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“We come into this world with our little egos equipped with individual horns. If we don’t blow them, who else will?”

—Addison DeWitt (George Sanders), All About Eve




“I love this dirty town.”

—J. J. Hunsecker (Burt Lancaster), Sweet Smell of Success
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PART I:

Lucking Out

So much is gone, stricken from the scene, but it’s still there, a landmark site in nobody’s mind but my own—the Latham Hotel, in lower-midtown Manhattan. On those rare occasions when I go by, I half expect to see my younger self exiting the lobby, eyebrows steadied for battle. Shelved at Twenty-eighth Street just off a motley stretch of Fifth Avenue, the Latham belongs to one of those square, unfabled pockets of Manhattan that never quite got around to developing a personality. I had discovered the Latham Hotel in a used paperback guidebook bearing the now-aching title of New York on $10 a Day. Catering to the frugal-minded, the Latham held the faint whiff of former glory that attaches to places that lodge permanent transients. It was there that I checked in after arriving from Maryland, my single-bed room offering an air-shaft view with the flapping and chirring of pigeons on unseen ledges. Street noises sounded distant and abstract, as on a Hitchcock soundtrack. Seedy hotel rooms were quieter then, more media-sparse, enabling guests to hear the ticktock beneath their own thoughts. Downstairs was no frantic beehive either, the hotel partly a way station for old people on pensions and Social Security, for some of them the last stop before the last exit. The women in particular suggested minor characters in Dawn Powell novels who had slipped down several rungs in life and were left with nothing but late-inning rituals and brief flurries of bother. I overheard one elderly lady remark to another about the gentleman lolling between them on a bench or sofa, his eyes shut, his head slumped sideways, and the flap of his tongue showing, “He was so lively this morning.” I shared the shower on my floor with a bent-double woman whose hunchback rose like a rock formation out of her thin robe. She startled me once, coming out of the bathroom as I was going in, but she was unaware of my double take, her head crooked floorward. The radio in her room was always on.

Next door to the Latham hunkers another low-profile holdover, the Prince George, which, before the gold medallions and furry testicles of disco descended, was a popular layover for flight crews whose trim blue uniforms and clippy stride made everybody else on the sidewalk look like clumps. During a passing fancy in the seventies the George’s banquet hall was rumored to have been converted into a swing room. “For swing dancing?” an editorial assistant once asked me with the bluebird chirp of youth, picturing jive couples in ballroom competitions, like she had seen on TV. Not that kind of swinging, I said, implying unspoken volumes of decadence to which she would never be privy. I wasn’t privy to them either, relying on picturesque hearsay of spiderlike couplings on the mats and the tentative, evolving etiquette of threesomes (permission to come aboard was requested with a shoulder tap). “The Seventies in New York smelled like sex,” I recently read one veteran of the decade rhapsodize (sex and urine, he amended), but it wouldn’t be until I moved into the West Village that the musk of debauchery would strew the air, and there and then too I would be a bystander. Being raised Catholic in a pressure-cooker household besieged by alcohol and bill collectors enforced and heightened a sense of sentry duty in me, the oldest of five children and the one most responsible for keeping everything from capsizing. Wild indulgence was for other people, the non-worriers.

Eastward on Twenty-eighth Street blazed the Belmore Cafeteria, where cabdrivers and other late-shifters—whose pithy grumblings of indigestion helped furnish the columns of Pete Hamill, Jimmy Breslin, and the sportswriter Dick Young with working-stiff lore—hunched over cups of coffee and heavy carbs while flipping through the night owl editions of the New York Post and Daily News, whose front-page headlines carried the latest earthquake reports from the Watergate investigation. A few years later the Belmore would achieve cinematic landmark status in Martin Scorsese’s Taxi Driver, where Peter Boyle tried to impart a little wisdom Robert De Niro’s way as the Belmore’s cursive red neon sign bathed them in a tainted glow. I was no great fan of Taxi Driver, I found it a thesis statement shot from a spatter gun, but I was able to look up at the screen and feel as if I owned part of the experience, a souvenir piece of the squalor. I had been on that same lousy corner, and now the Belmore and its venereal neon are gone, consigned to fond history.

How lucky I was, arriving in New York just as everything was about to go to hell. I had no idea how fortunate I was at the time, eaten up as I was in my own present-tense concerns and taking for granted the lively decay, the intense dissonance that seemed like normality. Only F. Scott Fitzgerald characters (those charmed particles) feel the warm gold of nostalgia even while something’s unfolding before their enraptured doll eyes. For the rest of us, it’s only later, when the haze burns off, that you can look back and see what you were handed, the opportunities hidden like Easter eggs that are no longer there for anybody, completely trampled. To start out as a writer then was to set out under a higher, wider, filthier, more window-lit sky. A writer could still dream of climbing to the top, or at least getting close enough to the top to see who was up there enjoying themselves.

What had brought me to New York in the autumn of 1972 was a letter of recommendation written by Norman Mailer, the author of The Naked and the Dead and American literature’s leading heavyweight contender, to Dan Wolf, the Delphic editor of the Village Voice. It was the reason I had left college after my sophomore year, spoiling my parents’ dream of my becoming a teacher, collecting a regular salary, wearing a grown-up tie to work, and getting those great summers off. How I got to Mailer was the equivalent of firing a paper airplane out the window and having it land at JFK. I had been a hero-worshipper of Mailer’s since being zapped by his writing, the closest my brain has come to hosting a meteor shower. I was in high school, Edgewood High School to be exact, just down the highway from Cal Ripken’s hometown of Havre de Grace (known to the local Restoration wits as “Haver Disgrace”). I was lounging around the local library and flipping through the latest magazines, which may lend the impression that the library was simply an after-school hangout for a teenage layabout, a sanitarium to hole up in before heading home to listen to everybody holler. Not so, or at least not entirely. It was also the portal into that strange, unfamiliar near-distant realm where the smart people were, the adults I longed to join. From its shelves I discovered Gore Vidal, William F. Buckley, George Plimpton, and similar Bengal lancers. Mailer I was aware of only because I had once cracked open The Naked and the Dead and shut it soon after, the few pages I waded through striking me as thick, ropy, and swampy, making me feel as if I were in the jungle too. I didn’t want to be stuck in the steaming jungle fighting fungus, not at that stage of my literary upbringing, when I was more at home with The Catcher in the Rye, identifying with Holden Caulfield to a distressingly conventional degree. But on this particular afternoon I fished up the latest issue of Harper’s, which was devoted entirely to Mailer’s report on the antiwar march on the Pentagon, just to browse. The warp drive in my brain accelerated, and I remember looking up from the magazine ten or fifteen minutes later and staring through the library window to the sun-bright parking lot of the supermarket across the way, as if checking to make sure everything was still where it was the last time I looked. I was imprinting into memory the time and place of the point of impact when Mailer’s writing first hit, the wow moment. The solo blitzkrieg that became The Armies of the Night has subsided into its proper rest spot in journalistic-literary history, many of its passages now reading lathered-up and rhetorically Wagnerian, and never again would Mailer gleam at his own egotistical foibles and others’ through a monocle of mocking irony (as with the drawing-room comedy of Mailer and Robert Lowell trading lofty compliments like exquisite slices of bologna). But at the time, which is the only time that matters when it comes to the transfiguring moment that divides before and after, it was like having the power grid switched on, inaugurating a cerebral hum that I still hear when I read Mailer at his best. Writing about yourself in the third person as an actor in a newsreel drama struck me as a genius device on Mailer’s part. Other writers may have done it before, but they did it as recording angels or passive lenses (camera eyes with fancy lashes), whereas here was Mailer writing about himself from the panoramic outside while documenting himself in the thick of it, a militant subjectivity that swept all before it. I had no idea who most of the names were that Mailer was banging into—I hadn’t read Lowell’s poetry, had only the haziest notion of who Dwight Macdonald was, and the jibe at Paul Goodman (“the literary experience of encountering Goodman’s style … was not unrelated to the journeys one undertook in the company of a laundry bag”) I found completely mystifying, and still do (what journeys one undertakes in the company of a laundry bag?)—but turning them into real-life fictional characters nullified the need for knowing their backstories. For someone as cautious, culturally limited, and socially corner-pocketed as I was (I could later relate to the character in Barry Levinson’s Diner who muses, “You ever get the feeling there’s something going on we don’t know about?”), Mailer dynamited a way open, revealed a combat mode any writer could emulate if he could pry himself free from all those inhibitions handed down from loving parents and kind teachers to help keep you in line.

I proceeded to read everything of Mailer’s I could lay grip on, swan diving into Advertisements for Myself and The Presidential Papers, attempting and giving up in defeat on the novels Barbary Shore and The Deer Park (whose characters I found to be finger puppets filled with gassy monologues), diving back into Cannibals and Christians, and molding myself into Edgewood High School’s premier Norman Mailer imitator. I acquired a sparring verbal rhythm and a belligerent waddle that supplanted the place of a useful hobby. Since few of my classmates had read Mailer and even fewer had seen him on TV, they didn’t know who or what I was imitating, though my frequent use of words like “existential” and “nugatory” must have tipped them off that I was dipping into somebody else’s vocabulary bag (much like those young conservatives who rolled out the full regalia of William F. Buckley Jr.’s rococo tics—the tongue flicks, eyebrow lifts, purring vowels, pencil-eraser nibblings, and Oxbridge stammerings that often preceded a tart retort—as if they were conducting Latin mass on Mars). My high-school papers, my college application essays, read like Norman Mailer packed in a crunchy peanut butter sandwich.

My Mailerisms became even more pronounced in college at Frostburg State in western Maryland, whose bleak winter spells reminded me of Pennsylvania coal country after the coal mines had closed (I had relatives in Hazleton from my mother’s side of the family). It was a college utterly without pretenses in a town that felt remote from the rest of Maryland, an obscure poor cousin exiled to the end of a long, winding bus ride. It was really Frostburg or nothing. Not only couldn’t I afford the University of Maryland or (dream on) Johns Hopkins, but my grades had plummeted my junior year of high school, when I worked nights as an assistant dishwasher at the country club where my father was bartender and where my youngest brother later served as general manager. It was then and there that I acquired the insomnia, caffeine addiction, hangdog eye pouches, and teenage-caveman habits that became integral elements of my identity kit and prepped me nicely for my freshman year at Frostburg, where I holed up in a study room as if in solitary self-confinement and felt homesick, but not for home. For what then? For some scribbled-over patch of the past before I climbed into the isolation booth and locked it from the inside. For all my autodidactic appetite (I read like a fiend, devouring Dostoyevsky until I developed Siberian wolf breath), I didn’t entertain high expectations for myself. High expectations weren’t nurtured in my neck of nowhere back then; children weren’t fawned over from an early age as “gifted” and groomed for a prizewinning future; self-esteem was considered something you had to pluck from the garden yourself. Attending Frostburg certainly wasn’t touted as the slingshot to a soaring tomorrow. I remember the then head of Frostburg’s English department—in whose office hung a framed letter from T. S. Eliot, the closest thing to a saint’s relic—drawing on a cigarette in class and pronouncing, “Some of you will make something of yourselves in life [here he took a juicy pause worthy of Charles Laughton as Captain Bligh], and some of you will end up wiping the lunch counter at Woolworth’s.” I rather doubt my generational counterparts at Princeton and Yale had their chains yanked so. Then again, he prided himself on his crusty curmudgeonliness, and another one of my English-lit professors, who later went on to become a prison chaplain, loaned me money when I decided to leave for New York, an act of generosity that I wouldn’t want to go unrecorded. Anyway, adversity isn’t the worst thing to have on your side. Frostburg’s inferiority complex helped stoke an underdog attitude that made you want to prove everybody wrong. And by “you” I mean “me,” since I don’t know if any of my classmates felt the same way, or if they were even listening. They may have had a whole different narrative playing through their internal sound systems.

