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      This book is dedicated to my biological, spiritual, and musical family. Without you there’d be no me. I love you very much.
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      Prologue
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      The Theory of Relativity


      Life isn’t about surviving the storm; it’s about learning how to dance in the rain.


      —UNKNOWN


      “SWEETIE, I NEVER SEE YOU,” MY MOTHER SAID. “IF WE CONTINUE LIKE this, I’ll only see you a couple more times before I die.”

      


      It was eight days after 9/11, the morning of my forty-ninth birthday, and like so many people in America at that moment, my mother was thinking about the importance of relationships,

         especially among family. Her take on it was a bit darker than most, but it was harder to see on September 19, 2001: The rest

         of the country had finally caught up to Mom’s gift for morbid melodrama.

      


      The truth is, she was right. I didn’t see her enough—though some people might say I had good reason to never see her again.


      But after 9/11, as we all know, everything changed, and I resolved to spend more time with my crazy clan. Not just Mom, but

         my aunt, uncle, cousins, and the rest of my immediate family, which included the other parental figure who made me what I am, my stepfather, Bobby.

      


      We needed an occasion, of course, and there’s nothing quite like Thanksgiving to gather our tribe. Though they had long since

         separated, Bobby was still very much in Mom’s life, despite all they’d been through. And in many ways the holiday meal neatly

         mirrored the mixed makeup of my family. There was the dark meat—me and Aunt Mabel and her offspring, a clue that we were direct

         descendants of slaves from the South; Mom and my brothers are the same beige as the mushroom stuffing. And Bobby was the white

         meat—an unrepentant Jewish junkie from the Bronx. Drugs, crime, and love were the gravy that kept us all together.

      


      AND SO WAS BORN our annual raucous all-the-trimmings repast at Mom’s place—the home I bought for her on her fifty-seventh birthday—in that

         most family friendly of cities, Las Vegas.

      


      Vegas was the perfect place to reunite my parents. It was, after all, Bobby’s town, where he passed bad checks, counted cards,

         played the ponies, drank like the town drunk, and did heroin. In fact, he got down there with such gusto that during the mid-sixties

         he was barred from entering the entire state of Nevada. And Mom wasn’t afraid to go all-in in their no-limit game back then

         either. By 2001 things were a little different. But Bobby still loved to gamble (except now he slow-played), still loved to

         get high (and could do so for days at a clip), and still had that same Lenny Bruce beatnik humor. Mom was just as quick on

         the draw with her scalding quips. They could still go toe-to-toe.

      


      Thanksgiving Vegas-style made us feel like we’d never stopped living together. It was business as usual: fun, laughter, and

         complete and utter dysfunction—and I don’t think we’d have it any other way. In fact, it was so successful that our newly

         minted tradition continued unabated with a twist—every year there would be one major revelation retrieved from the family

         vault of secrets and brought to the dinner table to be examined like an old heirloom. We kept it going until 2009, when once again, things changed.

      


      THAT THANKSGIVING, the family diverged from our annual get-together in Vegas and instead convened at a cousin’s house in Hemet, California—coincidentally,

         the town where L. Ron Hubbard died and was cremated within twenty-four hours. We had to accommodate my ailing aunt—and to

         make things easier for Bobby, who now needed our help getting around. Though we were in a different place, the laughter, feasting,

         and recycled family stories felt as familiar and welcome as ever. One of the reasons our Turkey Day never gets old is because

         of the yearly Big Secret. Actually, given how open-minded my family is, the real shock of these secrets is how anyone ever

         managed to keep them under wraps for so long! After fessing up, we’d mercilessly make fun of the secret sharer (which maybe

         explains why they kept it secret). And that Thanksgiving was no exception.

      


      The next morning we all met at the Marriott Hotel in Riverside, California, for breakfast. In a matter of minutes, the whole

         joint was caught up in our out-of-control breakfast, with jokes and secrets flying back and forth throughout the rambunctious

         meal. We might have stayed there for hours, but this morning was different.

      


      Bobby had a very important appointment. And for once, we needed to be there on time.


      We all got into our cars. I took the lead. I’d memorized the directions. We drove about eleven miles to 22495 Van Buren Boulevard.

         We met up with the chaplain from the Veterans Administration home in Barstow, California, Bobby’s most recent residence. It

         was now 10 a.m. Despite the early hour, we quickly had the chaplain cracking up as loudly as the rest of us. In Mom’s haste

         to get Bobby there, she’d forgotten to stop at the VA home to pick up his flag, as the chaplain had instructed. “Don’t worry,”

         he said. “We’ve got you covered.”

      


      The chaplain told us how lucky he was to know Bobby and meet the rest of his family. “He taught me how to have fun again,”

         he said. “I can see why you’re such a happy family—he seems to have taught you the same thing, too!” We laughed, hugged, and

         agreed. Then we all started crying.

      


      A three-gun volley went off and the Honor Detail marched away after the bugler blew taps. The sergeant then presented Mom

         with the flag they’d folded at the end of the ceremony.

      


      At 10:45 a.m. PST on Friday, November 27, 2009, we interred Bobby’s ashes at Riverside National Cemetery. Mom and the family

         had brought his remains from Las Vegas, where she had protected them since Bobby’s death about six months earlier, so he could

         join us for the annual family dinner.

      


      I’d wanted all of us to spend a happy Thanksgiving together—one more time.
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      Can They Be That Close?
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      One
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      The Ballad of Beverly and Bobby

      
      
      IT TOOK ME A LONG TIME TO REALIZE THAT THE THINGS MY PARENTS did were not exactly normal. I was about seven years old, and it was the tail end of the 1950s, when it started to dawn on
         me that they were … well, let’s just say they were different.
      

      
      For instance: My friends and I got shots when we went to the doctor, and we hated them. But my parents stabbed themselves
         with needles almost every day, and seemed to enjoy it. Weird.
      

      
      Most of my friends’ parents sounded like the adults in school or on TV when they talked. People understood them. My parents,
         on the other hand, had their own language, laced with a flowery slang that I picked up the same way the Puerto Rican kids
         could speak English at school and Spanish at home with their abuelas.

