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			Fore Note

			This is not a sob story. It’s a story about the difficulties of growing into manhood and my own particular struggle with disabling anxiety that came along with it, and how I managed to find my way. That was more than fifty years ago. American life was more comfortable and comprehensible than it is now as we face the discords of what I call the long emergency. I still had a hard time. I observe that boys today are up against a whole lot more in their quest to become fully functional adult men. 

			 Strife comes at them now in every direction these days. Family life is more rickety. Fathers are more absent or damaged. College, if they get that far, exposes them to a lifetime of debt serfdom and a cargo of ideology at odds with how the world actually functions. Whole lines of work have vanished, and with them the chance for a secure existence in what was broadly conceived to be the middle class. The latest iteration of feminism literally mocks them for being men, for acting like men, and for wanting to develop into men. 

			I don’t want to talk out of my ass about things I don’t know. I do know what it’s like to feel lost and terrified, and I would like to help other boys learn how not to be terrified as they pass through the archetypal struggle to grow up. I’ve learned a thing or two about navigating these latitudes. One is that life is difficult for everybody, forever and always, including the people who seem to be privileged, who seem to have it made. Another is that out of every room with a hundred people in it, ninety-nine of them think they are the only one who doesn’t have his or her shit together. That is, just about everybody is insecure — and the single standout may be a sociopath.

			 My life has been fortunate. I was not called to my generation’s war, in Vietnam. I was able to make a living in a vocation of my own choosing, writing about things that interested me. Since my twenties, I’ve hardly been bossed around — except in my bohemian years when I took short-term scut jobs to pay the light bill. I found my way to live in a tranquil and beautiful corner of the country. I made it to my seventies, with a few medical misadventures that I lived to tell about. I did not have any children, though I was married more than once. Perhaps what I have to say here is a message to the son I never had. To some degree, I was forced by circumstances to become my own father.

			 So I’m going to tell my story, thinking that young men who are struggling with despair, anxiety, and hopelessness will find enough encouragement in it to keep going, to become a full-grown someone who can cope with the tragedies of existence, and find meaning and joy in the journey — because those things are there for you. I’m going to jump around a bit chronologically in the telling, because the meanings of each episode in my life did not reveal themselves to me in exact linear order, but in patches, bursts, and sideward glances. I view a lot of this as comedy now, so don’t be surprised if you find yourself laughing here and there. Samuel Beckett was right when he said, “Nothing is funnier than unhappiness.”

		


		
			Part One

			Christmastime 1965

			New York City

			One night sometime in the week before Christmas, which fell on a Saturday, I lost my mind. It was the last school day before the holiday vacation, so I’m guessing it was Wednesday, December 22. I’d just turned seventeen years old. I was on my way to a party off Riverside Drive with two friends, and something scary happened inside my brain while we were standing in a Carvel frozen custard shop on Broadway, up in the West 70s. It was like walking through an open elevator door where there is no elevator. I was never the same person after that. I don’t know whether it subtracted or added something to my life. It felt like death might feel if you lived through it.

			I went to the High School of Music and Art, a “specialized” public school established for so-called gifted children under Mayor Fiorello La Guardia back in the 1930s. I enrolled in it because my parents had split up rancorously eight years earlier and they liked to bludgeon each other about money, so private school was out of the question. (My fondest wish was to be sent far away from the city, and them to boarding school, but that was not to be.) By the mid-1960s the city’s public schools had degenerated into a de facto dual system: the hundreds of regular high schools, which operated in the Blackboard Jungle mode, and four selective schools: Music and Art, the Bronx High School of Science, Brooklyn Tech, and Stuyvesant High School, where learning actually took place.

			I made the arrangements to get into M & A on my own. My parents were preoccupied with their own affairs. I don’t think we ever had a conversation about it. You had to pass a musical audition or submit an art portfolio. I got in as an art student. I’d already been painting a lot by age fourteen and had enough to show. I was coming out of a middle school where every day was like Riot in Cell Block 11. This was Junior High School Number 167, named after Senator Robert F. Wagner (1877–1953), whose son, RFW Jr., was then mayor. Though it was in the heart of Manhattan’s “silk stocking” district, the Upper East Side, Wagner was a very disorderly place with shakedowns and beatdowns every day if you were careless. The school district was like a long fuse a few blocks wide that ran uptown and exploded in Harlem. By the end of my three years in that hellhole, I was desperate to not go on to one of the “regular” city high schools. We heard vivid stories about the mayhem in them and were warned to stay out by any means available.

			M & A was about 80 percent white and the rest black and Puerto Rican, all of us there on merit. Most of the white kids were Jewish. They came from households like mine where books were part of the decor. Many were the offspring of arts professionals, a few even in showbiz, political lefties who believed in public education. And then there were some like me, whose parents were self-involved, distracted, or uninterested, so M & A represented a default safe haven in the absence of a better alternative. It was strictly a public amenity and there was no tuition charge. To be fair, M & A was a good school in its day, and it was still very much in its day when I went there. The daily routine was a regular academic load as prescribed by the State Board of Regents, with an extra two hours of music or studio art instruction tacked on, so it made for a very long day. Most students were highly motivated and well behaved. I was well behaved but not very motivated. 