During my sophomore year at Frostburg, my Mailer radar system flashed red alert with news of an episode of The Dick Cavett Show set to broadcast featuring Mailer, Gore Vidal, and The New Yorker’s Paris correspondent, Janet Flanner. Today every self-respecting dorm suite is equipped with communications technology of which Stanley Kubrick could only stroke his beard and dream, but in those frontier days on the lower slopes of academe students didn’t have entertainment devices tuned to the matrix; we had to get our TV intake from the big ugly raised-up, bolted-down set in the basement rec room. My avid anticipation of the Cavett broadcast was unshared by my fellow primates. (My freshman year had been spent in an all-male dorm, providing an immersive experience in de-evolutionary living for which even growing up with three brothers hadn’t prepared me—it was like boot camp at the chimp house.) Those used to slumping with one leg slung over the chair at that late hour in front of the TV were less than captivated by the prospect of watching a ninety-minute program starring two novelists and some elderly bird embroiled in bladed repartee. But somehow I and a couple of confederates were able to commandeer the set from the jock contingent and ward off sporadic guerrilla attempts to change the channel, attempts that were preceded with comments along the lines of, “Shit, there must be something else on.” Finally, resistance melted, and we were able to watch the show in relative peace.

Who knew the show would go down in broadcast history? At the time TV programs were mostly preserved on kinescopes, and taped shows were routinely taped over, so that invaluable archives of the old Johnny Carson, Steve Allen, and Jack Paar shows were rinsed down the void. But this ninety-minute show from December 2, 1971, has not only survived but evolved into a time capsule that, opened, still emits a white-blast radioactive force, like the atomic suitcase in Kiss Me Deadly. It was shown in 2007 as part of the Paley Center for Media’s film and video retrospective The Mistress and the Muse: The Films of Norman Mailer, triggering a slew of commentaries and remembrances, including a memory-lane recap by Cavett himself, who had no idea that what was intended as a literary evening with three accomplished practitioners would soon require the services of a lion tamer. What transpired was like a tension-headache grenade going off on Cavett’s tiny set (Cavett himself being quite the clever teacup) with the audience rooting and booing as if at an old-fashioned melodrama, Mailer eating up his role as villain.


[Mailer turns his chair away from us and to the audience.]

Mailer: Are you all really, truly idiots or is it me?

[A chorus replies, “You!” Then, applause.]

Cavett: Oh, that was the easy answer.



(Forgotten today is that one of the Cavett show’s most frisson-y highlights belonged to Flanner, who, after describing how the dancer Isadora Duncan died when her scarf got tangled in the wheels of a car, noted, “She was nearly decapitated”—producing an audible intake of breath from the audience.)

Riveted by the most lacerating exchanges of rancor since the Gore Vidal–William F. Buckley skate-off at the convulsive 1968 Democratic convention in Chicago (where, as one of the ABC News commentators, Buckley, making a fist, snarled, “Now listen, you queer, stop calling me a crypto-Nazi or I’ll sock you in the goddamn face and you’ll stay plastered,” and Vidal didn’t even flinch), I decided to write about the show for Frostburg’s student paper, the State-to-Date. I analyzed the verbal punches and bristling subtext much as Mailer would cover a prizefight or a gunslingers’ duel, as if he were wired into the opponents’ nervous systems, their jabs the extensions of his own perceptions. Decoding comments that in the original context sounded cryptic and were (as when Mailer disapprovingly alluded to Vidal’s revealing in his nonfiction novel Two Sisters—excerpted in the Partisan Review—that he had sex with the Beat novelist and lumberjack bodhisattva Jack Kerouac), I reconstructed the evening as if it were a clash of two storm fronts within whose black clouds the motives were buried. The piece was called “O.K. Corral Revisited,” and why the State-to-Date thought a meditation on an episode of The Dick Cavett Show by a sophomore was worth publishing across an entire page wasn’t entirely apparent then, but there it was, my first appearance in college print, and I thought, Why not send a copy to Mailer? He had gotten such a drubbing for his boorishness that I thought he might appreciate someone who was tuned in to his broadcast frequency covering the verbal fisticuffs. I looked up an address for Mailer in the college library’s edition of Who’s Who and sent off a copy of State-to-Date, not sure if the issue would even reach him and expecting nothing in return.

Here is what I received.

“I think you have a career,” Mailer’s letter began, and external noise washed away, as if my brain needed to be rid of sound to take in what it was reading. It was so clear-cut, what he was saying, that I couldn’t from that moment imagine my future heading any other way. Mailer went on to compliment me for peeling back the tense skin of Cavett’s show and perceiving the blood currents and nerve wiring underlying the animosity between him and Vidal; and for noting the significance of his allusion to Vidal’s outing of Jack Kerouac in an excerpt from Two Sisters that had been published in Partisan Review, and his shooting down of Vidal’s echoing of Degas’s rebuke of Whistler—“I’m going to give you a line that Degas said to Whistler—two celebrated painters—and Whistler was a great performer like Norman, and Degas said, ‘You know, Whistler, you act as if you had no talent’ ”—by snapping, “Come on, I read that quote the same place you did, in Edmund Wilson’s answer to Nabokov in this Sunday’s Times Book Review.” So don’t try pulling any of those fancy erudite moves on me, buster! Mailer went on to talk about his experience in reporting and writing The Armies of the Night, the importance of getting the dramatic feel of the action right rather than burying your nose in the notepad and missing the marrow of the moment. He was talking shop to me, someone who had no shop to talk! Guaranteeing no certain result, he offered to write a letter of recommendation for me to Dan Wolf, the editor of the Village Voice, whenever I graduated from college, and I decided then and there to drop out of college at the end of my sophomore year and leave for Manhattan. Well, I didn’t decide “then and there,” holding the letter in my hand, but I decided to decide, and knew that in a deeper sense the decision had been made for me. I felt that if I didn’t take the gamble soon, in two years I might be afraid to take a shot and that Mailer might have forgotten by then his earlier promise, and who knows what could happen between now and then? So I wrote back to Mailer, immediately taking him up on his offer, and he was as good as his word, writing to Wolf:


Dear Dan:

I have taken the liberty of telling a young college kid, 19, to go and look you up for a job. His name is James Wolcott and he sent me a piece of reporting he did about the Cavett show I did with Vidal which I must say impressed me. Not only because it was kind to your aging ex-partner, but for the sharp recall of the quotes and the feeling Wolcott had for what the participants were up to and how they were feeling inside as the show went on. This is a long way of saying that I think this fellow has talent which I don’t feel too often about young writers, and in fact it wouldn’t surprise me if he was the best I sent your way since Lucian Truscott. (Let me hope I sent Lucian your way—all I know is that I corresponded with him for a couple of years and this name popped up in the Voice, so I may take credit for a connection I don’t deserve.)

At any rate, Dan, I wrote to James Wolcott, told him how much I liked the piece and asked him if he would be interested in getting an interview with you for working on the Voice. He answered all the way in the affirmative and I think he would be willing to live on hot dogs for a while, which can’t be said of all of our sterling reporters these days, can it? I guess, therefore, you will hear from him before too long and I would appreciate it if you would let him have a little of your time and give a try out on a story or two.

Cheers,

Norman



Hear from me Wolf did, and in return he sent a note a bit less up-tempo.

“Dear Mr. Wolcott,” he began and, after some preliminaries, cautioned:


There are very few staff writers on the Voice and those we put on are drawn from the ranks of our contributors. However, we have a number of fairly regular contributors.

If you decide to come to New York I would certainly be glad to talk things over with you and try to evaluate the situation. But I must stress the fact that everyone is represented by what he does rather than what he says. You wrote a piece on N.M. I would like to see it if you have a copy.

Sincerely,

Daniel Wolf



Obviously, this wasn’t an urgent summons to pack up my dreams and hop the next hay wagon north, but I decided to read this yellow signal as go-ahead green, and after a summer spent dosing and weighing rats in a biomedical lab at Edgewood Arsenal (where one of the technicians and I discussed Proust to everyone else’s amused indifference), I arrived in New York in the fall, fording my way through the Port Authority Bus Terminal, where a well-entrenched troupe of winos, pimps, panhandlers, and assorted other characters amenable to fucking you up sideways on the airiest pretext introduced themselves to newcomers. Using the Empire State Building as my guidepost, I turned south and strolled dozens of blocks downtown (not knowing how to use the subway and afraid of ending up in the Bronx with my bloodied head on a stick) and showed up at the Voice reception desk, ready for induction. They weren’t ready for me, so I spent the first night, then a second, at the Y.

I met with Wolf in his office on the fifth floor of the Voice, then at 80 University Place and Eleventh Street. I had been briefed by Mailer in a letter that Wolf was largely deaf “and you have to make certain that he has heard what you just said,” advice reiterated by the receptionist that I shouldn’t mumble, “but don’t shout either.” Now that I am deaf in one ear, I understand better the cock of Wolf’s head as he seemed to lean both into and away from a visitor. Wolf, like The New Yorker’s William Shawn, was a master of indirection, implication, and the silent nudge, operating on a Zen druid frequency that offered maximum maneuverability with a minimum of words; they practiced an art of listening that bordered on the telepathic unless they tuned you out altogether, which they were too polite to do, though in Wolf’s case you could sense his meter ticking. He was patient with me, amused at the huge rolled-up copy of that day’s Washington Post poking out of my coat pocket, which whanged around whenever I shifted in the chair to favor a particular butt cheek. In Wolf’s office hung a framed photograph of Mailer leaning forward with his hands braced on his thighs, his mouth open as if in mid–lion roar or bawling orders at a junior officer.

Mailer was an initial investor in the Voice and one of its original columnists and provocateurs, famously getting into a roiling snit when the paper (whose lax copyediting left Mailer’s text acned with minor, grating errors) printed “the nuisances of growth” in lieu of “the nuances of growth,” arousing the finicky wrath of a writer whose style tended more toward steel wool. What provoked him was perhaps not so much the errors themselves—which could be corrected in the next week’s column—as the suspicion that they were deliberate sabotage from gremlins hoping to make him look the fool. Each handful of mistakes was like having thumbtacks thrown under his wheels. Those who had to accommodate his Zeus bolts in the late hour had a different perspective. One of the Voice’s original pilgrims, John Wilcock, whose column The Village Square was one of the paper’s most popular features, along with Jules Feiffer’s cartoon strip abounding with bohemian dancers in black leotards and neurotic mama’s boys as tense as rolled-up umbrellas, recalls in his Manhattan Memories trying to put the issue to bed only to have Mailer roll in, fully armored. “We’d all be beavering away at this grotty printing plant when our new columnist Norman Mailer would arrive bearing his lengthy column, insisting it appear word for word in the already made-up tabloid. This would involve cutting a story here and another one there, jig-sawing in the Great Novelist’s priceless prose an inch or two at a time. Here was this young guy who’d written a best seller while barely out of his teens, who’d thus acquired all the arrogance of a star without any of the graciousness. The worst thing, as I saw it, was that unlike my newspaper friends he’d never been edited—and was never likely to be. There’s something about being paid several dollars per word for one’s writing that doesn’t encourage brevity and so, good writer though he was, he could have been infinitely better. Like most of us he would have benefited from a good editor, one not intimidated by his instant fame.”