      
      And then there was the matter of how they talked. My parents and their friends spoke this exotic language very slowly. There
         were other odd things. For instance, they often slept standing up, and this group narcolepsy could strike right in the middle of
         the most dynamic conversation. Someone would start a sentence: “Those ofay cats bopping out on the stoop are blowin’ like
         Birrr …” and suddenly the words would begin to come out slower. And. Slower. Soon they wouldn’t be speaking at all. Eventually
         our living room would be filled with black-and-white hipsters suspended in time and space, while I ran through the petrified
         forest of their legs. My favorite game was waiting to see if the ashes from the cigarettes they were smoking would ever drop.
         Somehow they almost never did.
      

      
      I can still remember the day when I finally realized that there was a name for this unusual lifestyle. My parents were junkies!
         And their slow-motion thing was called nodding out.
      

      
      Oh well—it was nice to be able to name the thing. This was my life, and as far as I was concerned, there was nothing uncommon
         or uncomfortable about it at all. In fact, for a while at least, it was a carefree Shangri-La.
      

      
      MY MOTHER, BEVERLY, was a beautiful, brilliant black girl whose family was a generation from southern sharecropping. She got pregnant with me
         when she was thirteen, the very first time she had sex. Bobby, my stepfather, was white, Jewish, and central-casting handsome.
         They were an unusual progressive pair: They smoked pipes, dressed impeccably, and read Playboy for the articles. Even in Beat Generation Greenwich Village, New York City, circa 1959, interracial couples weren’t exactly
         commonplace.
      

      
      Mom’s maiden name was Goodman. Technically, it was Gooden, but her father, Fredrick, appropriated the name from a huge Goodman’s
         Egg Noodles billboard that hung outside of the Lincoln Tunnel on the New Jersey side. The family story is that Fredrick had
         been forced to flee the cotton fields of Georgia after he used a tree branch to beat a white man he’d caught raping his sister.
         Grandpa Fredrick (never one to let a good story go to waste) told me that he saw the sign for Goodman’s Egg Noodles just after
         his car exited the tunnel connecting New York to New Jersey, the state where he’d begin a new life. When he emerged from the Hudson River baptism,
         he was a new man. Better than new: He thought the name would help people up North think of him as a “good man.” In the end,
         I guess it sort of worked. Twenty long years later, after the Woolworth CEO he chauffeured passed away, Grandpa got the Cadillac
         as thanks for his devotion and service.
      

      
      By the time Beverly Goodman was twelve, she was already what they used to call a fast girl. She ran with a street gang called
         the Taejon Debs. They dated members of two different rival male gangs, the Copians and the Slicksters. But she wasn’t just
         beautiful and bright. She was hip. She and her cadre of friends were aware of the fact that they knew things that most civilians
         didn’t. She listened to Nina (Simone), Clifford and Max (Brown and Roach), Julie (London), Monk (Thelonius), TB (Tony Bennett),
         and Ahmad Jamal on a regular basis, and was so down she called them by a single name (except Jamal, maybe out of respect for
         the fact that he’d gone through the trouble of changing his name from Freddy Jones). She spoke with confidence, just a peg
         down from arrogance, which only big-city intellectuals could get away with, even if they were only twelve. She had art, literature,
         and music all around her.
      

      
      MY EARLIEST RECOLLECTION of life with my mother is of two young people—one so young he’d barely finished wearing rubber pants—living together as roomies,
         a strange friendship instead of the standard maternal setup I’d see with other kids and their mothers. I always called her
         Beverly instead of Mommy. She never asked me to do otherwise. Even as a very young kid, I was utterly convinced that my mother
         was the most beautiful woman in the world. Mom’s looks were a combination of African American, Native American, and Irish.
         This was no accident. Mom’s bloodline goes something like this: My great-great-grandmother Mary Ellen was the child of a partially
         African mother, whose slave name was Caroline, and an Irish doctor and slave owner, Dr. Gough, who was, um, intimate with his property. Though he was married to a respectable, proper English woman, he apparently fathered at least more than
         one child with his slave housekeeper.
      

      
      As the daughter of a white man, my great-great-grandmother Mary Ellen was more privileged than the average ex-slave’s child,
         and she was better educated than the darker-skinned blacks around her. This fact was not lost on her. Later, when her own
         daughters came of age, she passed along some interesting advice: “Protect your children and the benefits you’ve gotten from
         my being half white,” she told them. “Marry the fairest man you can so your children will have good hair.” My great-great-granny
         and her husband, Lee Randal, had five children with very good hair. One of them, Mabel Ethel (born October 12, 1891), would
         marry a man named Percy Stanley Mickens, who was born on December 6, 1888.
      

      
      Percy’s father was Abraham Lincoln Mickens. One day a woman named Wicke dropped off a child at his home. Abe’s wife, Alice,
         couldn’t bear children and Wicke had agreed to have Abe’s baby (Percy) for them. She was a full-blooded Indian woman (FBI,
         as they say back on the rez). Percy’s birthmother was of the Iroquois Nation, so his hair was also very good. Percy’s wife,
         Mabel, had four children. One was called Alice, after the mom that raised him but couldn’t have children of her own. That
         Alice is my mother’s mom. Today those Iroquois and Irish genes are very apparent in my family. Most of us resemble to varying
         degrees Lena Horne, Halle Berry, Cab Calloway, or Lenny Kravitz.
      

      
      Except for me.

      
      I inherited my biological father’s genes: I’m dark-skinned. “The only spot in the lot” is what some friends and family called
         me. As screwed up as it is, my great-great-grandmother knew what she was talking about when advising her daughter to “marry
         light.” It’s hard to describe how horribly ugly I felt as a dark-skinned kid in the fifties. Thank God for the sixties, when
         black was suddenly beautiful, no matter the shade.
      

      
      Which brings me to my stepdad: Bobby Glanzrock. It’s not fair to call Bobby a black man in a white man’s body, because his style was genuinely his alone. Bobby was a beatnik Ph.D. His
         observations had angles and perspectives that would make Miles Davis contemplate his own sense of cool. Bobby spoke with a
         slow, deliberate syncopation that was constantly modulating through the musical scale. This was the preferred style of speaking
         amongst the hipster class. Think Mitch Hedberg or Jimi Hendrix.
      

