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NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR
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From early 1971 to the spring of 1976 I spent over 1,100 days on the road touring and/or gigging with more than forty of the highest grossing Rock’n’Roll acts of those times: Led Zeppelin, Chicago, Cat Stevens, Yes, Linda Ronstadt, Elvis, The Eagles, and the Rolling Stones to name a few. In 1975 I was on the road for 305 days. 

I was not a musician, not a sound engineer, not a roadie; I was the truck driver. I drove Rock’n’Roll sound equipment over half-a-million miles from city arenas to county stadiums to state fairs. If I didn’t get my rig to the gig on time, the show did not go on. I was at most venues from dawn to midnight. I never missed a load-in. 

You won’t see these stories on TV or in the movies, or read about them in rock star biographies. This book is a real backstage pass. 

Nevertheless, this fictional autobiography is inspired by factual events and actual people. There are many creative flourishes, but no malicious intent. 

Most characters are composites or my own variations. Some might seem familiar, however. Names were chosen to protect the innocent and embarrass the guilty. Crewmen have been nickname for privacy and some bands have been deliberately renamed out of a lack of respect (mine and theirs). 

For brevity’s sake, several events that actually happened at different times in different places have been condensed into one time, place, &/or character. The language can also be raw at times, but that’s just how it was.

Although it may be a keepsake for the generation that came of age in the ‘70s and can be a ‘How Not to Live’ primer for at-risk youth in current times, these stories are not recommended for children under 12. For teens ages 13-16, Parental Guidance is strongly advised (but will likely be ignored).

––––––––
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TO ALL READERS - KEEP On Truckin’...

Glenn Schiffman
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1- STAR TRUCK, DRIVER’S LOG: Muddsville, April 1, 1976
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She snored.

Tota, a white and brown Sheltie rescued from a Detroit truck stop and named after the acronym for the Rolling Stones’ 1975 ‘Tour Of The Americas,’ snored. It was never a steady snore. She sometimes wheezed, sometimes hocked. There was some sporadic snoofing, in turn followed by a snock and a plub.

When her lips kinked in a smile, I wondered, was she also dreaming? And was the dream funny or at least pleasant? The diffused glow from a streetlight coming through the window of the choir room in the church where I slept illuminated her smile but didn’t answer my question.

Her snoring engulfed the tick-tick-tick of a cheap alarm clock on the floor to my right but did nothing to buffer me from the spattering, pocking sounds of a pelting rain in the potholes in the church’s alley. The sound of water made me want to piss, but the bathroom was on the other side of the church. 

Normally I’d slip outside, but in the rain, no way. Of course, in an emergency, there was always the baptismal font. Instead, I clamped my bladder using groin muscles I’d built loading and unloading semi-trailer trucks 2200 times the previous five years. Thus clinched, I slid deeper into the warmth of my sleeping bag and kipped back to unconsciousness.

I heard my cheap alarm clock’s single ting at the same time Tota nuzzled my ear with her wet, warm tongue. I punched off the alarm, kicked off the sleeping bag, leapt up, and bestrode her on the mattress. Feeling like Colossus, I looked in the mirror propped against the wall at the head of the bed.

Hmm, some ooze this morning.

“Road drip,” I said to Tota. I’m straight now, but in the years I popped or horned speed – that is amphetamines, diet pills, methadrine, and any of the ‘caines (co or pro) – those uppers caused a clear, thinner-than-snot discharge to seep from my laddie.

“Nothing to worry about,” said the doctor at the VD clinic in Miami a few weeks back. I went to the clinic two days after I spent a week with a stripper in New Orleans and one day before I quit a Beach Brats tour.

Nothing to worry about, my ass.

I knew when I left the Brats and (at my own expense) and took the Eastern Shuttle back up the seaboard without providing a legitimate reason, I would not be employed by Clear River Audio a minute longer than it took to say, “You’re fired!” So my excuse for leaving the tour was medical. 

I told Charley Stumpf, the owner of Clear River Audio – the most successful rock-concert sound company in the world – I was anemic and bleeding out my ass. Charley assumed I had hemorrhoids or an ulcer, and to my surprise sent me to the local Muddsville clinic. Since I was not anemic or bleeding, the clinic checked the ‘none of the above’ box and told me to go back to work.

“Emerson, Lake and Palmer goes out in three weeks,” Tom Katz, Clear River’s office manager, said. “Their rigging is in Los Angeles and their lights are at Johnny Taco’s in San Francisco. The first gig is in Denver. Elroy is with the Brats doing your job. We should dock you for having to fly him down there, but if you switch out with him in Dallas by taking Hall and Oates’ gear to the Cotton Bowl next week, we’ll forget what you cost us.”

“If I refu... if I’m not ready?” I asked.

“Charley will dock you and probably fire you.”

“Five years, Tom. Five years and you can’t cut me any slack?”

“You know Charley. To him roadies are a dime a dozen.”

