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For Francesca, my mountaintop, my peak—
this, and everything




INTRODUCTION


ANYTHING FOR YOU


PEOPLE ALWAYS SAY TO me, ‘Why don’t you get along with critics?’” Lou Reed told me one night in 2012. “I tell them, ‘I get along fine with Anthony DeCurtis.’ Shuts them right up.” We were sitting in the dining room of the Kelly Writers House at the University of Pennsylvania, where I teach creative writing. I’d brought Lou down to do an interview with me in front of fifty or so invited guests and to have dinner with a dozen students, faculty members, musicians, and local media luminaries. As with so many things with Lou, it was touch-and-go until the very end.


Getting Lou to come to Penn, which is in Philadelphia, was complicated. Arrangements for his visit had been made months in advance with his manager, who assured me that Lou had approved them. The Kelly Writers House is an actual thirteen-room house in the heart of the Penn campus, and the interview would take place in the front room. Lou would be paid a modest fee, and the agenda was a brief reception, an hour-long interview, and a home-cooked meal served at the Writers House afterward. Patti Smith, Suzanne Vega, and Rufus Wainwright had all done it in previous years and had a great time. But Lou was different. I knew it was asking a lot of someone who didn’t typically relish events of this kind, and I wanted to make sure in advance that he understood what the evening entailed. His manager assured me that he did.


But two days before the event, Lou’s manager called and asked me if I would speak to Lou. Lou now wanted to do only the interview—not the reception, not the dinner. The intimacy of the event was the whole point, so that wasn’t acceptable. But Lou was adamant. When I called the next day, Lou answered “Hello?” with a voice that sounded as if it was coming from inside a crypt. I explained the situation, and he matter-of-factly responded, “Well, we don’t have to do any of it.” The genial artist I had known for years had transformed into “Lou Reed.” When we ended the conversation, I had no idea if he was going to show up or not.


He did show up. When he arrived, he greeted me warmly, as if nothing untoward had happened the day before, and we went into a faculty office that served as his greenroom. For his rider, Reed had requested kielbasa—which had caused great mirth for me and the Writers House staff. What would the fearsome Lou Reed insist on? Boys? Girls? Drugs? No, kielbasa. I later learned that kielbasa was necessary: it helped with his diabetes. A platter of meats and cheeses from Philadelphia’s famed Di Bruno Bros. gourmet shop was brought to us, and Reed began chatting with me as if we had all the time in the world.


As we talked, I could hear the guests gathering downstairs for the reception. Reed, meanwhile, picked up a piece of prosciutto and, after tasting it, launched into an encomium to its excellence. It was, without question, the best prosciutto he had ever had. Could I please tell him where he could get some for himself? I introduced him to the woman who had ordered the food, and he peppered her with thanks and questions. In the meantime, the reception was now fully under way. People peeked into the room every few minutes to see if we would be coming out anytime soon. I decided the reception would have to be sacrificed. Lou was in a good mood, and if the interview went well, he might be willing to stay for dinner. We continued to enjoy the food, and finally I stood up and said, “We should probably go do our talk.” He looked as if he had completely forgotten about it, but he stood up and followed me downstairs and into the front room.


When we emerged I could feel the audience’s tense energy. Lou, of course, seemed impervious. That kind of tension was the emotional sea he swam in, the air he breathed. The room was small, and it was packed. A number of people had traveled great distances to be there. Everyone had known that Lou was in the house, but his not emerging for the reception lent the gathering an edge. This was Lou Reed, after all. Maybe he would walk out. When we sat down in the two chairs set up in the front of the room, we adjusted our mics, and I thanked Reed for coming. “Anything for you,” he said. Our conversation rambled on for an hour. We talked about writing, Andy Warhol, Delmore Schwartz, the Velvet Underground, and Laurie Anderson. We took questions from the audience, and then we were done.


Now Lou was in a great mood. He remained in his seat as people came by to say hello and brought memorabilia for him to sign. He was gracious to everyone, and looked over the rarities presented to him, mentioning that even he didn’t have copies of some of them. Then, after about fifteen minutes, he joined us for dinner. Everyone got their Lou Reed story. And I got my compliment.


I’D GOTTEN TO KNOW Lou from writing about him in Rolling Stone and elsewhere, and over the course of more than fifteen years we’d regularly run into each other in New York—at clubs and concerts, at restaurants and parties. I always felt that one of the reasons Lou and I got along well was that we met socially before we ever met as artist and critic. In June of 1995 I got stuck at the airport in Cleveland, where I had gone to cover the concert celebrating the opening of the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame. Backed by Soul Asylum, Lou had turned in a roaring version of “Sweet Jane” as part of that show. My flight back to New York was delayed for hours and I was settling in for the wait when I ran into a record company friend, who introduced me to Lou and Laurie. There’s nothing like an interminable flight delay to grease the gears of socialization.


“You reviewed New York for Rolling Stone, right?” Reed asked, referring to his classic 1989 album.


“Right.”


“How many stars did you give it?”


“Four.”


“Shoulda been five,” he said. But he was smiling. The ice had been broken.


So we sat and chatted in the airport lounge. The subject of the Hall of Fame’s list of the five hundred songs that shaped rock and roll came up, and Lou asked if “Walk on the Wild Side” was on it. It was, and he seemed pleased to be represented. Then, in a sweet gesture, he asked if Laurie’s “O Superman” had been included. It had not, but at that moment I got a sense of how important she was to him. He didn’t want to make the moment all about him.


Though I subsequently interviewed Lou a half dozen times or so, I remember those more casual moments with the most affection. I recall talking with him at length about Brian Wilson, whom he greatly admired, at a party for Amnesty International. Another time, I ran into him outside Trattoria Dell’Arte on Seventh Avenue when he and Laurie were heading to Carnegie Hall to see the Cuban musicians who had been part of the Buena Vista Social Club phenomenon. It was a warm summer night and Lou was wearing a light-colored short-sleeve shirt. He was in his late fifties at the time, and his hair was graying. In the fading sunlight, I could see the lines of aging on his face and neck. Rather than the daunting, leather-clad figure of Lou Reed, he looked like the man he had in a sense become: an aging Jewish New Yorker out for a night of entertainment with his arty, attractive girlfriend.


He also seemed to be in a terrific mood. He was excited to see the show and asked if I was going. When I explained that I didn’t have tickets, he half-jokingly asked, “Do you think Laurie and I could get you in as some kind of”—he hesitated in order to come up with the exact right phrase—“celebrity perk?” We all laughed, but I was touched nonetheless.


Encountering him around the city that way always made me proud to be a New York native. An artist of incalculable significance, Lou was also, as one of his song titles put it, the ultimate “NYC Man,” as inextricable a part of the city as, say, the Twin Towers. Now he and they are gone and the city still stands, however much diminished.


THOSE INTERACTIONS WITH LOU both spurred and complicated the writing of this book. I have been a Lou Reed fan for decades, since the Velvet Underground, and hold his work in the absolute highest regard. Other than Bob Dylan, the Beatles, and James Brown, no one has exerted as great an influence on popular music as he has. Particularly when we would run into each other unexpectedly, I would walk away feeling how extraordinary it was that I was on such familiar terms with Lou Reed.


I’m not unaware that I was useful to him. I wrote well and appreciatively about him. He always conceived of himself as a writer, and my having a PhD in American literature, writing for Rolling Stone, and teaching at a prestigious college all meant a great deal to him, though that’s the sort of thing he would never admit. To borrow a phrase from one of Lou’s close friends, the photographer Mick Rock, I saw Lou the way he wanted to see himself.


But I was always aware of his innumerable contradictions, and fascinated by them. Sometimes when I was interviewing him, I could see him tense up, watch his jaw tighten and his eyes grow cold, see him get ready to snap as he had famously done with so many writers so many times. See him about to become Lou Reed. Then he would remember that it was me, that it was okay, and he would calm down and simply answer the question. He would joke about how being insulted by Lou Reed had become something of a badge of honor in the music industry (“Kind of makes you hard, doesn’t it?”), and how he’d used that persona to his benefit. “God forbid I should ever be nice to people: it would ruin everything,” he told me. “The fact is, it works well, being thought to be difficult, because then people just won’t ask you to do things you don’t want to do. Being a nice guy? That’s a disaster. You’re just asking for trouble. People think, ‘Oh, he’s a nice guy, let’s work him over.’ As opposed to, ‘Him? Forget it. He’ll rip your throat out.’”


When Lou died I was as shocked as anyone who wasn’t in his very closest circle. The opportunity to write this book emerged soon after, and I wondered about it. It’s not something he would ever have wanted, and while he was alive I would not have written it. “Anything for you” would never have gone that far. No question: this book does not at all times see Lou the way he wanted to see himself. Aspects of his sex life, his drug use, and his cruelty that he came to be embarrassed about, and, in some sense, would have loved to erase, are discussed here in detail. As are his generosity and his kindness, his talent, his vision, and his genius. So if this book does not present him the way he wanted to see himself, to as great a degree as it was possible for me, it presents him as he was. And, I believe, as he knew himself to be. It is the full, intimate portrait, of an artist and a person, that he, like anyone of his stature, deserves.


Lou loved Hamlet and often would refer to it in conversation and interviews. Some lines from that play came to mind as I thought about what I wrote about him in here. At one point, when Hamlet is talking about his dead father, a monumental figure who literally haunts him, he says simply, “He was a man. Take him for all in all. I shall not look upon his like again.” Lou Reed. All in all. Never again.
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FROM BROOKLYN TO THE CROTCH OF LONG ISLAND


NAMED AFTER HIS MOTHER’S late grandfather, Lewis Allan Reed was born on March 2, 1942, at Beth El Hospital in Brooklyn, New York. His parents were Sidney Joseph and Toby Reed. Sidney was a smart, handsome, ambitious accountant and Toby a housewife whose beauty was remarked upon by all who knew her. Three years earlier, at the age of nineteen, she had been chosen “Queen of the Stenographers” at one of the many local beauty pageants in New York at that time. She had been nominated by the firm where she was working, United Lawyers Service, and it was characteristic of her reticence that she claimed the only reason she was selected was that “the really pretty stenographer was out sick that day.” Her photo ran in the Brooklyn Eagle, and she was crowned queen at the Stenographers Ball held at the Manhattan Center on Thirty-Fourth Street in Manhattan, a run of subway stops and a world away from her life in Brooklyn.


The country was barely through the Depression and World War II was raging, but Brooklyn was a peaceful, if rough-hewn, place to live. The borough was overwhelmingly ethnic, with Italian, Irish, Jewish, and African American neighborhoods bordering one another and, in some instances, overlapping, with varying degrees of comfort. In contrast to the soaring towers and relentless modernity of Manhattan, Brooklyn was old-world and human-scale. The buildings were low and each neighborhood had everything its residents needed within a few blocks. The immigrant communities quavered on the tense balance of attempting to re-create the familiar comforts of their European homelands and embracing the fresh possibilities of life in the New World.


