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Advance Praise for
MANHATTAN CULT STORY

“An extremely valuable, cogent addition to the cult memoir canon. Schneider pens his haunting story not only with vividness and vulnerability but also with an eye to humanizing the cult experience and helping survivors of such abuse—and all of us, really—understand behavior that seems inexplicable.”—Amanda Montell, author of Cultish: The Language of Fanaticism

“Schneider delivers this scintillating story on a silver platter, offering a meticulous exploration of the seductive hook of meaning and fulfillment, which cults and demagogues so readily promise to their faithful. His book will be powerfully healing for those who have been lured, educational for those who haven’t, and insightful for voyeurs into the delicious details of a secret world. Manhattan Cult Story is a vibrant, cohesive template of how the sticky tendrils of coercive control operate.”––Sarah Edmondson, author of Scarred: The True Story of How I Escaped NXIVM, the Cult That Bound My Life

“It takes courage to share the stories of how we were dupped, but even one voice can break the silence and expose the perpetrators. Schneider speaks out about his experiences in a manipulative and abusive cult, not hidden on some compound in Texas, but thriving among the educated elite of NYC. This sinister cult lures people with what they long for: community, belonging, higher purpose and elitism, but ultimately demands full obedience and control of their life. Think it couldn’t happen to you?”—Faith Jones, author of Sex Cult Nun: Breaking Away from the Children of God, A Wild, Radical Religious Cult

“If the psychology of cults and cult leaders hold even a minor fascination, I heartily endorse Spencer Schneider’s debut memoir of a little-known Manhattan underworld. As Schneider peels back the curtain, he brings the reader along on his journey of self-discovery. It’s a story of friendship and connection, of brainwashing and trauma, and his attempt to make himself whole in the years since his daring exit.”— Amanda M. Fairbanks, author of The Lost Boys of Montauk: The True Story of the Wind Blown, Four Men Who Vanished at Sea, and the Survivors They Left Behind

“Schneider has written a book I’ve long been waiting for: a lionhearted, soul-searching tale that flips the script of cult memoir, revealing that no one is immune to the siren call of belonging, and that any feet, no matter how well-shod, can stumble down the slippery slope of radicalism. Manhattan Cult Story is a book America desperately needs.”–– Shawna Kay Rodenberg, author of Kin: A Memoir

“This penetrating and often painful personal account written by a cult survivor details the inner workings of a secretive cult that preyed upon sophisticated, educated, and affluent New Yorkers. Spencer Schneider’s twenty years of experience in ‘The Work,’ led by former actress turned philosopher queen Sharon Gans, demonstrates how anyone can be tricked and trapped by a deceptive cult, even those among us that seem too smart and accomplished to be taken in. This book is a deep dive into a hidden cult’s world of sexual and financial exploitation, manipulation, isolation and personal destruction. Schneider spares no one including himself. Riveting and insightful.” ––Rick Alan Ross, author of Cults Inside Out: How People Get In and Can Get Out

“Manhattan Cult Story is one of those gripping tales of personal struggle and perseverance you simply cannot put down.”––Andy Ostroy, filmmaker, and director of HBO’s Adrienne 

“Manhattan Cult Story is a study of human psychology, group behavior, adulation and domination, and about how a community that at first nourishes you can come to feed on you. It is a must read for anyone interested in cults, swindlers, and charlatans but also in the human yearning for deeper meaning, love, and community. The lessons of this astonishing book resonate long after the reading.”—Spencer Wolff, author of The Fire in His Wake

“Intelligent, witty, and utterly terrifying. An intimate look at the breakdown of everyday individuals through systematic methods of coercion and manipulation. Spencer’s heartfelt account of his experiences shows how cults can and do exist all around us and are, unknowingly to most, made up of typical people you pass by every single day. Let Spencer’s published voice be the first of many sincere survivors who come forward to shed light on this darkest of secret groups.”—Kacey, Host of The Cult Vault Podcast

“No genre is more popular today than true-crime, and nonfiction stories about cults, from NXIVM to Rajneeshism, captivate us with a particular intensity. But what Schneider has done is different, and probably without parallel: He has written a highly intelligent, highly detailed, and extraordinarily compelling account from a follower’s perspective. With dispassionate clarity, he takes the reader by the hand and leads them step by step down the ladder of his own subjugation. This book is an act of great bravery, and students of the cult experience owe him a debt of gratitude for it.”—Bess Rattray, publisher EAST Magazine

