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            1

            Epiphany

         

         Gene bounded into our small South Miami, Florida, house, the summer of 1963, a look on his face as if he had located a gift of gold dropped from a psychedelic UFO. In his hand he clutched an article of sonic subterfuge: a seven-inch black vinyl single deliriously titled “Louie Louie,” by a group called the Kingsmen. Their name suggested royal knaves, subjects of a British Invasion–informed notion of aristocracy, and not the four hip, sneering roustabouts from the Pacific Northwest that they were.

         From that moment onward, my brother’s universe and mine would become all flash lightning, “Louie Louie” ringing out repeatedly, a seductive noise machine from on high, the singer wailing, out of control and completely cool, steering us toward an undeniable future—

         Okay, let’s give it to ’em, right now!

         I was five years old to Gene’s ten, my response to the record driven as much by the sound as by my older brother’s excitement. He reverently spun the single, an artifact from preteen heaven that he had somehow stumbled onto. The only other music heard in our house had been our father’s classical records and, more profoundly, the sounds emanating from his hours-long performances at the piano—an instrument that commanded most of the real estate in our modest living room. He worked deliberately through a repertoire of Beethoven, Bach, Brahms, Mendelssohn, and other heavies. Classical music ruled our airwaves.

         At least until “Louie Louie” came breaking and entering in.

         With that disc in constant revolution, the energy of our existence would change, a new current of electricity introduced. It was as though it had taken the soundworld of our day—our kitchen appliances, our television—and recast it into song, using only guitars, organ, and drums. The lead singer’s voice had the air of a boy smoking a cigarette with one hand while banging a tambourine in the other, an insolent distance to his delivery, a vision of being at once boss and bored.

         The flip side of the record was “Haunted Castle,” an instrumental with a simplistic chord figure and a suitably mysterious vibe. The fun danger of “Louie Louie” was offset by the cool otherness of “Haunted Castle.” Everything about these subversive vibrations suggested to me a new world; they were changing not only my here and now but my vision of what the future might hold for me.

         I decided to someday, somehow, be in a band like the Kingsmen.

         The first order of business would be my hair. From flipping through the pages of 16 magazine, the bible of 1960s pop-rock teen-idol worship, I could see how the cool cats in bands like the Kingsmen all had bangs grazing their eyebrows, the back of their hair hanging slightly below their collars.

         To grown-ups, my little-boy crew cut was cute, but after my blinding introduction to rock ’n’ roll by way of “Louie Louie,” I knew it would no longer do. Forget cute.

         After a bit of pleading, I was given permission by my parents to let my hair grow out. Each day I would check its progress, wetting the minuscule strands of my potential fringe so that it might fall onto my forehead, yearning to flick it casually to the side. A few of my classmates at the Epiphany Catholic School took me to task for my preening and faux flicking—

         “You don’t have long hair, stop pretending.”

         But I needed the practice.

         
            *

         

         My father’s piano had always been our family’s great and sacred object. It cost as much as a car, and we were living on a schoolteacher’s wages. But it was a necessary extravagance—not just an outlet for my father but a collective beacon of high art, a reflection, I thought, of our commitment to sound and composition.

         But it wasn’t for me. What I really wanted was a guitar.

         Preferably electric.

         Or at least a transistor radio.

         Anything that could bring more “Louie Louie” into the world.
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            Refrigerator Heaven

         

         In 1947 my father, George Moore, age twenty-two, met Eleanor Nann, two years younger, in music class at the University of Miami, the two falling forever in love. Just a few years prior, each of their lives had been subsumed by war—my mother working as a soldiers’ aide at the Biltmore Hotel, then outfitted as a hospital, in nearby Coral Gables; my father enlisted as a military band leader, though with the good fortune not to be stationed overseas. He had learned music theory and piano from his mother, a society pianist.

         Both my parents’ families had been living in Coral Gables, a charmed and enchanted enclave tucked just below the city of Miami, a paradise of huge banyan trees presiding over narrow streets, their trunks and branches knotty and adorned with thick hanging vines. Green grass lawns were nurtured by tropical rains, which would rage for an hour, then break for high, humid sunshine. Iguanas, lizards, grass snakes, parrots, and peacocks freely roamed. The tolling bells of the Church of the Little Flower—where my parents would marry after three years of dreamtime romance—filled the air, resounding off the walls of homes, some made of old Spanish stucco, others built from coral rock.

         My brother, Gene, arrived in 1953, followed two years later by my sister, Susan. I was conceived in the autumn of 1957 in Mount Dora, Florida, in a tiny house outside of the grade school where my father had found a teaching job. For my birth, my mother traveled back to Coral Gables; a family physician delivered me on Friday, July 25, 1958, at 7:37 in the evening. I was named after Thurston “Doc” Adams, my father’s stepfather, a larger-than-life character who had become the vivacious patriarch of our extended family. Doc himself claimed to have been named out of his parents’ admiration for Thurston the Great Magician and his self-proclaimed “Wonder Show of the Universe,” which had traveled the Southeast early in the century.

         At the end of the 1950s, our family of five would relocate, first to McKenzie, Tennessee, where my father had found a new job teaching at a local college; then back down to Florida a few years later, setting up house in South Miami; before packing up all our belongings once again and heading north, in 1967, to Bethel, Connecticut. My father had found a more desirable academic position, at Western Connecticut State College, in nearby Danbury. He was to teach art appreciation, philosophy, humanities, and phenomenology.

         I was ten years old. Leaving behind the perennial sunshine of southern Florida, I would for the first time experience true seasons: dying leaves, snow, and ice.

         
            *

         

         Before heading north I had been gifted an inexpensive acoustic guitar. The idea was that if I could figure out how to play the thing, I might possibly advance to an electric. The acoustic had nylon strings—not very rock, but they could still make a kind of thrum.

         I went to the town hall in Bethel to take lessons with a bunch of other aspiring preteen guitarists. I had stuck an STP decal on the guitar in hopes of imbuing it with a bit of cool—STP being the iconic race car motor oil brand, denoting speed, or so it seemed to me. The serious guitarists in the class looked down their noses at my STP machine, particularly as I’d brought it in without a case, naked and battered.

         The teacher attempted to show us how to play “Kumbaya.” I quickly realized that I would not be returning.

         
            *

         

         As the seventies got under way, Gene acquired an electric Fender Stratocaster, which he played obsessively. He was eighteen to my thirteen. I managed to glean a bit of fretboard familiarity from simply observing him, watching him play day and night—chordings, fingerings, strumming techniques.

         Gene and his hippie friends often sat around our house, endlessly riffing on their axes, spinning records, smoking cigs, laughing, talking about bands and concerts. They each had one group that was all their own, taking it upon themselves to collect every record, becoming the designated aficionado. One guy would be all into the Moody Blues; another would pledge allegiance to Emerson, Lake & Palmer, or Santana, or the Mothers of Invention. Gene’s choice was Jefferson Airplane: San Francisco acid rock with wah-wah guitar leads, far-out lyrics, psychedelic album jackets—all things pretty alien to our rural Connecticut world.

         Initiated by the Kingsmen, the expansive music of Jefferson Airplane zapping out of Gene’s stereo opened my eyes yet again to rock ’n’ roll, a mysterious world far beyond my bedroom window, cast loose from a musical culture that was barely more than a decade old.

         When Gene went off to work at one of his various jobs—bagging groceries, mowing lawns—I would sneak into his room and remove his beloved Stratocaster from its felt-lined hard-leather case, playing it until, invariably, I broke a string. Either Gene didn’t have any extra strings or I hadn’t figured out how to put one on. At any rate, I would guiltily stow the guitar away. He would return home later and race up to his room, only to find that the guitar he’d left in pristine condition now had a broken string. He knew the culprit. Rightfully pissed off, he would warn me to never touch it again.

         After a few such instances, he found a solution: the case had a simple lock-and-key clasp. He decided to lock the guitar up, taking the tiny key with him to work. But I quickly figured out how to jimmy open the lock with a screwdriver. And sure enough, as I practiced my rudimentary strumming technique, a string would once again snap, only for the minor drama to repeat itself.

         Gene stepped up his security, wrapping an industrial-sized chain around the case, fastened with a formidable padlock. This was daunting at first, but I realized that given a solid pair of pliers and twenty methodical minutes, I could pry apart one of the metal chain links and get inside again. The guitar liberated anew, I would, without fail, break another string, before returning the guitar to its case and spending another twenty minutes rejoining the heavy-duty chain link. Gene, returning home, would head to his room, unlock the case … and realize there was no use.

         What could he do? His kid brother was as enchanted with the guitar as he was. Eventually he presented me with a crazy-beautiful sunburst Fender Stratocaster to call my own. He had been able to acquire it for next to nothing, its provenance mysterious—likely it had “fallen off a truck.”

         I wasn’t too bothered with its origins, though. I was overwhelmed with excitement and gratitude. I had just turned sixteen years old and now had my first real noise machine.

         
            *

         

         My days of illicit guitar playing now behind me, I plugged my hot new Strat into Gene’s amplifier and large speaker cabinet setup, which he kept in his bedroom. With no one else in the house to disturb—my dad off working at the college, Gene and Sue out with their pals, my mom off somewhere shopping—I blasted away at the instrument, creating squalling, squealing, screeching electric noise. One afternoon in mid-wail, cranking out high-volume crunge, I could just barely make out a pounding on our front door. I ran downstairs only to be met by a shaking, petrified woman who lived across the street, tears welling in her eyes.

         “Please … can you … lower … the music?”

         —she stammered. “I’m … having … a nervous … breakdown.”

         
            *

         

         Gene enlisted in the air force, where he would service fighter jets. To my misfortune, he took his amp with him to his base in New Jersey. I was temporarily bereft, but I soon figured out a solution. I could wire one end of a guitar cable into the back of my dad’s cheap stereo receiver, which sat atop the refrigerator in our somewhat cramped kitchen. My wiring was precarious, but it created just enough of a connection for me to send my guitar’s signal through the receiver’s tiny, crummy speakers. It sounded amazing—crazy and savage, with weirdo distortion, sort of like the first Stooges album, which I had found in a record store discount bin a couple of years earlier, curious about the four stoned-immaculate boys peering out at me from the cover.