Boy howdy do I know Charley. “Look, first, that dime a dozen crap was true in the ‘60s. It’s not true anymore. And second, we’re not roadies. We’re crewmen.”

“Right. Try and tell Charley that. To him, you’re just a dumb truck driver. Anyway, you lied to us, you’re not bleeding out your ass. Not literally anyway, so we’ve cut you all the slack you’re going to get.”

Cheap bastards. I’d worked for Clear River Audio for five years. For three of those years I went from one band to another, often overnight like I was a piece of equipment. 

In 1975 I was on the road for forty-four weeks; three of those weeks off were in January at the beginning of the year and two were in December at the end of the year. When I did return to Muddsville to a house I shared with my nine long years home-front lady Molly, I unpacked only long enough to do laundry. Otherwise I treated home as just another motel room.

I lifted up the tip of my laddie and look at the truth embedded in the seepage. I was burned out; I couldn’t do the road anymore without brain-boggling amounts of drugs. 

Five years on the road had totaled me. I was a speed-freak junkie and by rights should be drying out in rehab somewhere, except rehab wasn’t an option. Admitting to drug use in 1976 in Muddsville wouldn’t get me into rehab; it would put me in jail.

I wasn’t sure where I’d go. I feared I’d hung myself out to dry on the horns of a dilemma. I hadn’t in five years saved one red cent. All my per diem and any bonus money went to fast women and the crystal powders I put up my nose. All my salary went to rent, credit cards and Molly. She – bless her little heart – had run off to Hawaii with a fiddle player. And since I didn’t have a legitimate medical excuse for leaving my job – no disability. Charley Stumpf only fired people for cause, so forget unemployment if I quit.

Luckily, my meager options included one hedge. Before I left Miami, I bought an ounce of coke with truck and personal expense money. In Muddsville I borrowed $1,300 from Household Finance against my tax return to pay back the expense account. Coke sold for at least $25 a gram more in Muddsville than what it cost in Miami. Better yet, by cutting the ounce by a quarter with chopped and powdered white crosses, I figured to turn a tidy profit – if I didn’t snort the yield – a likelihood my friend Tino, the local bookie, called dead even. 

The coke was my financial way out. No way would I agree to drive ELP (Emerson, Lake, and Palmer) and not because of the seven-ton rig that spun the piano, filled one wall of the trailer, made steering really squirrely, and tripled the likelihood of jack-knifing on a slick road. No, my reason was that I couldn’t go back to Johnny Taco’s to pick up ELP’s lights. 

I’d had a fling with Brittany, Taco’s secretary. She regarded me as sincere. I regarded her as a righteous piece of... you know. Obviously, it didn’t end well. The last words she said to me, after cataloging my “lying and deceitful ways,” were: “You ever show up here again, I’ll shoot you on sight.”

Another problem – just the past August I had fallen asleep driving and had flipped the Stones sound truck on its side at a traffic circle south of Toronto. I didn’t want to go into US Customs in Buffalo NY buzzed out, teeth chattering, pinhole pupils, so I put off doing speed until I got through customs. Consequently, I fell asleep.

My white crosses flew out the blown-out front window from the container on the dash and then got kicked around on the ground. The Mounties could not absolutely prove they were mine, but my name has ever since been on a list at all Canadian border crossings. As luck would have it, the ELP tour was headed to Denver, Minneapolis, Winnipeg, and beyond.

The CBSA (Canadian Border Service Agents) didn’t always check IDs in the early days of Rock’n’Roll. If they checked anything, it was the customs paperwork. They always asked, “Where were you born?” and “Are you carrying a firearm?”

In the early ‘70s if a promoter met the incoming rigs at the border and had greased the right ‘skids,’ the CBSA usually let the rigs slide. But by 1976, the CBSA had become rightfully suspicious of all Rock’n’Roll tour truckers. Thanks to the odor of grease and diesel fuel that fool the drug-dogs, there were a variety of ways to hide contraband in trucks. Rock’n’Roll truckers had become a conduit for moving hard drugs and pot north and hash and gold (as in bullion) south. 

Bottom line, had I'd wanted to drive the ELP tour to Winnipeg and beyond, it’s likely the CBSA would check my ID. If they checked my ID, I’d have been denied entry given my name was on a list. If that had happened, I’d get stuck in the no-man’s-land between US and Canadian customs in northern Minnesota in February with no money and have to smuggle myself back across the border.

However, aside from the cocaine investment, I also had some coercive leverage in my exit strategy from Clear River Audio and the underworld of Rock’n’Roll. I had all my logbooks from the previous two years, ‘74 and ‘75. I kept three separate logs as protection during those years. The bogus one kept me legal before the law. That one pretended I took an eight-hour break after every ten hours of driving. On particularly rugged, one-night stands, for instance the Beach Brats, I rebuilt that log every three days.

The second logbook recorded my actual driving hours. For instance, if I switched out with Elroy in Dallas, I would show the actual thirty-six nonstop hours it took to drive ‘Big D’ to LA. The third logged my driving and venue working hours. 