“Written with candor, self-knowledge, and good humor, this account of Spencer Schneider’s long captivity by a group of pseudo-mystic predators is first a reminder of the perils of surrendering your skepticism and finally a tale of self-liberation from the illusions any of us might create. Manhattan Cult Story pulled me in and threw away the key.”—Mike DeCapite, author of Jacket Weather

“This is a gripping story about being pulled into a cult that was masked as an enrichment course, and a heartbreaking tale of manipulation, power, and greed. Spencer Schneider’s well-crafted narrative is masterfully told through the lens of time, healing, and introspection. I couldn’t get enough!”—Frances Badalamenti, author of the novels I Don’t Blame You and Salad Days
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For my parents, my brother, and my son.


Reality exists in the human mind, and nowhere else. Not in the individual mind, which can make mistakes, and in any case soon perishes: only in the mind of the Party, which is collective and immortal. Whatever the Party holds to be the truth, is truth. It is impossible to see reality except by looking through the eyes of the Party.

George Orwell, 1984

[This film] is wholly concerned with the obvious endeavors of a husband to drive his wife slowly mad. And with Mr. Boyer doing the driving in his best dead-pan hypnotic style, while the flames flicker strangely in the gas-jets and the mood music bongs with heavy threats, it is no wonder that Miss Bergman goes to pieces in a most distressing way.

Bosely Crowther, film review of Gaslight,
The New York Times, May 5, 1944


Author’s Note

The events in this book are true. The characters in this book are based on real people but most of their identities have been disguised. Notable exceptions are certain leaders of School: Sharon Gans, Alex Horn, Fred Mindel, and Robert Klein.

To disguise people’s identities, I have changed names, physical descriptions, and occupations. In some instances, other identifying traits (such as backgrounds) have been altered. I have also created a handful of composite characters based on actual people and events. Finally, in some instances, I have distorted or omitted certain immaterial surrounding events.


Preface

We were invisible. We had to be. We took an oath of absolute secrecy. We never even told our families who we really were. We thought nothing of lying. We understood that disclosure would put in us grave danger. But we liked it this way.

So we went about our lives. We worked in midtown or on Wall Street, bought our groceries at Citarella, dined out at the Odeon, spent weekends in the Hamptons, and took the subway home to comfortable apartments across the city where we lived lives of quiet privilege. We were just like you. We were your accountants, money managers, lawyers, executive recruiters, general contractors, doctors. We went to college and graduate school with you in Cambridge or Princeton or New Haven. We owned your child’s private school and sold you your brownstone. But you’d never guess our secret lives, how we lived in silent terror and fervor and suffering. There were several hundreds of us.

We had our own language. We spoke in code. We covered our study books. We kept no notes. We didn’t know one another’s phone numbers, but we were as thick as thieves—closer than family—“essential friends.” We disdained “sleeping humanity,” and strove to be “awake.” We had a sophisticated system to unsuspectingly befriend, vet, and recruit you—in the subway, at Bloomingdale’s, the neighborhood bookstore, Lincoln Center, Starbucks, Nobu. We were students of an esoteric school—we called it “School.” Even if you somehow knew about us, you would never be able to find us.

We met for class two nights a week at “the Space,” an unfinished, white-walled, open loft over a nondescript wholesale fabric store on a deserted stretch of Broadway below Canal Street. Our tallest man stood guard downstairs, alone, in blizzards and choking heat, to let us in, one by one, nodding, silently opening the rickety gray steel door with the cracked chicken wire windowpane. The dark hallway’s faded paint was peeling, the rusty tin ceiling was disintegrating, and it smelled of clove and cardamom from the spice factory over on Franklin Street. Alone, we arrived promptly at 7:00 p.m., left well after midnight, and kept our “hour of silence.” There was no signage. No chatter. The intercom was broken. We were saving civilization; we were gaining ancient knowledge to obtain our “perfection.”

