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CHAPTER 1

“No one in the world ever gets what they want and that is beautiful. Everybody dies frustrated and sad and that is beautiful.”

Upon hearing these lyrics, my father, Sidney Spitz, then forty-four, took his sneaker off the gas pedal and slowed the copper-colored Mustang abruptly. One trailing motorist honked loudly from inside her black Datsun, then sped past us. Another did the same and also gave us the finger. My father, squinting in his rearview mirror, stuck his left hand out the window to wave those still behind us around. He hit the hazards and lit up a Kent King.

“Why are we slowing down?” I asked.

I’d just turned seventeen. It was the late winter of 1987. I looked behind us. Had I missed something important in my fretting about math, girls, and whether or not the Russians loved their children too? These three things sometimes had me sleepless by day and would contribute to sleepless nights in front of reruns of Family Ties well into the following year. We were on the Long Island Expressway—operative word “express.” Go fast. Get home in time for Sunday dinner and 60 Minutes and an early bed. Do not reduce speed unless . . .

Punctured tire? Bloody cat? Were there cops? Sometimes there were cops. My father got into trouble. I knew his temper. I had it too.

“What did he just say?” he asked.

“Who?”

“The guy?”

“What guy, Dad?” I was pleading now.

“Your singer!”

It seemed this was an internal problem; a soundtrack predicament. I’d selected the cassette. It was the playful indie duo They Might Be Giants’ self-titled debut. The song was called “Don’t Let’s Start.” It was my property. And I’d chosen to share it as we passed time in traffic.

“I don’t know.”

Other cars continued to dust us as he rewound my tape, grimly.


Zeeeech. Click.


“Everybody dies frustrated and sad and . . . ”


Unsatisfied, he rewound it further and more violently.


Kreeeeeeeeeeeetch. Click.

“No one in the world ever gets what they want and that is beautiful. Everybody dies frustrated and sad and that is beautiful.”

The old man shook his head.

“I thought that’s what he said,” he muttered and ejected the tape. If there had been a button on the dash that would also eject me in my all-black uniform of baggy sweater, vintage raincoat, skinny black Stephen Sprouse trousers, and clown-shoe sized John Fluevogs, I think he’d probably have pressed that as well. The sweater was already controversial. Sid’s mother, my “Grandma D,” for Diane, knit it. It took her longer to make than all the other unsolicited pieces of winter-wear combined, and there’d been dozens over the years.

“Why don’t you ever wear what I give you?” she once asked me before I asked her to try her hand at an all-black pullover. She’d been hurt and maybe a little angry about all the Christmas reds and ringed blue-and-tan offerings I’d politely accepted then placed in the closet forever.

“It’s not personal. I only wear black, Grandma,” I told her frankly.

“But why?”

“Artist.”

She seemed relieved and took up the challenge, then never stopped complaining about it. Two years later, with enough Bailey’s Irish Cream and pretzel nuggets in her, she’d still point a swollen finger at me accusingly and growl, “I nearly went blind making you that black sweater. Black! Black! It was all I saw!” It was as if she’d cable-knitted a death cloud and unleashed it on the world with her two pink metal needles between puffs of . . . a Kent King.

I was wearing my hair in long, draping, jet-black bangs in the spring of 1986. I’d dyed it in June for the occasion of Depeche Mode with openers Book of Love (of “Boy” and “I Touch Roses” fame) at Radio City Music Hall and placed a streak of yellow down the middle of my skull like a highway warning: Do Not Cross. But Sid still had power over me—and the brawn to stay the boss, in and out of a moving car. Normally, I found the closeness of the driver and passenger seats useful. I liked to study the old man. In the car, I could hear him breathe, watch him react, and try to figure out who he was. Those times could be tense too. I am, hopefully, a member of what will remain the last generation to be hit with fists or objects like hairbrushes (a favorite of my mother’s) as discipline. Parents don’t really slug anymore, and when they do, it makes the papers. When I was growing up, however, that was pretty routine. Once, when I was especially obnoxious, Sid picked me up by my legs and pushed my head into a toilet bowl. I’d mouthed off to my mother and the  housekeeper, a stern Belizean woman named Olive. I never did it again. This isn’t an endorsement for that kind of rough discipline, but I suspect today they’d probably send me (and Olive) to a counselor to talk about our feelings.

At seventeen, in 1987, I had my own car and a set of college applications on my desk, but I was still a minor. Sid remained entitled to these weekend custody hours, and let’s face it, after someone treats your face like a plunger, you tend to defer to him when he tells you he’d like to see you on a Sunday afternoon. It was a big deal to be playing my own music for him at all. Usually dominion over the dial was his. Sid handed the They Might Be Giants cassette to me. He held the object with the edges of his fingertips, as if the toxic sentiments he believed its songs contained might somehow seep into his pores. I returned it to the case with the pink and green sleeve and placed that in my book bag with my other cassettes and notebook.

“Do you believe that?” he asked, as he turned the dial to CBS FM. Don K. Reed’s Doo-Wop Shop. Frankie Lymon and the Teenagers was more like it, as far as he was concerned. I didn’t know what to say. He asked again. “I said, Do you believe what he said? In that song?”

While I remained scared of him, on that day, my father seemed older and sadder then than I’d ever seen him look before. We’d been making these trips from Long Island into Manhattan for most of the decade, since he’d moved out for good in 1980. He was the man who introduced me to Manhattan. It took some time but I eventually realized that this was not Manhattan in full. It was only ever Sid’s version of the City. We did the things he could handle. We’d emerge from the Midtown Tunnel, head downtown, park the Mustang in a garage, then eat a pair of slices at Ray’s Pizza on Sixth Avenue and Eleventh Street. Ray’s was a large, heavy slice, with a thicker layer of cheese than most. It was “famous,” like all Ray’s claimed to be, but most acknowledged that this was at least one of two or three that may actually be the “original.” There were photos on the wall, after all, of the cast of the NBC sitcom Gimme a Break! flipping dough. Then we’d go to the Postermat on 8th Street between Fifth and Sixth Avenue. It was always the next stop. The store was deep and narrow and felt like a scene. People lingered. The clerks were hip. They played WNEW, the local rock station, loudly. Scot Muni and Dennis Elsus set up lots of Tull, Zeppelin, Neil Young, and Yes, who were my father’s favorite. “Don’t surround yourself with yourself,” he once warned me, quoting the “Your Move” suite from “I’ve Seen All Good People.” I still don’t know what he meant. The song’s about chess, isn’t it? My father never played chess.

On the wall behind the counter that separated the Postermat sales staff from the customers, they offered T-shirts imprinted with vintage cartoon characters like Rocky and Bullwinkle and Beanie and Cecil. Elsewhere, there  were plastic bins full of wind-up walking versions of the aforementioned dinosaurs, as well as hopping sushi rolls, hopping bloody thumbs, hopping bloody penises, and the more conventional chattering teeth. Some of the teeth hopped as well but didn’t bleed. One could stock up on rubber bats with suction cups affixed to their bellies if there was concern over running out. They sold rubber-gasket bracelets (the kind that Madonna had popularized in her “Lucky Star” video) and greeting cards with Bloome County and The Far Side cartoons on them. The very rear of the Postermat, however, was the only place that really interested both the old man and me. There they kept an L-shaped row of metal flip bins full of six-foot, heavy-plastic leafs, on which iconic images of movie and rock stars were mounted. Charlie Chaplin, Dennis Hopper and Peter Fonda from Easy Rider, Jane Fonda too (naked on a beach), and Gary Cooper in High Noon, Sophia Loren, David Bowie, Edward G. Robinson as Rico in Little Ceasar, King Kong (the original from 1933), Clint Eastwood, Bridget Bardot (naked on a bike), and the Marx Brothers. Each poster was numbered, and a customer would have to match the code from the floor copy to the shrink wrapped, rolled-up posters collected in little bins beneath them.

Sid’s new house, ten minutes away from ours, out in Atlantic Beach, was covered with posters from The Postermat. His favorite was Brando as the brooding, leather-covered Johnny Strabler in The Wild One. Often I would spend an hour just selecting a David Bowie or Boris Karloff poster only to find that it was sold out in the bin. This store was a wonderland for a time, but at seventeen, it just didn’t do it for me anymore. The difference between my father and I was becoming clearer to me. He was content to have these posters on his wall. I wanted to be one of the people on somebody’s wall. I didn’t care, or even really ponder, that most of those people were long dead, some of them like Monroe and Dean gone so young. I never considered the violence or the sacrifice or even the method of achieving such recognition. I only knew I wanted in. I had to make my mark somehow, find a way to let people know “I was here.” There was a trick to getting in, and I suspected it had to do with size—being big, acting grander and stranger than everyone else around you.

Washington Square Park was always the next stop on the Sid-lead tours. We’d have a Coke and watch the jugglers or the stand-up comics and street performers try to hold the crowd from within the then-empty fountain in the center of the public sprawl. On lucky days, we’d catch the brilliant but doomed comedian Charlie Barnett. Some say that Charlie Barnett could have been as big as Eddie Murphy. I believe it, having been one who’d witnessed him stalk the rim of the park’s big fountain in his backwards ball cap and T-shirt. You could tell when he was on by the crashing laughter that grew louder and louder as we sprinted to catch him. Nobody else was that kind of draw. Charlie Barnett owned the Park and seemed to charge the entire City with dangerous currents when he came on. Birds and squirrels crept down from the trees to listen. Tourists and strangers chanted, “Charlie! Charlie! Charlie!” Barnett didn’t have a mic. He shouted his riffs in his gruff voice, improvising about the ethnic diversity of the crowd and the difference between black and white people before it became a hackneyed trope of Def Jam–style comics. He’d grab a tourist’s handbag or camera and use it as a prop while they nervously looked on; their uneasiness contributing to the crackling energy of the bit. I studied Barnett. He was a window, a door, a portal, a way out of my boring suburban life and into something bigger and better. Danger, I noted, danger was necessary. Do not fear danger. Make friends with it. Like Lenny Bruce. Like Jim Morrison. Like Charlie Barnett. Everyone knew the chainsaw jugglers, who also performed in the park’s ring, weren’t going to lose a mitt to the blade, but it was impossible to predict what Barnett, with his elastic face and surging posture, was going to do or say next or whether that camera was ever going to be returned.