If the insurance company and/or Ryder Trucks saw my 100-plus driving and venue working hours in the week that preceded my flipping the Stones truck, their insurance would not have covered my hospital expenses, and Ryder would have charged for the repair of the truck. More than that, Ryder would’ve likely cancelled the leases on all the Clear River trucks. Charley, stuck with sound systems all over the country, would be forced to hire expensive commercial haulers to move them.

So once Tom Katz clarified my non-options, I wrote a letter to Charley. I said I would keep quiet about all the laws I broke in exchange for unemployment benefits, the wherewithal to move away from the culture that fed my habits, and the cost of rehab, preferably somewhere on the west coast. The logs were my play, my only leverage, so I didn’t write that I’d settle for unemployment alone.

Very few roadies or even bands that kept the pace I did lasted as long as I had. By the first month of 1976, I knew it was time to pack it in. I feared I would die if I tried to keep going, either from falling asleep while driving, or from a methamphetamine-induced heart attack.

One dream I did harbor after I’d cooled and settled: I figured I’d disambiguate the reality of Rock’n’Roll and write a book about that world. 

Inspired by the wandering of one Leopold Bloom and his one-day journey through Dublin, and the fact that myths give life unity, meaning, and purpose – outcomes I had dire need of – I decided to be an autobiographical witness to a stygian voyage on Rock’n’Roll’s riverine underworld as embodied by a metaphorical, fictional walk through Muddsville. I’d be (per Tennessee Williams) ‘a snake leaving shed skin behind as a beacon for others of the fugitive kind.’

In fact, I was ‘fugitive kind.’ The FBI had blacklisted me in 1970. Stigmatized as an SDS, draft-card burner, anti-war radical is why I ended up working for cash and per-diem on the no-contracts, no-benefits, gig-to-gig, Rock’n’Roll road.

Of course I realized that most readers of Rock’n’Roll tomes don’t know squat about Tennessee Williams or James Joyce, much less Leopold Bloom. But so what? My odyssey is a tricky one to recount. I committed and observed a lot of drug-addled, sophomoric, spoiled-brat behavior in my five years journeying through the underworld of Rock’n’Roll. Riffing a fictional account (i.e. the one day Joycean walk) as a hero’s journey would give form and order to otherwise episodic facts and anecdotal truths.

Believe me I did know – implicitly thanks to Murphy’s Law - that when as author I cast my die, my stories would not unfold via an extended mythic idiom of ‘Ulysses’, but instead would unravel via an infernal warren of deviating turns and unintended consequences. After all, truth is stranger than fiction. How could I imagine it otherwise? 

“Like the song says,” I rhetorically said to Tota, who had crawled off the bed in my Muddsville room. We gotta get outta this place. I leaned over to pet her. She wagged her tail and popped her nose against my balls.
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2- STAR TRUCK, DRIVER’S LOG: August 17, 1974, Washington DC
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“How y’awl doin’ out there in Choc’late Town?”

Chaka Khan’s voice thundered out from the stage onto the crowd seated on the grass of the Washington Mall. A sea of black faces, fifty-thousand according to the Park Service, cheered her salute with a huge rumbling howl of grateful approval. 

“So happy to be with y’awl bruthuhs and sistuhs,” Chaka boomed, “and to be opening for the man, Mr. Wunnerful himself, Stevie Wonder!” Another roar from the crowd blended with wolf-howl reverb, as Harry Dendel, the engineer on the big board, slung Wonder–Wonder–Wonder at the White House Rose Garden five-hundred yards behind him.

I chuckled. Gerald Ford had been President only ten days. What could ‘38’ be thinking?

“What the hell was that?” said the literary agent on the other end of my phone call.

“Chaka Khan.”

“Where the hell are you?”

“Right now, I’m standing at a pay phone at the foot of the Washington Monument.”

“Chaka Khan is playing the Washington Monument?”

“No, no, well sorta. Every summer the Park Service puts on a big freebie concert on the mall here called ‘A Day of Human Kindness.’ Stevie Wonder is the headliner. Chaka is the opening act. Listen, I want to thank you for taking my call at home and on a Saturday and all. This is the only free time I’ve had since I got your name from Joe Napoli in LA last week, and I want you to know I appreciate it.”

“Chaka? You’re on a first name basis?”

“Yeah, well, she has seen me naked.” I heard him gulp and then snort, so I kept talking. “That story, her seeing me naked, and a lot more are in my book.”

“What book?”

“ ‘A Truck Driver Looks at Elton John.‘ Didn’t Joe tell you?”

“Joe? Joe who?”

“Joe Napoli, my agent in your LA office.”

“Oh, yeah, there was that LA call. So, what’s this about again?”

“I’m writing a book about Rock’n’Roll...” I began and then hesitated. I didn’t want to say too much. I had no idea how corporate the guy on the other end of the call was. He was not like Joe; he was literary and in New York. For all I knew he was country club, lived in Darien with an Amherst wife, had 2.6 kids and coached Little League.