			The art zeitgeist was at least a part of my bad attitude. The 1960s was the high tide of modernism and I was against it. Growing up in Manhattan, I was exposed to plenty of art early on, and knew a lot about it. My primary school had been PS 6 on 82nd and Madison, a block from the Metropolitan Museum of Art. They actually released us little inmates to the streets at noon, and I spent many lunch hours wandering the great halls and galleries of the Met. This was before art had become just another branch of the financial world. On a weekday afternoon the museum was quite empty because New York was still a middle-class city and most people were at work. There was no shakedown to get in the place either. It was free, another public amenity. Nor was there a security check. You just walked in. To be nearly alone in a place like that felt glorious, as if you owned it.

			After I started at M & A, I became a regular at the Museum of Modern Art, the Guggenheim, and the Whitney too. Many class assignments required us to go. Our apartment on East 68th Street and Second Avenue was only a few blocks from the holy mile of art galleries up and down Madison Avenue. I saw the work of the art superstars of the day when it was fresh and hot: Roy Lichtenstein, Robert Rauschenberg, Franz Kline, Robert Motherwell, Lee Krasner, Willem de Kooning, Bridget Riley, Jasper Johns, Marisol Escobar, the inevitable Andy Warhol, and many more. There were no pickup ball games or bike rides for me in those years. And I always went around the city by myself for reasons I’ll explain shortly.

			Modern art didn’t move me. Even as a fourteen-year-old, the work struck me as little more than marketing stunts for a cynical age. It felt to me like the tale of the Emperor’s New Clothes, a con that the public fell for and didn’t dare oppose. I didn’t buy my teachers’ spiel that it was all about the paint itself on the flat surface, about the brushwork, about advancing the cutting edge, and the other bullshit they proffered. Edward Hopper was my idea of a painter, but by the mid-1960s anything that tried to represent the observed world was under suspicion of unseriousness, beyond the pale, retrograde, square! The sense of personal loneliness Hopper portrayed really moved me. That was the kind of painting that I wanted to do, and you didn’t get a whole lot of support for that from the M & A faculty. I wish I’d known about Fairfield Porter, a figurative painter at the top of his form when I was in high school, who struggled to get attention then. Porter’s work would become my ideal for painting much later in midlife. I still paint.

			The teachers at M & A were almost entirely of a type: second-generation Jewish working-class lefty bohemian intellectuals who had been traumatized by the Depression and the war and who found a refuge on the New York Board of Ed payroll, with all its job security, pension benefits, and the stupendous amenity of summers off. Their slant on modernist art aside, my teachers were smart, well educated, and cultured. Many of them were products of the college campus that M & A was geographically embedded in: City College of New York (CCNY), which, for decades, was tuition-free for city residents. If any of my teachers were successful artists in their own right, I did not know about it — I suppose they might not have had to teach.

			The CCNY campus was way up in Harlem on 135th Street, over on the far upper west side near the Hudson River. Our apartment was way down and across town from there. The daily journey back and forth was tedious and depressing. By subway it was quite indirect. First, you’d have to go downtown on the Lexington Ave line to 42nd Street, transfer to the Times Square Shuttle across town, and then catch the Seventh Avenue uptown train to 135th and St. Nicholas Avenue. It was even more of a schlep for the many students who came from the outer boroughs of the city, Brooklyn, Queens, and the Bronx. One kid in my homeroom attended the school illegally, coming in from beyond the Nassau County line on the Long Island Rail Road (and then the subway from Penn Station). Some of these kids had to lug cellos, French horns, and other awkward items with them. But being highly motivated, they soldiered through it. 

			The disintegration of the subway system was already advanced in those days. Crime was on the rise. We heard plenty of stories about kids getting robbed, mugged, set upon by gangs on the subway. The rational transportation choice for me was the Number 3 Fifth Avenue bus, which at least ran above ground in daylight. The Number 3 followed an eccentric route, first north up Fifth Avenue, then west across 110th Street, and then it rambled uptown along Morningside Avenue through the slums, past the storefront churches, dive bars, and sorry tenements and finally to Convent Avenue. I often had to wait a good long time for it to arrive, stuck out on Fifth Avenue waiting in the icy wind. The trip took an hour each way on a good day. 

			 Three other kids rode that bus from the East Side, two girls and a boy. We were all friendly, but I never saw them outside the school day and the journey up and back. Nobody else lived in my part of the city. Everybody else just lived too far away. At M & A, there were almost no extracurricular activities besides seasonal art shows and concerts, no sports teams, no dances, and when the time came not even a senior prom. Away from school I led a solitary existence. I went to Yankee Stadium now and then. You could get a decent seat for two and a half bucks. The bleachers were just fifty cents. The stadium was a straight shot up the Lexington Avenue subway line just over the Harlem River to 163rd Street in the Bronx, the cars stuffed with fans.

			 I did not hang out in Greenwich Village much because it reminded me of the people I went to school with. I did not identify with 1960s bohemianism. I didn’t yearn to be a beatnik and hippiedom had not quite been born yet, at least not on the east coast. What I yearned for was to go bass fishing, ride motorcycles, play varsity baseball, and have romantic adventures with girls named Alice and Polly, and none of that was available in the city. I did skulk around Chinatown, though, eating in odd, filthy dim sum parlors and then inquiring among the herb dealers and knickknack vendors of Mott Street for fireworks, which they were rumored to traffic in. (I never found any.) I went to the movies incessantly and made many visits after school, near closing time when the crowds were gone, to the Central Park Zoo, which was also free in those days. I identified with the large, sad mammals held prisoner in their jail-like quarters: the gorillas, the lions, and a black panther who had developed the neurotic habit of banging his head against the wall of his cage. 