         I had become a frequenter of the cheap bins by then. Wanting to buy albums, but not having the money to purchase them at full price—usually around three dollars—I would settle on picking up discs with corners clipped off, denoting their unpopular “cutout” status. While many of them proved unrewarding listens, there were some, such as Can’s Ege Bamyasi and Captain Beefheart’s The Spotlight Kid, that captured my imagination, that showed rock ’n’ roll could be soulful and poetic or else brash and abrasive.

         That first self-titled Stooges LP, released in 1969, was a sinister masterpiece of minimalist fuzz. It would become my best friend. When I tried to share it with others, it would be met only with shaken heads. Its sub-mental drone, its delirious, decadent drawl—I had to keep it to myself. It was that first Stooges album, a successor in my heart to “Louie Louie,” that I was thinking of as my electric guitar shredded the speakers on my dad’s stereo rig, scorching hot atop the humming fridge.

         If the first Stooges LP represented a bit of record store serendipity, it had been in discovering the Stooges’ second LP, Fun House, from 1970, that I’d had my first taste of bin-digging elation: of sifting through the dross and finding a nugget of sonic gold. The Stooges were a long way from what was most popular in music in the early 1970s—“progressive” rock with its emphasis on sophisticated technique, from bands such as Emerson, Lake & Palmer and Yes. The band rarely strayed from their simple, fuzz-box drone, Ron Asheton occasionally punctuating it with his singular brand of wicked lead-guitar psycho-rip. Iggy Pop’s vocals sat within the chaos as he poured his inebriated soul into your ear. His performances were notoriously kinetic-bordering-on-manic events (not that I had ever seen them—I’d had to settle for reading about them in the far corners of rock mags). His laments about getting old, at age twenty-two, were to me a thrilling alternative to the foppish, starry-eyed prog rockers crooning about mountains coming out of the sky and standing there.

         There was no frill, no jamming, only direct-to-the-heart intensity. It was a hypodermic needle of noise, and to freaks like me listening alone in their bedrooms, it delivered a high like nothing else.

         With Fun House, the Stooges had taken their sound to an even more blown-out realm. It was hotter and fatter. Music that had once been simply sinister was now downright raving. Each track on the record burst with scalding energy, fairly oozing off my turntable. When the session concluded with the free jazz of “L.A. Blues,” it was as if a lid that had attempted to contain all the band’s clamor was released at once, the sonic snakes of heavy metal hell creepy-crawling every which way, ravaging my very reality.

         With Raw Power, released in 1973, the Stooges seemed to be maturing (albeit fitfully), extrapolating out from the four-chord minimalism of their first two masterpiece slabs. They were Iggy & the Stooges now, the music redefined by new guitarist James Williamson’s razor-edged leads—sizzling, dark, and hair-raising. Ron brought some excellent bass action to the mix, and Iggy was completely and utterly unleashed, his lyrics like ripped, shiny black leather, a greasy glitter tongue to the stardust rebellion of David Bowie, a newfound champion and cheerleader.

         I wanted not just to sound like Raw Power, but I wanted to look the part of the animal on the cover—Iggy with his inimitable, cool stare, a spirit aflame with narcotic transcendence, lusting for beauty and bad behavior. There was no other—I wanted to be that.

         Again, the first thing I needed to do was to get my haircut sorted.

         So, sixteen years old in 1974, flush with my motor vehicle learner’s permit, I drove to Iron Butterfly, the local hairstyling joint where the older, cool kids went. It was a step up from the old-timey barbers I had previously frequented, my new haircut costing an exorbitant six dollars. But if I could look like Iggy, it would be worth it. I took the Raw Power album along and displayed its cover for the twenty-something hairstylist—

         “This is what I want to look like.”

         She didn’t understand—

         “That’s just a normal parted-down-the-middle nothing haircut.”

         “Yes, well … that’s what I want.”

         An hour later I walked out of Iron Butterfly with an embarrassing feathered shag, like the kind John Travolta would wear in Saturday Night Fever a few years later. Six bucks down the drain.

         
            *

         

         The Stooges weren’t the only band that consumed me. Two months after Raw Power’s 1973 release, the first New York Dolls LP would appear, its cover a revelation: five hetero New York City street rockers dressed in almost drag. Their image was a celebration of smart and sexy camp, inextricably bound with the music shredding from the grooves. Producer Todd Rundgren had gently restrained the band’s erratic tendencies and, in the process, helped create one of the most focused, fun, and carousing rock ’n’ roll albums ever recorded.

         As records were prominently displayed in department stores in the 1960s and 1970s, it must have been confusing for many an American music browser to catch sight of a Stooges or New York Dolls album, or, for that matter, David Bowie’s Aladdin Sane, with its iconic image of Bowie with a lightning bolt painted across his face. These were albums that celebrated the artists’ otherness, if not their otherworldliness.

         The group Sparks had as much of an impact on me as anything else coming from the makeshift stereo system I had assembled in my bedroom that year. Their 1974 album, Kimono My House, was a surprise package of ingenuity and experimental rock song genius, brothers Ron and Russell Mael showing me how rock music could comprise wildly literate, hyper-enunciated epics, songs I found hilarious and straight-up rocking, even as they evinced more prance than swagger.

         These bands—along with Alice Cooper, Mott the Hoople, Slade, T. Rex, Roxy Music, and Sweet—all held me captive.

         And yet, for all my growing obsession, I hadn’t found the wherewithal to actually go see any of them in concert. Bethel, Connecticut, was an hour and a half away by train from Manhattan, the city a tour stop for surely every one of them, but my teenage brain wasn’t equipped yet to make the connection.

         It would eventually, and it would change me. Radically. But until that time came, I contented myself by creating my own gallery of rock ’n’ roll, tacking up photos of all my teenage heroes. There were images of Bryan Ferry and Brian Eno of Roxy Music, Iggy, Bowie, the Dolls, Sparks—even “Jim Dandy” Mangrum from Black Oak Arkansas. Each had been ripped from the pages of rock ’n’ roll music magazines and mounted onto my bedroom wall, a personal shrine to the glitter gods.

         This didn’t go unnoticed by my father. He became concerned as to why his son had so many images of these prettified men—their pouty lips, shirts off—emblazoned about his tiny bedroom walls. I wasn’t quite sure what to tell him. I never thought about what my fascination with glam rock might say about my sexual proclivities. He must have worried, like many an American parent of the 1970s, that his son was demonstrating some incipient signs of homosexuality.

         I basically always knew I was a hetero kid. His suspicion never stressed me out.

         
            *

         

         I would soon, in 1975, find myself best friends with Harold Paris, a boy who was in fact gay. The two of us would forge a greater bond than any other friendship I had had by that point. More so, we would share a life-defining experience: we discovered punk rock together.

         Harold had come into my sights at Bethel High School around 1973. I was fifteen at the time; he, a year younger. Unlike any other boy I knew, he was flamboyant and strikingly effeminate—which, at a small-town American high school in the 1970s, was not only polarizing but dangerous. He would sweep through the halls in striped flares and frilled, half-buttoned shirts, silk ascots tied around his neck, reeking of cologne; his hair was a silver frost with burnt-mercury hints—all of this with a laughing husky voice and gleaming devil eyes. He could be found arm in arm with the most alluring, more experienced older girls, the wildest ones, the ones who had no time for any of the vanilla dudes in the skunk zone of our high school.

         I would overhear Harold talking to these girls about the cultural flash points of the time: digging Jane Fonda’s stoned nudity in Barbarella or hitting New York City to check out Bowie’s Diamond Dogs tour. I thought I was the only one following this stuff, or at least the only one in Bethel, Connecticut. My peers tended to favor the prog rock of Yes, the soft metal of Boston, the denim-shirt balladry of America, and the southern-fried rock of the Allman Brothers Band.

         My own interests hadn’t escaped the notice of my classmates. They could tell I was into rock music. They probably saw me carrying around copies of magazines such as Circus, Creem, Hit Parader, and Rock Scene. In the school parking lot, a loudmouthed jock once grabbed a copy of Creem I had tucked beneath my arm.

         “What is this shit?”

         —he sputtered.

         He opened the mag to a page featuring a rainbow-haired Todd Rundgren, depicted as a sort of nude, trans Venus de Milo.

         “Oh my gawd, this magazine is full of fags!”

         He threw it to the ground and bolted off, shaking his head.

         A few times, before we became close, I watched as Harold had been thrown to the ground with similar derision by some high school bozo. Being already quite tall, maybe even imposing, I never felt threatened by these know-nothings. If they thought of me at all, they might have seen me as a bit of a class clown: sardonic, smart, nice enough despite my obviously oddball musical interests. Harold enjoyed no such anonymity.

         
            *

         

         I began learning of and sending out for independently produced fanzines. These were distinct from the rock magazines already in my orbit. They were photocopied and stapled by hand, with titles such as Denim Delinquent, Teenage Wasteland Gazette, and Gulcher.

         Zines were edited and published throughout the early and mid-1970s by rock ’n’ roll zealots eager to spread the good word. As a new underground proto-punk culture emerged, they offered reportage from the heart of the rock ’n’ roll action. It was through them that I learned of Kim Fowley, the Dictators, Kiss, Blue Öyster Cult, and the Flamin’ Groovies.

         I began a postal friendship with one of the editors at Gulcher, Eddie Flowers, which would continue for a few years. (I couldn’t have known, when we started exchanging letters, that his fall 1976 issue would include a scene report I wrote, along with a photo booth pic I sent him of me trying to look tough, a cigarette hanging from my mouth.) Eddie wrote to me of driving back and forth from Alabama, where he had been living, to Bloomington, Indiana, the city from which Gulcher had sprung. He was starting a band with a few of the other writers, calling themselves the Gizmos. I asked Eddie about the possibility of me heading out there and joining up with them; I had some tunes I had been working on in my bedroom that I was psyched to share.

         “Whoa there, not so fast”

         —he wrote back.

         “We have too many weirdos as it is.”
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            Flaming Telepaths

         

         A long-haired poseur who sang in a local group held court in the Bethel High School cafeteria, acting every part the leading light on all things contemporary rock. He asked me what bands I liked. Everyone in his clique had agreed to worship Yes, the British prog-rock messiahs.