“Uh-huh,” I heard him mutter during a moment of silence from the stage.

“1-2-3-4!” clicked off by drummer Andre Fisher generated a mash of guitar, bass, keyboards, drums and another giant bellow of approval from the crowd, and Chaka launched into “Blood on the Ground.”

Well, if that doesn’t get Ford’s attention, nothing will, I thought.

“So what’s it called, this book of yours?” the agent asked.

“I just told you, ‘A Truck Driver Looks at Elton John.’ ”

“What? I can’t hear you! The background noise is...”

I pressed the phone to my ear and cupped the mouthpiece. “A Truck Driver Looks at Elton John!”

Off to my right I noticed a very large black woman in navy blue Bermuda shorts and a black power fist on her tank top glaring at me. Under the tank-top her 46E breasts spilled out of all sides of her beige bra like groans after a bad joke. “How long you gonna be, hotshot? I need to make a call,” she snarled.

I was a Rock’n’Roll trucker. By that time I had been on the road four years; non-stop for two of them. Ipso, I was a speed freak. My poison was blue crystal meth I got from a US Navy paper-pusher in Norfolk, Virginia. I horned it. Two lines kept me up twelve hours. I once made a run from Seattle to Philadelphia in fifty-six hours horning line after line of that shit. 

It was serious, military grade N-methyl amphetamine, the stuff made for AWACS and B-52 pilots. It made my teeth hurt and my nose run 24/7. It turned my pupils into BBs. White crosses and that blue crystal meth – by the summer of ‘74 I was way over my life’s quota and didn’t care. I was a cynical, rude, snake-eyed junkie. You got in my face; I got in yours right back.

I put my hand over the mouthpiece, looked her straight in the eye. “Can I have your autograph?” I glared back. Her brow furrowed. Her nose wrinkled. Her right eyebrow formed a question mark. “You play for the Redskins, right? Nose tackle?” I asked. 

The glare turned blue hot. She sneered, “Fuck you, you honky prick,” then flipped me off and waddled away. 

I yelled, “Hey, Mama, I may be a Honky, but if so, I’m a Field Honky!” 

“What the hell is going on?” the agent wondered through the phone.

“Yeah, well, Rock’n’Roll.”

He paused, too long I thought.

“So, you said ‘Elton John’,” he finally resumed.

“Right,” I said.

“Wrong,” he said.

“What, why?” I said.

“First of all, is the book about Elton John or the truck driver?”

“It’s about a truck driver named Peter Seeman who has lived an amazing...” 

He interrupted again with, “Because if it’s about Elton John, he’s got more and better lawyers than you, and his people will want royalties just for having his name on the cover. No publisher will go for it, and Elton will screw you up one side and down the other.”

“I won’t get screwed. Elton has chauffeurs for that. Six of them. Six, not seven. The joke is,” my voice trailed off as I watched a line of Capital Police on horseback form a line on the road between the mall and the White House, “he rests on Sundays.”

Jesus, not one song in and the cops are bracing. Do they expect trouble or were they planning to cause it?

The agent talked over me, “See, there you go. Stuff like chauffeurs will get you sued. Peter Seeman? What kind of name is that? And who are you? What’s your name?”

“I, uh... Frank Kamra. I’m... an observer. Pete’s not much of a writer, so I thought...”

He interrupted, again not listening, “If it’s about the truck driver, well, you know...” He paused before he said, “Who cares?”

“OK, how about ‘Truckin’ ‘ or maybe ‘A Doo-Dah Man on the Rock’n’Roll Road’?”

“Where the hell did that come from?”

“Truckin’, you know, from R. Crumb’s Keep On Truckin’ logo? It symbolizes someone who keeps putting one foot in front of the other with no intention of stopping. A Doo-Dah Man from the Grateful Dead song refers to someone who supports a band, like a crewman or a backup singer does. Of course, we do more than support. They’d be nowhere without us.”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” the agent snorted into the phone. “Look, I’ve got to go. I’ve got a tennis match. Since you know Joe, I’ll read it, but...”

“But?”

“I make no promises. Next time you’re in LA, take it to Joe at the agency. We’ll have a reader take a look at it and go from there.” Even over the thump of music and rumble of crowd I heard the clack of the receiver hit the cradle, but not before I heard him mutter, “Weirdo.”

––––––––
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FROM SOMEWHERE IN TEXAS I had three days to get to the Washington Monument Mall for that August 17th gig. Three days meant I actually got a normal night’s sleep in a rest area in Eastern Tennessee, or maybe that truck stop in Bristol, Virginia. Wherever. 

After 1100 total days on the Rock’n’Roll road, dates and places have melted together. Forgive me that. The stories as I tell them now are significant to me for the how, what and why – but at the time and while on the road – where and when were my focus.

