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                SELECTED CAST OF
                    CHARACTERS

            

            
                THE FAMILY

                David
                            Fisher: Lucy’s brother

                Deb
                            Newmyer: Lucy’s cousin

                Emily
                            Fisher: Lucy’s sister

                Fred
                            Jelin: Lucy’s cousin

                Lucy
                            Fisher: Peter’s lifelong girlfriend, movie
                    producer

                Merle
                            Ivers: Peter’s mother

                Paul Ivers*: Peter’s father

                Ricki
                            Lopez: Peter’s sister

                THE COMICS

                Bill Murray*: comic,
                        actor (National Lampoon, Saturday Night Live,
                                Caddyshack, Stripes, Ghostbusters)

                Chevy Chase*: comic,
                        actor (Saturday Night Live, Fletch,
                                Vacation)

                Dan
                            Aykroyd: comic, musician, actor (Blues Brothers, Saturday Night Live, Second
                        City, Ghostbusters)

                Doug Kenney*: Peter’s
                        close friend, National Lampoon
                        cofounder, humorist, screenwriter (Animal House,
                                Caddyshack)

                Harold
                            Ramis: friend, comic, actor, director (National Lampoon, Saturday Night Live, Stripes,
                                Groundhog Day, Ghostbusters, Analyze This)

                John Belushi*: friend,
                        comic, musician, actor (Blues Brothers, Saturday
                                Night Live, Second City, Animal House)

                Judy
                            Belushi: writer, widow of John Belushi

                Mark
                            Stumpf: college friend, writer (Harvard Lampoon)

                Michael
                            O’Keefe: actor (Caddyshack)

                THE PUNKS AND
                        ROCKERS

                Charles Thompson/Frank
                                Black: fan, musician (the Pixies)

                Dave
                            Alvin: musician (the Blasters)

                Derf
                            Scratch: musician (Fear)

                Dinah
                            Cancer: musician (45 Grave/Castration Squad)

                Don
                            Bolles: musician (the Germs, 45 Grave)

                Jello
                            Biafra: musician, spoken word (Dead Kennedys)

                Jerry
                            Casale: fan, musician (Devo)

                John Cale*: friend,
                        musician (the Velvet Underground)

                Keith
                            Morris: musician (Circle Jerks, Black Flag)

                Spit Stix:
                        musician (Fear)

                Todd
                            Homer: musician (Angry Samoans)

                THE FILM DIRECTORS AND
                            PRODUCERS

                David
                            Lynch: friend, director (Eraserhead, Dune, The Elephant Man, Blue Velvet, Twin
                                Peaks)

                Francis Ford
                                    Coppola*: filmmaker (The Godfather, Apocalypse Now)

                Joe Dante:
                        editor (Grand Theft Auto),
                        filmmaker (Gremlins, Matinee, Small
                                Soldiers)

                John
                            Landis: filmmaker (Animal
                                House, The Blues Brothers)

                Malcolm
                            Leo: friend, producer, director (Heroes of Rock N Roll, This Is
                    Elvis)

                Mark
                            Canton: producer (Caddyshack,
                                300)

                Michael
                            Shamberg: producer (Modern
                                Problems, The Big Chill, Pulp Fiction)

                Paula
                            Weinstein: Lucy’s friend, producer (Analyze This, The Perfect Storm)

                Penelope
                                Spheeris: punk documentarian and producer (The Decline of Western Civilization,
                        Albert Brooks’s film segments on Saturday Night
                                Live)

                Steve
                            Martin: close friend, filmmaker (Theremin: An Electronic Odyssey)

                Stuart
                            Cornfeld: friend, producer (The
                                Elephant Man, The Fly, Zoolander)

                Stuart
                            Shapiro:Night
                            Flight creator-producer

                FRIENDS AND COLLABORATORS: MUSIC AND
                                    THEATER

                Andrew
                            Weil: Harvard friend, author, integrative
                    doctor

                Asha
                            Puthli: friend, collaborator, singer

                Buddy
                            Helm: friend, videographer, musician (Tim Buckley, At Sunset)