We revered our teacher—whose name we were forbidden to utter outside her presence—referred to simply as “S.” There she was, upstairs in the Space, recumbent on her leather recliner, surrounded by sixty of us seated on white stackable metal chairs, hanging on every one of her words. S’s wild mane of Halloween-orange hair hung over her flowing black dress and silk scarf. Sixty-five years old, she had deep-set cerulean eyes, pasty white skin, and a hawk-beak nose. Bedecked in jewelry, she puffed on a cigarette, her smoke filling the poorly ventilated loft. She spoke in her falsetto singsong voice, expounding at length about placing School above all else. We weren’t engrossed—we were transfixed, under her total command. We felt her brilliance, her emanations, her love (or wrath), her ferocity, her power.

You see, she possessed an ancient oral wisdom, which she maintained was directly traceable to the mystery schools and Pythagoras. Incredibly, it was available to us here in Manhattan in 1992. It was called the “Work.” She taught us how to achieve “higher mind” and ignore “false morality.” And we feared her—as if she could destroy us, at her whim.

For S we would do anything. She gave us detailed directions on how to live our lives. She regulated everything. This was all for our evolution. Where to work. Who of our classmates to sleep with, marry, divorce. What to think. What scientific truths should be disbelieved. What social conventions should be ignored. Whether someone’s child should be given up for adoption to other students. Whether a gay male student should be married off to a female student in order to be “straightened out.” Whether to cut off relationships with family and friends. She instructed some of us to cheat on our spouses and sleep with other students. She married off some of us to complete strangers. She had us labor on huge construction projects for free. Some were privileged to help her launder cash and commit tax fraud. We would do anything for her. Some would have gone to jail or killed for S, our teacher, Sharon Gans.

This was long ago. We were so young. We were hungry for meaning, friends, knowledge, community, answers, support, and a paradigm to help navigate our lives. All of this––even a sense of magic––were what kept us coming back for more. We believed we were gaining unique tools to improve ourselves, and so we granted Sharon full access into our hearts, conscience, bodies, and minds. But as much as we kept School secret from––and lied to––our families and friends, Sharon kept her secrets from us. And she lied, about everything: her checkered past, her intentions, her criminality, her substance abuse, her mental disease, her need for power and adulation, her greed, and her perversions. It was only later—after we were hooked, and it was too late—that we found out. And so, we endured (and witnessed) mental, sexual, and physical abuse, forced labor, swindling of our money, breaking up of our families, and systematic terrorizing. Some students conspired with her to break the law. Sharon left her students in shambles: poorer, broken down, beaten up, and hollowed out. Only a handful of us have ever spoken out about Sharon, privately or publicly.

During those years, I had nothing else but School—it was my world.

This is the story of how I got entangled in School, the twenty-three years I spent there, how I narrowly escaped, and how I’ve survived.
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Sharon Gans, escorted into the Space by her acolytes. Circa 2015. Courtesy of the author.


PART 1
1960–1989
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My mother and me. Circa 1971. Courtesy of the author.

 

There was no straight line from my happy childhood in suburban Long Island to those white stackable metal chairs on lower Broadway. There were just life’s usual twists, turns, curves, circles, and then some very bad directions combined with rotten timing.

My father was born six weeks before the Wall Street crash of 1929—the seventh child of Belarusian immigrants Esther and Meyer, who spoke only Yiddish in their home. Esther was forty-five at the time, already a grandmother, and initially mistook her pregnancy for a tumor. My father was born in their tenement on the Lower East Side. In the 1930s, many landlords lured new tenants with offers of several months of free rent. Hence my grandparents, for years, moved every several months, experiencing all that New York City had to offer. After my father returned from the Korean War, he went to college and landed a job selling records. Later he went into the advertising business, where he worked for the rest of his career. My father looked so much like Jerry Lewis that he claims Dean Martin once mistook him for his old comedy partner.

My mother’s father emigrated from Austria to Brooklyn in the 1900s. A ladies’ shoe store salesman, he met my grandmother when she came in to shop. They married and had a son and my mother. They lived in Brownsville, one of the poorest sections of Brooklyn. Although my grandparents considered themselves modern thinking, college was out of the question for their daughter. But my mother prevailed, and she got her degree from Hunter College. She graduated, became a grade school teacher, and was introduced by another teacher to my father.