      
      Some of his black friends called him “White Bobby,” but my stepdad acted more like the black avant-garde jazz musicians he
         idolized than the haberdashers in his lineage. He only dated soul sisters, most of whom could have doubled for Cleopatra Jones,
         all Afro and attitude. That included my mom, who sported the latest Carnaby Street duds and a towering nimbus of kinky hair.
         Bobby’s uncle Lew, who had no sons of his own, groomed his nephew to take over his clothing business. But Lew disowned him
         for marrying a black woman, even one with a nice Jewish-sounding name. Bobby threw away the glory of the schmate business
         for Beverly. And in return, he became the love of her life, and she had more than a few lovers. Me, I was their little groupie.
         I loved them both like crazy.
      

      
      And “crazy” may be the operative word. Beverly and Bobby may not have been model parents, but they were a really good fit
         for each other; art, literature and especially their love of music bonded them together. But as they spiraled deeper and deeper
         into addiction, they were also increasingly self-centered, not infrequently criminal, and less and less interested in the
         responsibilities of raising a kid. On some level it was great to be treated like a peer, to be on a first-name basis with
         my parents, but it wasn’t exactly a substitute for the usual parental cocktail of nurturing and discipline. Respect? Yes,
         there was plenty of that. If I had a problem, we’d “rap on it.” Then they’d ask me something like: “Are we copacetic?” If
         I answered, “Yeah, I guess so,” the matter would be settled with a “Solid!” and a five slap or some other affirming gesture.
      

      
      Bobby always affectionately called me by my nickname, “Pud,” short for “pudding pie.” Once, after I’d accidentally set fire
         to the apartment while playing with matches, he sat me down. More disappointed than angry, he stared woefully into my eyes for about
         five minutes or so, then finally broke the uncomfortable silence.
      

      
      “Pud, dig yourself,” he said.

      
      This was the harshest discipline Bobby ever doled out. My mother then asked me if I wouldn’t mind walking over to her and
         lying down on her lap. She gave me a few whacks on the behind and asked me if I understood why.
      

      
      “Yes.”

      
      She looked me in the eyes and said, “Pud, you really have to start digging yourself.”

      
      “OK, Beverly.” I cried more from shock than pain, because she’d never hit me before. Then again, I had set the house on fire.
      

      
      BUT THAT INCIDENT was an accident, not pyromania. In fact, I was rarely a burden to adults. Our cigarette-fogged living room was regularly
         dotted with junkies in full nod, like a twisted beatnik version of Ingmar Bergman’s chess game with death: adults of every
         hue in suspended animation, waiting to move to the next square. Shooting, drinking, snorting, and smoking any and everything
         right in front of me was all part of the daily script. But I knew better than to mess with anyone’s high.
      

      
      “Shit, man, little Pud is cool as a muthafucka.” An old family friend and a truly gifted artist, Harold, used to say at an
         excruciatingly slow tempo. “You don’t have to worry about Pud, man, he’s all right.” Harold was one of the finest gentleman-junkies
         I’ve ever known.
      

      
      By the time I was seven, I’d become fairly independent. The Zenith black-and-white screen in our apartment had been unofficially
         designated as my primary guardian. I had a bottomless appetite for grown-up TV. Insomnia kept me up until the wee hours and
         I’d watch The Late Show and The Late Late Show every night. Since I was always alert and functional during the day, no one was much concerned with the fact that I hadn’t
         quite figured out how to sleep.
      

      
      Most of the people in my life back then may have been constantly high, but they were pretty stylish. Coming home from school,
         it wasn’t unusual for me to see berets or tams, jackets with elbow patches, ascots, dickeys, turtlenecks, groovy “slacks,”
         highly designed cigarette holders and cases, hashish and rolling papers from all over the world, sketch pads, record albums,
         shoebox lids to clean the seeds from marijuana, magazines of all types, books, music manuscript paper, various sets of works
         and different ligatures to wrap around your arms to make the veins pop up and easier to hit with the needles. This was the
         paraphernalia of a junkie pad at the twilight of the fifties. Some visitors were famous artists, all were friends, and all
         were welcome. Once, Thelonius Monk himself came over to buy my mom’s fur coat for his girlfriend. Heroin often turns addicts
         into gifted salespeople. Some families go to Disneyland for fun; we went to the pawnshop. In most junkies’ wallets, the pockets
         where you’d expect to find family photos or business cards are instead crammed with pawn tickets.
      

      
      WE MOVED AROUND A LOT—Chinatown, the Lower East Side, the Bronx, and Alphabet City—but our lives first started to change when we lived in a two-bedroom
         apartment on the corner of Greenwich and Bethune streets, sometime in the summer of 1959. This was the last moment in my parents’
         lives before junk began dictating everything about how and where they lived. Ironically, this part of New York is now the
         high-rent West Village, but I still associate it with the sewage-perfumed brine of the Hudson River that used to fill those
         cobblestoned streets. This was before America learned how to monetize geographical assets by simply renaming them, as my Grandfather
         Goodman and the soon-to-be-ordained-beautiful blacks in the sixties would surely applaud.
      

      
      Bobby had a round-the-clock sarcastic wit. When he was about to move us to Greenwich Street, he told Beverly that he ran a
         great line on the doorman. “Excuse me. Do any black people live in this building?” he inquired in a highly concerned voice.
      

      
      “Absolutely not,” proudly replied the doorman to the new tenant.
      

      
      “Well, guess what? There’s some livin’ here now.” Bobby snickered.

      
      I CAN STILL PICTURE life on Greenwich Street. Our brand-new French Petrol Blue Simca was parked curbside, right out front. It looked like a frowning
         flat-faced barracuda with its dorsal fins chopped off. It was the most unusual car in town. Our pad was in the first wave
         of newer buildings in the Village, most named after famous artists like Van Gogh, Cézanne, or Rembrandt. Though my folks weren’t
         artists, they had the Bohemian style down. Many people in the building often smelled of linseed oil and turpentine; the girls
         wore their hair up in buns and walked with their toes turned out, radiating grace even when they were dumping the garbage.
         You could look into the windows of your neighbors and see and hear composers writing show and jazz tunes at their pianos,
         like something out of Hitchcock’s Rear Window.