The ongoing combat over Mailer’s late copy being inserted unmolested wasn’t the determining factor in his split from the Voice. As Mailer acknowledged in Advertisements for Myself, his dispute went deeper, to a philosophical schism between his desire that the paper be radical Hip (a word he capitalized as if it were a religion, which it was at the time for him) and the paper’s more conventionally bohemian and “politely rebellious” stance of opposition. Mailer’s discernment of the conservative temperament guiding the paper’s pirate course hit on something that’s often overlooked. It is one of journalism’s more interesting parallels that the Village Voice and William F. Buckley’s National Review were founded in the same year, 1955. Though the Voice was to become an embattled clubhouse for the scruffy urban left and National Review the flagship for the preppy urbane right, their birth canals were not as antithetical as it might seem. Both were founded in opposition to a liberal consensus that had gone blah and paternal with platitude and complacency. In the foreward (the misspelling is intentional) to The Village Voice Reader, Dan Wolf wrote, “Those of us who started the Voice had long since been left cold by the dull pieties of official liberalism with its dreary, if unspoken, drive to put every family in a housing development and give each child his own social worker.” That was a sentiment to which National Review’s founding editor, William F. Buckley Jr., could assent with a splash of holy water. The difference was that Buckley wanted to convert ideas and ideology into electoral, legislative, and executive power. Wolf didn’t. He and the Voice’s publisher and co-founder, Ed Fancher, a psychoanalyst whose defusing calmness was a credit to the Freudian playbook, weren’t fixed upon some future sun-risen horizon, conjuring a hero on horseback (a Goldwater, a Reagan). Wolf didn’t harbor national ambitions that might someday be inscribed in capital marble.

At the Voice the answer to the pukewarm pieties of official liberalism and the remedy for boredom were the unofficial individuality of locals sounding off in print as if the paper were their personal mike. Anticipating the blogosphere, the Voice thinned the distinction between professional keyboard peckers and stir-crazy amateurs in fifth-floor walk-ups, presenting a Beat-flavored alternative to the vaunted notion of the author as member of a sacred novitiate whose brow was sprinkled with the beneficent ashes of Lionel Trilling’s cigarette. Dainty aesthetes and goateed pedants could apply elsewhere. For me, discovering the paper at a historic newsstand in Baltimore called Sherman’s that stocked underground weeklies and rad-hip incendiaries such as Ramparts and Evergreen Review, the Voice threw off a black soot that no other rag could match (I must have been the only person to hook school in order to hit the Enoch Pratt Free Library and spend the afternoon marching through its bound volumes of Partisan Review, then scoot over to Sherman’s to stock up on the latest bombardments in the Berkeley Barb and the East Village Other, then drop in to the Marxist bookstore whose basement was piled with mildewy back issues of the Nation, Saturday Review, the New Republic, before catching the Greyhound home). You couldn’t even read the paper without getting your hands smudged with what looked like powder burns. In a time of strife it was the real fisticuffed goods. While so many underground papers went paisley wild with psychedelic art and five-alarm headlines fresh from the police-state blotter, the Voice—from the photography of Fred McDarrah to the barricade reporting by byliners whose press credentials were slung around their necks like militant dog tags (as witness the photo of the valiant Voice reporter Don McNeill on the paperback cover of Moving Through Here, blood trickling down his Dylanesque face)—practiced front-page cinema verité. It doled out a rough cut of history steeped in the radical hubbub and bohemianism of the Village but with a lot more riding on the outcome, a sense that each week might be pivotal as the war in Vietnam raged and American cities rioted and burned. Reading the Voice, you could practically hear the clomping hooves of police horses as a protest threatened to get disorderly, tear gas canisters about to hit the cobblestones. Since New York didn’t actually have that many cobblestoned streets, my aural imagination must have been using its embellishing brush.

By contrast, the phantasmal histrionics of Hunter S. Thompson in Rolling Stone never commandeered my cadet allegiance because I always found them something of a masquerade, a grown man with a cigarette holder playing outlaw dandy for his fan club. The jeweled brocade of Tom Wolfe’s New Journalism bedazzled, popcorn kernels of laughter exploding alongside the typographical fireworks, but his tours de force were such feats of mind reading and magicianship that they and he didn’t seem quite human. I wasn’t into baroque caricature then, when the brick-hard reality of the sixties seemed berserk enough, and Wolfe’s dandyism wasn’t something I could relate to—in his author’s photos he looked like a painted flat posed in front of another painted flat. But each issue of the Voice was a barrage of articulate gabble, crackling with radio static and overlapping quarrels (like the gangster families in The Godfather, the Voice convulsed into feuds every few years to purge the bad blood and begin a fresh cycle of animosities), hitting you from an ambush trap of different angles while sticking to the actuality of what was happening, offering the cinema-screen field of view. Voice writers could be as egotistical as anybody else who packed words into snowballs for a precarious living, but it wasn’t a high-buffed, cachet-seeking, English-majory-brunette, every-comma-hung-like-candy-canes-on-a-Christmas-tree exercise in fine craft and delectation. Voice writers tended to be more direct, shooting their sentences from shoulder level. You were always aware of the hard surfaces and clashing forces off of which everything caromed—the noun-verb combination punches that had traveled from Hemingway to Jimmy Cannon to Pete Hamill—and you could almost hear the mousy scribble of quotes scratched into their reporters’ notebooks that would yield the killer payoff, the fatal clincher. So to be accepted into the Voice was to be initiated into a fight club where you either fit in or were flushed out. Or so I fancied, never doubting I’d make the cut if given a chance. Such confidence I had, a healthy by-product of not knowing any better.

To return to the office where Mailer’s photograph silently roared: The questions Wolf asked were basic and general, mild probes befitting an informal interview with a noncandidate for a nonexistent job. I wonder if he thought I was a rough diamond or a raw carrot. From my end, I thought—truthfully, I’m not sure what I thought, or if I was even thinking from inside the swirl of expectations I had spun out of the daydreams of glory that owed less to literature than to Hollywood films such as Youngblood Hawke, where the barefoot, bare-chested author straight from the provinces landed Suzanne Pleshette as his editor (“Shall I call you Youngy or Bloody?” is the line Gore Vidal cherishes), and TV’s The Waltons, where John-Boy and typewriter longed to sprout the heavenly wings of Look Homeward, Angel. But if I had envisioned that Wolf would be so impressed that I had quit college and left home to apply to the Voice that I would be accepted at once and sent out with an assignment to prove myself worthy of Mailer’s sword tap (and I had), the helium soon left that balloon. This wasn’t Hollywood, and a handshake wasn’t going to welcome me into the fraternity of fire jumpers. The meeting ended with an invitation to submit something and they’d be happy to take a look at it, the editorial equivalent of “Drop by if you’re ever in the neighborhood (but call first).” It was up to me to prove myself, not up to them to nurture the tender bough and outstretched leaves of some greasy kid popping in from nowhere. I didn’t need a blackboard diagram to understand that they hadn’t been waiting all their lives for me to emerge from the woods like a natural wonder, jangling my pocketful of epiphanies. Wolf didn’t try to discourage me, direct me back to college for more seasoning, so there was at least that.

What I didn’t understand until later was that by the autumn of 1972, Wolf had wearied of the Voice and its perennial teething problems and gnawing neuroses, tired of being father-confessor/mentor-guru/chief rabbi to a restive band of underpaid, psychological dependents. They, in turn, resented their dependency, confronting Wolf in December 1971 (the same month as the Mailer-Vidal fracas) to demand more money from management (was this what Mailer was slyly alluding to in his letter to Dan about “sterling reporters” unwilling to live on hot dogs?), their demands undercut by their expressions of devotion. After the death of Don McNeill in August 1968, a drowning accident that devastated Wolf, he wasn’t looking for new candidates to fill the role of rising son. (One historian of the paper wrote, “There was no young writer [McNeill was only twenty-three] who had ever shown more promise, or to whom Dan Wolf had ever gotten closer, and … in all his years as editor of the Village Voice, no event ever hurt Dan Wolf more than when Don McNeill left it.”) It was exhausting enough trying to keep everybody happily unhappy within the fine Voice tradition of constant uproar without the stress and disappointment of tending another litter of possible protégés. He was beginning to tune out the conflicting Voices to a pinched whine, dialing out the indoor traffic. Which, had I known, would have been okay because I wasn’t searching for a father figure, not even in Norman Mailer, believing (or so I believed that I believed) that discipleship was best practiced from the on-deck circle, where you were less likely to get on the font of wisdom’s nerves.

Every few days I would visit the Voice, asking if anything had “opened up,” varying the timings of my visits to lend them an air of happenstance, as if I were just popping in on my way elsewhere, some trifling errand perhaps, toeing that delicate line between harmless nuisance and complete pest. In the meantime, I had gone through the little money I had brought, living on Cokes and powdered donuts, a regimen that would yield so many negative dividends in future years. I also went in search of other work, one job agency declining to send me out on interviews because I didn’t have a proper coat—“I can’t send you into a personnel office with you dressed like that,” one young man said with a note of kindness that I appreciated. A less choosy outfit sent me to apply for a dishwasher’s job at a restaurant where there was so much steam, slop, and cursing it was like a submarine taking on water. I responded to a newspaper ad for holiday-season helpers at a department store—was it Altman’s?—where everyone there already looked as if their feet hurt and we were sent home as soon as the available slots were filled. I had perfected a modest pantomime of entering and departing the Latham Hotel in a slow, eyes-averted, nonchalant hurry to avoid detection, which didn’t stop the billing notices from sneaking under my room door, making a little whisking sound that I learned to dread. Perhaps if I had had other contacts in the city, I could have used them to score temporary work, but I didn’t know anyone yet and hadn’t made any new friends, a gift for friendship not being a prominent item in my golf bag. I had only one ladder propped against the wall, and that ladder led to the Village Voice, but the ladder only went so high—I couldn’t get over that wall.

Once the money dwindled until there was just enough for a bus ticket back to Baltimore, I packed to leave, having just barely arrived. My suitcase was spread open on the hotel bed, thinly packed, my having brought just enough clothes to throw on in case of fire. I had made it through the previous winter at college in the whistling-cold mountains of western Maryland in a single pair of sneakers and, when not feeling sorry for myself, fancied myself quite the Spartan pioneer. I told myself I was beating a tactical retreat and would return once I had saved more money and mapped things out better, but an alternative reel in my head had me returning to Frostburg to get my B.A. and maybe move on to graduate studies in English lit, where I would scoff at John Barth to show what a rebel I was. I put through a last phone call to the Voice and asked for Dan Wolf, who, surprisingly, took the call. (When I had asked for him before at the front desk, he was either out or in meetings.) I explained my situation without laying on too much melodrama and told him I wanted to leave a forwarding address in Maryland where I could be reached if anything opened up in the future. I wasn’t bluffing or making a pity ploy; my mind was made up to go. But instead of taking down my address, Wolf sighed and said: “Ohhhhh, all right, why don’t you come down, we’ll see if we can find something.”

And, really, everything that’s happened to me since swung from the hinge of that moment, the gate that opened because one editor shrugged and said, Ah, what the hell.

The Voice did find me something, not in editorial, but in the circulation department at the rear of the first floor, where I processed subscription orders and fielded telephone complaints about late delivery or copies lost or chewed beyond recognition in the mail, the latter task requiring patience, a caring tone, and similar affiliated “people skills” that made every phone call an adventure. Were I to man a crisis hotline at some volunteer center today, I could muster the soothing tones of a late-night jazz DJ and defuse most minor crises, but back then I met friction with friction, which was the house style at the Voice, but no treat for the nervous system, mine or anyone else’s. It was my first extended contact with that hardy, nasal species of persistence known as the New York Complainer, capable of raising the smallest dispute into Judgment at Nuremberg, and it made the head hurt. Although it’s the writing that’s remembered, one of the major drivers in the Voice’s downtown bible status back then was the classified-ads section for apartment rentals and job listings that no prospector could do without. An urban legend had taken hold that there was a special secret drop-off point on Tuesday nights where early birds could get the jump on everybody else to prospect the classifieds before deliveries were made in the rest of Manhattan. It wasn’t true. If memory serves, the first bundles were always dropped at Sheridan Square early Wednesday morning, but the rumor mill kept churning about a treasure-map rendezvous point on Tuesday nights whose location was known only to a cunning few. I fended call after call from job seekers and apartment hunters wanting, pleading, demanding to know where the first bale of Voices landed so that they could get the paper before anyone else and circle the real-estate ads in ink. Nothing I said could disabuse them. It got to the point a few times when I would say, in a whispery, scared voice, “I’m sorry, I’d like to tell you, but I can’t, I can’t—” then hang up as if a black glove had landed on my receiver, cutting off the transmission to Allied forces. Some would then ring back and ask to speak to my supervisor, for whom I was already an albatross, a cross to bear, and a daily penance. For justifiable reasons, I was nearly fired on a number of occasions—I called in sick one Friday to catch the opening of Sam Peckinpah’s melancholy canter through auburn-drenched mortality, Pat Garrett and Billy the Kid, returning on Monday to find my desk had been completely cleared off by my boss, as if a crime scene had been eliminated—but was given more stays of execution than I deserved.