                Buell
                            Neidlinger: Peter’s close friend and collaborator,
                        musician, bass player, producer

                Dee Dee
                                Bridgewater: friend and singer

                Durrie
                            Parks: friend, music producer

                Franne
                            Golde: friend, collaborator, songwriter (for Christina
                        Aguilera, Faith Hill, Whitney Houston, Jessica Simpson)

                Gary
                            Wright: musician, music producer, songwriter (The Dreamweaver)

                George
                            Leh: musician, collaborator, singer

                Gilbert
                            Moses: musician (Street Choir), director (Roots), friend

                Jeff
                            Eyrich: musician, collaborator

                Kim Brody:
                        Peter’s college girlfriend, musician, performer

                Larry
                            Cohn: friend, supporter, former Vice President, Artist and
                        Repertoire, Epic Records

                Linda
                            Perry: friend, music publisher

                Marty
                            Krystall: musician, collaborator

                Paul
                            Lenart: musician (Far Cry), collaborator

                Peter
                            Rafelson: friend, collaborator, music and film

                Richard
                            Greene: friend, bandmate, musician (Bill Monroe and the
                        Bluegrass Boys)

                Roderick
                            Taylor: close friend, musician, screenwriter (City of Tomorrow, The Brave
                        One)

                Stockard
                                Channing: girlfriend, actress (Grease, Six Degrees of Separation, The West
                            Wing)

                Tequila
                                Mockingbird: friend, collaborator, vocalist, music
                        promoter

                Tim Mayer*: close
                        friend and collaborator, stage director, poet, playwright (My One and Only)

                Van Dyke
                            Parks: friend, collaborator, composer, producer,
                        songwriter (Song Cycle, Discover
                            America)

                Yolande
                            Bavan: friend, collaborator, singer

                FRIENDS AND
                        COLLABORATORS

                Alan
                            Finger: Peter’s yogi, founder of YogaWorks

                Anne
                            Ramis: close friend

                Barbara
                            Smith: friend, Howard’s wife, Director of the American
                        Cinematheque

                Boaty
                            Boatwright: friend, talent agent

                Charlie
                            Haas: colleague, Editorial Director, Warner Bros.
                        Records

                Chris
                            Hart: Harvard friend

                Doug
                            Martin: friend, collaborator

                Hilary
                            Klein: friend

                Howard
                            Cutler: college friend

                Howard
                            Smith: friend, film editor (The
                                Abyss)

                Johanna
                            Went: friend, performance artist

                John
                            Klein: friend, AFI filmmaker

                John
                            Leone: Harvard friend, writer

                Nancy
                            Drew: friend, early video/performance art
                    patron

                Matina
                            Horner: friend, president of Radcliffe College

                Paul Michael
                                Glaser: friend, TV and film actor

                Peter
                            Johnson: Harvard friend

                Robbie
                            Greene: friend, business manager

                Tim
                            Hunter: friend, filmmaker (Tex,
                                The River’s Edge, Mad Men)

                Tom
                            Barron: Cambridge friend, musician

                THE SCENESTERS

                Beverly
                            D’Angelo: actress (Coal Miner’s
                                Daughter, Vacation, Law and Order: SVU)

                David Jove*:
                        producer of New Wave
                    Theatre

                Doug
                            Knott: colleague, lawyer, poet

                Ed Ochs:
                        colleague, New Wave Theatre
                        writer

                Hudson
                            Marquez: colleague, artist (Cadillac Ranch)

                Iris
                            Berry: writer

                Janet
                            Cunningham: punk rock casting agent

                Ken Yas:
                        colleague, friend of David Jove, former tech specialist for George
                        Lucas

                Laurence Fishburne*: punk
                        scene doorman, actor (Apocalypse Now, Rumble
                                Fish, The Matrix)

                Michael
                            Dare: writer, performer, photographer

                Paul
                            Flattery: music video director

                Pleasant
                            Gehman: writer

                Richard
                            Skidmore: booker for New Wave
                                Theatre, music producer