Both Toby’s and Sidney’s parents had emigrated from Europe in the early 1900s, her family from Poland, his from Russia. Sidney’s father, Mendel Rabinowitz, established a successful printing business and settled in the Brooklyn neighborhood of Borough Park, a predominantly Italian and Jewish area. A recognizably Jewish name like Rabinowitz would do Sidney no good if he hoped to advance in the world beyond his neighborhood, so he legally changed his surname to Reed.


The Reeds were not religious and did not belong to a synagogue, although Lewis would eventually be bar mitzvahed. Sidney Reed, an opinionated man, despised organized religion. He was something of a loner, and the family did not have many close friends and did not belong to any neighborhood organizations. They lived in a small, walk-up apartment. Sidney was close to his younger brother Stan, who lived with the Reeds for a time, but for the most part the Reeds’ family life was tight and enclosed. Lewis was the Reeds’ first child, and, as the first and only son in a Jewish family, he was cherished.


Like so many men of his time, Sidney had struggled to find work in the wake of the Depression. A well-spoken man who prized the English language, he had dreamed of becoming a writer or a lawyer, but settled on being a certified public accountant, in accordance with his mother’s wishes. Toby, whose given last name was Futterman, had left school to go to work and help support her family after her father died when she was in her teens.


The war was a frightening time for everyone, but particularly for Jews, as the Nazis swept across Europe and rumors and reports of the fate of that continent’s Jewish population began to drift across the Atlantic to the United States. Personal disappointments were pushed aside, and a sense of tense, precarious gratitude became predominant. Simply to have a job and enough money to live and provide for a growing family—simply to be alive—seemed enough to be grateful for. Hoping for more was tempting the fates.


THE BROOKLYN THAT LOU Reed grew up in has been shrouded in a haze of nostalgia, perhaps deservedly. It sometimes seems as if the entire future of the music industry was forged by Brooklyn Jews of his approximate generation, Carole King, David Geffen, Neil Sedaka, Clive Davis, Neil Diamond, Gerry Goffin, Seymour Stein, and Barbra Streisand among them. Jewish families typically encouraged education and ambition in their children, and that manifested itself in both creative work and business. The practical business side derived from a sense that survival in post-Depression America required making sure you entered a profession that guaranteed the bills would always be paid. The creativity derived from an exactly opposite source, one out of the parents’ control. As all immigrant groups tend to do, the Jews who came to New York attempted to reconstruct the homeland they had left behind. That provided a sense of comfort, and to contemporary eyes it looks romantic and charming. But these Brooklyn shtetls seemed restrictive and painfully old-world to the children and grandchildren of those immigrants. American music, radio, movies, and television all called to those young people with a wild sense of wide-open freedom that their neighborhoods and cramped apartments couldn’t begin to rival. That generation would leave Europe behind and create a vision of America in the popular arts that, before long, would become the prism through which the entire world viewed the country.


For some, Brooklyn in the forties and early fifties was a world of egg creams and raucous, sunny afternoons at Ebbets Field, of men waiting at newsstands for the bulldog editions of the next day’s newspapers in order to get the sports scores and racing results, of women sitting outside on stoops to escape the heat, watching their kids and sharing gossip with neighbors. If Reed noted or participated in such routines, they only rarely penetrated his consciousness in later years, and he didn’t share those reminiscences with others. He would repeatedly describe his upbringing in Brooklyn as a combination of familial oppression and neighborhood tension. As a songwriter, he would eventually exalt the grittiness of New York’s streets, but as a young boy growing up, he found it off-putting—both frightening and a little beneath him. He couldn’t even romanticize it in retrospect, though he described it in terms far worse than it likely was. Taking his imagination to the extreme was a habit that began early with him.


Reed attended P.S. 192 on Eighteenth Avenue, four blocks from his parents’ apartment. His mother would escort him to school, despite the short distance. Reed recalled that he didn’t walk to school alone before the age of nine because “if you walked the streets, you’d get killed.” As for the school itself, he said, “They lined you up in a school yard with wire fences, no grass to walk on. The playground was concrete and they had lunch monitors. … People were pissing in the streets. A kid had to go to the john, you raised your hand, got out of line, and pissed through the wire. It was like being in a concentration camp, I suppose.” It’s inconceivable, of course, that teachers, especially in a coeducational school at that time—or any other time, really—would call on boys to urinate through a fence rather than use the school’s restroom. Perhaps the boys did it on their own when they were playing in the school yard and no teachers or oppressive “lunch monitors” were present, and Reed conflated the memories in order to enhance his anecdote. But then if, however ironically, you’re comparing your elementary school to a concentration camp, anything is possible.


If Reed’s contemporaries heard evocative street corner singing or the wonders of New York radio while growing up in Brooklyn, such charms were lost on or unperceivable to him. “I didn’t hear nothin’ in Brooklyn,” he said. “The radio didn’t exist.” He concluded, “I couldn’t have been unhappier than in the eight years I spent growing up in Brooklyn.” Somewhat jokingly he later added, “Most of my childhood memories are not available to me. My childhood was so unpleasant that I absolutely don’t remember anything before age thirty-one.” Reed did attend Dodgers games with his father, though he would later disparage the experience, wryly claiming that the Dodgers’ leaving Brooklyn—a source of never-ending heartbreak for, and much written about by, literary Brooklynites of those days—was the cause of his cynicism. He claimed to have cared about the Dodgers “very much,” but their departure for Los Angeles in 1957—ironically, long after Reed and his family had themselves left the borough—made it impossible for him to ever care about baseball again.


When Reed was five, his younger sister, Merrill, whose nickname was Bunny, was born. Now with two children, the Reeds, like so many other solvent families who lived in cities at around that time, began to think about moving to the suburbs. The war was over, and America was becoming the world’s great economic engine. The baby boom was in full swing, and the crowded urban centers were beginning to seem indistinguishable from the cramped environments that so many of their ancestors had fled. The postwar era in America was characterized by a desire to establish a reassuring normalcy, to erase the Europe of wars and genocide, to lose the past and live in America’s eternally bright future. No doubt the Cold War was coming into being, and the threat of nuclear annihilation lent a persistent undercurrent of dread to the era. But that whiff of mortality only fueled the desire for stability, a kind of submerged rage for order. The booming economy and the New Deal reforms that the Roosevelt administration had put in place to combat the Depression meant that social mobility was, for once, a true possibility in America. The dream of owning your own home was becoming a reality for millions of people. And when Sidney Reed was offered the job of treasurer at Cellu-Craft, a Long Island firm that, in the true spirit of The Graduate, manufactured plastics, it seemed as if the Reeds were finally getting their shot at that dream. So in 1952, the Reed family moved to Freeport, Long Island.


SIDNEY REED WANTED TO raise his kids on Long Island in part because he believed it would be safer, and he “thought that the opportunity on the island would be better,” said Allan Hyman, one of Reed’s close friends on Long Island, of Reed’s father. “That was the way a lot of people felt.” Freeport was one of the small towns along the south shore of Long Island that served as a bedroom community for New York. The Reeds moved there at a time when conformity was not merely desired or valued; it was an unquestioned good. The Reeds’ home—an undistinguished three-bedroom ranch-style house at 35 Oakfield Avenue—cost $10,000, and it had been built in 1951. Many of the families streaming to the island from the city were from Brooklyn, and many of them were Jewish. Jews were a distinct, if significant, minority, and Reed was enrolled in Hebrew school at Congregation B’nai Israel, which he attended three days a week—and loathed—in preparation for his bar mitzvah. In stark contrast to the identity politics of today, assimilation was the order of the day in the early fifties on Long Island, and none of Reed’s friends, Jewish or not, recall incidents of anti-Semitism or bias. There was a black community in Freeport, and students socialized across racial lines at the high school level, though racial strife would erupt there later, in the sixties. “It was a fantastic place to grow up,” said Doug Van Buskirk, who attended school with Reed. “Probably anybody on the south shore of Long Island would say that in the fifties. People could walk anywhere at any time of the day or night. We would return late from a party and walk across town. It was a very safe, almost totally a middle-class town.”


While people identified with their local town, the various spots along the shore—Freeport, Baldwin, Oceanside, and Rockville Centre among them—all bled into one another. Class distinctions blurred as well. Professional families, like Reed’s, lived on the same street as blue-collar families who owned the local shops or worked in service industries like plumbing and heating. It was an era before McMansions and the conspicuous display of wealth. Economic gradations existed, of course—a nicer car, a maid, ownership of a boat—but they were subtle and people didn’t feel the need to make an issue of them. “I don’t think any of us thought about someone’s house not being as nice as someone else’s,” said Judy November, who was Reed’s lab partner in high school, when her last name was Titus. “It was a different time; we were less materialistic about things. But all my friends, I thought, were economically comfortable.”


If you weren’t an old money family with the heritage and social cachet to show for it—and none of the families in Freeport were—your wealth or lack of it was a private matter. Even the competitive suburban ethic of “keeping up with the Joneses” was less about materialistic warfare than about maintaining the calm equilibrium of prosperous conformity that had brought everyone out there to begin with. Any sign of decay or indifference—an untended lawn, a battered car, a peeling paint job—evoked unsettling memories of the anonymous, teeming clamor and frightening disrepair of the city. In that regard, every family had to pull its weight in order to maintain the uniform and controlled demeanor that was the hallmark of suburban life. Anyone who could manage to scrape together $10,000 to buy a home in the area was likely to be “comfortable” or “middle class,” to use two of the vague expressions Americans employed at that time—and since that time—in order to blur class distinctions. And in the fifties, if you had arrived in a suburb like Freeport, you had planted your stake in the soil of the American dream. Even today, Freeport looks much as it did back then. The homes have been spruced up and expanded a bit, but not torn down for massive reconstructions. It’s as if the houses themselves got the message: once you arrived in Freeport, you were there to stay. What was there needed to be maintained, but nothing more was required.


ACCORDING TO ALLAN HYMAN, Reed’s father was “a quiet guy. Very reserved. I viewed him as fairly strict. He set up boundaries for his family and his son. He wouldn’t tolerate people cursing in front of him. He had middle-class values and he wanted everybody to act appropriately. He wanted Lou to respect him and his mother. That’s the way he was. My father was similar. They were very conservative. They expected that we would behave ourselves at the dinner table and we would dress a certain way.