On the inside looking out, I managed to become a minor fixture in the aquarium, part of the sandy grit at the bottom of the Voice’s ecosystem. I dated a co-worker, though dating isn’t exactly what we did. I’m not sure what it was we did, recalling only the prison heat of her five-floor walk-up on Eighth Street—a street as unpicturesque today as it was then—where she once chucked her shoes at me as I exited following a minor spat in which it had been determined I was in the wrong. This being the seventies, it wasn’t standard-issue footwear she was hurling but chunky platform shoes worthy of Carmen Miranda or a member of the New York Dolls, real clompers that, her aim slightly awry, landed against the door with a murderous thud. I’m not even sure her firetrap of a studio had a bed, since I recall the two of us spending a lot of time on the floor listening to the jazz station on the radio. She was a luscious string bean, the woman I’ll call Leanna, an Italian-American tempest with a raucous, dirty laugh and chocolate eyes who enjoyed a smattering of rough sex, the bruisier the better. In this area, as in so many other areas where she and her mattress were concerned, I was frustratingly half-measured, reluctant to close the gap between a light open-hand slap and a closed hard fist. Once she accused me of trying to choke her after we came out of a Robert Altman movie called California Split over whose merits we differed, she finding it completely sucky and me being somewhat more judiciously appreciative. Our disagreement escalated until my hands floated into a choke position around her throat without actually touching. “But the other night you wanted me to choke you,” I said after she had let out a yelp on the street, to which she replied: “Yeah, and of course you wouldn’t—you never want to do things when I want to, only when you want to.” It was soon clear that I wasn’t the considerate brute she was craving. Months after our brief office non-affair ended without having established enough traction for a genuine breakup, Leanna, playing show-and-tell after work, lifted her loose blouse here and there to display purple-blue nebula-like bruises bestowed by her latest beau, a member of the NYPD. It was as if—no “as if” about it—she were taunting me about finding someone macho enough to give her what she wanted, a real man who didn’t putter around and hide behind some nice-guy bullshit. Leanna later moved to Los Angeles, where she lived with a well-known character actor who, during one cocaine fugue, chased her around the lawn with hedge clippers, threatening to cut off her nipples. “You have a lawn?” I said, and she laughed. Despite my allegiance to Norman Mailer and Peckinpah movies, I had too much altar boy in me to seize the bitch goddess of success by her ponytail and bugger the Zeitgeist with my throbbing baguette. That just wasn’t me. I was so unmacho I couldn’t even pronounce the word properly, giving it a hard c until someone in the circulation department corrected me so that I wouldn’t embarrass myself further.

When one of the receptionists ducked out for lunch or to run an errand, I would pinch-hit at the front desk, seated in the cockpit, as it were, and afforded a wide-angle view of University Place. Once or twice Anaïs Nin majestically floated by, her face powdered like a geisha’s, a blue cape trailing behind her in the Kodak sunlight. Anaïs Nin—her name carried a music-box lilt then, seldom heard now, her cult fame a peacock feather that literary fashion has left behind. In the seventies, however, she was a prefeminist upright odalisque idol and a milky apparition of Paris past, her diaries with their familiar covers clutched and carried everywhere by young women whose devotion to passion and literature had an idealistic ardency ripe for disillusionment. But in 1973 the backlash against Nin’s queenly deportment—the narcissism slathered like moisturizing lotion across thousands of pages—had yet to commence, and she swanned through the Village like the last dollop of dyed splendor in a Sidney Lumet world of screeching tires and clogged sinuses. Donald Barthelme once dropped by at the front desk, a confabulator whose stories in The New Yorker were whirring devices constructed from exquisite diagrams with sadness peeking from the corners, leaving residue. Jill Johnston, the dance writer turned Joycean stream-of-consciousness riding-the-rapids diarist, would wait for someone to open the back stairs (she was phobic about elevators), occasionally plucking a seashell from her denim vest to leave on the counter as a souvenir. I always liked Jill’s entrances because she seemed to bring a playful breeze with her, a sense of salutation that was like a greeting from a grasshopper, owing no allegiance to the daily grind. Voice writers talked a good game of being uninhibited, but for them it was more of a policy statement, a plank in the countercultural platform. She was more performative. It was Jill who would roll on the floor with a lesbian pal at the Town Hall debate on feminism starring Norman Mailer and Germaine Greer, an antic that provoked Mailer to snap, “Jill, act like a lady!”

Strangers would pop in with unsolicited manuscripts in manila envelopes to leave at the front desk for the editors. When the stack had reached a suitable height, I was given permission to open the envelopes and sort them into piles according to the appropriate department. Semi-idealistic as I was then, I accepted as gospel the democratic notion that there was all this rough undiscovered talent Out There crying out for discovery, rescue, tender care, bunny food, and a shot at publication—a phantom legion of mute, inglorious Miltons waiting for their big Broadway break. Within one of these manila envelopes ticked the explosive arrival of some railroad-flat genius or untenured academic drudge whose individuality would leap off the page like a police bulletin and knock them off their bar stools at the Lion’s Head, where men were men and their livers were shot. Boy, was I ever misaligned with reality. Based on my slush-pile diving, it was dishwater all the way down. Given the Voice’s status as a mouthy paper that didn’t aspire to starchy respectability, I was amazed at how so many of the manuscripts droned on with the dental-drill lecturing of letters to the editor at the New York Times or moused along with sensitive whiskers aquiver, emulating the crinkly-leafed, diffused-light impressionism of a New Yorker sketch—the kind of Talk of the Town piece The New Yorker hadn’t published since the fifties, not that I had read The New Yorker in the fifties. But as soon as I saw a manuscript with each comma perfectly tucked like a lock of hair behind a shy ear, the end of each paragraph landing with a muffled, dying fall, I pictured the author picturing himself as Updike or E. B. White, lit by an attic window.

The stabs at relevance were worse—ham-fisted and all over the canvas. The Watergate bombshell of the eighteen-minute gap in the Nixon tape produced an inundation of speculative humor pieces about what was missing on the tape, Russell Baker–Art Buchwald exercises that occasionally escalated into Paul Krassner necro-buggery fantasy without being funny. (Krassner was the creator of the champion sick-humor hoax in his satirical magazine, The Realist, where an exposé titled “The Parts Left Out of [William Manchester’s] Kennedy Book” claimed that the former First Lady Jacqueline Kennedy had caught LBJ sticking his penis into the mortal hole in JFK’s throat on the flight back from Dallas. I never found that put-on funny either, but the controversy hung jester bells on Krassner that he’s been jangling ever since.) The fact that so many sharp brains—I recognized some of the names as belonging to occasional Voice contributors—were mining the same Nixon-fucking-the-Constitution-and/or-Rose Mary Woods fantasies showed that the imaginative lodes of collective fantasy were much thinner and chalkier than I had thought, that there was much more mental conformity below the surface than one would have guessed from all the flying elbows being thrown from these gag writers. Everybody seemed to be staring at the same targets through the same pair of binoculars.

I do recall seeing an account of jury-duty service submitted by Alfred Kazin that stood out from the rest of the laundry—wow, an actual writer, I thought, one whose authority was evident from the first footstep he took on the page. (It had originally been commissioned for Playboy in one of its wild, impetuous moments.) Years later I would be invited to appear on Dick Cavett’s PBS show with Kazin and a pair of fellow reviewers, taking part in a literary panel discussion in which Kazin did his blinky best to pretend the rest of us were lawn ornaments while he held forth like a highbrow hound dog bemoaning the intellectual erosion at the New York Times Book Review, a topic always dear to people’s hearts. He found it perturbing that the Book Review had given front-page treatment to Gay Talese’s snorkel submersion into the hot tub of the American libido, Thy Neighbor’s Wife, an editorial decision he felt deserving of reprimand and reproach. That the rest of us weren’t perturbed allowed him to have the heath all to himself. Somewhere along the line the monologue in his head and the monologue out of his mouth wedded into an uninterrupted melody that you longed to interrupt, to give that murmurous, sonorous eloquence a rest. It wasn’t his conceit that rankled (hard-earned conceit being acceptable as long as it’s not ringed with barbed wire and rude to waiters); no, it was the pained moral conscience that accompanied it, the sigh of weary resignation worthy of a Moses with no followers, as if he were the last literary soul in the five boroughs who cared.

Sifting through the slush pile served the useful purpose of pointing me in the direction of what not to do as I tried to break into print from inside the building. Avoid parody, which slides too easily into facetiousness. Avoid political satire, which has the shelf life of a sneeze. Avoid preamble—flip the on switch in the first sentence. Find a focal point for your nervous energy, assume a forward offensive stance, and drive to the finish line, even if it’s only a five-hundred-word slot: no matter how short a piece there has to be a sense of momentum and travel, rather than just allotted space being texted in. A number of Voice regulars with their own weekly beats had lapsed into a chummy informality with beer suds at the top and not much below, an anecdotal approach that struck me as a drought waiting to happen, and not just because I had so few anecdotes to call my own. Writing that was too talky lacked the third rail below the surface that suggested untapped power reserves, an extra store of ammo. Mailer’s writing could be verbose, but he never relaxed his knuckles; it never devolved into chat. Loosely fortified with these scraped-together guidelines, bent like a concert pianist over a borrowed typewriter and barely able to think further than one or two sentences ahead, I applied myself to whatever chanced by in order to break into the Voice with my own byline, enhanced with the versatility of a novice willing to essay a variety of subjects because I was equally unversed in all of them. American history, European history, New York politics (Carmine De Sapio, who he?), the performing arts, the drug scene, the dominant schools of psychotherapy, the factional feuds between the rugby squads of sixties radical movements, these were but a smattering of the blank regions on my intellectual road map to points unknown. My lack of education and expertise didn’t hold me back; if anything, it made me feel free, unbuckled. I didn’t know what I was capable of doing as a writer, because I didn’t know what I was incapable of doing, because I hadn’t done anything yet. Everything was so new to me that nothing seemed ruled out. Niche journalism hadn’t yet whittled too many writers into specialty artists, dildos for rent.

In those lax days that were soon to end sooner than anyone anticipated, the Voice had an idiosyncratic system for stocking the shelves of its review departments. Freelance reviews were left in a vertical folder for the arts editor, Diane Fisher. Because these reviews were unassigned, there might be three unsolicited reviews of the same rock concert or some new album trying to squeeze through the same tunnel, reviews of events and items that might have already been assigned to a regular. It was like playing darts in the dark, hoping to hit the board. It may not have been the most efficient system, but it was ego sparing. When something turned in on spec didn’t make the cut, I didn’t know if it had flunked because it wasn’t good enough, if it was a victim of column-space shrinkage, if one of the regulars had already called dibs, and so on. The pieces were never actually rejected, handed back with a skull and crossbones slashed in ink across the top, they just weren’t accepted, which enabled you to avoid discouragement but also left you dangling, until the next elimination dance. So I kept trying, trying to figure out the combination to the lock, find the elusive sweet spot.