                Robert
                            Roll:New Wave
                            Theatre performer

                Wallis
                            Nicita: casting director (Caddyshack, The Falcon and the Snowman, The Witches of
                                Eastwick), producer (Mermaid, Six Days and Seven Nights)

                Zachary
                            Gertzman: New Wave Theatre announcer, musician

                Zatar:
                        owner, “the Pyramid Club”

                ACQUAINTANCES

                James Taylor*:
                        singer/songwriter

                Jerry
                            Harrison: musician (Talking Heads, Modern
                    Lovers)

                Jim
                            Tucker: loft mate, artist

                John
                            Lithgow: colleague, actor (Terms of Endearment, Footloose, 3rd Rock from the Sun,
                                Dreamgirls)

                Tommy Lee Jones*:
                        colleague, actor (The Fugitive, Men in Black, No
                                Country for Old Men)

                THE DETECTIVES

                Clifford
                            Shepard: Cold Case Division, Los Angeles Police
                        Department

                David
                                Charbonneau: private detective

                Hank
                            Petrovsky: lead detective, Major Case, Los Angeles Police
                        Department

            

        

    


WHY PETER?

Long Day’s Journey into Knight of the Blue Communion


It is well known, what strikes the capricious mind of the poet is not always what affects the mass of readers. Now, while admiring, as others doubtless will admire, the details we have to relate, our main preoccupation concerned a matter to which no one before ourselves had given a thought.

—Alexandre Dumas, preface to The Three Musketeers






You won’t find Peter Ivers’s albums at the record store. You can’t rent his television show from your local video store or Netflix. There is no way to learn much about him and his incredible insight as an artist and pop culture visionary on the Internet, in libraries, or in news archives. His story and work have been all but forgotten.

This is a crime for many reasons. His creative brilliance, magnetic personality, and life force alone are worthy of preservation. But beyond that, Peter lived at the epicenter of a perfect storm of artistic endeavor. For a brief, magical moment in the mid 1970s and early 1980s, music, comedy, film, and theatre converged in completely new, even revolutionary ways. Peter’s friends and loved ones have given me the opportunity to pluck this lost story from obscurity—Peter’s role as master of ceremonies to a unique, emerging art form that today we all take for granted.

Why did I focus on Peter? It all started with five haunting words sung by a girl with unfortunate cheeks.

In the early ’90s, when I first saw David Lynch’s movie Eraserhead, I was in high school in suburban Potomac, Maryland. I was a part of the clique that survived the manicured lawns, tidy fences, football games, and homecomings by creating our own little subculture made up of all the strange, subversive pop culture we could get our hands on. One evening, inspired by Lynch’s TV series, Twin Peaks (the only prime-time show worth watching then), some friends and I decided to check out his debut film Eraserhead, a grad school effort that claimed to be “a dream of dark and troubling things.” The hero, Henry Spencer, lives in an abandoned building, where the lights flicker on and off, and he watches and listens to the Lady in the Radiator sing about how “in heaven, everything is fine.” The film was so gritty and dark, you felt kind of perverted by the end. It was like doing something illicit without breaking the law. From that day on, I was haunted by the lady in a radiator and her five-word song.

My friends and I listened to a lot of Pixies. A few years after we watched the movie, I went to a Pixies concert and they played a song that sounded very familiar. Something about heaven…It hit me that they were covering the Lady in the Radiator’s song. I remember thinking, “Who wrote that song?” and how cool it was that my favorite rock band was covering it, and how random. What made them do that? In the preweb world of the early ’90s, I didn’t have the resources to find out.

Ten years later while I was writing my first book, Fool the World: The Oral History of a Band Called Pixies, I discovered the composer of the song was someone named Peter Ivers.