			By my senior year of high school I had developed an avid interest in drinking, and despite the fact that I was a very young-looking seventeen I was able to buy drinks in bars. The legal age for buying alcohol was eighteen in New York State then. Among the artistic skills I developed at M & A was a knack for forgery. Documents were not computerized in 1965, and none besides passports even included photographs. I turned out all kinds of meticulously handcrafted fake identification cards using India ink and watercolor and sold them to my fellow students. Bus and subway passes, which allowed students to ride free, were my stock in trade. They were sold only one day a month in the school cafeteria, and if you missed buying yours that day you would have to shell out a lot more money than I charged for a forgery. So my services became known and kids would come to me. Bus passes were easy to make, since it was the custom to just flash the darn things at the bus driver or the subway token vendor, who couldn’t be bothered to look closely. I could make ten, twenty bucks a week easy, and beers cost only fifty cents then.

			Forgery was my chief evening occupation at home that fall on school nights. It almost looked like I was doing homework in my room — though I worked while listening to “Cousin” Bruce Morrow’s Top Ten countdown on WABC radio during the emergent golden age of rock and roll music. The fake driver’s licenses I crafted under a magnifying lamp were from obscure states such as North Dakota and Missouri — my logic being that few New York bartenders would know what a real one looked like. Nor did I. To me, they were just little artworks. That was my version of modernism. A genuine con. The final touch, plastic lamination, made them even more impressive. You could buy laminate sheets at any stationery shop. I did not have a New York driver’s license and nobody I knew at school had one, since everybody traveled by bus or subway, and few New York City parents had cars then either, let alone their teen children. 

			I also ventured into other bizarre, made-up forms of fake ID just for fun. For example, a conjured-up document I called an “Interstate Immigration” card, which purported to allow a US citizen to move from one state to another. It was very official-looking, with seals and stamps and, of course, the date of birth very clearly displayed. Though it was total nonsense, I never encountered a bartender who would not accept it as legit. I loved seeing how credulous adults could be.

			My main watering hole in the fall of 1965 was an establishment called P. J. McCabe’s on 70th Street and Second Avenue, two blocks away from the apartment I lived in with my mother and stepfather. Earlier on it had been one of those old beer and steam table corner saloons out of The Lost Weekend but the owner was buffing it up, turning it into more of a hangout for people who worked in advertising, television, and the press. The crowd were not arty people, per se, which was fine with me given my disdain for beatniks, but most were clever, cynical, and humorous young professionals who gave me some inkling as to a persona I might craft for myself. Luckily, my stepfather never dropped into McCabe’s, so I didn’t have to worry about getting busted. He worked in midtown, in the Seagram Building, and his after-work spot was P. J. Clarke’s, on 55th Street, with its patina of glamour and prestige, where famous newspaper columnists, Mad men, TV producers, novelists, and even movie people went to schmooze. He also took turns at Toots Shor’s establishment down in Rockefeller Center, which had a different mix of sports stars, journalists, and politicians.

			Mr. P. J. McCabe himself was a tiny, wizened, jugeared figure nearly lost in his overcoat, who only turned up for a few minutes in the early evening with a blue money bag. He had no discernible personality, and always seemed in a hurry to get out of the place, which was actually run by a magnetic bartender/manager named Jack, who was largely responsible for improving the joint. When I first handed over my ID to Jack, he gave me a very long skeptical look that morphed into a conspiratorial smile, averring that I was a long way from North Dakota as he handed back the fake driver’s license. He asked what it was like way out in Fargo. I told him things had changed there since Roger Maris broke Babe Ruth’s home run record a few years earlier. It was well known that Fargo was the slugger’s hometown. Then I ordered a Dewar’s on the rocks because that was what my mother and stepfather always ordered when we went out to eat. Scotch was the official beverage of New York secular Jews in the media orbit. Once I established my presence at McCabe’s I was never challenged. I was careful not to abuse my drinking privileges there, a hard lesson I had learned from the previous summer, to be explained presently.

			I was friendly with some of my classmates at M & A during school hours, but I really had no friends, at least not in the city. When my parents divorced in 1957, our family was living in a new suburban housing development, one of the first east of old Roslyn village on Long Island’s North Shore. We’d moved out there in 1954, just as the wholesale destruction of Long Island got rolling. As soon as their divorce was concluded, my father married a recently divorced woman on the other side of the subdivision. My mother moved back to Manhattan with me in tow. And so, for years, I went out to my father’s house on alternate weekends, as specified in the divorce settlement, where I continued to visit with my earliest two childhood friends, Roger and Brian. Roger lived around the corner from my father’s post-divorce house and Brian lived right across the street from the old house where our family broke up. We rode bikes, mostly. Roger and Brian never came to the city.

			Later on, as a solitary teenager without brothers and sisters, I developed some interesting routines for occupying myself and seeking adventure in the city. I became an avid party crasher. My method was to cruise up and down the avenues on the east side on Friday and Saturday nights on the lookout for groups of teenagers and then follow them into whatever building they went into, and into the elevator, and into the party on the floor where the elevator stopped. I was never challenged for crashing parties. Even for teens, New York was cosmopolitan. We lived in a constant flow of strangers in the daily life of the city and these kids I latched on to accepted strangers showing up at their parties. 

