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Danny Sugerman managed the Doors and Iggy Pop. He died in 2005.


‘Being a “coming of age journey” Danny’s story is about struggle on several fronts. Misplaced guilt on himself for our parent’s divorce. The interwoven conflict between the seduction of the rock and drug life style as exemplified by Morrison as a role model, versus sober living, our father’s world. Danny’s final struggle against addiction with ultimate death and coming back to life is pretty wrenching stuff. I keep copies of Wonderland Avenue in my office and frequently give one to young patients that seem troubled with similar issues. Danny never thought of himself as a “great author”. However, his story has a universality about it which makes reading it a touchstone in the lives of a lot of people. I get letters expressing thanks and telling me of the impact Wonderland Avenue had on them. Before he died of lung cancer, I told my brother that he had immortalized himself and his times. He laughed softly, but it seemed to comfort him quite a bit’ Joe Sugerman
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Prologue




‘Welcome to my nightmare


I think you’re gonna like it . . .’


Alice Cooper





I already knew I was sick. I’d felt lousy for weeks. No doubt the result of living the good life non-stop and too well, or not well enough, it was getting hard to tell the difference. Too much alcohol to celebrate and too many endless parties – piles of cocaine to go up and stay up followed by downers to come down or crash, the whole crazy while zig-zagging through the canyons of the Hollywood Hills in the Cobra at suicide speeds in no condition to drive. A thousand nightclub booths and backstage passes blurred with too little sleep and too much fucking (around) had all combined to thoroughly exhaust me. Plus lately I’d begun shooting up absurd quantities of drugs, anything dissolvable, injectable and intoxicating. Too much of too much too often. Nothing was not permitted. The summary phrase probably being ‘life in the fast lane . . .’ What a fucking joke. Everyone knows there are no lanes in a demolition derby.


Besides heroin, I wasn’t even sure what other drugs I might be addicted to. I never knew whether I was sick from too many drugs or simply not enough of the right ones. Everytime I shot up, I threw up. I couldn’t eat anything without puking and as a result had dropped about thirty pounds in as many days. To further complicate matters, I was rapidly turning a curious tint of a bad yellow. The good life was obviously taking its toll. But I couldn’t be absolutely sure how much that toll was, how sick I’d gotten or even exactly what the problem was. As far as I knew it could have been anything, from the flu to dry rot of the soul. What a mess.


Then the doctor I’d been seeing, and lately avoiding, gave me a call.


‘So Doc,’ I asked him, ‘what’s the final verdict?’


‘Danny, you cannot continue injecting heroin.’


‘That’s okay,’ I said, ‘I was planning to kick junk anyway.’


‘Listen, this is very serious, it’s important you understand. When you inject drugs, it allows toxins to flow into your liver unfiltered.’


‘Yeah?’ thinking to myself ‘that’s the whole point in shooting, so it’s unfiltered.’


‘Your liver cannot tolerate it any more. And we’ve got another problem. One of the test results reveals an infection of the primary heart valve. Your heart is in very bad condition.’


‘So,’ I said, ‘I’ll kick it – what’s the problem?’


The doctor sighed. ‘You can’t just kick it. You’re too weak. You’ve got hepatitis at an advanced stage and on top of that you’re malnourished. Your body wouldn’t be able to withstand the withdrawal symptoms. You’d never live through cold turkey. The problem is you’ll die if you continue injecting drugs and you’ll die if you suddenly stop. Unless you check into a hospital and get yourself medical attention immediately, I give you less than a week to live.’


‘Jesus,’ I said. ‘Sorry I asked.’


I knew I had developed a bit of a problem, but somehow I hadn’t realized just how serious it had gotten. No more denial. I’d taken to the absolute limit of whatever path I was on and now it was impossible to continue and there was no U-turn or easy way out in sight. But still, the thought dominating my mind was not how bad off I was but rather, what kind of hepatitis did I have?


I was rooting for Type A, infectious hepatitis, because then I could petition my family for help and tell them I got it from falling into bed with the wrong girl. However, if it were Type B, serum hepatitis, that could mean only one thing: blood, as in needles, and if that were the case, I would have to tell my family the truth about the rest of my condition and that was an event I was hoping to postpone as absolutely long as possible – preferably for ever.


I thanked the doctor for the information, hung up the telephone and considered my options. Death was one, and telling my family the truth was two, and doing massive amounts of drugs for a few more days and then telling my family was three. Less than a week until I died – that could mean I still had as many as six days before I really had to choose between options one and two. Less than a week could also be a couple of days, or a couple of hours, or a couple of minutes. So it was down to death or the truth.


I decided to call my older brother, also a doctor, and currently in residency at the Los Angeles County Hospital. I knew telling him would be tantamount to telling my father, but I hoped Joey would go a little easier on me. I braced myself and dialled his office number.


‘Hello, Joey? This is your little brother.’


‘Where the hell have you been for the past year?’


‘Has it been that long?’ I tried to sound casual. No need to get hysterical and alarm anyone. He remained silent and waited for an answer. ‘Well, you know, I’ve been busy, going to a lot of parties, doing a lot of drugs . . .’ I tried to laugh. And then my whole game just fell apart.


‘I’m strung out and I have hepatitis. I got this thing on my heart. This doctor at UCLA Hospital just told me I have less than a week to live.’


Silence.


‘I don’t know what to do,’ my voice cracked into the phone, all pretence gone.


‘Where are you?’ he asked.


‘Wonderland Avenue. You know the house.’


‘Stay where you are,’ he told me. ‘I’m coming right over.’


‘Okay,’ I answered, even though I wasn’t at all sure it was.


There were several more moments of silence on the line before he spoke again.


‘Danny?’ he asked.


‘What?’


‘You really blew it this time.’


‘I know,’ I ended.


And I did know. Or, at least a part of me did. I had gotten into plenty of trouble before, but gradually some semblance of a realization was dawning on me that this time it was different, this time I’d taken it too far. Still, other voices hammered away, telling me I could kick the thing myself if I were careful, the doctor didn’t know what he was talking about, I shouldn’t have gone and told my brother, now my father was going to kill me if I didn’t die first and given the choice I’d rather die by my hand than his; I didn’t need my brother or anyone else either. What I needed was a good long vacation, in Bora Bora, say, someplace where there weren’t any drugs.


But I had told him and he was already on his way over. As I waited for him to arrive, I paced the floor in the downstairs office, alternately agreeing with the voices and fighting them. Then I remembered I still had some dope left, not a lot, but maybe enough to calm myself down a bit.


I fixed the last of my smack and took the last couple of Quaaludes. What was I supposed to do? Throw it away? No way. I never went for that ‘down-the-toilet-I’m-through/never-again!’ demonstrative routine. Strictly wasteful histrionics – not that I ever had anything against histrionics, nor waste per se, but throwing away the last of your dope after paying perfectly good money for it was simply too counter-productive to consider. Besides, another voice reasoned, this would certainly have to be the last time. Unfortunately, the drugs only succeeded in making me even more confused and incoherent. I sat down on the couch head in hands and tried as hard as I could to avoid thinking about the future.


I’m not too sure what happened next, I remember my brother arriving and giving me an injection of liquid Valium to allay a display of pyrotechnics on my part which bordered on the psychotic as I wondered aloud what the fuck I was doing. One administration of the tranquillizer didn’t do the job. I kept babbling. He gave me another, commenting on my body’s resistance. And another. Just before I finally went under, I heard him get on the phone.


‘Hi, Dad. It’s about Danny. Are you sitting down?’


Then I passed out.


Later, I vaguely recall being loaded into the passenger seat of his car. On the way out I grabbed a carton of Kools and Bob Dylan’s latest album Blood on the Tracks.


The next thing I remember clearly was waking up in a hospital. I was surrounded by equipment and there were tubes running into and out of each arm with blood coursing through them. As I gradually came to, my first instinct was to rip them out, to disentangle myself from the strange amalgam of man and machine I had become, but then I looked up and there before me I saw two impressively large black male nurses, dressed in whites, standing on either side at the foot of my bed.


‘Who are you supposed to be?’ I asked.