Having intercepted a publicist’s phone call one day at the front desk, I zipped uptown to interview Groucho Marx, who was in town to promote a Marx Brothers festival. It was the last interview of a long day, and he was flagging but cordial (if a little puzzled), a cheery tam-o’-shanter perched on his head as he humored this obvious novice, his sharpest retort coming when I asked what he remembered most about working with Marilyn Monroe on Love Happy, and he said: “She had square tits.” His minder was Erin Fleming, who had played the NYU graduate with pretentious airs (“For me, Norman Mailer has exactly that same sort of relevance—that affirmative, negative duality that only Proust or Flaubert could achieve”) whose portal Woody Allen’s anxious sperm prepared to ford in Everything You Always Wanted to Know About Sex. Fleming was later sued and removed as Groucho’s legal guardian by his family, who accused her of pushing him into public appearances past the limits of elderly fatigue, resulting in numerous minor strokes. Falling by the wayside, Fleming eventually died of a self-inflicted gunshot, but nothing was foreshadowed on that late afternoon; she was charming and helpful, papering over awkward pauses with diplomatic interjections and bringing the interview in for a gentle fade so that Groucho could have a nap before the carousel restarted in the evening. The Groucho article didn’t run, but brief reviews I did of rock albums, downtown plays, and TV programs began to be published. Upon appearing in print, I realized that I possessed an asset that I had never reckoned on, something given to me at birth.

My name.

My byline, James Wolcott, it sounded so mature, so English, so litty-critty and stamped with authority. It was a byline that sounded as if it knew what it was talking about and had an extensive library for backup. That the impression my byline gave bore little resemblance to its owner didn’t matter, because no one could see me eating lunch at my desk. It would be years before people realized I was nowhere near as lineaged, assured, and stately as my byline suggested, one well-known editor from Knopf exclaiming upon meeting me, “And here I always thought you were a member of the fucking gentry.”

These small incursions not only bolstered my confidence but gave me something to clip from the paper as proof to my parents and other interested parties that I wasn’t just gazing out the window in the circulation department wishing the phone wouldn’t ring.

Then the everyday drift of events picked up speed and went over the falls into the thundering foam. In 1974, the founding fathers of the Voice were dethroned in a coup that sent Dan Wolf and the publisher, Ed Fancher, packing into exile, or as far as “exile” could take you while still maintaining an abode in Greenwich Village. In a buccaneer move that none of us underlings saw coming (and caught nearly all the overlings off guard), the paper was sold by its principal owner, the patrician pretty boy and former New York City councilman Carter Burden, to Clay Felker, who had made New York magazine the flagship station of the New Journalism, the only weekly worthy of the racing silks and the dusty roar of career jockeys working the far turn. The sale was a culture clash fused with a shotgun wedding. Where the Voice was a downtown scrappy collage, a bulletin board that shot back, New York was a midtown, Madison Avenue, starfucky, glossy display window where the contributors shone with the reflected glow of their glamorous subjects, achieving their own celebrity shellac—Tom Wolfe, Gloria Steinem, Jimmy Breslin, John Simon, Albert Goldman, Gail Sheehy, Nick Pileggi, Nik Cohn, Judith Crist. If the Voice still fancied itself as something of a rogue enterprise, punching above its weight with wicked uppercuts, New York aspired to the cocktail party in the penthouse suite where every name was boldfaced and the tinkling of ice was musical delight. In this, my first experience with an editorial coup, I had the psychic cushion of being a bit player not worth waging a custody battle over. I had little stake pro or con in an editorial changeover because I was still down in the circulation department, hiding incriminating mistakes in my desk and fielding phone calls from the highly frustrated. It was far more emotionally whipsawing for most of those around me, whose histories with the paper went back a decade or more and had become integrated into their cellular structure. For those of such braided loyalty, the Voice was the only journalistic home they had ever known, the only hut on the island willing to accept the idiosyncratic and unclassifiable and provide refuge. Dan and Ed, Ed and Dan (their names went up and down together like a teeter-totter), were soft-spoken patriarchs whose presences were taken for granted as enduring. The sense of dismay and betrayal at the paper being sold cut deep and cross-angled, serrated with the knowledge of how much Dan and Ed had profited from the original sale to Carter Burden while writers were subsisting on financial scraps. As would later happen at The New Yorker when William Shawn was deposed, some would never recover from Wolf’s departure, banking their bitterness for long-term capital losses and never quite finding themselves again.

What Felker perceived with pirate zeal was that the Voice was a brand and the brand was being left to fend for itself, unexploited, unemblazoned. He compared the current operation of the Voice to a college paper, a country store. Following the model of Rolling Stone, he intended to platform the paper into a national weekly less immersed in the parochial joustings below Fourteenth Street and packing more throw weight as a political and cultural resonator. To accomplish this, the national edition had to pipe up and pump out trend pieces that translated into every urban zip code. Such trend spotting and trumpeting were antithetical to the Voice ethos, where eyewitness testimony was prized over billboard statements plastered over every passing craze. And the wider spectrum Felker sought involved a different, alien set of metrics; he commissioned a profile piece of the impressionist Rich Little—whose personality was considered bland even by Canadian standards and whose takeoffs had none of the fanged bite of David Frye’s (his tongue-darting, eye-popping William F. Buckley suggested an iguana on mescaline)—based mostly on Little’s high Q ratings, which were considered a gauge of likability. Likability! This from a paper dedicated to chafing and championing the difficult underdog. He brought in designers and illustrators and introduced a blue band to the Voice’s front-page logo, a minor twirl-up that was considered a trashy violation of the paper’s monochromatic aesthetic. It didn’t take long for the verdict to be rendered on Felker’s tenure at the Village Voice: guilty—guilty of journalistic manslaughter and reckless malpractice. In the histories and memoirs of the Voice that soon followed, Felker was cast as both usurper and undertaker. The front cover of Ellen Frankfort’s unauthorized account The Voice: Life at the “Village Voice,” published in 1976, featured a mock front page of the Voice pasted over a tombstone. “Here Lies Independent Journalism” was the graveyard message. Kevin Michael McAuliffe’s less emotionally shredded, wider-lensed view of the ongoing psychodrama, The Great American Newspaper: The Rise and Fall of the “Village Voice,” published in 1978, offered a more detailed damage assessment that also consigned the Voice to the junk pile of broken dreams. To McAuliffe, and in this he was far from alone, Clay Felker’s conquistadorial reign had ushered in a dry-hump orgy of debauchery, profligacy, and groupie adulation of power and celebrity:


Clay Felker had taken over a paper in 1974 that was unique, populated by a community of writers who constantly agreed to disagree and who were edited, if that is the word, by a man who simply loved good writing for its own sake. By the end of 1976, Felker, whatever his own politics might be, had discovered that New Left rhetoric was a commodity that could be bought and peddled just like any other, and that was what he had done. For the first time in its history, it was possible to predict, in advance, what position the Village Voice might take on anything. The paper that had never had an editorial line now had one, a smug, institutionalized hippie leftism. The paper that had always been open to every point of view was now cravenly jingoistic. Clay Felker had taken the most ambitious, the most experimental, the most exciting American newspaper of its generation, and he had built a monument to vulgarity with it.



All that may be true, but I have to admit it worked out swell for me. Up blew the whale spout and on a spume of foam I flew. Those may sound like the words of an ingrate, but denying is lying, and I can’t deny that the Felker takeover turned out to be the best thing that could have happened to me at the Voice, and not just me. That rude injection of vulgarity invigorated a vein of new blood that revitalized the paper and cocked it forward, despite the masthead carnage and the premature burials of the Voice’s relevance. Due to Felker’s meddling and despite Felker’s meddling, the paper was poised for a lightning streak that would make the Voice the definitive seventies paper, a bucking bronco reborn. Punk, disco, the emergence of gay culture, the morphing of political feminism into personal memoir (as exemplified by Karen Durbin’s ardent, reflective, influential essay “On Being a Woman Alone”), the triumphant swell of the Hollywood blockbuster, the celebrity portraiture that would displace street photojournalism—the Voice was primed for these phenomena by the new observation deck Felker installed in nearly everyone’s thinking. New editors boarded the vessel, and the old system of unassigned reviews filling the in-box each week like church flyers was junked in favor of a bullpen rotation. One day I was slicing open envelopes like a Victorian clerk when the new music editor, Robert Christgau, boistered in, holding loose manuscript pages in his hands and flapping them with authority. In future years it would be hard to picture Bob empty-handed, so familiar was he for reading copy on the flat-footed fly, doing his own version of bumper cars years later when a new device known as the Sony Walkman came on the market, enabling him to avoid seeing and hearing where he was going. (Empowered by the music pumping into his head, he assumed he had the right-of-way.) Bobbing was what Bob did, the top half of his body—clad in record-company T-shirts that had shrunk considerably in the wash while retaining their impudent panache—rocking back and forth as he thought, expostulated, paced like a prosecutor in front of the jury, laid down the editorial law, or let loose with a laugh that seemed to explode with a timing device, two or three beats after something struck him as funny and he had rolled it around in his head awhile.

The introductions over in a flash, Bob got down to business, letting me know with a minimum of gift wrapping that of the two most recent rock reviews I did for the Voice, one was smart and funny (a review of a solo effort by the Doors keyboardist, Ray Manzarek) and the other (here memory draws a blank) pitifully inadequate. (He would later describe most of the music reviews published by the previous regime as “a waste … slack, corny, and anonymous.”) In miniature preview, this was Bob’s method in boosting and subduing contributors: the praise-up and the slap-down, the latter an ego check up against the hockey glass to let you know who was boss, king, keeper of the keys, samurai master of the red edit pen. Although Greil Marcus would come to command more intellectual throw weight with Mystery Train and similar expeditions into the mythic depths and marshy fringes of the American Gothic, Lester Bangs would survive in legend as the Neal Cassady of Romilar and epic rhapsodies at the typewriter, and Jon Landau and Dave Marsh would eventually earn joint custody of Bruce Springsteen, it was Bob who was the self-proclaimed, scepter-wielding Dean of American Rock Critics, an honorific that sounds as esoteric today as some ecclesiastical title. With the decline of the album as message statement and the rise of the iPod, rock critics no longer exist as a recognizable category of cultural journalist with its own career ladder, schlubby mystique, battle stripes of cultural rebellion, and backstage lore. Like jazz, pop analysis has become academicized, with Christgau himself practicing his deanhood at the Clive Davis Department of Recorded Music at New York University and carting his buckshot-packed capsule Consumer Guide review column from one set of temporary digs to another, retiring and restarting it in 2010. But back then Christgau commanded the pulse center, enveloping himself in an energy cone of charisma that made writers want to be admitted into the big chief’s teepee while worrying that, once in, they might find themselves cast out again through the flap door for some flub or faux pas against the canons of rock-crit orthodoxy. Under his editorship, the pop music pages of the Voice exerted a force field that made the review section of Rolling Stone look like minor-league box scores.

As an editor, Christgau practiced the opposite of Zen. Indirection wasn’t in his playbook; pro or con, he gave it to you straight, with extra mustard. The upside was that Christgau made you want to please him, impress him, fuse two circuits together for an electric insight no one had made before, use the performance anxiety all writers have as the impetus to dig deeper and be on the receiving end of one of his triumphant war whoops. He would share his enthusiasms with the other editors, the congratulations multiplying until your swelled head barely fit into the elevator. The flip side fell when you failed to execute your mission, letting down Bob, the fellow Bobsters, and your membership in the fertility cult. Once, hazily hovering over the opening paragraph of a review I did of the Hollies performing at the Bottom Line, Bob said, as if reprimanding himself for overruling his better judgment, “I knew I should have assigned this to ——,” since I had made such a hash of it, revealing myself as Hollies-inadequate. Another time, looking over a revise I had done, he said, “Well, I’m glad you incorporated my suggestions, but I didn’t think you’d do it so faithfully,” making me feel like a retriever bearing the master’s slippers in its mouth. Bob didn’t always edit at the office, burning eyeholes in your copy and sounding the sentences in his head as if doing ballistics tests. Sometimes he edited at home, which was a trip, in both senses of the word. Once I made explorer tracks over to the apartment that Bob and his future wife, Carola Dibbell, shared in the alphabet side of the East Village, where a mound of garbage burned in the middle of the street like an anarchist’s bonfire as taxis slowed to navigate around it. Inside Bob and Carola’s apartment it was a Dickensian cove, as if their decorator had been a chimney sweep with a load of cinders to spread around. The focal point in this Stygian picture of domesticity was the spectacle of Bob, wearing nothing but red sheer bikini underwear, attending to something at the kitchen stove and pensively scratching his ass. Bob wasn’t one to stand upon formalities, adopting a more Tarzan stance. After he and Carola moved to a sunnier place on Twelfth Street (a street I too later shared, where the crunch of crack vials met the hoarse cries of hookers having an intimate conversation at the top of their charred lungs from ten or twelve feet apart), Lester Bangs told me that Bob once edited him in the nude, lying on the carpet with his butt-crack smiling northward as in a baby picture. The buzzer rang and it was Bob’s apartment neighbor, Vince Aletti, announcing himself. Bob got up and went into the other room to slip on a pair of underwear. Lester wondered, he told me, why Vince’s presence necessitated underwear from Bob while his didn’t, and then he remembered that Vince was gay—“And, you know, Bob probably didn’t want to tempt him,” Lester said, laughing.