			There was an inexhaustible number of teens I didn’t know and a very large number of schools they went to, so I never encountered the same bunch twice, and I went to many parties, often in magnificent apartments. I was mostly interested in meeting girls, and did, and a few times ended up in makeout sessions with them that never went beyond that to actual sex. The birth control pill was not on the scene quite yet, high school girls were cautious, and anyway I was utterly without experience. I also never saw any of them again, though I wrote floridly romantic letters to one girl up in Connecticut who had been visiting her old summer camp friend in the city. I’d been reading the Andrew Turnbull biography of F. Scott Fitzgerald that fall and Scott’s persona had come to replace Holden Caulfield’s as my model for a plausible identity. Drinking was a big part of that, of course, along with a jejune tragic air. I felt doomed that fall, but so self-consciously and superficially that I wasn’t aware of how I actually felt deep inside.

			The question that loomed over me that fall was where I might go to college, or, more to the point, whether I might go to college. It was the normal programming for seniors at M & A to go to college, especially the Jewish kids. At my summer camp in New Hampshire, we were trucked over to Dartmouth to see movies at the Hopkins Center for the Arts every year, and Dartmouth was my idea of a college! The quaint small town of Hanover with its redbrick and white-trimmed buildings on Main Street, and the adjacent campus with its leafy main quadrangle, seemed enchanted to me. I wanted to go — if not Dartmouth, then somewhere like it. I had no idea how to proceed. The other kids at M & A talked about their applications incessantly. Of course, I received zero guidance from my parents. As for my school’s guidance counselors, you had to at least show the initiative of asking to talk to them, and I didn’t. I did my best to ignore the question. 

			My academic grades were submediocre. I’d flunked geometry and algebra and had to repeat both of them. My SAT exam scores would turn out disastrously, coming in under 1000 points of a combined 1600 for the math and language tests. I doubted any decent school would let me in. I also understood that generally you had to pay to go to college, unless you opted for the tuition-free City College — but the idea of spending another four years around the corner from my high school horrified me. I knew nothing at the time about New York’s SUNY system of far-flung campuses all over the state and no one suggested I look into it. The truth was, I didn’t know what I was doing with my life besides pretending to be tragic. 

			I gathered from my classmates that they expected their parents to foot the bill for college. I was afraid to ask my parents about it. They had managed to send me away to camp every summer since I was eight years old. I knew that the camp charged eight hundred dollars for the eight-week season, which was a lot back then. Since my mom had remarried in 1960, she and my stepfather had a share each summer in a big groupie house on Fire Island, a beach community, with a gang of TV writers they knew. If I’d gone there with them all summer instead of off to camp, they would have had to pay an additional share for another bedroom, plus worry about who would look after me on weekdays while they were back at work in the city, on top of just having me around on weekends. It was probably best for all concerned for me to not be around all summer. So I was sent to camp, which I loved.

			In the course of things the fall of my senior year, I somehow found out that Dartmouth cost about two thousand a year, a lot of money in 1965. I assumed that we were too well-off for me to get a scholarship, but I wouldn’t have known how to apply for one. I didn’t inquire and nobody suggested it to me. Of course, I inferred that my mother’s lack of interest meant no one had any intention of putting me through college. Though my mother never actually came out and said so, I figured she would say the same thing about college that she said about everything else I needed: ask your father. I was afraid to.

			 Even though I had heard and read the phrase “he worked his way through college” in books, movies, and adult chatter, it never occurred to me that it might be a way out of my quandary. My seventeen-year-old brain believed that autonomy began and ended with smoking cigarettes and drinking. I just did not know that I could make long-range plans and take active measures to direct my own life in a favorable direction. I felt entitled to be sent to college — it appeared that my classmates could count on that in their lives — and since it didn’t look like that was going to pan out, I did nothing to help myself. It helped justify my tragic new persona: the doomed young man. I was dimly aware that high school would be over in six months, but I did not give a thought to what I might do. It was just a blank horizon like one of those surreal Yves Tanguy paintings in the MoMA. I suppose I assumed that some miracle would prompt my parents and eventually they’d realize that they had overlooked this matter and come to my rescue with help applying to schools and promises to foot the bill. That’s where things stood around Christmastime in my senior year of high school.

			That fall of 1965 I was no longer going out to my father’s house on Long Island. At all. We’d been on the outs, not speaking to one another since the previous spring. Even before that, the routine twice-a-month visits had dwindled to once a month. Over the years he’d adopted the practice of putting me to work as soon as I arrived on Saturday morning. (I’d take the train from Penn Station, and he’d pick me up in Manhasset.) During the temperate months that meant mowing his lawn. If it was fall, I was detailed to rake leaves. I resented these tasks, for the obvious reason that I didn’t actually live there, I was only an infrequent visitor. I generally didn’t complain about it, though. I just did what I was told, resentfully, and took off as soon as I could to see my old friends.

			On a spring Saturday of that year, I’d come back to the house in the afternoon from hanging out with Brian and Roger. We might have been listening to Bob Dylan’s latest album, Bringing It All Back Home, released in March — because that was what teenage boys did in a boring suburban housing subdivision surrounded by other subdivisions. When I came in, Dad’s wife, my stepmother, Pauline, asked facetiously if I was “checking in.” The inference seemed pretty nasty to me. I answered with an insolent crack. My father was within earshot. He flew into a rage and began whacking me about the head, calling me “an ingrate.” He was generally not a violent man, nor any kind of a habitual hitter, perhaps because of a serious neck injury he’d suffered at seventeen that I will tell you about later. But he had a temper and must have been extremely pissed off at me, and in a cumulative sense holding in his own resentments for years at having to care for a child he’d conceived with a woman he now loathed and detested. Otherwise, his rage was baffling, since he never seemed starved for my company. He only wanted me around to help with some home carpentry or yard project. He never once planned an outing, or so much as threw a ball with me. Anyway, when he ran out of steam smacking me, he ordered me to collect my stuff and then drove me back to the train station in Manhasset, a miserable fifteen-minute journey for both of us. By Christmastime 1965 I hadn’t heard from him since that day, and I hadn’t tried to contact him either. Over the year, I just let it slide.

