love you” over and over and not convey a thing. 

			QUESTION: Are you serious about devaluing writers who don’t read poetry?

			ANSWER: What might indicate any answer to the contrary?

			QUESTION: Grocery lists?

			ANSWER: Without knowing how to read closely we cannot say adequately and therefore can never heed accurately what we need. 

			QUESTION: So people who read poetry eat better?

			ANSWER: Suddenly the possibility is there.

			QUESTION: And lawmakers?

			ANSWER: They will write better grocery lists too. Not to mention laws. After all, how can anyone conceive a directive on behavior without a thorough understanding of the material that comprises the very design of that directive? Furthermore, how can the consequences of such a mandate even be effectively assessed? Can the great enterprise of justice on behalf of the living succeed if the potentials and limitations of its own construction go unrecognized? 

			QUESTION: Is poetry then merely the particle physics of expression?

			ANSWER: That is the matter. But not the heart of.

		

	
		
			3.

			“I cannot imagine having written House of Leaves without Rilke (You must change your life — Archaic Torso of Apollo) or Only Revolutions without Dickinson (For I have but the power to kill, / Without — the power to die — My Life had stood) and Stevens (It is cold to be forever young, / To come to tragic shores and flow — Variations on a Summer Day).

			“I may have loved but would I have understood love’s consequences without Vergil (omnis et una / dilapsus calor atque in ventos vita recessit — Aeneid IV) or love’s hope without Apollinaire (Comme la vie est lente / Et comme l’Espérance est violente — Le Pont Mirabeau) or love’s denial without Donne (For thou art not so — Holy Sonnet X)? 

			“I would have fallen for her anyway but doubt I would remember her so eidetically without Crane (And so it was I entered the broken world / To trace the visionary company of love — The Broken Tower) or know her still so intimately without Graham (They’re flowers because they stop where they do — The Strangers).

			“I cannot see sustaining the reckless engagement with life’s infinite propositions without Milton (in the lowest deep a lower deep / Still — Paradise Lost IV) or endure its dereliction without Whitman (I too am but a trail of drift and debris — As I Ebb’d) or greet its vicissitudes with anything close to a smile without Chaucer (and in he throng — The Merchant’s Tale) let alone suffer its misreadings without Keats (forget / What thou among the leaves hast never known — Ode to a Nightingale). 

			“To experience the intense requires a language confident in its calmness. While to live without language is to forfeit life’s gift. As to live without awareness is to forfeit life’s meaning.

			“Meaning, after all, is what survives but what survives only offers the promise of meaning if it can perish. 

			“Or fail.

			“Or at least fall.

			“During that blur of time before I turned eight, when the outdoors increasingly offered the chance of unrestricted investigation, my father’s recitations of Shakespeare still intrigued me most (for in the very torrent, tempest, and, as I may say, whirlwind of your passion, you must acquire and beget a temperance that may give it smoothness. — Hamlet III 2). 

			“During my freshman year when music blared loud it was Eliot in a black-lipstick scrawl on a dorm-room wall who proved loudest (I will show you fear in a handful of dust — The Waste Land). 

			“And of those days between desks and debt, requirement and request, whether at a bus station or park or coffee shop or encampment on a friend’s sofa, Hollander (Are you done with my shadow — Kitty), Bishop (This is the house of Bedlam — Visits to St. Elizabeths), Merrill (A new voice now? — The Changing Light at Sandover), Rimbaud (Je me suis armé contre le justice. — Une Saison en Enfer), Tennyson (‘The Gods themselves cannot recall their gifts’ — Tithonus), Blake (immediately Go out — Auguries of Innocence), Auden (dismantle the sun — Stop all the clocks), and Wordsworth (Was it for this — The Prelude) gave voice to what thirst and hunger nightly threatened to digest.

			“And now in years more recently traversed when political challenges increasingly demand the philosophical and the pedestrian scheduling of taxes and travels encounters the unanticipated shocks of death and solitude, Hill (To have lost dignity is not the same / as to be humble — The Triumph of Love), Szymborska (The panther wouldn’t know what scruples mean — In Praise of Feeling Bad about Yourself), Stanford (Blood come out like hot soda — The Singing Knives), Oliver (hurrying / day after day, year after year / through the cage of the world — Mountain Lion on East Hill Road, Austerlitz, N.Y.) and Telford (What bores an angel more — violence or beauty? — At the Theatre) grant prominence to that miracle limit where even the expected conclusion is unended by a rarer and revitalized retelling.”

		

	
		
			4.

			What was that all about? 

		

	
		
			5.

			Scene: Lucques. Time: After closing. Cast: Your usual strangers. 

			GUSTAV: Writers who don’t read poetry can’t be taken seriously. That goes for poets, novelists, jotters of laws, grocery lists and —

			IVAN: Text messages?

			OCTAVIO: Menus?

			LORRAINE: Eviction notices?

			VANESSA: Dear Gustav, what about love letters?

			Vanessa and Gustav are falling in love but they will never get together in a play or a novel. If only they could live in a poem.

			But who will write it?

			Not I.

			A fast rattle of dialogue ensues defending and denouncing the value of various poets ranging from Plath, Lowell, Byron, Frost, Millay, Baudelaire, Pound, Cummings, Milosz, Paz, Williams, Yang, and Mallarmé to Hughes, Shelley, Nash, Wilbur, Sappho, Hix, Neruda, Herrera, Yeats, Basho, Perillo, Ashbery and Kees along with splashes of lines like: — If truth is beauty what of an ugly truth? — I will show you love in a handful of dust. — I will show you an allergen! 

			MAN AT THE BAR: Who are you people?

			VANESSA: Good question.

			Finally —

			IVAN: And what of writers who don’t read poetry at all but still manage to produce volumes of verse? Should they be taken seriously?

			GUSTAV: They should be shot.

			Man at the Bar runs away. Lorraine takes advantage and finishes his drink. She is drunk again.

			LORRAINE: Is serious even so important?

			GUSTAV: Without it levity also departs.

			IVAN: Always so clever.

			LORRAINE: Clever isn’t funny. I’m not smiling, Gustav. I’m leaving and I’m not smiling. And I haven’t laughed once. Seriously.

			But Lorraine doesn’t leave. Gustav and Vanessa do. Lorraine gulps down their unfinished drinks. Octavio laughs and falls off his stool. He’s drunk as well. Lorraine’s laughter turns to snorts. They both end up on the floor.

			Lorraine and Octavio are not in love, but they get together all the time. They don’t need to live in a poem. They are happy. Tomorrow morning they won’t remember a thing. Well, that’s not true. They will remember things but only vaguely. Meanwhile Ivan’s fast asleep dreaming of Russian faces.

			VANESSA: And how will we say good night this time?

			GUSTAV: As we always do. 

			VANESSA: But will they be the same words?

			GUSTAV: Never.

			VANESSA: Promise me.

			GUSTAV: I promise you.

		

	
		
			Cisco Kid

			Luke Davies

		

	
		
			2011 Entertainment Reviews/Criticism/Column, 
Los Angeles Press Club, Finalist

		

	
		
			“How’s the ol’ universe?”

			I am eight years old. I’m given a book of children’s poetry. I hurry past the poems. It’s the photos that I study, that I want to enter. There’s a girl stamping in a puddle, and I feel a terrific yearning for her, so terrific as to be painful. It’s that preadolescent anticipation of falling in love, and it’s the foreknowledge of the mysteries of sex. In that single image, in that barefoot girl stomping so joyfully in a puddle, there lies the possibility of eternal contentment, possession, surrender, sublimation.

			But what else about that photo? It’s not the girl; it’s not the foreground that matters so much. It’s the house behind her that draws my attention, a house distinctly and completely American, the likes of which I’ve never seen in my own quiet neighborhood. It’s a two-story gabled house with a deep front porch. The vernacular of American suburban architecture works as a great, entrancing, hypnotic force in my life. I obsess for hours about all the perfection of form in my mother’s House and Gardens.

