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“So you think you’re a Romeo, playing a part in a picture show.”
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PREFACE



So how do you get to be a film critic?


In my life, that’s the question I’ve been asked more than any other. I get asked it at parties, on playgrounds, in apartment hallways, in offices, on airplanes, on movie lines. There are a handful of other questions that run a close second. Questions like: How many movies do you see a week? Do you take notes? Do film studios ever try to influence your opinion? Have you ever had your words twisted in a movie ad? What’s your all-time favorite movie? (The answers are: about five or six; yes, I always take notes; the studios wouldn’t dare; once in a blue moon; and Nashville.) The questions generally get asked with a knowing smile, a slight winking tone of come-on-let-me-in-on-it…


In the popular imagination, the job of professional film critic is, more or less, the greatest job in the world. It’s one that everybody thinks they would want to do; it’s one that everybody thinks, deep down, they could do. You watch movies—lots of them, all day long! You write down your opinions of them! You get to see your words quoted in ads, your name up in lights! You become sort of famous! What’s not to like?


There’s an avid curiosity, and always has been, about what critics do. Just beneath that, though, the real curiosity is about who we are. When people pepper me with all those questions, what they’re really saying is: What gives you the right to be a critic? What makes you so special that you—as opposed to, say, they—get to spend your entire life watching movies, deciding which of them is good or bad, and why?


It’s actually a great question. And it deserves a great answer.


Let’s get one thing out of the way fast. If you have any notion that this profession is, on some essential level, ridiculous, that it’s simply fun beyond all shame, and that those of us who do it are basically slackers dignified by their salaries… well, to quote Martin Sheen in Apocalypse Now, you are absolutely goddamn right. The role of professional movie critic is, more or less, the cushiest job that Western Civilization ever coughed up. Maybe that’s one reason why criticism is now dwindling; as Western Civilization declines, so go the people who were fortunate enough to make a living not creating art or entertainment, but evaluating it.


I admit it: I’ve been one lucky sucker.


That said, there’s a dimension to being a critic that tends to get left out of people’s “I wish I had a job as lazy as yours” formulations. And that dimension, in a word, is obsession. It’s the thing that I’ve tried to capture in this book. I wanted to write about what you might call the secret history of being a movie fanatic, and what that really involves. For the truth about movie buffs, and film critics especially, is that there’s a kind of religious mania that drives us, and you either have it or you don’t. Before anything else, the primal act in our lives is going to the movies by ourselves, sitting there alone, with a nearly monastic sense of mission, “connecting” with images of life and reality on the big screen—even as, in doing so, we may be copping out on the very reality those images represent. I’ve been fortunate, all right, but not just because I stumbled into a preposterously enjoyable job. The real stroke of luck is that I was able to elevate the nerd madness of my solitary movie passion into an identity, an existence, a personality-defining role.


The world, of course, now overflows with mad-geek obsessives of every stripe (comic-book fans, sportsaholics, Sudoku addicts). But what’s unique about movies as an art form is how totally and vividly and spectacularly they create a you-are-there facsimile of life as it really looks, a fully realized alternate earth that the critic inhabits and lives inside. In writing this book, my intent was to channel the deep eccentricity of that pursuit, to get in touch with the elemental weirdness of rabid film fanaticism. In my case, the weirdness isn’t exactly compartmentalized; I’m kind of an obsessive guy in all ways. But then, that’s part of what drew me to movies, which feed off obsession as though it were high-octane gasoline.


We now live in an age of pop-culture fixation, in which our country has evolved into the United States of Entertainment, with a great many other places right behind it. For all the (justified) chatter about the renaissance era of television, movies, in their power and grandeur and reach, their mythological scope, their ability to cast a larger-than-life spell in the dark, remain our stubbornly thriving and preeminent popular art form. The critic, in a sense, is the ultimate fan, but he’s also the bridge between movies and the people who voraciously devour them. I’ve tried to set down an honest account of my experience, but I’m the first to admit that it may all seem a bit… insular. The true confessions of a film critic? Of a person who watches movies too much? That sounds like a book that should be entitled White People Problems 3.0. Yet take a look around: We’ve become a veritable society of watchers. I hope that my story will speak to the movie freak who lives inside so many of us.















CHAPTER 1



I LOST IT AT THE DRIVE-IN


The oversize letter ‘U’ loomed up large at the entrance to the University Drive-In Theater. Filled with dozens of tiny hot-pink lightbulbs, the letter dazzled and glowed, like it was made of lit-up bubblegum. And that felt right, since what this candified gateway heralded was a carnival of excess. It promised delights of a totally indulgent nature.


Ah, the drive-in movie theater! It’s up there with the bowling alley, the $2 piss-water-beer dive bar, and the Friday night high-school football game as a tawdry specimen of Americana, a destination of low-kitsch nostalgic charm. The drive-in offers—or at least it once did—a moviegoing experience that is wholesomely amusing in a slightly scuzzy way. One thinks of tailgate parties and hot-summer make-out sessions, of monster movies and kung fu movies and Burt Reynolds idiot car-chase movies. But in 1967, when I was 8 years old, and 1968, when I was 9, the drive-in, for me, became a place of debased enchantment, a seductive theater of cruelty in which the curtain was drawn back on things I never, ever should have seen.


During those two years, mostly in the summer, my father, showing the combination of antsy compulsive desire and near-total indifference to his family’s needs that would mark so much of his existence, developed a highly charged curiosity about the newly taboo-busting movies for adults that had begun to dot the American motion-picture landscape. My dad hadn’t been a movie fan for quite some time. His most dedicated era of moviegoing was his youth, in the ’30s and ’40s, when you could still buy a ticket to a Saturday double feature for 15 cents. (He’d been mourning the rise in ticket prices ever since; one of the forms his pathological cheapness took was not ever fully accepting the concept of inflation.) He had once taken me to see a Hitchcock film (it was Sabotage, which in my 7-year-old way I enjoyed), and he came out of it muttering that Hitchcock—Hitchcock!—was a fraud, that his movies were “parrot shit.” Normally, for my dad, the prospect of hauling his family off to a movie would have been as far from his mind as taking them on an expedition to Saturn. Yet for all my father’s outward, plaid-jacket conservatism, the world of late-’60s sex and violence struck a chord in him. It was only years later, when I learned of his serial adultery and saw that he’d been a Jewish Don Draper in horn-rims, that I realized how much his inner appetites connected with the times.


Piling my mother, myself, and my two little brothers, 3-year-old Erik and 2-year-old Stefan, into the family Buick, he fed his appetites and literally took us along for the ride. During those two years, I saw twisted, sordid visions that haunted my head at far too tender an age. It was as if I was losing my cinematic virginity at a very skanky whorehouse. Movie buffs will tell you a story about how the first time their eyes popped open in wonder at the cinema, it was when they saw The Wizard of Oz or Citizen Kane or 2001: A Space Odyssey or The Godfather or Jaws. For me, it was all about seeing the devil rape Rosemary before I was old enough to know what the devil or rape was. And the thing is, I drank up every depraved, inappropriate minute of it, even if it was the moviegoing equivalent of borderline child abuse.


There’s something inescapably cozy about a drive-in movie theater. Jerry Seinfeld used to tell a very Jerry monologue joke about why he likes to drive so much because you’re inside and outside at the same time. At the drive-in, you weren’t just inside and outside: You were part of an entire audience from which you remained separate—a hermetically sealed moviegoing horde. I suspect that if my family had been there to see The Jungle Book or Doctor Doolittle, the experience would have been very warm and toasty in that leftover-1950s way. Instead, for me, there was a disturbingly sinister excitement to it. To get to the drive-in, you had to leave the woodsy hills and boulevards of our hometown of Ann Arbor, Michigan, and go out to a flat, drab no man’s land, to badly lit roads with names like South Industrial. By the time we arrived at the University, or the Ypsi-Ann (so named for being halfway between Ann Arbor and the more downscale Ypsilanti), we had, at least to my eyes, abandoned civilization entirely.


We’d usually get there during what photographers call the magic hour, when the sun is saturating everything in its darkish-orange verge-of-twilight glow. Hanging the bulky curved gray speaker, which seemed to be made of graphite, onto the driver’s-side window, we’d wait for the sound to start crackling through that oversize walkie-talkie. That would happen around dusk, a moment that always feels a little godless when it’s just you and the shrub brush and the darkening outdoors. But then… there would be light! Just when it looked as if the wide, chalky billboard of a movie screen might fade right into the dusk, the projector would rattle to life, and we’d be subjected to that ancient drive-in ritual: the concession-stand trailer. The one with the booming-voiced announcer, who also seemed like he was from the ’50s, selling popcorn euphoria, accompanied by images of movie junk food that were so old and grainy and worn that the hot dogs were green. That ancient snack-haven commercial was, in its slightly exotic way, innocuous, but what mesmerized me, every time, was the “Our Feature Presentation” trailer, with its psychedelic swirling rainbow and the modly syncopated clickety-clack horns from Keith Mansfield’s “Funky Fanfare”—the clip that Quentin Tarantino has featured before several of his films, starting with Kill Bill, Vol. 1. That 18-second “dater” probably didn’t make its debut until 1968, but in my memory, it plays at the start of every outdoor movie I ever saw, like a passageway into the forbidden night. Before Quentin had the video store, I had the drive-in. It was my open-air, dirt-and-gravel-floor grindhouse.


As the first film was about to start (for these were always double features), my mother, in her role as well-meaning if ineffectual protector, would turn around from the passenger seat and say to me, in what became a meaningless ritual, “Now, there may be a moment when I’m going to tell you to cover your eyes.” I would dutifully nod, knowing that such a moment would never arrive. (It was presumed that my brothers would simply fall asleep, which they generally did within half an hour.) I would then pin my gaze, from the back seat, over the front seat and into the screen. Watching something like You Only Live Twice or Hurry Sundown or The Dirty Dozen, I was so possessed I felt like I would literally sit through the entire movie without blinking.