         My feelings about Yes were decidedly mixed. I had bought the three-disc live album Yessongs, and I recognized the mastery of songcraft evinced by these musos in capes. But too much of the playing was endless guitar-scale noodle-core for my tastes.

         “They’re all right, I suppose …”

         —I said, my true feelings evident in my voice.

         I had attended my very first proper concert in early 1974 at New Haven Coliseum, where I witnessed Yes’s keyboard maestro, Rick Wakeman, perform his recent album Journey to the Centre of the Earth. I had been excited to hear him play, but I found the concert interminably dull.

         I didn’t relate this to my classmates.

         “I’m more into theater rock”

         —I said. The Yes lovers looked perplexed.

         “You know … people like Alice Cooper, David Bowie … and Kiss.”

         Silence.

         Followed by a palpable distaste.

         
            *

         

         The Rick Wakeman show hadn’t put me off arena concerts. Soon after, I went to see Peter Frampton, supported by the J. Geils Band, whose singer Peter Wolf bounded onstage proclaiming—

         “We’re gonna play ’em allllll tonight!”

         This was excellent news. I had a few J. Geils Band records and had convinced myself that they were pretty damn hot. But the group played only thirty-five minutes—hardly allllll their tunes.

         Kiss, on the other hand, delivered the rock ’n’ roll goods. Their self-titled debut album had showcased bucketloads of high-energy hooks, all the more evident when slotted next to whatever else was being played on the radio in the mid-1970s: the pablum of Seals & Crofts, Anne Murray, Lobo. Kiss constructed short, sharp, hard-rocking tune-grenades primarily focused on booze and sex. They looked amazing too, throwing comic-book kicks and sporting trash heaps of New York City grit and glitter.

         Harold and I scored a couple of spare tickets to see Kiss an hour and a half north in Springfield, Massachusetts, hitching a ride from some high school heads we knew. White Crosses were proffered—basically prescription-grade Dexedrine—and we gobbled them down in preparation for some ripping rock ’n’ roll rambunction.

         Blessed by the parking gods, we scored a space directly in front of the venue. We sat in the car smoking joints, eyeballing an increasingly lengthy queue of teenage animals awaiting entry into the arena. Suddenly, a few feet from where our car was parked, a row of side doors to the arena opened up, and all the teens who had been queuing up on the hill realized they were in the wrong place. They began to run, leaping and whooping down the lawn to the just-opened doors.

         We didn’t hesitate. Dousing our doobies, we sprang from the car, running at full steam and beating the crazed horde. We became the first ticket holders to enter the building. Once inside and patted down by security, we raced at full sprint toward the massive stage, then stopped, astounded: front row center.

         As Kiss was preparing to fry our brains, Harold and I got crushed ever harder up against the guardrails by the army of rabid, heaving youth behind us. It became so intense that we expected to either suffer cracked ribs, lose consciousness, or simply die. Harold looked at me in terror; he was going under, sure to be trampled or suffocated. I reached out and locked my arms under his, trying to ward off the barrage of teenage meat and bone.

         Kiss finally arrived onstage, and from the outset they scorched our minds to smithereens. Bassist Gene Simmons was surrounded by flash pots that shot volcanic bursts of fire to the rafters. Close as we were, the heat singed us. It must have been even worse for Simmons, as he pummeled his monster bass. I couldn’t figure out how he endured it, his body clad in leather, streams of sweat dripping from his brow onto his Kabuki-painted cheeks. I soon deduced that it wasn’t actually sweat dripping. He seemed to have some mechanism in his ratted man bun that squirted cooling water down his face, relieving the scorch.

         That—along with the huge metal wheels latched to the rafters, grinding unending reams of glitter onto our heads—made for a spectacular impression. Kiss gave everything they had, delivering a supersonic rock ’n’ roll circus to us eighteen-year-old school haters. We hung around after the show, dazed and high, as the concert hall emptied and the stage crew began to broom away the mountains of shredded glitter. A teenage girl yelled up to one of the stagehands that she had tossed a bracelet up there and that she really wanted to make sure it got to the right place—which obviously meant one of the boys in the band.

         “Sure thing, sweetheart”

         —he said, clearly humoring her.

         Soon we were told to clear out of the venue. On the ride home I imagined the stagehand locating the girl’s bracelet in the debris and personally delivering it to Gene, Paul, Ace, or Peter. The next time they came to play Springfield, Massachusetts, that band member would yell out—

         “Hey, which one of you lovely ladies threw this bracelet onstage last time we were here?”

         And the teen babe, climbing onto her soon-to-be-former boyfriend’s shoulders, would scream—

         “Me! It was me!”

         —then get pulled up onto the stage, asked to wait by the monitor board while the band continued to shred. Afterward she would race off with them, running and laughing, hopping into their stretch limousine, which would take them to their private Kiss jet, where tall cans of ice-cold Coors flowed like holy water, and away they would fly, instantly married forever in hot rock ’n’ roll Kiss-tasy.

         
            *

         

         Going to see Blue Öyster Cult in Rockland County, New York, later that year would prove not to be so transformative. The band soldiered through their set, pulling all their classic moves—guitars held high, necks crossed in a heavy metal X. But the show was held in an open-pit venue, where teenage douchebags spat Boone’s Farm wine on each other and threw lit M-80 fireworks randomly into the air. Stoned and drunken fistfights broke out, the slobbering ding-dongs approaching Harold and me—

         “The fuck you fags looking at?”

         We eventually got the hell out of there, shell-shocked and dismayed.

         
            *

         

         On Friday, March 19, 1976, three months before I was to graduate high school, Harold zoomed over to me in the school parking lot as the day’s classes came to an end. He was already laughing, knowing I was the only other person in town who could understand his enthusiasm—

         “Patti Smith is playing in Westport tonight!”

         Now was the time.

         Since her first poetry reading in 1971 at the Poetry Project in New York City, opening for Gerard Malanga (Velvet Underground whip dancer, Andy Warhol silk-screener, photographer, and poet), Patti Smith had become the gateway drug into everything punk rock promised: an alternative state of creative consciousness. Her performances, accompanied by rock writer and guitarist Lenny Kaye, on bills with the New York Dolls at Max’s Kansas City and the Mercer Arts Center, and her downtown theater appearances with radical playwright Sam Shepard, had her name on everyone’s lips.

         Patti had organically made manifest the persona of whatever punk was going to be. Her appearance was androgynous, and she stripped rock ’n’ roll down to its essence, a movement of pure poetry and passion, taking risks, defying expectations, resisting stereotypes, exalting spirituality—and asking no one’s permission to do so.

         Her journalism in music magazines, her books of small press poetry, her black-and-white countenance among the peacocks of glam rock—all spoke to a new heart for an intellectually charged subculture. Patti Smith exemplified punk rock as art, both beautiful and ugly, a timeless expression of convulsive energy.

         There was no way I was going to miss this concert.

         I was able to corral a few other teens looking for something—anything—to do. We crammed into one of their cars and proceeded to careen at high speed for forty-five white-knuckle minutes through winding single-lane Connecticut roads to reach the Westport Country Playhouse.

         Patti strolled out in a black leather jacket, which she tore off and tossed onto the drum riser. The group leaped into the Velvet Underground’s “We’re Gonna Have a Real Good Time Together,” in homage to the coolest underground rock ’n’ roll band of all time. Pumping her skinny porcelain-white fists into the air, she exclaimed her version of Lou Reed’s ode to rock ’n’ roll love—

         We’re gonna jump and shout and sing together!

         Between songs she spoke to us. No hoary stage spew here. No “How y’all feelin’ tonight?” She made us laugh. She compared Republicans and Democrats to AM/FM radio. Smart and commanding, she read poems onstage, got lost in the swirl of electric noise, spat white gardenias out of her mouth.

         This was what I had been waiting for: rock ’n’ roll transcendence, an experience of mystic deliverance. There was no turning back.

         
            *

         

         After I graduated high school, the summer of 1976 melted into autumn, New York City’s CBGB and Max’s Kansas City nightclubs luring me like a siren’s song. I wanted to run off and see the bands that I’d by then been reading about and staring at in Rock Scene magazine for months. Television, the Heartbreakers, the Ramones, Blondie, Talking Heads, certainly Patti Smith—these were the musicians who had been blossoming together on the radical margins of underground rock, loudly and proudly celebrating the mantle of their forbears: the Velvet Underground, Captain Beefheart, the Stooges, MC5, the Modern Lovers, the New York Dolls. These newer groups didn’t aspire to anything so vacuous as playing arenas (or so I romantically told myself). They were artists, alive in the present moment, the new vanguard of punk rock destruction and creation. I wanted in.
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            Today Your Love, Tomorrow the World

         

         That October my family’s world would be turned upside down. My father was scheduled to have surgery for what had been diagnosed as a benign brain tumor. It was decided that he would be treated in a New Haven, Connecticut, hospital. Relatives appeared from various parts of the country to keep vigil with us. I went with my mother a few times to visit the hospital as my father was tested and, ultimately, prepared for surgery. He seemed as bright and mirthful as ever, even draped incongruously in a hospital gown.

         My high school years having recently ended, the question of going to university had been bandied about. I was pretty sure I didn’t need any further schooling. My only wish was to go to New York City, to write and play music. But those prospects were decidedly vague. I knew my father, an educator, considered university the best option for an eighteen-year-old. Seeing him in this confusing and compromised position, I decided to do what he thought was best for me. I told him I was going to enroll in the state college where he had been a professor, with the idea of pursuing journalism.

         This struck an obvious chord of favor with him. He smiled, saying that a college education was always a worthwhile experience. If I still felt like I wanted to move to New York City, then at least I had given it a try.

         It would be the last time we spoke, the last time I saw him alive or heard his voice. In my memory, his hospital room takes on a blue-and-light-gold tone, a sense of amorphous peace pervading it—the solemn joy my father had always manifested.

         The day of his surgery, initial reports were that the procedure had been a success. We celebrated that evening, a relieved and happy family. We had been told that even with a successful operation, he might suffer impairments of speech, memory, or movement, but according to a phone call from the hospital, we were in the clear.