			An inconceivable mystery: from where I stood as a youngster, the people all around me appeared to be more or less satisfied with the notion that they were living in Australia. They seemed, in fact, to embrace the idea! For me, Australia was a pale simulacrum of what reality should surely have been offering. The thought never crossed my mind that a physical continent—a country, flesh and stone, citizens and states, events taking place with or, more extraordinarily, without me present—could in any way be disentangled from the imagination. It was all one world. It was all one country, and it was called America: this place I was living in, in every way except the physical. The way to this land, this America, was television.

			I wasn’t insane, not at all. I didn’t think I lived inside television shows. But television stood for that which was even more real than that which was. Television showed the way. It was a design for living. It was an aid to the imagination. It was the bridge of metaphor, or the metaphor of the bridge. It led me to the promised land.

			I could understand, at thirteen, under­stand in some abstract intellectual fashion, that something altogether BBC-ish like Doctor Who was a show worth following; these episodes were smart. They contained story, in a way that Gilligan’s Island didn’t, not really: Gilligan’s Island was situation. Yet I couldn’t stomach Doctor Who, whereas Gilligan’s Island was like a nightly religious ritual. The Doctor Who sets were so cheap; sometimes you saw them shake. My imagination was no help here. I never wanted to be reminded of the stage machinery. Americans had budget! There was no stage machinery in America. It was the reality beyond artifice. The Brady Bunch, or better still The Partridge Family: now those interiors looked real, and solid. You could live somewhere like that and be happy.

			“Real” life in Australia was messier. I felt I was on the wrong planet. Ceilings got moldy, and cupboard doors came loose. Something essential and perfect was missing from life. But the puddle girl: surely back in that house behind her, there would be a kitchen filled with all the wonders of the world, all the products in the advertisements in the American magazines. What on Earth was a Hershey’s bar? Its unattainability was like a heavy weight on my soul.

			“I’m a simple cat, man.”

			I’m twelve, thirteen. I’ve lost interest now in Gilligan’s Island and Lost in Space. I’ve come to recognize their locales as sets. I’ve become more spatially aware. Now, I need shows shot largely on location. Thus, reruns of Room 222 or a new show called Chico and the Man are mostly only good for the opening credits. I watch The Streets of San Francisco. It’s a bipolar viewing experience: whenever the action is inside, on a set, my attention wanders; outside, when the show is on location, I’m all eyes, devouring backgrounds, cars, shopfronts, extras. Where might I live? How will my life turn out? America becomes a slant of light.

			I’m allowed to take the train to the cinema on Saturdays. With film, everything is different. With film, you can spend ninety minutes sinking into the “real” America as you might sink into a warm bath. I see Jaws, Macon County Line, Dirty Mary Crazy Larry. Now everything coalesces at once. I discover masturbation. I leapfrog from Steinbeck to On the Road. I seem to literally make a decision to become obsessed with drugs, and then I do. And a certain kind of drifting, American B-movie becomes my bible. For a while Billy Jack seems like the most important film ever made. Little Fauss and Big Halsy makes a kind of existential poetry of the motocross circuit in the Southwestern states. I decide I want to live in a trailer in Arizona after seeing Electra Glide in Blue.

			One summer holiday, I’m with my mother at a mall in Surfers Paradise on Queensland’s Gold Coast, and I scan the movies and I know from the poster alone that Alice Doesn’t Live Here Anymore is the one we need to see. I’m intrigued by Kris Kristofferson for the first time. More and more I am coming to like rootlessness, Arizona, New Mexico.

			On the one hand there’s this child still in me: I spend hours buried in the final volume, W-X-Y-Z-and-Atlas, of the old set of encyclopedias my father has picked up from a school fete. It’s a very American set, an American atlas: there are fifty beautiful, detailed double-page spreads for the fifty states, then about ten pages for the rest of the world. I continually invent the places where I will live. I invent entire networks of high schools, the team colors, team names. I work out obsessive methodologies of gathering quarterback statistics and game scores via a complex system of darts thrown at a target from three feet away. Every time I “move,” every time I create a new life (a different double page, a different state), the fantasy begins again. New notebooks get filled with statistics. It’s the OCD phase of my life: decisions within my imaginary world are made with obscure, rule-based alphabetical and numbering systems, and a 1970 pro football yearbook I find becomes, for many years, as talismanic as the I Ching.

			When we travel north to the Gold Coast for those yearly family holidays, leaving Sydney behind us, the Pacific Ocean is always to the right. So I invert my world and imagine we are traveling south, from San Francisco, through Los Angeles (Brisbane) to warmer climes in San Diego (Surfers Paradise). The east coast of Australia replicates the west coast of America. The ocean remains on the right and, so long as I ignore the fact that we drive on the left-hand side of the road, a kind of plausibility is achieved.

			On the other hand: there’s the continually frustrating fact that I long to be an adult and yet I have no control over the glacial speed of the passage of time. I’ve leapfrogged again, now from Kerouac to Faulkner, then on to poetry, and everything has changed, and yet nothing at all. I see myself as a poet from now on. I feel like an adult. I’m only thirteen. I want older friends. I desperately want to have sex.

			The Partridge Family has long receded into the past. I discover Bob Dylan. Then, in Pat Garrett and Billy the Kid there’s Kris Kristofferson again. I want to be handsome, and soulful, and laconic, like him. When girls take a mysterious liking to me or kiss me, or let me finger them, I don’t feel lucky or blessed for all that long; I don’t know how to take things in stride. Hovering behind my heightened yearning is the sense that this kissing or this fingering must surely only be some temporary malfunction in the workings of the universe, and that regular anguish will shortly resume. But if I were handsome and soulful and laconic like Kristofferson, then I would not be living in a world of malfunction. The future is waiting for me but not arriving fast enough.

			Kristofferson is in Pat Garrett and Billy the Kid because Peckinpah cast him after seeing him in Cisco Pike, the 1971 B. L. Norton film about a dealer/ex-rock star who gets out of prison and tries to go straight. Cisco Pike is a B-film, sitting square in the middle of the hippie-era, outsider-versus-the-system movies that would wind up becoming the psychic sustenance of my adolescence. I don’t know what it is that I’m attracted to—it’s all instinct. Years later I will see the consistency of aesthetic in these B-movies—that pervasive atmosphere of a world waking all disillusioned and bewildered to a mean, sour hangover after the big party-gone-wrong that was, apparently, the sixties. Not that I would know, since in the sixties I was showered and pajama’ed by 6 p.m. every night.

			Something clicks for me with Cisco Pike, and it seems to become, however gradually, the ur-film of my imagined America. “I miss everything/I’ll never be,” the Smashing Pumpkins will sing years later. And I fall in love, around 1977, with a Venice Beach that B. L. Norton shot seven years earlier, which no doubt no longer exists even as I fall. Venice is the sun-drenched America of all my nostalgia, all my lost dreams.

			“You know where the groove is at.”

			I’m hooked from the opening scenes, as Kristofferson ambles along the dilapidated Venice canals in the late sun, past slightly gone-to-seed houses that look like the kind of shared Sydney houses where I often find myself scoring pot. They are the kind of weatherboard houses I’d been wanting to live in: no longer House and Garden, to be sure, no longer that surreal perfection of Leave It to Beaver, but still, even in Cisco Pike, it’s their Americanness that I want. The incidental background of films remains a dominant condition of my viewing them. But now my dreams are more sophisticated. I decide to be, if not handsome and soulful and laconic, then mysterious and aloof and slightly troubled. Hippie chicks like Cisco Pike’s Joy Bang and just-plain-mad but sexy Viva will surely bed me in rollicking threesomes. One day I will be mysterious, and aloof, and slightly troubled.

			I want to live in a world where people speak like the characters in Cisco Pike. 

			“What have you brought me?” asks the man in the guitar shop. “A little coke from Cuzco?” 

			“I ain’t dealin’ no more, man,” answers Cisco, the first of a constant refrain. 

			“You mean you isn’t dealin’ no more,” the guitar shop man chides. It’s one of those films that takes its languid, minimalist time, and it lets whole songs play out as it rambles. “He’s a poet, he’s a picker, he’s a prophet, he’s a pusher,” sings Kristofferson. “He’s a pilgrim and a preacher and a problem when he’s stoned.” I’ve found a model for living.