The first one I can remember seeing was Penelope, a leftover 1966 comedy starring Natalie Wood as a kooky kleptomaniac. What I recall best is Wood, who commits several thieveries in disguise, changing her look and costume so often (at one point she pencils on a facial mole) that her erotic identity seemed as tantalizingly ambiguous to me as Kim Novak’s would decades later when I first saw her in Vertigo. There was also a “wacky” sexual-assault scene in which Jonathan Winters, as a mad anthropology professor, chases Wood, stripped to her underwear, around his office. I had no idea what the movie was actually about, but it seemed to be about something deeply kinky that was happening between the lines.


The debauchery was right there on the surface, however, in The Penthouse, a shockingly nasty little 1967 number from Britain. It took place almost entirely in a chilly-chic London apartment, where a couple who are having an affair wake up to start their day, and then the buzzer rings, and it’s two men who have come to read the meter. Except that’s not why they’re there at all. Once inside the flat, they turn out to be hell-raising hooligans who spend the entire film tormenting and terrorizing the couple. They use ribbons, for some reason, to tie the man to a chair, then bully and ridicule him, then hold a switchblade up to his neck (“It’s so thin you don’t feel a thing when it goes in!”), then pour out great big cups of whiskey for the woman to drink, and she turns into a slurry, messy-haired harlot who sleeps with each of them, though it doesn’t look like ever she had much of a choice.


It’s as if someone had taken the “Singin’ in the Rain” torture-and-rape scene from A Clockwork Orange, extended it out to feature length, and showed it to a wide-eyed 8-year-old. I have special memories of the moment when the cuckolded hero, strapped to his chair, shouts “Nooooo! Nooooo!” as his girlfriend stumbles around the apartment in a sloppy naked drunken daze, a din of cacophonous jazz flooding the soundtrack with insanity. And also the moment when one of the two intruders, having had his way with the heroine, says to the other one, with supremely lewd and lip-smacking understatement, “You know, Barbara is a lovely girl!” And I remember how the thugs, using their switchblade to carve off greasy slices of salami to snack on, maintain a tone of brutal, leering mockery, the threat of violence coming off them like steam heat.


Years later, I watched The Penthouse again, and I saw that it was a cleverly debased little art-exploitation movie, as if the young Roman Polanski had collaborated with a sub-rate Harold Pinter. The British actors all do their best to out–Richard Burton each other, even as they’re licking their chops at the Swinging London model-turned-actress Suzy Kendall, who goes from innocent to pouty to poutier. In its grimy claustrophobic way, the film anticipates the hothouse sadism of Sam Peckinpah’s Straw Dogs, as well as the power-play gimmickry of Michael Haneke’s Funny Games. But what struck me most when I saw The Penthouse again is that the film’s subtext—that this naughty adulterous couple somehow deserves the torment they’re being put through—is what I would viscerally connect to as a child. I hardly understood the conversational intricacies of the movie, like the big allegorical speech about tiny alligators escaping into the London sewer. But what I did experience—the winks of lewdness, the outrageously unexplained bullying—was really the whole point. A hideous vengeance was being taken on guilty sinners. The film was a nightmare, and I couldn’t get the evil of it out of my head. From that moment, I think I was hooked, with a preternatural lack of choice about it, on the sick thrill of the dark side.


I should emphasize that I had just completed the third grade. I also had a reasonably wholesome set of interests. I enjoyed schoolwork (I wouldn’t grow utterly bored with it until I was 12), and I craved the Banquet turkey pot pies that my mother stuck in the oven for lunch. During family highway drives, I devoted myself to spotting the 1966 Mustang, especially a tomato-red one, which seemed the coolest automobile imaginable. (Who knew that it would still seem that way 50 years later?) At recess, I was an eager soccer player, despite the fact that I was a stumbling-limbs sort of athlete. I was also exceedingly proud of how I looked in my Cub Scout uniform, taking extra care to knot the kerchief so that the blue and yellow stripes lined up just so.


Without knowing it, though, I was already on my way to becoming a creature of… fixations. My first crush, in its third-grade way, was quite an obsession, to the point that I was so consumed by Julie Williams, with her thick flip of blonde hair, her heart-shaped angel face, and her comforting air of gravitas, that I thought about Julie for what seemed to be all day long, every single day, for the entire school year. At the YMCA, my father enrolled me in a chess class, and I was terrible at the game, never gaining the ability—or maybe it was just the patience—to think more than a move ahead. But the real action at the Y started after class. I would spend all Saturday afternoon in the dank lobby, shooting pool with kids from assorted sides of the tracks, and there, thanks to the jukebox, I discovered, for the first time, that there were glorious pop songs far beyond what I knew from The Beatles cartoon. I’d plop in the stray dimes I collected to play the same songs over and over again, like “The Letter” by the Box Tops, which I found so infectious that I could scarcely account for its hold on me, or “The Rain, The Park, & Other Things,” a Cowsills tune that struck me as the most romantic thing I’d ever heard (“I love the flower girl,/Was she reality, or just a dream to me?”), or the song that possessed me more than any other: “Jimmy Mack,” by Martha and the Vandellas. It was my first encounter with the Motown sound, that three-dimensional jangle of joy framed by the bounding bass and the shimmering tambourine. That song filled me with so much rapture that each time, as I listened to the lyrics (“Jimmy Mack! Jimmy! Oh, Jimmy Mack, when are you coming back?”), an inner-city anthem for all the women who’d been abandoned by scurrilous men, all I could think was: Why would anyone with a name as happy as Jimmy Mack want to run away?


I’d also begun to attach myself to books in the way that I later would to movies. I consumed the Laura Ingalls Wilder series over and over again, experiencing Little House in the Big Woods and its seven sequels as obsessional slices of rustic heaven: a period-piece dream of family life to counter my own neurotically close-knit but affectionless clan. In the Wilder books, the character of Pa—bearded, benevolent, protective—was the ultimate antidote to my distant, self-obsessed father. And as I entered the fourth grade, my personal bible became Harriet the Spy. Louise Fitzhugh’s 1964 children’s novel spoke to me almost more deeply than any book has since. It’s the tale of an androgynous 11-year-old New York City girl in a hooded sweatshirt and big round spectacles who writes down, in her diary, her secret thoughts about everyone she encounters: her classmates, the adults she “spies” on, even her best buddy, a boy named Sport. It’s a book that has often been celebrated by writers (like Jonathan Franzen), but to me, Harriet isn’t merely a budding writer. She is one hundred percent a born critic: an analyst-observer of life, someone who drinks in and judges the drama of everything she sees. When her diary is discovered, and the other kids read what she’s been saying about them, she is vilified and ostracized, cast out of grade-school society like a leper. Yet to me, the beauty of the book was that even though Harriet spends the rest of the story in turmoil, recoiling from what she’s done… what, in the end, has she really done? She wrote down her thoughts, in secret, in her diary. The message, if there is one, seems to be: Keep your private reactions to yourself. But Harriet was already doing that. The real, and tantalizing, and scary message of Harriet the Spy—the message I took away from it—is that your thoughts and observations, if you really see what’s going on in front of you, might just be dangerous. And that’s what makes them exciting.


Maybe that’s why the movies I saw at the drive-in didn’t feel like a violation to me. Their effect was to turn me into a child voyeur, like Harriet; they made me feel like I was peering behind a veil, seeing privileged secrets. And there was a shuddery fascination to that experience that linked it to the reverence I already had for the books and music I loved. By the summer of 1968, the movies my parents were going to see at the drive-in had, if anything, grown even more twisted and explicit. To my 9-year-old eyes, Rosemary’s Baby was the ultimate terrifying bad dream. I quivered in its wake, like a mollusk without a shell. Everything in the movie seemed to worm its way into my soul—not just the demonic rape scene but Mia Farrow’s hideously odd Auschwitz-by-Sassoon haircut and the behind-the-walls chanting of the devil cult. To me, Rosemary’s warbled plaint during what I sort of realized was “sex,” whatever that actually was (she cried, “This is no dream, this is really happening!”), seemed to express the spirit of the movie. It all seemed like it was really happening. Days after I saw it, I began to have a recurring nightmare, which lasted for close to a week, and it was all about the Ruth Gordon character, who in her noodgy banality reminded me of the aging women I met in my grandfather’s Jewish co-op in the Bronx. In my dream, she was coming for me.


When the end credits rolled on a movie like Rosemary’s Baby, my parents would say almost nothing about it, and I would say nothing at all. We would drive home, my eyes heavy with slumber, and the thought that was usually most prominent for me was how impressed I was that anyone could be awake at that hour, let alone awake enough to drive. The mood in the car was drained and dissipated, a kind of post-climax. And then, a few weeks later, the ritual of lowering-dusk excitement and chamber-of-horrors disturbance would begin again. In a funny way, I felt united with my parents in watching those movies. I knew that my father had chosen them, and that they said something about him (maybe more than he knew). And the fear and blood and alienation and dread that coursed through those films became, in effect, a mirror of the hidden alienation in my family.


If Rosemary’s Baby creeped me out beyond words, the drive-in movie that may have had the greatest effect on me, because it’s the one that I felt most connected to, was The Boston Strangler. It was a true-life, close-to-the-bone police procedural made in the shadow of In Cold Blood and the 1966 Richard Speck murders, with mod split-screen photography and an orgy of kinks that would never have been allowed in a Hollywood movie even one year before. Tony Curtis, an actor I had never heard of, donned the black wool cap and split personality of the working-class Boston serial killer Albert DeSalvo, and he did it with a private anguish that somehow spoke to me. The moment that was most vivid—it will always define my experience at the drive-in—is the one in which Curtis’ DeSalvo, with his underhanded skill at talking his way into single ladies’ apartments, has entered the home of a potential victim (played by Sally Kellerman). He is tying her wrists and ankles to the bedposts—a violent scene that very much plays as a sexual-bondage scene. I confess that I did find it a little erotic (much more so than the scaly devil having his way with Rosemary). Which made me a little queasy. But then Curtis looks up from his homicidal “work” and catches an accidental glimpse of his face in the mirror. And it stops him; he realizes what he’s doing, what he is, and for a few seconds, he can’t go on. The film, at that moment, wants the audience to look at his torment with a glimmer of empathy. But in my case the identification became total, because the fact that I was a 9-year-old boy sitting in a car with my parents, gazing up at an outdoor movie screen, watching someone do something so inexplicable and evil, and then seeing him catch a guilty glimpse of himself in the mirror, made me feel, at that moment, that we were both watchers. I felt, like the Boston Strangler, kind of bad about what I was doing. But part of the feeling was that, just like him, I knew I didn’t want to stop.