From Bristol I went up I-81 and then took I-64 through Richmond over to Norfolk to my Navy Air Force meth connection. Before getting into Rock’n’Roll, I pulled sticks for Allied Van Lines; that is, furniture, households. Moved a lot of military. Moved the Paper-Pusher, my meth connection, from San Diego to Norfolk. That’s how we met.

After buying another month’s supply of blue crystal, I headed back west, then slept again a few hours in the TSA north of Richmond. Early the morning of the third travel day I yawned up I-95 through Virginia in deep fog. Saw the signs for Occoquan and Quantico. Occoquan is a Tauxenant tribal word for where the rivers join. Quantico, site of one of the largest Marine Corps bases in the world, is a derivation of the Tauxenant word Pamacacock, definition unknown. Yeah, I researched the etymology of American Indian place names wherever I go, especially if I liked the sound of those names.

But, I digress.

I took the south end I-95 beltway to East Capital Avenue, stopped at the military island in the Potomac, and per directive called a park service contact. Two jarheads in a black, Ford town car escorted me onto the mall where I parked on the lawn behind the stage.

After that phone call to the agent, I consciously walked slowly toward my truck in order to not alarm any legal type. I was not only a speed freak, I was also freaky looking. Hair curled wild and Jesus long. My beard had grown thick grizzly. I camped toothpicks in it regularly. 

Day after day, month after month, year after year of loading and off-loading 40,000 pounds of rigging, sound, and lighting equipment had packed muscle on muscle on my frame. I benched four-hundred, curled ninety. My center-of-gravity located itself high in my chest close to my heart. 

Maybe that’s why the black mama at the Washington Monument didn’t get more up in my face. Maybe... but then again it could have been my mountain-man beard or my raptor-bird pupils.

A Stevie Wonder t-shirt knock-off salesman moved briskly left to right to my slow walk. Skittish, he scanned the crowd, kept looking back over his shoulders. He knew. He had to make a few sales, then move on. If he didn’t keep moving, the Brothers would spot him. The Brothers, Wonder’s security, would take his shirts, take his money, and brass-knuckle the piss out of him. That is, if the cops didn’t get him first. But the cops wouldn’t beat him. They’d just cuff him, throw him in a van, take his money, and then let him go at 2AM in a neighborhood not his own.

A man selling ice cream reminds me of Chicago. I’ve worked two Chicago tours. I liked their songs, but Chicago did their sets on automatic pilot. They mailed it in. Sometimes they didn’t know in what city they were playing, unless of course it was Chicago. Damn, according to the agent if I put them in the book, I’ll have to change their name to Omaha or Rockford or something.

I flashed my backstage badge and cut sideways through the clamor at the security gate on the side nearest our hard-on national monument.

Chaka was singing a funk tune from the album Rufusized. The Rock’n’Roll world's fast and loose life of drugs and sex melded with the theme:  It's so hard to stop. 

Rufus is a good R&B band, but that last riff sounded like chords from Superfly. That thought took me to Curtis Mayfield and put me in the Troubadour in LA in ‘69? Or ‘70? Maybe early ‘71? Can’t remember. It all fluxes. I knew one of Mayfield’s security persons, a guy named Sugg.

I met Sugg in a bar on Santa Monica Boulevard called The Roadhouse, across the street and east two blocks of the Troubadour. Sugg’s friend Joe Blessed, a mixed blood Apache, owned the pool table that night until I put my quarter down. I did a little Seneca war chant and beat Joe. Sugg thought that was real funny. You know how sometimes you meet folks and you just mesh? Sugg and I meshed. That and my hash supply is how I got admitted to Curtis Mayfield’s dressing room at the Troubadour.

Sugg was Black Creole. Last name was Delatoure. He never told me his first name or why he was called Sugg. He got me through one of the scariest times of my life. I got snookered into buying two pounds of some Kansas weed and it was absolute shit. Sugg told me to boil up some datura leaves, make a tea, and soak the bad pot in it. He said the datura would stone-up the Kansas rope. He also told me not to drink the tea, but after I took a sip and decided it actually tasted pretty good, I drank a tumbler full. Half-hour later I was paralyzed and had tunnel vision. Couldn’t move my legs or arms. Sugg dragged me into the bathroom, stuck the end of a toothbrush down my throat, and made me vomit.

Shit, there I go rambling off again.

It sounded like Chaka was ending her set early, which to me meant the masses had gotten unruly. There were not just cheers but also screams coming from them. Believe me, they weren’t I love you, Chaka screams. The raiders, pushers, fighters must’ve been rolling through. Yeah, the cheap rent-a-fence had here-and-there crooks and bows, which meant it was time to lock down the truck, stand at the back doors, and look cannibal hungry. I would have done that except the trailer doors of the rig were open and there was a black man, well-dressed, with an alpha Afro that would make Huey Newton proud, sitting on the tail of my trailer, grinning from ear to ear.

We power-shook hands, not for show, but to acknowledge. “Sugg, goddamn! What are you doing here? You working for that sexy lady up on stage?”