			Cisco lives with flaky girlfriend Sue (Karen Black) in a small, bright apartment across the road from the beach. When we first see her, she’s meditating on a table, in the lotus position. Cisco enters, comes up from behind. “How’s the ol’ universe?” he says into her ear. She remains immobile. He squeezes her breasts and nuzzles her. “Ommm, ommm,” he teases, before segueing into, “Ommm, ommm on the range, where the deer and the antelope play…” She giggles. Sue believes in astral projection and levitation and yogis who can “make it for twenty-four hours straight.” When Dragon calls him, Cisco says, “I’m through. I quit dealing. Yeah, why don’t you try Buffalo? I think he’s got something. Dig you later, man.” This is the territory. To this day I still have no clear idea how tongue-in-cheek it is.

			“Are you sorry you quit?” asks Sue.

			“No.”

			“No withdrawal pains?”

			“Not on your nellie,” says Cisco. “I’m gonna do this thing.”

			Then we’re watching a police parade and funeral, and Officer Leo Holland (Gene Hackman) is among the mourners. Soon Holland steals a hundred kilos of marijuana from some Mexicans and, with threats and coercing and a promise of some help with an upcoming court case, forces Cisco back into business. Holland gives Cisco the weekend only in which to offload the hundred keys for $10,000. It seems an impossibly low price—$100 a kilo, wholesale—even for 1971. But what do I know? (Pajamas, 6 p.m.) Perhaps Holland is simply in a hurry.

			Thus the L.A. travelogue begins. We’re with Cisco in his rental car, a guitar case filled with bricks of compressed pot in the back, from Venice to Los Feliz, from Hollywood to the Valley. Cisco presses Officer Holland as to why he’s doing this, but Holland is evasive. “You do things and, er…one day you wonder why you’re doing things,” he muses. Hackman is excellent and sharp in Cisco Pike: all bitterness and paranoia. Later, we learn the real reason for his going feral. His medical is coming up, and he knows the tachycardia he’s suffering from will have him stood down with less than two years to go before he qualifies for a full pension. Fuck the police, indeed.

			There are moments of ludicrous dialogue, but the film’s overall effect is not entirely ludicrous. There are moments that are unintentionally funny; I forgive them utterly at fifteen years old, and still do. Doug Sahm (of the Sir Douglas Quintet) is bizarre but hilarious: “You know me though, man, you know, I’m a simple cat, man, I like that simple stuff, man, I mean, you know, you know where the groove is at, that California thing don’t get it, that far-out-in-space music, man, play the real thing, man. You know, man?”

			Near everything is framed in clichés like this. Sahm’s manager wears a suit, says to Cisco, “I saw you guys at the Forum in, what was it, ’68?” “Shrine, ’67,” deadpans Cisco. “Oh, yeah,” says the manager. “Big grosser, that show. You haven’t done much since then, huh?” Viva (of Warhol’s Factory fame), playing a spaced-out pregnant groupie, asks, “Will you sell me a pound?” “Of what?” asks Cisco. “Anything you’ve got,” she says. “I’m not choosy.”

			But landscape, this celluloid geography, trumps clichéd dialogue any day. I’ve already lived entire lives in houses glimpsed for a second in the background of The Streets of San Francisco, so not much in Cisco Pike fazes me. I imagine I might live in a city like Los Angeles, the utterly exotic and the utterly familiar yoked together, the endless ugly sprawl of strip malls and neon.

			Every now and again I might need to get my head together, so I’d probably go off to New Mexico for a while. (Doug Sahm to Cisco: “I saw Moss. He said he ran into Jesse in Taos.” I’d need to live in a world where phrases like that flowed freely.) I know all about New Mexico from Whole Earth Catalog and Domebook. I might build a dome one day. There’s a porn mag called Gallery, and I steal from the newsagent the Gallery Girl Next Door Annual, which is basically the pre-Internet version of the “amateur” category, 200 pages of home snapshots sent in by hot, lusty, American women (or their biker boyfriends, more likely). I might one day take my flaxen-tressed, hairy-bushed, cut-off-Levi’d girlfriend and head off to New Mexico to raise kids, grow pot, and live free. I am clueless, and near divine.

			“I’m lucky like that!”

			“You been using?” Cisco asks his old friend and band member Jesse (Harry Dean Stanton), who has turned up unannounced and doesn’t look so great. “A little speed for the drive down here,” admits Jesse. “Then I took an upper—no, I took a downer for the up. But I’m ready now, buddy, I’m ready now.” They hit the town—Jesse will accompany Cisco in his attempts to offload the bricks. Jesse has a shot of speed before they take off, and Stanton plays to a tee all the slightly-too-loud and slightly-too-fast, loopily extrapolating on the insurance money he has coming to him as a result of a car accident. “$10,000, just like that,” he says. “I’m lucky like that!”

			But Jesse frets about his looks. If they get the band back together, what will the crowd make of his wrinkles? “Aw, Jesse, man,” says Cisco. “It ain’t your goddamned body they’re after, man. It’s your soul.” Jesse has just come from a failure-to-perform in the back seat of a car with groupie Joy Bang after meeting her at a gig at the Troubadour (“Goddamned speed, man,” he says, “that’s why Virginia left”). The ravages of time are weighing heavily on his mind. He will die of a heroin overdose before the movie’s end. Jesse makes me sad at sixteen, perhaps because at some unconscious level I know certain ravages await me, or perhaps because the center of the film, the great art of it, is Kristofferson’s immortality. Like Pacino in Dog Day Afternoon, Kristofferson attains—is granted by the gods—a moment of near-incandescent celluloid beauty. That moment is Cisco Pike.

			Kristofferson is seventy-three now, and I am forty-eight, though very quickly this information too will be obsolete. For a long while, time stands still. In my twenties, completely beholden to heroin by this time, I watch American football on TV—you can only see one game once a week at this time in Australia, on a free-to-air station, around eleven or midnight—and I still wonder if my fantasy might ever come true, that I might be the first Australian-born quarterback to lead a team to a Super Bowl victory.

			I imagine a world in which it would be possible to be a quarterback who was also a good poet.

			“I’m ready now, buddy.”

			When I finally make it to America, of course, at thirty-five, everything is both utterly familiar and utterly foreign. It’s exciting just being in a supermarket, in the corniest way, to get to touch the packaging at last. And there’s that moment of anticlimax, too: the realization that all those cereal boxes, all the shiny mass of commerce and consumerism, telling their stories of a perfect America, that these too are just stage machinery after all. After all that bother! (As when, at the end of The Wizard of Oz, the Wizard is unmasked.) And that you are always only wherever you are. And thus that some of Australia has been lost forever, frozen in those times when your head was in America.

			In Los Angeles, the lostness of America becomes most readily apparent. The signifier is omnipresent, but what it signifies is no longer so evident. The visual detritus of pure consumerism overwhelms the senses. The sameness stretches fractally, everything repeating to scale, to boundaries that are never quite clear; eventually, suddenly, you are simply in Las Vegas, pure money with no product, nothing manufactured there but yearning.

			And yet, back west, here is Los Angeles, and here is the ocean. The same ocean that was to my east is now to my west. Not just time, which Einstein told us moves in curves, connects me there to here, but this endless ocean, too. It’s been forever since that time when I lived so comprehensively in two-worlds-as-one. Was there a vacuum between me and my life, in which my real life lay unused? Possibly. It was the only life I knew.

			One of the movie’s posters announces: “Cisco Pike is a man of the west—west L.A.!” It seems inadvertently funny now, like the tag line for a remake of The Fresh Prince of Bel-Air, but perhaps it meant something quite different forty years ago, when Venice was frontier as well as end of the road. In Cisco Pike there’s nowhere farther west to go for Cisco; at the end he’s heading east, out into the open space of the desert. I know that axis now: last year for two months I finally made it to New Mexico, looking after a cabin 9,000 feet up in the snows of the Sangre de Christo Mountains outside of Taos. There was no sense any more that life was awaiting me elsewhere. All that was long gone.

			Not everything moves in circles, but all the ellipses and curves are uncanny. And the funny thing? There’s still something dreamy and sun-drenched about Venice, something as trippy and marginal now as what you glimpse as background, as setting, as visual circumstance, in Cisco Pike. “Algiers,” wrote Camus, and he might just as much have been talking about Venice or my beloved Bondi Beach, “opens to the sky like a mouth or a wound. In Algiers one loves the commonplace: the sea at the end of every street, a certain volume of sunlight.”