CHAPTER 2



THE BIRTH OF A HEAD CASE


I consumed as much junk television growing up as any kid, and most of it—the dancing-on-the-edge-of-kitsch adventures of Batman, the sketch-comedy confetti of Rowan & Martin’s Laugh-In, the theater-of-the-absurd sitcom crapola of The Beverly Hillbillies, Gilligan’s Island, Green Acres, Bewitched, I Dream of Jeannie, The Addams Family, Hogan’s Heroes, and so on—was so aware of its own cheese value that it was as if Susan Sontag’s “Notes on Camp” had somehow, preposterously, become the new handbook/Bible of network TV executives. Way before I experienced any of those shows, however, I was possessed by a drama called Branded—or, rather, by the opening-credits sequence, which I watched week after week, spellbound by its ability to strike pity and terror in my six-year-old heart.


In stark black-and-white, we see military snare drums, then a fort, then U.S. Cavalry soldiers marching in rigid formation. Except that there’s nothing noble about the ritual they’re about to enact. A single soldier stands, mute and expressionless (he’s played by that surly block of wood known as Chuck Connors). His commanding officer approaches, and the soldier begins to get… stripped. (There’s no other word for it.) The officer tears off Connors’ hat and tosses it to the ground. Then he tears off the epaulette on his right shoulder, then the epaulette on his left shoulder, then rips away his top shirt button, then the second button, then goes lower still, the camera closing in on Connors’ face until he looks like a piece of rough trade; it’s as if Gunsmoke had been directed by Pier Paolo Pasolini. Our hero is being cashiered, drummed out of the Army on a bogus cowardice charge. But to my young eyes, he was being violated in the most primitive and unspeakable way. No wonder I could never watch the rest of the show, in which Connors’ disgraced hero roams the frontier in a cowboy hat, doing valiant deeds. It was all dry as dust next to those S&M credits, and I think it instilled in me a lifelong fear of being bored at Westerns.


Maybe the reason the credits of Branded struck such a mighty chord in me is that they seemed to echo the experience I had in October 1964. I wasn’t a defrocked soldier—I was a kid in kindergarten, going to a cozy little public school in Ann Arbor. The school was called Eberwhite, named for the man who founded it: His name was Eber White. (Eber? I’m sorry, that’s weird.) Somehow, the stubborn Puritan eccentricity of that name—why didn’t they just call it, you know, White Elementary School?—only added to the flavor of my first days at an institution where everything seemed quietly, inexpressibly exotic. I was fascinated by a budding sociopath named Paul, who never smiled beneath his leftover Princeton buzzcut, and who, whenever we were asked to sit cross-legged in front of the piano, insisted on stage-whispering the word “Poop!” into the ear of whoever happened to be sitting next to him. It was his conspiratorial tone that got to me, as if he were sharing some deeply held private belief.


I was fascinated as well by the bizarre ritual of nap time, in which we would all lay down, for 20 minutes, on our personal woven multi-color mats, at which point I would pass the time by meditating on a question that feels, in hindsight, like it must have been my very first skeptical, anti-social, WTF-is-this-anyway? deep critical thought. Why, I kept wondering to myself, do I have to lay my head down on this mat and keep looking at nothing, when I’m not tired at all? (The answer, of course, was that someone needed a rest. The teacher did.) At Eberwhite, even recess seemed exotic. All of kindergarten was really just play, but then came the moment when we were let out… to really play. And so we screamed with delight as we scurried out the door. I took to running and yelling with such enthusiasm that I got chastised for running some poor kid over. I swear, I had no idea. Had I really trampled someone? Maybe having fun came with a price.


The fun ended suddenly, when two ladies arrived at the classroom door, and I was summoned forth, in front of the whole class, and led out into the hallway, with its off-white cinderblocks and omnipresent linoleum echo. I was a little scared, because the singling out made me feel like I had done something terribly and unforgivably wrong. Kindergarten was the most equal place imaginable, the pint-size version of democracy in action. We were all just recess jungle-gym players and nap-time mat-layers, who had to listen when Paul whispered “Poop!” in our ear. Then the day ended, and we went home for lunch. And that was all there was to it. Life was good! But now I was being sucked away, removed from that happy garden of kiddie-time leisure. And the fact that it was just me could only mean that I was special in some disturbing way. I was being cast out. I would now be separated from the horde. Right then and there, I was branded.


The two ladies marched me down to another classroom, and as I entered, things looked familiar but different. There were about the same number of kids, and they seemed fairly ordinary, but they were sitting at desks, and there was a lot of very official-looking stuff—numbers, writing—plastered on the walls. I was asked to sit at a desk in the back, next to a bulletin board that featured a great big pumpkin made of circles of orange construction paper, and that pumpkin, a preview of Halloween, made me feel good for a moment. I looked up at it and thought, “I guess this place will be all right. But where am I?”


I was in the first grade, having been placed there after six weeks of kindergarten. It was not a decision instigated by the officials of Eberwhite Elementary School. It was, rather, a move they went along with after being pushed into it by my mother, who was desperate for me to “get ahead,” already overripe with eagerness to launch her campaign to turn me—as a representative of her—into the Smartest Kid In The Universe. It was her way of stacking the deck in my favor. Years later, when I saw Almost Famous, I nearly fell out of my chair when it was revealed that the 15-year-old hero is so much shrimpier than the other kids in his class because he has, in fact, been skipped ahead not one grade but two (including kindergarten). I’d never before seen a movie character who thought just like my mother until Frances McDormand’s Elaine informs her son, with a hellbent twinkle of superiority, “You skipped kindergarten… because I taught it to you when you were four!” Then she adds, “Who needs a crowd? Who put such a high premium on being typical? You’re unique! You’re two years ahead of everybody!”


Talk about a step forward that’s also a step back. I think that my mother, just like McDormand’s Elaine, believed that she was saving me from the fate of being typical. Well, mission accomplished. You might say that I adjusted well. Once I got over my Branded moment, I settled into the first grade without much fear or fanfare. I was a quick-minded kid, and the schoolwork came easy. I was assigned to a reading group, and it didn’t take long for me to catch up with the other dogged perusers of Dick and Jane. My mother, huddled with me on the couch, taught me the fundamentals of reading in two nights, using the book Go, Dog. Go! My adjustment to the first grade was not traumatic. My mother must have thought that everything was going according to plan.


Yet in a funny way, the ease of the transition camouflaged the number it did on my psyche. You must understand that this was not the era in which children start to read on their iPads in preschool, and by the time they reach kindergarten they’re on to Proust and the Pythagorean theorem, all because their parents are desperate to get them onto the step ladder (next stop: Ivy League!) that will hoist them into the One Percent. When I came along, the difference between kindergarten and every other grade—it’s the reason they didn’t call it a grade—is that, with nothing academic in sight, all kindergarten was, in the end, was about being with other kids. It wasn’t about “learning.” It was about learning to be a social being. And so skipping a kid like me out of kindergarten after six weeks was a rather boneheaded thing to do. It said, in effect: That social stuff is just fluff. It doesn’t matter.


I socialized in first grade without visible drama, but now there was a purpose, a mindful activity, to everything happening. The sheer irresponsible joy of kid-to-kid connection got waylaid. That may be why I could never totally grasp what was going on at summer camp, or in the soap opera of high school, or in the world of office politics; that may be why my personality is flavored with a pinch of Asperger obtuseness. What skipping kindergarten did was to abstract me from other kids, turning me into someone who stood almost reflexively outside a situation, someone who could only now “play well with others” via the brain. It locked me into a state of voyeuristic passivity, turning me into a person who doesn’t so much stand up and do things as sit around and watch things, waiting for someone else to do them. (Trust me: You wouldn’t want me to be the only other person at a dinner table if the Heimlich Maneuver was called for.)


From a young age, a pattern was established: I watched things. I listened to things. I thought about things. And that was enough. There’s a photograph of me with my grandfather sitting in front of the tilted metal schematic globe sculpture at the 1964 World’s Fair, and I’m looking into the camera with what was already a typical gaze for me: a little downbeat, a scrutinizing look in my eye, verging on a scowl, as if my 5-year-old self were pondering something terribly important. In gym class at Eberwhite, the gym teacher was a burly ex-Marine named Mr. Barrett who liked to treat us as if we were in basic training, and since I was smaller than the other kids, and uncoordinated enough to stand out (how in the world was I supposed to climb… a rope? or use my white-noodle arms to do a pull-up?), I was the butt of many a joke, the principal one being that Mr. Barrett insisted on calling me “Glieg-erman,” as if my name was just too ethnic and irritating to ever get right. It shored up that even though I didn’t hate sports, gym was never going to be my scene. Too much… activity.


So why did my mother, Lillian, push so hard for my six-week graduation from hanging out and having fun? It had to do with her own blend of brainy ambition and insecurity. Born in the Bronx in 1934, she was raised to be a nice Jewish girl, a role she struggled to live up to because she was too smart for it. She was pensive and kind, morose and easily crumpled—a wallflower of severity—and she was also beautiful, though she never totally knew it. She wore her hair in one of those pouffy cake-frosting ’dos made popular by Marilyn and Janet Leigh and Doris Day, yet by the early ’60s, her choice of a short haircut had begun to morph from something stylish and pert into an almost unconscious way of martyring her femininity. The world could have been her oyster, but her life conspired to make her feel like a girl who didn’t deserve pearls.