‘Your father hired us to make sure you stay put,’ the one on the left told me.


‘You’re not going to give us any trouble, are you?’ the other one asked.


If I could have, maybe I would have. As it was, I had enough trouble raising my head. Before I could give them an answer, a rather small, balding, gnomish, pipe-smoking man strolled into the room. He introduced himself as Dr Pullman.


‘How are you?’ he asked.


‘I’m fucking dying, Jack; how do you think I am?’ was what I wanted to say, but decided a question as lame as that didn’t even merit an answer. I asked, ‘Where am I?’


‘In a hospital,’ he returned informatively.


This doctor guy was a real bundle of observational powers. Then, for the first time I looked around and saw the room was unusually nice. It had carpeting, a mirror over a bureau, a desk, closet; in fact, besides the bed, it was quite unlike any other hospital I had ever seen.


‘What hospital? Where?’ I asked, trying to get my bearings.


‘The Brentwood.’


‘There’s no hospital in Brentwood,’ I said, growing more confused.


And then it dawned on me. ‘You mean the mental hospital?!’ I gasped. ‘What the hell am I doing in a mental hospital?!’


‘Your family brought you.’


‘Why?’


‘Because this is the only hospital in the state that can cater to both your physical and mental problems.’


‘But I don’t have any mental problems,’ I argued. ‘I have a drug problem.’


He almost chuckled. ‘You think somebody who sticks needles into his body and injects himself every day with one of the strongest poisons in the world until he’s on the verge of death doesn’t have a serious mental problem?’


Put like that it was rather difficult to argue. ‘Well, anyway,’ I said, ‘as soon as I’m straight, I’m leaving.’


‘We’ll see about that,’ he said, leaning over and giving me a shot that sent me spinning off to sleep.


The next day I woke up screaming. I was sicker than I’d ever been, drenched with sweat, and it felt as if someone had jammed a knife into my stomach and was wrenching it around. I lifted up the blanket and looked down at my stomach and saw it actually rippling as the muscles knotted and writhed beneath my skin. The nurses, still in attendance, seemed unconcerned, taking the matter far more placidly than I thought warranted. I felt gas churning around violently inside me and I farted, except it wasn’t gas.


‘Do something!’ I cried.


The nurses still looked undecided about whether to restrain me, aid me, or go get some help. I decided to help them make up their minds.


‘Go get somebody, you stupid fucks!’ I screamed.


But by that time, somebody was already on the way. A woman who appeared to be the head nurse came in and, seeing my condition, started to summon the appropriate medical personnel. As she tried to poke a thermometer in my mouth I became overwhelmed with nausea and vomited over the side of the bed. When I finished puking, I pulled myself back up and saw a doctor and several other nurses working around me, trying to administer various pills and injections.


And as I lay there, trying to catch my breath, watching my stomach as it continued to ripple and writhe, a nurse leaned over and, wiping my steaming forehead with a damp washcloth, asked, ‘What in God’s name did you do to yourself?’


‘Good question,’ I groaned, letting my eyes close.


It was a damn good question. I thought I’d done everything right, followed my best instincts, stayed true to myself whenever possible, taken every appropriate step in achieving my version of the American Dream. I was twenty-one years old. I had a gorgeous house in Laurel Canyon, a beautiful girlfriend, the best car in the world, all the money, drugs and hot shit a young man could want. I was young and successful in the business of my choice. I had it made. I had it all. And look where it got me – laying in a bedful of puke and sweat and shit, locked inside an honest to God loony bin with two giants for my own personal security guards. Now, everything I had was gone and all I had left was a five-hundred-dollar a-day drug habit and maybe, if I didn’t die in this insane place first, just maybe, my life.




Book 1


Youth




Chapter 1




‘Darling Be Home Soon’


The Lovin’ Spoonful





I guess at one time, very early on in life, I was well-behaved and, as the saying goes, slept like a baby, neither disturbing nor being disturbed by the rest of the world. But if this is so, I don’t remember it. And besides, even if I did, you don’t want to know about that sort of polite, civilized crap any more than I want to write about it. What you want to know about is the trouble, which is much more fun (and definitely more interesting) than being good, any day.


I learned this lesson well and early, from the time I could speak, or walk, whichever came first – I forget, but whenever it was, it was too soon for nearly all parties concerned. Mom swears I was up and walking first, by about nine months old, but it probably just seemed like that to her since she spent the most time with me. Dad insists I learned to talk first and haven’t shut up since, but I think it just seems like that to him too, since it’s always seemed to me he’s overly sensitive in that particular area. But we all tend to exaggerate personal tragedies.


I do know it wasn’t long after I turned three that my mother’s friends all got together and sent her a letter requesting she refrain from bringing me along if she planned to drop by their homes; otherwise she was no longer welcome. On previous visits I had insisted on emptying the contents of any drawer within my reach onto the floor, often carrying off whatever my child’s arms could hold to the bathroom where I would try and make the evidence do a water ballet and then disappear by flushing it down the toilet. Tennis and ping-pong balls I found particularly satisfying. Usually I only succeeded in jamming the plumbing. On one occasion I filled a bathtub with about thirty packets of strawberry jello.


‘No offence intended,’ they wrote Mom, ‘just please leave the kid at home when you visit us.’


By the time I was five years old, I had the distinction of being the first pre-schooler to be thrown out of Gelsons, the local Beverly Hills grocery store infamous for its high-class clientele and even higher prices. After stumbling upon the hose used to freshen the vegetables and testing its range and strength on passing customers, I turned it on the store manager, and when he approached to seize me, sprayed him. Unfortunately the powerful gusher I expected failed to materialize and all that emerged was a rather fine spray.


I wanted to test the effectiveness of both bans but my mom figured everything would be easier if we just stayed close to home for a while.


Home was Beverly Hills. My dad had money. He doesn’t like me saying how much. A lot. How he made it was anyone’s guess, I never knew for sure what my old man did. The one time I asked him, straight out, he said he made belts. I wasn’t sure if he was being humble or joking or what. My dad made belts like God made people. Very controversially and maybe not at all.


You don’t grow up in Beverly Hills without being aware that you are where everyone else would like to be. You learn from an early age to let other people think it’s as good as they want to believe it is. You act like you’ve got it, pretend you know it (but remember to be humble), and pretend you appreciate it (but don’t be ungrateful). You know you’re lucky to have it, even if you don’t feel lucky, if for no other reason than you’ve been told so enough times. It, of course, being money. But, how’re you supposed to feel privileged when you’ve never known anything different? It was normal for me and I liked it just fine. I liked the huge backyard and big house, the four-car garage and the Olympic-sized pool. I liked lots of colour TVs and having whatever I wanted and more than I needed. It was a great way to live and I would have recognized that even if Raquel Welch and Fred Astaire hadn’t been our neighbours. You just don’t expect gratitude from a little kid. It’s too abstract. More, a kid can conceive of. Less goes against his nature, mine at least.


It was weird though, having frequent busloads of tourists continually stopping in front of our house. The only defence is to grow the hedges as high as possible or else shield your house with fences and gates. Our house was far back enough from the street that Dad didn’t think it made a difference in terms of privacy. And in terms of security, he wasn’t about to be intimidated. We had a German Shepherd named Champ (Dad named all his Shepherds Champ, that way he never forgot their names) and Dad had a gun he kept in his night stand and as far as he was concerned, anybody who wanted to break in was welcome to go ahead and try. What we did have in our front yard was a gigantic gnarled old sycamore tree stretching out over the street that I used to climb up into and watch the tourist buses from, occasionally letting fall the odd rock or stone on the less lucky who had come to gawk at our houses and jam our otherwise tranquil streets with their noisy lumbering presence.


Mom took me to a doctor to see what was wrong with me or if anything could be done about my constant acitivity and insatiable supply of wants. He prescribed tranquillizers. Now instead of being talkative and always darting about from place to place, I was groggy and clumsily staggering from here to there. I started sleeping fifteen hours at a stretch, which I guess was peaceful enough, but Mom didn’t want a kid in a coma, she just wanted a little peace and quiet. Apparently, when I was awake, it wasn’t much better and I spent a good deal of time staring off into space with a spastically-glazed, vacant look in my eyes. After a few weeks she took me off the pills and I rebounded back to my previous state of frenzy.