My parents moved to Midwood, Brooklyn, where I was born in 1960. We moved to Levittown, Long Island, in 1961, and my brother, Matthew, was born in 1962. Levittown in the 1960s was a perfect place to grow up. We had the Desther kids next door, the Palmieris and their ducks down the block, the fenced-in three-acre sump behind my house, the public pool three blocks away, parents who let us play outside after dinner, and the Good Humor ice cream truck every summer night. But in 1969, my parents announced that we were moving.

They bought a big old rundown house in Hewlett Bay Park, Long Island, an upscale suburb that had no sidewalks or kids out playing. They purchased the house from the estate of someone named Hiram Cosby. I overheard my parents talking about old man Cosby. He had hanged himself in his garage––now our garage. I had never heard of such a thing. I was nine. I was surrounded by death in that house. Almost every year somebody in my family died: my grandma Esther, my grandpa Sidney, Uncle Jack, Uncle Saul, Aunt Ida, my Bubby, my cousins Ruth and Susie, who were only teenagers and so beautiful, and our cats. Still, it was Cosby’s death which always haunted me, loomed over my childhood. As a thirteen-year-old paperboy, I spent every predawn morning—hot, cold, slushy, or wet—standing in that dark, haunted garage wrapping the newspapers in red rubber bands and stuffing them in my bike basket. Not a morning went by that I didn’t see poor Cosby hanging there. I worked quickly, hands blackened by the Daily News headlines and the sports page. What kind of suffering led Cosby to hang himself? Where in the garage did he do it? Was his spirit still there? Did he go to hell? Was he now at peace? Would he hurt me? Would he hang me? I convinced my father to get a better light in the garage. I also never worked there with the door shut. When my friend Kenny took his life at eighteen years old, I thought again of Cosby, and it scared me.

I recently framed an old black-and-white photograph of my parents from around 1965, taken at a business cocktail party. My father is wearing a seersucker jacket, a white shirt, a skinny black tie, and a slight grin on his face. He’s crouched down, leaning against the back of the chair where my mother sits. In his left hand he’s clenching a cocktail glass with his thumb, pinky, and ring finger, and a lit cigarillo is wedged between his index and middle fingers. He’s wearing Buddy Holly–style eyeglasses and his short, straight black hair is parted on the side, glistening with Brylcreem. My mother’s black hair is short. She is wearing pearls, fake eyelashes, and a short dark dress that reveals her shoulders; she is flashing her beautiful movie-star smile. It’s a revealing image of contradictions: my folks—young, attractive, and trendy—living a certain kind of upwardly mobile life in the 1960s, and yet I wonder how they felt. If you didn’t know them you might see them as confident and at ease, enjoying themselves. But I knew them. And I understood that they felt a little out of place, like miscast actors. Maybe guilty too, and worried about the “evil eye.” Even much later—after years of hard work and achieving the financial stability they wanted—they sometimes suffered from insecurity, feeling like imposters, undeserving. This was a new world for them, unlike the one they grew up in. My parents knew what it was like to have nothing, no security—they survived the Great Depression and World War II—but the sixties were uncertain times, heightening their anxiety about losing everything, going back. They were also children of immigrants who had been persecuted in their native homeland. Despite their best efforts, these feelings of insecurity, guilt, anxiety, and the irrational fear of an impending catastrophe rubbed off on me and my brother.

We lived in one of the wealthiest zip codes in the United States, but, by force of my parents’ habits, lived in certain ways like we were preparing for another Great Depression. For instance, my mother refused to set the thermostat above sixty-one degrees in the dead of New York winter. “Wear a sweater,” she would say, handing Matthew and me a box of tissues. Summers were intolerable in the air-conditioner-less house, so when I was fourteen, I used my paper-route money to purchase a small unit for my bedroom.

But there was a flip side of it: our parents encouraged self-reliance. By the time I was eighteen, I had also worked as a babysitter, a butcher’s gofer, a caddy, and a cabana boy at the Silverpoint Beach Club in Atlantic Beach. Matthew and I had to help our father with yard work, painting, and other construction and design projects that were led by my mother. She went through a rock garden phase, and I helped her retrieve rocks from roadbeds and lug them into the car. Otherwise, we were left on our own in the 1970s and could come and go as we pleased. When I was thirteen, I was allowed to take the train into Manhattan alone and, when I was seventeen, to drive into Manhattan to go to concerts and clubs. When I was fifteen, a couple of my friends and I rode our bikes a hundred miles out to Montauk to camp out for a weekend. I don’t remember having a curfew.