Who was this guy? I found out a few bits and pieces. He studied classics at Harvard. He played the blues harmonica. He was a yoga master and black belt in Shotokan karate. He was a recording artist, songwriter, poet, artist, and performer. In addition to composing and singing “In Heaven,” his songs have been recorded by Diana Ross, Helen Reddy, and June Pointer of the Pointer Sisters for a song in National Lampoon’s Vacation. He wrote songs for the Roger Corman film Grand Theft Auto (directed by Ron Howard), the movie Airplane!, and the original TV series Starsky & Hutch. He was best known as the elfin host of the 1980s LA-based cable show New Wave Theatre, a precursor to MTV, where punk comedians like John Belushi came to see punk bands like the Dead Kennedys and Fear. His closest friends were the heroes of my youth: Belushi, Doug Kenney (who cofounded the National Lampoon and cowrote Animal House), writer-director Harold Ramis of Ghostbusters and Vacation fame. His life and work were cut short with his murder at age thirty-six.

But I wanted to know more than his bio. I wanted to know why everyone who met Peter seemed to fall in love with him. I wanted to know how a person described as having no enemies and being the kindest guy in the world, who had accomplished so much, ended up dead and forgotten to history. So I picked up the phone to see what I could find out.

I started with Lucy Fisher, whom Peter Ivers lived with and loved for fifteen years. Lucy has been the producer of dozens of Hollywood movies, and has served as vice chair of Columbia and TriStar. She knew Peter from his Harvard days when she was an underclasswoman at Radcliffe. They came out to Hollywood and lived together for over a decade. I called Lucy and asked her if she would talk to me about Peter. She said yes.

When I first met Lucy, I was terrified. Her stature in Hollywood was part of it, but I was more daunted because this was the woman who loved Peter and who had given her okay (as representative of the estate and Peter’s mother, Merle) for me to move forward with writing his story. She was the love of his life. When we first spoke on the phone she said something that has stayed with me the entire time I worked on the book: “I have been dreading this day for a long time.” It hit me then that this was not just a cool story based on five words in a weird movie I saw in high school. It was a responsibility far beyond any that I had undertaken before. This feeling was confirmed by what Lucy said next: “You have no idea what you’re getting yourself into.”

We met a number of times, at her office on the Sony Pictures Studios lot and at her home, where she graciously shared the personal scrapbooks of her life with Peter. She would point to a picture of her with a little girl and say, “Oh that’s me and Sofia Coppola when she was eleven. Isn’t she beautiful?” We looked at pictures of Peter and Doug Kenney, Lucy in the middle, both of them eyeing her adoringly.

Without Lucy, there would be no story to tell. Lucy opened her Rolodex and provided me with a list of more than one hundred people to talk to and the assurance that when they called her to check up on me she would say I was okay.

How do you go about reviving a lost-life story? With Lucy’s list in hand, I followed the advice of Daryl Zero, the world’s greatest fictitious private investigator (from the film The Zero Effect):

I can’t possibly overstate the importance of good research. Everyone goes through life dropping crumbs. If you can recognize the crumbs, you can trace a path all the way from the death certificate to the dinner and movie that resulted in you in the first place. But research is an art, not a science because anyone who knows what they are doing can find the crumbs, the where, the whats, and whos. The art is in the whys. The ability to read between the crumbs (not to mix metaphors). For every event there is a cause and effect, for every crime, a motive, and for every motive, a passion. The art of research is the ability to look at the details and see the passion.


The more I researched, the more I saw of Peter’s passions and the passion of his friends for him. The first person I spoke with after visiting Lucy was Steve Martin (not the comedian, although this Steve Martin is also very funny), remembered by some as one of the twins in Fast Times at Ridgemont High. He was a very close friend of Peter’s, and has shared with Lucy the responsibility of guarding his legacy. As Steve and I ended our evening, he said, “You’re going to find out who this guy was and it’s going to blow your mind. And it will make the loss of him that much more profound.”

A month later, I met with Harold Ramis at his Chicago office, acutely aware that I was asking him to tell me about one of his favorite people and one of his most painful memories. In addition to Peter, two other subjects of the book were friends of Harold who had died young: Doug Kenney and John Belushi. Harold was a key to this story, because in many ways he exemplified the cross-pollination of punks and comics that occurred when Peter brought these two words together. Still, I didn’t know how he would feel about revisiting this difficult time. As I sat down he said, “So…Peter” and spoke for over an hour, openly and emotionally, as if the memories were fresh and not twenty-five years old. After a while he played me some footage from a pool party. There was Doug, Harold, and Harold’s then-wife, Anne. Standing in front of them, smiling at the camera, was Peter. Living and breathing, waving at Harold and me from the past in brilliant low-def Super 8.