Not long after the grocery store ban, curiosity got ahold of me again and I developed a preoccupation with turtles and frogs. As a special treat my mother had taken me to the pond at UCLA’s Botanical Gardens where I spent hours poking around, catching anything that moved – tadpoles, frogs, turtles. Glad to see me occupied and happy, she agreed to allow me to bring a few specimens home.


It didn’t take much time for nature to take its course, and with a few return trips to the pond, I had quite an impressive collection. No doubt thinking it was an infinitely wise manipulative decision on her part, Mom suggested I might be able to sell some of the overflow of turtles and frogs that were threatening to take over my bedroom. She packed me and a few buckets of amphibians into the car and drove us all over to a local pet shop that belonged to an old friend of an old friend of hers. I struck a deal with the owner whereby not only could I trade what I had for an equivalent worth of other animals, but in exchange for cleaning cages, I could take home animals on loan and continue to add to my collection for free.


By the age of six, all of this activity resulted in my amassing a rather sizeable assortment of turtles, frogs, snakes and lizards. Not only did I have numerous tanks in my room, but my collection had expanded out to the backyard which was now scattered about with laundry tubs full of turtles, garbage cans teeming with tadpoles and about a dozen buckets of frogs.


One day, I moved operations to the front yard, where I dug a moat around the sycamore tree and stocked it with my brother’s prize Siamese fighting fish along with a few newly-arrived snapping turtles. Within an hour the moat was dry, the fish dead, the turtles gone, and the front lawn a mess. When my brother Joey found out, he tried to exterminate me by sticking me head first into a mummy bag, tying the top drawstring around my ankles, and tickling my feet until I passed out. When I came to, I retaliated by letting all my meal worms go in his bed. To get back at me for doing that, he transferred what worms he could round up into our parents’ bed, knowing they’d come after me – not him.


Needless to say, these were not thrilling events for Mom and Dad. At the time the yelling started, I was literally up the tree, with one of my snakes and a pocketful of stones, waiting for an unsuspecting tourist bus, when suddenly I heard a crash and turned in time to see the kitchen blender come sailing through a window. The screaming rang out after it, loud and clear.


‘Goddamn that kid!’ I heard my father yell. ‘Where the hell is he? I’ll kill him, I’ll break him in half!’ He meant me, I was sure.


‘Leave him alone,’ I heard my mother say. ‘He’s only a child.’


‘A child couldn’t do this,’ my father roared, appearing at the back door and kicking a trash can full of tadpoles. ‘A child couldn’t do all of that!’ he said, gesturing at the backyard full of turtles. ‘A goddamn college professor would have trouble doing all of that. This isn’t a house any more, it’s a goddamn zoo. I’m telling ya, Harriet. You must have been sleeping with someone else, because that kid is no blood of mine. Please, tell me he’s not! I’ll pay you to tell me I’m not his father . . .’ He actually said that – he bribed her.


My mother didn’t go for it. ‘He’s your son, Arnold. I haven’t been sleeping with anyone else.’


In spite of being barely six years old, I couldn’t help but notice the curious stress she put on the word ‘I’. I knew it referred to something inscrutable and grown-up, although I wasn’t sure what. I noticed it sure shut Dad up quick.


I was hurt by my father’s anger, if not surprised. I knew he loved me, but still it was easy to be afraid of him. He was a large and imposing man, in stature as well as spirit. He had a great sense of humour, but he had an equally terrible temper. When he laughed, the room lit up. But when he yelled, the storm rolled in. Sometimes he’d yell so loud and what he’d say would scare me so much, I wished he’d just haul off and slug me instead.


He tracked me down in the tree and told me to come down.


‘Only if you promise not to yell any more,’ I called down to him.


‘Get down here before I knock ya down,’ he yelled back. On second thoughts, I decided I preferred a yelling.


On the ground he warned me I better ‘get the menagerie the hell out of the house’ or else he was ‘going to take matters into his own hands.’


I knew ‘matters’ meant animals. What I failed to realize was ‘house’ also meant yard. I got rid of all the indoor reptiles, except for one, a secret baby boa constrictor I’d been keeping in my closet. All the rest, I either returned to the pet shop owner or gave away. In my sincere and well-intentioned effort to please my father, I even gave up a good number of frogs and turtles, just for good measure.


No sooner had the animals issue abated then there was my heroic effort to trap the tooth fairy. One night before I went to bed, I turned out the light, then soundlessly and carefully wove an entire ball of fishing line around the bedroom, in and around the lamps, bedposts, doorknobs, behind the dresser, under the bookcase, and so on. Over fifty yards of Bounty Fishers’ finest line was made up into some crazy spider web quilt all over my bedroom from waist to ceiling. Carefully placing myself in bed, I lay my molar under my pillow and waited for sleep. I was rudely awakened by the sound of furniture crashing and a lot of yelling. I shot up in bed, careful not to get caught in the line and, remembering the trap I’d set, joyously thought I had actually succeeded in catching the tooth fairy. This was followed promptly by another, more dismal thought: it didn’t sound like a tooth fairy. I began to feel mortal terror and an overwhelming sense of regret. I reached over and flicked on the night light, and saw my dad flailing around the room, caught in the web, pulling and cursing as the furniture jerked and fell this way and that.


My mother rushed in wearing her bathrobe and put her hand carefully on the overhead light switch near the door, throwing an annoying glare into my tired eyes. It must have been quite a sight for her, her youngest primly tucked into bed, a good, safe two feet under a zig-zagging mesh of fishing line, and her dear husband virtually bound and gagged, stuck in the middle of the room, snagged between a chair and the desk, a five dollar bill firmly wedged in the palm of one wrapped hand.


So much for belief in the tooth fairy.


Taking no further chances of ambush, both my parents individually apprised their Jewish son of the non-existence of one Santa Claus, before open season was declared on St Nick, too.


Then came the fall of 1962 and one of the wettest LA winters in more than a decade. Rain had been coming down non-stop. LA has never been able to handle wet weather well. The rain continued coming down after it began sloshing up over the drain pipes, over the kerbs, and up onto the lawns. All the water eventually made the remaining turtle cans still in the backyard overflow, and the whole neighbourhood became an expanded version of my collection. A painted turtle was run over by a car up the street. Frogs and toads were hopping around everywhere. One of our neighbours found a family of turtles living in his lawnmower’s grass catcher. Tree frogs and bull frogs were found blocks away for weeks to come. Steve McQueen’s Malamute had cornered a snapping turtle and was barking his face off.


It was so cold we were forced to use the house heater, a real novelty in LA. The only snake I had kept, the one in the closet, was a seven-foot long boa constrictor named Mr Big. Now, human beings, of course, are warm-blooded, so the cold was not unendurable to any of my family members. And all of that water was amphibian euphoria for the turtles and frogs. But Mr Big, normally used to the tropical weather in the rain forests of South America, was miserable. He was moving lethargically around in his prison for days, vainly, pathetically searching for a way out. One day I went to feed him his monthly rat ration, and he was gone. Mom called me to run an errand with her and I temporarily abandoned the search.


The last thing I wanted to do was inform my parents there was a seven-foot boa constrictor loose in our house; they had been intimidated enough by a few measly turtles. Several days later I noticed a strange smell began to filter through the house. I wasn’t the only one to pick up on it – everybody thought the house was beginning to stink. Mom had the maid throw everything in the refrigerator away. The house was cleaned and scrubbed, carpets shampooed, but the odour remained.


To escape the stink, Dad took the family out for a Sunday drive. While driving down the freeway, Dad suddenly let out a shriek, which was kind of surprising because he wasn’t really the sort inclined to shriek. He drove the car up on the shoulder of the highway, screeched to a stop, jumped out of the car and started dancing on the side of the road; shaking his foot like he had a hot match in his shoe. Then I saw the rat I’d lost a few days ago, that had been intended for Mr Big, come bounding out of Dad’s pant cuff up into the air, landing a few yards away. As I scampered out of the car to retrieve it, Dad got back in the car, not feeling too proud about the whole public display he’d just given (and even less thrilled with its provocation) and drove away, leaving me stranded. But Mom kept whacking him about the head and shoulders to stop the car, which he did, as I ran up to it and climbed in the back seat with Nan and Joe.