“Nope, working for brother Steve. It’s good to see you, man! I heard you were doin’ this now. Figured it was a matter of time. Fuckin’ A.” 

I nodded, “Fuckin’ A.”

“Tell me something good.” Chaka was grinding it even though the crowd was sounding worried. Sugg nodded as if in agreement, but then said, “When I saw the Clear River truck I asked, ‘Who’s the driver?’ One of the brothers here described, ‘A white guy with a lot of muscle, a half-cocked eye, and toothpicks in his beard.’ I figured that had to be you.”

I laughed, “A white guy? You sure he didn’t have another word for that?”

“Oh, no. He was very polite. He also mentioned your knife.” Sugg pointed at the Buck knife looped to my belt at my right hip.

“You shopping?” I asked, thinking he might want some form of elevation.

“No, no more. Living clean. Clean and sober. Finally figured out what matters to me. Got my intentions in line. Got my behaviors on course with what matters. Life is good, man, life is good. Got a good woman, got a good gig.” Sugg nodded contentedly and folded his arms across his chest. I looked at his shoes. They looked Italian expensive. Sugg was livin’ well.

We sat quietly then and listened to Chaka finish in a thunder-swell of electric music.

“Well, that’s my cue,” he said, slipping down off the trailer. 

“She’ll do an encore,” I said.

“No, the White House complained – that’s why I’m here waitin’ to get her off and get Stevie on. Goddamn idiots; cut these guys short and the crowd will cause more trouble than if they just let it go. They’re already sounding restless.” He nodded at a waiting limousine. “Stevie will calm them.”

He offered his hand and we shook white man’s way. “I have to hang with my man once he’s on, but maybe we’ll talk later.” He walked off a few steps, turned back. “What name you going by these days? Just so I know if... I mean, you do live on the edge, you see what I’m saying?”

“I get it and I got a few. My California license is my real name. My West Virginia and Pennsylvania driver’s licenses are issued to Peter Seeman. My CB trucker’s name is Sled Dog.”

“You hiding from the law?”

“No, I’m OK,” I said. I saw his doubt so I added, “Really. I’m one and done.”

“So what should I call you?” he asked.

“Friend. Please, call me Friend.”

He nodded, “Now that’s what matters.”

“Hey! Sugg,” I beamed. “You’ve never told me your first name.” 

He grinned, looked around, and rough whispered, “Sagacious. My momma named me Sagacious. She liked the sound.”

“Your name is Sagacious Delatoure? That’s beautiful. Can I use that someday?”

“Only if it matters.”
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AUTHOR’S NOTE: The backdrop of this call: in early 1974 my probation officer was hired by a major Hollywood agency to advise their many drug-busted, mostly Rock’n’Roll clients how to maneuver the courts, stay out of jail, and work the probation system. It was a logical career move, since a third of the names that had been reporting to my probation office were druggie artists represented by big agencies. 

At the same time coincidentally, my friend Samantha, a working actress, in 1974 got an ongoing role on a TV series about truck drivers called “Movin’ On.” She pitched a story of mine to the producers. They actually liked the idea. I wrote the script on spec during a week long January break in early ‘75. Not only was it bought, but I also got full-credit, though their staff rewrote a great deal of it. They even made P.R. about the show having been written by a real truck driver. Joe Napoli, my former probation officer turned agent, brokered the deal.
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3- STAR TRUCK, DRIVER’S LOG: On the Road, Valentine’s Day, 1976
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Send in the Clams...

Of all the bands I’ve worked for, the Purple Clams were the wimpiest bunch of dildos of any of them. In reality they were a bunch of Italian Catholic altar boys from Long Island or Jersey or both, two of them married and the other two living with parents. None of them did drugs or booze; they were in fact an outright raft of whooshes, though you would never know it from the act they put on.

We’d been up north in January and February because lousy bands play local ice skating arenas in places like Kalamazoo, Dayton and Racine in the winter. The Clams were the lead and the opening acts were usually local hopefuls.

Purple Clams had one stage roadie, a fat, balding ‘Goober’ so slow he took forever to break down after the gigs. We weren’t getting out of those stupid hockey rinks until 3AM. Their manager, a skinny, hawk-nose Ichabod, didn’t seem to think his job included helping set-up and tear down.

Three AM was bullshit. It was a one-truck tour. Sound, lights, and band gear, everything went in one semi. And the Clear River crew – Calvin Trapp, Tom Hoague and me – were stuffed into the tractor of that truck because Clear River wasn’t getting enough money out of the Clams to spring for motel rooms, or so they said.

I’d been on the Rock’n’Roll road for five years, had just come off three months with the Rolling Stones and another three months with Tyler&Allen (T&A) and there I was back doing a one truck tour. Really, are you kiddin’ me? But there I was because I hadn’t yet figured out where else to go and what else to do.