         On the way home from our visit to the hospital the day before, my mother and I had stopped at a department store. In the record section, I spotted the debut Ramones album that had been released in April. It stopped me in my tracks. Patti Smith and Television had already released independent singles, and they captured the allure of New York City’s monochromatic underground music world (or at least as I imagined it, through the prism of Rock Scene, a magazine replete with photographic evidence of the milieu). But this eponymous Ramones album—this was something incendiary and new, something that demanded my close attention.

         The record sleeve itself was strange and seductive in its black-and-white austerity. The four Ramones had been photographed by Roberta Bayley, a young woman with the fantastic credential of being the door person at CBGB. She had caught Joey, Johnny, Dee, and Tommy in her lens as they stood before a graffitied wall in Manhattan, a beautiful and broken playground, their postures conveying tough-kid comic-book energy.

         The music turned out to be as radical as what I had heard from the Patti Smith and Television singles, but far more amped and raging. Somehow the band always stayed in the pocket, never succumbing to splatter or loose improvisation, their directness accentuated by the record’s stereo setting: Johnny Ramone’s guitar in one channel, Dee Dee Ramone’s bass in the other.

         I didn’t have any money, but my mother, sensing my excitement, bought the album for me.

         We laughed it up at home the next night, thrilled with the news that all had gone okay with my dad’s surgery. Inspired, I slapped the record on, but immediately I had second thoughts. Was this music too weird to play for my aunts, uncles, and grandma?

         Apparently not. From the first rocking notes of “Blitzkrieg Bop,” everyone in the room sprang up and began to dance. They had no clue who the Ramones were, but they weren’t put off by the music’s strangeness, especially compared with the radio hits or disco boogie they knew. They simply responded to infectious tunes, moving to the music in celebration of good news.

         
            *

         

         Late that night, while all were asleep, I heard the telephone ring.

         My mother answered. A slow realization crept into my guts: something wasn’t right. It turned out that following his operation, my father had experienced internal bleeding. The tumor, when removed, was much larger than the X-rays had shown.

         He had fallen into a coma.

         We all awoke and waited through the night.

         In the early morning my mother, Gene, and I drove the one hour to New Haven to talk to the physicians. The look on the head surgeon’s face spoke of failure. Gene and I went in to see my father, my mother opting to stay in the waiting room, unable to deal with whatever awaited.

         We found my dad, his eyes shut, air tube in his mouth, IV lines stuck in his arms, nodes attached to his chest. The pumps jerked his body with a hideous whooshing sound, force-feeding him emergency blasts of life. I stood quiet and stunned. I looked at Gene, who first studied the array of gauges, his young engineer’s brain whirring, before turning to the sight of our dad, comatose in the hospital bed, then to me. His look attested to the horror of it all: disbelief, dismay, a wave of resignation over the senseless moment we were inhabiting. He broke into tears, something I hadn’t seen since we were little boys.

         My father remained on life support for a few days, until the call came from the hospital: he would most likely never fully recover from his coma. If he did, it was probable that he would be left with no memory, no motor skills. My mother made the brave decision to let him pass.

         After hanging up the phone, she drove by herself to our local Catholic church to pray while I waited for my sister to return home from work. When I told her the news, she threw her keys and handbag down and announced, angry and forlorn, that she was going to take a walk, then headed out to a small dug-out pond that sat between our home and the woods.

         We had lost our dad.

         
            *

         

         I would always wonder what my father would have thought of the life I’d go on to lead. He had filled our house with music, art, and philosophy, but also laughter. He had kept our bookshelves lined with Plato, Aristotle, and Kant, our walls adorned with prints of Renoir, Picasso, and Pollock.

         He had introduced me, as a seventeen-year-old professing an interest in writing, to the works of James Joyce and Saint Thomas Aquinas. His influence would lead me, later in life, to the spiritual texts of Saint Teresa of Ávila and Saint John of the Cross, where prose danced with devotion, stood in praise of the ineffable mystery of the divine. If I thought the human condition could be improved by way of an artist’s creative vision, that view was informed by the soundworld that he had made of our home.

         My mother, sister, brother, and I are quite different people, in our ambitions and in our desires, but we will always hold the essence of my father’s truth: that we live and die as nature, in all its complexity and simplicity, blessed with one another as family.

         
            *

         

         We settled into the reality of our newly detonated universe. Gene would eventually return to his duties at the air force base. Sue would stay close to our home, attending to my mother as a daughter and best friend.

         As for me, I would begin to move in three incompatible directions: one in which I enrolled at Western Connecticut State College, as promised to my father; another in which Harold and I became explorers of the New York City punk rock scene; and a third in which I involved myself with local juvenile delinquents—very nearly putting an end to the other two paths.
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            Carburetor Dung

         

         WDRC-FM transmitted out of Hartford, Connecticut, and was where you could hear, usually late at night, music by such lights as Lou Reed, Joni Mitchell, and Roxy Music. I would intentionally leave the station on through the night, thinking that by doing so the songs would seep into my subconscious as I slept.

         There was one DJ at WDRC infuriated with all the “unlistenable” records taking up space at the station. He presented a show wherein he would play a track from the offending discs, then smash them to bits on air. This was fantastic, as I finally got to hear music from bands I had only seen pictures of in the farthest margins of rock magazines: Bonzo Dog Doo-Dah Band, Simply Saucer, “Wild Man” Fischer. I found myself more and more intrigued by the psychos and the crazies driving this squaresville DJ to destruction.

         WXCI-FM, broadcasting from Western Connecticut State College in Danbury, where my father had taught, was like most college radio stations in those days, free-form and challenging. Late at night, student DJs would go deep, sometimes spinning Nico and John Cale discs. They struck every chord of sonic desire in my body. I would usually hear the tracks I wanted only after picking up the phone and calling in a request—a gamble, and one that didn’t always pay off.

         “Hey, can you guys play a song from the Chunky, Novi & Ernie album?”

         “Umm … what?”

         “It came out in ’74. Produced by John Cale?”

         “Mmm, hold on a second … No, we don’t have that one, sorry.”

         Sometimes I would strike gold, though.

         “Hi, do you have the new Nico record, The End … ?”

         “Oh, we do, actually—someone just brought that in. How do you know about that?”

         “I was reading about it.”

         “Okay, yeah … Well, what do you wanna hear?”

         “Can you play the title track?”

         I would lie there in my rural Connecticut bed at two in the morning, listening to Nico’s incredible nine-and-a-half-minute rendition of the Doors’ centerpiece song of internal desolation and societal collapse, sung with unresolved romance and guilt.

         When I enrolled at Western Connecticut State in the fall of 1976, my only ambition was to DJ at the radio station. I eventually got to tell the program director that I had been the person calling in and requesting all that outsider rock the last couple of years. He laughed, regarding me first with amusement, then concern.

         
            *

         

         As I’d told my father, I decided to major in journalism, and I began to write for the Echo, the college newspaper. My first assignment was to report on a gig by the musician Nick Seeger, one of the singing relatives of the heralded Pete Seeger family. It was held in the campus coffee shop, and I showed up in my black leather jacket, ripped jeans, and sneakers and watched this young gent singing traditional folk tunes, as well as some of his originals.

         After his set I did a quick interview, acting every part the journalist, clutching my notepad and pen. But all I could think about was the fact that he was wearing a pair of wooden Dutch shoes. As he talked about how he had no interest in playing music for money, only for sharing traditional songcraft with listeners, I pondered how he got around in such blocky footwear. How did he drive his car?

         Nothing about his music interested me much, nor did his idealism. It went in one ear and out the other. I wrote a snide and snotty piece that, while giving him props for his sincerity and prowess with a banjo, referred to his songwriting as “dire”—a terrible word to use for anyone’s efforts. The Echo editors made hay out of my screed, ham-fistedly editing the content to fit into the paper’s allotted margins, though I can readily admit my review was hastily written, disjointed, and utterly juvenile.

         Further editions would print my reviews of albums by Patti Smith, John Cale, and the Ramones. These were written with only a bit more passion and insight (though the editors would ridiculously misspell Ramones as “Remones” and John Cale as “John Cage”). I began to earn a reputation on campus—this new, weird kid writing gonzo stuff in the otherwise boring paper.

         After the Nick Seeger piece was published, though, a letter was run from Seeger himself. He was irked that the newspaper had sent such an unprofessional journalist to cover his gig. I was immediately mortified. I hadn’t intended to hurt anyone’s feelings. I had never even bothered to consider that my copy would be read by the musician himself, a serious, sensitive artist.

         Between insulting Nick Seeger and my frustration with the paper over its slapdash copyediting, I was becoming something of a nuisance at the Echo. The editors asked that I take a break from music writing. Perhaps I could cover college sports instead?

         I walked out. Not just out of the Echo office, but off campus.

         I left school forever.

         The only thing I had really wanted to accomplish was to smoke a cigarette in class, permitted back then. The first class I attended, I waited until another student lit up, then I went for it, puffing away and pretending to listen to the teacher—whah whah whah whah.

         Smoking cigs in the classroom was excellent, but it wasn’t enough to keep me enrolled.

         
            *

         

         Linguistics had always come naturally to me, and whether or not I was studying journalism, the written word continued to obsess me. Books, magazines, newspapers, liner notes. Typewriters, pens, pencils. Poetry, prose, lyrics, skywriting.

         By the early 1970s, due largely to the mainstreaming of underground music writing in Rolling Stone, there emerged a community of writers who had a direct affinity with the music they were covering—personas as strange and revelatory as anyone they profiled. These particular rock scribes, their bylines appearing in the magazines Creem, Circus, Hit Parader, and Rock Scene, contributed as much to my budding notions of creativity as any musical artists.

         Lester Bangs, channeling the bebop energy of Jack Kerouac, spilled his blood onto the page. He extolled the chain-saw intensity of Iggy Pop, for him the most potent genius of rock ’n’ roll. High on music, weed, booze, and cough syrup, he would hammer away at his typewriter, articulating his love for the jazz saint John Coltrane or, more infamously, his catfights with Lou Reed. By 1976, he was in starry-eyed thrall to the pop experimentalism recorded by Roxy Music and Brian Eno.

         To the like-minded, he turned our receptors on to full blast.