The smell contined to waft through the house for days more while numerous searches by family members and professionals turned up nothing until the stench reached a sort of noxious crescendo and my father finally traced it to the heater in the hallway.


We all stood in curious anticipation around Dad as he opened the grill to the heater. He removed the front panel and inside we saw what looked like a coiled burnt hose. My father gingerly touched the object. It fell apart, sending a little plume of black dust into the air as it crumbled to the floor. As I stared at the litter of charred remains, recognition dawned upon me. Instinctively searching for his tropical rain forest, Mr Big had made his way up into the heater and, unable to back himself out, had baked himself to a cinder.


My father turned to me and glared. ‘I’m afraid to ask,’ he said.


Not as afraid as I was to answer.


‘I suppose you know nothing about this mess?’ he said, trying to keep his cool, but not doing very well at it. Then very intensely, ‘I suppose you had nothing at all to do with this?’


I was terrified to respond.


‘I don’t believe it,’ he yelled. He was really working himself up.


‘Goddamn it, Harriet,’ he said to Mom, ‘that does it. First we got turtles all over the backyard, and frogs climbing up the bathroom walls, then we got tadpoles in the sink, and rats in the car – I’m afraid to get in bed at night – and now this! I need a break, I need a vacation from being a father. I can’t take it any more. I can’t take that kid any more . . .’ He glowered at me for a couple of seconds, and finally, too angry to address me directly, stomped out of the house.


My brother and sister were properly speechless and didn’t know whether to comfort me, follow Dad, or help Mom as she began to clean up the mess.


It wasn’t long after that my parents separated for good. For the past two years, Dad had been getting written about in the gossip columns for seeing this actress at that restaurant and, for as long as she could, Mom ignored it. When it happened this time around, she packed his bags and left them outside the front door. To her surprise, he took them, and never came back home.


I felt it was my responsibility to do something about it. It was my fault he’d left home, and it was my job to get him back. Every day I called him to ask when he was coming home, and because someplace in his mind he, too, wished everything could be put back together the way it was, because he didn’t have the heart to tell a seven-year-old kid it was all over, he promised me, ‘Soon, soon, some day soon, I’ll be home.’ I believed him and I waited. Maybe he couldn’t admit it was over any more than I could. At first he promised he’d be home by summer. Then it was Thanksgiving. Then it was Christmas. Every time I asked, he pushed back the date. Every time, I waited. I actually prayed for the first time in my life. I didn’t go to my knees or anything desperate like that. It was nothing fancy, just, ‘Dear God, please make Dad come home – I’m sorry I was bad.’ Mom sat in her rocking chair staring out the window, watching for Dad to come home, while I jumped from tree to tree, as a lookout for his car, in a state of constant anticipation. Always one to make things easier, I responded to the pressure by becoming more uncontrollable than ever. Mom was in no mood for my tricks and promptly took me back to the doctor who put me back on tranquillizers while she licked her wounds.


When the divorce was about to go through it was explained to me that Dad had just married too young and it wasn’t because he didn’t love us that he left. We kids had nothing to do with his decision to leave and everything to do with his decision to stay near and be available for us. But none of that mattered. I still blamed myself. I hadn’t been able to get him back. I’d let everyone down. I was a royal fuck-up. Boy, did I feel lousy.


My brother and sister continued in Senior and Junior High School, respectively. Mom took me off the pills and returned to her rocking chair by the window while I went back to jumping from tree to tree. An uncomfortable silence filled the large house. At least when Dad had been home it seemed we were a family, despite those occasional protestations otherwise. We loved each other. We fought, but we also laughed a lot and always made up. Those days were gone for good.


In all fairness to Mom, raising three kids on her own couldn’t have been very easy or an endeavour she would relish doing for very long. Finding a willing suitor or potential husband in her position wasn’t an enviable task. Three kids and a thirty-five-year-old housewife isn’t what you’d call a real deal for a healthy, successful, moral single man considering his options. Throw yours truly into the proposal and it isn’t exactly what you could call an invitation to everlasting peace and tranquillity.


I don’t know if Mom doubted she could do it alone, or whether she got bored, or horny, or what, but one day she simply interrupted her brooding and announced, ‘Enough.’ The next week she began dating. Mom decided we kids, myself in particular, needed a daily masculine presence to discipline us. So it wasn’t for her she did what she was about to do, it was for us. Her being a good mother depended on bringing us home a father so we could be a family again.


I couldn’t have been more than seven and a half years old when Mom called all of us together to inform us she had invited home a man she hoped would ask her to marry him.


It is a very big deal. She’s making a big dinner. Excitement is in the air as we all pitch in to help. Then he arrives. He’s brought his three daughters, and one of them is a little girl! Younger than me! And two others, one about my sister’s age and one closer to my brother. The young one’s name is Cindy and we hit it off straight away. She has brown bangs past her eyebrows, precious lips, a cherub’s face, and a high ponytail which I can’t resist yanking. Just like a train whistle, each time it gets pulled, a loud screech sounds. We run outside to play. I even show her my favourite spot in the tree and how to get to it. She is surprisingly adept as a climber. Then we’re called for dinner. But dinner isn’t totally ready yet. Cindy and I resume chasing each other around the house, through the den into the living room, onto the patio, into the kitchen, up the tree, down the tree . . . until we are called for dinner again.


We march into the kitchen, but dinner still isn’t ready. It’s not on the table yet, and in our house we never sit down until the food is on the table. So I just keep chasing Cindy through the kitchen, into the living room, and back through the kitchen, between Mom’s new boy-friend, whom she hoped would ask her to marry him, and my mom, around and around. Mom says, ‘Dinner time, last call!’ but the food still isn’t on the table so this time I ignore the call and I just keep doing what I’m doing and I’m about ready to put my feet into high gear and catch up with Cindy’s tempting ponytail bobbing away when suddenly this huge guy’s hand grabs me by my left arm, practically yanking it out of the socket, whips me right off my feet and slams me down on his knee. He begins smacking me, spanking my heretofore unslapped virgin ass. Spanking me! In my own house!


FREEZE this frame. It’s important. Everyone is watching. This big guy is telling me, ‘You come when your mother says come! Do you understand, young man?’ Before I could answer, he whacks me again. I looked desperately to my mother for help; she stood to the side with her arms folded, my brother and sister standing helplessly by her side, his kids watching smugly. He’s still spanking me. Why isn’t Mom doing something, why isn’t she helping me?! This guy was hitting me! This stranger! In our house. How could she let him get away with it? I was her son, her own flesh and blood, and who was he? How could she love him more than me? I hated her at that moment – I looked at her watching him hitting me, and I wanted her to die. Then, just as quickly, I realized I couldn’t wish that. Then I’d really be alone. I turned the evil eye inward, instead, ashamed.


I thought of my father. He’d stop this guy, he wouldn’t let him get away with it; he’d barge through that door any second and simply chop this guy’s fat head off his fat neck. But that didn’t happen. This big stranger just kept spanking away and no one raised a finger to help me.


I don’t know if she thought this was the sort of discipline I needed or if she was just afraid of being unmarried. Convinced that he’d be a good father and husband, she went ahead and married the jerk. She must already have said yes in her mind, convinced herself she could make it work, but a blind man could’ve seen from the start it was rotten. Too bad she didn’t fill him in on her cohabitational expectations. What she didn’t know was he didn’t want to be a father any more than I wanted him to be one; he wanted a woman to slave for his kids. And he got it, a combination wife, nursemaid, mother, cook, and nanny. We were all his slaves.


I had been ejected from the family unit of which I had felt an integral part, and been sentenced to a separate existence. Now I was in the way. Even if I had been asked back, I could not have returned. I had seen myself already as separate and unwanted and I believed it. Clarence could go ahead and persecute my body, my spirit, but he couldn’t touch my otherness. He only strengthened it with every opportunity for defiance he gave me. This type of behaviour has a name and its name is pride. I removed myself to avoid hurt, to not care, and to survive. I didn’t place myself above or below, only separate and against.