My father was my hero and protector, but he was not one for conversations. When he finally came around to tell me about the “birds and the bees”––I must have been twelve by this time––he sat me down to ask whether I knew how babies “were made.” I assured him I did, he said “good,” and it was over. Intimate conversations took place in his car. Neither of us looked at each other, one of us (usually him) safely and determinedly in control. In the summer of 1980, I was twenty, and we were driving home from the envelope factory where he’d gotten me a summer job. “So, are you sure you want to go to law school?” he asked. I’d wanted to be a lawyer ever since I saw To Kill a Mockingbird. I wanted to be like Atticus Finch, fighting for justice, against all odds. I assured my father I did and told him I’d go insane if I had to work a job like customer service at the factory. He said he just wanted to be sure, that law school was expensive, but he thought he could swing it. My father never hid his worry or his pride in me. “Thanks Dad, you’re the best.” He patted my leg.
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My parents. Circa 1965. Courtesy of the author.

A few months before I graduated from law school, Matthew reached me in Manhattan with the news: our father had died that morning of a sudden heart attack at fifty-six in his office. I had feared that this day would come. It was a sense I had. I rushed back to Long Island, rudderless, destroyed, and I collapsed into that house, another death notched on its threshold. But I had no time to mourn, because I needed to graduate, take the bar exam, and get a job. My mother got me through it—pushy, determined, and supportive. She told me my father would want me to graduate on time and get on with it. I did. I graduated, but he missed out on witnessing me get my law degree and I missed out on him witnessing me get my law degree. I felt cheated.

Six months after graduating, I got hired by a well-regarded corporate litigation firm. But I found that working twelve-hour days and weekends doing grunt legal work, never going to court or taking testimony, and helping big corporations with their problems had nothing whatsoever to do with Atticus Finch.

The exciting life in Manhattan outside the office that I had expected didn’t materialize. In my early to late teens and early twenties, (i.e., from 1978 through 1985) Manhattan was my playground of nightclubs, bars, and partying with my tight-knit group of friends from high school and college. By my late twenties, I felt isolated and bored. Although I lived in a one-bedroom apartment in Greenwich Village, my refrigerator held nothing but expired ketchup, a half dozen white cardboard takeout containers of stale rice, and a few bottles of Heineken. I used the cabinets to store old books and arts and crafts supplies. I missed my friends who were moving to the suburbs or just moving on; I rarely made any new ones.

In 1989, I called my old law school buddy Joel. We had played together in his blues band during law school, and he’d been asking me to join up again. “You still looking for a bass player?” I asked. “Yes. Can you get us some gigs, man?” Joel’s band was called the Blue Laws. It consisted of him on lead guitar and several other musicians, all accomplished in blues, soul, and R&B. I joined, and we clicked. I started looking for gigs and found one at the North River Bar, one of the last longshoreman pubs on the Lower West Side of Manhattan.


PART 2
1989–1990


Bruce

That’s where I met Bruce. It was the winter of 1989. He was standing behind the empty bar at the cavernous North River, smoking a Marlboro Light, and absorbed in a paperback wrapped in a homemade brown paper bag cover. He was in his mid-twenties, lanky, and handsome. He had a slightly androgynous look with thin lips, high cheekbones, and soft blue eyes. He seemed out of place in this joint. His thick black hair was parted on the side and almost fell over his eyes—like Bowie’s Young Americans cover. He smelled of WASP: my opposite. He looked up from his book when he heard us loading in our amps and gear to set up for the night. He walked out from behind the bar, and said, “Hey guys, uh, Spanky told me to tell you that he doesn’t want you to play until we fill up a bit.” I introduced myself and we shook hands.

Joel and I sat at the bar waiting for a crowd to arrive. Bruce served us Buds and paper bowls of fresh popcorn. The North River always smelled of beer and hot popcorn. Turns out Bruce was working there on weekends because during the week he was getting his MBA at Columbia. He let on that he was from Oregon and graduated from Princeton University. Joel and I told him we were law school friends and the three of us joked about how our advanced degrees had us in the North River. The other bartender was Maxie, a young Irish woman who was loud, fun, and attractive. Over the next couple of months, I saw Bruce maybe four times, and our interactions were confined to light chitchat during breaks: the weather, the crowd, how the night was going, his tips, our cover fee.