         Creem, of all the rock magazines in the 1970s, expressed the desire to be both in the scrum with the stoned, hungry audience and at the podium, debating the cultural implications of rock ’n’ roll in the aftermath of the idyllic, idealized 1960s. While serving as its editor in the mid-1970s, Lester and his contemporaries subverted the idea of what was “hip.” It wasn’t running off to the country in a VW hippie bus but hanging tough under the hard lights of the city.

         I sent a few record reviews of my own to Creem, but I invariably received only rejection slips in return, told my writing was too unhinged, too laden with expletives. I got the message. Still, it was cool they wrote back.

         
            *

         

         Patti Smith wrote for Creem too.

         I had seen her byline—styled in all lowercase—in other music mags, but it was Creem where her energies seemed to burn the hottest. The first piece of her writing I recall having been struck by was her account of seeing the Rolling Stones’ initial appearance on The Ed Sullivan Show in 1964. Published in January 1973, Patti wrote that she was “trapped in a field of hot dots” and that “in six minutes five lusty images gave me my first glob of gooie in my virgin panties.”

         It didn’t feel gratuitous or prurient of her; it was a truthful telling of a moment of attraction, one that was honest, delicious, and identifiable for anyone who had fallen in love with the raw spirit of rock ’n’ roll the way she had.

         Creem would also publish a two-page spread of Patti’s poetry, her work stark and striking, announcing the arrival of an important new book, Seventh Heaven. Along with the poems, Creem would print photos of the writer in action, a raven-haired androgyne in a ripped T-shirt and black leather jacket reciting poetry in New York City.

         This was something to stare at.

         An agent of change.

         
            *

         

         Alongside Creem there was the more New York City–focused Rock Scene, primarily a photo digest that sold itself by placing Led Zeppelin, David Bowie, or John and Yoko on its cover, then peppering its insides with shots taken of the bands carousing at Max’s Kansas City, CBGB, Club 82, and the Lower Manhattan Ocean Club. It might feature Wayne County vacuuming her apartment; the Ramones taking the subway from Queens to the Bowery in Manhattan; David Johansen of the New York Dolls and actress-model-downtown-superstar Cyrinda Foxe kissing on the street; Talking Heads looking like art-school nerds, unsmiling with blank stares.

         Rock Scene offered a vicarious experience of what was happening in the downtown New York City rock ’n’ roll underground. It quickly became a bit too much for me to just wonder and fantasize about.

         I needed to get there.
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            Don’t Get Too Close or It’ll Burn Your Eyes

         

         There were two cars in our family: a typical 1970s Ford station wagon and a white 1968 Volkswagen Beetle, which my father had used to commute to the college. Since his passing, I, by default, inherited the Beetle. In the remaining months of 1976 and into early 1977, this car would allow me to discover life on other planets.

         It began cautiously, as Harold and I made excursions to record stores within a reasonable driving distance, particularly Cutler’s in New Haven, known to have the largest inventory of imported albums in the state, mostly thanks to its proximity to Yale. Its singles department was situated in the back, the proprietor proud of carrying all the latest releases from the UK, seeming to welcome the new sound and movement that the media had agreed to label punk. He took immediate notice when I purchased Wayne County’s “Max’s Kansas City” single, released that summer, as well as the first issues of Punk and New York Rocker.

         Other than Television’s “Little Johnny Jewel,” Patti Smith’s “Hey Joe,” and the first Ramones, Dictators, and Runaways albums, there weren’t many indications readily available to me of the revolution to come. But there was a palpable vibe that something was happening.

         I had found a job at a warehouse in nearby Sandy Hook, unloading boxes from trucks eight hours a day, but it didn’t last very long; I only wanted to hang out with Harold, play records, see movies, and read rock magazines.

         Rock Scene’s coverage of the downtown New York City music world grew only more amped up—particularly of Max’s Kansas City and CBGB. After Max’s began holding performances in its upstairs in the early 1970s, initially as a showcase for new record label signings such as Bruce Springsteen and Bob Marley (on the same night!), it allowed in the platform-shoed New York Dolls and the shamanistic poetry of Patti Smith.

         The culture of celebrity surrounding Max’s was intimidating to an eighteen-year-old lost in his thoughts in western Connecticut, an hour and a half away. It was where Andy Warhol had held court, Salvador Dalí and Alice Cooper shared cocktails, Taylor Mead pulled his trousers down, Brigid Berlin pulled her top off, and the artist John Chamberlain traded his priceless sculptures for a steak dinner with chickpeas. CBGB looked more inviting.

         As 1976 progressed, I began to see and hear a particular set of names with growing frequency: Talking Heads, the Heartbreakers, Lenny Kaye, Blondie, Television. The scene was entering the national subconscious, Patti yelling, “Happy Easter, CBGB!” at the end of her group’s Saturday Night Live melee earlier in the year—a shout-out to a magic clubhouse somewhere in the dirty streets of Lower Manhattan.

         When the Damned’s first single, “New Rose,” was released in late October 1976 and arrived as an import from the UK, the Cutler’s record store buyer attached a sticker on the outer sleeve describing the disc as being from “England’s Ramones.” This was for sure exciting news, and I snagged a copy instantly, but upon playing it at home I was taken aback to hear … lead guitar! The Ramones had no lead guitar—that was seen as done with, yesterday’s rock.

         Comparisons aside, though, the Damned single was straight-up amazing in its thrashing one-take, throw-the-sticks-down, let’s-go-out-and-cause-some-trouble explosiveness. The flip side was the group’s version of the Beatles’ “Help!,” which jumped off the turntable, a rampaging eaten-up-and-spat-out version of the original, turning the song into a hilarious take on the sanctified entity that had been the Fab Four.

         In a one-two punch from the UK came the Sex Pistols’ single “Anarchy in the U.K.” the following month and then the Buzzcocks’ Spiral Scratch EP two months after that, both bands informed by each other yet utterly distinct. The Buzzcocks record was four songs hammered out in tightwire precision, with radar-signal dot-dash guitars against an uppity, clipped, Mancunian schoolboy vocal. The Sex Pistols had more swaggering rock ’n’ roll attack, obviously indebted to the New York Dolls (rather than the Buzzcocks’ nod to the Ramones). Every song on these new records was a solid-gold jewel of punk-pop-rock genius. They soundtracked an intensifying year of transition and explosion.

         Not content just to listen, I began constructing songs, which I figured I could offer to Iggy or, by late 1976, the Ramones or the Sex Pistols. For the Ramones I wrote a tune called “I Don’t Have to Mow the Lawn No More”:

         
            
               I don’t have to mow the lawn no more

               Or pick my socks up from the floor

            

         

         Harold and I scored tickets to see Lou Reed at the Waterbury Palace Theater in November 1976, and we went tripping on crummy blotter acid. Lou’s backdrop onstage was a phalanx of television sets all tuned to fuzz and distortion. He had just released his album Rock and Roll Heart. He would be not only introducing those tunes but playing some songs from Berlin, his downer masterpiece from 1973.

         Lou strolled out to the runway in front of the stage, and Harold and I left our seats to crowd at his feet. I was buzzing hard, the golden frequencies of music streaming and whirling around my body. To be suddenly so close to Lou—I felt like I could see the tiny blue veins in the whites of his eyes, my senses heightened.

         I was still tripped out on the hour drive back to Bethel, taking the Beetle at twenty miles per hour, barely staying in my lane, apparitions of amorphous beasts lunging out of the neighboring woods. Harold asked me—

         “Are you okay?”

         “Yeah, yeah—I think so.”

         The following week we drove, sans blotter acid, to Hartford to catch the Patti Smith Group again, this time with John Cale on the bill. We decided to bolt from our seats and push our way up front. We had come to realize that as soon as anyone in the front rows stood to be closer to the stage, we could spring up and join them, safe in their numbers. The people who remained in their seats began chanting at all of us kids up front—

         “Sit down! Sit down!”

         —then began imploring Patti herself—

         “Tell them to sit down!”

         “You tell them to sit down”

         —Patti responded—

         “I’m not their mother.”

         At which point the band raged into “My Generation,” with John Cale joining in, bashing the piano, initially with his fists and then his posterior. I reached up and grabbed hold of Patti’s ankle, and the shock of this breach, the impropriety of it, startled me. I immediately unclasped my grip, embarrassed, flushed with the reality of this person—earthbound, as it turned out, flesh and bone.

         
            *

         

         It was after this concert that we realized our moment had come—it was time for us to enter into the danger zone of New York City and experience punk rock, front and center.

         I still felt drawn to CBGB, but Harold had his heart set on Max’s Kansas City, with all its flirtatious glamour. One day in late November 1976, as we sat in his basement playing records, smoking pot, and scissoring photos out of rock magazines, Harold said to me in an epiphanic, giddy, conspiratorial half whisper—

         “Let’s go to Max’s.”

         It was high time.

         
            *

         

         We drove the Beetle for an hour and a half until we reached Park Avenue South between Seventeenth and Eighteenth Streets, locating a metered parking spot nearby. Entering the club’s hallowed doors around six in the evening, we sat at the bar and craned our necks around the dark space, trying to deduce where the legendary back room was that we had read so much about.

         We ordered Coca-Colas, the cheapest drink possible, and feasted on bar nuts. After a few hours of looking and listening, as businessmen came and went and a few oddballs skulked about, we began wondering when and where the music would start.

         A girl no older than Harold and I sat near us and began engaging a couple of straight-looking men in banter. She was pale-skinned with black hair, black lipstick, and all-black clothes. Offering the men a litany of personal catastrophes—abortion, suicide, drug use—it was as if she were playing a character out of a film, a parody of punk-kid psychosis.

         Sometime after she moseyed off, we queried the bartender: When and where did the music take place? He laughed and said the action was all upstairs. Oh, of course. We moved to the stairwell, where a queue of people had already begun forming, including the black-lipsticked depresso girl. The sign on the upstairs door read—

         SUICIDE CRAMPS FUSE

         We hadn’t heard of any of these bands. We knew about Patti, Television, Richard Hell, the Ramones, and the Dictators because they had records out and could be seen in our rock mags. I figured that with names like Suicide and Fuse, those two bands must be straight-up hard rock combos. Cramps just sounded wacko.

         We had no idea.

         Fuse was indeed a straight-ahead rock ’n’ roll four-piece with a New York City swagger, their snarling guitarist, Joey Pinter, a ragamuffin in sneakers and jeans, the star of the band. He wailed and slashed at his axe, making our hearts leap.