Clarence decided Beverly Hills was no place to bring up three wholesome midwestern girls. The truth was he and his daughters didn’t fit in. It was obvious. He had never really felt comfortable in Beverly Hills anyway. Our house was put up for sale.


‘Go ahead, move,’ I told my mother, ‘I’m staying.’ I refused to budge. Alas, my mother knew me all too well.


I had always hated the idea of putting animals in cages – I much preferred having them in an environment resembling their natural habitat as much as possible. One image I was particularly keen on was to have a couple of large iguanas in a tropical pen, with several banana trees. Iguanas love bananas, and their long toenails are custom-built for climbing. Mom told me the new house actually had real banana trees, several of them in fact, a genuine cluster right in the front yard. I didn’t believe her.


‘It’s true,’ she soothingly assured me. ‘If it’s not, you don’t have to stay.’ I reluctantly agreed to check out the premises, visions of me and iguana sharing a ripe banana in the shade of a grove. Thus was I bamboozled into giving up the fort.


It was a cheap trick, made all the worst and more underhanded when Clarence stepped into the negotiations and forbade me to bring any of my pets, beginning with the amphibians I had and ending with the reptiles I planned to get. Although I protested mightily, it was all to no avail.


And so it came to pass that at the age of eight years old I found myself uprooted from everything I had known and loved, taken from a posh, beautiful, and comfortable home in the greatest neighbourhood in the whole country, and moved to Westchester, California, near the airport. Just another city you drive through on your way to someplace else. It was a land of beanfields and the Hughes Aircraft Tool Company, with a bevy of blue collar yokels and overalled farmers as our neighbours. Clarence fitted right in with the rest of the hicks. Any hopes I might have still secretly harboured of my parents getting back together were dashed for good. I left all my friends behind, and to make matters even worse, I was the only Jewish kid in my school. They’d never seen a bagel, and lox was the most exotic thing they’d ever seen anybody put in their mouth, and they let me know as much. To add further to my feelings of isolation and aloneness, my brother Joe and I were relegated to living in a small guest house that was quite some distance from the actual house.


In the unhappy days to follow, the colours of Clarence’s flag became increasingly clear. His chosen profession was as a prosecuting attorney which is sort of like starting out to be an astronaut and ending up a chauffeur. From what I could tell he wasn’t even a respectable patent attorney either, but the representative for a host of cockeyed inventors whose projects were so pathetically wacky he was embarrassed to bring them up. Thus to vent his bitterness and frustration, and perhaps to give outlet to his denied role as prosecutor, he practised at home, on all of Mom’s kids, but it seemed his favourite mark was me. Of course, I wasn’t being exactly passive in this sick game either.


He figured one problem out of many was the question of my loyalty. As long as I persisted in defending my father’s memory, there were bound to be problems. Therefore, his first concentrated attack focused on breaking up that stronghold.


One night soon after the move, Mom and Clarence said they wanted to have a talk with me. My reaction was typical. ‘What did I do now?’ But I had done nothing wrong. There was something they wanted very much for me to consider. What’s that?’ I wanted to know. They wanted me to start calling Clarence ‘Dad’. At first I thought they were kidding and actually started to laugh. But Clarence’s face turned mean and Mom looked flustered. They weren’t kidding at all. They were dead serious.


‘No way,’ I said, backing out of the room. ‘I already have a father. No way.’


From that incident on life became an unending avalanche of rules, verbal assaults, commands, accusations, and insults.


I wasn’t allowed to use ketchup unless Clarence or one of his kids asked for it first. If I did manage to sneak some onto my food and was found out, I’d be fed a tomato and a bowl of sugar for the next three days.


There was no end to the harassment. Our clothing was criticized, our tables manners were corrected, our speech torn apart and put back together. One of his favourite tactics was to overload me with household chores. He refused to use a grass catcher when he mowed the lawns in front and back and forced me to rake up all the dead grass by hand. I was required to clean the pool not once, but twice a day. One of his most ruthless mandates involved an ancient and massive rubber tree that grew in our backyard. Every day it would drop a never ending stream of leaves onto the lawn and it was my duty to see none of these ever remained on the ground for more than a few seconds. If there was so much as one leaf lying on the grass when he gazed out the window, off he’d go into one of his harangues. In the fall, this game really got to be hellish. If Clarence ever saw me doing something so disrespectful as sitting down and relaxing, he would find something for me to do, anything from washing out the trash cans to picking up his ugly Dalmation’s dog shit. The only time I could let down my guard was when he was away at work but even then there was always the possibility of a surprise ambush.


‘Isn’t it about time you got your hair cut, young man?’ Clarence asked me one night at the dinner I remember as The Spanish Inquisition of my childhood.


It was 1966, I had recently turned ten years old. The Beatles had been out for a while and hair-length was becoming an increasingly controversial topic.


‘I guess so,’ I responded. I knew I was asking for it because one of his most steadfast rules was that children weren’t allowed to say no to an adult – you weren’t ever supposed to say anything to a grown-up but yes. I don’t know why he even bothered asking anybody anything. He was never in quest of information. He was in quest of yes. I was becoming quite adept at giving every conceivable answer other than yes or no.


‘What kind of answer is that?’ he demanded.


‘It’s not a no,’ I pointed out.


‘Answer me! Don’t you think it’s about time you got a haircut? You look like a pansy.’


‘I like the way I look.’


‘You answer me, goddamnit!’ he thundered, hitting his fist on the table. All of the silverware jumped a neat two inches off the table-top.


‘I don’t know,’ I replied.


‘You don’t know what?’ Clarence said, frustrated.


‘I don’t know if it’s time to get a haircut. I don’t keep a schedule of my haircuts. I don’t know when I got the last one. I don’t know when it’ll be time to get the next one. It depends. It varies.’


‘What do you mean, it varies?’


‘Month to month. It grows faster in the summer, it varies . . .’


‘Cut the crap. You get a haircut every two weeks. Do you understand?’


‘I don’t have any money.’


‘Then you get that dead-beat bum of an old man to give you the money for one. It’s the least he can do.’


‘He’s not going to pay for something he doesn’t agree with,’ I returned.


A vein began to bulge out and throb in Clarence’s forehead. Little beads of sweat were popping up, too.


‘Did you hear that, Harriet?’ he yelled at Mom.


She had to hear it. We all heard it and she was sitting at the same table as the rest of us and Clarence was shouting at the top of his lungs. My mother told him as much.


‘You don’t need to shout, I can hear you, honey.’


I hated it when she called him that.


‘I’M NOT SHOUTING, GODDAMNIT, DOESN’T ANYBODY AROUND HERE UNDERSTAND ENGLISH? I WILL NOT BE DISOBEYED OR TALKED BACK TO AT MY DINNER TABLE.’ He was really shouting. Then to me he said, ‘You get that haircut tomorrow, and not a day later, do you understand me, young man?’ He reached across my stepsister Cindy and shook my arm. ‘You are not to come to dinner, you are not to come into this home, without that hair cut short, or else there will be hell to pay around here.’


That’s when my brother spoke up. He had been pretty sick for quite a while with mononucleosis so his voice was rather weak, but Clarence heard him just fine.


Joey said, ‘Leave him alone. I don’t think it’s any of your business whether he gets a haircut.’


Clarence began frothing about the mouth. ‘Who pulled your horn?’ he yelled at him.


‘No one had to,’ Joe said. ‘He’s my brother and I’m telling you it’s none of your business.’


‘Oh,’ he said, with his voice dripping with sarcasm, ‘and whose business is it?’


Joe stood his ground. ‘It’s his business,’ he said, pointing at me. ‘It’s my mother’s and my father’s business, but it’s certainly none of yours.’


Clarence hauled off and walloped my brother on the side of the head, knocked him out of his chair, and then he lunged forward and was all over Joey like a big grizzly bear.


Even his kids cringed with shame.


‘Cut it out!’ my mother stood and screamed.