			 I long suspected that my father just didn’t like me or care about me very much. I was a chubby, unattractive pubescent at sixteen and I was deep into a phase of dressing like a slob. He was dapper, with a nice wardrobe and rather formal European manners. I wore the same blue sweatshirt all the time until it became raggedy. It was a gag sweatshirt with “Sorbonne, Paris” printed on the front, and I thought it was the last word in sophistication. It also happened to look just like the blue sweatshirt that Steve McQueen wore in The Great Escape, a 1963 movie that distilled my longings to get away from the places and situations I was stuck in: the city, my school, the weekends on Long Island. I wanted to ride away from it all on a motorcycle, like Steve did.

			My father often complained about me being a slob. He groused that he sent child support to my mother and he was indignant that she didn’t buy more clothing for me. He might have taken me shopping for clothes himself, of course, but that never seemed to occur to him, which added to my suspicion that he didn’t like me. I was uncomfortable and self-conscious being a fat kid. But during the year we weren’t speaking or seeing each other, I’d gone through quite a growth spurt and lost my baby fat. Suddenly, I got interested in clothes. My mother was actually delighted to lend me her charge card for Bloomingdale’s department store, where I put together a preppie wardrobe of button-down shirts, ties, khakis, and a gray herringbone sport jacket, because that’s how New York male teens dressed just before the hippie revolution changed everything. My improved appearance certainly reflected on her better. I’ll go into more detail later on about my relationship with her too.

			Around the Thanksgiving holiday, I had received a letter in the mail from my father’s wife, Pauline. She suggested that I reunite with my father, and that she would like to facilitate it. I did not especially miss my father, though I missed having a father. And I did have a stepfather, my mother’s husband, Bernie, who was quite a decent fellow — and you’ll hear more about him, by and by. But even at seventeen I sensed it would not be a good thing for me to have permanently poisoned relations with my dad. So I wrote back accepting her offer, saying, sure, whatever you can do. She then went ahead and made the arrangements. The plan was for me to go down to my father’s office late in the afternoon on a Friday around holiday time. Together we would take the commuter train from Penn Station out to Long Island, and I would stay overnight as I did in the old days. I didn’t have any conversations with my father about the details. I was just expected to show up. That reunion was set for Friday, the week before Christmas Eve. The holiday fell on a Saturday that year.

			Though I was not crazy about growing up in New York City, I always loved the air of festivity at Christmastime in the city — the crowds in the shops and department stores, the raggedy Salvation Army bands on the sidewalk playing carols off-key, the chestnut vendors with their fragrant, smoking pushcarts, the glorious fir tree in the Metropolitan Museum of Art with half the population of ancient Judea in ceramic figurines roistering around the nativity scene at its mighty base. Friday, December 10, we mercifully had a half day off from school so that we seniors could have our yearbook pictures taken. We were told to report to a commercial photo studio in midtown. 

			A classmate of mine, a zany kid named Bobby, was a voice student on the music side of M & A. We weren’t in any classes together, but I was just getting to know him that fall from hanging out in the cafeteria on the same assigned lunch shift — there were several shifts between 11 a.m. and 1 p.m. He had a great collection of outfits from the city’s thrift shops: tuxedo jackets, military tunics, a double-breasted gangster suit from the 1930s, some cool old hats. With my new interest in clothing I admired his style. He acted in school plays and was a natural comedian and was almost always switched “on,” performing schtick, fun to be around. Halfway through my last year of high school, I felt I was making a friend. At lunch that day, he invited me to meet a third kid, his best friend Larry, who went to a different high school, and goof around with them after getting our yearbook photos shot. There was a party that night he knew about. Of course, I liked parties and was excited about going to one, and not all by myself for a change.

			When school let out at midday, Bobby and I went down to his apartment to wait for Larry. Bobby lived with his mom on the West Side, behind Lincoln Center, in one of those white-brick high-rise slabs that commercial developers put up by the score around Manhattan in the 1960s. There were quite a few poor kids at M & A and clearly Bobby was not one of them. I wondered about his absent father, whether Bobby got along with him, but I didn’t ask, of course. He seemed untroubled. Perhaps I seemed untroubled too. 

			Larry, who I hadn’t met before, showed up soon in a secondhand formal tail-coat outfit. He also had a theatrical bent. The two of them apparently had been working on comic routines for years. This was back in the days when comedians came in pairs: Abbott and Costello, Martin and Lewis. Bobby and Larry worked in that vein. They called themselves Bertram and Charlie, or Boitram and Chollie. They could both do a lot of funny dialects and foreign accents and they had a refined sense of the absurd. I think they had some notion of turning pro after high school and were trying out their act on me. (In fact, not many years later, Bobby would be cast in a TV network sitcom produced out in LA, unfortunately not a success, before giving up showbiz to become a plumber in Marin County, CA.)One of his routines was a riff on the cosmic loneliness and futility of the universe. “We’re constantly traveling through endless space, endless space, at tremendous speed, through eternal nothingness, destination unknown,” he intoned melodramatically as we made to leave the apartment. It stuck in my mind.