As I said, I never stopped to consider the consequences of such an approach; what happens to the ones who walk through those exits and say goodbye to polite society. Charlie Barnett was already on a path towards ruin; dead of AIDS in 1996 at just forty-one, after years as a junkie. I only knew that he’d made it to New York City (from West Virginia), and he was killing that crowd like he killed every crowd.

The back of the Postermat and the genius of Charlie Barnett were among the few things my father and I still agreed on. We didn’t even meet at The Police anymore, the one band that I thought we’d always be able to share since Sting, Stuart Copeland, and Andy Summers were eccentric enough to charm the new wavers and big-rock enough to get those who came of age in the sixties (probably because, despite their spiky haircuts, they secretly had as well). My father bought me my first copy of Ghost in the Machine. But The Police had recently released a remake of their own hit “Don’t Stand So Close to Me” as “Don’t Stand So Close to Me ’86.” It had a drum machine beat instead of Stewart Copeland’s skewed and exotic playing, and rather than sing the excellent lyric “just like the old man in that book by Nabokov,” Sting, for some reason, now sang “that famous book by Nabokov,” as if we were thinking of Pale Fire instead of Lolita.

Sometimes, instead of the Postermat, I’d drag the old man to Flip, the narrow vintage-clothing store directly across the street, near the 8th Street Playhouse and Electric Ladyland, the studio that Jimi Hendrix built. There, I’d buy vintage green and gold sharkskin jackets and later load up both lapels with as many of my band badges as I could. My collection was pretty vast: ranging from bands who’d already split like the Sex Pistols and the Jam and The Specials to new favorites like The Dead Milkmen and Sonic Youth. Flip had its own band-style  badge, and I’d try to collect a new color each time: green, maroon, pink, black with white lettering. I’d collect them from Zoot (whose badges were green) and Unique Clothing Warehouse (black with rainbow lettering) over on Lower Broadway as well. The Flip-Zoot-Unique triumvirate of sales people didn’t behave like the vendors on Central Avenue in Cedarhurst, the town that neighbored my hometown, the more residential Lawrence. Lawrence was one of the Five Towns (the other towns were Inwood, Woodmere, where I went to high school at Woodmere Academy, and Hewlett). On HBO’s now-classic show business satire Entourage, Kevin Dillon’s hapless Johnny “Drama” co-stars in a critically maligned, Ed Burns–produced prime time soap set there. Burns was from Valley Stream in real life, but Entourage’s writer-producer Rob Weiss was the older brother of a high school pal from the Five Towns. It was a given that in order to be or do anything remarkable, you had to get the hell out of all Five. None were safe for the ambitious, and by my teens, I was already making a mental tally of those who had done it. Jim Steinman, Meatloaf’s collaborator and the composer of the mighty Bat Out of Hell (plus Bonnie Tyler’s “Total Eclipse of the Heart” and a half dozen other immortal pop songs), attended Hewlett High. Harvey Milk, the martyred leader of the modern gay rights movement, was also from the Five Towns. Years before Sean Penn won an Oscar portraying him, I’d rented the documentary, The Times of Harvey Milk, and kept it out long enough to never bother returning it. The late fees outweighed the cost of the tape. Perry Farrell of Jane’s Addiction planned and schemed in Woodmere, while then answering to Perry Bernstein. There was Ross Bleckner, the painter, Peggy Lipton, who played Julie on The Mod Squad, and Lyle Alzado, the professional football player. He was from Cedarhurst and knew my mom.

I noticed, while picking at Flip, Zoot, Unique, and Canal Jean Company, that the Manhattan sales people seemed to be in denial that they were working at all and acted instead like they were just hanging out. Years later, when I too entered the world of Lower Manhattan retail, I adopted a similar attitude toward customer service. My father found their languor offensive.

We didn’t even look much like each other anymore, whereas with my full lips, long nose, and thick, brown hair, I was once his double. Now, he was thickening in middle age, and by fifteen, I’d lost all my baby fat and grown about four inches taller than him. It didn’t make me less afraid of the guy. I still knew he could and might take me in a fight. And while I felt safe walking Lower Manhattan with him, I felt embarrassed too. He’d stopped dressing like a seventies velvet-and-suede-loving dandy and began showing up for our Sunday dates in oversized cotton sweatshirts (gray, sometimes white) with the names of places he’d visited on them: Miami, Chicago, Lexington—horse-racing cities with big tracks. His jeans were loose and faded, and there were  sneakers where there’d once been ostrich- or snake-skin boots with hammered silver tips. After a point, some people just start dressing for comfort. I still dressed to be noticed. My tight wool Sprouse pants weren’t comfortable, but nobody else in my high school had them . . . or the shoes.

It never bothered me much that my father was a degenerate gambler. I’d never known him to be anything else, and aside from throwing me a beating or two, he was as devoted as any other dad. The worst abuse he ever inflicted on me was making me listen to “Run for the Roses” by Dan Fogelberg repeatedly. It was his favorite pop song, a top-ten hit from 1982. If you’ve never heard it and perhaps only know Dan for his other big hits, “Leader of the Band” or the mellow gold classic “Longer Than,” I will tell you that it’s about a pony (a horse with no name), born in western Kentucky, that grows up to vie for Kentucky Derby glory. It’s equine porn (“The sun on your withers . . . the wind in your mane,” the old beardo sang). I don’t know if Dan’s horse wins the Derby (or the Preakness and Belmont), but in the old man’s fantasy, he certainly did, and my father was right there in the winner’s circle, flashing a thumbs-up.

My mother, Susan, whom everyone called by her middle name, “Ricki,” was a Five Towns girl who, like me, had a rebellious streak and a series of teenage exit strategies, while still depending on the comforts that an upper-middle-class enclave offered. In the mid-sixties, my father and his Brooklyn friends enthusiastically welcomed the attentions of these “classy” Jewish princesses, with their bobbed noses and blonde hair and big houses and new cars. My mother was just seventeen when she began disappearing with Sid, after being introduced by her older and better-behaved half-sister Marlene, who’d spent a few semesters with him down at the University of Miami, where he was briefly enrolled.

My mother knew that dating my father would enrage her own parents and initially found his outlaw energy and the money that he’d take home from the track and spend easily, quite the sexy thing. If you’re seeing images of Ray Liotta and Lorraine Bracco in act one of Goodfellas (pre-Lufthansa heist), you’re probably not too far off. In Scorsese’s masterpiece (and in real life), Karen Hill was also from the Five Towns, and while my father was not an Italian, he dressed and acted like one and even sometimes called himself “Sonny.”

“You know these Jew broads, they got a lot of money,” Joe Pesci’s Tommy DeVito tells Ray Liotta’s Henry Hill, while trying to convince him to double date. “You might end up with a big fucking score, you motherfucker.”

But my father wasn’t motivated by loot. Money came and went. So did women. The only constant in his life was the post-time bugle call and the track announcement, “And they’re off . . .” Life wasn’t about anything but that moment; and then the next race.

My father avoided the draft into the army and ’Nam, but my mother drafted him into marriage. She’d been looking for a partner to assist in her big escape. She wanted out of the Five Towns and out of her big but lonely house where, as a child of divorce herself, she felt unwanted and ignored. Her mother, Regina, my “Grandma Reggie,” had re-married a self-made successful lumber salesman named Charles Albert, my “Grandpa Charlie.” Marriage two for both, they lived it up in effort to extend the romantic rush; and traveled the world together, taking cruises and treks through Asia and the Middle East. My mother, her biological brother, Peter, and her half siblings, the aforementioned Marlene and my Uncle Larry, were left at home and basically thrown in a bucket together. It didn’t feel like family to her, so she began inventing her own in which she would be the wife and mother.

Fueled by the music of The Beatles and The Stones, The Kinks, Donovan, The Shangri-Las, and The Ronettes, Ricki craved her own adventures, and dramas, which my father’s restless energy and dark brown eyes seemed to promise. She thought he looked like his idol Marlon Brando. He thought she looked like Bridget Bardot, with her carefully ironed bangs, the color of marshmallow chicks. She told him that she wanted children immediately, and he resisted until she explained that she needed them to somehow counterbalance the way she was raised—as if doting on me and eventually my sister would be a parenting version of carbon offsets. He felt for her, and by nineteen, she was pregnant with me. To this day, my mother and I sometimes talk like peers rather than parent and child. I’ve dated much younger women with much older mothers.

To his credit, my father warned her about his sickness before he proposed.

“I’m a gambler,” he confessed. “I won’t make you happy.” It changed nothing. She didn’t believe it. And so he proved it to her.

The first bet Sid ever placed was on a horse named Silver Ship, and it came in. From that moment, he was gone. The race track was a separate universe, and he no longer needed to live in the hard one, with its missile crisis and assassinations and draft numbers and riots, or even the smaller, more routine hassle of showing up to work somewhere and taking shit from some fat boss. Walking through the turnstile and buying a program was like flipping the bird to the straight world. The track had its own etiquette, and at the time some of them even had their own currency. Sid could buy a roast-beef sandwich with a make-believe gold coin, and from that point, all money seemed make-believe too.

Once they got a load of my father and his clothes and attitude, my mother finally had her parents’ attention. Horrified by the notion of this Brooklyn punk marrying into the family, they did whatever they could to cancel or  postpone the wedding date. As the engagement drew onward, my mother’s family went from calm reasoning to begging and eventually threats to cut her off. Nothing worked. A Five Towns spoiled child, my mother couldn’t even conceive of not having everything she needed. There was no frame of reference to produce any fear. Finally, they dangled intrigue.

“We know something about the Spitz family,” my Grandma Reggie hinted. “The Spitzes, they have a dark secret.”

“You don’t scare me!” My mother replied. Every song in her record collection was rebellious and romantic: “Leader of the Pack,” “You Don’t Own Me,” “You Really Got Me,” “I’m Free.”

“Trust me, you’ll want to know what it is,” my grandmother warned, like a storef ront psychic. “And when we tell you, believe me, you’ll think twice before becoming a part of their family.”