‘I will not cut it out!’ Clarence yelled back. ‘I will not tolerate back-talk in my house. Your kids are animals and I will not let them run wild –’


‘I’d hardly call vagueness about a haircut and telling the truth running wild,’ my mother defended.


‘NOW HEAR THIS,’ Clarence boomed as if addressing a courtyard of soldiers, ‘I WILL NOT LEAVE ANYBODY ALONE AND I WILL NOT MIND MY OWN BUSINESS. THIS IS MY HOUSE AND I WILL RUN IT THE WAY I WANT!’ Argument presumably ended, Clarence sat back down and continued to eat his dinner.


My mother just shook her head. ‘These children’s house and my house paid for this house and don’t you ever forget it.’


Clarence raised his eyes in disgust. ‘You’re pathetic,’ he said.


The next day Joey left and went to live with my father. The persecution continued unabated. One day I playfully pushed Cindy into the pool and Clarence came running up behind me and kicked me into the outside wall of my bedroom, nearly breaking my back but really only damaging my pride a little more.


Finally, not knowing what else to do, I told my father about Clarence’s brutality and, furious, my father called Mom and told her to get the hell out, immediately if not sooner. But my father should have known Mom was nothing if not loyal. Dad told her if Clarence ever so much as laid another finger on any of his kids again, he’d come over and split his head open with a baseball bat. The news appeared to have no immediately obvious effect on Clarence.


A few days following the threat, however, Clarence received a visit from the FBI. They wanted to know if he knew what my father did for a living, did he know I had a godfather who was reportedly the head of the crime syndicate west of the Rockies? They were referring to my Uncle Louie, Dad’s oldest friend. They thought Clarence might be mixed up with the Mafia, La Cosa Nostra to be precise. He wasn’t, of course, but he figured out my father very possibly could be and remembered my father’s threat and apparently took it seriously because from that day forward he never again hit any of us. His verbal assaults and non-physical punishments, unfortunately, intensified. He took away my bicycle and grounded me for ‘finking’ on him.


In the guest house, aka my bedroom, he forbade me to have any curtains so he could be in the main house with his binoculars and have a clear view of anything I might be doing. He also installed an intercom so that he could bellow at me or eavesdrop whenever he had the urge. Later I discovered he’d even installed a wiretap on my private telephone line.


To escape, I began watching hours of television. It wasn’t long before there was a rule regarding that too. An hour per week was the new limit. But I had just discovered something I coudn’t get enough of. Wrestling, live from the Olympic Auditorium. When I got home from school and while Clarence was at work, I would plunk myself down in front of the television and dive into the colour, excitement and flash of televised wrestling.


To my surprise, no one seemed to object much to my interest in wrestling, not as they had to my zoological pursuits, and so, thus unbridled, I entered into my new interest with a vengeance. I buried myself in wrestling, collecting, memorizing, and soon imitating. To display my growing obsession, in my room I erected two six by ten white-washed bulletin boards over the windows that faced the Hughes airfields and tacked up my newly-acquired collection of posters and pictures.


I spent hours practising wrestling holds. Cindy, Clarence’s youngest daughter, was my primary sparring partner and as a testimony to her unsullied character, she learned how not to cry (lest Clarence try one of his holds on me). I continued watching Channel five in the afternoons, but afterwards I’d run outside and practise what I’d just seen. I was getting pretty good; I’d even mastered the Destroyer’s deadly figure-four leg lock and I knew how the Frenchman Edward Carponteaux reversed it. After weeks of practice I finally perfected the Mummy’s Deathwrap. Soon I felt confident enough to try out an actual wrestling match.


I got my chance when Scott Hooper came up to me one day during nutrition and insisted wrestling was a fake, a sham. Well, it might be, I conceded, so what? But he didn’t stop. ‘No,’ he said, ‘I mean all of it, everything, it’s all phony.’ I offered to fight him. He could fight however he wanted, no holds or punches barred, and I’d use only ‘phony’ wrestling holds. He immediately accepted. We set up the fight to start behind the Lutheran Church at 3:15. The word went out through the school and by fight time a rather sizeable crowd had gathered.


I pulled my Destroyer’s mask out of my jacket pocket and slipped it over my head and entered the circle of kids. Scott immediately made a fist and hit me in the face. I recovered and ran towards him, jumped up in the air and caught his neck between my legs in a flying head scissors. We both went down. Scrambling on the ground, I got him in a headlock and rolled him over. Somehow he escaped and began kicking me. I grabbed his left leg, brought him down face first, put my legs between his, pulled his ankles together and across, wrapped the back of my shins against them and I had him in the unbreakable Deathwrap. He couldn’t get out. But he kept trying. In an effort to still him, I leaned back. But he wriggled again and I lost my balance, and with his feet still stuck under my shins, just like that, it happened. I heard the scream first, then I heard the grisly crack. There was a moment of silence as the crowd dropped their jaws, and then turned heel and split. Everyone fanned out in different directions and kept going. I ran to get myself lost, quick.


When I got home late that afternoon I still had no idea whether the school had learned of the fight, or had called home or not. Uncertainly, I walked around, trying to discover some vague clue to the fate awaiting me. I found Clarence in the den leisurely wadding up paper and feeding it into a fire he was building.


‘Hi, Clarence,’ I said. I waited for him to tell me to pick up the leaves, or clean the pool, or something.


‘Hello!’ he said, smiling, almost happy. Something was definitely up. Then it struck me as strange he was building a fire on a not particularly chilly day. I looked closer at the piece of coloured paper he was throwing into the fire and to my sudden horror saw that it was one of my wrestling posters.


‘What do you think you’re doing?’ I demanded.


‘What does it look like I’m doing?’ he said, practically singing as he spoke. ‘You’ve seen your last wrestling match in this house.’


I looked at him and then the fire, back to him, and into the fire again. It was roaring, fed by all of my wrestling memorabilia, programme souvenir booklets, posters, fan club information, autographed pictures, everything.


‘You can’t do that!’ I cried. ‘Those aren’t yours!’


‘I don’t care,’ he snapped, laughing.


I stormed out of the den and into the kitchen where my mother stood making dinner. ‘Do you see what that fuck husband of yours is doing now?’ I demanded, beginning to sniffle.


Clarence was right behind me. ‘Watch your mouth, young man, or I’ll really give you something to cry about.’


‘Oh, Clarence, be nice to him. He doesn’t deserve that.’


‘He’s a criminal, a juvenile delinquent, look at him . . . he’s pathetic.’


I looked at her. ‘How could you let him do this? What did I do?’


Now it was my mother’s turn to get angry. ‘You know what you’ve done . . . You put Scotty Hooper in the hospital with two broken kneecaps! I should think you would show a little remorse.’


‘But he started it! He picked the fight –’


She didn’t want to hear about it. ‘We’ll talk about it later,’ she dismissed me. ‘Go to your room and hope his family has good health insurance.’


When I walked into my bedroom the impact of what was happening hit me full force. Both my bulletin boards were completely bare. I hadn’t meant to hurt Scott. But everybody was so aghast at the incident even my father refused to take me to any more wrestling matches. I wasn’t allowed any television. Maybe they were right. I felt like a real insensitive shit for putting Scott out of commission. But, I also knew it wasn’t totally my fault. Nevertheless, once again something that really mattered to me had been snatched away. All that was left was an aching emptiness. I swore that whatever caught my attention next, whatever my next thing proved to be, I would never allow anyone to ever take it away. It was a conscious decision. I promised myself ‘never again’. Now, all I had to do was to find something.