         This was to be only the second appearance in New York City by the Cramps. I realized something unusual was in store for us when I saw that their singer, Lux Interior, sporting an escaped-convict haircut, sang with the microphone only as high as his waist, forcing him to knock his knees together and crouch in order to yelp out his vocals.

         It was ridiculous, but not much more so than the rest of the band. There were two guitarists and a drummer, no bass. Both guitarists were at once utterly beautiful and completely deranged. Poison Ivy Rorschach wore a leopard-print halter top, black latex pants, and pointed high heels, which gave her the look of a gun moll ready to kick a hole in a cop’s face. Her black-cat-eyeliner-framed eyes stared darkly into the distance as she chewed gum, wearing an impeccable, seen-it-all sneer, her fingers drawing cool notes from a huge Gretsch guitar. She was astounding and a master of her instrument, all slow death and licentiousness.

         Bryan Gregory, who we sat no more than three feet away from, looked like he had just washed ashore from an island asylum. He had black silver-streaked hair that swooped over from one side and fell into his face, greased down into a spike over one eye. He looked like a man who ate rats for breakfast and drank the blood of teenage runaways. He played his polka-dot Flying V as if he were being electrocuted, every sound a sonic slice of fuzz. He psyched us out with a lit cigarette that he rolled from one side of his mouth to the other.

         Their drummer, Miriam Linna, was a badass in a Sky Saxon–meets–Moe Howard bowl haircut. She took her sticks out of a 1950s juvenile-delinquent handbag and proceeded to play the most minimal, who-cares rhythms on her bass drum, tom-toms, and snare, with enough stripper-cymbal splash to give the rhythm an insolent sleaze.

         Together they sounded like a burned-out battery sputtering into an electric fire, threatening to incinerate the room. I was overwhelmed with joy, but I wasn’t sure why. I knew only that it was pure and stunning rock ’n’ roll, savagely serenading me in a timeless maelstrom named Max’s Kansas City, at that moment the only place on Earth.

         The Cramps played a few originals, which they had yet to record, and a handful of tunes from regional psycho-rockabilly outfits, bands that may have had a single or two in the 1950s and 1960s. I would later learn that Lux and Ivy collected such discs from thrift stores and lost-in-time record emporiums across the USA. It had been three years since Lenny Kaye had issued his Nuggets compilation of 1960s garage rock “classics.” The Cramps took this mining to a whole other level of obsession. Lux would introduce songs naming their original artists—“This next ditty is by the Green Fuz”—and a Pandora’s box of underground rock ’n’ roll magic would be released.

         After all that time spent wondering when and how, Harold and I knew we had come to the right place. Finally, we had done it. We were there. Harold sat up straight, his legs vibrating as he chain-smoked Newports, smiling, talking between sets about the energy in the room, alive with the history of the Velvets, the Dolls, and Patti. We sat at one of the communal tables in front of Max’s small stage, knowing we were being righteously radicalized.

         Two cool girls were sitting across from us, and we struck up a conversation with them. We asked if they had seen the Dolls, and one of them said in an awesome Long Island drawl—

         “Ahh yeah, we seen th’ Dolls millions a toimes.”

         I asked them how to get to CBGB and the same girl laughed.

         “Practice.”

         She leaned over to Harold, not exactly whispering, and said—

         “What’s with yuh friend there? He looks like Mick Jagguh?”

         —then shot me a salacious wink.

         I was in love.

         This potentially amazing repartee came to a grinding halt when Suicide hit the stage. This would be no hard rock group.

         Two men appeared: Martin Rev in the back with huge, bug-eyed shades that had slits where lenses would normally be, playing what seemed to be some rhythm-box monstrosity, and Alan Vega, the singer, who sported an old lady’s wig and a scar on his face, and who stood twitching as he held the microphone, as if he had just been unstrapped from a lobotomy table. He had on a leather jacket completely ripped down one side, the sleeve hanging like the remnant of a recent knife fight.

         This looked like trouble—and it was.

         As soon as Rev began unleashing electronic loops—equal parts horror-movie noise and Beach Boys melodies channeled through nightmares—Alan started intoning his vocal lines. Overly drenched in reverb, they were interspersed with crazed screams and howls. Each time he broke from the vocals, Alan would lock eyes on someone in the audience who had dared to look away for a second. He would then proceed to grab that person by the hair, wrap his microphone cord around their neck, and scream maniacally in their face.

         He walked on top of our table, picked up one of the Long Island girls’ drinks, and threw it in her face. She sat there with her mouth open, in total shock and disbelief. Alan proceeded to step on the glass, shattering it, and then, picking up a shard, started slowly cutting his chest as he looked wild-eyed around the room.

         He continued whooping into the microphone, the music and his vocals emitting feedback that threatened to tear your head apart. At one point he fell to his knees and wept, delivering lyrics of desire and loss to a girl named Cheree. Martin Rev, meanwhile, remained motionless, playing his electronic keyboard, holding a fixed stare from behind his glasses on the terrorized crowd.

         Alan walked across to the table next to ours and flattened his body against some bewildered, ponytailed hippie boy. People started to duck under their tables and barricade themselves with chairs, with a few of the tables upended for further protection.

         Harold and I looked at each other. We didn’t know what to do. Our money was spent, our table was destroyed. We knew no one else in the venue.

         Let’s get out of here.

         As we drove back to Connecticut, we were both silent for a while. Then we began to laugh. What in God’s name was that? Together we went over every second of it. Not just Suicide’s assault, but the trash action of the Cramps.

         Whatever it was that we had experienced, one thing was certain.

         We needed to return.
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            Call Hell

         

         At the tip of Manhattan, where the island narrows to a pointed spear, the streets lose their manicured grid and smash into one another, overlapping into madness. Sliced along the middle runs the Bowery, a beleaguered thoroughfare infamous as New York City’s skid row. Among the litany of ancient watering holes for destitute drunks over the last two centuries, there once stood at 315 Bowery a wooden-doored saloon—

         CBGB OMFUG.

         Inside, on a stage built by musicians, the Ramones would chant to us disconnected and alien 1970s kids—

         
            
               What they want, I don’t know

               They’re all revved up and ready to go

            

         

         With the fallout of hippie culture and the karmic sickness of war, New York City was subsumed in waste and neglect. Poets, punks, and painters were arriving now wearing black and calling for a revolution from boredom, exhausted identity, and thwarted ideals.

         The politics and pleasure of fun were defining facets of this new punk-art society. Interdisciplinary and intertwined, its members could be found hanging out at CBGB and Max’s Kansas City, smoking cigarettes, drinking bottles of never-cold-enough beer, watching Talking Heads—a band that was nervous, short-haired, electric, with an art-school lexicon, singing songs with titles such as “Love → Building on Fire.”

         Across the Atlantic, Steve Jones, the guitarist and founder of the delirious and bloody-minded Sex Pistols, exclaimed to a bemused music journalist, “We’re not into music, we’re into chaos.” He belonged to a new theater of insolence, an answer to the lumbering rock star of old.

         Pistols compatriots the Clash, in a year’s time, would send over their own sonic telegram, thrashing out a line in the dirt, a succinct expression of punk rock identity—

         
            
               In 1977 I hope I go to heaven … 

               No Elvis, Beatles, or the Rolling Stones in 1977

            

         

         It was a new poetry for cities in dereliction and disrepair. It heralded a new cadre of visionaries coming to town, armed with cheap electric guitars and secondhand books of radical verse.

         An article had appeared in the October 1974 issue of Rock Scene magazine with a black-and-white image of two young men, Richard Hell and Tom Verlaine, holding a TV set in their arms and staring, affectless, at the camera. Hell and Verlaine, along with their bandmates Richard Lloyd and Billy Ficca, had announced themselves as a new New York City group by the name of Television.

         This would be no “Misty Mountain Hop” fantasy world.

         No escapist, James Taylor–in-a-rowboat haze.

         This was urban art music in love with rock ’n’ roll.

         This was new.

         This was the New York Dolls every Tuesday night in the Oscar Wilde Room at Mercer Arts Center.

         This was Suicide across the hall, their demented, nihilist noise rattling the walls.

         This was Wayne “Man Enough to Be a Woman” County swinging dildos and toilet plungers around the stage.

         This was modern jazz outlier Ornette Coleman wearing a worker’s hard hat and checking in with the Art Ensemble of Chicago, in town to share their intellect of soul, sound, and energy in a catharsis of praise.

         This was Warhol Factory poet Gerard Malanga snapping a photo of Patti Smith standing on a subway platform, preternaturally underground.

         
            *

         

         It was Patti who had written the Rock Scene story on Television, its title lifted from Bob Dylan—“Somewhere Somebody Must Stand Naked.” It would be the first mainstream critical writing on the group, and it read like a prose poem ode to these young street lords. Patti described Tom Verlaine’s neck as appearing like a screaming swan.

         Television all had short hair, as shocking and off-putting as their sound. Short hair in 1974 was unheard of. Glitter punks like the New York Dolls all had long hair, as did the Ramones—those bands were pioneers of so much of what punk would always be. In contrast, Richard Hell, Television’s bass player and cofounder, would talk about closing his eyes and chopping at his head with scissors to attain the look of the young boy protagonist in François Truffaut’s 1959 nouvelle vague film The 400 Blows.

         Upon reading it, this singular piece of journalism by Patti Smith reverberated in my mind, astonishing and significant. The fact that Television had named themselves after a household object of such banality, a consumer product of mass fixation, was strange and cool to me. The name, along with their shorn locks, felt like a deliberately monotone reaction to the previous few years’ bombardment of Bowie-inspired rainbow glam.

         When Television first began rehearsing, they were every bit the wild boys. Early video footage shot inside the loft of their friend (and de facto manager) Terry Ork shows Tom Verlaine and Richard Lloyd on their backs ripping the strings off their axes, Verlaine yowling and pulling at his hair, bassist Richard Hell sporadically leaping, drummer Billy Ficca flailing. By the time they began to appear at CBGB, though, they had decided to stay for the most part static—a gesture in opposition to the hyperkinetic antics most other bands were employing.

         Hell would continue leaping, though. Eventually and unceremoniously, he would find himself pressured out of the group he had helped create.