			I miss everything I’ll never be: that is the purest form of nostalgia, the benediction and burden of the commonplace. Cisco Pike as a dream of light. I haven’t lived in Venice yet. I live in Hollywood for now, possibly because I want to experience shallowness at depth, possibly because I want to live for a while in the last remaining nineteenth-century gold town on the planet. It will do. I can always take day trips to Venice.

		

	
		
			Fallen Fruit

			Jonathan Gold

		

	
		
			Visitors to the Norton Simon Museum, the collections jimmied into the corpse of the former Pasadena Art Museum, come to admire the handsome Frank Gehry garden, the shimmering tiles by Edith Heath, and what is probably the most impressive group of Rembrandt paintings on the West Coast. There are Degas ballerinas by the bushel, Rubens by the acre, and Venetian cityscapes sufficient to decorate the parlor of any 18th-century earl. Simon, or his consultants, had a decent eye—his Cranach looks like a Cranach, and the Ingres portrait is really fine. There may not be much competition, but the Simon is probably the best small art museum in California, and as much as one personally might mourn the superb contemporary-art museum that was vaporized to accommodate the catsup millionaire’s dream, as a fact on the ground the Simon is admirable. 

			But a casual visitor, someone there because her guidebook tells her that she should come have a peek at the Van Gogh, might be puzzled by the institution’s apparent emphasis on Still Life with Lemons, Oranges and a Rose by Francesco de Zurbarán, a 17th-century Spanish painter who was unlikely to have come up in the Renaissance art survey course she took as an elective sophomore year. The museum’s gallery map features the Zurbarán on its cover, and the gift shop is stocked with replicas of the painting in every possible size and form. It was the star of the small Norton Simon exhibition in New York’s Frick last year. More to the point, the Norton Simon’s galleries are laid out in a way that makes Still Life almost impossible to avoid, a flash of yellow in a room just off the most glamorous corridor, a magnetic yellow positioned to distract you as you rush toward the Botticelli. 

			When Simon bought the painting in the early ’70s, it was the third-most-expensive Old Master ever sold, a stand-in for the Velázquezes that would never hit the auction block, and the $2,725,000 cost figured into the allure of what is, after all, a picture of some fruit. Zurbarán, the painting’s author, was a friend of Velázquez and an admirer of Caravaggio; his work, chiefly pious religious scenes painted for his court patrons in Seville, is often compared favorably with them both. If you are an aficionado of the way a saint’s loose, white robe puddles around his holy ankles, Zurbarán is the Baroque-era painter for you.

			But Still Life is charismatic for a picture of fruit, a three-part composition of nipply lemons, oranges, and an untouched porcelain cup of water on a silver tray. An oddly specific light illuminates the composition, early morning sun perhaps, streaming through a window above and to the viewer’s left, sharply focused enough to render the left face of the oranges bright and washed out, although the shadows are almost black. The wooden table on which they sit appears to receive barely enough light to do a crossword puzzle by. To the right of the oranges, the sunlight glints from the rim of the porcelain drinking cup; a white rose stained pink at its edge glows softly as if illuminated from within. On the left are four lemons: some are as defined by their sunken areoles and proud nipples as a vintage Playboy centerfold; another, in the foreground, appears to have the outline of a face with a jutting, crooked nose. If you squint, it is almost a match for the head of the leathery crone who cradles the newborn Virgin in another Zurbarán painting mounted a few feet to one side. The rough-skinned oranges, heaped in a finely woven basket, are wreathed with an arrangement of dark leaves and virginal white blossoms that seem less to grow from the fruit than to have descended from heaven.

			The museum abounds in other fruit-filled still lifes of the era, and they thrum with life, the yellowing edges of leaves signifying decay, the lumps and hollows hinting at sweet temporality, even the turnips and loamy potatoes that look like tomorrow’s dinner. Ants, butterflies, worms, beetles skitter along the edges of the displays, nibbling, sucking out juice. 

			Fruits are pure sex, the naked reproductive organs of a tree: juicy, plump with fertility, cleft with alluring, syrup-crusted fissures. When we look at Chardin’s cherries or a Cézanne peach, what we see is possibility. Zurbarán’s citrus may be the opposite of that—unviolated ornamental fruit meant to be admired rather than eaten. There are no crumbs. Not a bite is missing. The lemons are actually citrons, whose rind is fragrant but whose flesh is all but inedible; the oranges, like most in Seville at the time, are almost certainly bitter. These will never be eaten.

			In fact, Zurburán mostly hides the naughty bits as completely as Raphael does the genitals on his half-robed saints—except for a solitary, lovingly rendered crater, the stem end of the forwardmost of the oranges, at the mathematical center of the painting and thrust out quite directly at the viewer, the pucker at the center of the world. Centered between the virginal chalice on the one hand and the voluptuous citrons on the other, the dark, bottomless pucker invites what is sometimes known as the male gaze.

			The saintly glow of the fruit is indistinguishable from the one on the face of Zurbarán’s St. Francis on the painting next to this, or rather to that on the skull before which the saint kneels. There are no glints of light on the oranges themselves, no shine; just brilliantly rough surface. The fruit has no physical presence—it is impossible to imagine plucking it from its basket, to smell it, to feel the heaviness of its juice in your palm—but you want to, you ache for sensation, driven by its sheer, pornographic unavailability. It is no wonder Zurbarán’s oranges enraptured a millionaire.

			You don’t want to eat this fruit. You want to fuck it. And it’s going to hurt.

		

	
		
			Tales from the Tropicana Motel

			Iris Berry

		

	
		
			Just a limo ride or drunken, one-cigarette stumble down La Cienega from the Sunset Strip, the Tropicana Motel was known worldwide during its heyday. Much like other historic addresses of bohemia, 8585 Santa Monica Boulevard was a haven and hideout for actors, artists, writers, poets, directors, sports figures, music producers, film producers, and rock stars. It was the Chelsea Hotel with poolside AstroTurf. Parties sometimes lasted for months and often ended in mayhem. There was a constant parade of groupies, photographers, and drug dealers. 

			Of course, the clientele also included tourists who innocently happened to share their Hollywood vacations with hookers, pimps, and junkies. Word on the street was that anything you desired—no matter how bizarre, kinky, sleazy, or unsavory—could be had at the Trop, and for an extremely low nightly rate. All just a stone’s throw away from the West Hollywood sheriff’s station.

			In the fifties, the motel was a getaway for Hollywood’s better-known character actors. But as Hollywood changed, so did the ownership. In 1963 the motel was sold to its fourth owner, soon-to-be Hall of Famer Sandy Koufax, strikeout artist of the Los Angeles Dodgers. Being a smart businessman, he immediately changed the sign to read “Sandy Koufax’s Tropicana Motel,” which brought in a whole new clientele. The culture shifted, too, and the movie stars morphed into television stars and rock gods. From 1963 onward, the Trop functioned as a boho playground, pioneered by Jim Morrison of the Doors, who hung around the Palms, a low-rent (and nearly as infamous) dyke bar located directly across the street from the Tropicana. He would drink there all night before stumbling across the street to pass out. Mornings after, he’d write many of the songs that became hits for the Doors. Waves of other musicians arrived and followed the same hit-making formula. The motel was also the site of numerous photo sessions and legendary band interviews, and it served as the location for the Andy Warhol films Heat and Trash. The party kept going until 1988, when the building was razed and replaced with a Ramada Inn.

			Duke’s Coffee Shop, underneath the Tropicana, served copious amounts of good, inexpensive food to poor artists and musicians as well as record and film execs. The seating was family style, which meant that you could be broke enough to consider running out on your check even as you passed the ketchup to someone who could change your life in an instant. Cassettes and scripts were passed across the greasy Formica countertops; romances were kindled over hangovers.