			 We took the fire stairs instead of the elevator. Larry fired up a joint there. They were obviously experienced dopers. I was not. I’d never smoked marijuana before and I warily took a couple of halfhearted tokes while they got a good buzz on. I might have experimented with marijuana sooner, but I led such a solitary existence that there was no peer pressure to do it. Anyway, I was quite satisfied with the transformative effects of alcohol, a big part of the F. Scott Fitzgerald tragic-romantic persona I was cultivating at the time. It hadn’t occurred to me to seek out marijuana. I hadn’t encountered it at the parties I crashed either. M & A in 1965 was a far more bohemian place than the private prep schools those kids went to, but I didn’t socialize with the kids in my own school, who were scattered over all five boroughs. The pot available in those days was not as strong as the stuff you can get legally now in many states, but you could certainly get high off it if you smoked enough. Heading down to the photo studio, I really didn’t notice any changes in my perception.

			When we got there, Larry did card tricks for the girls waiting their turns in line while Bobby and I duly submitted to the camera. When we left the photo studio, we took the fire stairs rather than the elevator and Bobby fired up another joint. I’d been smoking cigarettes regularly since I was thirteen, so I did know how to inhale. This time I toked a little more adventurously. We had no particular itinerary in mind. Midtown was bustling with Christmas shoppers and tourists. We wended over to Rockefeller Center to watch the ice skaters under the golden statue of Prometheus. I was struck by the beauty of the scene. We were laughing a lot since Bobby and Larry had resumed their Boitram and Chollie act, and pretty soon, seized by hunger, we bustled into the Horn & Hardart automat on 57th Street. 

			 These now defunct chain of eateries were quite grand and wonderful, all gleaming brass and chrome, with great shiny coffee urns and marble counters and magnificent high ceilings, all designed to make ordinary working folks of the mid-twentieth century feel like royalty. The crowning feature of the program was the way they displayed their menu items: in great banks of automated cubby holes behind glass windows. They’d have all the pies lined up in one vertical row, and entrees such as macaroni and cheese or potpies in another section, and side dishes in another. The cubby hole windows were coin operated and designed to take only nickels. This was, no doubt, a holdover from the decades before World War Two when nickels bought a lot more. By 1965, though, inflation was eating away at the dollar, so it took a lot more nickels to get something, and they hadn’t redesigned the machines to take dimes or quarters.

			So we tripped into the automat that afternoon, three laughing teenage boys, one in a strange costume, and duly changed some bills for handfuls of nickels, and, before long, I got lost psychologically in the vast selection of foodstuffs on offer behind the bewildering array of cubby hole windows. After goggling at the wall in awe for a while, I decided to get a slab of pie. There was a whole vertical row of them. It cost twenty-five cents, five nickels. I put a couple of nickels in one slot, fumbled with the coins in my hand, got distracted, and when I looked back up I had forgotten which window I put the first two nickels in. So I picked the most likely one and put in three more nickels. The door wouldn’t open. I began to realize that I had the wrong window, so I put three nickels in the one just below it. But it didn’t open either. Eventually, I had nickels invested in at least three cubby holes. That was the point where I broke down giggling and finally realized what being stoned was like.

			Being stoned was very funny, indeed, I discovered, and not exactly like getting high on beer or vodka. The world just seemed wonderfully absurd. I brought three plates of pie back to the table where the other guys were eating what they’d bought, laughing so hard I could barely explain that I didn’t mean to buy dessert for everybody. The hilarity continued for the rest of the afternoon. We eventually piled out of the automat and wandered up Fifth Avenue past Bonwit’s department store windows, all tricked out with snowy glitter and Yuletide scenes, past the Pulitzer fountain and the Plaza Hotel, and the horse-drawn cabs lined up on 59th Street, the carriages festooned for Christmas, carols floating on the air from the speaker outside FAO Schwarz’s toy emporium across the street, and holiday lights sparkling against the low winter solstice sun turning the panoramic scene purple at four o’clock.

			We ended up at the Central Park Zoo. Boitram and Chollie’s comedy routines kept us entertained all the way there, though my pot buzz was wearing off. I was probably as much intoxicated with the experience of finally having friends to goof around with after a lonely three years of high school. By and by, I wanted to go home, get some dinner, take a shower, and put on some fresh clothes for that party Bobby mentioned. It was on the West Side, he said. We all agreed to meet up again later at Bobby’s apartment.

		


		
			Intermezzo: The Strange Drunken Doings of the Past Summer, 1965

			I think it’s pertinent to pause and describe what happened a few months before the night I lost my mind so that you get a clearer idea, from another angle, of how I was struggling in my own way to enter adulthood.

			For seven years, from 1959 to 1965 (age ten to seventeen), I spent my summers at a New Hampshire summer camp. I loved being away from my parents. Most of all, I loved not being in New York City. These were the years before the interstate highways were completed and New Hampshire still possessed a lot of old, rough, rural New England charm. The mills still operated in the mill towns, there were no highway strips or shopping malls, most of the roads in the vicinity of our camp were unpaved, and the country folk one encountered looked like the flinty characters out of O’Neill’s Desire Under the Elms. 

