

“Gia’s story has everything—glamor, glitz, squalor and tragedy.”

—Liz Smith, syndicated columnist

At age seventeen, Gia Carangi was working the counter at her father’s Philadelphia luncheonette, Hoagie City. Within a year, Gia was one of the top models of the late 1970s, gracing the covers of Cosmopolitan and Vogue, partying at New York’s Studio 54 and the Mudd Club, and redefining the industry’s standard of beauty. She was the darling of moguls and movie stars, royalty and rockers. Gia was also a girl in pain, desperate for her mother’s approval—and a drug addict on a tragic slide toward oblivion, who started going directly from $ 10,000-a-day fashion shoots to the heroin shooting galleries on New York’s Lower East Side. Finally blackballed from modeling, Gia entered a vastly different world on the streets of New York and Atlantic City, and later in a rehab clinic. At twenty-six, she became one of the first women in America to die of AIDS, a hospital welfare case visited only by rehab friends and what remained of her family.

Drawing on hundreds of interviews with Gia’s family, lovers, friends, and colleagues, THING OF BFAUTY creates a poignant portrait of an unforgettable character—and a powerful narrative about beauty and sexuality, fame and objectification, mothers and daughters, love and death.

“Vivid…. The story of Gia Carangi…should be set out among the fashion magazines in modeling agency waiting rooms and any other place where teen-age girls who’ve been called pretty a little too often hang out…. Stephen Fried’s exhaustive account of Gia’s brief life seems to have an important unanswered question on every page: why didn’t anyone help Gia?”

—The New York Times Book Review
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“Gia was…cooler than cool, tough and macho before Madonna, Cindy Crawford before there was a Cindy C. But then there was Cindy, who was initially dubbed ‘Baby Gia,’ and soon, no one remembered the original. Without Fried…Gia would have been more than dead; she would have been forgotten….”

—The Philadelphia Inquirer

“Faces come and go, but few cover girls are expelled from Planet Beauty as dramatically as Gia Carangi…. Fried’s nimble reporting loosens every pin and tuck.”

—Glamour

“Fried’s portrait of the early days of the AIDS epidemic within the fashion world is compelling. His uncompromising look at how homophobia infected Gia’s life is dramatic…”

—Lambda Book Report

“Stephen Fried has done an admirable job reconstructing Gia’s frenzied life…. Fried makes a convincing case, through recording Gia’s travails, that fetching eyes and a killer body are not enough. This is a chilling tale that every pretty, stupid young thing should read.”

—Boston Globe

“…A CHILLING PARABLE FOR OUR TIMES.”

—Playboy
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To my wife, Diane Ayres


A thing of beauty is a joy forever:
Its loveliness increases; it will never
Pass into nothingness; but still will keep
A bower quiet for us, and a sleep
Full of sweet dreams, and health, and quiet breathing.

John Keats,       
from Endymion



Prologue

The newsmagazine anchorman thanks a correspondent for his report on “this fascinating subject of near-death experience,” turns to face another camera, and reads the teaser for the upcoming segment of the January 6, 1983, edition of ABC’s 20/20.

“Next,” he says, “inside the world of the fashion model … a world that is not always as it appears. Right after this.”

After the commercial, the anchorman introduces reporter Tom Hoving, who presents a report meant to detail “the dark and anxious side” of the modeling business but manages somehow to make the whole enterprise seem extremely glamorous anyway. There’s top model Christie Brinkley being coaxed by a photographer. “Make me chase you,” he’s saying. “Tease, tease. Look at me like you’re naked. That’s it. Fabulous.” After the shooting, Brinkley—the industry’s quintessential blond-haired, blue-eyed California girl—says that she’ll never have to worry about money again.

“Models can earn two million dollars a year,” Hoving explains in his booming TV-overvoice. “Once you make it, you become a member of an exclusive international club, where the sun always shines, the parties are glowing. A land where there’s no ugliness, no sickness, no poverty. A land where dreams come true and everyone is certified beautiful. The club has special fringe benefits. Top model Apollonia knows them all.”

“Rolls-Royce, flowers, dresses, limousines, tickets,” lists the Dutch-born Apollonia von Ravenstein, a long-reigning queen of the more specialized, dark-haired, European-exotic look. “I mean, anything you want, anything a woman would want, really, just ask.”

Flamboyant hairdresser-turned-fashion-photographer Ara Gallant appears, wearing a leather Jeff cap, Mr. Spock sideburns and nearly as much makeup as any of the girls. (In modeling, women are always called “girls.”) He is asked to reflect on why the fashion model has such appeal. “They’ve become a glorified version of what ladies imagine themselves to look like in their fantasy,” Gallant explains. “And they set a kind of standard. Without models, women in general would have no guideline with which to identify. So they’ve become icons, the modern icons.”

Hoving then takes the viewer through the cattle-call auditions and explains that there are 7,000 girls in New York who “call themselves models”; 1,500 actually work, and of these, 500 are the “so-called ‘glamour guns’” who get most of the good jobs. Because his report is focused on New York, he doesn’t even mention the international farm system for modeling: the untold thousands of girls enrolled in regional schools, or signed up at local agencies in America and Europe.

Several models attest to how difficult and degrading the grind of traveling and groveling for work can become. Shaggy-haired John Casablancas—the president of Elite, the upstart agency that has recently toppled the decades-old studio system in modeling and, almost overnight, tripled the price of professional prettiness—explains that when and if success finally comes, models “have a moment where they appreciate it very, very much, but it’s very, very short … they get too much too quickly.”

Then the camera cuts to Francesco Scavullo’s studio on East Sixty-third Street. In the reception area, decades of Cosmopolitan, Vogue and Harper’s Bazaar covers shot by the precious, prolific photographer hang high on the white walls. The girl whose face and “bosom”—as Scavullo would say—appear on some of his more recent covers is in the small dressing room being prepared for a demonstration photo session being staged for the TV cameras. Seated in front of a large makeup mirror, the girl doesn’t squirm a bit as her face is painstakingly primed, painted and powdered for nearly two hours. She has learned to hold still while her naturally beautiful face and hair are made unnaturally beautiful so that the camera—which sees things somewhat differently than the human eye—will capture her as preternaturally beautiful.

She is Gia. At seventeen, she was a pretty girl from the Northeast section of Philadelphia who worked the counter at her father’s luncheonette, Hoagie City, and never missed a David Bowie concert. At eighteen, she was one of the most promising new faces and figures in modeling, discovered by the agency run by sixties cover girl Wilhelmina Cooper and launched in American Vogue by the most influential fashion photographer of the day, Arthur Elgort. Now, at twenty-two, Gia is a member of the elite group of so-called top models. At any given moment, there are only a dozen or two such girls, who end up splitting most of the very best editorial, advertising and catalog jobs.

Even among the professionally beautiful, Gia is considered special. She is more like the quintessential painter’s model—an inspiration, a “thing of beauty”—than a working girl, a professional mannequin. A disproportionate number of the beauty and fashion shots she appears in transcend the accepted level of artful commerce and approach the realm of actual photographic art.

But Gia is legendary in her industry for other reasons, only a few of which can even be mentioned on network television. Her celebrated androgyny is no provocative put-on: the female makeup artist who is brushing Gia’s lips shiny red is the recurring object of her affections. Her rebellious attitude toward the business—no model has ever come so far while appearing to care so little—has alternately outraged and delighted the biggest names in fashion. And her drug problems have been so acute that if she didn’t have that incredible look, she might never work at all: lesser girls have been blackballed for doing once what Gia has managed to get away with many times.

Behind the scenes, where the world of a fashion model is really not always as it appears, Gia has given new meaning to the industry catchphrase “girl of the moment.” It usually just refers to a model’s popularity among photographers, art directors and ad agencies reaching such a critical mass that her face is suddenly everywhere. But Gia is such a girl of her moment that she is about to become either the face of the eighties, or a poster child for the social ills of the seventies.

While Gia is being photographed by Scavullo in the background—“Great, like that, turn your head over a bit fabulous, fabulous, laugh, laugh; beautiful, marvelous … smile, if you can smile”—reporter Hoving talks about the supermodel. “A virtual symbol of the bright side and the dark side of modeling,” he calls her.

“I started working with very good people … I mean all the time, very fast,” Gia says, in a metered tone created by professional voice instructors who are trying to neutralize her unsophisticated Philadelphia accent so she might get into acting. “I didn’t build into a model. I just sort of became one.”

“Then the troubles began for Gia,” Hoving intones, his post-recorded commentary interspersed with edited interview snippets. “The real world became clouded by illusions.”

“When you’re young,” Gia tries to explain, “you don’t always … y’know … it’s hard to make [out] the difference between what is real and what is not real.”

“Particularly when adulated …”

“Innocent,” she corrects, “and there’s a lot of vultures around you.”