“I had a lot of friends whose parents were very involved with their kids in sports and stuff. They were people you could go out and toss a ball with. My father and Lou’s father were not like that. Lou’s father was much more cerebral. He was also very penurious. Typically, when I went out to dinner with my friends’ parents, they would always pay. But when I went with Lou and his parents, they would expect me to pay my share. Like, ‘You had the hamburger. You owe a dollar fifty.’” As for Toby, Hyman said, “If you wanted to cast somebody as a fifties housewife living in the suburbs with an apron, taking care of her husband and children, that was Lou’s mother. The ultimate wife. She was really attractive, gracious, friendly—a very nice person. She was one of those women who, when I was there, would always ask if I wanted anything to eat. She would bring me milk and cookies.” Richard Sigal, another of Reed’s Long Island friends, agreed. “I never got to know Lou’s father very well,” he said. “But Lou’s mother—not only was she beautiful, but she was always very nice to me.” Reed’s sister, Bunny, described her mother as an “anxious individual throughout her life” who “took a traditional role with my father, always staying subservient to him.”


Whatever its appeal for others, Freeport seemed like a jail to Reed. His parents did not have a large circle of friends. There were no cultural or entertainment trips to Manhattan for the family—no museum visits, no theater, no circus. It was a small, tight, protected world. Merely having arrived on Long Island seemed to be enough for his parents, particularly his father, who viewed the boring regularity of their lives as a virtue. Still, Sidney loved music and often played it at home—show tunes, Benny Goodman, big band jazz. He had a sizable record collection that was meticulously organized. But Reed would only describe Freeport and its environs in the most caustic terms throughout his life. “Hempstead’s like the crotch of Long Island,” he said in one memorable tirade. “It’s one big bus terminal with faggots walking around saying, ‘You in love?’ Great Neck is the Jewish Towers. If you run into a diseased criminal mind, it’s from Great Neck. Nobody goes to more great lengths to escape their upbringing than someone from Great Neck. Usually they become sadistic criminals who do senseless rape-murders on four-year-olds. You find a letter that says, ‘I was raised in Great Neck, what’ya expect? Hi, Ma.’”


Reed’s father and the desire for unperturbable respectability that he represented would become the central target of Reed’s rebellion. “He would refer to my father as a horrible Republican,” said Hyman, whose father was a successful lawyer. “And he would say that his father was a horrible, disgusting Republican accountant. I didn’t get it at the time—I didn’t know from Republicans. I just thought Lou was being Lou, trying to be outrageous and shocking, which he was starting to become. He would love to shock. That was his thing. It was probably one of the reasons I found him so interesting, because most of my friends were not like that at all.”


For his secular education, Reed attended the Caroline G. Atkinson Elementary School, which he entered in the third grade. He had been nervous and frightened in Brooklyn, and those feelings persisted in Freeport. According to his sister, who would go on to become a psychotherapist, Reed “suffered from anxiety and panic attacks throughout his life. … It was obvious that Lou was becoming increasingly anxious and avoidant and resistant to most socializing unless it was on his terms. He was possessed with a fragile temperament.” However, as with many of the children who were transported by their families from New York City to the suburbs, the change in environment enabled Reed to adopt an air of urban swagger. While many Freeport families were city exiles, not all of them were, so Reed’s experience on the mean streets of Brooklyn gave him something like street credibility, or enabled its pretense. Perhaps more important, his rude behavior in the well-behaved town of Freeport was unlikely to elicit the same harsh response that it would have in far more confrontational Brooklyn. In Freeport, Reed could be one of the tough kids, or posture as one, with little in the way of consequences. “He started being disrespectful early on,” said Richard Bloom, who attended school with Reed, and that behavior would continue.


NOT LONG AFTER THE Reeds arrived in Freeport, fifties youth culture began to disrupt the seemingly tranquil surface of that decade in America. Along with the early tremors of rock and roll came cinematic antiheroes like James Dean and Marlon Brando. They brought along with them the specter of juvenile delinquency, the apolitical rebellion of teens against the conformity and blandness American society had come so wholeheartedly to embrace. Reed walked both sides of the line. “Lou was a good student,” November recalled. “He was a fairly serious student. He wasn’t known as a bookworm, but he applied himself. He was considered a responsible member of our class, and he was quite well-liked.” Reed would later describe his life growing up on Long Island as terrible, but, in November’s view, “my sense was that he did enjoy himself. I did not sense hostilities from him. I did not sense negativity at all.” He was even well-behaved as November’s lab partner. “He was diligent,” she said. “He didn’t blow up any experiments while I was in the room!” Reed indulged all the same pleasures of suburban Long Island life as his friends: tennis, outings to Jones Beach, horseback riding, movies, occasional boating, frequent socializing.


Reed was also a great reader. “Lou and I were always reading,” said Richard Sigal, who attended school with Reed from the eighth grade and stayed friends with him through college; that Sigal would eventually become a professor of sociology with a specialty in deviant behavior was a fact that Reed would enjoy when the two men resumed their friendship as adults. “We loved Ian Fleming—the James Bond novels,” Sigal said. “It was almost one-upmanship: who could get his hands on the new book and finish it first, so we could tell the other guy about it.” That competitiveness extended into other areas as well. “We played tennis when we were in high school and college,” Sigal said, “and it was like Connors and McEnroe. We were exactly at the same level. He’d win a set, I’d win a set. It pissed him off. He tried so hard to beat me, and I tried so hard to beat him. He didn’t like losing.”


But there were areas in which it was impossible to compete with Reed. “Lou was always more advanced than the rest of us,” Sigal said. “The drinking age was eighteen back then, so we all started drinking at around sixteen. We were drinking quarts of beer, but Lou was smoking joints. He didn’t do that in front of many people, but I knew he was doing it. While we were looking at girls in Playboy, Lou was reading Story of O. He was reading the Marquis de Sade, stuff that I wouldn’t even have thought about or known how to find.”


In the late fifties and the sixties, magazines like Evergreen Review and publishing houses like Grove Press, both founded by Barney Rosset, began putting out work that consciously attempted to subvert the self-satisfied conservatism of postwar mainstream American culture. Sexuality was an important front in that battle. Rosset led the fight for the publication of unexpurgated versions of D. H. Lawrence’s Lady Chatterley’s Lover and Henry Miller’s Tropic of Cancer. The lines between sexually charged literature and erotic provocation for its own sake began to blur. Playboy published its first issue in 1953, and, month after month, titillating photographs of the girl next door with her breasts exposed nestled against short stories by literary heavyweights and essays about the freedoms afforded by the First Amendment. Similarly, serious literary work with daring sexual content appeared in avant-garde magazines next to photographs and illustrations that skirted the lines of smut. Insulting the sexual conservatism of the times in any way was a shot across the cultural bow.


If depictions of heterosexuality represented a threat to the mainstream, homosexuality was perceived as explicitly dangerous. Allen Ginsberg, William Burroughs, Hubert Selby Jr., Gore Vidal, and John Rechy, among many other writers, began exploring homosexual themes in their work, and the love that dared not speak its name began to find its voice. While considered controversial, such writers were also praised by forward-looking critics, and the fact that their work was considered shocking only increased its allure for the generation of burgeoning rebels that included Lou Reed. Writers began chronicling the ways of a heretofore invisible American underground, a world that Rechy eventually called the city of night and that Reed would ultimately make his aesthetic—and, at times, his personal—home. Hustlers, transvestites, male and female hookers, and drug users populated a subterranean realm that Eisenhower America, with its manicured suburbs, either was entirely unaware of or pretended did not exist. That the realm of gay cruising largely existed, of necessity, in criminalized environments—Mafia-run bars; marginal, potentially violent sections of town; shabby rooming houses and hotels—only made it more seductive and subversive. Such a world must have seemed as much an imaginative creation as Shakespeare’s Forest of Arden for young literary rebels remote from New York or Los Angeles. For Reed, the city of night packed the same emotional kick—and it was a relatively brief car or train ride away.


Even in high school, Reed led something of a double life. On the most superficial level, he attended classes, participated in athletics, and got passing grades. “I saw him practically every day in junior high and high school,” said Allan Hyman, who was on the high school’s track team with Reed and would go on to college with him. “He was regarded as kind of a quiet kid. He certainly wasn’t in the so-called in crowd, and neither was I. That wasn’t important to him. He didn’t care.” Along with his friend Richard Sigal, Reed took a summer job cleaning up the trash with a pointy stick at nearby Jones Beach. According to Sigal, Reed did not last long in that position.


What Reed did think was important was music, writing, and sex. Speaking of his discovery of doo-wop, R & B, and rock and roll on the radio as a teenager in the fifties, Reed rhapsodized about “the dusky, musky, mellifluous, liquid sounds of rock and roll. The sounds of another life. The sounds of freedom. As Alan Freed pounded a telephone book and the honking sax of Big Al Sears seared the airwaves with his theme song, ‘Hand Clappin’,’ I sat staring at an indecipherable book on plane geometry, whose planes and angles would forever escape me. And I wanted to escape it, and the world of SAT tests, the College Boards, and leap immediately and eternally into the world of Shirley and Lee, the Diablos, the Paragons, the Jesters. Lillian Leach and the Mellows’ ‘Smoke from Your Cigarette.’ Alicia and the Rockaways’ ‘Why Can’t I Be Loved,’ a question that certainly occupied my teenage time. The lyrics sat in my head like Shakespearean sonnets with all the power of tragedy. ‘Gloria.’ ‘Why don’t you write me, darling / Send me a letter’—the Jacks. And then there was Dion. That great opening to ‘I Wonder Why’ engraved in my skull forever. Dion, whose voice was unlike any other I had heard before. Dion could do all the turns, stretch those syllables so effortlessly, soar so high he could reach the sky and dance there among the stars forever. What a voice that had absorbed and transmogrified all these influences into his own soul as the wine turns into blood.” His favorite doo-wop songs, Reed later said, “made me believe that I could write a song.”


REED’S OBSESSION WITH ROCK and roll in high school led him to the guitar. He found a teacher and went for one lesson, during which he demanded to learn only four basic chords that would carry him through most of the songs that he wanted to play. He organized bands for school talent shows, and, along with friends like Richard Sigal, on guitar, and Allan Hyman, on drums, started playing local gigs. Reed drafted Judy Titus to join him, Sigal, and another Freeport High student for a performance at the school’s talent show. “I was looking for an opportunity to be part of the variety show, so it just fell into place,” Judy November said. “We rehearsed, and it went over pretty well. Lou was the orchestrator of our event, but he wasn’t a dictator about it at all.” Reed also performed at the school with a friend named Alan Walters and a singer named Phil Harris, who was one of Reed’s classmates. “We were in many of the same classes together, and quite a few times we went over to his house to hang out,” Harris recalled. “We were both interested in music and most of the ‘in’ bands and groups of the time.” Reed, Walters, and Harris performed a Little Richard act, and Harris, who sang lead, remarked in 2008 that he was “still hoarse to this day.” Reed and Walters sang backup and Reed played guitar. The performance was successful enough that the trio decided to see if they could come up with some material of their own. They got together at Reed’s house and generated two midtempo doo-wop songs: “Leave Her for Me” and “So Blue.” One inspiration for their songwriting was a neighbor who had heard their performance at Freeport High; he mentioned that he had a contact in the music industry and asked if they would mind performing some of their original songs for him. Once he heard the songs, he put Reed and his friends in touch with Bob Shad, who was an A&R man for Mercury Records and was about to launch his own label, called Time.