      
      From the south corner of our block looking right was the Bell Telephone Laboratory, with an elevated railroad track that ran
         right through the middle of the building. Today it’s part of the High Line Park, but back then, to my eyes, it was a world
         within a world, complete with a private transportation system. Standing in the lobby of my building and looking across narrow,
         Victorian-sized Greenwich Street, I’d see slaughtered livestock being moved onto loading docks, the meat swinging from large
         hooks. Anyone who’s seen Rocky knows what these huge dangling headless bodies look like, but on celluloid they have no scent. In the winter it wasn’t so
         bad, but during the summer months, the stench was unbelievable—tons of flesh in a race against rot that the meat workers almost
         always lost. Today it’s still called the Meatpacking District, but back then it wasn’t an ironic name for a shiny upscale
         neighborhood, it was a literal description of the foul and bloody business going on. I was seven years old and almost always
         alone. I would sing as I explored the streets, adding an appropriate underscore to my solitary wandering. I was a boy composer and my strange and exhilarating new hood provided
         endless melodic and lyrical inspiration.
      

      
      I was exceptionally weird-looking back then. Super skinny. Thick glasses. And my mother dressed me like my dapper stepfather,
         which meant I dressed like a blue-blooded, old-money, prep-school WASP. I desperately tried to find friends and companions,
         but there were no other kids my age in our building. Other than the doorman, who was actually a cool guy, my only friend was
         a schoolmate named David. David’s mom was white and his father was black, an interracial combination that was a little more
         common than my parental situation, but still stopped traffic in 1959. David lived on the border of Little Italy, which was
         less than a mile from my house but seemed as far away as Big Italy. Maybe because I looked so silly, with my Jerry Lewis glasses
         and Tom Wolfe getups, the Italian kids near David’s place always wanted to beat the shit out of me. “Get da fuck outta ere,
         you fuckin’ black booger,” they’d shout. Asthma or not, I was a fast runner, and after I got over the fear of getting killed,
         it became a game for me. Picture me like a playful puppy running from everybody, singing songs like “Old Joe Clark” and “Run
         Red Run,” with oversized glasses bouncing around on my face. I was impossible to catch. Adults in Little Italy would shout
         things that were far worse than what the kids said. But visiting David and his family was worth it, so I ran that gauntlet
         every day.
      

      
      THE INTRODUCTION OF A MONKEY into our lives was the first ominous sign that my Village idyll—running from murderous Italian kids, dodging racks of rotting
         meat, crawling through the legs of nodding junkies—wasn’t going to last. At some point, Bobby met a woman named Daisy. In
         the scheme of things, Daisy isn’t all that important to this story. I don’t even remember her last name, or what she looked
         like. What I remember most about her was her primate companion, which was kind of out there, but I’d come to expect strange
         things.
      

      
      Bobby made the mistake of bringing Daisy and her pet monkey to our apartment. While the monkey explored our place, the two
         humans were up to a little monkey business themselves when Beverly and I unexpectedly walked in. Mom acted as if everything
         was perfectly normal. “Would you like me to make some dinner?” she said in an almost festive tone. Bobby was visibly unnerved
         by our sudden entrance, and even more by her nonchalant reaction. I was stunned to hear the normally super smooth Bobby lose
         his poise.
      

      
      “Uh, no thanks, babe,” he mumbled. “We were just talking, and I was about to take Daisy and her monkey downstairs and get
         her a taxicab. She’s got to make a few runs and then she’s gonna go uptown and do her thing.” The two of them—and the monkey—scrambled
         out, and when Bobby returned a few minutes later, Beverly was still completely cool, as if nothing strange had happened. “Hey,
         Bobby, are you ready for dinner now, baby?”
      

      
      As you might suspect, this story has a second act: Two days later Bobby came home and found Beverly in a romantic embrace
         with Ralph, her boss (at the time, my mom was working as an IBM key-punch operator, making a pretty good living). “Dig this
         shit,” he said in a low voice, pissed off but still keeping his beatnik cool and contemplatively tugging at an imaginary goatee
         on his clean-shaven face. “Beverly, what the fuck’s going on here?”
      

      
      “Oh, Bobby, we were just talking.”

      
      “Talking?” he said, his voice still a whisper. “My ass.”

      
      “Yes, talking, ’bout some of the same subjects you and Daisy were discussing the other day!”

      
      THUS BEGAN THE FIRST of many breakups that followed the monkey incident. Mom loved Bobby, but the Daisy incident really kicked her ass. So Beverly
         and I split Greenwich Village and moved up to the Bronx with one of her exes, a guy named Graham.
      

      
      Two years before marrying Bobby, Mom had been with Graham, who was the father of my then one-and-a-half-year-old half brother
         Graham Jr., a.k.a. Bunchy, who was living with Graham’s mother, at 1313 Needham Avenue in the Bronx. Graham was one of many men who were as hooked on my mother as they were on drugs. And like
         the rest of them, he would do just about anything for Beverly, even after she’d dumped him for Bobby. So when she called him
         desperate for a place to stay after the monkey incident, he was happy to have her, even if that also meant taking in her skinny,
         asthmatic, nearsighted, insomniac son.
      

      
      Life at Graham’s place, a house in a desolate industrial area of the Bronx, was even lonelier than my life in the Village.
         Fortunately, after a few awkward weeks, my mom’s brother Freddy Boy phoned us at Graham’s with a better offer. He was the
         superintendent in a building on East Eighth Street and told her there was a vacancy “and it’s really cheap.”
      

      
      Since we’d been living rent-free with Graham, my mother had saved enough to make it work. Not only did Graham let her go,
         he helped us move in. Meanwhile, Bobby was heartsick without her; he’d been calling her constantly, begging for forgiveness.
         Bobby and Beverly loved each other madly, so everybody, even Graham, knew they’d eventually get back together, which is exactly
         what happened. And that’s how my mother, Bobby, and I wound up in Alphabet City, in a railroad flat on East Eighth Street,
         between Avenues B and C, in Freddy Boy’s tenement building. We were less than two miles east of our groovy pad on the West
         Side, but we might as well have been light-years away.
      

      
      Most of the residents of Alphabet City were Puerto Rican, including Uncle Freddy Boy’s new wife, Bienvenida, whom we called
         Bambi. Suddenly I had a whole new Puerto Rican family. My new kinfolk spoke Spanglish, especially on the phone. “Hola, Margie, when you go to the store tráigame un paquete de Kools, y un container de leche. Si, para mi. For real, no foolin’. I changed to Kools last week. OK, bye. Muchas gracias.” I only understood half of what they were saying, but I was used to figuring out what adults were talking about. Bambi and
         her Puerto Rican friends and relatives were sexier than any people I’d ever met. I was eight and obviously didn’t know the
         full meaning of the word “sexy” yet, but in retrospect, I’m sure that’s what it was. They were exciting and they made me feel funny in a strange way, but it was good funny. I was always happy to
         be around them. Much later on in life, I’d learn that the sexual atmosphere I’d detected as a kid came from all the actual
         sex that was going on.
      