“She became erratic,” Hoving booms on, “failed to show up for jobs.” Then he turns to Gia. “At one point, you got kind of into the drug scene, didn’t you?”

“Ummm,” she pauses for a long time, as the reporter and cameraman anxiously wait to see if the loaded question will yield a usable sound bite about a still-taboo subject. Gia has been in front of the camera enough times to know how to dodge the question or spoil the take but, finally, she decides to do neither. “Yes, you could say that I did. It kind of creeps up on you and catches you in a world that’s, y’know, none that anyone will ever know except someone that has been there.”

“You’re free of it, aren’t you, now?” he asks, even though many on the 20/20 crew believe her to be high on something as she speaks.

“Oh yes, I am, definitely,” she says. “I wouldn’t be here right now talking to you if I wasn’t, I don’t think.”

“Are you happy with your success?”

Gia thinks for a second, running her tongue across her painted lips. “Ummm, yes,” she says. “I am, I am.”

“You … hesitated.”

“Well, I just wanted to think about it,” she quips back, laughing, trying to defuse whatever poignancy her pause has taken on, now that it has been captured on film and can be offered for individual interpretation to each of the program’s fourteen million viewers.

“No, I am happy with it,” she says.

“Didja ever do it for money?” asked the tall, haggard young woman, not even bothering to brush away the long hair that covered her red eyes and broken-out cheeks.

“Do what?” asked the nurse, a big-boned woman who sat crosslegged and shoeless at the opposite end of the bed—a posture she found put the more depressed patients at ease.

“Y’know, sex. Ever do it for money?”

“No, of course not. Why?”

“I have,” said the woman, lighting a Marlboro. “I’ve turned a lotta tricks. For drugs, y’know. You gotta do what you gotta do.”

The nurse guessed that the patient was just trying to shake her up, throw her off guard. But she didn’t doubt the truth of the statement. The young woman’s body had been violated in half a dozen different ways. She had been addicted to heroin for a long time and had attempted suicide with a massive overdose only weeks before. The bruises on her upper body suggested that she had been badly beaten up. She had recently been raped. And she was suffering the effects of exposure from sleeping outside in the rain several nights before.

The young woman had no visible means of support. She had registered as a welfare patient in the emergency room of this small, suburban hospital outside of Philadelphia. There was a mother who came to visit sometimes, but otherwise the girl seemed very much alone. Only twenty-six, she was one of the youngest street people the hospital had ever admitted. Turning tricks was probably the only way she could survive.

The nurse was encouraged that the young woman wanted to talk about anything. “Carangi, G.” had been severely depressed and mostly uncommunicative during her stay. She had first been admitted to the medical wing for treatment of pneumonia and low white-blood-cell count. When blood tests revealed that she was HIV-positive, she was placed in an isolation ward and treated gingerly, if at all, by hospital personnel largely uninformed about the disease. Even though it was already the summer of 1986 and health care workers were supposed to know better, unfamiliarity was still breeding contempt. Some nurses and orderlies were donning rubber gloves or “space suits” before entering her room, and they were wiping down her phone every time she used it, which only exacerbated her depression and suicidal feelings.

When the patient’s medical condition stabilized, she was put on lithium and shifted to the mental health wing. There, it was hoped she could get a handle on her depression and figure out where she would go after discharge. “The stepfather”—mental health professionals had a way of referring to the people in a patient’s life in the distant third person, as if each was an interchangeable actor taking a role in a little play—had refused to let her come back home. And the mother, who some hospital personnel had already grown to dislike because she was “difficult,” insisted that she had no choice but to acquiesce to his wishes.

It was a pretty bleak case history that filled the files of Med. Rec. #04-34-10, not many positives to reinforce. So, if turning tricks for drugs was a topic that this extraordinary patient wanted to talk about, it was better than not talking at all. Or crying, which was how she had been spending many of her days.

So she and the nurse talked about turning tricks. They talked about junkie life: the shooting galleries, the filth, the sprawled-out bodies. They talked about different types of heroin and how many bags the young woman usually shot.

“You married? D’ya have any kids?” the patient later asked, trying to turn the conversation away from herself.

The nurse explained that she had a beautiful little daughter—so beautiful, in fact, that one day they were walking through one of the casinos in Atlantic City and a photographer asked if he could take the little girl’s picture. The shot appeared on the cover of a casino magazine. After that, the nurse explained, she began driving her six-year-old to New York on weekends to auditions for modeling jobs. It had been very exciting for both of them, but the daughter got few jobs and the travel expenses had piled up. After a year, they had stopped going to auditions altogether. But her daughter was begging her to resume the trips.

“Don’t do it,” the patient said. “Even if she wants it, don’t let her do it. I used to be a model. You don’t want your kid to be a model.”



1
Family Matters

The 1970s came early for Gia Marie Carangi. Many people would later recall 1973, the year the Vietnam War ended and the Supreme Court made abortion legal, as the official start of what they remembered as “the seventies”: that slice of time when the social changes people talked about in the sixties actually started happening, when sexual liberation and drug experimentation left the rarefied laboratory of the college campus and, in the hands of regular parents and regular kids, mutated into something else entirely. Some would recall 1974 as the benchmark, the year one group of investigative journalists dethroned a U.S. president and another group created People magazine. Others would say the decade didn’t officially start until 1975, the year TV spawned Saturday Night Live, New York City teetered on the brink of bankruptcy, mass marketing was reinvented by “designers” and America started to realize that freedom really was just another word for nothing left to lose.

But for Gia, the seventies began earlier, in February of 1971, when she had just turned eleven and trends like free love and women’s liberation showed up on her doorstep at 4027 Fitler Street: one of the nicest single-family homes in one of the nicest pockets of Northeast Philadelphia. The seventies began the night that the regular evening argument between her parents—Joseph and Kathleen Carangi, a chronically overworked restaurateur and his forever dissatisfied second wife—ended with Gia’s mother leaving the house for good, without really even saying good-bye.

The departure was the talk of the neighborhood. Even in the rising tide of separations and divorces, a mother leaving her husband and her children was unusual. And the two clans brought together by this marriage had become somewhat known because so many of them lived in the Northeast and had, at one time or another, worked in one of the family’s restaurants. Joe Carangi had built a little culinary empire for himself. A second-generation Italian Catholic, whose father had run a jewelry business under the de-ethnicized name Crane, Joe had returned from World War II and started out in the food business delivering Bond bread. With his fraternal twin brother Dan in tow, Joe had then parlayed a series of local luncheonettes into, first, a respectable restaurant and a poolroom and, later, a lucrative chain of sandwich shops, each named Hoagie City, after the Philadelphia version of the submarine. A small jocular man with thinning dark hair, he took his family on nice vacations and gave his wife and children nice things, but mostly what he did was work. He was out early in the morning to catch the breakfast trade and home late in the evening after all the transitory employees the restaurant business attracted had finished their tasks.

Joe Carangi’s first marriage had ended in divorce, he always said, because he was “too young.” And he had no intention of making the same mistake twice and having his attentions diverted from financially supporting his family. Instead, he made a different mistake. He married a twenty-one-year-old neighborhood girl—eleven years his junior—who wanted not only his success and stability but his constant understanding and attention, neither of which he was able to give. She also wanted his help in raising the children and keeping the house straight, neither of which he felt was part of his job description.

Kathleen Adams Carangi was the second of five daughters born to an Irish Navy machinist and his Welsh, farm-bred, fundamentalist housewife. The Adams family had relocated to the Northeast from a farm in Maryland when Kathleen was six, after their only son died in infancy. At a young age, Kathleen had rejected her mother’s strict beliefs. What Kathleen came to believe in was glamour. She believed in beauty, too, but beauty was something she hadn’t really been born with: she was a chubby, big-boned teenager with thick glasses. Glamour, however, was something she knew she could work at, develop and, with enough money, simply buy. Beauty was truth but glamour was a way to do something about the truth. It was a way for a woman to cast an alluring spell using powders and creams and incantations from fashion magazine headlines. Glamorous things made a woman feel the way a woman was supposed to feel; they were the wages of the job of being female. And as Kathleen Adams was proud to say, “I always thoroughly enjoyed being a woman.”

Until she married in 1956, glamorous things had been Kathleen’s livelihood as well. In high school, she studied retailing and joined the teen modeling club at the local Strawbridge and Clothier department store: she had been on TV a few times modeling for the Board of Education. After graduation, she worked at the most exclusive women’s shop in the Northeast, Saks Frankford, with a name borrowed from the famous New York retailer and a location under the Frankford El. With her lightened hair elaborately coiffed and her face boldly made up behind her oversize spectacles, Kathleen sold clothing to those women who could afford higher fashion items and didn’t have to buy knockoffs or sew from a pattern book. She also helped to prepare fashion shows. She loved everything about the women’s retail business, but found working with the models especially fascinating.