It was at least six months before I was allowed to watch anything on television and the moment I resumed, I saw it. Our pathetic excuse for a family had gathered to watch Red Skelton, the comedian who dressed as a clown and imitated two birds flying south for the winter, ordinarily pretty innocuous stuff. But on this particular night, to compete with Ed Sullivan, who had introduced The Beatles to America, Red Skelton was bringing on another English band, The Rolling Stones. And let me tell you, when they came on camera and sang, this boy sat up. The singer vibrated and danced like a motor; big lips, and all confidence, sass and arrogance. Decidedly unhealthy in appearance, they were all skinny and long-haired; skin-tight pants, sleeveless sweatshirts, and Italian boots. They weren’t much on melody, all din and mad noise, big beats, smashed and crunched and hammered home like a welcome stampede. Words were lost but I heard enough. It was the sound of my own heartbeat, as it heard for the very first time. ‘Hey-hey-you-you, get off my cloud,’ they sang. Clarence tried to turn it off. Physically, I blocked him. ‘Don’t even think about it,’ I hissed. I don’t know if it was Dad’s threat or that he heard enough of Scott Hooper’s kneecaps in my voice but he backed off. ‘Oh, for Chrissakes,’ he mumbled. I turned my attention back to the screen.


It was all bounce and power. I didn’t listen to the music, I held on and rode it, chaotic, beautiful, anarchic. It was hyperactive teenage heaven. When it was over, I felt like someone had lifted me up and set me aside to share a cosmic secret. I giggled under my breath, ‘Happy days are here again.’ I’d found it. I walked out of the den without a word.


* * *


He wouldn’t ever want to take the credit for it: in fact, he’d be absolutely loathe to admit it, but it was my father who was responsible for my first in-person rock’n’roll experience, the one that would really shake things up for ever. At around the age of eight, I had started playing baseball. I’d always had an interest in sports and although wrestling was hands down my favourite, baseball was my old standby. It was the one sport I was ideally suited for. I was too short for basketball, too light for football, bored by tennis and I hated volleyball. But I was well co-ordinated, lithe and quick – perfect for baseball.


My father was, for once, delighted. He’d been a semi-professional ball player when he was younger, before he was drafted. When my older brother had tried out for Little League, he hadn’t fared too well. To ensure I was accepted, my father offered to sponsor a team. When I was one of the first players chosen during the tryouts, he was so thrilled he signed up to sponsor a second team. Needless to say, this gave me no small amount of prestige in the league.


In the fall of 1966, I was twelve years old and the umpire who handled most of the games was a young college student named Evan Parker, umpiring Little League for some extra pocket money. He drove a VW microbus which qualified him to haul equipment for his neighbour’s rock band. Evan had longish hair, a moustache, and would occasionally give me a cigarette which I’d smoke amidst the amplifiers and drums in his van. By contemporary standards he was hip. By Westchester standards he was almost radical.


At the end of one game early in the season, Evan and I had an argument on the field. He’d called me out on a third strike and I thought it was rather high and outside, a ball, not a strike. He called me out anyway. But I kept insisting it was a ball until he ordered me back to the dugout.


‘What bullshit!’ I screamed and tossed the bat back to the dugout ahead of me.


This just angered Evan more. ‘Throwing the bat! Out of the game!’ he yelled, and jerked his thumb for me to retire to the dugout, permanently.


‘You call that throwing the bat? That was rolling the bat!’ I challenged indignantly. I retrieved the bat and hurled it with all my might in his direction. ‘That’s throwing the bat!’ I yelled. ‘You’re fucking blind. Calling a ball a strike and then saying –’ But before I could finish I stopped short. I had thrown the bat not only in his direction, but smack into his shin.


‘Outta the game! Offa the field! You’re benched!’ he cried hopping up and down, holding the side of his leg. Then Coach Rhodes ran over to him and tried to calm him down. He whispered something in his ear. Evan turned and glared at me. Then he nodded his head. I knew Coach Rhodes was just getting to the facts of Little League Life and Finance, that my father paid his salary and most of the other expenses. Maybe that pitch was high and outside after all. Maybe I was off the hook and back in the game.


After the game, Evan started in my direction. I started to run. ‘Wait a second,’ he called, ‘I’m not going to hurt you.’ I slowed down, stopped and waited for him. He limped over and took me by the shoulder.


‘You think you’re pretty hip, don’t you?’ he asked. I didn’t know what to say, so I kept my mouth shut. I hadn’t meant to hit him, I just lost my temper. ‘I don’t care if your old man sponsors the whole goddamn city,’ he said, ‘what you did out there today just is not cool. You’re a good little ball player, but you’re blowing it with these stunts you insist on pulling.’


I accepted the words solemnly, impressed an adult was utilizing reason rather than rage to deal with me, talking with me and not at me. I apologized profusely.


After that incident our relationship became close. He saw me hit about ten home runs that year and was vaguely impressed. I sensed this and, enjoying the reflection of myself in his eyes, began spending time with him after other teams’ games. It wasn’t long before we even started to joke about the bat-throwing incident like a couple of old war buddies. I’d get up to bat and Evan would joke, ‘Hey, make sure you get a hit, Sugerman, I don’t think I can take another strikeout.’ Of course, his ability to discern what were balls and what were strikes when I was at bat also improved.


The crux of our relationship and the turning point of my relationship with the world at large, came when my team, the Stars, were up against the other team my father sponsored, the Cardinals. The two teams were tied for first place. We’d each won ten games and lost two, once to each other. This was the play-off game of the season. The winner would go onto the city play-off games. Because of this, and because the Cardinals had a wunderkind pitcher named Steve Cattermole, it appeared as if all of Westchester had turned out for the game; the bleachers were absolutely packed.


And, naturally, Evan was the umpire. For the first three innings neither team scored. Then our pitcher walked two and there was a single. He managed a strikeout, but then there was a pop up and one run scored. The Cardinals moved ahead. One to nothing. Then a Cardinal hit a double and they moved ahead three to nothing. The Cardinals continued to hold the Stars scoreless until the Stars came up to bat in the bottom of the ninth, the last inning. The score was still 3-0. We finally managed to fill the bases with our players, but in the process we also racked up two outs. The crowd was going bananas, screaming for their favourite team. The championship was within view now to either team. If the Stars could get a rally and score enough runs, they’d be the winners. However, if the Cardinals could just get one more batter out, they’d be the champions.


That’s when it was my turn to bat. The crowd was going nuts. The coach was screaming at me, scared because I’d already struck out twice in that day. ‘Don’t swing at anything you don’t like,’ he yelled. ‘Make him pitch to you.’


The first pitch I cut a hard smooth swing and missed by a solid foot. My team-mates kept up the chatter: ‘You can do it,’ and, ‘Wait for your ball,’ and ‘You’ll get the next one.’ The next pitch came in low and outside. I let it go. One strike, one ball.


‘Atta boy, don’t swing at anything that isn’t good,’ I heard the coach yelling. The next pitch arrived and I took a verocious cut at a low and outside ball, fouling it long and left. The coach was frantic now. Two strikes. ‘Don’t try and kill it, just hit it, all we need is a hit.’


‘All we need is a fucking miracle,’ I said under my breath.


Evan called out, ‘Two strikes, one ball.’


I fouled one more pitch which would have been another perfect strike, then I took a low and inside ball. I fouled another bad pitch and took another ball. Full count. Three balls and two strikes. The Cardinals were yelling, encouraging their pitcher by putting me down. ‘C’mon, he can’t hit, no hitter . . .’ My team was cheering me on by putting down the pitcher. ‘He can’t pitch, easy pitcher, no problem . . .’ Everybody was chattering. The coach was hollering, everybody was yelling so loud I couldn’t hear him. I stepped out of the batters box and called time out. Now only Coach Rhodes was yelling at me, really yelling loud, and everybody could hear him. Frankly, it was embarrassing. ‘Don’t swing for the fence, don’t try to be a hero! Just touch the ball, just meet it, just a base hit, that’s all we need, a little rally, don’t show off, come on now, let’s go,’ he clapped his hands, ‘just get on base.’ He looked like he was about to have a haemorrhage right there in front of the dugout. He was really worried.


I turned around and looked at Evan. He smiled.


‘I’ll show that dork,’ I told Evan, ‘I’m gonna hit a home run.’


Evan just laughed. ‘I’ll tell you what; you hit a home run and I’ll take you to see the Doors tonight.’


I’d been pestering him to take me to see the band whose equipment he’d been lugging around all season. I assumed the Doors were them. Either that or we were going to be spending some time that night at a hardware store.


‘Right over the scoreboard,’ I told him.