			Camp Mascoma was the only establishment on our side of Crystal Lake. The woods around us were dark and deep and we were really quite cut off from civilization. It was a boys-only camp. Most of the kids who went to Camp Mascoma were New York Jews, but the operation was owned and run by a Catholic couple, Frank and Helen. Frank was a handsome, bouncy fellow, with a great head of white hair and a salesman’s smile, charismatic with small children. Helen was retiring and uninvolved, a kind of spectral presence occasionally turning up in the dining hall. Frank’s godlike control over things was largely an illusion. In reality, life at Camp Mascoma was anarchic, with Lord of the Flies overtones. Adult supervision was irregular. Our counselors often snuck off nights (when they were supposed to be on duty). We blew things up, held knife-throwing contests, persecuted the misfits, and, one memorable year, helped ourselves to the rum bottle that our counselor had stashed in the tank behind the toilet in our bunk.

			But I loved all the routine camp stuff too: baseball, swimming, riflery, sailing, bass fishing — things I couldn’t do in the city. The previous summer I was fifteen, in 1964, Frank elevated me to “junior counselor.” I was tasked with chores like mowing the ball field, minding younger kids now and then, and bailing out the moored sailboats after rainstorms. My mother appreciated it, I’m sure, because she got a half-discount on the tuition. I was a good worker, because I loved it there, more than being home. The 1965 season, surely my last, I was going to be a junior counselor again — most of the guys I’d come up in the bunks with had moved on to other summer things, like group tours around Europe. 

			 I went up to New Hampshire in late June, a week before camp opened, and worked hard cutting the tall spring grass, putting in the steel dock, setting up the archery targets, hauling down all the mattresses stored in a mouse-proof room in the attic of the main lodge, cleaning winter blowdown out of the rifle range, and much more. Then, when one of his hires didn’t show up before opening day, at the last minute Frank promoted me to full-time counselor, with five little kids and a cabin to look after, and full adult privileges: a salary ($200 for the season), and days and nights off. I was assigned to work at the waterfront as a lifeguard and boating instructor.

			The counselor in charge of the waterfront was Frank’s son Timothy. Tim was twenty-two and had just graduated from Adelphi college on Long Island. Camp was in his blood, but his blood was thick with grievances and dark hostilities from being who he was in the Mascoma order of things: seemingly special, but treated as just one of sixty other campers — making him, in reality, conspicuously less than special. As a recent frat boy, he was above all an accomplished and prodigious drinker, and he enlisted me as his drinking buddy that summer. We’d established a kind of rapport during the preseason setup. It was just the two of us working together, especially the arduous days-long job of putting up the three-sided steel crib dock at the waterfront in a lake that was still pretty cold that early in the summer. We bonded doing that. This was also, you see, just a few months after my father threw me out of his house and his life, and I was quite in need of a father substitute, though not conscious of it. Tim was more like the older brother I didn’t have than a father, but that was good enough, and it meant a lot to me to become his sidekick.

			As the camp director’s son, I think, Tim resented his duties the same way I resented working around my father’s house. Tim knew the setup drill backward and forward. Frank mostly left us alone that week, at the very end of which he traveled down to New York to greet the campers and their parents in Grand Central Station and bring the kids north in a chartered Pullman train. We hardly ever saw Tim’s mother, Helen, that week. She was a tippler herself and didn’t get up until midday. Nights, Tim and I drove into the town of Lebanon in his beater Mercury for hamburgers at the A&W root beer stand and he’d buy a couple of six-packs to take back to camp. I kicked in a few bucks and drank as many beers as I wanted. We got loaded every night that week before the kids arrived.

			Tim had a girlfriend back down on Long Island he was supposed to marry at the end of the summer, a nice Catholic girl. So hanging out with me was theoretically a way for him to avoid certain other temptations. He flat-out disliked a number of the other counselors his father hired, many of them returnees, who were not so dedicated to his primary avocation, drinking. They were more interested in chasing the student nurses who worked over at the Dartmouth hospital in Hanover, exactly what Tim was trying to avoid. And despite our age difference, Tim seemed to enjoy my company. Like Tim, I was a simmering cauldron of inchoate grievances. Like Tim, I had a dark view of the world, a sense of humor tinged with malice, and an extensive profane vocabulary. And we both could play the guitar and knew a lot of rock and roll songs.

			The counselor staff was divided into two “shifts” of six counselors each. We got every other night and one full day and night per week off. Tim and I were on the same shift. We went our own way in our own world of power drinking. Typically, on a night off, we’d buy a case of cheap beer such as Narragansett (“Nasty”) at the little general store on Route 4A in Enfield Center, and drive fifteen miles to White River Junction, just over the Connecticut River in Vermont, drinking in the car all the way. We generally took in a few rounds at the “Wee Tee” miniature golf course in White River. Even with my fake ID, I looked so young I could not get into bars in New Hampshire or Vermont, where the drinking age was twenty-one — unlike New York, which was eighteen — so that was out of the question. 

			Tim and I did most of our drinking on back roads around the camp. We’d park on some desolate stretch of the Canaan Road or the Potato Road and work our way through the case of “Nasty” yowling out classic rock and roll songs: “Twist and Shout,” “Oh, Donna,” “Money Honey,” “Be My Baby,” “Heartbreak Hotel,” “Wake Up Little Susie,” until after midnight. (By the way, the Rolling Stones’ “Satisfaction” was released that June, and Bob Dylan’s “Like a Rolling Stone” in late July, the next wave breaking.) There was nothing along those dirt back roads in those days — a few abandoned farmhouses, no other cars, no police — and nobody bothered us. What had once been hardscrabble New England farming country had gone back to forest by the mid-1960s, and nothing had taken farming’s place.