But after she was married—to a man her parents initially objected to because he looked old enough to be her father and was not only divorced, but had a child from his first marriage who visited on occasion—Kathleen was content to be a mother and a wife. It was “an important job,” she said, “what you were created for … if you failed at that, you failed at being a woman.” She had three babies in three years, two sons and then a daughter, Gia, whose unusual name Joe Carangi said he remembered hearing while stationed in Italy during the war.

While Kathleen had struggled with her babies and Joe with his business, they had been able to maintain the outward appearance of happiness and growing prosperity. There was no time to even register dissatisfaction among the numerous distractions and family responsibilities. Kathleen’s parents and several of her sisters, as well as Joe’s mother and one of his two brothers, lived nearby. At different times, almost every uncle, aunt, nephew, niece and cousin had worked for Joe, who was always a soft touch for a job or a loan he knew would never be paid back. His kindness was most often extended to his twin brother Dan, who had periodic problems with gambling debts.

As the kids grew older and the Carangis moved up in the world, Kathleen became, with each new fur and Cadillac, increasingly dissatisfied with her life while Joe became increasingly impatient with her complaints. They brought out the worst in each other. He was a man who wanted life to be simpler than it was and she was a woman who wanted life to be more complicated than it needed to be. He also liked to tease, especially “the girls,” and she was incapable of rolling with what she saw as malicious punches. While he had always managed to ignore her shrill lecturing and dramatic exits before—even joking with the kids, “Oh, look, we got mommy mad”—she began getting his attention. And when his very long fuse burned down, his frustration could turn to violence. He threw things, he broke things. It was his house, he said, and he could destroy it if he wanted—while Kathleen figured out how many fifty-cent hoagies and forty-five-cent steak sandwiches he would have to sell to redecorate the wall he had just smashed.

Sometimes he hit his wife and she hit back. Sometimes he would storm out of the house for an hour or two. Sometimes she would run out, with Gia in tow, and ride the El train until she calmed down; on occasion she even left, with or without the kids, for a day or two. While the children were never hit, they were often caught in the crossfire. An argument might typically begin with Kathleen telling the kids to set the table, and Joe ordering them not to because that was “Mommy’s job.”

“He didn’t think the kids should have to do anything,” Kathleen recalled. “He thought they should be allowed to enjoy themselves. He’d take the kids to work and pay them before they started working.”

While there were a great many problems between the Carangis—it had always been a marriage made in purgatory—Kathleen came to see her husband’s jealousy and his violence as the main issues. He once, she recalled, “smacked me in the face during sex and accused me of thinking of someone else.” But after a while, it wasn’t entirely clear that he didn’t have some reason to be jealous. “He accused me, but he didn’t know for a fact,” Kathleen recalled. “He tried to prove it, but he couldn’t prove it. He had been insanely jealous, always. I couldn’t smile at a customer—if I did he said I was making out. A customer comes in and I’m not supposed to smile?”

“Joe didn’t know about it for a long time,” recalled Dan Carangi, Joe’s brother, “but I saw her with other men. She just wasn’t happy in marriage, she wanted men falling all over her. I just wanted to see my brother happy, so I never said anything. One time I was back in the kitchen of the restaurant and Kathleen said ‘You know, I could make you if I wanted.’ This was the way she thought, that every man in the world was in love with her.”

Kathleen’s youngest sister believed the problem was more subtle than Kathleen wanting other men. “I think she wanted Joe to give her all kinds of attention and think that she was like a sex goddess and make that fantasy come true,” she said, “but she wasn’t willing to respond to him and make that happen.”

Joe and Kathleen’s sons would later try to make sense of the problems their own ways. “My dad wasn’t around a lot,” said Michael Carangi, Gia’s middle brother, “and Kathleen couldn’t deal with that. She wanted to go out. You know, women like to go out and enjoy the money.”

“Most of the fights were after we went to bed,” recalled Joe Carangi, Jr.—known as “Joey” to the family. “Kathleen would always have some crying story about it afterwards, y’know. ‘Oh, oh, what am I going to do,’ and this kind of stuff, crying. In the meantime, we were pretty much taking care of ourselves. I mean, Kathleen never prepared us meals or anything. We ate whatever was around in the place. Once in a while she cooked something, not too often. The way I remember it, she was mostly either in bed or out of the house.”

Kathleen saw it all in far simpler terms. Her husband was a sexist, violent man who had learned too well from his own father—who was referred to as “The Mister” by Joe’s mother. To Kathleen, Joe was a good provider—he certainly supported his family materially—but an intolerable companion. And she was still young. She felt more attractive than ever. She had lost all the weight that came with her three pregnancies and then some. There had to be more to life as a woman than this.

Joe Carangi became more aggressive and jealous, Kathleen more combative and troubled. She was never an early riser, but she stopped getting up in the morning altogether. She had a doctor check her into a hospital psychiatric ward and later made a suicide attempt. “I tried to kill myself because Joe tried to examine me to see if I had sex with someone else,” Kathleen recalled. “He sat and watched me take all the pills. He thought I was being dramatic. Then when I started falling asleep, he finally called the police and took me to the hospital.

“All the years that he abused me, I had gone to the cops, but I knew it was a man’s world. I would call the cops and he would be in a rage, and when they’d come he would be as nice as pie.”

The situation finally reached the point that Kathleen believed if she didn’t leave “he was going to kill me or I was going to kill him…. There have been times when I thought, for the sake of the children, maybe I should’ve tried to work it out more. But leaving them with him was the only way I could get out. He never would have let me take them. And I really never thought it would hurt them as badly as it did.

“I didn’t realize the full impact of what I did until much later. I came to understand that kids only want one thing. As long as Mommy and Daddy wake up in the house with them, whatever they’re conditioned to is just normal. If you cry all the time, your kids get used to it. They think everybody’s mommy cries, everybody’s father punches holes in the wall.”

And so on that night in February of 1971, a new decade began for Gia Marie Carangi. The next day her father would be devastated, his rage yielding to heartbreak as he began to realize that his second marriage was over; Gia and her brothers would be slightly relieved because, with one parent gone, at least the yelling would stop.

The aunts, uncles, grandparents and cousins descended on 4027 Fitler Street to help Joe Carangi take care of his kids and his home, an enterprise for which he was ill-prepared, except he knew how to cook. But even with all of this activity—and the knowledge that somewhere, at the other end of a telephone line, their mother was out there—it was impossible to blot out the feeling that someone had died.

When the decade was well upon them, social commentators would declare the seventies “the me decade” and attempt to dissect the phenomenon of a decaying social order that transformed self-revelation into self-deification and the search for personal freedom into the demand for personal license. For Gia Marie Carangi, the seventies would be the “me decade” for a far less esoteric reason: because there was no more “us.”

Until the divorce, Gia had always been, in every way, her mother’s child. She was supposed to be the little girl to whom Kathleen could pass on the mantle, or yoke, of womanhood. But Gia never seemed to be interested in joining the “girls’ side” of the Carangi family. “Joe would spoil her,” Kathleen recalled. “We would go to Atlantic City every weekend in the summer and she would just put her arms up—she wanted to be in the rolling chair [on the Boardwalk] or be carried—and he would give in to her. Well, she was absolutely beautiful, you couldn’t refuse her.

“But, in other ways, the boys could do anything they wanted and Gia had to toe the line.”

Gia would remember what her father denied her more than what he gave. “My Dad was always working,” she would later write of her childhood, “and when he was around he paid more attention to my brothers. I would try to get his attention and he would reject me by putting me down, making fun of me, teasing me. He would do this in front of my brothers. I felt like they were better than me and the only difference was they were boys. I feel my father never gave me what I needed growing up which was love, understanding, time … he never gave me the time of day. When I was little my parents had this big closet. I used to go in there to play dress-up. Instead of choosing my Mom’s clothes to look at I would look at my Dad’s. I would go into my brother Joey’s closet and try his clothes on. I think I thought if I was a boy my father would love me.”

Gia was a bright, quiet child with thick, long brown hair and bangs. Her hair was the focus of much motherly fussing: Kathleen liked to braid it and tie it with ribbons, which Gia always immediately yanked out. The hair was never cut, except to trim the bangs, until she was eight years old; her mother had the shorn locks washed, rebraided and put into a box that the young girl sometimes took to school for show and tell. Gia loved stuffed toys—her favorite was Smokey the Bear—and she slept in a frilly white four-poster bed full of them. She also loved animals. The family had a white cat named Creampuff and they went through a series of dogs, all of which managed to get run over. After a school bus killed their black poodle, Sam, all the neighborhood kids would chant “dog killer, dog killer” whenever the poor driver pulled up to the bus stop. Unlike some small children, Gia had no fear of animals. Just down the block from their house was a family with a huge black dog that terrorized neighborhood children. Gia would astonish her mother by walking right up to the dog and bonking it on the head, which immediately stopped the barking.