Shad liked what he heard and signed the group, which had been calling itself the Shades, to his label. It was an all-too-typical arrangement for young bands at that time. “I used to ask Bob Shad how we were going to get paid from record sales,” Harris recalled, “and what I got for an answer was not to worry about the business end of the deal.” As teenagers and high school students, they felt that they were in no position to push matters any further. Shad brought the group into the studio, and arranged for an additional singer to fill out the background vocals with Reed and Walters. Incredibly, Shad also lined up the torrid sax player King Curtis and famed R & B guitarist Mickey Baker to play on the record. The songs are unremarkable by the standards of the radio hits of the time, but not bad at all for kids, and Curtis’s playing is vivid at every moment. As for the songwriting, “Leave Her for Me” was credited to “Lewis Reed,” and “So Blue” to Reed and Harris. In an early reflection of Reed’s style sense, the group would perform in dark sunglasses—hence the Shades. Shad, however, was concerned that both the sunglasses and the name would get them confused with other bands, so, with inadvertent wit, the group renamed itself the Jades. They likely were thinking of the gem, though, as a budding litterateur, Reed might well have been aware of the word’s historical use to describe sexually disreputable women, a usage that comes down to us in the term “jaded.”


“Leave Her for Me” achieved its moment of glory when it was played on the Swingin’ Soiree, a show hosted by the legendary New York disc jockey Murray Kaufman, universally known as Murray the K, on 1010 WINS, then one of the most important rock stations in the country. To Reed’s immense disappointment, it was not Kaufman, who had taken that night off, but a substitute DJ who played it. (The band later lip-synched the song at a Long Island dance party at which Kaufman made a brief personal appearance.) The two-sided single also appeared in jukeboxes on Long Island. Reed would later claim that he received a royalty check for seventy-eight cents, prompting Phil Harris to joke that Reed owed him a third of that for his songwriting contribution. The Jades also took their show on the road. “We played openings of shopping malls and other events after the release of the ‘So Blue’ record,” Harris said. “We played in bars and other such establishments and anywhere where people would listen. Sometimes they did, and sometimes not. The outfits we wore were classics of the fifties. Shades, peg pants, string ties, and jackets with glitter on them.” After “So Blue,” Shad invited Harris to record some other songs for him. Notably, the other Jades were not included in that invitation. Reed, however, recorded other tracks for Shad in 1962, including the teen-pop confections “Your Love” and “Merry Go Round,” neither of which found much success. Reed’s brush with exposure, however, encouraged him to continue to try to place his songs. “I used to go up to Harlem,” he recalled. “I met this guy, Leroy Kirkland, who was the arranger for the orchestra at the Alan Freed rock-and-roll shows. I’d go with him to get the Harptones or somebody to record one of my little songs. Isn’t that a thing of fantasy?”


Reed did not limit his performances to the Jades. “We started a garage band dubbed the Valets by Lou,” Richard Sigal said. “I never liked the name, but Lou was the leader.” Along with Sigal, whom Reed taught to play guitar, Allan Hyman played drums and Bobby Futterman, a cousin of Lou’s who lived in a nearby Long Island town, played bass and guitar. Jerry Jackson, an African American football star at Freeport High, also performed with the Valets, as a singer. “Jerry had a good voice, and he would sing lead on some songs,” Sigal recalled. “Lou always said to me, ‘You have the sweet voice,’ so he wanted me to do the slow songs. I sang ‘Castle in the Sky’ by the Bop-Chords. I would do the doo-wop songs, and Lou would do the fast, gravelly ones. He always liked ‘Bony Moronie.’ We played parties, the beach clubs and bars along the strip on the south shore of Long Island. You never knew if you were going to get paid or not with the Valets; sometimes our pay was dinner, a plate of spaghetti. We played private birthday parties at people’s houses, where the neighbors would call the cops, and they’d come and tell us to turn it down. We always played loud.” The Valets followed a standard routine: “Three fast songs and one slow song, especially if you wanted to get people out dancing. Sometimes you’d go to a dance where the boys would be on one side of the room and the girls on the other. So we’d start with a slow song and they’d always dance to that. Then you’d lead in with a fast song. That was the format.”


“Lou was starting to become enthusiastic about music,” Allan Hyman said of his high school friend, “and he started taking it a lot more seriously than I did at the time.” Sigal recalled Hyman missing Reed’s cue to end a song one night. “Allan was banging away on his drums and he’s looking up at the ceiling and he’s got his eyes closed. Lou reached over and rapped Allan on the head with his knuckles hard enough for me to hear. Allan looked startled and Lou just gave him a glower and we wrapped up the song. I guess that’s sort of indicative of how Lou dealt with a lot of people in his bands over the years.”


IN ROCK AND ROLL, Reed discovered a yearning and lyricism that complemented the rawer truths he was encountering in the literature he was reading. Sex, of course, suffused both of those aesthetic pursuits. As Reed and his high school buddies began to explore their sexuality, as all adolescents do, he followed his own path. “As we got older in high school, we started to become interested in girls,” Hyman recalled. “His view was always different from the view that most of us took toward girls. Completely different. I’m not aware that he ever dated anyone seriously in high school.”


While it was typical for Hyman and the other boys in Reed’s crowd to find girls to go steady with, Reed took another approach. “We all had long-term girlfriends. Like, for months on end, or a year, we would be going steady,” Richard Sigal said. “Lou never did. All of a sudden he would show up with these girls. They were all sluts. I had no idea where he found them. He didn’t do traditional things, like take them to the movies and then to the ice-cream parlor. Lou once told me, ‘I like girls with black hearts.’ I think that’s telling.” Sigal recalled Reed recounting a visit from one such black-hearted girl. “Once I was over in the den at his house, and he was on the phone with some girl,” Sigal said. “I guess his parents had gone away and he had had this girl over the night before. He started speaking angrily to her about the fact that she had given him a blow job and when he came in her mouth she ran into the kitchen and spit it into the sink. He said, ‘You spit that all over my dishes!’ That’s classic Lou. I don’t know if it was mock anger and he was trying to impress me. I was just shaking my head.”


Allan Hyman had a sense of where Reed found some of his girls. “There was a radio station in Freeport called WGBB, and you could call in and make dedications,” he said. “There were so many people trying to call that the line was always busy. But between busy signals you could actually have a conversation with the other people waiting. There may have been dozens of people waiting to get through, but you could speak to a girl and get her phone number. Lou met a girl in Merrick that way. This was before we could drive, so she eventually took a bus or train to Freeport, and Lou took her to the Grove Theater on Merrick Road for an afternoon matinee. They sat in the balcony and Lou was making out with her with his hand under her sweater. I couldn’t imagine anything more outrageous! But they had matrons with flashlights in theaters in those days, and one of them saw what was going on, and told them to knock it off. Lou told the matron to go fuck herself, and she called the manager, who escorted them out of the theater.”


When Reed grew tired of his friend from Merrick, he passed her along to Hyman, an early manifestation of his fluid sexual boundaries. She was the first person who ever offered Hyman marijuana, which was still very much a forbidden drug in the fifties. (“Are you addicted to those?” he asked her when she fired up a joint. “She started laughing.”) “I literally learned about sex from this girl, and Lou was the one who found her first,” Hyman said. Hyman’s prom date was another of Reed’s finds from Merrick. In Hyman’s senior yearbook, Reed wrote, “Let me know how you do with Gots,” using a nickname they had come up with for the girl. On prom night, Hyman was driving and his date was in the front seat, while Reed was energetically making out with his date, a girl from East Meadow, in the back seat. When Gots expressed outrage at Reed’s shenanigans with his date and refused Hyman’s overtures, Hyman grew angry. They drove to the Rockville Center Oasis Diner after the prom. Afterward, Hyman drove away with Reed and his date, leaving Gots at the diner. Reed, perhaps recalling his own escapades with Gots, halted his activities in the back seat to urge Hyman to reconsider. “You’ve got to go back and pick her up,” Reed told him. “You can’t leave her there.” At three or four in the morning, Gots agreed to have sex with Hyman. “Finally,” Reed remarked from the back seat. A Freeport policeman on patrol interrupted their tryst, however, so Hyman’s plans were foiled. “Lou was in the back seat, hysterical,” Hyman recalled.


By contemporary standards, such adventures seem relatively innocent—and they were. “We didn’t get a lot of sex in the fifties,” Hyman explained. “It was a different time. Most of the people I knew were fairly conservative in that regard.” But Reed moved well beyond the adolescent boy-girl dramas that preoccupied his friends. “Lou’s view started becoming increasingly bizarre,” Hyman said. “It became more bizarre in his poetry, and his writing generally took on what would be described today as a gay tone, if you will. He started talking about having relationships with men, which I found amazingly rebellious at the time. That’s the only way I could describe it. It wasn’t that I viewed it as being bad. It just seemed so foreign.”


Hyman noted that a number of boys in their school were overtly “effeminate”; they appeared gay—or “queer,” in the nomenclature of that time (and, ironically, of our time as well)—and it eventually turned out that they were. Reed, however, was not one of them. “He was always interested in girls—always,” Hyman said. “So when he started showing me the poetry and the writings, I found it confusing. And they were always bizarre stories. Like he would write about meeting a guy in a men’s room and having sex with him in one of the stalls, describing it in great detail. Now, maybe he was doing that and just never talked about it, but this was in high school. I viewed it as Lou being outrageous, being provocative. Maybe he was taking it from books.” Indeed, the men’s room scene Hyman described was something of a trope in the literature Reed was likely reading, not to mention in some people’s real lives. Walter Jenkins, a trusted aide of President Lyndon Johnson, and, in England, Brian Epstein, before he managed the Beatles, were just two of the prominent men who were arrested for sexual activity in public men’s rooms in that era. In Greenwich Village, the men’s room at, of all places, the Howard Johnson’s at the corner of Eighth Street and Sixth Avenue was a noted cruising site, largely due to the diner’s proximity to Christopher Street and Greenwich Avenue, both gay hot spots. When Hyman asked Reed about such scenes in his writing, Reed responded, “Haven’t you ever had thoughts that were different? Didn’t you ever think about stuff like this? What about fantasies?” When Hyman said that in fact he hadn’t indulged in such fantasies, Reed just shrugged. “This is life,” he said. “This is what people think about.”