Over time, the conversations got more interesting. We had a lot in common. He and I talked about our favorite architect (Frank Lloyd Wright) and buildings (the Parthenon, Chartres); our favorite philosophers (Plato, Sartre); our favorite artists (Rembrandt, Bellini); our favorite twentieth-century writers (Kafka, Orwell). I hadn’t talked about these topics with anyone since I graduated from Washington University in 1982. And I loved it. I had missed it. He also started to ask me personal questions: why I decided to become a lawyer, whether I liked it, and how I felt working for big law. I explained how I had gone into it because I liked the idea of fighting for justice but how disappointing and disillusioning it was doing grunt work for soulless bosses and faceless corporate clients. It got so that I started to look forward to breaks for my talks with Bruce. He was interested in what I had to say, and I liked that. I didn’t know details of his life, like where he lived or what his friends were like, but he was cool and smart.

But shortly thereafter, things changed: Bruce began what felt like stalking. He showed up unannounced one night in the control room at a studio in downtown Brooklyn while our band recorded a demo. He said he was curious to see the “artistic process.” No idea how he knew I was there and there was no reason for him to be there. Then a week later he called me at the office—no idea how he got the number—and said he “happened to be nearby.” I was not happy to hear from him––this was annoying and disruptive––but I reluctantly agreed to meet him at the Italian place downstairs on East Forty-fifth Street. We got a table outside on that hot day and he wanted to know about my upbringing, my worldviews on politics, and my personal aspirations. The easygoing chats at the bar had given way to an interrogation. Even over the din of honking cars and truck air brakes, he seemed to find this all fascinating and, despite being slightly put off by his relentlessness, I couldn’t help but feel flattered, enjoying the attention. The topic finally shifted back to philosophy and art and truth and beauty and meaning. We paid the check and then it got weird again: he randomly asked whether I would “like to go on an adventure sometime?” I had no idea what he meant so I just nodded politely, and Bruce vanished into the traffic on East Forty-fifth Street.

The next afternoon I heard from Bruce again at the office. “Spencer, I have to talk to you about something,” he said urgently. “Meet me tonight at 7:00 p.m. at the Cedar Tavern on University Place, OK?” he said without elaborating. I was curious and agreed. “OK, see you there,” I said.

The Cedar Tavern had a rich history—in the 1950s it was frequented by writers like Jack Kerouac and Allen Ginsberg, and painters such as William de Kooning and Jackson Pollock (who was allegedly banned for tearing off and throwing the bathroom door at the painter Franz Kline).

On this warm July evening in 1989, I took the express train directly from the office where my boss had been on my back to finish writing a memo. I was still wearing my dark suit, with my Brooks Brothers tie undone, briefcase in hand. From the bright New York early summer evening, I stepped up into the Cedar Tavern and was momentarily blinded by its darkness. I squinted and scanned the nearly empty bar making out Bruce way in the back room, seated alone, with his back to me. I walked past the long mahogany bar and its ghosts—locals, barflies, beat poets, abstract expressionists, all getting drunk, laughing, crying, fighting, and puking. My shiny black business shoes plowed through the sawdust soaked in their words, paint, vomit, and blood.

By the time I approached Bruce, my pupils were fully adjusted. He was in a fresh pink Izod shirt and pressed khakis. I walked up to and around the table. He stood to shake my hand and awkwardly grinned. I sat facing him, toward the front where I could see the thin rays of sunlight spilling into the bar room through the old blinds. The Cedar’s back room smelled faintly like urine, so I skipped ordering food and opted for a Heineken; he ordered a Coke and onion rings. It was claustrophobic back there, as if Bruce were somehow blocking my exit.

Bruce was tense. It was making me tense. I was wondering why I kept agreeing to one-on-one meetings with a guy I barely knew. What on earth could be so urgent?

After the waitress took our order, I asked “OK, Bruce, what’s all the cloak and dagger?”

He started slowly, in a soft wavering voice, looking right at me, “There’s something I need to speak with you about. It’s not something I’ve ever told anyone.”