What happened was this: My mother’s parents came over from a village in Poland, and whatever virtues of hardworking noble immigrant blah blah blah they brought with them (my grandfather, a tool-and-dye maker, launched a successful shop in Harlem), they created a domestic environment in which love was rarely, if ever, expressed; it was treated as a foreign emotion. One reason that I’ve never given much of a damn about my Jewish roots, apart from the fact that I never had a Jewish upbringing (my family always celebrated Christmas, albeit the Charlie Brown–meets–Santa Claus version), is that while I know that I was lucky to be born in 1959, years after the Holocaust, when I look back on my own clan (all the members of my grandfather’s family were killed by Hitler), I see unspeakable tragedy, but I also see a family of people who were capable of using the forces of social oppression to explain away their own inability to love. While I honor the meaning of the cruelties of history (when you’ve seen as many Holocaust documentaries as I have, it’s hard not to), I have no patience—none!—for allowing those cruelties to be treated as an excuse for shoddy personal behavior. When my mother was 4 and a half, she contracted pneumonia and was placed in the hospital for 17 days. There was a no-visitation policy on the children’s ward, but her parents could have insisted on seeing her—and they never did. She thought that she had been abandoned. The event traumatized her, instilling her with an anxiety and rage that, by her own account, she never totally got over.


Growing up, she was a cautious but precocious girl who invested her ego in getting all A’s (that’s how she would be loved!), and then, when she was only 15, came the event that would mess up so much of the rest of her life: meeting my father. They had a romance right out of Dirty Dancing, hooking up at a Catskills resort in the summer of 1949. This was pre–rock & roll; instead, they shared a passion for classical music, which they instilled in me. (I nearly became a classical violinist.) Lillian was the jailbait ingenue, and my father, Eli, was the 18-year-old hunky busboy, a Brooklyn-born bodybuilder and sun worshipper, strikingly handsome, but with thick Clark Kent horn-rims, which gave him the look of a studly beach bully who was also an intellectual geek. In spirit, he was both those things. He told my mother that he wanted to marry her a month after they met, and in those days, they shared a lot. They had a communion, an attraction, an affection. Yet the desperate, self-fulfilling folly of their bond is that neither one of them loved the other in the way that each of them longed to be loved. They arranged, in effect, their own deeply flawed marriage of convenience, and it became a nest of codependent misery.


My father was blessed with a great deal—looks, talent, the gift of gab, and the ladies loved him—but he nursed twin demons of megalomania and self-doubt that made my mother’s insecurities look heartwarming. He planned to become a doctor, but got lousy grades in his science classes, then flirted with becoming an English teacher, then wound up going to medical school after all—in Lausanne, Switzerland, because it was easier to get in there for Americans whose pre-med resumes didn’t cut it. It was like buying non-FDA-approved drugs in Brazil. (The paradox was: It was easier to get in… but you had to study medicine in French.) That’s why I was born in Switzerland and spent the first year of my life there. I have no memory of the place, but given my general lifelong state of fingernail-chewing anxiety, it probably made my central nervous system a little calmer than it might have been otherwise. Switzerland in the late 1950s had to be one of the most placid places of the 20th century.


My parents got engaged, and appeared, at first, to be headed for the out-of-the-Jewish-tenement version of a storybook marriage. But there was one hitch: My dad had already begun to have liaisons with other women, and in plain view of my mother. He went to Lausanne early, fell in love (his words) with a schizophrenic girl who lived in the house he was staying at, and told Lillian about it. More than crushed, she was destroyed. Yet did she throw the bum out? No. (The fact that I now exist is the only thing keeping me from writing the words big mistake.) And he didn’t cancel the wedding either, despite a telegram he sent that threatened to. The truth is that the two were deeply tied to each other. My mother had found her anchor, terribly flawed as he was, and she wasn’t about to give up the diamond ring on her finger. She was scared she would never get another one.


She viewed me, her first son, as her prize surrogate, a symbol for the success and acceptance in the world that she craved. Yet she was also desperate for a soulmate, someone to make up for the scoundrel my father turned out to be. From a very young age, I was her companion, and she explained the world to me, ardently and earnestly, with almost no consideration for the fact that she was talking to a child. She told me about the James Bond novels she was reading, about the soap operas she was watching, about what a fast-food restaurant was. And she built plastic monster models with me, all the classics—the Wolfman, Dracula, the Hunchback of Notre Dame, the Frankenstein monster—which became, in effect, my kiddie-store introduction to horror movies. She even watched a horror film with me on TV once: The Mystery of the Wax Museum, which spooked me deeply at age five, because I associated the images of beautiful waxy dead women with… my mom. (Was I glimpsing some lost-soul part of her?) There was almost no hugging in my house, and the words “I love you” were never spoken. My parents, too, did their bit to incinerate love. Yet there was a sweet vibrance to my mother’s personality, expressed in her willingness to share the kinds of activities with me that my father should have been doing. It was expressed, as well, in this dangling conversation the two of us had, this never-ending talk, that was her skewed form of affection.


More than anything, my mother talked to me about the classical composers she adored. When I got to second grade, she took me to the stately, cream-colored performance hall of the University of Michigan’s Hill Auditorium to hear the Tchaikovsky Violin Concerto. About 15 minutes in, when the shockingly beautiful downbeat of the piece’s grand theme was first struck, it was, to me, such a blinding nuclear bomb of incandescence that I was like Alex in A Clockwork Orange having an aural climax to the great Ludwig Van. I’m not exaggerating when I say that from that moment on, I was a deeply religious person. It was simple, really: No world that contained this majesty, this sound, this pleasure could be said to be godless. I felt—I knew—that this sound was all a person would ever need to be happy. It was all I needed.


Tchaikovsky loomed large for me. Later in the second grade, I was listening to the family phonograph, which I’d learned how to operate, and the record on the turntable was Swan Lake. The famous theme music, which I’d never before heard, possessed me. So I picked up the tone-arm and played it again. And again. And again. It was sublime, satisfying my inner swoony Alex, yet now, somehow, I craved more. I was like a teenage boy staring at a gorgeous girl: The music was so beautiful that it was no longer completely satisfying just to hear it. I needed to be… inside it. How could I do that?


I went over to our piano, which my mother played (with a touching amateur choppiness), and picked out the melody. It was easy enough to do. But that wasn’t enough. What made the music beautiful, I realized, wasn’t just the melody, it was the chords. I would have to play those too! So I began to try out combinations of notes, and before long I had figured out the chords to Swan Lake. If I positioned my fingers just so, I could play the theme with my right hand and the chords with my left. And suddenly, right there, that was enough. I was no longer just hearing the music; I was inside it. A decade later, when I was a senior in high school, I wrote my first movie review: of Ken Russell’s Tommy. But really, this was my first review. For me, becoming a critic was never primarily about judging a movie, it was about trying to crawl inside the experience, to merge with it. It was an act of consummation.


From that moment, I could play anything by ear on the piano that I wanted, and I did. Mostly, that meant pop music. A few weeks later, I was getting a ride home from another neighborhood mom, and a song came on the radio: “What the World Needs Now Is Love,” sung by Jackie DeShannon. I was dumbstruck; I had never heard a melody so tender and sad, so liltingly bittersweet. The lyrics seemed directed right at me: What the world of my family needed was love, sweet love, but this song was saying that the whole world needed love, that there was just too little of it. I thought: If that’s so, then everyone else needs love just as much as I do. At that moment, “What the World Needs Now” made me feel loved. I felt redeemed; I suddenly knew that I was just like everyone else. There wasn’t much difference to speak of between the feeling that “What the World Needs Now” provoked in me and the feeling that the theme from Swan Lake provoked in me, and to this day, I think a great deal of pop music is classical music—it’s just a lot shorter. To my surprise, the mother who was driving me, Mrs. Slater, began to sing along (“We don’t need another mountain…”), and I thought: Wow, my mom would never do that. And somehow that seemed to symbolize everything about my mother that was contained, forlorn, withheld. Before long, I was playing “What the World Needs Now” on the piano. I think figuring out how to play things was my way of serenading her.


It’s not like my father was going to do it. He loomed over us, but really, he had already checked out—of the marriage, and his family, too. He was a worldly and ruthlessly intelligent man, but also a hardass and an Olympic-level cheapskate: To him, money was more real than anything it could ever buy. He was like Howard Stern’s father (“Shut up! Sit down!”) crossed with a high-culture version of the Great Santini. My dad, like my mother, had a reverence for the classical music he listened to, especially if it was from the baroque era, and his appreciation was genuine, but the music also symbolized something for him. In his eyes, it gave him highbrow cred—and, just maybe, an honorary WASP membership card. On Sunday mornings, he would blare Bach organ music at top volume from the local classical radio station. I would be looking at the comics, or eating bacon and eggs, but in the background it sounded like the Phantom of the Opera had taken over the stereo. In essence, it was my father’s way of going to church.


I have a strikingly gentle early memory of him taking me to his office when he was a medical resident. He let me peer through his microscope, then he played a game with me using a typewriter, saying that I would “hit the jackpot” each time the return bell rang (was this his eerie premonition that I’d become a writer?). In that moment, he was soft, soothing, fatherly—the way he almost never was after that. By the time I was in grade school, with two younger brothers (born in 1963 and 1964), I began to see him not so much as my enemy as someone who, for mysterious reasons, now viewed me as the enemy. And it all began when I was watching Saturday morning TV.


I became a fanatic for the Beatles not long after everyone else in the galaxy, though in a slightly different way: In 1965, when I was six, I was a devoted watcher of The Beatles cartoon series, which had been cooked up, and fast, to cash in on the group’s success. It was a chintzy little show, with what looked like cutout replicas of John, Paul, George, and Ringo scurrying around spewing kiddie-sitcom Cockney one-liners. But it was my first link to the moptops. On Saturday mornings, I would sit there, hypnotized, watching the silly animated Beatles as they went through their adventures and, on each episode, cavorted to two early Beatles songs. I was entranced by “Misery,” so bouncy in its heartbreak, and “I’ll Follow the Sun,” which haunted me with how I couldn’t decide if it was a happy song or a sad song. It was like sunlight gleaming through the rain.