How did I come to understand Peter? In the end it was his friends and loved ones and the music, theatre, film, and television they created during that time that helped me read between the crumbs and come to see Peter as a whole person—the spark and the passion, the influence and impact on those who still laugh and cry trying to explain what he meant to them.

I finally visited Los Angeles County Cold Case Division detective Clifford Shepard, who remembered the case from when he was just starting out in the force as a beat cop in Peter’s neighborhood. I told him what I had learned about Peter, how important he was to his friends, his family, and now to me. He explained that a lot of things bother him about unsolved investigations, but when the victim is forgotten, “That’s a crime in itself.” He agreed to reopen the case and test the evidence with the latest technology.

After the initial research, I asked Charlie Buckholtz, a writer and my oldest friend from my days as a young suburban outsider, to join me in my quest to tell this story. We sat up many nights, and watched many sunrises, pondering who Peter was and what he meant. Together we chipped away at the daunting task not only of interpreting a life—identifying what it was about Peter that all the people who knew him found so attractive and profound—but also communicating its essence within the confines of black ink on white paper. Peter’s is a story of collaboration, and Charlie and I have put this book together in that same spirit of creative teamwork. Investigating the mysteries of his unsolved life was our primary goal.

As Peter once said, “Every decision you make is a chance to be a hero.” He made a lot of decisions in his life, and many of them seemed to lead away from the success he so vitally desired. Some called him Peter Pan, the boy who refused to grow up and face facts, while others rooted for him till his last days. By choosing to live the artistic dreams that they themselves (often admittedly) had given up on, he exuded a fulfillment they could never quite achieve. With a bank account perpetually in the red, he became an unlikely role model—an icon of authenticity and a bottomless source of inspiration, emulation, and adoration—for a generation of pop culture heavyweights. Though Peter was far from perfect, the more I learned about him the more I came to understand why he was seen by so many as a hero.

Besides, perhaps as Doug Kenney once said, if you look closely enough, in the end, “You will find a subtle perfection in all [Peter] does.”

Josh Frank, 2008







NOTE TO READERS



There are two things you should know.


1. About the Case Books. On August 10, 2006, I contacted the Cold Case Division of the Los Angeles Police Department to inquire about the unsolved case of Peter Ivers. I was able to persuade detective Clifford Shepard to reopen the Ivers file. The investigative case book material found herein was compiled between 2005 and 2007 during interviews I conducted while collecting information intended to assist in the investigation.


2. About certain notation in this book. While reading this book you will occasionally see at certain points in the book a symbol like this (<>) followed by a song number and title. Log on to www.Peterivers.com and navigate to the “Book Extras” “Song/Book” page where you will be able to check out Peter’s songs and videos as you read about them, and to unlock “bonus features” along the way.







 



“Peter,” she said, faltering, “are you expecting me to fly away with you?”

“Of course; that is why I have come.”

“I can’t come,” she said apologetically, “I have forgotten how to fly.”

“I’ll soon teach you again.”

“O Peter, don’t waste the fairy dust on me.”

She had risen; and now at last a fear assailed him. “What is it?” he cried, shrinking.

“I will turn up the light,” she said, “and then you can see for yourself.”

For almost the only time in his life that I know of, Peter was afraid. “Don’t turn up the light,” he cried.

—J. M. Barrie, Peter Pan








PROLOGUE

A View from The Top




February 7, 1984, 2:15 p.m.

A loud trumpet call blasts over the bustling set of Channel 5 KTLA’s new, highly anticipated pilot: a punk-rock variety show, a video hit parade interspersed with subversive comedy, the snarling LA punk aesthetic packaged and polished and made just palatable enough for a youthful mainstream demographic looking for a dose of danger in the comfort of their living rooms. In short, a West Coast underground Saturday Night Live—with an edge.