			The rooms at the Tropicana looked like Little Richard decorated them with somebody’s Midwestern grandma on a lost weekend, and they were continually being trashed. The motel’s plumbing was iffy at best, which meant flooded rooms were a common occurrence during all-night parties. There were a few private bungalows at the back of the property where Tom Waits and Chuck E. Weiss, among others, took up long-term residence. The kidney-bean-shaped pool was surrounded by AstroTurf and painted black. This was widely assumed to be a choice of function, not fashion: the paint hid the rust stains from the patio furniture that was regularly tossed in the water. Regulars knew better than to dive into the pool—you might have an underwater rendezvous with a chaise lounge, or, worse, a syringe or two. Under the Trop’s junglelike foliage there were orgies, murders, suicides, ODs, love triangles, marriages, and drunken brawls on a daily basis. There were even a number of struggling bands living in their cars in the Trop’s back parking lot (which the management was fully aware of).

			It was not unlikely to see Iggy and the Stooges, Janis Joplin, Van Morrison, Bruce Springsteen, Eddie Cochran, the Beach Boys, Jim McGuinn of the Byrds, Led Zeppelin, Frank Zappa, Elvis Costello, Nick Lowe, Blondie, the Cramps, Johnny Thunders and the Heartbreakers, the Damned, the Clash, the Dead Boys, Johnny Cash, Dennis Hopper, Evel Knievel, Lydia Lunch, Sam Shepard, Levi and the Rockats, legendary photographer Leee Black Childers, Marianne Faithfull, William Burroughs, Nico, Lou Reed and the rest of the Velvet Underground, the New York Dolls, the Ramones, and locals like Rodney Bingenheimer, the Runaways, Van Halen, Guns and Roses, the Motels, the Germs, and the Red Hot Chili Peppers wandering the halls or lounging by the pool.

			When the Tropicana Motel’s escapades came to a grinding halt in 1988 after three decades, it marked the end of an era…or two or three. It had stood as bacchanalia central in the time before AIDS and MTV, before demographics and gentrification, and before the Reagan revolution did its damage. While it lasted, though, the Trop was ground zero for some of the best times that the underbelly of L.A. ever saw.

			Anthony Kiedis
singer for the Red Hot Chili Peppers

			Father Knows Best:  My first recollection of the Tropicana was when I was eleven years old, skateboarding down Santa Monica Boulevard and smelling breakfast at Duke’s. I first started going to Duke’s with my father. Duke’s had great character. It felt very cabinlike. It was so tiny and so crowded with people, from punk rockers to ballerinas. I remember seeing Muhammad Ali there once and just being so happy to be close to him. I definitely wasn’t going to talk to him or interrupt him from eating his pancakes, or even stare at him too obviously, because I loved him and I respected him, and I just wanted to glean a little bit of his essence by being near him.

			I loved Duke’s. It was my favorite restaurant. It was my kind of place and the waitresses were cute. It would later become a regular hangout for us: Hillel, Flea, Pete Weiss, Bob Forrest, and that whole little entourage. After a long night of debauchery, drugs, women, smoking, and dancing, we would drag ourselves up to go have coffee at Duke’s. We’d scrape together our spare change for food. My favorite thing on the menu was the apple pancakes.

			My most memorable and monumental experience at the Tropicana was when I was fifteen years old, which I’m pretty sure was in the spring of 1977. I lived with my father, and we had become more like best friends and partners in crime than father and son. His idea of raising a kid was to expose him to as much as possible and let him sort it out. Whether it was music, drugs, girls, nightlife, or driving the car when I couldn’t even really reach the pedals. He was one of the first people I knew who was into the Sex Pistols, and he gave me Blondie’s first record, which was my favorite thing ever. She was gorgeous and she talked about sex and sunshine and surfing and rifles and girls and all this fucked-up shit. 

			 One night my dad asks me if I want to go see Blondie at the Whisky. So we go to the Whisky and I watch Blondie and my heart melts a thousand times during the course of the evening. My brain goes all funny and all I can think about is my lust and love and desire and passion to smell and taste and rub up against this heavenly creature of god’s finest work, who’s singing like an angel. Her voice was so clear and so strong and so girly. After the show, we all kind of mingled about and decided to go down to the Tropicana, where Blondie happened to be staying in one of the poolside rooms. This was a very common experience for my father and me, but the minute I found out we were going there, I started plotting the scheme as to how I was going to get over to Deborah Harry.

			Everyone was laughing and drinking, taking Quaaludes and getting blow jobs in the bushes. I was on a mission to marry this girl I had just seen on stage. My moment came later when we were all in her room. I was in the front room and I saw her walking toward me down the hallway. The minute she got in front of me I popped the question. I asked her to marry me. With all my heart, I looked her right in the eyes and said, “Will you please marry me?” I probably only came up to her sternum at the time. She looked at me for a long time, and did not coldly reject my proposal, but kind of put her arm around me and told me how sweet that was. She pointed into the bedroom where I saw some guy sitting on the corner of the bed and she said, “You know, maybe if I wasn’t already married we could talk about it, but see that guy in there? That’s my husband and we’re very much in love.” She told me she was sure I’d find the right girl and all that kind of stuff. She let me down easy. That was my most significant night at the Tropicana.

			Jerry Stahl
 author of Permanent Midnight

			Stranger in a Shag Land: The Tropicana was the first place I lived when I moved to L.A. I lived there for a couple of months in 1975. In New York I had a job as a humor editor for Hustler magazine. I wrote something called “Bits and Pieces.” Then Larry Flynt decided to move the whole company out to L.A., and the entire Hustler team drove across the country together. I had a friend from high school who at the age of sixteen was already in bands; his name was Mitchell Froom, who now is a big producer. He said the Tropicana was the place to stay when you come to L.A. It was cheap and I could take the bus right down Santa Monica Boulevard to Century City, where the Hustler offices were at the time, and it was full of artists, filmmakers, and bands. Tom Waits and Chuck E. Weiss lived in the back bungalows. I didn’t even know who these guys were, I just knew that they were infinitely cooler than I was. I mean every time I had a girl over, which wasn’t often, they would make comments—they would whistle and hey, hey, hey. I wasn’t sure if it was like, “You’re okay,” or, “You’re a loser.” I still don’t know.

			I remember this one time, for some strange reason a bunch of guys from Hustler—and only guys, like twenty—all convened in my room one night. I think all of us were doing acid. I’m not a group kind of guy, but anyway we were all on acid. For some reason we were all just sitting like bats in this dark room with the TV on. Legs McNeil came in. I don’t remember how I knew who he was. I guess I had heard of Punk magazine. Anyway, he was there. Maybe he was doing something for Hustler. I don’t know what the fuck he was doing, but he had this horrible little hand puppet, like a little Coco the Clown, and he kept sticking it in people’s faces. I was like, “Get this asshole out of here, everyone is fucked up, get him out of here.” And Legs just kept getting in people’s faces, being very creepy. It was bizarre. I knew that he was a guy that I probably wanted to be around, but I couldn’t talk very well at the time. And I don’t think I ever saw him again until recently.

			I used to buy drugs at the Tropicana—speed and pot—from somebody like four doors down. I have no idea who it was. I just remember everybody had a shag and went to the Starwood. I was the only man there without a shag. I felt really less than. It was like shag central. So one of the shags was a drug dealer. I just knew that everybody in every room was having much more sex and fun than I was. But that I was probably doing more drugs. 

			I remember one night I went across the street to get a massage above that lesbian bar. Loaded out of my mind, I just needed whatever, and this unhappy and possibly laziest woman in the world was woken up by the woman who runs the place and sort of read five minutes of Braille on my spine and took $70 from me. So I sheepishly went back to my room and hated myself until it was time to go to work. Other people probably actually had sex there at the massage parlor. I was just shamed.

			I never hung out at the pool at the Tropicana because I don’t think I knew it was there. Was there a pool? I had a day job, which I think separated me from everybody else there. I was always working.

			There were roaches, I do remember that. They were like big palmetto bugs; they were nice roaches. Not bad, a lot nicer than New York roaches. Honestly, I probably brought them with me from New York in my suitcase, now that I think about it.

			The maids were cool. I remember telling the maids not to come for four days, and they’d stay out, and when they did clean they’d leave my joints in the ashtray.