In his return to the Voice, Bob brought with him an air of embattlement that had a soap-opera backstory. He and fellow rock critic/politico-cultural journalist Ellen Willis had been the reigning rock critic couple on the counterculture scene, the John and Yoko of the downtown set, the future Norman Podhoretz and Midge Decter of the Ministry of Pop Sensibility. If as a couple they functioned as a dual-processor dynamo, their intellectual status was separate but unequal. While Christgau had enjoyed a trapeze platform as a columnist at Esquire, which was a “hot book” in the magazine world under the ringmaster editorship of Harold Hayes, Willis haunted even higher, holier rafters as the rock critic of The New Yorker and a contributor to the New York Review of Books and Theodore Solotaroff’s New American Review (where her somber epitaph on the riots at the 1968 Democratic convention, “Lessons of Chicago,” appeared). Given his intellectual carriage and male pride, this uneven ranking must have been a cactus prick to Christgau, who was denied entrée into the more exclusive cloisters of prestige. Bob told me of the phone ringing when he and Ellen lived together and hearing the quavery, eggshell-walking voice of William Shawn at the other end and his handing the phone to Ellen with a mock-annoyed “It’s for you.” Their breakup—discreetly memoirized by Willis in a journal for the short-lived paperback magazine US, edited by Richard Goldstein, a wunderkind who would also rejoin the Voice in its radical Felkerization and not win any popularity contests—had been unamicable in the extreme. The betrayal of Ellen’s briefly taking up with some hippie dude (“The last time I got my hair cut, Ellen dumped me for somebody else,” was how I remember Bob explaining his subsequent aversion to barbershop scissors) incurred a wrath almost Sicilian from Bob, who refused to share the same public confines with his former comrade-lover. It was a logistical headache for record-company and concert publicists, who had to ensure that the rock critic of Newsday and Esquire didn’t find himself under the same roof enjoying freebies (there were freebies then—buffets even) as the rock critic of The New Yorker. Urban legend had it that Bob once spotted Ellen at a record-label event and was so incensed that he threw a pie at her, an incident that became as inscribed in rock-crit myth as R. Meltzer (The Aesthetics of Rock)’s peeing into the punch bowl at some press event, a stunt I was cautioned not to emulate, lest I develop the wrong kind of reputation—an invaluable piece of advice for any promising youngster. Bob assumed everyone knew the saga of his breakup with Ellen, as if it ranked with Grendel on the Richter scale, and its unfinished business dragged through the office like an anchor.

Bob’s wounded pride and obstinacy prevented Ellen from being given a full editorial role at the Voice, Bob deploying a her-or-me ultimatum that was eventually lifted after mutual friends and colleagues, tired of being tugged in the middle, impressed upon Bob that his gruff resolve made it appear that he still hadn’t gotten over the breakup despite the intervening years, which wasn’t very flattering to Carola, who was by then his wife. I had no great opinion to drop one way or the other on the scale of justice because I never quite “got” the Ellen Willis cult of genius, the whole Rosa Luxemburg mystique aureoled around her curly Ed Koren cartoonish head and goggled squint. Written as if her words represented the patter of rain, Willis’s pop music reports for The New Yorker had none of the toreador flash and headlong plunge of the best rock writing being done in the sixties and seventies; they lacked the authority she stamped into her political essays, as if she were doing a series of liner notes, keeping the grown-ups informed about what the kids were up to. Not that I liked her political writing any better. I liked it less. It ground forward like an earthmover along with the worst liabilities of left-wing pamphleteering, her Marxist-feminist-Reichian calls for erotic freedom and social liberation laid down with the iron clang of railroad spikes hammered to the heavy metronome of jargon. It was evident from the worship and emulation Willis inspired that she possessed a personal charisma that transcended the page, but that charisma and I never cloud-mingled, so all I had to go by were pieces that seemed weighed down by their pedagogical intent, bottom-heavy correctives to liberal orthodoxy, and radical cant that made the pages you were holding in your hands turn to lead. But I was in the minority when it came to Willis’s acuity and importance and would remain so, not that it mattered then or now. What was important then was this sense, this supposition, that sixties scenes-bursters such as Christgau, Willis, and Goldstein were destined to inherit or hijack in slow motion the intellectual-journalistic establishment of The New Yorker, the New York Review of Books, Commentary, Partisan Review, and Dissent and become the presiding grown-ups of this generational power bloc. They had the brains, the ambition, the range and grasp, and the lengthening track record of a countercultural commissariat set to inherit the big desks in the editorial offices and give culture its marching orders. Yet it didn’t happen, they never assumed command; their schemas never got off the drawing board. Ice formed on the ceiling, the elevators got stuck between floors, they were no match for Harvard—choose your own metaphor, but the upward push that seemed inevitable was somehow arrested and the books never completed that might have planted their flags on the surveying heights. That’s one of the advantages of sticking around in life long enough: you get to see how other people’s stories turn out, though it doesn’t do your own story any good, the future having laid its own special snow-covered wolf traps just for you.

Having done just about as much damage as I could do to the circulation department short of embezzlement, I was promoted to a writer-receptionist’s job on the fourth floor, a hybrid role almost as lottery-winning as landing a rent-controlled apartment. It provided the ideal setup for a pinball-machine brain embedded in a body content to be indoors, off the streets—wherever the action wasn’t. Three days a week I was assigned to man the reception desk for the fourth floor, where staff writers had their offices, some of them outfitted with cots for those all-night word-bashing deadline-looming marathons and, presumably, the occasional tryst or hangover nap. My job entailed sorting mail, answering the phones, clipping articles, doing some light filing, nothing requiring heavy mental lifting or seamless multitasking. The two days I wasn’t desk jockeying I could retreat to my own private Yaddo and attend to my own articles. Today writers would murder to have their own offices and the opportunity to interrupt one another’s work (one reason there will never again be Here at the “New Yorker”–like memoirs is that there is no more office lore to mine—writers are now relegated to their own bobbing life rafts, requiring guest IDs to enter the editorial mother ship), and here I was in my early twenties with a sunlit parlor of my own. I didn’t have a cot or napping sofa. More than once I stayed up all night to meet a deadline and slept curled up on the floor, stiff as a carp. But there was something romantic and borderline roughing it about staying up all night writing and crashing on the floor—this was one of the reasons one came to New York to become a writer, to impress yourself with your own determination. The writer with whom I shared receptionist duties had an even sweeter deal, or so it seemed to me. He only had to cover the desk the two days a week that I had off. Not being given an office of his own, he wasn’t obligated to occupy the premises for the other three days; he had liberty leave to do whatever he wanted—go to the movies, visit museums, do library research, sit on a bench and study humanity, or just stay home and make with the jeweled prose there. But I didn’t reckon with the passionate hold of the nesting instinct for those looking to consolidate their position from within, hoping to secure their niche inside the editorial command module. I didn’t understand that in New York, real estate trumps everything, that the territorial imperative didn’t care how small an amount of square feet was involved.

The co-receptionist’s name was David Tipmore. I wonder what became of him. His was an individual talent, even for a boxing academy like the Voice, where the rumble of rough promise kept the thunder going. Tall, blond, thin (after he close-cropped his hair, he was teased for looking like an Oscar statue), T. had a lavish way of expressing himself, especially when ladling out superlatives. “I love Blair,” he would verbally skywrite about Blair Sabol, the Village Voice fashion writer whose father was the head of NFL Films; he would say it in anticipation of her arrival on the fourth floor and repeat it again once the elevator had deposited her back on the ground floor for her reentry into society. I began to look forward to her visits; it was like having Princess Margaret drop by. David could make me laugh by the catholic enthusiasms he displayed and then would laugh at my laughter, as when he exclaimed, after reading one of Al Goldstein’s foulmouthed, turd-brained tirades in Screw magazine (where all the porn-star fornicators looked like topiaries with their hippie hair), “I love Screw magazine!” Sometimes he forgot to fasten the safety lock on his mouth, and his impromptu expressions of delight would go badly astray. Once Christgau punctured our airspace with his presence, looking uncommonly fluffy. “Bob,” David exclaimed in congratulatory surprise, “you washed your hair!” It was his transparent lack of malice that made this most backhanded of compliments hard to resent, and Bob accepted the comment with near-gracious chagrin, mentioning something about a new shampoo. The exclamation marks that punctuated Tipmore’s talk were astringently absent from his writing, which had some of the tactically efficient lack of affect, eyewitness testimony, and finely manicured irony that George W. S. Trow was making a house specialty at The New Yorker, to which Bret Easton Ellis would later add a chic coat of anomie. Tipmore’s best sentences had a white birch quality, lean, upright, singular. He did a review of Peggy Lee in performance at the Empire Room of the Waldorf that remains a gleaming artifact of sly dissection: “With a burst of white light Miss Lee appeared stage right in Stavropoulos chiffon, acknowledged the audience reception, and segued directly into ‘I Don’t Know Why (I Love You Like I Do).’ She was difficult to see because intense lighting gels obscured her face in an opaque sheen. She was difficult to hear because the orchestra, which Miss Lee conducted periodically during the show, played with Sousa-march volume. Scanning the orchestra, I saw three violins, French horn, clarinet, saxophone, synthesizer, electric guitar, an intimidating percussion section, and, in the far corner, a black back-up trio, whose names Miss Lee did not seem to remember.”