Other acts that toured in the wintertime in those days were Alvin and the Chipmunks and the Ice Capades. In other words, kids stuff. I tell ya, however, I’d take the Ice Capades any day. The male skaters were all pillow-biters, so the women – lord have mercy – when those beauties came off the ice, you’d think they’d been riding bicycles on cobblestones. For a horn-dog like me, backstage at the Ice Capades was paradise.

But I digress...

Thankfully, the last three shows of the Clams three-week tour were in Shreveport, Baton Rouge, and New Orleans. At least our cajones would get a chance to thaw.

When we got to Shreveport – a lovely place if you like pollution – we found out that the shows in both Shreve and Baton Rouge were canceled. Even though those altar boys were riding their big hit, ‘Don’t Fug the Roofer,’ they sure weren’t selling tickets in Sportsmen’s Paradise.

I’d driven all night to Louisiana from a gig at Southern Illinois University in Carbondale, Illinois. It was around 8AM when we got to the Shreveport wrestling arena where the gig was supposed to happen. In the previous four hours I had popped three white crosses (a pill form of a street-nasty amphetamine) so I was not in the best of humors. I was out of my stock of my usual pre-dawn upper of choice, Red Ginseng, an item that isn’t found in the truck stops or drug stores of the Rust Belt small cities the Clams had been playing.

Trapp and Tom had slept in my double bed sleeper all the way to Shreve, so they were hungry and happy – happy because they wouldn’t be working said dump-arena and hungry because there was no food waiting for us at that grease pit.

We crossed the bridge over the milky-grey Red River and headed for New Orleans. I have a visual memory of refineries and slaughterhouses crowding the river’s banks on both sides, and an aroma memory that jellies up bad cheese and egg farts. The noon winter sun glowed dull orange through whatever constituted an atmosphere in that scummy little city.

Like I said, my disposition had reached the color of cobalt.

“I knew an old spade cat once,” said Calvin, looking around at the dismal crud from his passenger seat as we crossed the river. “Old white-haired dude and he really had the downs. He lived alone, dirt poor, no family, no friends. So one day he was out wandering and he passed a church, big brick church – holy water, candles, the whole nine yards – and he thought, what the hell? So he went inside.”

One reason Calvin was in the passenger seat was because he was taller than Tom by several inches. The other reason was that his feet stank so bad we didn’t let him take his shoes off. Whenever we ran three in the truck, Tom was the one who had to sit cross-legged with his shoes off in the sleeper.

From Calvin’s position of comfort, he continued with a joke I had heard it before. In fact I told it to him in the first place.

“He’s in there on his knees,” Trapp droned on, “almost in tears, just shaking his head, old white-haired spade cat. He started to pray, you know, talk to the Lord out loud:
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“LAWD, HE SAID, WHY do I have such long legs? Lo and behold a voice from the rafters answered: You need long legs to run through the jungle, jump over bushes, and get away from wild animals! The spade cat nodded, agreed that made sense, and then asked, Why do I have kinky hair? The booming voice replied: If you didn’t have kinky hair, it would become matted and tangled with sweat and would catch on the thorns and the brambles in the jungle! The spade nodded and understood and asked, why do I have black skin? Once again the booming voice responded: You need black skin to protect you from the hot African sun! The spade nodded and then he said, Lawd, I understand why I have long legs, I understand why I have kinky hair, and I understand why I have black skin. I jus’ have one more question. Ask, my son... the booming voice intoned. The Spade Cat took a deep breath and said, Lawd? What the fuck am I doing in Shreveport?”
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THINKING HE TOLD THAT joke pretty well, Calvin Trapp looked smug proud. Tom Hoague was laughing hard. I was not even grinning.

“What, you don’t think that’s funny?” Trapp snapped at me.

I checked both mirrors before I pulled out to pass a farm tractor cruising at 20 MPH half on and half off the highway. Only after I was back in my lane did I see Calvin’s self-righteous sneer. 

“That’s an old Godfrey Cambridge joke. When he tells it, it’s about Cleveland. ‘What the hell am I doing in Cleveland’ is funnier than ‘what the hell am I doing in Shreveport.’ ”

“Not necessarily,” Trapp pouted.

I returned my sight back to the highway. “Second time I heard that joke, it was about Buffalo, and the black cat was so depressed he was going down to the lake to jump in when he passed the church. Now Shreveport is funnier than Buffalo, because Shreveport is a two-syllable word and you need a two-syllable word there at the end. Plus, Buffalo is so freaking depressing, it ain’t funny at all. There are no jokes about Buffalo. There are no jokes about Shreveport, for that matter. Cleveland, the joke is about Cleveland.”

“What makes you so all-of-the-sudden an expert on jokes?” Trapp huffed. “I worked for Bette Midler. She adjusts jokes to whatever city she’s in and they always work.”

“Jokes are stories,” I said knowingly. “They need background to be funny. Everybody knows Cleveland’s background. You tell that joke in a general setting, Cleveland works, because a lotta people have been to Cleveland. Nobody’s been to Shreveport. What’s a shreve anyway? The plu-perfect of shrive? How can you have a port for a shreve?”