But Reed may well have been doing more than reading about such activities. “We all knew everything about one another,” said Richard Sigal about the group of male friends that he and Reed were part of, “but Lou had a secret life that I still don’t know a lot about. One part of that was, he was buying weed somewhere. Where? I hadn’t a clue. In those days, I wouldn’t have known where to begin to find dope.” Another part of that secret life took place at the Hay Loft, a gay bar in Baldwin, Long Island, not far from Freeport. The Hay Loft catered to a young gay and lesbian crowd. Hofstra College, for one thing, was not far away. (One habitué of the Hay Loft was James Slattery, a resident of Massapequa Park who would later transform into the Warhol film star Candy Darling and earn a prominent mention in “Walk on the Wild Side.”) The bar featured music, and Reed would occasionally perform there. Richard Sigal remembered Reed describing the Hay Loft scene to him: “Lou said that sometimes the patrons there would grab his ass or his crotch. I asked him what he did when that happened, thinking that he would probably deck somebody. He said he just laughed. I was pretty naive at the time and it never occurred to me that he might have enjoyed or encouraged it.”


Eventually, Reed started bringing his straight friends there, as he would do in later years with the after-hours clubs he frequented in downtown Manhattan. Allan Hyman was one such visitor. “It was very shocking,” Hyman recalled. “I didn’t really get it. The crowd was very young, just a little older than us. You only had to be eighteen to drink in those days, but you could get phony proof when you were fifteen and get served almost anywhere. Lou obviously knew some of the people there.” Reed also brought Hyman to a gay bar he frequented in Oceanside.


Reed eventually began, in Hyman’s terms, to “display an effeminate attitude. Instead of being an average teenage kid. It was almost as if he was putting it on, like it was just for shock value, but I don’t think he acted that way around people he wasn’t comfortable with. One of the things about my relationship with him is that he liked to shock me. He liked to say really provocative things and see what my reaction would be.” Richard Sigal remarked, “Lou was an experimenter. He experimented with his sex life. He experimented with drugs and alcohol. He experimented with his music. There was a unique fabric that enveloped all those areas of his life, that tied him together, and made him a unique person.”


When it came time to think about college, Reed and Hyman became fixated on Syracuse University, a private school in upstate New York with a solid academic reputation. But it wasn’t the academics that attracted them to the school. Reed’s father drove them to Syracuse for a weekend visit, and they had the time of their lives. “We thought we had landed in heaven,” Hyman recalled. “Lou’s father went to sleep, thankfully for us, and we met all these girls and were partying. I was thinking about what a party we were going to have when we got up there. When we were driving back, Lou said to me, ‘This is going to be so cool. We’re going to have the best time!’ And I said, ‘Yeah, I can hardly wait.’”


Reed’s senior yearbook describes him as a “valuable participant” on the school’s track team, and it states his interests as “basketball, music, and, naturally, girls.” He had “no plans” after graduation but was prepared to “take life as it comes.” Life, alas, would not prove so easy to take, however. When he graduated, Reed informed Hyman that he would not be going to Syracuse, although he had been accepted at the school. The pressure of his experimentations and the questions they raised about his identity had begun to get to Reed. He said that he had been feeling depressed, and that his parents thought it would be best for him to stay nearby. “He never shared it with me,” Hyman said, “but I guess he was going through a period where he was questioning his sexuality. And I think his parents got caught up in it.” Reed had also been accepted at New York University, which, along with its campus in Greenwich Village, had an additional campus in the Bronx, where he enrolled. Staying close to home did not relieve his depression, however, and Hyman’s suspicion that Reed’s parents got “caught up” in his problems proved all too true. Reed’s mood swings, acerbity, and general rebelliousness had certainly caught their attention. He and his parents fought about his mysterious comings and goings, and the “effeminate” behavior that Hyman described could not have helped matters. Homosexuality was not merely regarded as a clinical psychiatric disorder at the time; its legal status was dubious at best in many parts of the United States. For parents like Sidney and Toby, for whom middle-class respectability was a paramount concern, the possibility of their son being homosexual would have been deeply disturbing. There is no question that Reed’s parents loved him. He was their firstborn child and their only son—a special status in a Jewish family. His younger sister adored him. But his wild ways upset the orderly life the family had come to Freeport to enjoy, and now the seriousness of his depression called his mental stability into question. It’s quite possible that Sidney and Toby were worried that their son might take his own life. One day, during Reed’s freshman year at NYU, when he was seventeen, his parents picked him up at school and brought him home “limp and unresponsive,” in Bunny’s description, “dead-eyed” and “noncommunicative.” At odd moments he would begin laughing maniacally. Sidney and Toby told Bunny that her brother had suffered a “nervous breakdown,” and they kept the news from everyone else.


Sidney and Toby sought help for Lou, and doctors suggested that he might be schizophrenic. According to Bunny, their reasoning was that Lou may not have been picked up often enough as a baby and had been left to cry in his room—a ludicrous notion, needless to say, but a common idea at the time and one that would instill intense feelings of guilt in Toby, feelings from which she would never recover. Lou’s condition exempted him from the draft, although, as was also common at the time, he might well have exaggerated his symptoms through drugs or other means. A psychiatrist wrote a letter that, according to Bunny, stated that Lou “suffered from delusions and hallucinations, saw spiders crawling on the walls and … might be schizophrenic.” Lou framed the letter and hung it on the wall of his room.


The Reeds ended up agreeing to have their son undergo electroconvulsive therapy—electroshock therapy, as it was called at the time. Writing years later about that decision, Bunny explained, “My father, controlling and rigid, was attempting to solve a situation that was beyond him. My mother was terrified and certain of her own implicit guilt since they had told her that this was due to her poor mothering. Each of us suffered the loss of our dear sweet Lou in our own private hell, unhelped and undercut by the medical profession.” As barbaric as the notion sounds—and, indeed, as barbaric as it often was in practice—ECT was a common treatment. Indeed, in much milder forms, it is still used today. Reed, however, was devastated by his treatments, which took place at Creedmoor Psychiatric Hospital in Queens, New York, in a series of outpatient visits on which his parents accompanied him. “I watched my brother as my parents assisted him coming back into our home afterwards, unable to walk, stupor-like,” Bunny wrote. “It damaged his short-term memory horribly and throughout his life he struggled with memory retention, probably directly as a result of those treatments.”


Whether or not Reed’s alleged memory loss had anything to do with his ECT treatments—his subsequent prodigious drug and alcohol abuse could well have been factors—he came to regard his being subjected to them as an egregious family betrayal, a kind of Oedipal revenge. His feelings about his father, in particular, were irretrievably darkened. According to Bunny, Lou’s bisexuality was not a reason for her parents’ consenting to the treatment. That view is “simplistic and unrealistic,” she wrote. “My parents were many things—anxious, controlling—but they were blazing liberals. Homophobic they were not. They were caught in a bewildering web of guilt, fear, and poor psychiatric care.” Still, given their backgrounds and the mores of the time, they would have had to be cultural visionaries not to include Reed’s potential gayness in the welter of issues that were factors in his problematic behavior. Reed’s gay posturing in his parents’ and others’ presence was a defiant, conscious provocation, and, along with his mood swings and general recalcitrance, it elicited a crushing response, one that would ravage his family and poison his attitude toward it forever. Bunny expressed no doubt that her parents regretted their decision “every day until the day they died. But the family secret continued. We absolutely never spoke about the treatments, then or ever.”


Reed, too, largely kept the story of his treatments to himself. Some of his closest friends would not learn about them until years later. Allan Hyman described Reed’s affect during and immediately after the treatments. “When I saw him during the holidays, he was very withdrawn,” he said. “He was never a friendly, outgoing type, but he was totally hostile and more sarcastic than ever. He was dark.” Hyman saw no trace of his friend’s former humor and liveliness. “He had always had this rebellious side to him, but that was kind of comical. It was fun.” Now, “he had a nasty edge to him that he had never had before. Everything was fucked up. This person was ridiculous. That person was full of shit. Very cynical.”
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CORNER TABLE AT THE ORANGE


LOU REED STAYED AT NYU for two semesters, and during that time he received follow-up treatments for his depression at the Payne Whitney Psychiatric Center on the Upper East Side of Manhattan. Eventually, his mood began to improve, and he revived the plan he had hatched with Allan Hyman for them to attend Syracuse University together. Located about 250 miles north of New York City, Syracuse, while geographically remote, was, and remains, a well-regarded private college, and at the time Reed attended, it was also a national football powerhouse led by fullback Ernie Davis, who, in 1961, became the first African American to win the Heisman Trophy. Reed was primarily interested in English and, ironically enough, given his relations later on with many practitioners in the field, journalism. Syracuse was strong in both areas.


Some of the more typical aspects of college life proved problematic for Reed. He enrolled in the campus’s ROTC program, an option available to Syracuse students who wanted to opt out of the physical education requirement. In an oft-repeated story that most likely is apocryphal, exaggerated, or simply untrue, he was expelled for pointing an unloaded firearm at his commanding officer’s head. That Reed mishandled his weapon in a way that was regarded as potentially dangerous—and that such an infraction proved the last straw in what no doubt was a checkered military career at best—is far more likely.


Hyman, meanwhile, made the mistake of inviting Reed to rush the fraternity he had joined. Hyman recalled, “He thought it was the stupidest idea he’d ever heard. He thought fraternities were ridiculous, the ultimate middle-class, sellout thing to do.” Nonetheless, in characteristically contradictory fashion, Reed agreed to do it. “So he showed up one night during rush,” Hyman said. “He walked in like he had just rolled out of the gutter, wearing a jacket that was stained and threadbare. He looked like a bum. Conversation stopped completely when he walked into the room.” Of course, that was entirely Reed’s intention. “He loved it,” Hyman said. “One of the brothers walked over to him and said, ‘You walk into a fraternity dressed like that?’ Lou said, ‘Fuck you. I wouldn’t join this fucking asshole fraternity if you paid me.’” That was the end of the evening. As they were leaving, Hyman asked Reed, “Why did you even bother showing up?” “Because you asked me to,” Reed replied.


Hyman had more success—up to a point—when he approached Reed about forming a band at Syracuse as they had back in Freeport. “I was anxious to do it, more than he was,” Hyman recalled. “I thought we could make some money and have a lot of fun playing fraternity parties. And not just in Syracuse, but at Cornell, Colgate, and other nearby schools. So we got together and formed this band called L.A. and the Eldorados, which was pretty funny because the El Dorados were an existing group at the time. That didn’t matter to us.” As for the “L.A.,” that stood for Lewis and Allan. Reed and Hyman recruited guitarist Lloyd Baskin and pianist Richard Mishkin, who eventually switched to bass. They arranged to buy a Fender amplifier from a music store in Syracuse on an installment plan, and they were ready to go. The only problem, Hyman pointed out, was “that we didn’t anticipate how crazy Lou was. I would book a job at my fraternity, for example, for a hundred dollars—twenty-five dollars each for the night. But at the last minute, Lou would refuse to show up. He would just say, ‘I’m not doing this.’ I’d say, ‘We made a commitment to play this job,’ and we’d get into a huge screaming fight. He would eventually show up, but he’d be hostile. He’d turn his back to the crowd like Miles Davis and insist on playing his own music. We would always be escorted out.”