The dark secret, as I would later learn, wasn’t any darker than those most families hide and didn’t even involve my father. It was his father, my Grandpa Jack, who was the culprit. Now, Jack was the one who made my old man the degenerate he was, and he was most likely the single battiest entry in the entire gene pool, but I adored him for his eccentricity. Jack wasn’t like anybody else. He ate raw hot dogs from Grabstein’s Deli in Canarsie as we barbecued in the driveway. He also let me throw one paper airplane after another onto the grill, watching them slowly burn and curl.

“They’re all dying inside,” he’d laugh. “You’re burning ’em up.”

Jack, whom I called “Poppy Doc,” let me drive his cream-colored Cadillac El Dorado across the frozen ball field during the winter. I must have been twelve or thirteen, behind the wheel of a gas guzzler, playing Men at Work and the Steve Miller Band while crunching donuts over second and third base. In the spring, we’d walk Sheepshead Bay together and peer into the buckets of the fishermen as they pulled octopi and crabs from the brown drink. We went to the Kings Plaza Mall to window-shop or see a movie, but my favorite thing to do was go through his library. In their narrow house on Flatlands Avenue, I’d sit with his Gray’s Anatomy books and marvel at the human body with all the veins and muscles and things I knew I had in me, even if at the time, I felt like a giant brain connected to a dick. Jack kept medical books on freaks and the severely afflicted as well, and these were not off-limits. I fixated on patients with massive goiters, Siamese twins, or men with their arms chewed away by leprosy. I’d take it all in as my grandma sipped at her Bailey’s or saw to a customer in the basement where she ran a small yarn and knitting-supply business. The office, just off the laundry room, was always chilly, but the soft balls of tightly rolled and binned yarn, while poor natural insulation, gave it the illusion of warmth, and there was a big dish of butterscotch candy that I had a  taste for, so I found myself down there a lot, listening to Frank Sinatra and Tony Bennett on the radio and “helping out,” mostly by keeping her company.

There were Sunday brunches that lasted three hours. Every offering had its own plate: ham, cheese, butter, bagels, smoked whitefish, pungent, onion-y kasha varnishkas, and dense, nutty, sickly sweet halva candies. For dinner we’d go to Tomasso’s, where the waiters and waitresses took turns singing “What I Did for Love” and other impossibly loud show tunes at the piano. Sometimes we’d eat in the darkly lit Joy Teang, with it’s red-and-gold dragon banners, where the host would always grandly remove our coats, and the bus boys filled the heavy-bottomed porcelain cups with strong black tea. Before supper ever came, I’d munch on the dry Chinese noodles they served, dipping one into the duck sauce and always avoiding the hot mustard since Poppy Doc warned me that it would burn a hole clean through the lining of my stomach. This was my first “dangerous substance,” and I immediately became obsessed with it; taking little bits onto the tip of my finger and flicking my tongue at the veneer like a skink. Did hot mustard lead to hard drugs down the road? Probably not, but it lead me to see the world differently. It was there for pleasure, but it could hurt you, like the cigarettes and the liquor, and something about that was sexy already.

“Why would they serve it if it does that to people?” I wondered, but I didn’t dwell on it. I liked “Poppy Doc” when he was being mischievous but less so when he was morose. The subject of sex seemed to combine these elements of his personality. At the newsstand he bought me Playboy magazines where the women seemed so clean and literally shined under the gloss of the printed pages, but he also told me stories about having sex with hookers when he was in school at the University of Alabama. One of them had stabbed him in the leg.

Jack traveled to Edinburgh in the thirties to get his degree because it was easier for Jews to do so at the time. My favorite photo of him depicts a handsome, almost smug, young medical student, standing over a flayed cadaver. He gave it to me one afternoon without warning me that it might be disturbing. “Wasn’t I handsome?” he laughed. All I could see were the flaps of skin hanging off the dead guy’s ribcage.

When I knew him, he wasn’t as debonair. Jack weighed three hundred pounds, maybe more, and resembled William Conrad, who played Cannon and later Nero Wolfe on TV, but I was loyal.

He’d also saved my life. Maybe.

Poppy Doc claimed to have rushed into the delivery room when I was born blue. The umbilical cord, he maintained, was wrapped tightly around my throat, and nobody knew what to do.

Removing it apparently did not occur to the doctor who delivered me or to any of nurses. As he told it, Jack shoved everyone back, scrubbed up, and quickly untangled me. I then began to breathe and go pink. When I asked my mother if this was true, she shrugged. “I don’t know, I was out.”

“Do you think it’s true?”

“I don’t know, Marc.”

I don’t suppose there’s a way to find out, so I prefer to identify his claim as the moment I learned by example how to bullshit excellently; an essential tool for any writer. So in a way, he did give me life, whether it was in the ER or not.

My mother and father knew a different Jack Spitz. She knew the man who swallowed handfuls of painkillers and kept a loaded .38 in his black leather doctor’s bag . . . sometimes. Other times he had it in his hand and would wave it at motorists who’d cut him off on Rockaway Parkway.

“Hey! What? You wanna fuck with me?” my grandfather would ask. “I didn’t think so.”

It was this Jack Spitz whom my mother’s parents had the scandalous poop on. Long before the engagement, when my father was still at the University of Miami, my grandfather went down to visit him and do some gambling over at the Gulfstream course. One night he found himself in the same bar as my mother’s stepsister, and after consuming too many cocktails, he’d simply made a pass at her. Did he know it was my mother’s sister? Yeah. Was it a flirtation or a proposition? Who knows. Marlene kept it to herself until the engagement. Then she told her parents, and they threatened to share with mom what they hoped was this deal breaker. It’s funny to me now to think that was the “dark secret.” The Alberts didn’t know the half of what these two men were capable of . . . how their values were just different and how deeply the scumbag ran through the blood line. It’s certainly there in mine and will likely be there in my kid’s, if I ever have one. These weren’t men at all, the Spitzes. They were space creatures, only visiting this planet and due back on planet Belmont or planet Aqueduct shortly. “Farewell, Earth Woman and boy. It’s post time.” And he’s off.

Still, my mother got her way. My parents got married on October 2, 1966, at Temple Emanu-El on East Sixty-sixth Street in Manhattan, had their wedding night in the Plaza Hotel (they were promised a view of the park but could only see it through the window in the bathroom). They moved to a small apartment in Far Rockaway Queens, where I was born on their third wedding anniversary in 1969. Once the vows were said, my grandfather Charlie figured he’d better make the best of it and offered the old man a job in one of his two lumber yards, where everyone in the family worked. What was done was done. Sid was family now. And there were children. So, as was  common in Jewish families then, he was generously given a title and a salary in the family business. It was implicit that the gambling and the lifestyle would have to stop. But they didn’t. “A gambling fiend that does not bet,” the Sugarhill Gang would later rap, was as rare as “Dracula without his fangs” or “the boogie to the boogie without the boogie bang” for that matter.

And with the mid-seventies and the invention of coke culture, we were soon in the second act of Goodfellas (jail, blow, “Monkey Man,” and Carbone in the meat truck).

I don’t recall my mother and father speaking more than a half-dozen times after the divorce. They’d communicate through me, as my sister, Nicole, born in 1972, was too young to really know what was going on. My father would get drunk and imply that my mother had been unfaithful. I’d ask her about it, and she’d tell me the opposite was true: he was the one who’d strayed. After divorcing my father, she buried the creative and rebellious side of her personality for years. I don’t know if she gave away all those great, old 45s, but I never heard her play and enjoy rock-and-roll music again. She only played Jane Olivor and Barbara Streisand in the car. Even a fleeting infatuation with Charles Aznavour was deemed ultimately unwise. It was like she went to bed one night as Kevin Bacon in Footloose and woke up the next morning as John Lithgow in Footloose.

After all the drama, my mother’s parents got their way. She ended up marrying a well-heeled and clean-cut Five Towns boy after all; a socially acceptable, tan, and handsome jock named Al Josephberg. He drove a Stingray and wore his Lacoste polo shirts with the collars turned up; the kind of Five Towner whose nasal bone Ray Liotta pulverizes with a gun handle. He came from a solid family, kept fit swimming in the Atlantic Ocean, and, most importantly, made it clear that he would not force her to share him with anyone or anything. He was going to be all about her.

Freed from even the superficial responsibility of wife and kids, my father started doing a lot more coke as the eighties progressed. I remember sitting in his car outside a house in Woodmere as he picked up his blow. Sometimes he’d come out in ten minutes. Other times, he’d lose track of the time, and I’d wait for an hour, listening to Casey Kasem count down the country’s Top 40 and send out his long-distance dedications. When he was too strung out, my grandfather would shoot him up with B-12 and iron in the middle of the living room out in Canarsie, as my grandmother pruned the yellow rose bushes out in the small square of backyard and my sister played with her Barbies. I watched it all go on with the same sick fascination I had for the lepers and the dude with parasitic elephantitis. My father would pull his shirt off and slap his belly, then the meat of his right arm, and Grandpa Jack would eliminate the pains of the previous evening’s carousing. He could have used Grandma D’s help with his  own gardening. He was living in a small house with an overgrown lawn by the beach just about fifteen minutes from my Lawrence house. He shared it with a few other middle-aged divorcees and a young, new wave shoe salesman named Billy Burdon. Billy Burdon would later run a footwear empire bearing his name. He’d encounter some legal problems in the early-twenty-first century but emerge stronger and more successful then ever by mid-decade. In the mid-eighties, Billy was a wild-eyed Long Island boy with a trove of Clash, Joan Jett, and Missing Persons albums that I coveted. I worshipped him because he worked in the city, subscribed to Rolling Stone, wore men’s ballet shoes, and unlike my old man, always had food (cold cuts and sodas). When Billy was away at work and I was off from school, I’d hang out in his room and wish I were him. He seemed bigger than everyone else in the room, destined, like Charlie Barnett, for great things. You could tell. In the classified section of one of Billy Burdon’s old Stones, among the ads for “I Heart Pac Man” stickers and E.T. fan club membership offerings, I once saw an ad for custom T-shirts emblazoned with the faces of writers—Kerouac, Camus, Hegel, Kierkegaard, Eliot, Tolkien, Sartre, Poe—along with silk-screened T-shirts with portraits of James Dean, Elvis, and John Coltrane, writers mixed in with rebel rockers. This was a revelation to me. “More Great Faces!” the ad announced. Writers could be like James Dean? Writers could have “Great Faces” too?