Gia’s early childhood mannerisms were considered so adorable that she was encouraged to speak in baby talk long after it was appropriate. She also wet the bed long past infancy, a problem that, like much of what went on in the Carangi household, was exaggerated rather than constructively addressed. “That was always a big thing,” recalled Nancy Adams, Kathleen’s sister. “You knew that it was always disrupting and my sister just bitched about everything and Gia’s brothers used to make fun of her for [the bed wetting]. So even though all the kids were together—my oldest sister had eight children of her own, so there were a lot of us—Gia kind of kept to herself. You know shy people … as they get older, you’re not as conscious that they’re shy. They’re quiet, they’re intellectual, they’re withdrawn. I think they thought she was either shy or miserable. They weren’t sure which. But she was always pretty bratty.”

Much to Kathleen’s irritation, Gia was as strong-minded as she was, and insisted on learning everything her own way. “Always the hardest way possible,” recalled Kathleen. “We went through a period when she was two that she couldn’t have birthday candles because she was playing with matches. And she would eat things. I found them on the way out. I couldn’t believe it. She ate a big chunk of snake plant. She swallowed a great big wooden button.” When shopping with her mother, Gia would sometimes disappear, purposely getting lost so she could fiddle with the EMERGENCY STOP button on the escalator or hear her name announced over the department store public address system. That unusual name also became an obsession when Gia learned penmanship. She would practice writing her name on nearly any blank piece of paper or open space. While looking under her daughter’s bed for something, Kathleen discovered “Gia Marie Carangi” written all over the slats.

Gia rejected out of hand much of what her mother tried to explain to her about the way a young girl should think. “She had a boyfriend in grade school,” Kathleen recalled, “and she was describing him as a little smaller than she was. And I said to her, ‘Why don’t you want a bigger guy, girls are supposed to have a big guy to protect them.’ She said, ‘I’ll protect him. ‘ That was another side of her: she thought she could always protect you.”

They often disagreed and were clearly locked in a battle for attention, but Gia and Kathleen were nonetheless extremely close, in a way that mothers and daughters often are almost despite their actions or intentions. As a small child Gia had often wandered across the hall in the middle of the night to come sleep next to her mother. And there were times when the young girl wanted to do nothing more than be in the house with Kathleen. Her mommy was, she often said, her best friend.

There is perhaps no more significant time in a girl’s life than the age of eleven, when she is poised on the gangplank of adolescence and her body is about to confirm what her mother has always insisted—that girls are different from boys. It is a time that researchers in female development have come to single out as the pivotal “moment of resistance” against societal forces to which most girls eventually succumb.

And there probably had never been a more confusing time for a girl to turn eleven than in 1971, the year Ms.magazine first appeared on the newsstand and All in the Family’s Edith and Gloria Bunker first began debating feminist issues on television. Politics, The Pill and Pantyhose were conspiring to free women socially, sexually and comfortably. But, it was one thing to be an adult woman in 1971 and sense that a female’s place in society might be changing. It was quite another to reach the age when girls are taught to covet their first training bras just as public burning of brassieres became a symbolic sexual protest. When women’s liberation began, Gia was still a Brownie.

Even for girls in the most supportive households, it was a time of dramatically mixed signals. It wasn’t easy to become a woman when everyone seemed surer of what a woman wasn’t going to be anymore than what she was. In what was left of the Carangi household, a woman’s place was more precarious than ever. Gia was both the youngest child and now the only female in a house of very disoriented, and even vengeful, men.

It was a physically bruising time for the entire extended family, as everyone waited out what they initially believed to be a temporary separation. Joe and his brother Dan were convinced that Kathleen had abandoned her family for another man. “I saw her about a week after she left,” Dan recalled, “and I told her it was one thing to leave the boys but she had no right leaving Gia. She said, ‘You don’t understand, I have my own life to take care of.’ She was running with a bartender, a guy who knew my brother.”

Kathleen remembered that time quite differently. “I didn’t leave him for someone else or anything like that,” she said. “Dan doesn’t know what he’s talking about. I don’t even remember him being around at the time: he was probably out gambling somewhere. He didn’t want Joe to marry me in the first place.

“Sure, I knew this bartender, but I also knew he was a gigolo and I had no intention of marrying him. He was a bartender, I knew he couldn’t keep me in the style to which I was accustomed. I convinced my husband I had to get out for my own sanity; he even helped me get my own apartment initially. When I left him he wasn’t aware that I intended to divorce him off the bat. If he had known, I wouldn’t have lived to get out the door. When it started sinking in that this was for keeps, he started giving me trouble. When I filed for a separation agreement, he threw a ram. I wanted the kids, but I knew he wouldn’t let me have them. He wouldn’t even let me see them. He would call me and threaten me about the lawyers. He came to my apartment once and broke the window to get in to see if I was with someone else.”

The temporary separation began to look more permanent when, a month after she moved out, Kathleen met Henry Sperr at a local bar. Henry had actually been a high school classmate of Kathleen’s, although they hadn’t known each other then. He was now a CPA who had just left the grind of Price Waterhouse to make a career as an independent financial adviser. Beneath his drab accountant’s garb, Henry was nearly as lean and mean as he had been during his high school football days. An auto accident during tax season had left him with a permanent tracheotomy that occasionally made breathing difficult and day-to-day living uncomfortable, but Henry was still a steady, commanding presence, with a ruggedly spent look and a distaste for overly emotional outbursts. He was also a relatively social man, with a growing list of client-friends.

Henry had separated from his wife the year before, and he was already immersed in the growing culture of divorcées, recently single parents, remarried couples and holdout bachelors that was offering a new kind of adult teenagehood—the malt beverage shop—for Ozzie and Harriet refugees. In the record books, 1972 would go down as the peak year in U.S. history for remarriage of divorced men and women. Society might not have been quite prepared to embrace this new class of emotionally disenfranchised men and women in their thirties and forties, but the business community was more than willing to create institutions to serve their needs. There were boutiques for those reentering the social scene; bars and clubs where the newly single, and those “cheaters” who weren’t yet ready to make (or unmake) the commitment, might show off their colorful plumage.

It was a lifestyle that Kathleen Carangi immediately took to, and Henry Sperr was her escort. “Henry swept me off my feet,” she recalled. “I couldn’t believe that a man could make you feel like that—especially after what I’d been through. I started living with him almost immediately after I met him.”

While all this went on, the Carangi children were the subject of the most concern but the least actual attention. “When Mom first left, we didn’t see her for a while,” said Michael Carangi. “She would call to tell us she loved us. Later she started to come around.”

Kathleen recalled the situation differently. “I know Michael thinks there was a time period when I wasn’t around,” she said, “but it isn’t true. Also, he was a boy, Gia was a girl. There were lots of times when I would go over there and Michael would have ten million pals around. I realized that was important to him, so I didn’t bother him … and, really, I don’t remember any of them begging for me to come back. For a while Joe wouldn’t let them come to visit me. Then he started letting me have Gia over for dinner.”

In the midst of all this, Joe Carangi felt he had no choice but to maintain his hectic work schedule. The Hoagie City chain was doing well—he would build up business at one shop, sell it off, and open another—but it required his constant attention. He was gone most days before the children rose for school and he often came home late. When he realized that his wife wasn’t coming back, he too began to socialize—he got himself fitted with a hairpiece, bought some new clothes and started staying out even later at night. Although he could afford it, Joe didn’t want to hire anyone to help him take care of the children. So, Joey, Michael and Gia were often left to their own devices. “It was real peanut-butter-for-breakfast time, at least from the way Gia described it,” recalled one friend. “Nobody was paying attention to those kids.”

“We could’ve used some discipline,” said Michael. “Every child needs it. We were allowed to do what we wanted. I could stay out as long as I wanted and nobody would know. I don’t think my parents ever talked to us about sex. In the back of your mind, you want discipline, you want to be told stuff by your parents—just to know that they care and that they know what you might be going through. Gia was the youngest, the breakup affected her the worst. And I feel girls need more attention than boys anyhow.”

Since Joe’s own mother had died in the mid-sixties, some of the tasks of surrogate motherhood for the Carangi children fell on Kathleen’s mother and four sisters. Because of the wide range in their ages, experiences and religious beliefs, the Adamses were a catalog of the incongruities of womanhood—especially since each was so firm in her disparate perspective. “I never met a family with such strong personalities, especially so many strong women,” recalled one family friend.

Kathleen had been the first in the family to challenge her mother’s strictness. “My mother said she was so defiant when she was a child—none of her other girls were like that,” recalled her sister Nancy. “I remember my mother talking about disciplining her children and with Kathleen, she could beat her to death and she wouldn’t move, she wouldn’t bat an eye. She wouldn’t act like it bothered her at all. Kathleen and my oldest sister sort of grew up together, and everything the oldest sister did was wonderful and everything Kathleen did was all wrong.”