Each week, however, I would try to hide the fact that I was watching The Beatles cartoon, in an “Oh, is this on?” sort of way, from my father, who would tromp into the living the room and say, in a voice of testy disappointment, “Owen, what are you watching this garbage for?” He hated pop music, looked down on the very idea of it. There was a teenage girl who lived on the top floor of our apartment building, and she kept a transistor radio glued to her ear. My father would talk about how she was “crazy,” and he meant it, as if he thought she was the only teenage girl in America with a habit like this. That’s how out-of-touch his anger made him. But since I wasn’t a teenager, fighting a cliché rock & roll battle with my father didn’t make me defiant; it filled me with guilt. I knew that I dug the Beatles, and my father’s rancorous attitude could hardly take that away. But his hatred toward something I revered so much discombobulated me.


When I was in the third grade, we moved to a storybook-looking but overly small two-story house, red with white pillars, with a backyard just across the fence from a dense woods. That miniature forest, with its cedar-chip path, led directly to the playground of Eberwhite, and I often wandered through it, drinking in the viny oddities of nature, usually meandering, at the end of my walk, over to the playground, with its slightly bent goalposts, because I liked looking at it when it was empty. But one Saturday morning, as I emerged from the woods onto the Eberwhite grounds, I saw a sight that left me in shock: From the parking lot streamed all these boys… who I knew… from my third-grade class. And all of them were there with their fathers. I had stumbled, as if by karmic accident, onto the very first day of tee-ball, the training-wheel version of Little League in which kids stand at home plate and knock a hardball off a standing tee. I wasn’t a big sports kid, yet I was crushed. As far as I was concerned, the words “feeling left out” might have been invented for this occasion. Yet I stood there, humiliated, and watched the entire practice.


Standing on the sidelines of that practice, I blamed my father. He wasn’t a nice, baseball-playing man like all these other dads. He was a gruff customer who gave me a hard time for watching The Beatles cartoon. No wonder I didn’t know about tee-ball practice! Then again, it was really me—not my father—who had failed to register that tee-ball was starting in the first place. Why hadn’t I known about it? I couldn’t wrap my head around the answer to that question. Because really: How could you know about something you didn’t know about? What I sensed, but couldn’t quite voice to myself, is that if I had been more connected to the other boys in my class, I would have known.


But connection was something I was starting to have a problem with. Or maybe just something I’d begun to have a profoundly ambivalent relationship to. And the first time I ever realized that was going to the movies.


I was about to see The Sound of Music for the second time: the first time that I’d ever gone back to see a movie twice. I had seen it the first time with my grandparents in New York City. It’s literally the only film I can ever remember them seeing, and I was curious as to why they cherished it so much. Only years later did I figure out that it must have been the feel-good factor plus the family-entertainment-whips-the-Nazis inspirationalism, which spoke to their Jewish old-country selves. But The Sound of Music had enveloped me, too. It’s the first movie I ever saw that wasn’t kids’ stuff, and the songs were so entrancing that once we got home, I wore out the soundtrack and learned to play all of it on the piano. I was possessed by Julie Andrews, this soprano angel in the body of an innocently misbehaved tomboy nun–turned–den mother.


I can’t swear that my mother dropped me off at the theater and left me to see The Sound of Music all by myself, but that’s how I recall it. What I know is that I stood there, alone, in the cavernous lobby of the Michigan Theater, alive with anticipation at the sights and sounds that I would soon be seeing. I still think The Sound of Music is a great film—impossibly square, to be sure, but a musical that tingles with a wholesome incandescence; it’s not so much “sugary” as a stylized projection of pure goodness. Standing in that lobby, which was filled with children (it must have been a weekend matinee), I could hardly wait to drink in Andrews’ benevolent glow, the splendor of the Alps, the heartstring tug of “My Favorite Things” and the lordly grandeur of “Climb Every Mountain.” But gazing around at the other kids who were waiting to go in, I realized, at that moment, that I had a deep desire not to share the movie with any of them. I wanted to be the only one watching it. I was filled with a strange new sensation, a borderline jealousy of everyone else in the theater, as if none of them even had the right to be there. It’s a feeling that I never had, at least consciously, again. Yet for a few seconds, I knew that watching The Sound of Music wouldn’t be enough. I wanted to possess it, to fuse with it, to live inside it. I wanted it to be mine.















CHAPTER 3



THE COUNTERCULTURE KID


The smell was pungent, a little sweet, with an unsettling hint of crops on fire. I’d never encountered it before, but as the smoke wafted out over the audience, I knew what it was, because what else could it be? David, my new friend from seventh grade, who had brought me to the movie, leaned over and, with a knowing whisper, as if he was doing something other than pointing out the obvious, said, “Marijuana!” I just nodded.


The smell disturbed me, because it meant that we had truly snuck into the land of adults, who did things that you weren’t supposed to do. Marijuana was against the law. I was still innocent enough to feel that meant something fundamental. And when I looked up at the screen, I can’t say that I was comforted: There were multiple colliding images of hazy green farm landscapes, but what set the mood, syncing up with the rush of anxiety I got from flirting with those burnt-corn vapors, was the music on the soundtrack, with its ominous churn of guitars, and a voice ringing out as though it were singing about the end of the world: “It’s been a long… time… comin’,/It’s going to be a long… time gone.”


We were in a movie theater, of sorts. Actually, it was Angell Hall, a drab, sloping, not-very-large lecture hall at the University of Michigan that served as the prime space for one of several undergraduate film societies. The place was dingy even by Midwestern college standards, but that made it seem a little clandestine, like a speakeasy. The film we were watching was Woodstock, and in those opening minutes, I passed through a looking glass: With all of these long-haired college students lighting up their joints and hash pipes, it’s as if the world of the movie had come off the screen and enveloped me. Moments later, the mood lightened: The sound of Crosby, Stills & Nash singing “Long Time Gone” gave way to “Going Up the Country,” and those same farm images, now dotted with swaying hippies, took on a beatific glow. To this day, I’ve never liked “Going Up the Country” when it comes on the radio—it’s often been pointed out that Canned Heat’s lead singer sounds just like Kermit the Frog—but inside the fertile panoramas of Woodstock, he sounded like the Pied Piper tripping down a yellow brick road of debauched enchantment. He beckoned. The whole movie beckoned.


It was in the first week of seventh grade that I fixated, Harriet the Spy–like, on David, sitting in the back of English class. He was the only kid in Slauson Junior High with long hair, and he wore glasses that had gold wire frames (which were then not nerdy but exotic) and a necklace of tiny plastic beads. The thing that caught my eye, though, was that his prominent nose was buried in a thick, squat book with strange lettering and a drawing on the cover that looked like a woodland hallucination. Each day I would observe him as he paid absolutely no attention to the teacher, absorbed instead, for the entire class hour, in that book. What was it? From several seats away, I stared at the odd lettering and saw that it said The Lord of the Rings. After class one day, I went up to him and said, “What’s that book you’re reading?” He said, “The Fellowship of the Ring. It’s about Hobbits.” Hobbits?


I went downtown with David on a crisp fall Saturday, and it was on that outing that I began my puppy-love affair with the counterculture. I had no idea, of course, that I was falling for something that was already in its death throes. Middle Earth, Ann Arbor’s one and only head shop, was a bent-ceilinged hovel, but the posters in the black-light room gave off a crazy chartreuse glow, and the whole place was suffused with a mystical spicy foreign scent so thick that you could just about bathe in it, and you could purchase that scent and take it home with you in thin brown sticks that came in packages bedecked with floating Asian figures with six arms. David then took me to the Bead Bag, a store that sold nothing but mounds and mounds of intricately designed and painted beads. We took our trays and picked out the beads we wanted, which you strung onto an elastic band to create—as I learned—not a necklace but a choker, which was okay for guys to wear, and which I began sporting that very day. At the waterbed store, we rolled around on top of what was apparently the gooshy future of sleep. It was all a big circus… with a cause.


What I couldn’t get over is that the people in the stores, who looked like the groovy version of 19th-century American settlers, were so nice! It would not be radically unfair to describe 1969 to 1972 as the period in which a major swath of American youth pretended to drop out of the middle class so that they could all go to work in shops selling ornate psychedelic candles. To me at the time, this seemed a perfectly valid revolutionary notion. I wanted to feel like I belonged to their happy hippie universe, which was so not the depressing crush of junior high or the humdrum affection-free zone of my family. These people wanted to overthrow “the authority,” and that, it struck me, was a very good idea. Together, we would all replace The Authority with nice people who sold candles!


My righteous romance with the counterculture, at the ages of 11 and 12, was certainly the naive, rosy-cheeked version of it. Yet in a funny way, the pre-teen years may have been the ideal developmental moment to be immersed in the love-in politics of the late ’60s. My connection to the counterculture was absolutely Oedipal: Get rid of the bad father. Yet that was probably true of more than a few of the youth-culture revolutionaries who actually took up the cause. Born in 1959, I’m technically a boomer, but really, I was too young to experience the flowering of the ’60s. Instead, I was plopped down right on the cusp between the boomers and Gen X. This left me a little rootless, but it gave me an aesthetic-perceptual advantage: I connected deeply to boomer passions, but only as a child… and so I could see, perhaps more than others, just how much inner child there always was guiding the boomer vision.


My own father certainly despised my new fixations. He ridiculed my choker (“Owen, why are you wearing that thing?”), and he instructed me not to go to Mark’s, a hippie coffeehouse where he warned, in his most stern physicianly tones, that I might end up catching hepatitis. I think he literally believed that the people in the kitchen were all junkies, and I was just young enough that his paranoia got to me. When David, on one of our downtown jaunts, took me to Mark’s, I sat there watching him consume his bean-sprout sandwich while I ended up faking a stomach ache and eating nothing.


I began to live in pinball arcades, not just because I got hooked on pinball and air hockey, but because there was something so seductively sleazy about those dank parlors of fun, with their dirty rugs, bad lighting, rows and rows of magical-mechanical playtime machines, and surly teenage clientele who all looked like they were either drug dealers or drug buyers. The pleasure of pinball was innocent enough, and I would often take my kid brother Erik along with me (growing furious any time he got a higher score than I did), yet in some indescribable way pinball seemed… bad. Sinful. Maybe that’s because decades before videogames became a kind of digital freebase for kids, the culture recognized that too much indolence was, in fact, unhealthy. (Now it’s all just good clean first-person-shooter fun.) I discovered that the greatest song to be playing on a pinball arcade’s sound system was Led Zeppelin’s “Black Dog.” Few things could make me feel happier than going on a run of Target Pool or Fireball to those annihilating riffs topped with Robert Plant’s orgasms.