Richard Mishkin was a fraternity brother of Allan Hyman’s in Sigma Alpha Mu, a so-called Jewish fraternity because at the time Jews were not permitted in many other fraternities. Mishkin had attended the High School of Music and Art in Manhattan, and had considered attending Oberlin Conservatory but ultimately enrolled at Syracuse, where his father had gone to school. He was serious about music, and he and Reed formed a bond—to a degree. “Lou and I really hit it off right from the beginning,” Mishkin said. “But when I say ‘hit it off’—you don’t hit it off with Lou. You find commonality and deal with his bullshit.” One element of Reed’s “bullshit” was his desire not to simply play the current songs that the band’s audience wanted to hear. “He was always interested in making a statement—pushing people and shocking people,” Mishkin said. “My attitude was that we were getting paid far more than we were worth to play the music these people wanted to hear so they could dance. They weren’t listening to the words. But Lou, in his mind, was a poet, and he really wanted to put his poetry to music. That was fine. As long as it could be danced to, I was happy with it.”


But making music that could be danced to was not Reed’s goal. Not long after arriving at Syracuse, he importuned Katharine Barr, the sorority girl who ran WAER, the university’s radio station, about having his own show. The station primarily played classical music and show tunes, but Reed had other ideas. He explained that he wanted to do a jazz show, and Barr agreed, somewhat reluctantly. “I knew I was in trouble … when instead of it being The Lou Reed Show or Lou Reed Jazz or whatever, he called the program Excursions on a Wobbly Rail,” she later said. Reed borrowed the title from the closing track on pianist Cecil Taylor’s 1958 album, Looking Ahead! Taylor was a boundary-breaking player who helped pave the way for free jazz, and looking ahead was exactly what Reed desired to do. That explosive tune was representative of what Reed wanted to play on his show. His avant-garde tastes and tendency to argue with friends who would crank call him on the air led to complaints from listeners. Syracuse wasn’t ready for Reed, Barr said, and “it wasn’t too long until the wrath of the faculty and administration rained down on me. And I had no choice but to let him go.”


It was at Syracuse that Reed began to take himself seriously as a writer and formulated the idea that he would return to again and again in interviews: he believed that rock and roll could serve as a medium for lyrics that addressed the same themes addressed by writers like William Burroughs, Allen Ginsberg, and Hubert Selby. From his love of doo-wop, Reed had learned that rock and roll could be as transporting and lyrical as any other art form, that it could speak directly to the heart with incandescent power. But the rebelliousness of rock and roll, its ability to get under the skin of adults generally and authority figures in particular, suggested that the music held the possibility for true subversion. Why waste that impact on lyrics that had nothing to say? If you were going to be attacked anyway, why not say something that truly unnerved the powers that be? That became and would remain Reed’s project. “Lou fashioned himself a rebel because he didn’t fit in society the way a lot of people do,” Mishkin said. “That was who he was. He clearly enjoyed being offensive and he always understood exactly what he was doing. He used to sing this song called ‘The Fuck Around Blues.’ In nineteen sixty-one or sixty-two, people didn’t stand up on a stage and do that. But Lou did. I thought it was perfectly okay until I realized that maybe the venue wasn’t right. We’d lose gigs. People would get pissed off and throw beer at us. But we’d just change the name of the band and go back and play there again later.”


One of those alternate names was Pasha and the Prophets, Pasha being one of Mishkin’s nicknames. That version of the band sometimes included a black female singer and other black musicians. “Lou and I would go down to the bars in the black neighborhoods in Syracuse, and everybody would look at us like we were going to die,” Mishkin said. “Most of these bars had pickup groups. I remember asking if we could sit in, and the musicians just laughed. They said, ‘You white boys can’t play this music.’ But, in fact, that’s the music we played. The musical influences that were strong for Lou and me were Jimmy Reed, John Lee Hooker, a lot of Mississippi blues players. When we did sit in on occasion, they were astounded. I mean, we weren’t that good, but we were certainly as good as the guys that were playing there.” Reed and Mishkin eventually won the musicians over, and they would hang out and have a good time. Then they would offer to return the favor. “We’d say, ‘Listen, we have a band and once in a while we need guys who play like you,’” Mishkin recalled. “They’d say, ‘How much do you pay?’ Whatever we paid them was more than they usually got, because we got paid way more than we were worth.” Indeed, both men were making quite good money for college kids. “We had a backup gig at a big beer hall, for townies, mostly, but a lot of college kids went there,” Mishkin said. “That was for whenever we didn’t have a frat gig on a Friday night. We’d get a hundred and twenty-five dollars—twenty-five dollars each. When we played fraternities, we’d get anywhere from two hundred and fifty to seven hundred and fifty dollars, which was a lot of money back then. We didn’t play constantly, but we played often, and I never didn’t have money in my pocket.”


As time went on in Syracuse, Mishkin became one of the earliest in a long line of people whose job it became to look after Reed. “I became Lou’s keeper,” he said. “It was my job to get him up in the morning, to make sure he got to the gigs, to make sure we had the equipment we needed to play. I did a lot of the booking in the beginning.” Mishkin also provided the band car for L.A. and the Eldorados, replacing Allan Hyman’s Jaguar sedan, which had previously served that purpose. “It was a white, two-door Chrysler New Yorker with big fins on the back and a push-button transmission that my grandmother gave to me because she had bought a new car,” he said. “A friend drew big red guitars on the fins, with ‘L.A. and the Eldorados’ across the front and across the trunk, with maybe G clefs or something. That was the car we used to go to gigs. It had a big trunk. Our equipment at that point was pretty minimal: two guitars and a bass, two amps. I had chains that I’d put on it to get around upstate in the winter.”


As an extracurricular activity, Mishkin, who had grown up hunting pheasant, took Reed hunting, another obviously misguided idea. “I had a shotgun, but I don’t think I gave him a gun,” Mishkin said. “We shot some pheasant and gave them to our girlfriends to cook. But it was so not Lou Reed to go out into the woods. He bitched from the minute we left until the minute we got back: ‘Who wants to walk around in the woods? Why would you do something as crazy as this?’ But he was laughing, and he had a great time.”


THE MOST SIGNIFICANT MUSICAL contact Reed made at Syracuse was with guitarist Sterling Morrison, who had also grown up on Long Island. Morrison had applied to and been accepted at Syracuse but initially chose to attend the University of Illinois. Reed and Morrison met when Morrison visited Syracuse to see his friend Jim Tucker, who was also from Long Island and who lived in the room beneath Reed’s. Tucker and his sister Maureen had known Morrison from childhood. Morrison would eventually transfer to Syracuse for a time, and he and Reed would occasionally play together, both at school and on Long Island during breaks. They remained friendly, though their musical relationship in the Velvet Underground wouldn’t blossom for several years.


At Syracuse, Reed characteristically turned what might have been thought of as a handicap to his own advantage. Given the treatments he had undergone for depression, Reed was able to get an off-campus apartment. “He claimed he had a mental illness so that he couldn’t live in the dorm,” Mishkin recalled. “I had a car as a sophomore, which was typically not permitted, but I claimed I needed it for work. The work I needed it for was the band, so that was legit. So we had a car to get around in, and an apartment where we could bring girls. Girls couldn’t go to the boys’ dorms, and vice versa, in those days.” Not that Reed’s apartment was exactly a luxurious love den. He shared it with Lincoln Swados, a gifted and highly eccentric writer and musician from Buffalo, with whom Reed would remain friends. “It was dirty, messy, pistachio nutshells all over the place, cigarette butts piled up,” Mishkin recalled of Reed’s digs. Indeed, Reed was so partial to pistachio nuts, which at the time were frequently dyed red, that his fingers were often stained by their coloring.


Richard Sigal, who attended Alfred University in upstate New York, had remained friends with Reed and visited him at Syracuse with his friend Tommy, whose sister went to the school. He remembered his first visit to Lou’s room: “We knocked. No one answered. I tried the knob and the door opened. It was five p.m. and the room was dark. As our eyes grew accustomed to the lack of light, we noticed that it looked like a tornado had blown through the room. There was stuff piled on other stuff. Every chair was stacked with books, clothes, junk. The sheets were gray, which was not their actual color, but from never having seen the interior of a washing machine. His sheets were also covered with his writings. Apparently, when he’d get a thought while in bed, instead of looking for a piece of paper—an impossible task, given the state of his room—he just wrote the ideas on his sheets. That’s probably why they were never washed. Finally, I noticed a hand and wrist poking out from the sheets. I peeled back the covers and there was Lou. He sat up, rubbing the sleep from his eyes. I asked why he was sleeping at five in the afternoon. He said he stayed up all night and slept during the day. God only knows how or when he went to his classes.”


As Reed roused himself, Sigal could see that something was bothering him. “While he was sitting on the side of the bed clearing his head, he said, ‘Swados!’” Sigal recalled. “He said it louder and then screamed, ‘Swados!’ I had no idea what he meant. It sounded like some sort of mantra. Then he said, ‘Swados, stop playing that …’—I don’t remember if it was a drum or a guitar. Neither Tommy nor I had heard a thing. But Lou, with his sensitive ear, had heard Swados playing an instrument. Enter Swados from another bedroom. Lou introduced us to him; he was an odd sort. He disappeared after the introduction.” Sigal had an even more dramatic experience on another visit with Tommy. “Once again, the door was open, but no Lou. I was about to leave him a note, when a guy came bursting through the door, a large fire extinguisher in his hands, threatening to spray us because the CIA was chasing him. He kept threatening us, and I started eyeing a large cast-iron skillet in the kitchen that I thought might fit well against his head. Tommy and I could probably have taken him, but neither of us wanted to get sprayed with the extinguisher. This went on for a while, with the guy’s paranoid delusions motivating his aggression. That’s when I went to the window and looked out. I told the guy that the CIA guys were gone. He lowered his nozzle and slipped out the door, which I quickly locked behind him.”


Relieved, Sigal later pondered the significance of that intrusion. “I don’t think it was an accident that this guy ended up in Lou’s apartment,” he said. “He was probably one of Lou’s druggie friends. When we later told Lou what had happened, he just laughed, but never explained who the person was or why he was there.” The “druggie friends” theory reflects Sigal’s assumption that Reed was an early participant in the drug culture that was just beginning to come to the fore in the early sixties. “I do remember him telling me that he sent to Arizona to buy some peyote,” Sigal said. “When it arrived, he diced it into a fine pile, then swallowed a handful, chased by a glass of water. ‘So what happened?’ I asked. ‘I threw up,’ he said.”