Kathleen’s contentiousness laid the groundwork for her younger sisters, Barbara and Nancy. Barbara was a child of the early sixties and grew up imbued with some of that decade’s spirituality and irresponsibility. She married, had a son, divorced and all but left the child to be raised by her mother, but she was still adored by her siblings in a way that Kathleen never would be. Nancy, considered the most physically attractive of the bunch and a wild child of the late sixties, never made any pretense to adulthood at all. She was the baby even to her siblings—her oldest sister was over twenty years her senior, her mother was old enough to be her grandmother—and she would forever remain a little young for her age.

Barbara was the sister with whom Kathleen had always been the closest: she had often been the Carangis’ babysitter before the separation. With Kathleen out of the house, Barbara, and occasionally Nancy, tried to fill in as something more than baby-sitters and less than a mother—especially for Gia, who appeared to be taking the breakup the hardest.

“She was spending a lot of time hanging out with her older brothers and just being lonely,” recalled Nancy, who might have been Gia’s aunt but, with only six years separating them, was young enough to be considered in many ways her peer. “She couldn’t understand why her mother had left, why her parents weren’t together. I don’t think she ever understood it. And she was totally unsupervised. I would go over to see if she had been at school, if she was planning to go the next day, if her father had been at home.

“And, at the same time, Kathleen was mad at us. I remember my sister Barbara coming home one day crying after baby-sitting for Gia. She said she was sitting on the sofa with Gia and Kathleen came in the house and grabbed Gia, stuck a finger in Barbara’s face and said, ‘You stay away from my daughter, she’s mine!’ She did the same thing to me once: she pulled me out of a car when I was with one of my boyfriends. She treated Gia like her possession. But, it was like a kid with a discarded toy: this is mine and even if I leave it under a sofa it’s still mine and I don’t want anyone else to use it.”

Kathleen believed that Nancy was more of a corrupting influence than a positive one. “When I left that house, Nancy would bring her boyfriends there and sleep with them in Gia’s bed,” she said. “She would stir up trouble between Gia and I. She could’ve helped Gia and all she did was make things worse. I have a lot of problems with Nancy. I think she was always jealous of me and of what Gia and I had.”

But the Carangi home itself might have been the most corrupting influence of all. The impressive stone house, wrapped in ivy and set back on one of the largest and lushest residential plots in the area, had once been a fitting symbol of how far Joe Carangi had come. He was a man who still basically made a living selling sandwiches in a smeared white apron and a T-shirt. Yet he lived in what anyone would describe as “a beautiful home,” where his children had large bedrooms of their own, his prized pool table had a separate room with plenty of space for tricky shots, and, for a time, his wife had plenty of space to decorate and redecorate as she wished. Now it was, in every way, a broken home. And because Joe was rarely there, it was also becoming the big hangout spot for his sons’ school friends.

In almost every residential community, there was a handful of houses where all the kids hung out after school, in the evening, on weekends. Some were supervised playhouses where parents purposely created youth-friendly environments—even if it meant feeding everyone else’s kids—so they could keep an eye on their own children. The others were houses left unattended for such long stretches that anything went. These were the homes where adolescent rebellion was being pushed beyond even the thresholds dared in the sixties—when at least there had been some modicum of reverence left for the physical power of drugs, some residual respect for the emotional potency of sex. These were the homes where seventies kids would remember first trying marijuana, first vomiting from cheap jug wine, first acting upon sexual feelings. These were the homes where the minimum age for certain rites of passage had gone from twenty-one to eighteen to fifteen to thirteen in a matter of years, where high school kids were suddenly having college and postgraduate fun. These were the homes that were the epicenters of the quakes that were beginning to crumble the dream of the Great Northeast.

The Northeast section of Philadelphia—or the “Great Northeast” as it came to be called in the fifties, when its first major department store, a Gimbels, emblazoned those words in twenty-foot-high stainless steel letters on its facade—was the ultimate creation of the city’s burgeoning middle class. It was far more than just another faceless suburban development, another destination for white flight. Located just north of the center of Philadelphia, the Northeast was serviced by Philadelphia’s public transit system, educated by the city’s school system and policed by city cops, many of whom lived there to satisfy residency requirements for municipal employees. The area offered the inexpensive single-family homes and drivable streets of the bedroom communities, the ample parking and access to modern shopping. But, confined by the city limits, it eventually became relatively crowded for a suburb—mostly a sprawl of tract homes and twin houses with tiny yards. And it came to develop its own industries, its own class system and its own ethos. It even had its own accent, a loud, nasal singsong that was instantly recognizable. Gia was one of those words most altered by the Northeast dialect. It came out something like “Jay-ya.”

Unlike a prefab, residential Levittown, the Northeast was really a whole world unto itself—or really two worlds, one predominantly Jewish, the other predominantly Catholic, roughly divided spiritually and physically by the sprawling sixteen-lane Roosevelt Boulevard. But in the Northeast, these particular Jews and Catholics somehow found they had more in common than not—adherence to middle class values, fear of blacks, dedication to an ethnic dream of prosperity. And they created something so attitudinally different from mainstream Philadelphia and its more traditional suburbs—it was a suburban city, a superburb—that local politicians were continually proposing that the Northeast should secede from the city, and maybe the state as well.

But, like all suburbs, the idealized Northeast had really only lasted through the first generation of its postwar inhabitants. Those first striving settlers were the ones who had seen the Northeast as the best of both worlds. Their vast numbers—and the predictable difference between parents who worked hard to earn what they had and children who just had—slowly turned the Northeast into what some perceived as the worst of both worlds. It had neither architectural nor natural beauty. Its citizens had neither the true street smarts of the city nor the true safety of the pristine suburbs; they seemed informed neither by time-honored wisdom nor by up-to-the-minute thinking. To cynical outsiders—who assumed the “mall culture” was a small but controllable cancer on the America body politic—the Northeast came to embody how quickly the newly manufactured middle-class dream could turn nightmarish.

An incident at Abraham Lincoln High School—Kathleen’s alma mater, where both Joey and Michael Carangi were students—typified the vast differences between the generation that had built the Northeast and the one about to inherit it. The drugs of choice in the early seventies were still marijuana and LSD, but suddenly Lincoln High was being flooded with phenobarbital pills. It wasn’t just an unusually large supply of sedatives working its way through normal drug distribution Channels. There were suddenly just phenobarbs everywhere. Kids had pocketfuls of them; they were toting around bottles that contained not ten or twenty pills but a thousand. Students were throwing them across the 107 Lunchroom like confetti, swallowing them like candy.

There were scares, overdoses, investigations. Eventually, there was police action; over a dozen Lincoln students were arrested, many at a teen dance at the Jardel community center at Cottman and Penway. The story made the evening news and was covered by all the newspapers—especially when the source of the phenobarbital pills was discovered. They hadn’t been clandestinely manufactured in some shack in rural Bucks County. Nobody had robbed a drugstore or broken into nearby Byberry State Hospital and stolen all the inmates’ sedatives. The pills had been discovered by students in medical kits in a forgotten Civil Defense bomb shelter, located in the basement of Lincoln High itself.

It was anyone’s guess what authorities in the 1950s had imagined that high school students might do with thirty-four thousand downers if the bomb got dropped.
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The Low Spark of High-Heeled Boys

Karen Karuza was a sight to behold, especially in the setting of a drab high school classroom. If the fourteen-year-old had antennae protruding from her high forehead, instead of just the space where her eyebrows had been, she couldn’t have stood out more among the flannel-shirted boys and peasantbloused girls. In her glittering stretch pants and platform shoes, her brightly dyed hair nearly glowing and her multicolored fingernails sweeping rainbows when she talked, Karen decked the halls of Lincoln. The fact that she was one of the brightest students in the ninth grade only added to the mystery of her physical mutation from yet another Polish-Catholic Northeast girl into one of them. Lincoln had large ramps between floors instead of stairs, and each major clique in the school claimed a ramp as its exclusive territory. But there was no incline for the kids who looked “outrageous” like Karen Karuza. They found each other in different ways.

One day Karen was walking out of a classroom when she encountered a vision as startling as herself. It was a girl her age but taller, wearing a quilted red satin jumpsuit and shiny red boots with black platforms. She wore her thick hair cropped short and shaggy in the back. It looked like a coon-skin cap had been glued to her scalp.

The girl made eye contact and awkwardly approached her. At first, Karen flinched: not long before, she had been sucker-punched and knocked off her platform shoes by a female classmate who considered the way she dressed a personal affront. But this girl simply shoved an envelope into Karen’s hand and galloped away. Inside the envelope was a picture postcard of David Bowie. Scrawled on the reverse side was “because you remind me of Angie”—which any fan would recognize as a reference to Bowie’s wife.