My father was clearly jealous of Billy Burdon’s youth and bravado, and my treating the guy like Fonzie didn’t help matters. Sid tortured him. One night while Billy Burdon was racing, most likely on the same speedy drug that my father was still racing on, he begged the old man for some “downs” so he could sleep and get to work in the morning.

“Yeah, yeah. I was out on the beach, and a few fell out of my pocket. They’re right out there,” my father promised, then snickered as he watched Billy Burdon take off up the road toward the edge of the sand, fully intent on combing through it until he found himself a dropped Tuinal.

That was 1983 or so, when my old man was still in his late thirties. By 1987, the time of our They Might Be Giants–blighted Sunday outing, the blow had long taken a toll. I guess if you have a kid (which I don’t), once the drugs and the life begin to make you feel tired and the hangovers grow harder and harder to recover from, you begin looking to that kid to revive your dying dreams, the ones your own parents invested you with. On these last few drives, my father would sometimes park his Mustang in someone else’s driveway; a rich family in the “Back of Lawrence,” where great lawns, not just white fences, separated the houses. “Look at that,” he’d say as we idled and trespassed. “You could have one of those some day. If you work hard enough. Anything you want will come to you. You understand. If you want it, you can  get it.” I always nodded but I didn’t buy it. His values weren’t mine. They weren’t even his, but they were very much the dreams he needed in place to keep from disappearing into that shadow-world of the track, and the choking failure of middle age. My dreams weren’t born in the fifties and sixties. I didn’t care about having a house or a car. And I didn’t think everything was going to be alright, and Utopia was graspable, or life was fair and the good willed out. I would not be my father’s second chance to experience any kind of triumph beyond the race track, nor was I content to function as his courier or tether to the straight world. This was the late eighties, and I was full of indie rock, loneliness, fear, and rage. If I had a dream at all, it was that the coming decade I would finally be permitted to explode.

When I first told my father that year that I wanted to be a famous writer, he replied, “Like Anne Frank.” We were both teens, both Jews, and both wrote diaries, but I was thinking about Lenny Bruce, and Lester Bangs, who’d been name checked in R.E.M.’s “It’s The End of the World As We Know It (And I Feel Fine).” Thanks to bands like R.E.M., U2, and The Smiths, I’d started to respect pop music as serious stuff and suspected I’d somehow come to use it in my writing. At least two dozen songs had already changed the way I saw the world forever; ones I can remember first hearing and then thinking, “Well, what could be the same now?” I won’t give you the full list, but here’s a partial one: “Fish Heads” by Barnes and Barnes, “Money” by the Flying Lizards, “Warm Leatherette” by The Normal, “Buffalo Gals” by Malcolm Mc-Laren, “White Horse” by Laid Back, “Ghost Town” by The Specials, “Pull Up to the Bumper” by Grace Jones, “Da Da Da” by Trio, “Go” by Tones On Tail, “A New England” by Billy Bragg, “World Destruction” by Time Zone, “Controversy” by Prince (pretty much everything by Prince), “Thieves Like Us” by New Order, and “Din Daa Daa” by George Kranz. “Don’t Let’s Start,” by the two buttoned down Johns of They Might Be Giants was not on this list. The first time that I heard it I loved it, but I can’t say it changed anything. I never would have imagined that it would be this particular song that would, in a matter of second, finally set me on my own road; away from my father’s path, his past, his habits (but not his vices) and most importantly, his Manhattan.

 



“I asked you a question,” the old man repeated a second time as we drew closer and closer to my mother’s house in Lawrence.

“Believe what?”

“That everybody dies frustrated and sad? And it’s—good?”

We were on Rockaway Turnpike now, near the Sherwood Diner, a chrome spaceship trimmed with neon and full of firemen, cops, coaches, and Jewish American Princes and Princesses dragging steak fries through gravy or sipping tall Cokes with lemon. I’d be home in less than five minutes. I had to give an answer. We passed over the tracks by the graveyard that peered onto my first public grade school (who builds a public school next to a boneyard, anyway?). My father never pulled into the driveway of his old house anymore. There was another car there now, permanently. There was another man in his old bed. He lingered on the street like a taxi. We stared up at the house. The lights were on in the kitchen. Supper was probably warm. My mother was peering through the window, waiting to make sure I was okay, that he wasn’t returning me to her with a gambling problem or a social disease.

“I don’t know,” I finally said.

He was relieved that I didn’t seem determined to act on this mode of thinking but I was only forswearing. I believed it completely. He patted my shoulder, then put another Kent King in his mouth and punched the lighter. He reached into his pocket and handed me a $20 bill. This wasn’t a reward so much as another part of the ritual. Sure as I always took an overcoat (even in the summer), I walked up that drive with twenty bucks for lunch or gas or sometimes to go right back into the city on Monday afternoon when I should be in “Introduction to Philosophy” class. Manhattan was philosophy instruction, and art history, and physical education.

I grabbed a cigarette too, as I sometimes did. I liked the taste of the paper-covered filters, and they reminded me of him when he sometimes disappeared into the South or the Midwest. We’d never have another one of these post-divorce Sundays. This would be the last of them.

The lighter popped out. Phuttttt.


He handed it to me with a look that seemed to say, “Smoke if you’re gonna smoke. Don’t just play with the thing.” The metal was hot, and I could feel my cigarette end crackle and a dazzle of blue smoke fill my mouth. I exhaled and handed the lighter to him. It was still glowing orange. I nodded a thank-you and took another drag then spoke.

“But I think it’s a really good lyric.”

He frowned as I blew my smoke out over the lawn and pulled my book bag, full of about a dozen cassettes (XTC’s Skylarking, Robyn Hitchcock and the Egyptian’s Globe of Frogs, The Dead Milkmen’s Big Lizard in My Backyard ), tightly into my ribs. This was the first time that an opinion I had about a rock-and-roll song had any consequence at all. I didn’t know it at the time, and it would be another decade before anyone paid me to be one, but from that moment on, I was a writer. Like Anne Frank, and Kafka and Kerouac, Sartre and Camus, Lenny and Lester, and Charlie Barnett, like anybody but myself. That would take even more time.






CHAPTER 2


I attended Woodmere Academy, a sixty-five-year-old private school, but “attended” is probably strong. This was my high school. Some weekdays I was in class, other weekdays, I was in the City. On days when I’d cut class, I could be in Manhattan by ten a.m.

Especially during the morning rush, the Long Island Railroad, like little else in my life since puberty and my parents’ divorce, was dependable: forty-five minutes there, forty-five minutes back. There are ten stops between Lawrence and Penn Station. I can run them down in my head like a Buddhist chant: Cedarhurst, Woodmere, Hewlett, Gibson, Valley Stream, Rosedale, Laurelton, Locust Manor, and Jamaica.

At Jamaica passengers had to switch trains and catch the Manhattan-bound train when it arrived on a nearby track. “Change at Jamaica,” the ticket taker would instruct flatly. And I did—from a nobody into a somebody. From there it was Kew Gardens, also in Queens, then Woodside, and then “New York, Penn Station,” as the conductor always announced with some increased excitement in his voice. “New York, Penn Station” just sounded different coming out of the dude’s mouth than “Locust Manor” did. The wait for the Manhattanbound train at Jamaica Station could be long, but it was a good time to blast my eardrums with noise that put me in the Manhattan mind-set, an opportunity to get into character. Music helped. I was in a post–Jim Jarmusch affair with Bebop. Listening to “Salt Peanuts” or “Moose the Mooch” through my Walkman headphones made me feel like John Lurie, his gangly, frowning star. My Uncle Ed (not a blood relative but the husband of my mother’s best friend, Jane) was a jazz buff and let me tape his entire collection one afternoon. I sat on the floor with his LPs and a box of tapes from lunch until sundown, staring at all those hot sleeves. Blue Note had the best. I was tiring of my new wave heroes. Billie Holiday, Dizzy Gillespie, Stan Getz, Charlie Parker, Dave Brubeck, Chet Baker, Thelonious Monk, Lester Young, and Anita O’Day provided a much-needed break from my black-clad, gloomy, Gothy familiars. Bebop and  swing sounded like streetwalking felt. It was a better fit for a faster kid, and I was speeding up.

Once the train rolled in, finding a window seat was optimum. I could then witness that moment when the blurring trees and stores, backyard swing sets, water towers, and sedans literally zipped into black like a pirate’s knife sliding into a sheath. This phenomenon occurred about ten minutes after the train departed Woodside and never failed to thrill, the car shaking left and right as it bulleted into place under the terminal lights. I heard nothing but the wheels rumbling over the tracks; felt nothing but electricity. I hadn’t had sex yet, but I imagined it was a lot like speeding into Penn Station from Woodside. “Please exercise caution,” the disembodied voice would warn over the PA system, but I wasn’t about to. I was there to exercise danger.

Then it was up the old stairs, grabbing the brass railings, and out onto the concourse with its ice-cream parlors, pizza places, newsstands the size of bookstores, and hundreds of people with attitude. The concourse is two stories below Seventh Avenue, “Fashion Avenue,” and I could never get to the street fast enough. The first smell of smoking skewer meat and pretzels meant I was home—my true home. I crushed out on Manhattan, and not just on its street people but on the streets themselves. A gasoline-puddle rainbow was enough to take my breath away. I’d inevitably be carrying a copy of the Village Voice. The pages inside were circled with red pen. Things to see. Things to learn. A better kind of person to become: an artist, whatever that meant.

 



I couldn’t sing. All my drawings and paintings were a little off. I did clown portraits mostly, but they never looked quite as good as Arthur Sarnoff’s or even John Wayne Gacy’s clowns. I only knew one dance, the pogo, which Sid Vicious invented. Clay was too messy. My appreciation of the culinary arts consisted of determining which Manhattan diner had the best grilled cheese sandwiches and chicken noodle soup, the Veselka or the Kiev. But I could write. That is to say, I was beginning to express myself confidently with written words in a way that I could not with spoken words. My book reports, for example, had none of the predictable and clunky phrases that many of my peers’ papers had. I wrote like people spoke and read enough to know that the good writers did the same. My fellow students wrote like beauty pageant contestants spoke, using “be it” instead of “whether it’s” and “for” instead of “because,” fearing that they weren’t going to be considered intelligent by our teachers otherwise.