      
      IT WAS DURING THAT PERIOD when I joined the Cub Scouts, which back then had a strong presence in the hood. I remained a scout until my early teens.
         After-school programs were the most solid part of my unsteady life. My uniform told the world I belonged to a collective where
         helping little old ladies and blind people cross the street was a daily duty, a movement that stood for certain values. They
         used to say, “Scouting is all about the boy you are and the man you will become.” Looking back, it’s hard to say they weren’t
         right. Almost everything I’ve ever done passionately is a variation on the platoon consciousness of scouting. I liked helping
         people and my folks were proud of me.
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      I was also proud of both my parents. Being in such close proximity to these cool people made me feel cool too, or as close
         as an eight-year-old Boy Scout can get to it. They exposed me to such disparate things as Shel Silverstein, Gahan Wilson,
         Lenny Bruce, sexology, Mikhail Botvinnik, Go (a Japanese board game), and the Village Vanguard, which featured the top jazz
         artists in the world. I knew about all these things and more, and I could discuss them in depth. It was an exciting education
         in progressive thinking. But it was music I loved in an all-encompassing, obsessive way. One day for elementary school show-and-tell, when other kids brought dolls, model cars, and toys, I brought Nancy Wilson and Billie Holiday records to the
         class.
      

      
      I would have been happy to just learn from my parents and their friends. But the law said I had to go to real school too and
         I vividly remember the day my folks enrolled me in the local public school in Alphabet City. People were pointing at us, and
         some were even gasping. There was a lot of chatter among the students, but all I could decipher through the din was, “Oh shit,
         his father is white!” I’d already experienced my share of racial tension, but until then the difference between Bobby and
         me hadn’t had any negative effect. I’d never for a minute thought there was anything weird, and certainly nothing wrong, with
         Bobby being white. But that day I realized that other people actually found something shocking about our situation.
      

      
      They didn’t know the half of it—and neither did I. Bobby was falling apart. For years he’d managed to stay highly functional,
         on the surface, at least. He had worked at a preppy clothing store on the northwest corner of Greenwich Avenue and Christopher
         Street, called Casual Aire. It was directly opposite the infamous Women’s House of Detention, New York City’s notorious all-female
         prison. On any given day outside the House of D, passersby were treated to the taunts and screams of the inmates, but Bobby
         got nothing but compliments and whistles. The things they promised to do to him when they got out were so graphic my ears
         still burn when I think about them. To their credit, they were equal-opportunity harassers, and offered the same services
         to Beverly.
      

      
      Bobby’s natural sense of cool gave him a leg up on everybody else, and that extended to the clothing business. He really knew
         his stuff, and he was so with it that no customer dared disagree with his grooming or fashion recommendations. He scored hefty
         commissions that kept us in our righteous West Village pad and kept him well supplied with drugs. But it didn’t last. By the
         time I was enrolled in public school, Bobby had more or less stopped working and was basically just living to get high.
      

      
      On Thanksgiving Day 1959, I came home to our place in Alphabet City after a fierce game of tag in Tompkins Square Park, exhausted
         and ready to feast. As I rounded the corner, I saw a handful of policemen wheeling my stepfather out of our building on a
         gurney. He looked dead. He was blue. He wasn’t breathing, even though they had an oxygen mask on his face. My mother was crying
         hysterically; all the people in the neighborhood were on the street or watching from windows. In those days the police did
         the emergency ambulance work for the city hospitals. So even though the police weren’t there because of a crime, it still
         looked like a major tactical law enforcement operation.
      

      
      And in a way it was. I had been around junkies since I was born, and I’d seen their rituals for some time now that my eighth
         birthday was a couple months behind me. Heroin was always sold in elaborately decorated packets, making them traceable to
         a source. If Bobby died from a bag of a Puerto Rican or black dealer’s scag, there would be a serious investigation, because
         he was white, and being white seemed to make a difference. I could hear everybody talking about it openly, because nobody
         knew I was the white guy’s stepson. How weird was that? In my eight years of life, a few of the junkies around me had died,
         but they were all black. “Oh shit, his father’s white.” I finally got it, what the other little kids already knew: So many things in our lives had to do with race. I suddenly realized
         that when you were talking about anything, if you switched the race of the person, everything looked completely different.
      

      
      Over the next few days, I stealthily eavesdropped on my neighbors. Even though Bobby, Beverly, and I knew what our relationship
         meant to us, it apparently meant something completely different to others, family and friends included. Who was right and
         who was wrong? I concluded everyone was both—from a certain point of view. I was only eight, but that day marked the birth
         of my racial consciousness.
      

      
      Fortunately, Bobby lived. He came home from the hospital a few days later, and I thought life would get back to normal. Looking
         back on it, though, the day Bobby came home was the day our lives changed forever.
      

      
      * * *

      
      SHORTLY AFTER BOBBY’S RETURN, my mother developed an interest in heroin. Up to that point, she’d never done hard drugs, despite being surrounded by addicts,
         first and foremost Bobby. But these addicts were her lovers and friends, all of whom, like Bobby, were wildly interesting
         and original people, the kind of people Beverly needed to surround herself with. And somehow, some way, Beverly, even though
         she was just a kid herself, had protected us from all these addicts running in and out of our lives.
      

      
      But this new interest in heroin was just a ruse on my mother’s part. She thought if she got high with Bobby, she could wean
         him from the habit. When Bobby overdosed, he was very thin, and Mom thought the problem might be that he was shooting too
         much for his body weight. So she’d say, “Can I share half of that bag, baby?” whenever Bobby got started on his complex preparatory
         ritual for shooting up, which culminated in him tying up his arm and shooting up with a syringe. Beverly, on the other hand,
         would pretend to snort her half in the bathroom, but instead flush the scag down the toilet. This deception worked for quite
         a while. She’d been around junkies for a long time and could imitate their mannerisms to a tee. So she kept up this charade,
         vanishing into the bathroom, flushing away half of Bobby’s fix, and then faking a junkie nod for the rest of the day. She
         was afraid if she didn’t, Bobby would OD again, and this time die for real.
      