         
            *

         

         It was in June 1974, the same year her article on Television appeared, that Patti Smith recorded her seven-inch single of “Hey Joe,” the perennial that had been popularized by Jimi Hendrix. The B side was a spoken-word piece entitled “Piss Factory.” It became available that November through ads in Rock Scene, Creem, and the Village Voice. That single would be as catalytic to my heart and soul as “Louie Louie” had been a decade prior.

         It first intrigued me because I had recognized Patti as a rock writer, in the pantheon of Lester Bangs and Richard Meltzer, as well as a poet. I wanted to hear what such a writer would sound like on her own record. Upon first listen, the sound and immediacy struck me—it was like a cool-beat whisper, as if it had come directly from an apartment building stoop somewhere in the hallowed vicinity of Bleecker and MacDougal Streets.

         “Hey Joe” begins with a recitation on Patty Hearst, the newspaper heiress kidnapped in 1974 by the United Federated Forces of the Symbionese Liberation Army, notorious agents of revolution—

         
            
               Well, sixty days ago she was such a lovely child

               Now here she is with a gun in her hand

            

         

         —which leads into a minimal piano accompaniment, along with Patti’s soulful croon. Her then paramour, Television’s Tom Verlaine, brings in scattershot electric guitar action, heightening the song until it’s a free-speed spaceship hovering and winging around late-night Manhattan.

         The B side, “Piss Factory,” rollicks like bop poetry, a contemporary howl for androgynous youth feeling the push and pull of social expectation.

         
            
               I’m gonna go on that train and go to New York City

               I’m gonna be somebody

            

         

         —the Rimbaud-enchanted poet vows, with tears in her throat, an arrow aimed directly at her own ravished heart.

         
            *

         

         In the late summer of 1975, Terry Ork, friend and compatriot of Patti, Verlaine, and Hell, founded his Ork Records label to release “Little Johnny Jewel,” the first recorded statement by Television. The stark and plaintive tone of Patti’s single would cut into further fields of urban smoke with “Little Johnny Jewel.” The song first states its case with three descending notes that startle. Verlaine’s spoken-sung portrait opens—

         
            
               Little Johnny Jewel

               He’s so cool

            

         

         —and ends with—

         
            
               All that guy ever said

               He said, “I want my little wing-head”

            

         

         The song fades away on the A side, Verlaine scratching out nervy electric lead guitar, only to hear it rise back up on the B side as the tale finds its dream-bop conclusion.

         One year later Ork would release the single “(I Belong to the) Blank Generation,” by Richard Hell & the Voidoids. A wild light of the downtown scene, poet and publisher Richard Meyers had taken the nom de plume Richard Hell with a nod to French symbolist poet Arthur Rimbaud’s A Season in Hell (not unlike the way Richard’s fellow runaway and former Television bandmate, Tom Miller, had rechristened himself Tom Verlaine in homage to Rimbaud’s older lover and at times rival poet, Paul Verlaine).

         Even more than my high school graduation diploma from the spring of 1976, the document that most defined my future that year would be a small ad placed in Rock Scene announcing this Voidoids single. The ad, with its deer-in-headlights photo of Hell sporting chopped hair and telescope eyes, read—

         CALL HELL

         —alongside a New York City phone number and post office box address.

         I was a bit wary of telephoning this alien character, so I took a chance and jammed three dollars into an envelope instead. Based on his gaunt, staring visage, I couldn’t even begin to think what he would sound like as a vocalist.

         I was immediately enthralled upon first hearing him yowl his stray dog yelp of—

         
            
               I was saying “let me out of here”

               Before I was even born

            

         

         —by far the best first line I’d heard expressing the spirit of this radical rock underworld. Hell was staking his claim as a prophet for a new culture and new identity.

         He would have a brief, post-Television musical fling in 1975 with Johnny Thunders’s post-Dolls outfit, the Heartbreakers, a writing partnership for what I imagined was one excellent day in an East Tenth Street apartment building. With Dee Dee Ramone and Heartbreakers drummer Jerry Nolan, he would compose the tune “Chinese Rocks,” ostensibly glorying in scoring dope.

         “Chinese Rocks” was like a balled fist of rock reductivism. In its distilled simplicity, it offered an instant antidote to the overblown progressive rock music that had dominated the 1970s. Its two-chord moves epitomized for me the beauty, power, and epiphany that could be achieved in this new form, a majestic mess of minimalism.

         
            *

         

         As intriguing as his musical activity was, Hell had also published, in 1973, a poetry book entitled Wanna Go Out? on his Dot Books imprint, written by Theresa Stern, purportedly a Puerto Rican prostitute from New Jersey. Theresa Stern was soon revealed to be yet another nom de plume, this time for a collaboration between Hell and Verlaine, the cover image of the “author” a superimposed photo of the two men in drag.

         I sent a letter to the offices of Dot Books—which happened to be Hell’s apartment on East Thirteenth Street—asking him if he would post me a copy of the book if I mailed him a few dollars. I enclosed a self-addressed stamped envelope, which came back to me in Connecticut, my original letter stuffed inside, with the word “yes” scrawled across it.

         Patti Smith’s most visible book of poetry, Seventh Heaven, had already appeared in the spring of 1972. It would be the first poetry book that most people on the underground music scene would become aware of: the first truly seminal text of punk poetics. Seventh Heaven was as illuminating as any of the records being released, its visual aesthetic only more pronounced, its vocabulary rich with religious consciousness, rules of verse both adhered to and tossed aside. Her exultation—

         female. feel male

         —read as both intimate and precocious. The book’s cover photo of the young author was dreamily iconic, her eyes closed, wet black hair fallen into snow-white face.

         Verlaine and Hell had already published scattered poems in a few small literary magazines, and Tom and Patti had a collaborative piece, The Night, published as a pamphlet inserted into a film journal. These primary documents of Patti and Television were tiny yet startling. They had contemporaries from outside the world of rock too: the word-clearing minimalism of Aram Saroyan and Andrew Wylie; the intellectual, alienated humor of Bill Knott; the New York School chatter of Bernadette Mayer and Ted Berrigan; the experimental texts of Dan Graham and Vito Acconci; the poetry aesthetes of L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E magazine.

         Patti, Hell, and Verlaine’s distinction from their contemporaries was in heralding the transition from a seemingly exhausted array of “posts”—post-conceptual, post-minimalist, post-hippie—to the rising subculture of punk. When Dee Dee Ramone began writing lyrics in 1974 for his new band, he likely wasn’t creating work intended to be in dialogue with any minimalist art or poetry. He and they were simply tuned to the same psychic frequencies, distantly but telepathically connected.

         Dee Dee Ramone’s brand of writing—pure in its emotion, disenchanted with the preening of the overeducated—was of no less value than the headier works that emerged from the poetry and art worlds. It was this crude motivation to eliminate frill that would inspire me to write and create—pen in hand, hair hanging down to my notebook, scratchy guitar ready to cast spells in spontaneity.

         
            *

         

         In December 1976, I went on a solo excursion to Cutler’s in New Haven. By ritual, I headed straight to the new arrival LPs. I spied one of the employees there, a guy in his early twenties with long black hair and glasses. He often took notice when I arrived, as I would buy LPs by the more curious artists the store carried: Halfnelson, Silverhead, Sailor. I asked him that day if he knew when the first Blondie album was due out. His eyes widened at the mention. It felt cool to impress him.

         Cruising the aisles, I invariably checked the Stooges and Velvets bins; they were generally empty. But as I approached the “V” section this wintry day, there stood a Buddy Holly–looking cat—tall, bespectacled, short-haired—staring at the empty space in front of the Velvet Underground placard.

         “Not much happening in the Velvets section these days”

         —I said.

         Startled, he turned to me. He asked if I had heard the Velvet Underground Live double album, recently released. I had. It was a remarkable record, Lou Reed’s stark urban lyrics charged with the band’s other-worldliness.

         We began talking—about Lou, John Cale, Nico, Patti, CBGB. It turned out he was graduating that year from the Rhode Island School of Design (RISD) in Providence, the same school Talking Heads had recently emerged from. He told me he had been thinking of moving to New York City to become a comics artist, in the footsteps of Jules Feiffer and Robert Crumb. He was thinking too of starting a band with a few of his fellow art-school escapees.

         The Velvets enthusiast introduced himself as J. D. King. A connection to my future was made.

         
            *

         

         That December afternoon, J.D. asked me if I had seen any copies of Punk magazine, of which comics played an integral part. Already a completist, I had sent away for all the issues to date. I had even bought a T-shirt the magazine sold featuring the illustration from the cover of its first issue, published in January 1976, of Lou Reed crossed with Frankenstein’s monster. Punk was a riotous celebration of all that was beginning to blow up on the New York City scene around, primarily, CBGB.

         By calling itself Punk, it cemented the term into the culture. It was a sobriquet that rubbed a few pre-punk icons the wrong way, such as Wayne County, who felt disparaged by the word for its derogatory associations with child molesters and jailhouse snitches. Lenny Kaye had already bandied the word about in the liner notes to his Nuggets survey of regional records by bands displaying all manner of delinquent attitudes. It was a word the rock writers Dave Marsh and Lester Bangs had been using in their reports on Iggy Pop and his ilk.

         And then there it was—

         Punk.

         It stuck.

         Already by the end of high school, there had been a doofus or two who, upon learning I was into the stuff, would derisively sneer—

         “Punk sucks, man, that’s not even music!”

         Hey ho, let’s go—we never said it was.
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            City Slang

         

         The first weekend of December 1976, Harold and I went to check out Wayne County & the Backstreet Boys at a joint called On the Rocks, located on the corner of Bleecker and Lafayette Streets. Wayne was a force of nature, vamping, camping, and singing raunchy tunes with titles such as “Cream in My Jeans” and “Fucked by the Devil.” Onstage the drag legend moaned about New Jersey rocker Bruce Springsteen, who had that year become all the rage. Wayne thought there was nothing unsightlier than a rock star with hair on his chest.

         No more than forty people were in the club, but one of them was Joey Ramone. As we were on our way out, I sidled up to him, astounded to be near someone I had invested so much personal fascination in. At six feet six inches, he was as tall as me, the first rock ’n’ roll person I could physically relate to—especially since the standard bearer for lead singers had tended toward the golden god of Robert Plant or the cosmic foppery of Marc Bolan.