That was hardly Reed’s only drug experience while at Syracuse. His sister, Bunny, was on a teen tour in California as a high school student when her parents called and informed her that she needed to see a doctor to get a gamma globulin shot, as they had done. It was a precautionary measure because Lou had contracted hepatitis from using a dirty needle, though this detail was never explicitly discussed. Richard Sigal recalled visiting Reed at his parents’ home in Freeport during a college break. “God, he looked horrible,” Sigal said. “He was yellow and he looked like a Biafran. He was just skin and bones. I asked his mother, ‘What’s wrong with Lou?’ And she said, ‘Oh, he has hepatitis.’ I thought, ‘Lou is fooling around with drugs,’ but we never discussed it.”


Given such events, Reed’s reputation as a user began to spread. It was still the early sixties, and any sort of drug experimentation was far more of an underground experience than it would be in just a few years. Sigal recalled being home from college on break at his parents’ house, hanging out with two friends from Freeport, when Reed dropped by to see him. “When he walked in the door, those two guys stood up and left. I didn’t know why. Later I asked them, and they said, ‘Hell, he could be carrying drugs.’ It was almost like, if Lou walked in, you’ve got to pull the shades down. They didn’t want any part of it.” In the preprofessional world of suburban Jewish Long Island, drugs held little glamour. They were seen as part of the urban life that those families had moved to Long Island to escape.


REED’S ROMANTIC LIFE TOOK a dramatic turn for the better when he met Shelley Albin, an art student who had come to Syracuse from Highland Park, Illinois, a posh suburb north of Chicago. To this day, Reed’s friends speak in rapturous tones about her beauty. It was a quality Reed appreciated. “When I would come into a room, I recognized that I would get attention,” Albin said. “I never quite understood it, but Lou liked it.” On one of Sigal’s trips to Syracuse, Reed introduced him to Albin. “She was exquisite, a total knockout,” he said. “Lou scored big-time having Shelley as a girlfriend. I think she was the first steady girlfriend he ever had.” Allan Hyman remembered her in similar terms. “Lou ended up with this gorgeous, really nice girl in college,” he said. “I knew Shelley well. She was great. I couldn’t believe how terrific she was for him. It was the first time he had a girlfriend that I’m aware of. When he was seeing her, he actually started coming out of his shell a bit. She seemed very bright, and she was nuts about him. But they were polar opposites. As introspective as Lou was and how outrageous he would act toward others, she was just the opposite. She was very sweet and personable, somebody you would never expect would be interested in hanging out with him.” Albin’s friend Erin Clermont, who would later befriend Reed and become an occasional lover of his, recalled the first time she saw Reed and Albin together. “I was very struck by him,” she said. “He seemed slightly smaller than she was, and there was something sexy about that. They used to be able to wear the same jeans.”


Albin saw something beneath the veneer of hardness and sophistication that Reed affected. “It’s a strange word to use about Lou, but he was pretty naive,” she said. “I was tremendously naive. I didn’t have that much experience when I came out of high school. This was the sixties. It wasn’t a very slick world. I came from the Midwest.” Highland Park, she said, was a suburb somewhat like Westport, Connecticut. “I grew up in the woods,” she said. “There wasn’t a lot to do besides ride your bike and run around in the back. College was a whole different world. Just being able to smoke was a big deal. Girls still routinely wore dresses and skirts to class.” She added, “As a freshman I had a nine o’clock curfew that was really enforced. They would look to see if you were in your room. If you wanted to go away for the weekend, you had to have a note from your parents. They had alarms on all the doors, and boys couldn’t get past the front desk. There were double doors and guards.” Albin responded to both the sensitivity she detected in Reed and the larger world that his interests suggested. For college, she wanted, like Reed, to get away from home, so choices like the University of Illinois or the University of Wisconsin were out of the question, as far as she was concerned. Her parents showed little interest in where she went to school, believing that she would only be going to get her “Mrs.” degree. “My girlfriends all got the same treatment,” she said. “It was a completely different era. You were going to be a secretary or a teacher and that was it. It was never taken seriously that girls should study or be interested in books.” She had hoped to attend the University of California at Berkeley, an adventurous choice for a Midwestern girl, but her parents vetoed that. A cousin who was an artist recommended Syracuse because of the quality of the school’s art program and because he knew a dean there.


Albin met Reed when she was a freshman and he was a sophomore. “When we met he had the reputation of being kind of a rascal, that he was an evil guy and you had to be careful around him,” she said. “Those fraternity boys he knew—Richie Mishkin and Allan Hyman—they didn’t dare act out the way Lou did. So to know Lou sharpened their edge a bit—or so they thought.” Despite his image-making, Albin did not initially find Reed a fearsome figure. “He was still more of a kid who would play basketball or tennis, and he played folk music and old fifties stuff,” she said. “That’s what that era was. They’d hang out on street corners and play banjos and guitars. It wasn’t the same Lou as people think of as Lou Reed. It was a sweeter Lou.” Albin herself played guitar, and she and Reed would occasionally play together in private or for a few friends in somebody’s kitchen. As for his reputation as a sexual player, that, too, was something of an image. “I got the impression that he never really had a girlfriend in high school,” she said. “I didn’t ask him. I think he put on an aura later of being a ladies’ man. Hardly at all. That didn’t fit with the guy I met. He didn’t do as much in college as he pretended later. I met him after he’d been at college for a year. He was awkward. Boys I went out with in high school were smoother.” What drew her to Reed was his sensibility. “I liked his brain,” she said. “We could talk for hours and hours, days and days. We liked to read the same books. He would write a story and I would make a painting on the same subject. We just got along. We connected. He was the first person who thought like an artist and spoke like an artist, a writer, a creative person. He was an incredible romantic. So we connected on that level. It was very much a creative-mind thing. I was crazy about him. I was absolutely in love with him.”


Reed’s relative inexperience manifested itself when he brought Albin home to visit his parents in Freeport during school breaks. On her first visit, Albin said, Reed “opened the door to his bedroom and said, ‘Wait here.’ I waited for what seemed like an hour. I thought, ‘This is bullshit. I’m going out there.’ He had parked me in there for who knows what reason. I think it was because he didn’t know how to bring a female home to his parents.” As for Reed’s parents, Albin said, “I was quite struck by how warm they were. Very outgoing and welcoming.” In their eyes, it probably didn’t hurt that “I was white. I was straight. I was a girl. I looked like Miss Midwestern, and I was at the time. I think his dad was a great guy. His father was just grateful to see a normal person.” That she was an upper-middle-class Jewish girl no doubt helped as well.


Reed had not characterized his parents in any negative way beforehand. “He didn’t think they were evil,” she said. “He didn’t say a word to me about how horrible they were or what a bully his dad was. He told me about his electroshock treatments, but he never said it was because he was supposedly gay. Back then, if a doctor told you to do something, you did it. That’s the way our parents were brought up.” Still, Reed was not above provoking his parents. “Lou made it difficult for his dad on purpose,” Albin said. “He liked to pick scabs. That’s who he was. He would flip his hand around and kind of wiggle his ass on purpose near his father or near people on campus. And it got to be so that he eventually walked like that more often. When I first met him he wasn’t doing that. He would do that to get attention.” Her impression of Reed from seeing him around his parents was that he was “overly catered to, like a lot of boys are, even when they grow into men. ‘I don’t eat those vegetables.’ ‘I don’t do this, and I don’t want that.’ He was repeating what he grew up with. I never thought anything of it because that was the way I grew up. Dad is the boss. Mom stays home, and doesn’t have an opinion. Mom gives up her life. Lou was very insecure, and he needed a nurturer. Like many men are, Lou was basically looking for a replacement for his mother with a little sex thrown in.” She even detected a strategy at work when he told her about his electroshock therapy. “He didn’t seem to have a lot of anger about it, or at least he didn’t express it,” she said. “What he was using it for was to say, ‘I’m not an average guy. I’m really special. I’m really different. I can’t be counted on to be normal. I may do something a little weird. Aren’t you a little afraid of me?’”


That impulse also came through in Reed’s effort to keep Albin off-balance regarding his sexuality. “He was always trying to get your goat and poke at you, no matter who you were,” she said. “He always thought it was cool to have a woman who looks like a guy. That had a lot of fantasy worked into it for him. I don’t know if he was actively bisexual. I had a nine p.m. curfew at school, so I was not around at nighttime, and he had another life. I never asked, ‘Where did you go, and what did you do?’ I suspect he got involved with guys at some point here and there. And it’s not as if he wasn’t going to do it if I asked him. But Lou and I would look at a guy and discuss what he looked like, how cute he was.” Later at Syracuse, Reed hung a poster for John Rechy’s groundbreaking gay novel, City of Night, published in 1963, on the wall of his room. Albin took the ambiguity in stride. “You want to go screw a guy? Go ahead. It had nothing to do with me—I’m not a guy. I’m not jealous of that. He would screw a chipmunk if it felt good. That was his attitude.” Like so many people in Reed’s life, she ultimately abandoned the effort to define his sexuality. “Whether Lou was gay or bisexual, it doesn’t really matter,” she said. “I think he floated. I think by nature he was more driven to women because of his relationship with his mother. That’s what he thought was normal. It was comfortable.”


On one of their trips to Freeport during a college break, Reed took Albin to the Hay Loft. “It was a mixed gay bar, men and women,” she said. “Lou liked to set up scenarios so he could write about them later. There was a woman there whom I found attractive, and we were dancing. Why not? He was trying to get this thing going where she and I would go out to the car. I didn’t want to. ‘Come on, you’ll like it.’ ‘I don’t want to.’ So he gave up.” What Reed had in mind, according to Albin, “was not a threesome—just me and her. Totally voyeuristic. He thought that would really shock me. The fact that I wasn’t interested in it didn’t occur to him.”


Reed also had Albin accompany him on a trip to Harlem, presumably to buy drugs. “I don’t know why else he would have gone there,” she said. “It was a family apartment, and the guy was a nice guy. But it was a dark, stinky hallway and stairwell. I knew this was a place we were not supposed to be.” The worst part, however, was driving there with Reed from Long Island. “He was a horrible driver, a scary, horrible driver,” she said. “I had never driven with him on campus, but when we got on the highway, it was horrifying. I never would get in a car with him again, ever.” That jaunt to Harlem was hardly the only time that Albin, who didn’t drink or use drugs, experienced Reed’s involvement with the drug culture in Syracuse and beyond. The various fraternities that his band played gave him “access to a world that he could sell drugs to,” she said. “He had a good business selling heroin to the fraternities. That was before he had begun to use it. When I met him he really wasn’t doing much drugs—weed, poppers, whatever.” He also used Albin as a way to conceal his activities, rightly assuming that her innocent beauty, general rectitude, and Midwestern demeanor would shield her from suspicion. Albin’s upbringing, very typical of the time, had taught her that a woman should do whatever was necessary to accommodate her man. “Any man’s opinion is better than yours,” is how she described the ethic of that era. Consequently, Reed’s wishes were beyond questioning. “He would keep a grocery bag full of pot in my dorm room,” she said. “‘Okay, I’ll keep it there.’ He would say, ‘Bring a handful to so-and-so and get the money.’ ‘Okay.’ He said, ‘I’m going to get some peyote from Arizona and have it sent to your address.’ Now, I could have gotten booted out of school for all this. It didn’t occur to me to say no. It never occurred to me that really what he was doing was protecting himself. He was a user, and I was susceptible.”