			Tim was not a big guy, perhaps five foot ten, but he was physically imposing. Once a superb athlete, he had nearly destroyed both knees on the high school lacrosse field and at twenty-two they bothered him constantly. I remembered him as a ferocious ballplayer when he was an older camper from my earlier years. His lifestyle since then had added some bloat to his frame. He had an odd pigeon-toed gait with short footsteps and all his weight forward that gave him the appearance of lunging at you as he approached. On our days and nights off, he put on his drinking uniform: a one-piece green jumpsuit with a Narragansett logo over the heart — a garment issued to the company’s truck drivers. Since he was almost always hungover in the morning, you learned to steer clear of his glowering temper before noon. I just went about my morning business down at the waterfront, running the swim class kids through their lap routines, while Tim caught some Zs in the boathouse. By noon Tim was alert, but he was never fully restored to equilibrium until the kids in our cabins were asleep and we could steal off into the night for some “frosties.”

			There was a glade behind the ball field known as “Mongolia” where the counselors parked their cars. Tim and I buried a Styrofoam cooler out there and camouflaged the lid with brown paint and pine duff sprinkled on top.Nobody else knew it was there. We kept it well stocked and even iced. Mongolia was where we’d steal off those nights we were supposed to be on duty. Our mission: to get loaded. I liked getting intoxicated and smoking Pall Mall cigarettes under the summer stars. I didn’t see anything not to like about it. I couldn’t keep up with Tim, of course, but by early July I was waking up with hangovers too.

			Our full days off, which included the nights, featured some spectacular benders. Early in the summer, we assembled a wilderness drinking kit. This included a barbecue grill and a galvanized steel trash can for mixing gigantic batches of cocktails. We kept the stuff under a one-lane-bridge that crossed a brook which formed the camp boundary. There was some room down below by the abutment for us to hang out there. The state liquor store in Lebanon sold gigantic Jeroboam bottles of booze — the kind you’d see only for display purposes in liquor shop windows in New York but never for sale. In New Hampshire you could buy them. We’d get a giant bottle of Smirnoff vodka and mix it in the trash can with several no. 10 cans of cranapple juice and Hawaiian Punch and pineapple juice and hang out under the bridge drinking all day long, with some incidental guitar plucking, steak eating, and target practice with an air pistol I’d picked up in town. 

			One of those afternoons, we got so wasted that I stumbled drunkenly all the way down the slippery freestone brook to where it entered the lake in a swampy delta — at least a mile — and woke up the next morning covered with lacerations. Another day, we each took out a camp sailboat (with two six-packs each) and by midafternoon I overturned mine about two miles down the lake. They were tubby little O’Day “Sprites” that could not be righted by standing on the centerboard, so I had to swim the damn thing all the way back, upside down with the mast dragging, drunk. I was lucky I didn’t drown. 

			On another day off we’d stopped at a church rummage sale in Lebanon where I picked up a stuffed armadillo and a carton full of Santa Claus candles. That night we set up our wilderness drinking kit beside a small waterfall on the same brook at the edge of the camp property and, in our drunkenness, constructed a weird sort of shrine to the “Armadillo God” by surrounding it with dozens of flickering Santa Clauses. Sometime after midnight, we managed to drive back to Mongolia and crawl into our respective cabins. It’s a wonder we didn’t both die in a car wreck that summer. Late the next afternoon, Frank came tearing down to the waterfront in his pickup truck, obviously pissed off, and ordered Tim and me to come with him. He had some shovels in the back of the truck. Apparently, the Santa Claus candles had started a smoldering root fire in the piney grove at the waterfall. When we got there, it looked like some steaming geothermal glade in Yellowstone. We had to spend the next six hours digging up the hot spots where smoke was rising and put out the fire.

			Apart from that episode, though, Frank left us alone all summer long. I don’t know what he knew at that point about our routine boozing, but it continued at the same intense pitch until the season resolved into one endless bacchanal. It climaxed (and came to a sudden halt) on the last night of the season, which was, by tradition, a banquet for all the kiddies followed by an awards ceremony. Tim had planted a quart of vodka for us in the handyman’s toolshed that adjoined the main lodge and I made enough visits to it during the dinner that I was close to falling-down drunk when the awards ceremony got underway. Frank followed me outside on the last of those excursions to the toolshed, flew into a rage when he caught me with the bottle, and sent me down to my cabin, telling me not to bother applying for a summer job next year. 

			 I don’t know exactly what the consequences were for Timothy, but I’m sure they were unpleasant. He didn’t talk to me the next day when we counselors had to help the kids in our bunks pack their footlockers for shipment home and prepare them for the overnight trip in Pullman cars back to Grand Central Station. That night, I took the train down to New York with the kiddies. The trouble, of course, was that I had betrayed Tim, betrayed my sidekick, betrayed the person who had become a role model for me, more or less a father substitute, or a big brother, at least a mentor. I had disgraced myself and him and been thrown out of his world, the camp world that I loved more than my own home, just as my father had thrown me out of his world the previous spring. I was not doing well on my journey into adulthood. My guides were all ditching me. I learned years later that Tim died an alcoholic in his early fifties.
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