I had less good luck reading The Lord of the Rings. I tried to get through it—twice—but each time I got stuck, like a truck driving through four-foot-deep mud, in the middle of The Two Towers, the second volume of the trilogy, which was, if humanly possible, even worse than the first. How could anyone read this gibberish, this turgid nonsense? Who cared about orcs and trolls and the intricate geography of all these places that sounded like they were named by a Turkish chemistry teacher? I had learned, by then, that The Lord of the Rings was a countercultural touchstone, that the good, pastoral, giant-pipe-smoking Hobbits were kind of like hippies (the same way that the Caterpillar in Alice in Wonderland was sort of getting high), and I desperately wanted to be in on the cachet of it all, but I decided that J.R.R. Tolkien was a writer of encyclopedias masquerading as a novelist.


The book that became my counterculture touchstone was the published transcript of the Chicago Seven trial. The line-by-line court proceedings had been whittled down to a 290-page Bantam paperback called The Tales of Hoffman, and in seventh grade, I carried it everywhere, reading it over and over, seeing the endless trial for what it was—not so much a criminal-conspiracy case as a reality-based war-of-the-generations stage play. I worshipped Abbie Hoffman and Jerry Rubin and Tom Hayden and Rennie Davis, drawing pictures of their faces in my spiral notebook the same way that I once drew pictures of the Beatles. I turned the Chicago Seven into pop icons. And that’s because I loved listening to them stand up in open court, telling off… the man. The evil Judge Julius Hoffman! A punitive scold just like my father. For someone who hated being part of any group larger than my grade-school class, I was cultivating a strong desire to become part of the people. In the end, though, what I revered about the Chicago Seven is that they stood up and told the truth. That was the aspect of the counterculture I romanticized.


My parents’ drive-in-movie habits had faded to once or twice per summer, which is how I got to see M*A*S*H. (Donald Sutherland struck me as cooler than any rock star, though the football game at the end seemed to go on forever.) To sate my curiosity about the raciness of films made for adults, I now had to rely mostly on my subscription to Mad magazine, whose monthly issues I devoured, especially the movie satires. They were caustically funny, in their everything’s-a-scam-and-everyone’s-an-idiot way, but the true genius of Mad was that Mort Drucker’s caricatures were so detailed, so insane in their exactitude (in the satire entitled Botch Casually and the Somedunce Kid, you could make out every hair in the stubble on Robert Redford’s chin), that they were like a comic-book study of the grimy charisma of New Hollywood stardom. Reading those satires really was the next best thing to seeing the movies. (Sometimes, when I finally did see the movie, it verged on disappointing; I wished it was closer to the satire.)


I was addicted to monster movies and consumed them mostly on our family’s 16-inch black-and-white television set with the random piece of tinfoil wrapped around the semi-broken antenna. Our local horror host came out of Detroit and called himself Sir Graves Ghastly, and he was an oddly vain broken-down actor in a Dracula suit and a teddible Transylvania accent. I enjoyed his antics, but mostly as a prelude to movies that, no matter how awful or cheesy or fake, left me with a taste of awe. Movies like The Day of the Triffids (about an attack of giant vegetables!) or The Manster, in which a man grows a savagely gnashing second head. (The best shot was that of an eye appearing where his nipple should be: the noggin just starting to grow!) Then there was the one film I saw on Sir Graves that actually, to my surprise, scared the holy living shit out of me: Black Sunday, a low-budget Italian ghost orgy of shadows and fog built around the nightmare image of a woman shut up in a casket that pierced her face with a spike. When the casket opened, I literally leapt off the couch in fright.


I first glimpsed the recklessness of the counterculture at the rock concerts I began to go to in 1971. A lot of them took place in Hill Auditorium, the stately performance hall where I’d heard the Tchaikovsky Violin Concerto (and saw God) just a few years before. There was something fantastically oxymoronic about seeing the stage of this elegant classical venue taken over by a group like Commander Cody and His Lost Planet Airmen, local country-rock badasses who turned “Hot Rod Lincoln” into a blast of anarchy. The smell of lit-up weed was now an old friend, but the audience intimidated me, because it wasn’t just hippies, it was bikers: beer-guzzling dudes with stringy beards who looked like they wanted to beat someone up. Once, we went to see a furious bluesman named Luther Allison (who looked like a rapacious young Morgan Freeman), scrunching ourselves right up next to the stage, and I stared at his facial contortions as he shot out increasingly high-pitched guitar licks that seemed to pierce the universe. It all made me wonder: Was the ’60s vibe I was grooving on truly about freedom and love? Or was it about how the pursuit of those things inevitably turned threatening?


The answer, I began to think, was the latter, especially after I saw my first R-rated movie at a traditional theater. David’s father, summoned by a frantic last-minute phone call, came down to the Michigan Theater—the same place where I’d had my jealous breakdown over The Sound of Music—to buy tickets so that the two of us could get in to see Easy Rider, which was playing for a week on its third run. And suddenly, I had the novel sensation of watching an adult movie about people I felt I kind of knew. Billy and Captain America were us! The hippie rebels! During the opening credits, I took note of the fact that one of Easy Rider’s two stars, Dennis Hopper, had “directed” the movie. I’d never thought about what it meant to “direct” a movie (though it was kind of obvious what it meant: to put the whole damn thing together), and throughout Easy Rider, I was amazed that Billy, who seemed so slovenly and drugged out, with his lackadaisical “Man-n-n-ns!,” was actually the guy behind the camera. The film was sort of slow, and I only half got some of it, but then, at the end, came the first moment I had ever experienced in a movie that… well, what can I say? That blew my mind.


It was right after the two get shot to death by a trigger-happy, hippie-hatin’ redneck. That was pretty intense, and the violence of it all was made memorable by the image of the smoking ruins of one of the two crashed-and-burned choppers viewed from way up in the sky… the very same shot, I realized, that had already been glimpsed in the hallucinatory acid-trip sequence set in New Orleans. In other words: The biker had foreseen his own death. Fucking wow!!!!!! The whole rest of the night, that haunted me. I could not get it out of my head.


If Easy Rider had a message, it was that the counterculture was running on empty. But that was something I had to discover in my own intensely personal and stupid yet necessary way. By the eighth grade, I was growing my hair long, which visibly disturbed both my parents. I was a straitlaced, pre-hormone-crazed 12-year-old hippie radical who believed in power to the people… but didn’t like belonging to groups. I was more than a little confused. And all of the confusion came to the surface, and exploded, in Miss Walker’s history class.


It was supposed to be American history, but Miss Walker, whose very first year of teaching this was, simply started at the beginning of the textbook, which commenced, in brain-glazing detail, with the discovery of America. Though I had liked learning about the explorers in grade school, this was the bone-dry factual version (a great deal of attention paid to words like textiles), and it became obvious that Miss Walker’s notion of teaching was plodding through the textbook one page at a time. Near the end of the first semester, we still hadn’t gotten to the Revolutionary War. I was bored down to my fingernails (literally), but more than that, I was now old and aware enough to figure out that the teacher didn’t know what she was doing. And I was going to make her pay for it.


Looking to entertain myself, and to flex my new “rebel” muscles, I became not just the class clown but the class jackhole delinquent. I mouthed off at every opportunity, mocking the material and the teacher, not with any noteworthy wit, but with a great deal of conviction that disrupting the basic flow of the class was a deeply righteous thing to do. Every discussion of something that happened in history (“They made a deal to exchange crops for land rights…”) was greeted by one of my knowingly doltish rejoinders (“Why would they want to do that?”). I turned eighth-grade history into my own personal Chicago Seven trial. What made this not simply an adolescent rite of passage, but a rather ugly one, is that Miss Walker was black, and she hailed from the inner city, and I could tell that she was teaching—literally—by the book, holding on to it like a life raft, and I was the smug little Jewish kid lording it over her lack of sophistication and experience. This was, make no mistake, a racist form of acting out, and the fact that I somehow convinced myself that I was “liberating” the classroom only made it worse. Miss Walker herself didn’t know what to make of me. In exasperated tones, she would dress me down, as if this was a bad sitcom and I was her Vinnie Barbarino, and I was regularly banished to the assistant principal’s office, which never had much effect on me. How could it? I had my cause! I was fighting the people’s fight! Fighting the boredom! Fighting the authority! But really, I think I was just fighting to be heard.


[image: image]


In Pioneer High School, where I became something of an artist at skipping class, my favorite activity was nearly Zen in its simplicity: I loved wandering around the school. Aimless. Without pretense or purpose. Long hair flopping in my face. Shirt untucked (my lazy, can’t-be-bothered anticipation of the grunge look). Thinking and dreaming. I probably had more than a touch of ADD, which wasn’t routinely diagnosed back then. And I say: Thank God it wasn’t. Whatever I lost in terms of the information I failed to soak up in classrooms, I gained in not having my entire personality stamped with the lockstep calming/energizing spirit of Ritalin. I may have been an overly restless slacker, but at least I was me.


Walking through the empty halls while class was in session was a spiritual balm. It gave me a respite from the lack of privacy I had at home, where my father couldn’t be bothered to fix the jammed-half-open sliding door that separated my bedroom from the kitchen. It also saved me from something I couldn’t put into words, though it was probably related to the sensation characterized by Jean-Paul Sartre in the lovely line “Hell is other people.” It’s not that I didn’t like other people. (I did have friends.) It’s that I felt so much more serene when I had the luxury of not being in their company. My soul unclenched when I was all by myself. And the extraordinary thing—though I took it completely for granted—is that in Ann Arbor in the mid-’70s, you could actually get away with strolling through the halls of high school, day after day, without ever being bothered by a pesky administrator. The rules were that lackadaisical.