“Maybe it’s a fish,” Trapp said.

“A shreve is not a frickin’ fish. Damn man, how lame,” I snapped.

“Yeah, well, eat me,” Trapp pouted.

“Speakin’ of fish, I’m hungry,” Tom said.

“I mean, the bloody river caught on fire in Cleveland, and everybody knows that.” I said pointedly as I watched a faded, yellow 1956 Chevy Pickup with five hound dogs in the back just barely get past me before cutting back into my lane. I tapped the brake and backed off so the truck’s drag wake wouldn’t slow the pickup down. The hounds had all turned and looked up at us like they had treed us.

“Just drop it, would ya?” Trapp muttered.

“Did you hear me, I’m starving,” Tom groaned.

“There’s a truck stop in Natchitoches, we’ll stop there.”

“How far is that?” Tom groaned again.

“An hour or so,” I muttered, slowing my speed even further to negotiate a rough stretch of under-construction highway. “Interesting town. Back in the colonial days when the French controlled ‘Loosiana,’ Natchitoches and its nearby fort were a trade center, where the most valuable goods were horses, pelts, and slaves.”

“An hour! I need food now,” Tom whined.

“I thought Nagidoches was in Texas,” Trapp said, looking straight ahead, still pouting. “That’s gotta be more than an hour and it’s not even on our way.”

“Nagidoches is in Texas. I said Natchitoches. It’s in Louisiana and there’s a sign for it.” I pointed to a road sign. “Forty miles. As rough as this road is, it could take an hour.” I was also hungry and tired, and I did not want to take another white cross.

“Gosh, someone got up on the wrong side of the bed this morning,” Tom sniveled.

“Shut up, Tom,” Trapp was good enough to say. “Pete hasn’t slept since yesterday morning.”

We drove in silence for about five minutes and then I griped: “I don’t recall seeing Goober at the gig today. You think Ichabod knew the gigs were canceled and didn’t bother to tell us?” I glanced at Trapp.

He nodded his head in agreement. “Ichabod had to know. He had to know last night before we left Carbondale,” Trapp said.

“Which would explain why Goober didn’t show this morning,” I half-laughed. “God, what assholes.”

“Look at the bright side. At least we’re out of the cold,” Tom said.
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TWO HOURS, THREE NATCHITOCHES cholesterol specials, and nine coffees later put us south of Alexandria, journeying down US-71, the Jayne Mansfield Memorial Highway, to a gig in New Orleans that was a week away. I say journeying because any show in New Orleans is always more than just another gig. New Orleans is epic, a portal to a nether world, a Cumae. No city in America lives up to its nickname as well as New Orleans does. Only New Orleans deserves ‘The Big Easy.’

“Who’s Jayne Mansfield?” Tom asked from behind me in the sleeper.

“Jayne Mansfield...?” I said with a wondering glance. “Actress? Platinum blonde? She had a set of jalobies that would choke a horse.” I only briefly glanced at Tom. We were still on a two-lane and in traffic.

“Nope, never heard of her,” Tom answered.

“Are you serious?” said Trapp. “How old are you?”

“Twenty-one,” said Tom.

“Uh-huh... 40-24-36,” I continued. “Those were her measurements so that made her an actress. She was killed in a head-on collision on this road in like ‘67 or thereabouts. When I was sixteen I had a pin-up of her that I had to keep hidden. My mother would have ripped it up.”

Trapp counted on his fingers: “OK, 76, 21, 55, 67... you were 12. OK, Tom, I can see you might not know about her. She did basically drop out of sight after she was killed, I mean, there was no cult around her like there is around Marilyn.”

“In other words she didn’t screw a President and Elton John didn’t write a song about her,” I muttered.

From Opelousas, I took 190 over to Baton Rouge. We pulled into a truck stop there and Trapp called the phone number of the New Orleans promoter to get a heading on what we were supposed to do. 

Did I mention that the Bivalves were losers? They went to St. Louis from Carbondale and flew home. They had a chance to spend a promoter-paid-for week in New Orleans with rooms in the Marie Antoinette in the heart of the French Quarter right before Mardi Gras, and they fricking flew home to New Jersey in February. What, why, to be with Mommy and Daddy? 

But I must thank them, someday maybe, because guess who got the paid-for rooms? Calvin, Tom and me! Not only that, if we got hungry, we figured we’d just order up room service and charge it to the room. Yeah, room service can catch up to you later, but later is later and we always dealt with later... later.

I parked the truck in a Ryder lot in Kenner near the airport where, for fifty bucks into the employee coffee fund, it would be relatively safe for a week. When we got in the taxi, I said, “Corner of Dauphine and St. Ann in the French Quarter.” I knew exactly where the hotel was.

Two hours later, I cheered, “I love this city!” as I sucked down oysters and beer at that
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