Time in was called. I waited for Cattermole to throw me the best pitch he had. He wound up and let fly. I leaned back on my right foot and stepped into the pitch with my left, leaning into the swing with all my power. I felt the baseball crack the wood. The ball careened beautifully off the bat in a long, slowly rising arc and it kept going. The announcer’s words came into my ears as I rounded first base, ‘It’s going, it’s going, it’s long gone . . .’ the announcer was my brother Joey in the cage behind home plate. The crowd erupted. I looked up in time to see the ball sail over the scoreboard. I took a high skip into the air, hitting second base, and continued rounding the bases.


Steve Cattermole looked pissed off.


Evan Parker just shook his head.


Joey couldn’t believe it – he kept yelling into the microphone, ‘He called it, he called the shot!’


Coach Rhodes looked like he was crapping in his pants he was so happy.


Grand slam home run. Final score: Stars 4 – Cardinals 3.


No shit.




Chapter 2




‘It’s My Life’


The Animals





My mother was doing her hysterical concerned Jewish mother bit, galloping around the kitchen from phone to stove to refrigerator and back, the whole while bombarding me with questions I had very few answers for. She had to know who I was going with and everything about him. Who were we going to see? No one had heard of the Doors. Where were we going? Why was I going? Twelve-year-olds don’t go to concerts . . . all her mothering fears were on red alert. She had to be certain Evan was a real, decent person taking me to a real concert, and not some child molester taking me to a drug orgy. She didn’t trust him because he had a moustache, and what grown man invites a little kid to a rock concert? She didn’t trust his motives. That he umpired Little League games only indicated he really liked little kids, and not necessarily in a healthy matter.


None of this mattered. I was going. ‘I can take care of myself,’ I reassured her, and to my surprise she believed me.


‘Okay,’ she relented, ‘but promise me, absolutely promise me you will be home no later than midnight.’ Of course I promised, even though I had never been to a concert before and I had no idea how long they were. For this one, I had no idea the lead singer’s idea of a fashionable entrance was to arrive on stage two hours after the scheduled start time.


After Evan and I arrived at Cal State Los Angeles, where the concert was being held in the gym, we unloaded the equipment he carried in his VW van. When most of it was set up on stage inside, I scrambled back inside the van to pull the microphone cables out from under the dashboard. Looking up I was shocked to see the dark outline of a figure through the windshield. I scurried back out of the van and the same dark, long-haired figure blocked my exit.


‘What the fuck do you think you’re doing?’ he demanded.


‘I’m helping Evan,’ I stammered. ‘This is his van.’


‘Yeah? How do I know you’re not stealing this stuff?’


I looked around frantically for Evan. He was nowhere in sight.


‘I’m not! I’m helping.’


‘I should call the cops.’


I was really spooked. I spilled the whole story out to this guy. ‘I came here with Evan. He told me if I hit a home run he’d take me to see this band tonight and here I am.’


‘Oh, so you’re the kid who whacked Parker with the baseball bat?’


How did this guy know that? I was about to ask him when Evan appeared.


‘I was just about to call the cops on this kid I caught stealing our equipment, Evan. What do you think we should do with him?’


‘I think we should hang him by his ankles with these microphone cables and beat the shit out of him,’ Evan said.


Now I didn’t know whether to laugh or run.


‘That’s not a bad idea,’ the guy said.


Evan winked, I breathed easier.


At that moment, a pretty red-haired girl came up and put her arm around the guy with the long hair. ‘Hello, honey,’ she said, and kissed him on the cheek. He slipped his arm around her waist. ‘Well, I guess I’ll let you go this time, but watch it in the future.’ Then they walked away.


‘That was Jim Morrison,’ Evan told me. ‘You two oughta really get along fine; he’s crazier than you are.’


A group called the Sunshine Company opened the show, followed by the Nitty Gritty Dirt Band. The audience was polite to the first band, but had become rude and impatient by the time the second was wrapping up their set. Then there was a long, long break.


The four members of the Doors were in the locker room, which was serving as the dressing room, underground and beneath the gym. They were completely unaware of the tension mounting upstairs back in the hall. The Dirt Band had left the stage early, about 10:45. The Doors were to go on at 11:15. It was already 11:30, the audience was growing increasingly intolerant, and it was becoming obvious I wasn’t going to make it home by midnight. The stage was finally readied for the Doors at 11:45. Sixteen black Jordan amplifiers were erected into four individual towers looking like Greek columns – one stack of four on either side of the drum riser. In front of the stage a lone, slightly bent, chrome microphone stand. Just to its immediate left a red and black Vox organ with a silver, metal-flake bass keyboard by Fender riding piggyback on the organ’s left shoulder.


At midnight the pre-recorded music from the PA was turned off and the audience tensed. But no Doors. I was standing between Evan and another man whom he introduced to me as the Doors’ manager, Bill Siddons. ‘Listen, how’d you like to do me a favour?’ Bill asked.


‘Sure.’


‘Go downstairs and tell those guys it’s show time.’


I dashed down the stairs and into the dressing room, my enthusiasm barely contained, and repeated the message. I was met with darkness and silence. I had to peer into the room to make them out.


I heard a deep voice: ‘Tell Bill we know.’ I stood there and waited for more but when no more came, I decided I’d done the job I was asked to do and ran back upstairs. I relayed the message to Bill.


‘Go tell them I said now!’


‘All right.’


More silence. No movement. I waited a while. What were they waiting for? Nobody talked. I left, ran back upstairs and told Bill they said ‘all right.’


‘Tell them the contract reads 11:15, and we’re already over an hour late.’ I didn’t want to tell them that. Walking into that dressing room was like entering the River Styx. But I didn’t want to disobey. I went back downstairs, my legs getting tired by now, and told them what Bill said.


‘Tell Bill we’ll be right up,’ the baritone answered. I climbed back upstairs.


‘Tell them the audience is going ape shit,’ Bill asked me. I hobbled down the stairs and delivered the message.


‘Let ’em, it’s good for them.’


This time I tried to run back up the stairs with the reply, but I confess I walked two or three of them.


I told Bill. ‘Why don’t you go talk to them, I don’t think they’re listening to me,’ I said.


‘Don’t take it personally,’ he told me, ‘those guys don’t listen to anybody.’ Thus fortified, he gave me a new message. ‘Tell them if we don’t go on now, this second, we’re gonna be in default, got that?’ I nodded, afraid to speak for fear of forgetting the message. I trotted back downstairs and fed the information into the darkness. Silence.


‘Tell him we don’t give a fuck about the money.’ I didn’t want to tell anybody that.


‘Tell him we’re on our way,’ another voice said. What were they doing in there anyway? I wondered. I was beginning to have real strange feelings about these guys.


Back upstairs, I gave Bill the latest news. ‘Go watch for them at the top of the stairs and when you see them, come tell me, okay?’ The crowd was stomping and clapping and hollering for the Doors. I waited a good ten minutes at the top of the stairs. It was almost one o’clock. I had given up a long time ago getting home before two. Then I saw three musicians coming up the stairs. A tall, blond, well-dressed man who looked nice and wore rimless glasses; a frizzy-haired, slightly dazed-looking guy who looked like he was wearing a carpet over his shoulder and carried a burgundy Gibson guitar; and a colourful, almost pixie-looking guy with lousy skin. Where was the fourth guy, Morrison? Hadn’t he heard me? Oh, shit. I’d assumed he was in the dressing room.


I ran and told Bill they were coming. Three of them, at least. He said something into his headphone mike and the house lights dimmed. The audience hushed and inhaled. The place smelt of pot. I’d smelt it once or twice before, but not like this. A spotlight came on, ‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ Bill Siddons’ voice boomed throughout the gym, ‘please welcome the Doors!’ Wild applause. Then the spotlight went out and you saw nothing but some buttons of red light beaming. The music started in total darkness. It sounded like a carnival was beginning. That was my first thought. Had the fourth guy made it? That was my next thought. Where was he? Was he coming? Had he heard me? Oh, shit. Was I in trouble with these guys already? I hoped not. I’d just met them!


Nothing in my life prepared me for the arrival of Jim Morrison.
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