      
      One day, while preparing his ritual, Bobby barged into the bathroom to ask my mother for a cigarette lighter. When he opened
         the door, he caught her in the middle of her ritual, flushing his precious junk down the toilet.
      

      
      “This is the first time I’ve flushed!” she said when she was busted. Bobby didn’t buy it. But shrewdly testing her story,
         he said, “Well, don’t worry, you can still get high if you need it. We’ll do it together and I’ll show you how to get higher
         with less junk. Don’t snort it, shoot it, babe.”
      

      
      Bobby assembled the homemade syringe. And this time the nod and slowed speech she’d been affecting were no longer an act.
         It wasn’t long before they were both getting straight every day.
      

      
      And me? I was the oldest eight-year-old on earth.

      
      [image: image]

   
      
      Two

      
      [image: image]

      Nothing to Fear but the Fear of Fear Itself

      
      
      CHRISTMAS WAS COMING AND IT WAS EXCEPTIONALLY COLD. I WAS depressed because our family was completely disintegrating: Bobby and Beverly were using almost all the time. That was plenty
         for any kid to contend with, but to fully understand the depths of my depression, and my constant sense of loneliness, we
         need to briefly turn the clock back a few more years.
      

      
      I was born with a number of congenital medical conditions, the worst of which was asthma. Asthma dominates my earliest and
         worst childhood memories: Every high-pitched breath I took used to sound like I was blowing through the top of a torn balloon;
         simply breathing made me feel like a carnival strongman was bear-hugging my ribs. My respiratory pathways burned from extreme
         swelling; the pain was beyond excruciating. Inhaling the smallest amount of dust or car exhaust would send me into a panic:
         Will this be my last breath? My body would heave and writhe like a tortured house cat trying to cough up a fur ball. When I finally dislodged the blockage
         by coughing up phlegm, the whole ordeal would start all over again.
      

      
      When I was about five and a half, my asthma got so bad that Beverly had no choice but to put me in a hospital oxygen tent,
         which meant a stay at Lincoln Hospital in the Bronx, where we lived with her mother.
      

      
      The hospital ward bustled, but in my tent there was nothing but silence. The enclosure was about three feet high by three
         feet wide, and not much longer than my normal bed. I’ll never forget the confining chrome retaining bars, which were always
         pulled up, even though I was no longer a baby in danger of rolling off. I got fevers all the time, and my caretakers regularly
         felt my forehead to track whether I was hot or cold, even though the temperature in the tent was kept at subtropical levels.
      

      
      Living in the confines of that vinyl keep, I felt contaminated and worthless, an isolated island in an overcrowded sea of
         staffers, patients, and their visitors. The smell inside was strange, almost like what you’d imagine the inside of an alien
         spacecraft to smell like. I felt as though I was a human specimen in an experiment sanctioned by my family. I guess the tent
         was supposed to feel less restrictive than wearing an oxygen mask. That didn’t mean much to me at the time: Sure, I could
         move, but I was still imprisoned within the perimeter of a clunky Saran-Wrapped bed. I’d sing to myself to survive the loneliness.
      

      
      WHEN I FINALLY returned home after a few weeks, I’d developed an unintended side effect: I now sang to comfort myself when I was lonely,
         and I started to depend less on my family for security. As much as I wanted to be around them, especially my mother, I believed
         it would never last. For some reason, Mom always seemed to be giving me away. I felt like I wasn’t good enough to keep. I
         remember improvising tunes and holding on to her leg, riding on it while she walked around. Sometimes it was just a game;
         other times I was holding on for dear life. I never wanted her to leave me alone—ever.
      

      
      Meanwhile, my asthma continued to get worse. I needed medical care often, and much of the time I was tended to by a great
         man called Dr. Green. Dr. Green’s brother just happened to be the famed composer Adolph Green, who wrote “I Won’t Grow Up,”
         “Singin’ in the Rain,” “Just in Time,” and scores of other songs in my personal repertory. Dr. Green was a kind and caring
         physician whose practice was dedicated to mostly black and poor Jewish patients in the Bronx. There was a link between black
         and Jewish culture in the city back then; we knew the details of each other’s rituals and idiosyncrasies. Dr. Green felt like
         part of our family. He tended to the Glanzrocks as well as the Goodmans.
      

      
      But even the great Dr. Green couldn’t cure my asthma, and one day, after yet another attack that resulted in convulsions,
         things descended to a new low.
      

      
      “How you doin’ today, Nile?” the doc asked in his comfortingly familiar Bronx Yiddish accent. “We’re gonna fix you up real
         nice,” he said. “Say ‘Aaaah.’ ” Dr. Green stuck a huge piece of wood in my mouth, the bone-dry tongue depressor depriving
         me of my already limited air supply. This time, though, his tone had an edge I’d never heard before. He shook his head again
         and turned to my mother. “His asthma attacks are coming more frequently now,” he said to her, “I’m afraid we’re going to have
         to send your boy to a convalescent home.”
      

      
      AS UNCOMFORTABLE AND FRIGHTENING as this news was, I didn’t freak out. I’d become quite the little stoic. At that point in my life, the injections that made
         most kids cry didn’t bother me. I was developing a very high threshold for pain.
      

      
      And so it was that my bags were packed and I was off yet again. Only this time my destination was a home for convalescent
         boys.
      

      
      The home had a turn-of-the-century feel with a little Dick Van Dyke Show thrown in. You could picture people picnicking on its pastoral grounds, playing croquet. Boys rolling hoops with sticks and men on high-wheeled bicycles would have been right at home, too. Only the gazebo for the barbershop quartet was missing.
      

      
      But looks can be deceiving. Once you climbed the series of steep steps and passed through the waiting room doors, it became
         clear that this was a first-class facility, with cutting-edge technology. To a loving parent, the atmosphere was reassuring.
         Your child was in the very best of hands.
      

      
      When I was dropped off, my stoic’s mask dropped. I didn’t realize my mother wasn’t staying. I was, of course, wildly uneasy
         about being left alone again. I threw a tantrum. I was hysterical. I cried so violently, it took almost the entire staff to
         get me under control.
      