			I never went to parties at the Tropicana; I was never invited to anything. I was just some weirdo there. I didn’t really know anybody in L.A. I had won all these literary awards in New York and I was too fucked up to know what to do about it, so I started writing porn and then I ended up at Hustler. I think I flew a couple women out from New York, different girls to stay with me at the time, at the Tropicana. They were all suitably unimpressed. They probably wished they were with one of the cool guys, with the shag, four doors down.

			Duke’s was great. I ate at Duke’s every morning and pretty much every night. I saw Sam Shepard eating breakfast there once or twice. I remember I liked the way he was just sitting in the midst of a whole bunch of people, and he would be like a prairie dog coming out of a hole to look around. He seemed very above it, and I wanted to emulate that look. He had so much raw sensitivity and intelligence. He could sort of read what everybody was thinking. But with me it looked like I was just staring at their food.

			 Even after I moved out, I ate at Duke’s all the time. Once in a while I would end up back at the Tropicana. I’d go there to write. I’d lock myself up for a couple of days at the Tropicana and get really fucked up and just write and stumble down to Duke’s to eat and stumble back up to my room. It was a great place to write. 

			When I heard the Tropicana was torn down I felt bummed—I figured I probably still had some drugs hidden in a closet there somewhere.

			Legs McNeil
author of Please Kill Me: 
The Uncensored Oral History of Punk

			Turning Punk: The first time I was in L.A. I stayed at the Tropicana. It was in 1977. I was on an assignment from High Times magazine. I was excited because I wanted to hang out with the Ramones. I remember a lot of parties happening in the rooms at the Tropicana, mostly in the rooms of L.A. punk bands. The guy from the Dickies kept coming around wanting to talk to me, but I didn’t want any part of the L.A. punk thing—they just weren’t cool. Tom Waits and Chuck E. Weiss were cool. 

			Chuck was living in a converted broom closet and it was a disaster. I was messy, but I was really impressed with his mess. I remember once he was looking for a piece of paper from William Morris so he could pick up a check. I said, “Why don’t you clean your fuckin’ room so we can find this thing, get the money, and buy some beer?” It was some small amount of money, but it seemed like a fortune to us. As he was looking around in this mess he found an old pizza that was shoved into an album cover.

			 It was around this time that Chuck introduced me to Tom Waits. One day Chuck was trying to teach me how to play craps and he got Tom to come into the room. They seemed really offended that I didn’t know how to shoot craps. Tom told me about going to Glen Campbell’s house and starting a craps game there and how Glen Campbell wouldn’t get down on his knees because he didn’t want to wrinkle his pants or something. That horrified Tom. I asked Tom if I could interview him and he said yes. We did the interview the next day in the lobby of the Tropicana and it was one of the best interviews I’ve ever done. He was so good. He talked about his father, who did Spanish voice-overs for the movies, which was great because it was a whole part of the movie industry that you never heard about. I asked him if he ever wrote a cheap paperback novel what would the title be. And he instantly said, and I always loved him for this, Love Wears Shades. At this point, a girl comes in who was obviously a junkie. She was saying, “Tom, Tom, I need to talk to you,” and he’s like, “Wait a minute, honey, I just gotta finish this interview and then we’ll talk.” She kept interrupting, and then she lifted up her skirt and on her inner thighs were huge open sores, and we both recoiled in horror. She had some weird case of the clap. Tom said in that voice, “Well, honey, you need to go to the doctor. I don’t think I can help you.” His voice was so deep. I kept waiting for him to clear his throat, but that was just his voice.

			 There was a blonde girl from Canada who would knock on my door in the middle of the night. One night I was passed out, so she came in, got in bed with me, and we started fucking. Someone started banging on the door. Turned out it was a guy she had just turned a trick with. He said he just wanted to see if she was all right. I had no idea that she was a prostitute. Then her mother called (she gave my phone number to her mother) screaming, “Where’s my daughter?” After all that, I switched rooms. I thought they were gonna come and arrest me after her mother told me her daughter was only fourteen. 

			We didn’t like L.A. punks because they seemed like they just got it and in New York we’d already been doing it for three years. The L.A. punks lived in nice houses and in New York we were broke on the Bowery. And they had cars. None of us in New York had a car, except for Debbie Harry. Debbie had a Mustang and she would park it in front of CBGB and drive everybody home every night. Now in L.A., it was about anarchy and class warfare, and for me it was about Gilligan’s Island and the Ramones. For us, it was very fun and very joyous. After the Sex Pistols became famous you suddenly got something different.

			I went up to San Francisco to go cover the Sex Pistols show and was in the bathtub with this chick when I heard that the Sex Pistols broke up. That really hit me hard. I thought it was all over. It was only about a week between the time the Pistols had became really huge and then they broke up. I went back to the Tropicana and everybody in the world was a punk now. This was 1978.

			Bebe Buell
writer, painter, singer, and mother of Liv Tyler

			A Fine Romance…or Two or Three:  My first real introduction to the Tropicana was when I met Elvis Costello, which was in June of 1978. I was with my girlfriend Pam Turboff the day before Elvis played Hollywood High, and Pam had to drop something off at Elvis’s manager’s motel. That’s when we went to the Tropicana. We had to walk past the pool and all the rooms. I remember thinking that it was a cool little place and Pam was telling me it’s a great place if you’re a rock ’n’ roll band that doesn’t have a lot of money. It was the poor man’s Sunset Marquis. Rock ’n’ roll bands either stayed at the Marquis, the Tropicana, or Le Parc. This was way past the days of the [Hyatt] “Riot House.” It’s interesting, the ambience and the element of romance and seediness that was entwined with the Tropicana; it just had some sort of wonderful vibe. It had a lot of magic.

			I’d met Elvis briefly the night before [when Pam and I went to see the Runaways at the Whisky], but our actual romance began in the parking lot of the Tropicana. When he saw me walk by with Pam he sort of dashed out so that we would see him. I remember it was about 100 degrees outside and he was in a suit and tie and that made me laugh. Pam had this wonderful convertible and she could see he was smitten with me and wanted to hang out. He asked, “Where are you guys going?” Pam said, “I gotta go back to work, but I’ll give you guys the car.”

			So we dropped her at work and we had the convertible for the whole day. That night we went to the Whisky to see Nick Lowe play and then all of us went back to the Tropicana. Elvis was in the Sam Cooke room and was sharing it with his drummer, Pete Thomas. I remember Elvis had the fold-out couch and I warned him that he was going to be crippled the next day because there were always those big lumps in the middle. Elvis and I had our first kiss standing there, then he dropped dead and passed out. Pam and I were laughing, and we took his shoes off and tucked him in the sofa bed. In March of ’79, after Elvis and I had become a couple (we had already been living together for a few months), we stayed at the Tropicana again; it was great. 

			It was after Elvis and I broke up and I started to hang out with Stiv [Bators] in 1980 that I stayed there again. The Dead Boys had a show at the Whisky the night John Belushi played drums. That was a cosmic night. We were Tropicana babies; we had so much fun in that pool. 

			I remember one time Stiv and I were in the pool swimming and splashing everybody and George Thorogood walked by. He was wearing snakeskin boots, so Stiv called him a faggot, grabbed him by the leg and pulled him into the pool fully clothed. Now because George Thorogood thought they were scary punk rockers, he tried to act cool about it and was laughing. And me being an anal neat freak, I was more concerned about the boots than him. I’m like, “OK, let’s get the boots off him.” We had so much fun in that black pool. I know that the pool was the only way we could get Cheetah Chrome to take a bath. There was enough chlorine in that pool to kill Los Angeles. If you wore a black bathing suit in that pool, when you got out it would be brown.

			My fondest memories were those nights when you’d have a few people come and hang out, and everybody would sit around the pool under the palm trees with their doors open and everyone running from room to room. But when I went back in the early eighties to play my own gig in L.A., my band and I stayed there, and it just wasn’t the same. The Tropicana was definitely on the outs. The clientele had gone really metal. And punk rock and metal are just different degrees of obnoxious. It was a whole different vibe. I knew the romantic side of the Tropicana.