I was the beneficiary, or maybe the victim, of a new wave of “progressive” spirit that had rolled in from the counterculture, though without any real shift in educational policy. The forward-thinking cachet was all about the new code of discipline—i.e., you now had to look pretty hard to find one. There was a smoking lounge in Pioneer, an entire two-story room in which students could retreat to have a cigarette, and this was considered not demented but enlightened: a way of respecting student smokers by giving them a place to go. Though I didn’t smoke myself, I would wander by the lounge and stare at what looked like all the impossibly grownup students who were seated there, enveloped in swirling clouds of toxic haze (there was so much smoke that it looked like there must have been a forest fire in the next room). In a high school graced with a smoking lounge, all a kid like me had to do to get away with being out of class was to look, however vaguely, like I was on my way to something.


I mastered that look, though the truth is that I was on my way to nowhere. The experience of imagining myself the Abbie Hoffman of eighth grade history had proved a disaster. My antics didn’t inspire any revolutions, but they did get me hooked on not doing schoolwork, a form of indolence I decided was cool. I was a smart kid but way too easily bored, and paying attention in class was something I convinced myself was for squares.


Despite my compulsive class-cutting, I avoided the kids at Pioneer who skipped school and headed for the woods across the road to partake in ritual afternoon sips of Boone’s Farm Apple Wine. And I didn’t hang out with the gloomy-eyed, long-greasy-haired stoners who stood for hours at a time in the side-door foyers—though I did, in the midst of winter, adopt their delinquent uniform, which was to wear your big, dirty-green Michigan parka with the fur-lined hood all day long, never once taking it off, not in class and not in the hallways. The parka was cred, a scruffy sign that you didn’t want to be in school. I wore the parka with a morose sort of pride, but apart from that, I avoided the clique of these junior substance abusers.


For an entire year, it seemed, the movie that everyone was talking about was American Graffiti. I didn’t see it, though I did go to a few American Graffiti–inspired greaser nostalgia parties, mystified—or maybe just irritated—that the ubiquitous theme song of high school had become “Rock Around the Clock.” The nostalgia was puzzling to me, because it was all about looking back at something that no one actually remembered.


The reason I was seemingly the only kid in my class who never saw American Graffiti is that in my rather solitary search for an identity, a role, I had become something of a snob-ignoramus about popular movies. I assumed that they were crap and would hold no interest for me. Sure, some of the films that possessed me, like Rosemary’s Baby or Easy Rider, had been hits, but I took that fact to be nearly incidental to what I responded to in them. Movies that I regarded as obvious mass entertainment I could not have cared less about. Which is why, in addition to American Graffiti, the films that came out during my high school years that it never once occurred to me to go see included The Exorcist, The Sting, and Jaws.


I was more into watching The Ghoul, a syndicated jester of a late-night horror-movie host who was a knock-off of Ghoulardi, the character that Paul Thomas Anderson’s father, Ernie Anderson, invented in Cleveland in the early 1960s. But what Ron Sweed did with the character had a more nutzoid, anything-goes ’70s vibe—he was like a beatnik Howard Stern crossed with an amphetamine junkie trashing his basement on public-access TV. I thrilled to his antics, even as I’d begun to develop a rather odd relationship to the cruddy horror and sci-fi movies he was showing. Watching something like The Strange World of Planet X or Beast with a Million Eyes or Target Earth, I wasn’t nearly as enthralled as I had been seeing those kinds of movies on Sir Graves Ghastly, but now I would fantasize that I was literally inside the films, standing there on those weirdly placid low-budget ’50s movie sets, and I found the sensation comforting. I wanted to go live there.


[image: image]


The smoke flowed through my lungs, and it made me dizzy and a bit high, but that was all, because it wasn’t weed—it was a cigar. I was standing with half a dozen other guys from the eleventh grade, all of us sucking on Tiparillos as we stood across the street from the Campus Theater, where we were getting ready to go into the first Friday night show of Flesh Gordon. It was the fall of 1974, and I’d been asked to go along by a kid named Peter, who sat with me in the back of English class, where we liked to spend the hour playing cards (that sterling Pioneer disciplinary code at work again!). Peter came from a conservative Middle Eastern family—sort of the Arab equivalent of my stuffy Jewish clan. He was a visibly uptight guy himself, but he compensated for it in a number of ways. He wrote hilarious short stories, he was a furious rock drummer, and he was obsessed with seeking out the most vulgarly strange and debauched movies he could find. (Decades later, he became a monk living behind the bars of a Greek Orthodox monastery; I guess the spirit of his parents won out.) I wound up tagging along with him and his partners in outré-movie crime to see Flesh Gordon, a movie that promised outer-space parody and horniness, though not necessarily in that order.


This was going to be a boys’ night out, and though that was not really my thing, since I could never find the right what-the-hell tone of cocky flippancy, I was grateful to be there. The movie turned out to be a cardboard soft-core sci-fi spoof that was fun… at stray moments. A lot of shrill camp acting and horrible ’70s jokes that knew they were horrible (which didn’t make them any less horrible). But an attack of monsters called Penisauruses, complete with giant veins, was rather well done (it reminded me of the creatures in Mysterious Island, a 1961 Jules Verne–meets–Ray Harryhausen special I had seen several times on TV). And then there was the moment when Flesh, the frosted-blond space-warrior hero, gets together with some sort of sultry deposed space queen in her private shuttle shaped like a teapot, and as I watched her straddle him, her buttocks writhing, it made quite an impression on me. I carried that exploitation-film image around in my head for months.


I was still eager to see any film that fed my teenage hunger for the forbidden. I’d never lost the desire for that shock, that lurid frisson. Yet the shock value was getting harder to find. Nothing could truly match the spellbound awe I experienced as an 8-year-old at the drive-in peering behind a cinematic door marked “Do Not Enter.” And now, my craving for the outrageous had fused with sex. Fortunately, I no longer had to depend on the satires of Mad. I could go to the campus film societies! They would let anyone in, without carding you. So I kept tabs on the upcoming film schedules, and I made momentous plans to see a couple of major-event movies on the calendar. The key to the plans being: I would go to them all by myself. Hell is other people accompanying you to movies that feed your restless appetite for sin.


The first film I developed an obsession with seeing was Last Tango in Paris, and for obvious reasons. It was already the scandal of the ’70s, and I knew all about it: It was a movie that consisted, in its entirety, of two people having sex in an apartment! That sounded right up my alley. The day of its showing arrived, and early on a Sunday evening, I headed downtown to the University’s Modern Languages Building, which contained yet another lecture-hall-turned-makeshift-film-society-venue (though this one wasn’t so much drab as sprawling and sterile). Last Tango had come out the year before, and given the slower release patterns of movies back then, that made it feel like it was still a fairly new film. So I was surprised when I got to the MLB and saw that two dozen people, at most, had shown up to see it. The scandal seemed to be evaporating before the movie even started.


Then it began, with Marlon Brando looking up into the air and screaming (I guess he didn’t know yet that he was going to be having sex for two hours in an apartment). There was a really unpleasant scene featuring a woman who had slashed herself to death in a bathtub (why was that scene even there? And when was the sex going to start?). And then, at last, Brando got to the apartment, and there was the girl, and yes, she was gorgeous (her baby-doll poutiness reminded me of Linda Ronstadt), and the two of them had sex, though they didn’t take their clothes off. That was okay; we still had most of the movie to go. But then the two started talking, and talking some more, and even when the sex scenes arrived, they weren’t sexy, like the one in Flesh Gordon. The already famous “Get the butter!” scene was just… a long monologue. (Yes, a monologue delivered during an act of anal penetration, but you could hardly see what was happening.) What a letdown! Last Tango in Paris turned out to be a really talky, somber, hard-to-fathom movie for adults.


Years later, Last Tango would become one of my favorite films, as I came to see that it’s really a scalding and mournful raw-nerve passion play about a mid-life crisis. I was hardly ready for it at 15. Yet if my adolescent libido was disappointed, I was also semi-captivated. The film’s decadent languor, its tragic-romantic saxophone score, its whole late-afternoon melting look and mood stayed with me. No, its art kinkiness wasn’t sexy—not really. But what was it?


I had a better experience with the next juicy movie I chose, which was the other scandal of the ’70s, A Clockwork Orange. In this case, I had already read the book (in ninth-grade English class—probably the one assigned novel I read that semester), mastering the jaunty dystopian slang of words like “droog” and “horrorshow” and, my personal favorite, “yarbles” (which meant “balls”). As it happens, nothing that transpired on screen was quite as fraught as the conversation I had with my mother when I made the mistake of telling her that I was going to see A Clockwork Orange. “Oh, Owen,” she said, her features crestfallen. “Why would you want to see that?” I couldn’t begin to answer her. And I felt terrible, laced with guilt, as if I’d been caught with my hand in the evil-dream-factory cookie jar. All I could do was mumble something like, “I just want to see it…” In a funny way, that was the truth.


This time, the venue was packed. It was 15-year-old me and 800 college kids, and they were stoked. The “Singin’ in the Rain” scene was too brutal to be erotic, but it fed my hunger, because it was shocking (though the main thing I took note of through my mesmerized gaze was that Alex, the ringleader rapist-hoodlum, was doing all of this sick stuff, yet somehow I still really liked him). The scene in which Alex picks up a couple of teenyboppers and has his way with them was disappointing, just like Last Tango: Yes, the scene was kind of witty, but since it was in super-fast motion, you couldn’t really see anything. Oh, how I wished I could watch that scene at regular speed! Since I’d read the book, I felt that the ultra-nasty films they showed Alex to program him against violence weren’t ultra-nasty enough. (In hindsight, this was my first demonstration of what became a core principle for me as a critic: If you’re reviewing a movie based on a book, if at all possible do not read the book—at least, not until after you’ve seen the film. Otherwise, all you’ll be doing is comparing the two.) The ending, with Alex being fed like an infant by one of the men who had programmed him (who now grinned with friendly glee), left me completely baffled. Yet as I walked out of A Clockwork Orange and sauntered home, my head was spinning with the sounds and images I had seen. It was like some plastic satanic futuristic-but-not-futuristic dream. The movie was something of a washout on my teenage peter-meter, but even so, I watched it in a trance.