      
      But once I settled down, I wound up bonding with the kids there more than anyone I’d befriended in my short life. We were
         almost always laughing when we weren’t coughing from our chronic illnesses. We enjoyed a kind of foxhole camaraderie, far
         from home, thrown in with strangers, battling for our lives. Playing and fun were our weapons. We had a lot of freedom to
         roam the expansive grounds, which extended over many acres. Compared to the crowded streets of the Lower East Side or the
         South Bronx, it was like having our own planet.
      

      
      For meals we marched to the mess hall, which looked exactly like the dining room at Hogwarts in Harry Potter films, minus
         the floating candles. Most of the kids at the home were older than me, but we traveled as one large group. To a five-year-old
         skinny asthmatic kid, the thirteen-year-olds and the caretakers were like giants with loud, frightening basso voices. The
         caretakers made us sing while we marched:
      

      
      
         “God is great

         
         God is good

         
         And we thank Him for our food

         
         By His hands

         
         We all are fed

         
         Give us this day our daily bread

         
         Ahhh-men”

         
      

      
      My intellectual development blossomed at the home. I quickly learned how to read like a much older kid, almost at an eighth-grade
         level, something that would greatly improve my odds for survival when I went back to my nineteen-year-old mother in the South
         Bronx.
      

      
      And beyond reading, the institute’s old rabbit-eared black-and-white television played a huge role in my development. Just
         like when I was back home with Beverly, the tube molded my concept of the world. There was no such thing as age-appropriate
         viewing. If you wanted to watch it—Howdy Doody, You Asked for It, Popeye, Burns and Allen, Frankenstein, Dragnet, Charlie Chan— you could watch it. If we didn’t understand something at first, it wasn’t long before we’d figure it out. Soon we were conversant
         in current events, geography, drama, horror, comedy—even in its subtle forms, like satire. We got almost all the jokes between
         George and Gracie, as well as the ones Popeye said under his breath. In one episode Olive Oyl was being romanced by a suave
         dancer who taught her a new Brazilian dance called the samba. When Olive summoned Popeye to the dance floor, he said under
         his breath, “Uh, I don’t do no Sambo dancing.” It was racial, it was funny, and we got it.
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      We knew where Brazil was, and that LSMFT stood for “Lucky Strike means fine tobacco!” We knew that what we were seeing was
         entertainment and information. It was making us smarter, and it made us want more. We were like early cyberpunks, and even
         if our process of absorption was considerably slower, the knowledge in the TV box eventually became the knowledge in our heads.
      

      
      * * *
      

      
      ON VISITING DAYS they’d bring us kids out to a common meeting area that was decorated like Terrytoon Circus meets Pee-wee’s Playhouse. My mother never missed a visit, but she only saw some of the home. For instance, she never saw the room where I slept. I’m
         not even sure she ever met our caretaker, a freckled, rotund, and somewhat odd-smelling man whose name I can’t remember. Even
         if she had met him, I doubt she would have had the slightest idea that this man, so deeply entrusted with our care, was the
         snake in our Eden.
      

      
      At bedtime the caretaker would scream, “Lights out!” in his scratchy voice. All the rooms on our floor would go pitch black. Within a few minutes, the silence would be broken
         by the sound of a kid coughing, choking, or gagging. First one kid, then another. I couldn’t see anything because they removed
         my glasses at bedtime, but under the coughing I’d hear the caretaker traveling from one of the small dormitory-like rooms
         to the next. His hoarse voice would whisper, “This is what you’re supposed to do.” The terrifying darkness hid his whereabouts
         and kept me from seeing what he was actually doing, but the sounds revealed what my eyes couldn’t perceive: He was putting
         his penis in a kid’s mouth. The coughing and whispering went on for what felt like an eternity. And then, in an instant, it
         would stop, and like magic the caretaker would be asleep. We’d know he was asleep because we’d hear him snoring.
      

      
      Sometimes he’d wake up and start bothering another kid. As long as the lights were out, I could never relax or fall asleep.
         I’d stay awake every single night until the dawn light illuminated the room enough for me to see there was no one lurking.
         Only then would I sleep until “wake-up,” which was about two hours later. During the day, we’d all talk about the bedtime
         incidents. We were terrified of him. His loud voice could make us cry in the day, but his nocturnal whispering frightened
         us even more. I don’t remember him ever touching me. I’ve often asked myself, How can I remember the details of these incidents
         so vividly if it didn’t happen to me, too? I only remember trying to get my mother to understand what was going on. I’d try
         to paint her a picture. The problem was that at five and a half years old I lacked the vocabulary required to make her understand.
      

      
      “I want to leave this place please, Beverly,” I’d say.

      
      “No, Pud, you have to stay here.”

      
      “But why?”

      
      The doctors had told her it was the best thing for me. So life at the home went on.

      
      Eventually I got as well as I could, and they sent me back to the South Bronx. When I finally returned home, my mother noticed
         I had developed an unnaturally heightened fear of the dark. Actually, I was terrified. I haven’t slept through the night since.
      

      
      BACK IN THE CITY, I found myself again in the daily care of my nineteen-year-old mother. To somewhat understand what Mom was like, it’s instructive
         to hear a story I’ve heard since my earliest memories, of the albino woman who nearly adopted me. I might well have grown
         up as “Gregory,” if not for the determination of Beverly Goodman.
      

      
      Mom was a junior high school student when she got pregnant with me. Though it wasn’t clear what law she’d broken, the New
         York City school system shipped her off to a prison ward/reform school on Welfare Island. After she’d delivered the baby,
         it was understood that she would give it away, which is how I ended up in the care of the albino woman, who for some reason
         couldn’t have children of her own.
      

      
      What no one had counted on was Beverly’s strong maternal instinct. She decided to get a job instead of returning to school.
         Since she no longer went to school, she didn’t have to abide by their rules. She had to convince her own mother to get me
         back. Beverly’s mother’s name was Alice Clarice Goodman, but everybody called her Goodie. Her kind and loving nature fit her
         nickname, but no matter how nice she was, I always felt like I was taking care of her when I was in her company. Mentally,
         Goodie was not much more than a child herself.
      

      
      She was born blind as the result of a serious venereal disease her father had transmitted to her mother. It took some time
         to gain her eyesight, impairing her early ability to learn. As a young girl, she also contracted rheumatic fever, which resulted
         in the worst form of Sydenham’s chorea, or St. Vitus’s dance, a neurological disorder characterized by aimless involuntary
         movements of the arms, legs, trunk, and facial muscles. In Goodie’s case this meant muscular weakness, frequent stumbling
         and falling, slurred speech, difficulty concentrating, and emotional instability.
      