Sometimes I’d type my short stories (initially nearly all of them were about Major Tom–esque astronauts, mad scientists, or Jacques Cousteau–like  undersea explorers) carefully and bind them like an actual book, drawing a cover image and writing the title and author line as professionally as I could. Then I’d have an object, something I could hand to someone—my mother, my stepfather, maybe even a girl. Of course, I was too shy and never did. I’d simply re-read them once or twice, then file them away and begin another. It was not unlike jacking off—a passive act that required one burst of focus, then left me feeling instantly relieved but eventually empty until I began the process again. There were no star writers at my school. There were star football players and baseball players, golfers and basketball players. There were popular cheerleaders and beloved coaches. The magnetism of the athletes and the power of jock culture were so palpable and the adulation the lettering heroes received so institutionalized that the notion of being applauded for anything else was foreign, even to me. I went out for the teams because it was aggressively encouraged (with an eye towards the well-rounded college application), but more so because the promise of being noticed and worshipped was irresistible. Like most, I always got picked, never got to play. That’s how they keep you in line. You can never say you were rejected. You get the jersey . . . and the bench. Until I discovered I could write, this was all that was available to me. As a writer, I was the equivalent of a short stop. I won all the awards and citations they offered. Of course, unlike with athletics, there were no perks other than a growing sense of self (no small thing but no blow job either). It was clear that I was going to spend the next four years without being kissed or touched or even looked at for more than a quick moment in the hall. And yet, in my stories, I could have all that and more. I could be anyone and get whomever I wanted to do whatever I wanted. I guess a lot of the young people who take to writing this way begin with fantasy stories of monsters and outer space or submarine travel because the notion of even holding hands with a pretty girl or boy or getting anywhere beyond your shitty little town might as well be science fiction. I know I did.

I had a few real friends, and we were all bent in our own way. Ricky Sherman was a grade ahead of me. He knew and could perform two dozen magic tricks, but there were never any parties to attend where he might have shown them off. Erik Robinson played guitar like Peter Buck and drove one of those vintage cars, a Plymouth, but he spoke in an affected robot voice and didn’t seem to even notice the girls who haunted me. He was a year older as well. Ricky was from Rosedale; Erik lived in Valley Stream. Only Adam David was from the Five Towns, like me. All four of us gravitated toward anything preceded by the word “cult.” My favorite book was called Cult Movies by Danny Peary, in which I read about Beyond the Valley of the Dolls, El Topo, Eraserhead, and The Honeymoon Killers (which took place in Valley Stream) before ever  seeing the films. I’d look them up in my Movies Unlimited catalog and, when I had the money, order the tapes. Occasionally USA’s Nite Flight broadcast would contain a cult film like Breaking Glass or the Clash’s Rude Boy, and I’d record and memorize them. By my early teens, there were already three dozen books, movies, magazines, and TV shows that spoke directly to me and my friends and that almost nobody else at school could either understand or muster a shared interest in John Waters’s Female Trouble and Desperate Living, Paul Bartel’s Eating Raoul, Times Square, The Uncle Floyd Show, The National Lampoon, Mad, The Truth about De-Evolution, Blade Runner, The Dr. Demento Show, Kenneth Anger’s Hollywood Babylon, Rock ’n’ Roll High School, The Forbidden Zone, Ladies and Gentlemen, the Fabulous Stains.


My first contributions to Woodmere Academy’s monthly newspaper, The Echo, were initially reviews of these “cult movies” like After Hours and Blue Velvet , both of which I saw, ironically, while playing hooky in Manhattan. Eventually I had my own column, Flicks with Spitz. I enjoyed attending meetings of the paper after school. It was a skeleton crew of writer kids headed by a girl named Nisha, who was tall and Indian and seemed Ivy League bound. Driving home from an editorial session, I felt a little more useful in the world and was a little less inclined to play hooky. Putting out The Echo, I had a reason to stay on “Wrong Island,” as I sometimes called it (Manhattan Island being all right). I cut class less and worked harder than I ever had before. I eventually began submitting personal essays like the one I wrote about dressing up like a clown and giving pony rides for the annual homecoming. I sold helium balloons to benefit the PTA, and when my day was over, I kept the suit on. I got into my little Toyota in clown drag, went to the bank, the convenience store, and the Blockbuster, recording the reaction as I strolled in and out of each place. Some people didn’t do anything at all. A few children pointed and cried.

By my junior year, I noticed a few teachers who seemed to appreciate what I was doing. The math teachers still treated me like a fool because I could barely add (I still can’t balance a checkbook or count backwards to figure out how old someone is when I see their birth date listed). Arnold Friedman, a cheerful, gnomish man, who taught me how to use a computer and begin to literally “process” the words that gave me confidence, was one of the few who seemed to show me patience and care. Sadly, in the winter of 1987, Friedman was being investigated on child-molestation charges. Years later, after he pleaded guilty, he and his family would become the subject of the now classic documentary on small-town xenophobia Capturing the Friedmans. It seemed like one day he was there, an easy-going, middle-aged nerd with glasses and a head full of jargon like “garbage in and garbage out,” then he was gone after that, he was a black mark on the entire Island; a boogie man. And maybe he  was. I’m just saying I preferred him to my Trig and Algebra teachers. The Echo staff were tacitly discouraged from exploring what had happened ourselves. It was typical, suburban-think: you just remove the “monsters,” and things will go right back to normal. Garbage out. In some of the coverage of the scandal, the press had revealed that Friedman had once led a mambo band.

“We should run a huge exposé on that,” I told my traumatized fellow Echo reporters, frustrated with the gag we’d been given on the matter. “Never mention the child thing once. Just a huge banner—ARNOLD FRIEDMAN: MAMBO BAND LEADER!—with a photo of him holding a baton.” Few were amused, but how else are you going to cope with such a horror show at seventeen besides black comedy?

Mr. Schwartz, my English professor, was my favorite teacher and the only one to make me feel as a writer how the Woodmere Wolverine’s baseball coach must have made the starting pitcher feel. Schwartz wore tortoiseshell glasses and cotton crewneck sweaters. If he wore a oxford shirt underneath, he’d fold the sleeves over the sweater, then push the whole thing up his hairy forearm. One night in the early winter of 1987, I took the train into the city to see William S. Burroughs, John Waters, and John Giorno read at an AIDS Treatment Project benefit at the Beacon Theater called “Where the Rubber Meets the Road.”

“You like William S. Burroughs?” Schwartz asked me, and I nodded. I’d never read any Burroughs, but I owned a black-and-red mass-market paperback of Naked Lunch, which I brought in the next day to show him, hoping he wouldn’t quiz me on any of it. Sometimes it’s almost enough just to hold an important book. “Debbie Harry sang too. And Laurie Anderson,” I bragged, trying to steer the conversation toward things I actually knew about. I could quote Blondie lyrics verbatim.

“Pretty cool,” Schwartz said.

We were more like friends than teacher and student. I never asked him about his life. I didn’t know if he had a wife or kids or was happy or frustrated with where he’d ended up in life, but none of my actual friends, the ones who were teenagers like me, ever spoke about those things either. Ricky, Adam, Erik—all their fathers, like mine, were gone, so we talked about whether Evil Dead 2 merited a second viewing, or about old episodes of Dr. Who or Monty Python, or whether Pleased to Meet Me was as good as Tim.

And while I considered Schwartz “one of us,” there were times when I simply couldn’t make it to class the day after an evening in the city, seeing a rock show at the Ritz down on Eleventh Street or a weird play like Lydia Lunch’s and Emilio Cubiero’s South of Your Border at the New Theatre, which climaxes with Lydia naked, crucified, and urinating on the stage (in the lobby afterwards I saw my all-time-favorite MTV VJ Kevin Seal and bought a T-shirt that read, “Fuck the World—Feed Lydia Lunch.”). When I got a B on my report card, I waited after class and confronted Schwartz about it. Every one of my reports had drawn an A–at the lowest. I was one of the only people who spoke up about the books we were assigned—probably one of the few who actually read them. I’d aced my fucking Canterbury Tales, which basically amounted to the painstaking memorization of the original Old English. I could have traveled back to the 1300s and ordered a pint. I didn’t even question why a seventeen-year-old kid from Long Island needed to memorize Chaucer, what with AIDS and mutually assured nuclear destruction out there.

“If you’re going to get an A, which is still possible, you’re going to have to stop missing so many classes,” he warned me. I wanted that A in English. I didn’t care about Chemistry or Algebra or Trig, but I couldn’t very well consider myself a real writer if I didn’t ace AP English. I didn’t know what being a “real writer” even entailed, but I knew more than ever that it was what I wanted to be and figured I’d know it once I got there. The late eighties had kicked off a new age of literary glamour not seen since the Lost Generation in the twenties or the new journalists in the sixties. An aspiring kid didn’t need to look much further than the author’s photo for Tama Janowitz’s Slaves of New York to realize that these new writers were flamboyant, confident, and sexy as any rock-and-roll star. On nearly a full page, Janowitz lays herself out in red satin pajamas, her hair ratted up like she’s just had really great sex, and she’s half smiling as if to say, Yeah, I’m in pajamas. What are you going to do about it? What I was going to do about it was jack off. It seemed to be the default answer to any question between 1982 and 1988, when I first started having actual sex with other people. Brett Easton Ellis, Jay McInerney, Susan Minot—every month there seemed to be a younger, better-looking literary star sitting in the Odeon or on a banquette at Nell’s, both places I’d never been. My banquette was still at the Sherwood Diner, where I’d sit with a vanilla milkshake and read about these supernovas in the pages of the Village Voice, Interview, Paper, and Details. The latter at the time was not the men’s mag it is today but a downtown, club-centric magazine that even had a column featuring the sets of various “star” DJs. This was valuable when you are too young and too broke to actually go clubbing. I’d never been to Danceteria, but I knew they were spinning there (“Dominatrix Sleeps Tonight” by the Dominatrix and “All Night Passion” by Alisha). There was even a DJ who only spun tunes with “white” in the title: “White Punks on Dope,” “White Horse,” “White Rabbit,” “White Wedding,” “White Lines,” “White Christmas,” and The Beatles’ entire “White Album.”