The next day the tall girl was waiting outside Karen’s classroom again. And she continued to come back every day after that. Before long the two were friends, and their relationship—and outfits—were topics of constant comment and speculation among the students at Lincoln. They were the women who fell to earth.

Karen Karuza’s pal was the new and reproved Gia: now identifiable only by certain physical features—the broad lips and tiny nose, the thick hair and perpetually bitten fingernails—as the spoiled little girl whose life had been leveled by the separation, and eventual bitter divorce, of her parents. Some of the changes in her had been the standard ones brought on by adolescence: the spurt in lanky height and the very beginnings of a curvy figure.

But other changes were attributable to the sheer volume of weirdness she had endured and, in a way, perpetuated. A year after she moved out, Gia’s mother married Henry Sperr, in a private ceremony that the children were told about only after it happened. Gia didn’t know her new stepfather, but she disliked him on general principle. She was envious of the way Henry monopolized her mother’s attention. And after hearing her father’s jealous rage, she decided that Henry was the sole reason for the dissolution of her parents’ relationship. No matter how often Kathleen tried to explain the irreconcilable problems she had with Joe, Gia continued to see Henry Sperr as the main obstacle to her parents’ reunion.

In fact, just the opposite was true: Gia was the only thing that remained between Kathleen and Joe. The boys had sided completely with their father and showed no interest in being part of their mother’s new life. But Gia continued to exploit whatever connections remained between her parents by yanking at their heart-and-purse strings, an emotional exercise made both simpler and more complicated when she chose that newest form of home life: Divorce-Dual Residency. Gia maintained a bedroom in her father’s home. But she officially moved in with her mother, or her “mommy,” as she always referred to her, and her stepfather, who she referred to as Henry if she referred to him at all.

The three of them shared a small, two-bedroom duplex just a few blocks from the Carangi home. And suddenly child support, scarcely mentioned at the time of the divorce, became an issue. Kathleen and Henry did not have the kind of money Joe Carangi did. Henry had just begun free-lancing as an accountant and financial adviser, and building a client base took time. It seemed only fair that Joe pay them something—especially since the original divorce settlement had not favored Kathleen.

“I ended up walking away from everything,” she recalled. “I gave away quite a bit. I didn’t fight him for anything I might have been entitled to, and those businesses were very healthy. But Pennsylvania didn’t have no-fault divorce then. A woman leaving had no rights at all. When I originally moved out, he co-signed a lease for an apartment because he thought it was temporary. When it started sinking in that this was for keeps, he started giving me trouble. I wanted out so bad, I told my lawyer I just didn’t care.”

An amount of child support was agreed upon, along with a payment schedule, but Joe rarely kept to either. It wasn’t that he didn’t care. In a way, it seemed he even liked it when Kathleen stormed into the restaurant screaming about money if he was a day late. It was like a little soap opera all the Carangi men could watch.

“I remember one day Kathleen came in yelling about something,” said Dan Carangi, “and Gia and I were sitting there. I said to Kathleen, ‘Hey, how’s that guy of yours with the hole in his neck?’ Gia just laughed and laughed.”

The war between the families had not abated with the remarriage. “My one sister, my older sister, I know would invite Joe to dinner and she never invited me to dinner,” said Kathleen. “I got the message that they all thought Joe was having such a bad time—because he played on it. And a great deal of the time, I didn’t want to listen to them, so I didn’t stay in touch.

“Joe put me down all the time—in front of the kids, too—which was totally wrong. He would curse me out. I finally put Henry on the phone and then he stopped that. Henry can be very intimidating.”

Henry Sperr was trying to be a good sport about it, but having a teenager around the house was not exactly what he had bargained for. He was accustomed to leading an active social life, and assumed Kathleen would join him. Soon after they got married, Kathleen announced that she wanted to have another child, which he definitely didn’t favor. Having Gia move in was a little more palatable, but it still meant changes he hadn’t planned on.

The biggest problem was rules: Gia wasn’t accustomed to having any. And it was an uphill battle to get a fourteen-year-old to abide by more restrictive regulations than she had when she was twelve. Besides, now that Gia had two homes, there was really no bottom line to the demands made by her mother and stepfather. “As long as you live under my roof,” wasn’t much of a threat when another roof was readily available. Especially when Henry found himself caught between two parents who weren’t very good at sticking to their own edicts. If it had been up to Henry alone, the heads of the household would have prevailed. But Gia wasn’t really Henry’s to discipline. He did so occasionally out of sheer frustration: “One time we were all together—the father, too—and Gia started on her mother,” he recalled. “I finally just grabbed Gia, picked her up and threw her in the car myself.” But generally, it wasn’t appropriate for the stepfather to play the heavy—even if the real father was unwilling and the real mother unable to be a strong parent.

And Kathleen was unable. Perhaps it was her sense of guilt over leaving Gia when she was eleven. Or perhaps Gia was just stronger and more resourceful than Kathleen. For whatever reason, Kathleen couldn’t stay mad at her daughter long enough to really discipline her. When she announced a punishment, it was rarely carried out. And sometimes Kathleen’s social life kept her out so late that she and Henry weren’t home to receive a phone call that Gia was going to be late. It was almost as if Kathleen wanted motherhood to be a nine-to-five job with frequent vacations, and she simply refused to work overtime.

In the midst of all this, Gia found David Bowie. By 1973, being a “Bowie kid” was an act of individual rebellion complete with its own thriving subcultural support group. The club of trailblazers had already been formed, the glittery dress code had been established and the “outrageousness is next to godliness” ethos was set in stone. Bowie’s 1972 concept album, The Rise and Fall of Ziggy Stardust and the Spiders from Mars (and the ensuing U.S. tour and Rolling Stone cover story) had made him an international phenomenon. But he had been recording in England since 1966, and he had been wearing dresses on album covers and publicly declaring his bi-or-homo-sexuality (depending on how the presence of his wife Angie was interpreted) since 1971. Ziggy was simply the most successful packaging of twenty-six-year-old Bowie’s basic themes: alienation, androgyny, otherworldliness, production values. And his highly theatrical act was the perfect innovation in a rock concert business where demand for showmanship was outpacing supply.

There were Bowie kids all over America and England. In every municipality and suburb, a certain number of people heard Bowie—or his character, Ziggy—speaking to whatever it was that made them feel different: their sexuality, their intellectual aspirations, their disaffection, their rebelliousness. It was mass marketing to those who wanted to be separate from the masses. And since Philadelphia had been among the first American cities to embrace the bisexual Barnum of rock, his cult of personality had grown particularly strong in the Delaware Valley. His fall 1972 shows were such a huge success that when he returned in February of 1973, local promoters were able to sell out seven nights at the Tower Theater, where audiences showed up in outfits that rivaled those worn by Bowie and his band, turning the whole scene into a rock ‘n’ roll performance art piece with a 3,072-member cast. When Bowie then announced his retirement from performance in July of that year, his marketed mystique was solidified.

“He was a genuine guru, a rock star who seemed to hold some secrets in a way that nobody really expected of, say, the Beatles,” recalled Matt Damsker, Philadelphia’s reigning rock critic at the time. “Everyone was so caught up in the shared moment, and Bowie represented somebody so mysterious and so calculatedly brilliant. There was a power to his very best music that suggested a lot of withheld information: it seemed that if you got close to him, he might dispense it to you. He seemed to have a political and metaphysical program in mind. These weren’t stupid kids. They weren’t into Bowie just because they were bored with everything else. They were caught up in something that was pretty broad in its implications.”

Bowie himself would recall of the time, “I never ever thought my songs would help anybody think or know anything. Yet it did seem that at that time there were an awful lot of people who were feeling a similar way. They were starting to feel alienated from society, especially the breakdown of the family as we’d known it in the forties, fifties and especially the sixties, when it really started crumbling. Then, in the seventies, people in my age group felt disinclined to be a part of society. It was really hard to convince oneself that you were a part of society. [The feeling was] here we are, without our families, totally out of our heads, and we don’t know where on earth we are. That was the feeling of the early seventies—nobody knew where they were.”

For Gia, Bowie and adolescence would be interchangeable. Her first haircut since the age of eight—and the first time she ever chose her own hairstyle—was the bushy Bowie cut. It was executed by Nadine at Bonwit Tellers, almost perfectly replicating Bowie’s look on the Pin-Ups cover photograph. “She went from this beautiful long hair to this Bowie hairdo,” Kathleen recalled. “I couldn’t stand it. I avoided seeing her for two weeks.”

Gia’s first experimentations with makeup were definitely not done to make her look more womanly. She and her Aunt Nancy spent an afternoon singing along to Bowie records and perfecting a red lightning bolt from Gia’s hairline to her cheek, like the one on the cover of the just-released Aladdin Sane. Among the first clothes Gia bought for herself by herself were red platform boots, a white shirt decorated with black hands that appeared to be wrapped around her upper body, and a feather boa. The red satin jumpsuit had been handmade by her mother as a gesture to befriend this gawky space creature that had once been her adoring daughter.