      
      One day she found herself alone with her cousin’s boyfriend, Fredrick Goodman. He raped her and she got pregnant. His family
         made him do the right thing and insisted he marry her. It was around that time she started to gain control of her muscles
         and started to learn at a quicker pace. In those days they believed hormonal changes due to pregnancy could positively affect
         people with SD. We now know it more often reverses itself with aging.
      

      
      She was getting brighter and becoming a much better mother, both at a quicker pace. Goodie had a strong sense of right and
         wrong, and she always leaned toward right. She and Beverly thought it was wrong to give away the baby. It was only a matter
         of time before Goodie, Beverly, and the authorities were knocking on the albino woman’s door. Back then mothers had very powerful
         custodial rights. Sadly, the albino woman had already completely accepted me as her son and even named me Gregory. The retrieval
         was not going to be easy.
      

      
      When my mother finally got her hands on me, and was leaving the woman’s house with me firmly in her arms, the woman fell to
         her hands and knees and started kissing my mother’s feet. “You’re so young and so beautiful … you could have children anytime
         you wanted,” she reasoned. When that didn’t work, she wrapped her arms around my mother’s legs so she couldn’t walk away.
         She was crying hysterically, pleading, “Take all of my money. I’ll give you anything you want, but don’t take Gregory. Please,
         don’t take my son.” Of course, my mother kept moving and never looked back. But from that point on, I was forever to be known as Nile Gregory Rodgers.
      

      
      My mom continued to call me Gregory because I seemed to respond to the name. But my paternal grandma, Lenora, never did. She
         called me Junior. Though Beverly never married her son (and my biological father) Nile, Lenora—or Nora, as she was called
         by almost everyone—treated her like a daughter. And Nora came into Beverly’s life at a propitious moment. Goodie’s husband
         suddenly divorced her when she supported Beverly getting her baby back. Nora more than any force on earth is responsible for
         the turbo-charged development of Bev’s personality and values. She was very different from Goodie.
      

      
      Lenora had a classical education, was well versed in Latin and extremely bright. She was like Josephine Baker meets Clarence
         Darrow, with Pearl Bailey and a little Rosa Parks sprinkled on top. She was a tough cookie and had an unmatched instinct for
         survival. She took Beverly under her wing as her apprentice. And Beverly was starstruck around Nora—this was no ordinary mother-in-law.
         Nora taught my mother how to use men. She did not censor her feelings or her philosophy. She hated men, and felt they’d earned
         it. Her father had raped her older sister for years, which resulted in a pregnancy. After Nora’s sister delivered her baby
         girl, whom she named Naomi, a Hebrew name meaning gratitude, she committed suicide. Baby Naomi lived in foster care until
         she came of legal age, at which point she went to live with her aunt Lenora, who treated her more like a daughter than the
         half sister she was. Lenora’s love for her couldn’t save Naomi from whatever god-awful nightmares must have plagued her. She
         spent most of her life in and out of state hospitals, suffering from extreme depression that required shock treatments. She
         finally died at a relatively young age in Hartford, Connecticut.
      

      
      Lenora couldn’t save Naomi, but she did everything she could to try and save her own sons. As much as she hated men, she loved
         her boys. More than she loved her sons, she loved me, her one and only grandson, Nile Rodgers Jr. (She overlooked the Gregory part of my name.) She adored me. She gave me everything she possibly
         could. I knew Lenora would lay down her life for me, and do it with a smile on her face.
      

      
      Meanwhile, Lenora’s own two sons were already disappointments. Her eldest son, Demetrius, was a musician and wasn’t motivated
         to do much more than sing, get high, wear cool clothes, and get laid. Her youngest, Nile, also a musician, was also mainly
         interested in playing drums, getting high (he was a heroin addict with a daily habit), putting on his glad rags, and pursuing
         females—including Beverly, the mother of his child.
      

      
      Now Lenora had one more shot at getting it right: She had me. Maybe I would turn out to be a better man.

      
      LENORA’S DEVOTION TO ME was trumped only by her devotion to Catholicism. But she was no stiff either. She could drink any man under the table. Her
         favorite libation was Chivas Regal. She had a rum keg hanging on the wall that was split down the middle. It opened into a
         bar, complete with Art Deco glasses and a chrome martini-mixing bottle. She would frequently ask me to pour her “a taste,”
         and I loved playing bartender. She was a missionary who also happened to be a Lindy Hopper. I guess the two aren’t mutually
         exclusive, and she was equally comfortable wearing either hat. And, brother, let me tell you, be it pillbox or full-on Ascot
         Races bonnet, she always sported a stylish chapeau. My earliest memory of her was the day she gave me Elvis Presley’s recording
         of the Otis Blackwell song “Blue Suede Shoes.” She also gave me the shoes to go with it, along with a navy blue suit, both
         of which I later wore for my First Holy Communion, bringing her passions for music, God, and grandson into a harmonious circle.
      

      
      LENORA WAS A HARD-CORE Roman Catholic, but with an Afro-Caribbean slant. She had a closet full of images of black saints, and her apartment had the feeling of a voodoo shrine. We went to church in the Bronx, but she filled in what they had left out
         when we came back home for our own religious services—and her addenda tended to be a little bit more disturbing than the official
         version. Until I saw her black saints, I was under the impression that Christian personalities were always white, the way
         they were in the movies and church. Seeing those black saints—before black got beautiful—was unsettling.
      

      
      As religious as Lenora was, Mom was just as devoted to a science-based belief system. She had dropped out of school in junior
         high school but compensated by using whatever she had learned to the fullest. Though she idolized Lenora and listened and
         learned about men and survival, she had no use for Lenora’s belief in the supernatural. It made for a fairly entertaining
         mix for a little kid.
      

      
      Things weren’t so bad at first, but over time, Lenora’s nonstop religious lessons grew more frightening the more she tried
         to compete with my mother’s cold atheism for dominion over my heart and soul. Like the nuns I’d soon meet in my new school,
         she tried to connect spirituality to everything. She always told me God was everywhere and always watching me. So many things
         that I had heretofore thought were fun now had dire consequences.
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