After a point, the only books I read that weren’t on Schwartz’s reading list were written by Charles Bukowski. Following the death of Andy Warhol in  February 1987 and the breakup of The Smiths that summer, Bukowski filled the void in my hero worship. Morrissey (a militant vegetarian) would have detested the Los Angeles–based writer (a poet, novelist, and columnist) just for titling a book Ham on Rye, but by 1987, The Smiths, like my father, had let me down, and Bukowski, already a cult hero for two full decades, was having what would today be called “a moment.”

Before I ever read a word of his writing, I came across an interview with him in Film Threat, one of my can’t-miss-an-issue, favorite magazines. Film Threat ran features on Nick Zedd, Richard Kern, and that whole “Cinema of Transgression” underground Super 8 film scene, but also it functioned as a sort of thinking man’s Fangoria, with articles on highbrow splatter films of the early David Cronenberg oeuvre. It had a glossy cover but newsprint-style pages and often ran its features in the cut-and-paste/Xerox style of the decade-old punk rock fanzines. The Bukowski interview (done by mail) was published that way. The editor, Chris Gore, asked the writer, “If these four jockeys were in a horse race, Charles Manson, Jesus Christ, Ronald Reagan, and Allen Ginsberg, who would you bet on?” I’ve been a journalist now for fifteen years, and that’s still the best question I’ve ever heard any fellow journo ask a subject. Bukowski replied, “Christ, Ginsberg, Manson, and Reagan in that order.”

Adam David already had several of Bukowski’s books. Adam had dark hair and olive skin, deep brown eyes and a short, muscular body. He seemed like a young but fully grown man, whereas I still felt and looked like a gawky child. He always had the new issue of Playboy or High Society laying around. He played guitar, which was cool, even if it was more from the node-shredding Steve Vai school and less from the elegantly jangly style of R.E.M. and Guadalcanal Diary, which I much preferred. But the coolest thing about Adam was that he was way ahead of me when it came to “Buk.”

Adam had an older friend who worked in the garment center in Manhattan, who’d turned him on to Women by reading aloud the passage where the narrator Hank’s new girlfriend Lydia explains why she chose to be with him, despite his antisocial disposition: “Another thing I liked about your place was that it was filthy. . . . Dirty dishes, and a shit-ring in your toilet, and the crud in your bathtub. All those rusty razorblades laying around the bathroom sink. I knew that you would eat pussy.” Adam found a copy of Women at Gotham Book Mart in midtown Manhattan on one of his own extracurricular sorties into the city and read it in a single day. Then he read it again. Then he let me read it.

Bukowski’s books were published by Black Sparrow, a small press out of Santa Barbara, California, and each one was like a fetish object, with its prefaded color scheme of blues, creams, and beiges, high-quality textured-paper covers, and carefully reproduced drawing by the author on the jacket. The first page of each edition encouraged collectors. The guy was prolific and produced about a book a year between 1960 and late 1987, when I discovered him. He really had a way with titles too, which seemed to make them all the more covetable: Shakespeare Never Did This, You Get So Alone at Times that It Just Makes Sense, Mockingbird Wish Me Luck, South of No North, and best of all, Play the Piano Drunk/Like a Percussion Instrument/Until the Fingers Begin to Bleed a Bit.

Bukowski tended to divide our little group of nerds who ate lunch in the art-supply room and wore Team Banzai pins and all-year-round overcoats. Ricky, for example, read to feed his imagination. He favored Harlan Ellison and Phillip K. Dick or Richard Miller’s wild, cosmic alternate history Snail. Books were a different kind of companion for me. I read to “feel” writers and figure out how to be one myself. Bukowski, in the author’s photo for his novel Women, looks like he’s actually been with a few. This isn’t to say that I shunned all of Ricky’s books. When he recommended Snail to me, I loved it. I read Stephen King as well. Christine kept me up for three nights. But I wanted to fight and drink and fuck and be a man . . . whatever that was.

Gotham Book Mart quickly became our main Bukowski supply post too, but sometimes we’d have to troll deep and often returned to the Island by train with nothing new to inspire. Later, when I started working in bookstores, we always kept the Bukowskis behind the register because they were the most frequently stolen. I understood why. There were many times I stole, or attempted to steal, them myself. They weren’t cheap, and I didn’t receive an allowance. Once my mother agreed to divorce my father and return to the Albert fold, her parents promised to provide my little sister and me with all our basic needs until and through college: food, shelter, school books. Everything else, from a pack of gum to a ticket on the Long Island Railroad to a copy of Love Is a Dog from Hell, I had to work for . . . or find and gank. But it was worth the risk or brown bagging it for a week.

Bukowski swiftly put my father into practical context the way my rock-and-roll heroes just did not. Bukowski too was both appalled and strangely fascinated by his very macho pop (his novel Ham on Rye is dedicated to “all the fathers”). Suddenly, what seemed like a permanent and heavy resentment of my old man turned into secret and lasting gratitude: Thank you for being a fucked-up, absentee parent. You are excellent material. You are . . . material. You’re raw. I will use you from now on. You will fuel me. You . . . are a gift.

Bukowski even made all those wasted hours I’d spent with the old man at the track whenever he’d managed to drag me there seem retroactively  glamorous. The writer’s alter ego, Henry Chinaski, was always winning and losing at the windows and processing the vicissitudes philosophically. I quickly began bragging to Adam about the hundreds of hours I’d spent walking around the concourse with my father, taking his cash and making bets for him at the window, eating greasy food, getting my boots shined, and pondering some particularly gruesome looking rail bird: dog-mauling victims, cancer patients still smoking, rat-faced children, men with enormous tits, and women with shrunken heads and waists that seemed to begin at the chin.

Browning’s Freaks? Fellini’s Satyricon. Woody’s Stardust Memories. Forget about it. None of the images of human oddity from any of those films could beat any tri-state-area track back in the eighties. And yet, I began to appreciate the elegance too. Shoe-shine booths were disappearing. Smoke-free environments were expanding. The track was an old, vanishing world as the rest of the population bent lazily toward the casual. I even saw Cab Calloway there once, dressed in a three-piece suit and playing a hunch. For much of my adolescence, these degenerate gamblers had made me scared, confused, even angry, but now, post-Bukowski, I realized I’d amassed a lot of material and not a little cool too and hadn’t even realized it. I didn’t tell Adam about all the bitching and moaning I did there or how I’d sometimes face the opposite direction as the horses took off and made my father’s fellow degenerate friends think I was a walking mal de ojo and cross themselves as I passed lest I fuck up every one of their tickets.

My mother and stepfather didn’t really understand my fidelity to all things Bukowski.

At the very point in the mid-seventies when my parents moved from their small apartment in Far Rockaway, Queens (where I was born), to a big house in Lawrence, modular Formica furniture became very fashionable and almost immediately turned kitsch. During this short window, my mother seemed to buy all of her furniture. My bed, for example, resembled a large Lego piece, and the desk and tables had edges so sharp you could brain yourself in a William Holden–like fall. She was horrified when I launched a mission to swap out all the vestiges of this design proclivity and replace it with furniture purchased at the warehouse-sized Council Thrift on Central Avenue in Cedarhurst.

The thrift stores were amazing. I couldn’t believe nobody wanted these old leather jackets, stiff like beef jerky and smelling like shellac and cologne, or the fraying, sun-bleached LPs that smelled like summer mold and sold for twenty-five cents each. I bought my own coffee mugs of thick porcelain, like old steakhouse sinks and toilets, and insisted on drinking out of them. I found wingtip shoes made out of plastic and ostrich and snake and wore those to  school, where all the other kids, even Adam, wore K-Swiss sneakers or penny loafers. I pulled hand-knit, loose-loomed scarves in pale greens and blues from rolling canvas bins. I scoured the bookshelves and found mostly crap of the Harlequin romance and outmoded self-help variety, like Games People Play, but every once in a while unearthed a real discovery: a first edition of Edie or a perfectly preserved old Peterson Guide with its elegant illustrations of wood ducks and purple martins.

My mother came home from lunch with her girlfriends one afternoon to find the tacky, white wood folding chairs, the desk, and even the bed in the trash.

“What are you going to sleep on?” she asked.

I pointed to the mattress on the floor.

“No, no. Not in my house.”

“Fine, then I’ll get a futon.” The Village Voice ran ads for futons. They were very chic at the time.

“What’s a futon?”

“It’s a Japanese bed.”

“We’re not buying you a Japanese bed.”

“It folds up.”

“I don’t care what it does.”

Bukowski called volumes of poetry “chapbooks,” and so did I. He talked of “the novel” and I did as well. I sought out writers he endorsed and found some in the local Peninsula Public Library and others at St. Mark’s Bookshop on trips into the city. Catullus, Hemingway, Li Po, de Maupassant, Pound, Tolstoy—he talked about them as if he knew them, even though they were long dead, and so did I. I did know them, anyway, as much as I knew myself. I started learning what writers drank. Faulkner drank mint juleps. William S. Burroughs drank vodka and Cokes. If there was a movie or a sitcom on TV about a writer, I was interested; even Murder She Wrote’s Jessica Fletcher held some mystique. I knew about their women. Every real writer had a muse, or a specter: June to Henry, Joan to Burroughs, Zelda to F. Scott. I had muse envy. I’d never had a girlfriend; not even when I was a kid and just holding someone’s hands or sharing a couples-only skate would qualify. I was only ever alone and felt convinced that in order to be a real writer, I would soon have to lose not only my virginity but every trace of it. I’d have to fuck soon and make up for lost time with the same rapidity with which I could type. It was another reason why I suffered over those college essays. They were like flares shot up for my sexual rescue. “Don’t bother with the local girls,” Graham Parker sang, and I didn’t. They didn’t bother with me either. I didn’t even go to my  senior prom. And yet, women meant everything. Once when Adam was over for dinner, we all started talking about our upcoming senior year at the academy and beyond: what we were going to do with our high school diplomas, where we were going to go to college, what kind of contribution would we make to the workforce and society in general.

“Marc doesn’t know what he wants to be,” my mother told Adam ruefully after he informed her that he was thinking about going into business for himself—making a lot of money fast and then figuring it all out at his leisure.

“Yes, I do,” I corrected her. “I know exactly what I want to be.”

“What?” she inquired hopefully.