			Brendan Mullen
nightclub owner, author, founder of The Masque

			The Blind Eye: I’m originally from Scotland, but I blundered into this town from England with friends in about 1975 thinking there was going to be some wild scene in L.A. But our perception when we got here was that it was absolutely stone dead. Nothing was happening at the Whisky and I couldn’t relate to the straight TGIF disco scene, or the action at the Odyssey Club, since I was kind of past my fake bisexual, junkie, rent-boy period—inspired, of course, by Lou Reed’s Transformer album. There were no local, street rock ’n’ roll bands, except for a few Kim Fowley prefab bands with nowhere to play.  Rodney’s English Disco was not long for the world, and, besides, I couldn’t get the glitter-fairy act or the silver hot pants and Spiders from Mars platforms to work for me. 

			There was On the Rocks upstairs at the Roxy. But you couldn’t get in there unless you hung out with Harry Nielson, Bernie Taupin, Alice Cooper, Richard Perry, Jack Nicholson, or Harry Dean Stanton, and I knew none of those people, so forget that. Next door to the Roxy, any phony, vaguely limey accent worked like a charm with truckloads of delightfully impressionable wee lasses at the Rainbow Bar & Grill, another cash-and-carry business for Lou Adler and company, where everybody still sat around listening to Bad Company and Led Zeppelin. So our entertainment consisted of gawking at Keith Moon and entourage warming up for the capper of the evening: the destruction of an entire suite at the Continental Hyatt, known as the Continental Riot House, on Sunset Boulevard. Maybe tonight he’d drive another Rolls Royce into the swimming pool? Who knew? Who cared? Everybody cared. Really, there was nothing else to do or talk about.

			For the more intellectual boho type, there was no other option but to hang out at the Troubadour, the former folk-rock joint whose time had long, long past. There was never a soul in the place other than the bartender. The highlight of the evening was watching Tom Waits passing out at the bar and being carried back to his bungalow suite at the Tropicana Motel by Chuck E. Weiss, who could barely stand up himself.

			The Troubadour was tightly tied in with the denizens of the Tropicana Motel, which at that time included Waits, Chuck E. and Ricki Lee Jones. Ricki wrote the song “Chuck E’s in Love” while staying there. Those solo singer-songwriters, the old Geffen mafia, were the only thing left in town at that time. You have to understand that by this time, in 1976, the Roxy had knocked the Troubadour on its ass as the big place to gig. 

			Fast forward to 1979. I had a couple of clubs called The Masque. The first version was all local punk bands from Hollywood and basically L.A. County. Then I got involved in this other space on Santa Monica and Vine called The Other Masque, and at that point I booked more national acts. I flew the Cramps out from New York, the Dead Kennedys from the Bay Area, the Dead Boys from Cleveland. Then I got a call from Leee Black Childers [famed photographer of early punk and former manager of the Heartbreakers]. I got all excited, I thought I communicated with heaven or something. He starts giving me a spiel about a rockabilly band, and he goes, “I know your club’s punk but, blah blah blah blah blah, but maybe this would be different.” I’m going, “Leee it’s all right. You don’t have to explain what it is.” I guess he thought that I was a punk who thought Bowie started rock ’n’ roll, you know like a lot of the Masque punks did. So, “blah blah blah, yeah it sounds good.” It was wide open, anybody could play, it wasn’t closed booking by any chance. So Leee says, “OK, I’m coming.”

			I pick up the phone at the Masque a few weeks later, and I hear, “Hellooo, it’s Leee Black Childers. We’re here at LAX.” And I go, “Oh, you are?” He hadn’t made any prior arrangements. So I scurry around and haul out there with Hal Negro, ’cause he was the rich guy and he had a car. The idea was to get them and to take them to the Tropicana. 

			So we tool up there, and there were these adorable guys, teenage guys with these beautiful hair cuts, quaffs from the fifties. And the threads—they were a showstopper. Usually, the first thing a manager says to me is, “So where’s the venue? What time is the load in? Where’s the hotel? What’s our per diem? Where’s the equipment?” But the only concern with Levi and the Rockats and Leee Black Childers, especially Leee Black Childers, was, “Where the fuck can we score some Crazy Color?” You know, for Leee to dye his hair blue and pink. So we tool over to Poseur, which was still on Sunset, and fixed them up before heading to the motel. 

			No arrangements had been made at the Tropicana, and I was thinking that Leee was going to book a whole bunch of rooms. But he goes in and books one room, hiding the band outside. He gets the keys and then they all tiptoe in. I was completely taken by surprise because there were five guys and Leee, and I said, “You’re all gonna crash in the one room?” And Leee was like, “Don’t worry about it.” Levi and the Rockats ended up staying for a couple of months in L.A., six guys in one room at the Tropicana Motel. As it turned out, management tended to look the other way a lot and let bands crash four or five or ten to a room. That’s what made the Trop what it became during the punk era—turning a blind eye.

			Jimmy Zero
rhythm guitarist for the Dead Boys

			Heaven and Hell: L.A. was supposed to the last stop of our American tour in the fall of ’77. They checked us into the Hyatt House on Sunset and we hated it! We expected to like it because it was so notorious, and we got there and thought, “Man, this sucks, this is like a glorified Ramada Inn, except there’s palm trees.” So we bitched about it to Sire Records and they moved us immediately to the Tropicana, where they wisely thought we would feel more at home. We didn’t even get our luggage out of our car in the parking lot before we were in complete agreement. We thought, “Now we’re talking.”

			One afternoon I walked out of my room and Nina Hagen was out there sunbathing in a garter belt and stockings, panties and a bra, and sunglasses. I thought, that must make for interesting tan lines. We’d heard a lot about Kim Fowley and Rodney and suddenly these people were there around us in the flesh and blood. It was the coolest thing. We thought it was show biz at its finest and pure L.A. Kim Fowley came over to one of the parties at the Trop and he had his valet or whatever you call them, his “Man Friday,” who never left his side. The valet entered the room, clapped his hands and got everyone’s attention. He announced “Kim Fowley,” and announced all of his gold records and his platinum records, the whole rap sheet. And when he was done, Kim walked in. I’m like holy shit! You’d never see anything like that any-where else in the world. It was beautiful.

			Not long after, I saw a whole bunch of chicks out in front of Cheetah [Chrome]’s room. They were waiting to get in to have sex with him. That was the first time I ever saw anyone line up outside of a motel room for sex like that. When I went in, he had this ice bucket an inch deep with Quaaludes. As I’m trying to talk to him, he picks up the ice bucket and just dumps like ten Quaaludes all over his bed and all over his face, and about two or three made it in his mouth. It was crazy. There was no talking to him.  

			One night, I came back to my suite and found the floor covered literally wall to wall with naked people. I’m not exaggerating. I didn’t recognize one single person. It was the ugliest thing I’ve ever seen in my whole life. It looked like a snake pit. A slice of hell on Earth.

			When Nick Lowe got married to Carlene Carter they had their reception at the Tropicana and everybody was there, Johnny Cash, everybody. The people at the Tropicana told Stiv [Bators] that there was no invitation list, but there was a list of people who weren’t allowed to attend any of the ceremony, who were to be kept away. And they showed him the list and his name was at the top of it, number one. Stiv was so proud of that. He said, “I’m doing everything right!”

			Henry Rollins
writer and singer for Black Flag

			Waking Up Into the World: In the summer of 1981 when I joined Black Flag, the police in the South Bay, where Black Flag lived, had run us out of Torrance. So, being homeless upon returning from our tour, we crashed on the floor at that group house that they based the movie Suburbia on, the Oxford House. It wasn’t too long before we wore out our welcome, so we got an office space on top of Unicorn Records, which was about fifty paces west of the Tropicana. We were extremely broke, but you could get a very good breakfast of three eggs, potatoes, and sourdough toast and coffee for about $3.50 at Duke’s. We were there as many days as we could afford breakfast or dinner. If we did an interview, we would start insinuating that we were starving to the interviewer by saying things like, “Oh and you’re a nice girl from UCLA and your dad’s a gynecologist and you should take the whole band out to Duke’s for dinner.”

			Because it was so close to where we were staying, we would be around the Tropicana all the time. “Hey, there’s that guy Rodney who interviewed us last night, detoxing by the pool.”

			Whenever you heard a band on Rodney on the ROQ, chances were that about an hour after they finished the show you could go to the Tropicana and hang out with them. If you wanted to come to town and, as ZZ Top says, “be low down in the street,” the Tropicana would be the place to go. Say you wanted to go meet Nick Cave and the Bad Seeds. Go hang out by the pool at the Trop.