He and I were the supporting players on the floor, the star roster consisting of staff writers such as Clark Whelton, whose cover story about staying overnight in Central Park, an assignment that in those crime-ridden days was worthy of combat pay, was ridiculed by an up-and-comer named Jamaica Kincaid; Lucian K. Truscott IV, the combative grandson of a decorated general who had served under Patton (“Lucian was probably one of the few urban sailors who could spot a corpse floating in the river … and then write about it for the Village Voice” [McAuliffe]); and Ron Rosenbaum, whose orange-red beard burned with biblical fervor and Blakean prophecy. “Ron’s the real genius of the Voice,” a writer named Robin Reisig whispered just loud enough for posterity to hear. (Reisig was given to gnawing on a pencil in a state of spellbound distraction, emerging from inner transit to ask, “Did somebody just say something?”) Rosenbaum’s genius aura, unlike Ellen Willis’s, did have a dynamic element, a roaming shadow existence. Investigating far-out terrain and the machinations of secret societies closed off to all but the chosen, he seemed to haunt the night like an Edgar Allan Poe story, alternating between his apartment and his office at the Voice, a restless nocturnal commuter. The columnist Nat Hentoff, whose beard was as wise and Talmudic as Rosenbaum’s was insurrectionist, tore articles out of the Times as he walked the Village and tucked them into his pockets; by the time he arrived at the office, he had so many columns of newspaper clippings spilling out of his pockets that he seemed to be going into leaf. His wife, Margot, a contributor to the New York Review of Books, had a sharpshooter mouth that could knock a tin can off your head from across the room. Other contributors were more raconteurish, their bottoms finding a home on many a bar stool, their sentences leaving footprints across the sawdust floor. As, for instance, Joe Flaherty, who wrote a ruefully funny memoir called Managing Mailer about his misadventures as Mailer’s campaign manager for his mayoralty run in New York City (Mailer’s running mate was Jimmy Breslin); their campaign went afoul when the candidate laced into his loyal supporters at a rally for being “spoiled pigs.” And Joel Oppenheimer, who personified the poet as billy goat and whose lowercase columns were devoted to the Mets, losing his teeth, and the valuable protein in semen. But a weekly paper like the Voice was more than the clashing palette of its high-profile personalities. It was ribbed with writers who went about their work with self-effacing dedication to their beat, such as the theater reviewers Michael Smith, Julius Novick, and Michael Feingold. The dance critic Deborah Jowitt had the fine-boned fortitude of a frontier settler with eyes forever fixed on future horizons; her merciful consideration of even the most flailing effort and her descriptive set pieces suitable for framing set her apart from the tomahawk throwers. The classical music critic Leighton Kerner, with his stooped posture and ever-present briefcase, resembled a sad pachyderm covering Willy Loman’s old rounds. Andrew Sarris, the chief movie critic and godfather of the auteurist school of film criticism, had the dark circles under his eyes of an honorary member of the mole people, the wag of his head and his staccato laughter the marks of a man who was pacing inside his head.

Upstairs, on the fifth floor, there was enough snapping-turtle turmoil to keep The Caine Mutiny afloat. Office renovation removed private sanctuaries for a more open cubicle layout that allowed greater visibility for frank exchanges of differing opinions that could be overheard the length of the floor, depending on wind conditions. Monarch of his midtown principality, Felker never conned himself that he would be welcomed and embraced as an emancipator below Fourteenth Street, but he couldn’t have anticipated how much resistance he would draw as the Voice’s new stepfather. “Why am I being thwarted?” he would bellow. Accustomed to barking orders, he didn’t expect to hear so much barking back, often from the very editors he had hired to execute his game plan. Sometimes the back talk was accompanied by rude slapstick, as when Richard Goldstein poked Clay in the panda stomach. Felker would also find himself at the receiving end of Ron Rosenbaum’s dramatic farewell when Rosenbaum crumpled up his paycheck and flung it with bite-me gusto at Felker, who reportedly asked in bafflement after Rosenbaum steamed off, “Who was that?” Felker ran into headwinds trying to install punctuation, proper capitalization, and paragraph breaks into Jill Johnston’s cataract of free association, and his top lieutenant, Judith Daniels, would face the wrath of a writer scorned when Truscott, just back from the Middle East on a reporting mission, gave a command performance of outrage and invective comparable to Jack Nicholson’s monologue in Carnal Knowledge. Standing over Daniels’s desk, Truscott railed, “While I was risking my fucking life over in the Middle East, you had the fucking nerve to not run the fucking pieces that I was fucking over there to do”—or words to that fucking effect. (In McAuliffe’s book, he has an exchange where Daniels, over drinks, explained to Lucian that his pieces had just sort of “evaporated,” to which Truscott exploded: “Evaporated? … What do you think my typewriter prints—little teacups full of water?”) Unlike for others who left the Voice during the transitional trauma, it panned out for Truscott. He went on to write a best-selling novel about West Point called Dress Gray, adapted into a made-for-TV miniseries scripted by Gore Vidal. Years later, ringing me up for reasons obscure, Lucian asked me if I knew how long fame lasted for a best-selling author. Unfamiliar with the experience, I said no. Four years, he said. The first year, you’re in the exalted thick of it. The second year, you’re still bobbing in the success, carried with the current. Third year, the gold plating has chipped away, and people are asking you if you’re working on anything new. Fourth year, they’re no longer asking, and you might as well drape yourself over a coat hanger in the closet and get accustomed to the dark. Truscott sounded almost resentful, despite having hit the jackpot that so many writers daydreamed about in those days when a fiction best seller didn’t require the bestowing tap of Oprah’s sparkly wand. A lesson it would take me a while to learn was that nothing makes writers happy for very long, there are always ravens pecking on the roof.

The Dan Wolf cone of silence over his run-silent-run-deep decision making gave way to a more democratic airing of what was in the works at the regular editorial meetings on the fifth floor. The more rambunctious ones sometimes yielded the raw disclosures of an encounter session. At one meeting a senior editor casually shared that although his penis might be on the snubby side, what he lacked in size he more than made up for with dedicated effort. (“It takes a liberal to brag about how small his dick is,” one of the staffers wisecracked, he being more old-school in such matters.) The point-blank pillow talk of popular feminist fiction in the seventies—best sellers such as Lois Gould’s Such Good Friends, with its forest of desultory blow jobs, Alix Kates Shulman’s Memoirs of an Ex–Prom Queen, and, most famously, Erica Jong’s Fear of Flying, which introduced the “zipless fuck” into the lexicon and established the runway for Carrie Bradshaw to parade her stilettos in Sex and the City—empowered frisky mouths. My then editor, my latest piece lying before her ready to undergo the blue pencil marks of what Terry Southern immortally called “tightening and brightening,” once apologized for not yet having the opportunity to give my copy a proper going-over. She was just feeling too worn-out that morning, she said. She didn’t look worn-out to me; if anything, her Annie Hall cheekbones shone even brighter, a beacon to guide us. Perhaps because she was feeling worn-out in a good way. “I didn’t get much rest the last couple days,” she explained. “I spent the weekend with—well, let’s just say I was in the hands of a master.” The picture theater of my imagination immediately opened with multiple screens, all of them showing X-rated material. Whatever insufficient comment I was about to cough up was interrupted by one of the paper’s feminists leaning over the cubicle and saying, “So tell me, what happened with the guy you left with?” “Later,” my editor promised in a stage whisper of smoky texture while I sat there feeling sexually hangdog from the knowledge that my editor, on whom I had a crush (we all did, those cheekbones being apples of the gods and her hair so glowy), had spent the weekend being royally serviced by some renowned instrumentalist with magic fingers while I was hunched over the stupid typewriter, laboring to get my opening graf to “breathe.” It was so unfair, especially since I was being deprived of the choice details that give erotic envy that extra dash of spice.

Wired under the dashboard of the chatty byplay was a serious work ethic, a professional rigor. Writers today are assigned and edited almost exclusively over the phone and computer screen, physically cut off in their own monadic domains. That’s why we’re all so lonely. But at the Voice, as at The New Yorker and the Boston Phoenix and so many other newspapers and magazines then, editing was a face-to-face procedure, a surgical operation where each paragraph was gone over in pencil, each phrase subject to query, word reps circled and remedied, your best passages complimented, your muddier passages met with a concerned moue as the two of you tried to untangle the seaweed, retrieve a sunken thought from the morass. (In those primitive, pre-word-processing times, Richard Goldstein would sometimes take scissors and paste together the paragraphs of a writer’s piece, reconfiguring them in a different progression as if cutting a film, only to misplace a graf on his messy desk, necessitating a scavenger hunt.) The weekly sit-downs fostered an apprenticeship attitude that no true writer ever outgrows, if he or she is smart, because there’s always more to learn, habits to break, imprecisions to sharpen, excisions that bring out the muscle of a sentence sausaged in flab.

There was another home-brewed brand of criticism practiced at the Voice—informal, unsolicited feedback that was delivered like a body check in hockey and intended to put you on notice. It was not uncommon for a fellow writer, in a warrior spirit of collegiality, to let you know that the piece that ran in last week’s issue or the new one teed up in galleys carried the risk of making you look like a fool. Not simply mistaken, not merely misguided, but a fool—a dupe who made everybody else look bad. One year at the Voice Christmas party, a columnist in ambush mode, having filled his tank to excess capacity with holiday cheer, intercepted me, even though I was standing still, to put me wise that a campaign piece I had done about a presidential candidate that was set to run proved that I didn’t know a thing about politics and if it were published I would look like a fool and the editors would look like fools, a diatribe/dire prediction he delivered so close up his face nearly went out of focus. He was telling me this for my own good, he said, but nobody at the Voice ever told you anything for your own good unless they were up to no good. Another Voice staffer, whom nobody dared call a fool for fear he’d do a calypso number on their heads with his fists, speculated that the weaponized use of the word was rooted in Old Left discourse, evidenced by how often Voice writers would quote August Bebel’s pronouncement “Anti-Semitism is the socialism of fools,” one of those thundering dicta certainly intended to stop an adversary dead in his rhino tracks. (As Diana Trilling would write of thirties radicalism, “Everyone judged everyone else … today’s friend was tomorrow’s enemy; whoever disagreed with oneself had sold out.”) Or perhaps “fool” simply caught on in the office because some alpha force began using it and everyone else added it to their repertoire, just as so many writers picked up on Ellen Willis’s use of “cranky” as a positive descriptive, indicating someone out of sorts with the prevailing political norms. Whatever its origin in the lingua franca, “fool” was a strangely shame-laced word, intended to make you feel like an object of ridicule based on the snickers and scowls of some invisible jury. It would later chime in my head with Piper Laurie’s crackpot mother taunting Sissy Spacek in Carrie before the senior prom: “They’re all gonna laugh at you! They’re all gonna laugh at you!” I resented being bullyragged for making a fool of myself because making a fool of yourself was one of the hard-earned liberties Norman Mailer had fought for in his boxing trunks. But I have to say, I don’t regret my days in gladiator school. Having your ego slapped around a bit helped the blood circulate and would prove a superb conditioning program for a future sub-career in blogging, where a tough hide would come in handy every time the Hellmouth opened. Every time I’m abused online with a battery of scurrilous remarks of a personal nature, I’m able to let them bounce off like rubber erasers, having been called an asshole by professionals, experts in the field.

My stay on the fourth floor was an idyll destined to die early. My installation as a regular fixture was resisted by the person whose opinion mattered most—my boss, Mary Perot Nichols. I had been hired against her wishes, as I soon came to understand from her verbal inflections and facial expressions, which were generally lemon flavored. Nichols, for whom I did guard-dog duty at the desk, was the paper’s city editor, a veteran of Village activism who had led the fight opposing Robert Moses’s plan to drive a road through Washington Square Park and whose fearsome inside-dope column, Runnin’ Scared, was to local politics what I. F. Stone’s Weekly was to the Washington lie machine—a caustic disinfectant. She thrived on feuds and court intrigue, her turf war with the political muckraker Jack Newfield resulting in huge shifts in barometric pressure inside the building when some vital piece of information was up for contention. It wasn’t her idea to hire me, and had I been a better butterer-upper, I might have schmoozed things over to the point where I wasn’t looked upon as an intrusive specimen, a bug found in an ear of corn. But I was too untutored in the art of deference, oblivious to the danger signs, and lackadaisical in the time-honored mime of looking busy when there was a significant lull in the action. It was about fifteen or twenty minutes before end of regular hours, and returning to the office when she would normally have been leaving, Nichols crossed in front of my desk, which had been cleared so that I could begin the next day with a clean slate (having stuffed everything I needed to do in the drawers), paused, surveyed my near-empty desktop, factored in my bland demeanor, which apparently contained a subcutaneous layer of insubordination, and asked: “Don’t you get bored sitting there all day doing nothing?”

A question whose tone and implication I considered a trifle inconsiderate, since I hadn’t spent “all day” doing nothing, reserving relative inactivity for that brief interval before it was time to head out. Rather than defend or explain my idle appearance, I replied amiably enough: “I meditate.”