“A womanizer.”

Bukowski made us organize as far as our horniness went. We couldn’t very well be disciples of his without plenty of naked women around. One afternoon Adam and I took the train in together and, once in the city, walked up from Penn Station to Times Square in a fit of horny exuberance. Times Square felt edgy at the time. You couldn’t walk unmolested past the Port Authority. Nobody cleaned the streets. We could smell the rotting, acrid rubbish as soon we came out of the subway. It was hard to move an inch with any speed. Someone got in your way and forced you to sputter polite “No, no, that’s okays” as you pushed your way free. Two teenaged boys, clearly off the train, were certainly conspicuous. We might as well have been carrying hot pretzels and counting the bills in our wallets. But we had nothing to hustle away. The crackheads weren’t interested in our Charles Bukowski books, and the junkies couldn’t even get up. We were too homely to be pimped out. Too restless to linger like marks in the arcades anyway. Too uncoordinated to break-dance. We were not interested in buying pot or coke or “what you need.” Whatever money we had was reserved for the peep show. This was where the naked ladies were. Our destination was the neon-lit strip of theaters that catered at the time to horny teenagers, tourists, and lonely old men. I worried that someone I knew would catch me entering the Three Treats Theater, my aunt and uncle or cousins—but once inside I felt safe. It was dark and oddly quiet—like a library. Adam and I split up and each entered a glossy, black wood booth.

“What are the three treats?” I wondered.

“Think about it,” he said.

I did.

“If you drop anything on the floor, don’t pick it up,” he warned me before I entered.

“Why? Oh. Okay.”

I pushed four quarters into a brass slot, and the monolithic shade rose, revealing a zaftig black woman in a glossy red, wallpapered booth. She had on a complicated array of satin bows and leather buckles, which seemed odd considering her giant breasts and expansive ass were already fully exposed.

“You wanna feel me, baby?” she asked. There was a weariness in her voice that I initially found shocking but soon thought made perfect sense. How could you do this all day and not lose your joie de vivre. I’d never felt a naked breast before. I’d seen so many of them on cable TV and in the movies or in Playboy. I could identify Bo Derek’s breasts from a breast police lineup. Barbi Benton’s, Barbara Bach’s, Barbara Carrera’s too. All the B girls. Barbara Crampton stood high above all the other B’s. She appeared naked in a brief cameo in Brian DePalma’s Body Double, and I preferred it to Frankie Goes to Hollywood’s own cameo, even though I was a huge Frankie fan (I owned the “War: Hide Yourself” T-shirt). She’s strapped to a table in Stuart Gordon’s Re-Animator while a mad scientist’s severed head (held in the hand’s of her character’s own zombified father) attempts to eat her pussy. Gordon’s follow-up, From Beyond, was based, like Re-Animator, on an H. P. Lovecraft story (not that I read any Lovecraft either). In this one, Barbara falls under a mysterious sex spell that compels her to dress in bondage gear and straddle a sleeping, mutated Jeffrey Combs (who’d played Dr. Herbert West in the superior Re-Animator).

The thing that made Barbara Crampton special to us was that she seemed like she could actually act and got the joke. She appeared, for example, in a pictorial in the December 1986 issue of Playboy. I tried to ignore the extras in cheap werewolf and zombie costumes as I spent time with the edition, but in a way the monsters were part of the appeal. This was a nerd’s goddess feeding the fan boys. The issue quotes Pauline Kael on Crampton’s now legendary turn in Re-Animator: “Barbara Crampton, who’s creamy pink all over, is at her loveliest when she’s being defiled.” I had no idea who Pauline Kael was at the time and had barely even heard of the New Yorker, but you couldn’t convince me at seventeen that my nerd posse and I didn’t have an intimate relationship with Barbara Crampton (whom Ricky simply called “Cramps,” as if we all lunched together in the art room eating chicken nuggets and blasting Candy Apple Grey and Hate Your Friends). And yet, as familiar as Barbara Crampton seemed, as real as the emotions she stirred felt to me, I couldn’t write about her. I needed to know what a woman felt like, smelled like, tasted like, and this desire lead me to a sticky booth in midtown, my fingertips stroking a pay-to-cum tit, my brain recording it all. As a writer, I’d be able to put that tit anywhere, I reasoned, even on the divine chest of “Cramps.”

Only later, on the train home, did Adam explain that real breasts felt nothing like that.

“They weren’t real?”

“No.”

“Serious?”

Barbara Crampton’s breasts were bona fide. She seemed even further away, and so did some sense of authenticity and achievement.

“Real tits feel like a bag of mice,” he explained, sliding an Enrico Caruso pizza slice into his stubbly lips. What I lacked in tit connoisseurship I made up for in pizza expertise. Enrico Caruso was a favorite. It sold impossibly large and bland slices. It’s like the whale shark of pizza—docile to the taste buds but massive.

“Mice?”

“Not mice. Newts.”

“Newts.” I made a mental note. “Bag of newts.” It seemed implausible.

“Not newts.”

I needed words. I needed accuracy. I needed tit help. A real woman who would stay, occasionally get naked, show me things, and help me write like a man.

“They’re unwieldy? You’re saying.”

“Yes, exactly . . . unwieldy,” Adam agreed. “Unwieldy. You have to really grab and hold them. And wield them. Didn’t you feel how hard those fucking titties were?”

“Yeah.”

“That’s because they’re plastic.”

“Well then why’d we pay her?”

“I paid to see the pussy. You didn’t?”

We’d already rented a kind of shitty film version of the Bukowski oeuvre called Tales of Ordinary Madness, starring Ben Gazzara as a less-than-convincing Buk. It’s hard to fuck up Buk, and it’s harder to fuck up Ben Gazzara (perfect as Cosmo Vitelli, the hero of John Cassavettes’s The Killing of a Chinese Bookie and, decades later, the swaggering Jackie Treehorn in The Big Lebowski), but this one managed to do both. We didn’t have high hopes for Barfly. Still, the fact that Bukowski himself was involved in this production and Mickey Rourke, the “pope” himself, was cast in the lead helped us lift them. When we finally saw the film at the Lynbrook theater in the late fall of 1987, it was better than either of us ever imagined it could be. Having never been to Los Angeles (or anywhere else), I just assumed it was balmy and swampy all the time, like Florida usually was when my mother, stepfather, sister, and I visited in the summers, but the blue-lit LA of Barfly was a revelation. In one scene Rourke gets up in the middle of the night and rubs his body to shake off the cold. He’s wearing his boxers, dirty socks, and a thin white T-shirt. He sits down at the coffee table and starts scribbling out a poem with a worn-down yellow pencil. I’d never expected grace to look like this, but I finally understood that this is exactly what it is, and all it ever is: quiet moments of reflection and truth and holy rebellion.

Midway through the film, Rourke’s Chinaski hooks up with Faye Dunaway’s Wanda, a “distressed goddess.” I made a mental note in the dark: required, one distressed goddess. Nobody else will go near Wanda, not even Buk himself (who appears in a cameo in this scene). The bartender tells Chinaski that it’s because she’s crazy, which only makes him want her more. When they do get together, after picking ears of green corn then fleeing the cops, she warns him, “I don’t want to fall in love,” and he replies, “Don’t worry, nobody’s ever loved me yet.” In that moment, my template for the kind of relationships I would seek was formed. Each time we went back to see Barfly, we seemed to be the only pair in the aisles. Why couldn’t everyone see how this movie was just so . . . correct? Why were they all abuzz about the glossy, big-budget Fatal Attraction?

“Wrong Island is so lame,” I explained it away. I had no idea how “Wrong Island” I still was until I met Sara Vega.

I figured I had all the right clothes and books, records and shoes, but once I started interviewing for college, I quickly realized I only had the right look for a Long Island virgin kid with city hours. I was far from sophisticated, more like Bette Davis’s frumpy, un-plucked Charlotte Vale in Now, Voyager. If I had my own version of Claude Rains’s Dr. Jaquith, it was Sara Vega, who worked in the admissions department at Bennington College, founded in 1932 as a liberal arts school for girls. Carol Channing, the ageless stage star of Hello, Dolly! fame, was one of those first creatively inclined ladies. In a documentary made about her life nearly seventy years later, she claimed that it had appealed to her because it was only “two hours from Broadway,” and it was true. It was surrounded by the Green Mountains of southern Vermont but somehow cosmopolitan. You could still smell the City somehow through all that wood smoke and cold, clean air. Bennington went coed in 1969, the year of my birth, and by 1988, it was notorious for a half dozen reasons, none of which frightened me. In Now, Voyager, as I noted after a recent screening, Dr. Jaquith is even stationed in Vermont as well, and once he liberates Charlotte from her domineering mother, she quickly becomes a chic and charming force. “People walk along the road,” the suave Jaquith explains to the initially nervous girl. “They come to a fork in the road. They’re confused. They don’t know which way to take it. I just put up a signpost. ‘Not that way. This way!’” Bennington was my “Not that way. This way,” and I never looked back.

We met in a suite at Le Parker Meridien in Midtown. Her hair was straight and black. Her eyes seemed black as well, and they looked me over in a way that frightened and excited me. She spoke calmly and slowly.

“What do you hope to get out of Bennington?” she asked, and the wool that covered her crossed her legs seemed to fall elegantly from her tan skin, revealing a bare ankle. Her suit seemed cut for a slim man, and she wore no socks under her black, oil-treated Dr. Martens shoes. I shifted, one hand buried under a butt cheek.

“Well . . . I’d like to learn about poetry? And meet people?”

Every statement came out in question form, and I wished I hadn’t shaved that morning. Sometimes I didn’t, when I was hoping to affect a gruff, Bukowskian poet pose.

“I don’t currently know any other poets? On Long Island? It’d be good to be able to talk to someone, more than one person maybe? About poetry?”

“What do your friends talk about now?”

“Oh, I don’t have any.” It wasn’t true, but at least it was a declaration.

I smiled, and so did she, both of us relieved that I’d found a new conversational dimension to explore.

“I have a lot of friends. I’m just sick of them.”