I rolled my eyes and wondered, why me? I said, “It’s OK. Are you about to come out to me?”

“No,” he said blushing.

The waitress brought our drinks, giving us both a chance to reset, take a sip, and light up cigarettes. I looked past him, over his shoulder to the front room and the thin rays of light; Bruce’s face was blurry in our smoke, and for a moment I didn’t know where I was. I took a deep drag. He did too. The smoke billowed over the table, the nicotine filled my brain, relaxing me. My heartbeat accelerated with my curiosity.

Bruce shifted to a formal tone, slowly explaining, “I didn’t mean to alarm you, but there’s a timing issue, so I wanted to get ahold of you. It’s something I deeply cherish”—cherish?—“and that’s why I never discuss it. But I’ve got to ask if you can keep this between us and not talk about it with anyone?”

He waited and I shrugged. “Sure, but who would I tell?”

“Well I don’t mean just Joel or the band, but anyone. It’s private,” he said.

By now I was dying to hear what he had to tell me. We lit up new cigarettes.

Bruce continued solemnly, choosing each word carefully, “I’m a student of a school. It’s an esoteric school that is hidden, it’s invisible. That’s why we’ve got to keep this private.” I’m listening. “These schools have existed since ancient times. Their knowledge has been passed down orally from generation to generation. Its focus is the meaning of life, how to find truth, inner freedom.” He could see my face, body pulling back. He assured me, “They’re not bullshit. But they aren’t for everyone. It’s been said that Shakespeare was in a school; even the philosophers and artists we mentioned—Plato, Rembrandt, and Frank Lloyd Wright in modern times.” This sounds even more super-duper sketchy, exciting, and dangerous. “The school that exists in New York is the only one of its kind here and it traces its roots directly to ancient times.” It sounds like he’s going to invite me. “I’m telling you because there is an opportunity for new people to study. This opening doesn’t happen much; it’s closing soon.” Now this sounded rehearsed. “It has helped me get the things I want in life. I know you want to get something out of life rather than just your work.” With that, Bruce studied my face while he took a drag of his Marlboro Light, with a shaky hand. “What do you think? There’s a monthlong period, an experiment, where you can come to class and try it out.” He flicked the ashes in a small round ashtray.

I didn’t know what to say. Besides it being vague and strange, I found it odd for Bruce to offer this to me, of all people. Didn’t he want to offer this to someone he knew better? And yet I experienced a tingle: a secret ancient group here in Manhattan, in 1989? I remembered once hearing about secret societies where scholars met to debate. This sounded like some incredible exclusive club of Manhattan’s intellectual elite, something I didn’t want to miss. I felt honored. An amazing opportunity. I watched Bruce as he awaited my answer. About then the jukebox got louder—it was the Clash’s “Magnificent Seven.” My mind went elsewhere. Images of the Cedar’s artists and poets and locals drinking and shouting. The long day at work. My memo was due tomorrow. I was hungry. Too much intrigue. Too much pressure. Too hinky.

I wanted to be honest and blunt. “Bruce, I’m not sure what to say to you. It just doesn’t sound like something that would interest me. It actually sounds a little culty to me.” As I said this, I could feel myself getting annoyed––angry even––because part of me felt that Bruce might have been trying to pull one over on me. Bruce took a quick drag and said nothing, looked down, blew smoke out from the side of his mouth. This was awkward. It was also disappointing—maybe I’d been hoping for him to tell me something simple, like Maxie from the bar had a crush on me. Poor Bruce was crestfallen. The meeting was over. There wasn’t much to say. I shook his hand, took out ten dollars from my wallet, and I told him I had to get home.

As soon as my shoes hit the bright sidewalk of University Place outside the Cedar, I replayed in my mind what had just happened. I felt guilty. Bruce had just poured his heart out to me and I called his cherished school culty. Was I overreacting? What evidence did I have that this was a cult? None. He was a nice dude. I was being a dick. I upset him. When I got home, I called him. “I’m sorry Bruce, I didn’t mean to insult you and what you are doing. Can we try this again?” I asked to meet him in Washington Square Park later.