Even Gia’s handwriting was affected. She began dotting her i’s with circles and signing her notes and letters “Love on Ya!” It was the same way Bowie had scrawled his handwritten liner notes on Pin-Ups.

To her parents, Gia seemed to have been transformed overnight after attending a Bowie show. “She got involved with rock concerts, okay?” her stepfather, Henry Sperr, recalled. “And a bunch of people who went to rock concerts. They weren’t from around here. She got a Bowie haircut and that changed her personality completely. She seemed like a sweet, young little kid before, and then afterward … well, you know it probably had something to do with the drugs. She would be disrespectful, she would be constantly fighting, just over nothing. And she’d be very rebellious. You’d say, ‘Be home at ten o’clock,’ and she’d come home the next day.”

But that was the way it was for many of the kids caught up in the glitter crowd, some of whom had yet to actually see this creature David Bowie perform. They viewed Bowie—not just his records and his image, but the whole scene he was musically documenting—as the doorkeeper to a new world that really was brave.

Joe McDevit was converted at The Tunnel at Cottmann and Bustleton, where teen dances were held on Saturday nights. It was there that the blond, broad-shouldered forklift operator—a seventeen-year-old Catholic school dropout—was first inspired by a friend with a Bowie-do and a rhinestone shirt.

“Next thing I knew, I shaved my eyebrows off, hit the sewing machine to make glitter clothes and found out about this man in Hialeah, Florida, who made custom platform shoes,” McDevit recalled. “I sent him a tracing of my foot and ordered a pair with eleven-inch heels and eight-inch platforms, navy blue with silver lightning bolts down the side. They came in the mail, a hundred five dollars—I had to work two weeks to pay for them. In a matter of weeks, I went from a normal kid who played baseball at the local field to parading around in full drag. Suddenly, I was bisexual. I had a steady girlfriend, and my boyfriends were all neighborhood kids who played on the baseball team.”

McDevit’s first Bowie concert was also his debut to the Delaware Valley’s David throng as a fanatic to be reckoned with. “We camped out for a week for tickets,” McDevit recalled. “And I had a friend of mine whip up a silver lamé space suit, with a blue lamé jock strap attached to the jacket. I remember waiting for Bowie to come on stage for my entrance. I felt so special. He was on stage singing and I walked down the aisle. They put the spotlight on me and I started throwing kisses.” On that night, Joe McDevit became “Joey Bowie.”

For others, the evolution was less theatrical. “The way I remember it,” recalled one friend of Gia’s, “I was a little kid watching The Brady Bunch one day and the next day I was in a bar with a Quaalude, even though I was only fourteen. It was just a very crazy time to be in high school. I remember staying out all night on a weeknight and then hailing a cab to take me straight to school from the clubs.”

The Bowie crowd at Lincoln, though small, quickly developed its own hierarchy and heroes. Although it was mostly girls—a male took a much higher risk coming to school wearing makeup—the leader of the pack was Ronnie Johnson,* a sixteen-year-old dead ringer for Bowie. Ronnie wasn’t so much the ultimate Bowie fanatic. Ronnie Johnson was David Bowie—or as close as you could get and still have a locker at Lincoln. He designed and sewed his own Bowie-inspired clothes: did his own embroidery, affixed his own sequins. He combed the high fashion magazines for the latest trends in hair, makeup and clothing. He understood that Bowie’s outfits, extraterrestrial to girls who shopped in malls, were merely the most futuristic designs of top European and Oriental dressmakers.

Ronnie and Gia immediately hit it off. When they saw each other, Gia made it a point to bite Ronnie, as a sign of playfully outrageous affection. Besides Bowie, they shared the bond of emotional, broken homes. “His father left the family when he was like three,” recalled one of Johnson’s high school friends. “And his mother was this wild woman, a waitress at the diner.”

And Ronnie and Gia had something else in common. The Bowie kids did a lot of sexual posturing. Bowie was bisexual so, at least in theory, they were, too: they cross-dressed, they cross-flirted. In practice, however, few of them did in private what they claimed to do in public. And some of them didn’t do anything at all. All of which made life that much more confusing for people like Gia and Ronnie, who, deep inside, suspected that they really were gay, and wanted to do something about it.

The reinvented Gia who Karen Karuza met was still basically a quiet girl who did not yet possess great beauty. Still, there was something about her that drew attention and made people stare: even the severe Bowie haircut couldn’t dilute her visual appeal. Young men and women alike were stunned by the way she looked, her wicked grin, her perfectly squared shoulders, the utter fearlessness in her gait, the sad burn behind her wide eyes. She smoked Marlboros with cool distance and danced with abandon. At thirteen, she had already found in herself a seductive posture that made people want to break rules for her.

Nobody knew her from conversation. A dispassionate “Yeah, yeah, yeah,” a laugh and a shrug were her responses to most situations. She was personably vague one-on-one, and even her closest relationships were shallow. She rarely shared personal details with anyone. “She never talked about her family life or anything,” recalled one friend. “You know how teenage girls whine and cry about their moms? She would never do it.”

At fourteen, she was already becoming a sort of icon to those who saw her walking in the school hallways or working behind the counter in her father’s shop. She was a first crush for many teenagers at Lincoln—male and female—and her shirt with the fabric hands wrapped around it would, years later, remain an indelible image of growing up in the early seventies. But she did what she could to defuse that sort of attention.

“I was sitting in a class once,” recalled one close friend, “and I heard a voice yell, ‘Yo, Ellen.’ I looked out the window, toward the window of the boys’ bathroom across the courtyard, and there was Gia’s ass sticking out. She was a wild child.”

“It was great at Lincoln,” Gia would later recount. “I guess they remember me because I used to chuck moons out the window all the time. It was real fun. Nobody knew my face, but they sure remember my ass.”

But along with the outrageous antics were telling gestures of friendship and affection: the Bowie card, homemade cookies thrust into the hands of someone she barely knew, flowers and handwritten poems delivered to startled girls she hoped to woo. In most cases Gia was both wealthier and a few years younger than those she spent time with, so she often seemed to be trying especially hard to fit in. Her handwriting and spelling resembled that of a grade-schooler, even though she wrote incessantly, practicing her name or copying down lyrics to her favorite songs. She liked to give people silly nicknames and dropped dopey terms like “okie-dokie” into conversation. Her enthusiasms for anything from the sound of traffic to the pure junk-food joy of an oily steak sandwich suggested to her friends that Gia possessed some heightened sensitivity.

Karen and Gia were in completely different programs at Lincoln. The only course they had in common was art, which was primarily an exercise in trying to make each class assignment fit a drawing of Bowie or an analysis of his lyrics. While Karen was college bound, Gia was struggling to pass the basic courses. She was the kind of student the school systems were seeing more of: kids who, a generation before, would probably have dropped out and gotten jobs because classrooms had nothing to offer them. Now, they just showed up for school: to fulfill parental dreams of having children who graduated the way they never had, or simply to be baby-sat by the system. They were the ones who accurately answered “present” when roll was called.

At Lincoln, a half-dozen or so girls would sit on the grassy lawn outside the 107 Lunchroom and smoke what teachers might have even believed were hand-rolled cigarettes. A girl nicknamed Cricket sometimes brought a guitar and played; another girl had a bulky tape deck and recorded their conversations. One of the group’s leaders was Ellen Moon,* who shared her school locker with Gia because it was closer to the lunchroom: their Bowie-bedecked compartment was immortalized in the high school yearbook. There was usually only a joint or two to pass around, and marijuana in 1973 was rarely as potent as the industrial-strength pot the late seventies would produce. But the lunchtime ritual—followed by the Marlboros that everyone smoked—would produce a pleasant, giggly buzz that took the edge off the rest of the day. For those who bothered to wait for lunchtime to get high, grades in courses with afternoon classes were often markedly lower than those scheduled in the morning.

Gia was often counted upon to provide the marijuana, because her brother Michael happened to be one of the school’s better pot connections. In the subtle sociological delineations of the schoolyard, this made both of them slightly different from their peers. The distribution system for pot was very simple and, generally, very friendly. At the top were layers of “real dealers”—who actually knew people even they thought of as criminals. The pot dealers sold to several layers of middlekids who paid for what they used themselves—and made a little profit, as well—by selling to their peers.

Since pot was such a social drug, many people got high but never really bought. When it appeared at social events, everyone was happy to smoke someone else’s, but many weren’t prepared to spend their own money—or felt uneasy about being so deliberate about getting high. Even though a lot of people used pot, there was still a difference between those who just smoked and those who bought. The buyers were taking a bigger risk if they ever were caught: they were also placing themselves in a position of both power and frustration. “We were amazed at Gia’s ability to get pot, even during the worst dry spells,” recalled one member of the 107 Lunch bunch. “But, actually, sometimes she became paranoid and thought people were using her. She said we only wanted her around for pot.”