Ricky was already at NYU film school. He’d made it. He lived in the Village. At the time, that was success in and of itself—having a place in the city. He didn’t need to make a film at all as far as I was concerned. He could have just walked around Bleecker Street with a tripod, and I would have held him way above me, convinced he was going to be the next Spike Lee or Jim Jarmusch. Adam had been accepted to Vassar. I was girding myself against losing the only friends I actually had and ending up entirely alone and, worse, stuck on the Island with my mother and stepfather, who watched the feisty local anchors Jack Cafferty and Sue Simmons on the nightly news while they ate dinner in lieu of having a conversation. I removed my hand from under my rump and fiddled with my book bag.

“What are you reading?” she asked.

I reached into my bag and pulled out a copy of Ask the Dust by John Fante. She didn’t seem impressed.

“Do you know Fante?” She nodded as if to say, “He’s been processed and rejected.”

“I just finished Celine?” I was back on the bad punctuation.

“Death on the Installment Plan,” she said, as if I was waving a lottery ticket and insisting I had lucky numbers. “Of course you did.”

Still, I thought the interview went pretty well. I even detected some kind of physical attraction between us but reminded myself that this could not  have possibly been the case at that time. Girls didn’t like me. I liked girls. Girls responded with indifference. This was intractable, wasn’t it?

“Here, why don’t you try this instead?” she asked and handed me a paperback on my way out. I wanted to ask, “When will I return it to you?” but luckily could not form the words and absorb the image on the cover of the book at the same time. The cover was black and white, and there was a photo of a kind of fetish on it: a creepy plaster statue of a man with scraped away skin, like those structures Christopher Lee built in The Wicker Man.


“Your ‘black’ essay made me think of it. You can give it to me the next time I see you.”

As part of my application, I’d also submitted an essay about why I wear “black on the outside,” a reference to the oft-quoted lyric in The Smiths song “Unloveable” (“because black is how I feel on the inside,” being the answer). I had no idea if I was ever going to see this person again, but clearly she had plans for me.

The book was titled Les Chants de Maldoror by Comte de Lautreamont. Lautreamont had all the qualifications that it usually took to become one of my best friends: He was a writer; he was dead. Instead, he became the first to whom I refused admittance to the private fraternity of ghosts and icons I kept in my bedroom. Maybe it was because she’d forced him on me and I wasn’t allowed to discover him myself. Everybody wants to discover their heroes, not have them handed down by an older brother or, in this case, a sexy twenty-three-year-old woman in black.

I was a prude, and the audacious acts described in the book worried me, even if they were clearly allegorical and not (I hoped) instructional. “One should let one’s fingernails grow for fifteen days,” he writes. “O, how sweet it is to snatch some child brutally from his bed.” This child, a baby with “wide eyes” and a bare “upper lip,” is mutilated in one scene. Is that what they do up there in Bennington? Are they a bunch of baby-snatching vampires? And if so, is that . . . like . . . a thing to be? I interviewed with a few other schools similar in style to Bennington—Sarah Lawrence, Bard, Hampshire, all the big New England liberal arts colleges—but I kept thinking about Sara Vega, daydreaming through math class about her scary, black eyes. My math teachers treated me like a subnormal. The headmaster punished me for my dress-code violations. My parents reacted with alarm and selfish concern. Sara treated me like an artist. About a week later, I followed up our initial meeting with a phone call to arrange a tour of the Bennington campus.

While she would soon come to regret it, at the time, my mother was excited by the notion of my attending an art college. I could tell by the way she’d eagerly drive me to the art store for canvases and oil paint that she  missed that element in her life. Now here was her chance to absorb some of that energy once again. We drove up to Bennington together in her white Mercedes. It was the day after the pop singer Andy Gibb died. Divine died that same week in Los Angeles, which made me much more sad. John Waters’s Dreamland Studios crew out of Baltimore were just one short rung under the Warhol Factory crew as far as the icons of my early teens went. I loved both Waters’s books, his memoir, Shock Value, and his collected essays, Crackpot. One was pink, the other green, and I scarfed them like candy.

Sara Vega met us at the end of College Drive by the security check-in booth and instructed my mother about where to park. As she dealt with the car, I followed Sara into her small, book-lined office. There was a steaming cup of black tea on her desk, and everything was arranged fastidiously. There were faded, sepia-tone photos in gold frames. Rosaries hung on hooks, purple and pink glass beads reflecting the sun that streamed in through the windowpane. It smelled like books and records, if that was possible, that year-round summer smell of mold and dust . . . the way thrift stores smell. Things had happened here. Great thoughts and ideas had been shared. History had gone on, and traces of it remained.

“How did you like Maldoror?”

I shrugged and searched the back of my mouth for words, but nothing came out except, “Cool.”

I reached into my bag and handed the book back to her. She placed it on the desk next to the tea, picked up the cup, took a sip, and rested the base of the mug on top of the book. She reached up to the shelf and pulled down another book, a slimmer volume. There was a photo of a big, brown eyeball on the jacket sleeve.


The Story of the Eye, she said.

“Bataille?” I was hoping I’d pronounced his name correctly.

“Yes. Bataille.”

Whew, I thought. At least this book was thin. I wondered if she was going to hand me a book every time I saw her, like an alternative curriculum. Maybe I didn’t need to go to college after all; I could just continue to visit Sara Vega and flirt and read.

“Take a look,” she said, pulling a black shawl across her bony shoulders. “You can read it on the drive back. But you might not want to in front of your mother. Or while eating eggs.”

“Why? Is it dirty?” I wondered hopefully. She was definitely flirting with me now. It wasn’t that I was any more confident than I’d been when we first met; she had simply stopped trying to hide it. The Story of the Eye turned out to be sufficiently dirty. “Milk is for the pussy. . . . Do you dare me to sit in the saucer?”

I wondered what the old man would think if he caught me reading it. Once again, I sort of hated a book she’d given me. And once again, I was thrilled to have it.

Before I left to find my mother and our tour guide, Sara pulled me closer and casually let me know that I’d been formally accepted to Bennington College. I could smell the tea herbs on her tongue, alive with natural medicine. I bit my lower lip so that I wouldn’t start giggling and did my best to play it cool as she opened her desk drawer and handed me a letter on college stationary that stated as much. It was dated that same day, March 11, 1988.


Dear Marc

I am pleased to offer you a place in the Bennington College class of 1992. Congratulations.



It was from the Director of the Admissions Department, Sara’s boss.


The admissions committee enjoyed reading your application. As you said in your interview, you have an unusual way of looking at things. Just as Kafka let his readers into his “world,” we hope that you will do the same. We are confident that you will find Bennington’s environment conducive to your needs and look forward to seeing the world that unfolds in your writing.



I looked up at Sara. Was this it?

“Don’t tell your mother yet. Have a look around. See if it’s really for you.”

She picked up her teacup, tapped the Maldoror paperback, and winked at me. This wasn’t how I thought it would be at all. And it wasn’t how my college advisor said it would go either.

“You’re supposed to get a letter in the goddamn mail!” I wanted to complain. I was a little disappointed. Suspense was a huge part of the whole getting-into-college pageant. Every day the halls would be abuzz with gossip about who got in where? Who was rejected where else? Who made the Ivy League? who made State? This is why they prepped us a year in advance: the stacks of applications, the essay, the huddles with advisors, the meet-and-greets in the city. You were supposed to have a good think and decide which place was for you. But Sara Vega’s will was stronger than mine, and I felt I could resist or refuse her power of sexual suggestion and intellectual direction. Those papers were orders. I got the sense that if I chose a different school, nobody would ever hand me another dirty book again.

My student tour guide was clean-cut enough to put my mother at ease until he started barking. She’d been marveling at the charming New England  feel of the place, the gray sky, full of chimneys and trees and no airplanes, only Gothic trees, centuries old, shedding dry burnt orange and deep green and warm yellow leaves, the looming Green Mountains out past the “End of the World,” where the long, wide Commons Lawn finally bowed and a pile of rocks suggested a steep cliff beyond. There was no cliff, but there sure was a leap and I was ready to make it.

“Arf! Grumph! Grrrr! Helen Frankenthaler. Romph!”

“Are you alright?” my mother asked the guide.

He explained, very sweetly, that he did not have Tourette’s but rather had just seen the Swedish film My Life as a Dog on video and couldn’t stop imitating Ingemar, its sullen, cow-licked boy lead.

“Arf. Grarph! Milford Graves. Wowrf!”

“Did you like the film?” my mother asked politely.

“Ramph! Arrrrrf! Rowrrrrr! Martha Graham. Ruff!”

“I haven’t seen it yet.”

“Definitely rent it.”

I promised I would. I loved that everyone here had a book or a film to share.

“If you took five hundred students from the five hundred different schools throughout the country, throughout the world, the Bennington student would emerge as the most creative, most interesting, and most fun member of each new student body. So imagine the concentration of all those people on one campus,” the tour guide said. The speech sounded prepared and, under the circumstances, superfluous. I was already in. I just needed the okay from my mother and grandparents, who would be footing the bill, per the details of the divorce pact.

“Oh, and don’t worry about Brett Ellis,” the guide said in a whisper. He was off script now. “That’s a total fiction.”

“Who’s Brett Ellis?” my mother asked.

Brett Easton Ellis, one of the new breed of writers I spoke of earlier, the ones who made fiction feel glamorous again, had graduated from Bennington two years earlier. Ellis had recently published The Rules of Attraction, which was the follow-up to his debut novel Less Than Zero, written while he was still a student. Ellis probably should have loomed much larger in my life than he did at the time. I’d certainly read and enjoyed Less Than Zero, around the same time I’d read Bright Lights, Big City and Slaves of New York but didn’t let it into my heart as I did so many other works because it was recommended to me by my stepfather, whom I detested at the time. I used to pray that he’d be taken by a shark when he swam in the Atlantic every week, a small flotation device strapped to his ankle. That wasn’t Sara Vega handing over a paperback;  that was, to me, the Antichrist saying, “Hey, man, have a look at this.” I’ve come, over the years, to love the guy and consider him as much of a father, if not more, as my biological dad, but in the mid-eighties, he was just the guy who’d moved in and started fucking my mom, walking around naked, and bossing me around. He was a high school teacher over in Seaford, Long Island, and I guess someone out there had mentioned the book. As a way of “relating” to me, and perhaps getting me to stop keying his silver Corvette Stingray with the T-top roof, he’d purchased me a copy.
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