At one point, during a period when she and Reed were on the outs, Albin dyed her brown hair blonde. “At the time it was considered trashy to bleach your hair,” she recalled. “It became more orange from my natural reddish tint, fairly crass and ugly. As my mother said when I got off the plane at home, ‘Why not carry a mattress on your back, too?’” Reed, of course, loved it, and insisted that Albin come visit his family on Long Island during a break. “He wanted to horrify his parents, to show how he had ‘corrupted’ and ‘ruined’ the girl his father and mother liked so much—the wholesome Midwesterner,” she said. “I indulged him, and it was a strange trip.”


Finally, Albin decided she had had enough. “The reason I left is he began being really crappy to me, and it was just nasty,” she said. “It was stuff you would do if you were an overbearing, abusive husband. ‘I’m going out for drinks with the guys. You stay home. Don’t you dare let me catch you out.’ That kind of thing. In my sophomore year, I lived in a small house—they called them cottages at Syracuse. There were maybe twelve rooms. You could go in and out when you wanted. I was mostly living with Lou, and he was just, ‘I’m going out. I don’t want you to come.’ So I’d go back to my room. The next day the married couple that Lou shared an apartment with would tell me, ‘Lou had some girl with him that night and he was really nasty to her. We could hear it. I thought you ought to know.’ It bothered me and it didn’t bother me. I just recognized he was more trouble than anything else.”


One night, after Reed had been “doing that kind of stuff” for a couple of months, Albin was at a party where Reed was playing when “Richie Mishkin said to me, ‘Lou is getting a blow job, and he wants to know if you want to come and watch.’ I don’t know if it was a guy or a girl, or if Lou was saying that or Richie made it up, trying to be risqué, letting some of Lou’s evilness rub off on him. Who knows? But that was the end of it. I left and said, ‘That’s it. Goodbye.’ You can push me for a long time and I’m very tolerant, but when I’m done, I’m done. You were supposed to be the girlfriend who was really his mother, and I wasn’t interested in that. I was done.”


That may have been it as far as Albin was concerned, but not Reed. “He kept trying to get me to come back to him,” she said. “He couldn’t imagine that he could be so offensive that somebody was going to say, ‘That’s enough.’” They would remain in touch even after Reed graduated from Syracuse and returned to New York, and Albin would loom for a long time as a symbolic figure for Reed, the metaphoric embodiment of everything he “had, but couldn’t keep,” as he put it in “Pale Blue Eyes,” the gorgeous ballad he wrote about her, though Albin did not have blue eyes. Ever the writer, Reed was perfectly capable of altering the facts for the sake of a more effective image, one that, in fact, had a private meaning for the two of them. Indeed, Albin served as an inspiration and sounding board for Reed. “A song like ‘I’ll Be Your Mirror’—that’s a conversation we had word for word,” she said. “I know when he wrote it; I think it was my junior year in college. I got a lot of letters from him. A lot of them were lyrics. One of them was ‘The Gift.’ My mother met him and one of the reasons she hated him so much is because she read those letters. She didn’t realize it was just a writer writing. Lou just thought out loud and he wrote. A lot of them were about the Hay Loft, and a lot of other things that your mother really should not know. I dumped them all into an incinerator when I was purging him from my life.” As an artist herself, Albin summed up Reed’s approach to life: “Everything you do, everything you look at, everybody you know, and every conversation you hear—it’s fodder. To expect a writer not to use you is craziness.” Reed, she said finally, was “a romantic. He could be very sweet. He’s probably the only person who ever literally gave me a heart-shaped box of chocolates on Valentine’s Day. But he wasn’t happy unless he made somebody more miserable than he was. That is exactly what he fed off as an artist, as a writer, as a songwriter. Misery made for his best work, whether it came from me or somebody else. So I’d call him a romantic and I’d call him sweet, but I’d also call him an incredible pain in the ass. He wasn’t anybody I wanted to live with and put up with. It wasn’t worth it. It was too much grief.”


WHILE AT SYRACUSE, REED met and studied with the poet, essayist, and short-story writer Delmore Schwartz, who had a decisive impact on him. Schwartz achieved acclaim in 1938 with the publication of In Dreams Begin Responsibilities, a collection of stories and poems that established him as one of the leading voices of a new generation of American writers that would succeed such modernist giants as T. S. Eliot, Vladimir Nabokov, and Ezra Pound. Schwartz was just twenty-four when In Dreams came out, and his promise seemed unlimited. He was young, handsome, immensely talented, and spellbindingly articulate. Sadly, that promise was never entirely fulfilled. Haunted by his parents’ divorce, Schwartz divorced twice himself, and the second breakup proved particularly devastating. He had begun to drift into paranoia, and at times he was convinced that his estranged wife was having an affair with Nelson Rockefeller, then a prominent political figure—and eventually governor of New York and vice president of the United States—whose family had amassed a fortune through its control of the Standard Oil company. The Rockefellers’ immense wealth, political power, and international influence made them the relentless focus of conspiracy theories of all sorts, sometimes with good reason. Schwartz, however, saw the Rockefellers not merely as geopolitical power brokers but as specifically fixated on destroying his life and career. Unfortunately, he was doing a spectacular job of that himself and did not require their assistance.


Despite his precarious grip on his sanity and the erratic quality of his later work, Schwartz maintained his literary reputation into the sixties. In 1960 he was awarded Yale University’s prestigious Bollingen Prize for Poetry (previous winners included Ezra Pound, Wallace Stevens, and W. H. Auden), and he was invited to John F. Kennedy’s 1961 inauguration, though the invitation reached him four months late because he had no fixed place to live at the time. Schwartz was still able to captivate listeners in conversation, and he retained enough charisma to attract a seemingly endless series of young women. Nonetheless, his many loyal and influential friends feared for his well-being. His condition had reached the point where they regularly needed to bail him out of difficulties with landlords and other creditors. His alcoholism and paranoia raged at times, and he often rewarded his friends’ efforts with anger, insults, and suspicion. Poet Robert Lowell and novelist Saul Bellow, both of whom would write about Schwartz in some of their best-known work, and other friends helped land him a position in the English department at Syracuse, which had recently formed a creative writing program. Administrators at Syracuse were aware that Schwartz was hardly functioning at the height of his powers, but his reputation carried the day and he joined the faculty in the fall of 1962.


Like many charismatic professors with few emotional boundaries, Schwartz tended to attract worshipful students. Indeed, a young woman, still in her teens, who had recently studied with him at the University of California joined him for an ill-fated few months at Syracuse. Schwartz introduced her as his fiancée and described their lovemaking as “like Grant taking Richmond.” However, after he suggested that she was in danger of being killed by an unnamed assailant, she arranged to be shepherded out of town, never to return.


Nonetheless, Schwartz had little trouble finding acolytes at Syracuse, Reed primary among them. Along with the classes he taught, Schwartz daily occupied a corner table in the back of the Orange Bar on Crouse Avenue, just off campus. The legal drinking age was eighteen in those days, so socializing with professors in bars around campus was even more common than it is today. Shelley Albin spent so much time around Schwartz while at Syracuse that it was difficult for her to recall if she had ever actually taken a course with him. The man Saul Bellow called the “Mozart of conversation” kept students spellbound with tales of the literary masters with whom he had rubbed shoulders. Schwartz taught a course devoted to James Joyce and carried around a copy of Joyce’s Finnegans Wake that was covered in his own annotations. Simply displaying such fluency with that famously daunting novel would have been enough to excite admiration in English majors. Schwartz, a superb reader, would recite passages for his students’ delectation, and his immense knowledge and deft comprehension of the intricate, highly musical rhythms of Joyce’s prose would leave his disciples reeling. Schwartz was also a great admirer of Sigmund Freud, and his approach to literature embedded the written word squarely within the life of the author who had written it. That was a departure from the dominant critical approach at the time, which viewed literature as free of both history and individual psychology. Schwartz’s discussions of literary titans like T. S. Eliot and James Joyce frequently included gossip and sexual speculation about their personal lives. In short, he treated his students with an easy familiarity, as if they were insiders, privy to the same knowing insights and sly observations that he was.


Reed found this irresistible. Through Schwartz he found entrée into a larger world, one where writers don’t just sit in their rooms and conjure masterworks, but where they hold forth in public in compelling ways about matters both serious and trivial. In Reed’s eyes, Schwartz was a rock star, a stature magnified by the relative obscurity of Syracuse—he was a genuinely big fish in a small pond. That he had achieved literary fame while still in his twenties only made him a more attractive figure for Reed; that was precisely the fate he desired for himself. Shelley Albin said that Reed was the first person she had met who “thought like an artist and spoke like an artist”; Schwartz fulfilled that role for Reed. That Schwartz took Reed seriously as a writer intensified the effect he had on him. “I’m not surprised by his friendship with Lou,” said James Atlas, Schwartz’s biographer. “Delmore was a powerful figure by that time and had friendships with a number of younger writers. Anybody with a serious interest in art and literature would have been someone Delmore responded to.” Schwartz was a Brooklyn Jew who rose to important artistic heights, and in him Reed read his own destiny. Reed would speak rapturously of Schwartz for the rest of his life.


Reed’s friends, however, were divided in their views on Schwartz. Lincoln Swados, who coedited a literary quarterly with Reed named Lonely Woman after an Ornette Coleman tune, shared Reed’s admiration. Albin’s friend Erin Clermont, who aspired to write fiction herself, was another of Schwartz’s fans. “Those gatherings at the Orange Bar was really where I got to know Lou,” she said. “Lou worshipped Delmore. There would be six or seven people around the table on any given night. I would sit there like a quiet chick at the table, but Lou would contribute to the conversation. I remember someone once said to Lou, ‘You always speak in italics.’ I love that. That was true to the end of his life. But to me, Delmore was at the Orange as a teacher—one of the best teachers I’ve ever had. He was a marvelous raconteur and he had so many stories.” As was hardly uncommon at the time, Schwartz took Clermont’s admiration as a sexual invitation. “He did stick his hand down the back of my pants one time,” she recalled. “He was probably close to fifty by then. For me, he might as well have been eighty. I was not into that at all. I either just ignored it or pulled his hand out. Still, his voice was beautiful, and as a young man, he was very beautiful.” Richard Mishkin, who would stop by the Orange occasionally, took a more jaundiced view. “Delmore was drunk all the time. He seemed like a has-been—and sad. He was past his peak because he put himself in that position by drinking. Like Lou, he was an egotist and thought whatever he said was gospel. What he did was important, but it wasn’t that important.”
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