			I really liked Duke’s as a feature of the Tropicana. It was a great restaurant, and if you were staying at or living in the motel it was so convenient because you go like ten drunken, chemical steps and, boom, you’re in the breakfast place. It’s a no-brainer if you’re fucked up. I never did the drugs, but I watched a lot of people kind of sit over a cup of coffee waking up into the world.

			Some of my memorable Tropicana experiences were waiting in the Sunday-morning line to get into Duke’s. So one time we had just driven down from San Francisco playing two sets at the Mabuhay Gardens for Dirk Dirksen. You get in the van, you drive home still in your gig clothes, jeans and a T-shirt. You’re aching in pain, ’cause you’ve slept in a fetal position. I had my face on Chuck Dukowski’s back all night. We were like this intensely young, male grunge pit inside this van. So we scrape ourselves off and get out of the van and we had money from the gig. And when we had money our reward was, “We’re gonna eat today at Duke’s and we’re gonna get omelets!” So we’ve basically just come from driving the Grapevine and we stagger into Duke’s after waiting in that line in the blaring sun, our hair is standing up and there’s this guy with a scarf around his head eating his food, staring at me. Now I’m really in a bad mood, and believe it or not I was raised to be a very polite person. I say “please” and “thank you.” I don’t usually look at someone and say, “What the fuck are you looking at?” But that morning I was in a really bad mood. And there’s this little guy looking up at me, with his big saucer eyes tripping on me and I say to him, “What the fuck are you looking at?” And he buries his face in his food, starts eating, and gives out a sheepish “Sorry.” Greg Ginn looks over at me, he’s like, “Ah, that’s Iggy Pop,” and I’m thinking, “Oh, fuck,” because how much do I worship this guy? I was so bummed. I dissed The Man!

			We used to use the phones in front of Duke’s with phony credit card numbers that we bought from some guy at Oki Dog. It would be me and Mugger, eyes to the street, looking out for cops because we were sure that the phone company was on to us. We’d call these record stores all over the country asking them if they had Black Flag’s new album, Damaged, and if not to please order it. We’d do that for hours, and that’s where I’d see the endless parade of punk-rock stars walking back and forth in and out of the Tropicana. I’d see Wendy O. a lot. She was so scary looking with her big old intense implants, and her “I’ve-done-a-lot-of-shit” look on her face. She was a rough woman. The last time I saw Wendy O. Williams alive was at Duke’s with all the Plasmatics. They were staying there when they blew up the bus at the Sports Arena and it didn’t really work. 

			I’m tragically attracted to femme fatales, chicks with their hair messed up, their mascara running, who look dangerous and really hot. I love women like that. I can’t help it. You see these women and you know they’re gonna break your heart, they’re gonna tear you up, they’re gonna leave you, and they’re gonna laugh like Satan. Yeah, and you’ll always remember them. The Tropicana was full of women like that.

			The rooms were kind of sleazy. You’d walk in with the attitude, “What’s so cool about this place?” Then you realized it was because you could do anything. You could die here and it would be cool. No matter what you did at the Trop, you could not get thrown out. If you ran naked up and down the hallways screaming like a maniac, they would just say, “Oh, I love that guy’s record!” You could have eighty people in a room all night and no one was going to care. Me being in Black Flag didn’t always get me into all the parties, plus the fact that I don’t do drugs, and not only that, but in those days I was very disapproving of that behavior. Whereas nowadays I don’t play judge. I just say, “Well I hope you don’t die, ’cause I hate going to those funerals.”

			Chuck E. Weiss
singer for the God Damn Liars

			Six dollars a Night: I met Tom Waits in Denver, Colorado. We were buddies there and wrote songs together. One day he asked me, “Why don’t you move to L.A.? You can stay at my place.” At the time he lived on Coronado Street, between Echo Park and Silver Lake. So I moved. Tom knew about this great place for breakfast, which was Duke’s, the restaurant at the Tropicana Motel.

			I’d never heard of the Tropicana before in my life, but it had been popular in the sixties because Jim Morrison would hang out there sometimes. Morrison liked to go to the Palms, the gay women’s bar across the street.

			[Tom and I would] drive to Duke’s every day to eat, and every day I’d look at the Tropicana sign that said $6 a night. I thought, instead of driving here every day I should just move in here. And so I did. Then Tom spent so much time coming there to visit me that he decided to get a place there as well. I mean, it was $6 a night, how could you go wrong? Because of Tom’s cult following, him living there put the Tropicana on the map, and the legend started. This was in 1975. I ended up living at the Tropicana for about six years, and during that time I stayed in every room they had.

			The first night I moved into the Tropicana there was a gunfight between a pimp and his hooker, but I was too high to know what was going on. I was just walking down the corridor talking loud and John Drew Barrymore pushed me out of the way of a bullet. John was a real character. At first he didn’t want to have much to do with me. He didn’t like me because I was an obnoxious kind of a guy when I got loaded, and I was always asking him to recite his piece from High School Confidential, where he talks about Christopher Columbus in a hep, Lord Buckley style. We became good friends later on, though.

			The Tropicana was full of people in the middle of their big deals and projects. They were all getting ready to get famous. William Burroughs stayed there a lot. He’d stay for three to four weeks at a time. One time I saw him beat the shit out of a young woman in Duke’s; he just slapped her silly, knocked all the glasses off the table, knocked her down, got up, and left.

			There were train tracks that ran down the middle of Santa Monica Boulevard. The train would come at 11 at night or 3 in the morning. Waits and I used to hop the train down to the Troubadour. It was pretty weird no one noticed the train. You could come in on the train and people would say, “What, what train?” That’s an L.A. thing—people here are oblivious.

			When people come to a motel, they’re looking for a wild time and they let all their inhibitions drop. I’d say that 90 percent of the reason I even stayed there was because of the wild exploits that I had with the opposite sex. My rent was really cheap and most of the women I got involved with at the Tropicana could supply me with dope, too. One time I was walking down the alley and this French woman was sitting on the toilet. We just started talking, and the next thing I know it’s three or four days later. 

			Another time I was just laying by the pool and this woman comes out of nowhere, invites me in to her room, shuts the drapes and takes off all her clothes. That kind of thing would happen on a daily basis, at that motel. Everything about Hollywood that you could ever imagine happened at the Tropicana.  

			Iris Berry
author, poet, performance artist

			What the To-Go Girl Saw: The first time I went to the Tropicana Motel, at the tender age of seventeen, it was love at first sight, and I would have moved in if I didn’t have three older brothers who would have hunted me down and dragged me out by my Chemin de Fers. It was 1977 and I was a bored Valley teenager looking for punk rock and intrigued by Hollywood after dark. One night at 2 a.m., in the Rainbow Bar and Grill parking lot, I met punk-rock prince Gerry Gora, who was the bass player for the New York band Wayne County and the Electric Chairs. We ended up partying at a radio legend’s house in Beverly Hills, straight up Coldwater Canyon and amply supplied with Quaaludes and mountains of cocaine, not to mention naked people hot-tub hopping and having sex everywhere.  When daylight came, Gerry took me to Duke’s Coffee Shop at the Tropicana. I knew the minute we arrived that I’d found a home.

			The line at Duke’s was stretched all the way down the block in the blazing hot sun, with people still dressed in the previous night’s attire. We fit in perfectly. Once we made it inside, I felt as if I had been transported to another time, in a place I had only read about in Damon Runyon stories. With its East Coast vibe and family-style seating (it could be hell if one were claustrophobic), it was loud and anything but private. People talked over the waiters yelling out food orders and the grinding of multiple milkshake blenders, along with the clamor of plates, the tossing of dishes into bus tubs, the trading of ketchup and hot sauce bottles, the ringing of the cash register and the telephone, and the comforting sounds of the grill sizzling, crackling, and frying food that could stop a heart. Music played from a dust-and-grease-covered transistor radio perched on top of the cash register, which was plastered with band stickers, Polaroid photos, postcards, and bumper stickers. I couldn’t make out what the music was, probably Art Laboe’s Golden Oldies. 
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