On Saturdays, Karen and Gia would go downtown, walking over to Frankford Avenue in the morning to catch the elevated train. The Frankford El was the most convenient way to Center City from the Northeast. Its route was also a trip up and down the socioeconomic scale. Each stop closer to the city was in a poorer neighborhood, and from the point where a rider was afforded the most spectacular view—with the expansive Ben Franklin Bridge on one side and the skyline on the other—the train dove underground into the middle of one of the city’s most bombed-out sections. It then headed up Market Street East, a once-posh commercial district that was now all discount record stores, head shops and porno theaters, still awaiting a promised “urban mall” development that was supposed to save the area. The girls got off at Thirteenth Street, the stop that shared an underground walkway with the John Wanamaker’s store, the traditional refuge of the refined Philadelphia lady.

As soon as they stepped off the train, the girls rushed to light up their Marlboros. But before their shopping began, Karen and Gia had to stop at the recently opened Center City branch of Hoagie City at Twelfth and Chestnut. There they received soda, sandwiches and other sustenance.

“Dad, I need twenty-five dollars,” Gia would begin.

“What do you want this for?” her father would ask, wiping the oil and tomato seeds off his hands with his apron before hugging his daughter.

“C’mon, Dad, really, I need twenty-five dollars.”

“Didn’t I just give you money?” he asked, in the soft voice he had passed on to all his children. “Didn’t you bring any money with you?”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah, c’mon, how about twenty-five dollars? I gotta get stuff.”

No matter how tough he got with her—it varied with how busy he was—the end of the time-honored family ritual was always the same. He always gave Gia money, just like he always put his hand up to check when Gia would joke, “Dad, the toupee’s crooked,” when he was on his way out the door for a date. But before they left, the girls had to eat. “Okay, let me make you a hoagie,” he would begin. And on the subject of feeding, he was always firm. If it was nice out, they went up to the apartment Gia’s father was redoing upstairs and ate at the open window, watching people go by and occasionally dropping a pickle round on a passerby’s head.

With money in hand, the two girls would set out to do Center City. Downtown Philadelphia was not very large—only twenty blocks by twenty-five blocks. But the area was in the midst of a rebirth, and any one of the city’s better shopping streets could end up taking a whole afternoon.

The city was blossoming, in spite of the neomilitary reign of police-chief-turned-mayor Frank Rizzo. Like the rest of the country, Philadelphia was feeling the economic impact of the baby boom. Woodstock graduates were reclaiming the urban areas their parents had fled for suburbia and starting businesses that provided the products and services they wanted. And a few purely local phenomena were helping transform the dowdy town with its legendary inferiority complex about nearby New York into a place that might actually attract its own tourists.

Federal funds were pouring into the city: not just the dwindling urban renewal money sent to save all municipalities, but additional dollars earmarked to spruce up Philadelphia for the upcoming bicentennial celebration. Graduates of the pioneering Restaurant School were turning the previously tasteless town into a culinary capital. The local music scene, moribund since Dick Clark had moved American Bandstand west in the sixties after a payola scandal, was soaring again. Even the city’s newest sports franchise, the Philadelphia Flyers hockey team, was showing great promise. The city was beginning to look exciting, sound exciting, even taste exciting.

Their platform shoes clomping on the historic red brick sidewalks and cobblestone streets, Gia and Karen would set off to shop. First they walked down Chestnut, in and out of the new boutiques like The Hen’s Den and The Horse You Rode In On, as well as Dan’s Shoes, which sold the most outrageous footwear in Philadelphia. After a while they got to know some of the store owners—or at least be recognized by them—just as they did in the record and poster shops. Both the newer, independent record stores—which made as much money selling bongs and rolling papers as music—and the more established Sam Goodys had to be shopped. It was hours of letting your fingers do the walking through the bins of alphabetically sorted rock albums: searching for obscure import versions of Bowie’s earlier releases and for records by the other stars of what was now a genre known as glitter-rock.

A well-informed Bowie kid needed a lot of information, and it wasn’t available in mainstream newspapers, magazines or TV news reports. To these media, rock music was still basically for children. So the musical minutiae had to be gleaned from the pages of “alternative” publications. There were rock tabloids like Rolling Stone, Crawdaddy and the local Drummer, and magazines like Creem and Circus, which at least attempted to employ standard journalistic techniques in covering pop culture. And there were glossy magazines like Hit Parade, which, like most fanzines, were mostly pictures to be cut out and affixed to bedroom walls and notebooks. While schoolbooks held little interest for her, Gia pored over these publications for details.

Appreciating Bowie meant more than memorizing lyrics, liner notes and David-news flashes. You had to understand the world he had packaged for mass consumption to speak the language. You had to know about Lou Reed and the Velvet Underground, the first rock band ever to sing about homosexuals and heroin, and you had to know about pop artist Andy Warhol, who made the Velvets the toast of a downtown Manhattan club you had to know about called Max’s Kansas City. You had to know about the rivalry between Bowie and Marc Bolan of T. Rex, and how Bowie had rescued Mott the Hoople from obscurity by giving them his song “All the Young Dudes.” And you had to know about the Rolling Stones—not because of their venerated position in the history of rock but because Bowie had recorded their “Let’s Spend the Night Together.” And the Stones’s recent number one single “Angie” was supposedly a love song from Mick Jagger to Bowie’s wife—or to Bowie himself.

To get to the rest of the stores they liked, Gia and Karen would walk up across Broad Street through the more expensive part of town. This was where Nan Duskin and Bonwit Teller sold the clothes their mothers hoped they would one day wear. Between the stores were the fancy restaurants and hotels, and the salons of the top hairstyle superstars—like Julius Scissor, Vincent Pileggi, Mister Paul and Barry Leonard, the Crimper—where the “looks” from the pages of the fashion magazines were dispensed to those who knew to ask.

The very center of Center City was where the wives of old and new money alike went to indulge themselves, asking for as much daring in their do’s as they could socially afford. It was not New York—nothing in Philadelphia ever was, a fact that Philadelphians rarely allowed themselves to forget. But a sufficiently high level of regional fabulousness was available to those who wanted to separate themselves from the fuddy-duddies: those who the trendy cutters sneeringly referred to as “the wash-and-set ladies.” The top shops in Philadelphia didn’t set any trends—that was done in New York, Paris and London—but they were the fashion franchisees licensed to dispense them.

Just beyond the toniest shopping and salons was Sansom Street, the city’s original bohemian enclave. The street’s rebirth had begun in the mid-sixties, supposedly as a Philadelphia version of London’s Carnaby Street, and it maintained a foppish air even after some of the mod, fashiony shops were replaced with hippie and glitter-rock stores. But Sansom Street was more than just stores. It was a scene, the site of the city’s first stationary freak show of painted hippies, outlaw bikers and drag queens. Those extremes made the street a place where Philadelphia’s traditionally powerless—the young, the black, the female, the homosexual-could feel powerful, or at least relatively safe in numbers.

In recent years, Sansom Street had also begun to attract tourists: little kids from the suburbs and the Northeast who came in on Saturdays to gawk at the interracial couples publicly kissing, the men holding hands with other men, the latest tattoos. Entrepreneurs seized the moment by carving a mini-mall, Sansom Village, out of spaces on the standard, store-lined shopping block. It was suddenly possible to comparison shop for items that were once impossible to find anywhere. There was Stosh’s Hide, the leather store; Mr. Tickle’s, the poster shop; boutiques like Picadilly’s, Dreams, Distant Drummer and the Pants Pub; as well as the Alice’s Restaurant ice cream parlor, which had to change its name to Alice’s Restaurant of Pennsylvania because someone else had already franchised the title of the Arlo Guthrie song.

The commercialization had taken its toll. The hippies and art students who settled the area were certain that if thirteen-year-olds knew about Sansom Street, it had clearly passed the point of hip exclusivity. The developers of Sansom Village were actually trying to clone another site in the Northeast. But the street had been reborn with the recent opening of a restaurant and nightclub called Artemis. The cuisine at Artemis was the sort of college gourmet fare of elaborate burgers, French onion soup and spinach salad that was beginning to find a niche between fast food and fine dining. The decor was simple wood walls and butcher-block tables. But it was what the owner referred to as the “bouillabaisse of people” that made the place unusual. Artemis was one of the first establishments that attracted crowds that were white and black, Catholic, Protestant and Jewish, straight and gay, young and not-so-young, sports fans and art aficionados. It was where local heroes met for drinks: it was the one place that out-of-towners—businessmen from Texas or fledgling rock stars from London—simply had to go while in Philadelphia. It had a supper crowd, which even Gia and Karen could join, and a glitzy late night party scene. Artemis was where girls like Gia and Karen dreamed about dancing the night away.
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