         Joey was beautiful and strange, slight in frame with a weird, sweet smile. A few kids surrounded him firing questions. I butted in—

         “Hey, how was London? What were the Sex Pistols like?”

         The others stepped aside, recognizing the way I’d upped the ante. Joey began talking about how the Pistols were cool and all, but they basically just sounded like the New York Dolls, only a bit more sped up.

         I knew that the Ramones had played their first gigs in London that past July. As the Clash’s Joe Strummer would recount, all the London punks thought the Ramones were going to be more of what they knew of New York rock: the slop and swagger of Johnny Thunders and his Dolls. Instead, what the Ramones offered was rapid-fire, breakneck, concise. It changed the game for how to appear onstage and absolutely destroy.

         After the Wayne County gig and our encounter with Joey, Harold and I hopped into my Beetle to make our way back to Connecticut, driving east on Bleecker Street. We had yet to visit CBGB, to my frustration, as 1976, that epic punk year of birth, was coming to a close. I knew the club was nearby, but the city was still, to me, a foreign country of busted-out buildings, trash, bums, and serial killers. My sense of geography wasn’t entirely in place.

         We began to roll down Bleecker, and I noticed Joey walking down the street with some other cat. I cranked down my window and yelled—

         “Hey, Joey, which way is CBGB?”

         He pointed straight ahead—

         “This way!”

         “You wanna ride?”

         —I yelled back.

         He began to come toward us with an “Okay, sure,” but he seemed to be slightly inebriated, and his friend grabbed him by the coat sleeve, tugging him back to the safety of the sidewalk. We were just two geeks from Connecticut in a Volkswagen Beetle, but in New York City in 1976, to hop into a stranger’s car was courting trouble.

         Harold and I drove a couple more blocks until there it stood, the dirty white awning with the hand-rendered “CBGB OMFUG 315.” I had no choice but to pull the Beetle over into a parking spot. We jumped out and walked over—no plans and no money.

         What first struck me was how dissimilar CBGB was from everything around it. The other buildings were fairly nondescript. There were derelict hotels for winos to crash out in for a few bucks, such as the Palace Hotel, which had its entrance right next to the club, its rooms situated directly overhead. CBGB sat snug underneath. It had a stucco exterior with two swinging wooden doors and dirty nine-paneled windows on either side; its facade was a holdover from its history as a turn-of-the-century saloon.

         Outside the club that night were the requisite hepcats, a few skid row vagrants asking for spare coin, and the ubiquitous street freaks selling loose joints for a buck a pop.

         Walking through the wooden doors felt like entering some kind of witch’s house. After staring at the Live at CBGB’s compilation album since it had been released that summer, I could only wonder what the interior was actually like. The front-cover photo depicted neon beer signs hanging from the ceiling, leading off into a mysterious distance.

         People were crowded near the entrance. Among them I recognized Richard Hell talking with Roberta Bayley, who was busy collecting money at the door. It cost $2.50 to hear bands, money neither of us had after blowing our chump change at On the Rocks.

         I approached Hell and asked him if he could get us in. He looked at me first with confusion, then chuckled and began to lick the entry stamp he had on the back of his hand to see if it could possibly stick to mine. That didn’t work at all. Just then Joey bounded in, and I went up to him.

         “Hi, Joey, you made it. I was the guy in the Volkswagen offering you a ride.”

         “Oh yeah, hey, thanks”

         —he responded. I motioned to Harold to stay close, and together we trailed Joey into the club, pretending to be his pals.

         It worked.

         We began our maiden journey into CBGB shuffling along the walkway sandwiched between the bar on the right and the raised level to the left, where a pool table and a jukebox stood. Beneath those beer lights, we headed toward the stage at the back of the room, where the Mumps were about to begin their set.

         The Mumps were a band fronted by the awesome Lance Loud, who had come to fame a few years prior as the proud and out gay son from the nationally televised series An American Family. Considered the very first reality TV show, An American Family was a radically new experiment for the medium. It was particularly impactful, especially for gay teenagers like Harold, to witness Lance pronounce his queerness on national television.

         Nearing the stage, I felt overwhelmed. We were walking along a corridor through a place I had fantasized about for the last year. It was then that a beer bottle came whizzing across the room, barely missing my skull before crashing into the void behind the bar.

         I was startled but tried not to react. I would never again witness another thrown bottle in the billions of times I entered that room. The moment remained a strange and portentous initiation.

         The Mumps were frenetic, with Lance, a rather hunky dude, maniacally doing the frug, the Watusi, and the boogaloo, all mixed into one sweat-drenched, frenzied dance. His bandmate Kristian Hoffman—who had infamously illustrated the “bend-over” girl on the inner sleeve of the first New York Dolls album—was playing keyboards. The band played as though they were at the nexus of the rock ’n’ roll universe that night.

         Harold and I found a couple of chairs, but a waitress came over to remind us that there was a two-drink minimum, so we got up and kept moving around to avoid her, investigating the room with its wonky wooden floors, its huge burlesque photo boards leaning against the stage walls.

         After the Mumps, Blondie clambered onto the stage and tore into “Rip Her to Shreds.” The band set off immediate sparks, their tunes hyper-infectious and bopping with pop-punk hooks, Debbie Harry one minute still and focused, then off like a bottle rocket across the stage. The boys in the band looked like cute windup toys, kicking skintight-trousered legs into the air, their skinny ties loose around half-unbuttoned shirts.

         The energy in the room was palpable, alive. I felt like I had stumbled into another realm. When Harold and I walked out through the swinging doors and back onto the Bowery, the cold city night swirling around our necks as we headed to the Beetle to put-put our return to Bethel, I felt not like we’d left a club so much as we’d exited a portal from a wholly new sonic dimension.

         
            *

         

         Harold and I rang in 1977 with a New Year’s Eve show by the Patti Smith Group headlining the Palladium, a large theater on East Fourteenth Street, with John Cale and Television also on the bill. Harold had scored some mescaline, which he thought would be a perfect addition to the night.

         Mescaline seemed like a scary idea. I had tried acid at that point, but it had mostly been speed-laced crapola. It created hallucinations but never enlightenment—mostly just teeth-gnashing, staying up for forty-eight hours, listening to records, smoking millions of cigarettes, drinking thousands of Cokes, talking endlessly, writing poetry in thrall to Iggy, Patti, and Bowie. Not the worst time, but not what I was usually seeking.

         As a rule, I agreed to smoke, drink, or snort anything Harold, or any teen accomplice, had to offer, but I had no real appreciation for drugs, even weed and hashish. Plus I saw no reason to spend money on such substances when there were books and records to be bought with whatever little bits of money I had. The same was true for booze. I preferred focus.

         When I went to see bands, I wanted to study every move, each gesture. The code they transmitted with their instruments and amplifiers, to the audience and to one another. The slight smile when their work was appreciated, the nervousness that came with being under mass scrutiny. How individual members processed these variables, and how the group functioned as a collective—these things commanded my attention.

         Seeing band members laugh and hug onstage was beautiful. Seeing them disparage each other—or the audience—was no less thrilling, the negative vibration causing the music to sometimes become wired and scary. On a punk rock stage in 1977, the dramas of joy and danger could twist together in a delirious dance.

         Without much thought, I swallowed the tab of mescaline, but I knew immediately that it was too strong. We dropped it in the men’s room at Tad’s steak house—a restaurant chain stuck in a 1971 New York City time warp, where men in private-eye fedoras and rain jackets drank cheap whiskey and scarfed back chargrilled T-bones. We treated ourselves to a New Year’s dinner, and by the end of the meal I was becoming disconnected from the physical world. What I could see wasn’t pretty; it was Tad’s steak house of horrors.

         We zombied our way down the street to the Palladium and found our seats, and I sat in a state of tenuous control as Television arrived onstage. I figured if I just maintained my cool, the mescaline’s threat of wiping out my sanity would begin to subside and all would be okay.

         “A song by Dylan”

         —were the only words I remember Tom Verlaine saying to the audience as the band began to play a plaintive cover of “Knockin’ on Heaven’s Door.”

         By the time John Cale and his group came onstage, I felt as though I were sliding slowly down the side of a porcelain sink, managing only the barest of friction, my reality threatening to fall into a drain hole never to return. I was gripped by the fear of losing myself completely, another entry on the list of acid casualties. I concentrated on specific thoughts, pinpricks of salvation that I’d cling to, slip from, then hold on to again. I feared that if I closed my eyes, I would be forever vanquished.

         Harold was tripping too, though he was hardly as screwed up as I was. He looked at me from time to time, muttering his usual—

         “You okay?”

         This time I couldn’t answer.

         I prayed intently. Dear God, please let me come back from this insanely bad trip, I will forever be your servant.

         The storm slowly subsided, and I gradually began to recognize signals of my existence: breathing, blinking, a toe wiggle.

         As the Patti Smith Group came charging out, I felt myself mostly returned. By their finale, a rousing take on “My Generation,” we had left our seats and made our way into the hordes pushing to the front, every moment a negotiation as we advanced one step closer, closer again, to where the band was whipping up their incantations.

         I noticed Fred “Sonic” Smith of MC5 had joined the group for this song, and it became imperative that I get as near to him as possible—not the easiest thing for a boy of my size, but here was this messenger from Michigan, to me the coolest guitarist not only in Detroit but the whole of the universe. Fred had just released “City Slang,” a single by his new group, Sonic’s Rendezvous Band, with lyrics only he seemingly knew, powered by a guitar hook that injected the high-energy rock of 1968 Detroit directly into the bloodstream of the oncoming 1977 New York City.

         Fred and Patti had become an item. Now here was Fred onstage, unassuming and spectral, as Patti howled and whirled. With “My Generation” culminating in obligatory destruction, all players would eventually leave the stage except for the two Smiths. Like Fred, Patti had a Fender Duo-Sonic strapped on, and she leaned her head onto her sweetheart’s shoulder as both their guitars emitted a whistling-bird noise of feedback through the amps.

         How this translated to everyone around me, I couldn’t say. For me it was an emblematic vision of all I would ever desire from rock ’n’ roll—

         Transcendence, devotion, sonic love.
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