I started to talk to a kid at school named Greg about A Clockwork Orange, and he told me about a movie coming up at one of the campus film societies that he was planning to see. (So I wasn’t the only one!) The movie had a strange name: It was called Satyricon. It was about sex and madness and ancient Rome. It was made by someone named Fellini. And somehow, the way that Greg spoke about it, he made it seem like not just a movie but a holy event. Greg and I skipped school one day, going down to Ann Arbor’s tiny Centicore bookstore to see Andy Warhol, who was there promoting his volume of tape-recorded ramblings, The Philosophy of Andy Warhol (From A to B and Back Again). When we got to the store, at 11:00 a.m., no one else was there, but there was Warhol, standing inside all by himself holding a flower, looking lost and forlorn. I didn’t know much about him, but his art was so famous that Greg and I got the bright idea—probably repeating something that zillions of people had done—to go to a nearby grocery store and purchase cans of Campbell’s tomato soup, which we gave to Warhol to autograph. He did it without saying a word.


Greg couldn’t stop talking about Satyricon, and catching his fever, I started to talk about it too. I knew even less about Fellini than I did about Warhol, but his name had an aura about it, and I felt like I was preparing myself to see something at once forbidden and elevated. I imagined it as an artistic drive-in movie. And then, finally, the big night arrived. Greg and I went to Angell Hall, heading for that same sloping classroom-theater where I’d seen Woodstock in seventh grade. It was a full house. The film started, and I saw wildly stylized Roman-antiquity sets, and scene after scene of foppish, rather hideous-looking lecherous men lording it over boys and girls, and all that seemed, in its way, rather promising, but after a while I began to notice that I wasn’t really following what was going on, and that I was growing a little restless, and then the restlessness turned to outright disinterest, and then I noticed that I was literally fighting to keep my eyes open. By the end, Satyricon had come to seem like the longest movie I had ever seen. I couldn’t wait for it to be over.


It was awful! (Greg, though, really liked it.) Yet a funny thing happened on the way to the boring Roman orgiastic head-scratcher. By the time we finally saw Satyricon, I was mind-bogglingly disappointed in what the movie turned out to be. Yet my hopes for it, built up over a month of chatter, had taken on such a life of their own that I was still immersed in the movie I longed for it to be. I told my mother about it, and I think she was greatly relieved to hear that I’d gone to a movie by Fellini in the wake of seeing A Clockwork Orange. A few weeks later, she gave me a book as a present, which was quite uncharacteristic of her outside of birthdays and Christmas. The book was called The Cinema as Art. It was a smallish paperback full of fairly dense prose, and I can’t say that I could get through much of it. But in the middle, there were several sections of stills, all tarnished-silver black-and-white, from films that the book talked about, none of which I had ever seen or heard of, and each of those photographs hit me as if I was a child staring at the magical cover illustration on a book of fairy tales. An ominously huge fireplace from Citizen Kane. A looming close-up of a deeply shadowed, impossibly glowering man in long whiskers from Ivan the Terrible. A bald man with bat ears grasping his heart and literally fading away before the sunrise in Nosferatu. Two dead donkeys lying inside two grand pianos in Un Chien Andalou. Again and again, I would take the book and page through those photographs. I had to see the films those images came from! They seemed like pure windows into the forbidden, though with an added element, a shimmer of mystery.


Greg didn’t talk about movies, he talked about “film,” and I realized that that’s what those stills were about. Film! The word, so simple yet suggestive, made my heart beat with curiosity. So one Saturday night, I went with a couple of my more art-conscious acquaintances over to Greg’s house, and instead of watching The Ghoul, I sat around with all of them and watched, on PBS, an Ingmar Bergman film called Wild Strawberries. It was a lot more somber and slow-moving than Satyricon—just watching it seemed like some gravely hushed ritual—but this time, I could follow the story, and I got caught up in the plight of this old man who felt like nobody ever really loved him. It was a little static, but it was touching. It was like It’s a Wonderful Life (which I’d seen on TV) remade in an oddly severe way. Over the next year, we would periodically go over to Greg’s house to watch a Bergman film (they always played on PBS), and the act of sitting there in the dark with my friends seemed, to me, very adult and kind of cool. I hadn’t become a film buff yet; this was more like the early chrysalis stage of my buff-dom. I was getting hooked on the notion that each new movie, good or bad, was a package of surprise, a revelation waiting to happen.


In the fall of my senior year, I went to see Tommy, the 1975 movie of the Who’s rock opera. I knew the music well and was captivated by a few scenes (like the Marilyn Monroe church), but I didn’t really know what to make of it. For reasons I still can’t remotely remember—maybe it was that I was stoked by my new hobby of moviegoing, or maybe it was just a whim—I decided to write a review of Tommy for our high school newspaper, The Optimist. It was my very first movie review, and it was written in a stodgy, joyless tone that was all bluster and no insight:


“At first it seemed to me that there must be some obvious significance to the plot: however I decided after about 12 seconds of thought that it was totally meaningless and that it had probably been thought up by someone at about 1:30 A.M. following a bad episode of The Tonight Show.” I also noted that “many of the sequences are very effective visually, and they contribute to a total imagery that is sometimes quite admirable.” But there is one line in my badly written, broad-brush review that hints at something: “There is no actual dialogue,” I noted, “only singing. However there is music going constantly. This gives the film the peculiar effect of not having any genuine emotional ups and downs.” In my stumbling way, I was trying to deal with Tommy’s moment-to-moment effect on me.


I had one more piece of true shock cinema in store. It was another highly planned event with Peter and his band of naughty-movie droogs. There was a film they had seen several times, and they were going back again, because they couldn’t get enough of it. “You won’t believe it!” Peter told me. It was called Pink Flamingos, and every time the subject came up, Peter, who did a great impersonation of Curly from the Three Stooges, would erupt into Curly-ish whoops and spin around on the floor. He wasn’t hiding anything about the film, either: By the time the night arrived to see Pink Flamingos, I already knew that it was the movie in which you got to see someone eat dogshit. Who on earth wouldn’t want to see that?


We arrived at the campus film venue, this time a vertically tiered science-lecture hall, and as soon as the film started, with an endless grainy shot of a trailer home and this weirdly cruddy-sounding early rock & roll guitar, the whole underground aura of it seemed beyond forbidden; it felt like we were going to watch a snuff film. I should have been thrilled, but instead I was actively nervous. And when the main character came on (she was called Divine, and she was played by somebody named Divine… how strange), she was amazingly hideous, a clown monster with a snarling grin, and then she got really, really angry, at which point it began to seem like she was insane. Then a couple of characters came on with blue and red hair (which seemed as jarring, back then, as if they’d each had seven fingers), and they, if possible, got even more ragingly mad than Divine did.


As I watched Pink Flamingos, it never occurred to me that Divine was actually a man. I thought I was seeing the single most aggressive woman I had ever beheld. And though everyone in the audience, including Peter and his pals (who I guess I was now part of), giggled hysterically, and I could certainly tell that the film was supposed to be funny, I found it so disturbing that my chuckles were forced. At the end, when the villains were tried and killed, I was not at all sure that the actors hadn’t been executed. I may not have known what a drag queen was, but I did know what a documentary was, and this movie, despite its awkward storyline about a competition to be “the filthiest person alive,” seemed to be about real (sick) people. The dogshit scene was the ultimate proof of that. As the narrator said, “What you are about to see is real!” Watching that scene made me a little ill, yet it did deliver on the forbidden-awe factor. The scene was, in the truest and deepest meaning of the term, awesome, and like the rest of the movie, it scared the bejesus out of me. Coming out of Pink Flamingos, I felt my entire worldview shift. It had never even occurred to me that I shared a planet with people like this, but now I knew that I did. My craziest drive-in-movie dreams had been fulfilled, and trumped. I now realized that even I couldn’t go any further.


And then, without my wanting or expecting it, the moment came when the light streamed in. It was in the winter of 1975, when I was 16 years old, and my mother, who had never done this before, asked me if I’d like to go to see a movie with her. It sounded like a nice thing to do, so I said: Sure, why not? The two of us went down to Angell Hall, and she explained that this was a movie about the making of a movie, and that the film’s director also played the director in the movie (which made me think, for a moment, of Divine playing Divine). His name, she said, was François Truffaut.


The movie started, and sure enough, it showed a movie being shot, with people walking out of a fake subway, and then a scene unfolded with two men and a gun, but what seized me, after they shouted “Cut,” was the music that flooded the soundtrack: It was a startling brass chorale, with trumpets that sounded like something by George Frideric Handel, only it was succulent and contemporary in a way that I couldn’t quite explain. Hearing those notes, I surged with happiness. The music came on again and again, and it made me happy each time, but before long, I began to feel how the pleasure of the music was also expressing something: the nearly unspeakable joy that the people on screen were taking in making the movie. And I could certainly see why: What amazing fun it looked like! It was like a melodramatic magic show, a series of intricate acts of make-believe that, each time, made you believe. The off-camera goings-on struck me as very grownup (adulterous affairs, a man in love with another man, two of the film workers casually taking off their clothes and sneaking into the woods to have sex), but I could follow them all, and I felt sophisticated doing so. And what I started to notice was that there was all this life flowing around the making of the movie, and there was also the glorious fakery involved in actually making the movie, but the magical part was the way that the life flowed into the fakery, flooding it until it all became… real. And somehow, seeing this, I felt more than captivated. I felt tickled, dazed, enchanted.


Sitting in Angell Hall that night, watching François Truffaut’s Day for Night, I turned my head to the side and looked around me, taking in the darkness. I turned to look at my mother, and then I turned back to stare at the big, crowded rectangle of light at the front of the room. I saw the people on screen and felt their passion, and I knew, all of a sudden, that it was my passion too. These people weren’t just movie characters—they were my people. And right then and there, I realized that I didn’t need anything else. Because this was it. This is what I had been wandering around and searching for. This was everything.


I was home.
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