We strolled up University Place. It was less tense walking than facing off in the smelly, empty Cedar. Dusk was approaching, and the city was vibrant and alive and filled with bus fumes and pizza parlors and traffic lights and newspaper stands selling magazines. Cars honked, a boom box blared Public Enemy’s “Fight the Power.” I didn’t feel trapped. Bruce shouted to be heard over the bus. He said innocently, “It just seems to me that you’re looking for more meaningful things to do in life and to try something new. I sensed you’re maybe at a crossroads in your life. Like I said, some of the philosophers we talked about were connected to esoteric schools. Spencer, the teaching is practical, and it’s an opportunity. I think you will like it. Also, the other students in the class are people like yourself—intelligent and thoughtful.” And he asked rhetorically, “Do you really think that somebody like me would be in a cult?” I asked him what this group was called and he told me, “It’s just called ‘School.’”

Standing at the corner of University Place and East Eighth Street, I was transported to 1971, when my father took the family into the city for a field trip to explore Greenwich Village. He bought me a blacklight velvet “Peace” poster. I was awed by that magical street of color, motion, hippies, Electric Ladyland studio, and the smell of incense from the head shops. Now, here in 1989, and unable to hide my wonder at possibly happening upon something truly magical—nothing I was consciously looking for—I asked, “Such a thing operates here in Manhattan, today?” I was taking the bait. He nodded solemnly. “Take me to your leader,” I joked.

He chuckled and said he wanted me to meet another student. Then he reminded me, “You remember you have to keep this strictly confidential, right?”

I said, “No problem, Bruce,” as I shook his hand and we parted ways and I went home.


Heather

The next evening Bruce and I were seated at a square table overlooking East Sixteenth Street at the busy, trendy restaurant, the Blue Water Café on Union Square West. The airy room–—it used to be a bank––echoed the Replacements’ “I’ll Be You” over the sound system, and I smelled the tuna grilling in the open-air kitchen. The room was bathed in an orange hue punctuated by the small candles at each table. I was relieved that Bruce had suggested this upscale place over another depressing tavern—it reflected better on his tastes and possibly of his “School.” We smoked our cigarettes, making small talk about the North River. I asked about Maxie the bartender and whether he thought she might go out with me. I was nervous to meet his “friend,” whom, he told me (upon my insistence), was an investment banker who had gone to Wharton.

And then a smiling woman in a dark gray business dress and carrying a briefcase approached our table, and tapped Bruce on his shoulder. He turned around and jumped up to embrace her. Heather was in her early thirties, with high cheekbones and blue eyes. She wore simple diamond studs and no makeup.

She sat directly across from me. As soon as the waiter took our drink orders Heather got right to business. Smiling, she said, “So, Spencer, Bruce tells me you’re interested in hearing more about School.” I told her I was. Bruce and Heather smiled and she nodded, saying she would be happy to tell me more.

But first she asked me to tell her about music and how it fed my professional life. I said that I never thought of it that way, but she could have asked me anything about myself: I was just flattered by her interest in me. Heather was friendly, but she was also formal and unusually direct. Her professional demeaner brought credibility—even cachet—to Bruce’s invitation. There was nothing heavy or weird or pushy about Heather. She was easygoing, authentic, and I was eager to see where this was going. She said, “I should tell you that Bruce spoke highly of you and that he wanted to extend this invitation specifically to you.” The waiter delivered our drinks.

She said, “School is a special place for me, as it is for Bruce and all of the students. Like any school, there are teachers and students. But it’s unlike schools which exist in ‘life’—in an esoteric school, the purpose is to apply the practical knowledge you learn to your life so you can evolve. It’s a school for your inner development— to perfect yourself.” Heather paused, and got emotional, “It’s a profound experience and it’s mysterious and it’s wonderful and wondrous. To change yourself is like nothing else. To find truth and freedom is sublime.” I glanced at Bruce, who was also getting into an emotional state as he listened to her. I felt that I was witnessing something intimate—and I didn’t understand what—but I sensed their connection, their devotion to something profound. Heather continued, “For me, I have been able to tap into parts of myself which I never knew existed and to connect with people in a new way. With the tools provided by the teachings, I have been able to get what I want.” I had never heard a contemporary––or really anyone––speak like this, with this kind of serious, sincere reverence. It was still vague, but it was seductive. It sounded a little dangerous and fun. It was beguiling that a beautiful investment banker was in an esoteric school and interested in questioning the meaning of life, and that I was being invited, too.
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