Nichols blinked without actually blinking, looking stunned, and not in a delighted way. I’m not sure why I had replied as I had, since it would be another twenty years before I even took up meditation, enrolling in the Transcendental Meditation course in a class that included a Frenchman who later complained to the instructor that he wanted a different mantra from the one he had been assigned (“My mantra is working against me”), but whichever imp of the perverse activated my tongue didn’t matter: my blithe attempt at airy deflection proved to be more infuriating than any edgy comeback I might have made. I acted as if I were out of her jurisdiction, which no boss can countenance. It may have also confirmed Nichols’s (correct) suspicion that the world of hard-boiled politics was no place for a potted fern like myself. It was recorded in McAuliffe’s excellent history that upon hearing my insolence, Nichols snapped, “Then go meditate at the unemployment line.” Dramatically neat as that plays, the truth was klutzier, as it usually is. She got back into the elevator, hit the button for the fifth floor, and—so I was later informed—told the editor in chief: “I can’t do anything with Wolcott. I tell him to do something and he tells me he’s meditating.” Instead of firing me on the spot, she waited until I returned after a holiday weekend to send me on my merry way. I don’t recall the dialogue on that occasion being particularly snappy, only how compressed the air felt as I left her office, packed quiet with the knowledge shared by everyone on the floor that I had been axed. As soon as I walked in that morning I knew that they knew that I was a goner from the funny little fidgets their mouths made as they forked over the usual Monday-morning hellos. I was standing in front of my former desk with the hollow, bomb-struck feeling of the just fired when Tipmore, trying and failing to sound offhand now that the news was official, asked: “So, Jim, given any thought as to what you’re going to do with your office?”

“Well,” I said, “seeing that I’ll no longer be working here, I don’t imagine I’ll get to keep it.”

Which he knew full well, just as he knew that the logical next occupant of the office would be himself. With a cool twist of the swizzle stick he was letting me know that he had felt the office was rightfully his all along and now he was going to inherit it and too bad for me, buddy boy. Good-bye, good luck, and get lost. We never spoke again, one of the many noncommunication pacts formed at the Voice that furnished the elevator with awkward silences and straight-ahead stares. Though if anything I owed Tipmore and Mary Perot Nichols (who would go on to become the president of WNYC Communications and leave a priceless legacy to public broadcasting and the arts as the founder of the WNYC Foundation) a gift basket of gratitude. Released from duty, I drew unemployment and used my ejection time to write full out, placing pieces not only at the Voice but at rock magazines such as Circus, where I interviewed Todd Rundgren, then at the height of his musical wizardhood with attitude to match. From that point onward I never worked a regular office job again, solely writing for a living, something that would have been impossible if New York hadn’t been a city of low rents and crappy expectations that didn’t require a trust fund or a six-figure income for the privilege of watching everything fall apart before your eyes. The availability of affordable, problem-plagued, loosely enforced sublets made zigzag lateral movement throughout the city relatively easy, not like it would become a decade later, when each real-estate decision would pyramid under the worry load of upward mobility. In the early seventies, New York landlords were less choosy about whom they rented to, more laissez-faire as long as you didn’t give off a whiff of arson. When one of the Voice receptionists decided to get married and vacate the city, she offered me her apartment to sublet on West Ninety-second, between Amsterdam and Columbus. Though I had never been that far north before, above Forty-second Street being total terra incognita, I accepted her offer without a glimmer of thought because one of the advantages of being young in the city is that you can say yes to things without feeling it’s an irrevocable decision that scripts your fate. At that age apartments were just places to stay, temporary launchpads or secluded cubbyholes, not outward constructs of your identity that required Hamlet-style agonizing for fear that at the root of your being, you might not be an “uptown person.”

My new apartment and I were relatively well suited. An acceptable holding cell for the unchoosy bachelor/bachelorette, it was a studio shoe box slightly below street level, affording a window view of feet going by. Because the former tenant was an attractive young woman living solo, she occasionally drew peepers on balmy days when she raised the blinds and cracked open the window in futile hope of a breeze. (No air-conditioning.) Neighborhood men of varying ages and maturity levels who had watched her lug in groceries would sometimes pretend they were picking up a stray dime or quarter, craning their necks forty-five degrees in hopes of a floor show. Sometimes they wouldn’t even bother with the loose-change pantomime, simply bent over double and gawked. So for the first few weeks I had my share of prospective admirers who either hadn’t gotten the news that she had vacated the address or were hoping I was just a temporary sitter and were checking to see if she had returned. On the sunniest of days, the studio admitted barely enough light to imply the slim hope of redemption in a prison movie, and no bulbs seemed bright enough to keep the kitchen from looking depressed. The studio was also right next to the stairs, which reverberated like a bowling alley with each arrival and departure of lead boots and echoing laughter.

When the weather was warm enough for raised windows, I could sometimes hear the couple upstairs making love like a train chugging into the station, picking up speed as they reached the final whistle and ground to a halt. The male partner of this duo was the burly playwright John Ford Noonan, who would often be confused with the playwright and director Tom Noonan (whose eggplant head would loom so spookily in Michael Mann’s Manhunter and Heat). The Noonan upstairs had a knack for catchy titles—Heterosexual Temperature in West Hollywood, Raunchy Dame in the Chinese Raincoat—but the play that made his name was the widely produced A Coupla White Chicks Sitting Around Talking. Years later it was on one of our first dates that I took my future wife, Laura, to a play written by Noonan and performed with his daughter called Talking Things Over with Chekhov. (Before the play we had dinner at the Lion’s Head, whose glory years as a writer’s bar were now as faded as the book jackets on the walls, a too-neat analogy, but there it is, go bother somebody else.) And years after that I was crossing West Twenty-third Street when I spotted Noonan buffaloing toward me with undiminished life force. Though we hadn’t seen or spoken to each other in decades, I recognized him, he recognized me, and without breaking stride, he spread his arms and shouted what we were both thinking, “Hey, we got older!” and kept on barreling.

The IRT stop closest to my Ninety-second Street apartment was a convenient four blocks north, but those four blocks often required nimble footwork and ninja awareness of impending action. So much of New York did. Most of the parks were safer walking around than through. (I was warned about venturing into Riverside Park, where, I got the impression, dead bodies were always being discovered after having rolled downhill the night before.) Entire neighborhoods were considered no-go areas where you never knew what the hell might fall from the fire escapes, and even sections of town that didn’t resemble standing rubble had stretches that you avoided, had you been properly briefed. Otherwise, you’d be walking down some leafy block, moderately carefree, turn the wrong corner, and find yourself staring down the barrel of a hostile street, forced to either retrace your steps or run for your freaky life like Cornel Wilde in The Naked Prey. It wasn’t just the criminality that kept you radar-alert, the muggings and subway-car shakedowns, it was the crazy paroxysms that punctuated the city, the sense that much of the social contract had suffered a psychotic break. That strip of upper Broadway was the open-air stage for acting-out episodes from unstable patients dumped from mental health facilities, as I discovered when I had to dodge a fully loaded garbage can flung in my direction by a middle-aged man who still had a hospital bracelet on one of his throwing arms. Then, as now, the Ninety-sixth Street crosstown nexus was an irredeemable eyesore that served as a magnet for unmanned shopping carts abandoned on their sides or commandeered as a homeless moving van. It was at the newsstand at the southwest corner of Ninety-sixth that I picked up the copy of the Daily News with the arresting headline FORD TO CITY: DROP DEAD, and it was the perfect spot to receive notice of impending collapse.

My uptown address had the down-market advantage of being within walking distance of two of the major revival houses in the city, the New Yorker and the Thalia. Shopping-mall multiplexes were unknown when I was growing up in Maryland, the only two theaters being on the Edgewood Arsenal military base and in the nearby town of Bel Air. The programming at the army theater never erred on the side of daunting pretension. Each weekend offered a carousel of the latest Elvis Presley musical, Jerry Lewis comedy, or garish war epic (such as Merrill’s Marauders or any other World War II film set in the Pacific with malaria and leeches), and to this day I can dazzle myself with piquant, mindless details from It Happened at the World’s Fair or Follow That Dream or The Delicate Delinquent that are stuck like gum to the roof of my mind. I knew nothing about directors but was aware when I saw Ride the High Country (Peckinpah) and Hell Is for Heroes (Don Siegel) that the guys behind the camera were a different breed of cat from the ones who gave us Elvis making with the hips at a back-lot luau. Though I had taken an introductory film course at Frostburg, where screenings of the classics of German Expressionism (The Last Laugh, The Street) failed to fire my classmates’ synapses, judging by their simulated snores, it was at the New Yorker and the Thalia, especially the former, that I was inducted into the Eleusinian mysteries of art cinema. Nesting in the balcony of the New Yorker, I wondered why strangers sat so close to each other, given the availability of vacant seats, and then, as if answering a cue, migrated to the men’s room together, missing much of the movie. I soon divined that these weren’t instances of bladders in harmonic sync. The other patrons seemed to be solitaries, like me, perhaps because I tended to avoid the theaters on weekend date nights, my dating life still in the starting blocks. Many a time I sensed that the men in the audience weren’t going to the movies as much as getting away from something, stealing a few hours in the hideaway cove as a temporary reprieve. The prints of classic foreign and Hollywood films in those pre-DVD days were legendarily scuffed like locker room floors, with washed-out colors, bleached black and white, frames missing, vertical lines slicing the frames, strange blotches appearing like fungus, fuzzy sound, the screen going blank as a reel came unsnapped and the audience groaned, what little audience there was in the dead of afternoon. But the imperfections in the prints made the experience more dreamlike, closer to an unfinished rough draft from the unconscious, the subtitles a ghostly reduction of dialogue that sounded so much more expressive and layered than the plain words at the bottom of the screen. Needing no translation, the serious Hollywood heavyweights—On the Waterfront, High Noon—carried their own echo of the hereafter, a sense that you were watching glorious figments reenacting a heroic rite that now belonged to immortality, where self-importance savors its just reward.

And so the uptown revival houses combined art and elegy in a delinquent atmosphere that made Susan Sontag’s vaunted cinephilia seem like basic training for cultural sainthood, membership in a monastic order of paleface prunes. It was different downtown at Theatre 80 St. Marks, which specialized in Hollywood musicals and screwball comedies, its seats a chiropractor’s delight; after a double feature you might hobble out like Walter Matthau with back trouble, but that was the price of admission to movie-queen heaven, where the name Norma Shearer could prompt militant debate and Ruby Keeler’s tap-dancing glee was categorized as a genial species of dementia. At the time the double bills at Theatre 80 St. Marks seemed lighter, fluffier, less canonical than the Euro classics at other houses, but those crackling relics of the Hollywood studio system have retained a vigor, rigor, elegance, ivory spine, and starglow that (for me) have proven to be hardier, more sustaining than the signature originalities of Godard, Truffaut, and Bresson or the surly realism of Room at the Top, Saturday Night and Sunday Morning, Look Back in Anger, and similar English indictments of the class system’s rotting carcass and the ghastly fucking wallpaper put up to seal in the gloom. Each year the mystery appeal of Eleanor Powell’s horsy clumping deepens, the piquancy of Myrna Loy’s uptipped nose romantically beguiles, while Godard’s La Chinoise seems like a set of fancy card tricks and the lyricism of Truffaut’s films looks ever more wispy and attenuated. I went to old movies alone, my occasional dates preferring to see something new in venues that didn’t seem haunted. Apart from Peckinpah films and the occasional high mass such as Jean Eustache’s black-and-white three-and-a-half-hour The Mother and the Whore (the first masterpiece of miserabilism whose spellbinding power owes nothing to anything except its own bleak recalcitrance), I was reading reviews of new movies more than I was actually attending them, keeping just pseudo-informed enough to hold up my weak end in any conversation. That was about to change. I was about to receive my draft notice.

One day I was puttering around the apartment, trying to unstick one of the drawers in my captain’s bed, washing a fork, who knows, when the phone rang. I picked it up and heard a voice that carried a ripple of laughter even as it said hello.

“Hi, you’re a hard person to get ahold of. It’s Pauline Kael.”
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