Like the fanfare blasting through the set—catching off-guard the assembled mulling audience of mohawks and spikes and full-body tattoos, calling this motley troupe temporarily to attention—the fanfare accompanying the buildup to the show has been similarly grandiose. But it is far from hot air. Hosting the weekly circus will be Chevy Chase in his television homecoming, his first regular small-screen gig since leaving SNL in ’76. Executive producing is Harold Ramis, who came up in the Second City scene and in the last five years has gained widespread recognition with the National Lampoon set as a writer and/or director of movies such as Animal House, Meatballs, Caddyshack, Stripes, and National Lampoon’s Vacation. Working with Ramis are David Jove, the enigmatic force behind the cult television hit New Wave Theatre, of which this new pilot is a second incarnation; and Paul Flattery, a respected producer who has worked extensively in the emerging music video form. Rounding out the team is staff writer Michael Dare, a journalist, well-known local scenester, and supplier to the stars under the self-generated pseudonym “Captain Preemo.” Today Dare isn’t supplying the drugs, but something he hopes will be even more intoxicating and dangerous—words.

The shock of noise from the trumpet blast brings the manic bustle on the set to a halt. But what follows has no problem holding audience attention. Is that Dan Aykroyd’s distinctive, oddly comforting voice blasting over the loudspeaker, resounding with twisted authority and good-natured smarm?

“UNDER NO CIRCUMSTANCES ATTEMPT TO WATCH THIS SHOW WITHOUT A WORKING TELEVISION SET.”

The screen flashes quick intercuts of a star-filled sky, then a control room operated by three men wearing large papier-mâché animal masks. Then a velvety announcer booms out over the crowd:

“AND NOW, FROM HOLLYWOOD, CALIFORNIA, THE ENTERTAINMENT CAPITAL OF THE WORLD, WE WELCOME YOU TO—THE TOP!”

Meanwhile, backstage, Chevy Chase and David Jove wrangled over what Chevy would say and do when he walked onstage in less than fifteen seconds. Dare and Chevy had gone back and forth over possible monologues. Jove had rejected them all out of hand with a delightful cocktail of booze-filled belligerence, drug-addled paranoia, and a smug bullying egomania which he appeared to come by naturally. After all, it was his show, New Wave Theatre, which he had shepherded from cable-access obscurity into national distribution on the USA Network, which was the inspiration for this whole adventure. According to Jove, New Wave Theatre worked precisely because he wrote every word, called every shot, and controlled everything that did or did not make it onto the airwaves.

Over the last few months he had sat in writer meetings with Chevy, Ramis, Flattery, and Dare. Jove downed bottles of Bénédictine and brandy hand over fist, throwing the empties over his shoulder to shatter in a growing mound of shards. They would go around presenting their ideas, first Ramis, then Chevy, then Jove. Ramis was more concerned with the big picture, the kind of format that would strike a middle ground between satisfying the fans and keeping the network happy. Then there was Chevy, who would pace the room in sustained stream-of-consciousness rants that were some of the funniest bursts of spontaneous standup Michael Dare had ever seen. After a seven-year hiatus from television, Chevy, it seemed to Dare, had begun to feel suffocated by his movie star persona; now he was glowing with raw comedic genius. Dare took down everything that came out of Chase’s mouth and saw his future lit in neon: Michael Dare, head writer of Chevy Chase’s TV comeback.

Then Jove got up and, in short order, rejected each of Chase’s and Ramis’s suggestions. He replaced them with his own litany inspirations: frequent “behind-the-scenes” cuts to the control booth, manned by animals; a “talk show” segment featuring, exclusively, baby ducks; a duet performed by his own wife and daughter. Chevy and Harold listened to Jove’s ideas and rejected each in turn. A great, ominous silence ensued. One by one, each of The Top’s founding geniuses ventured a thought and was summarily rejected—Ramis and Chase by Jove, and vice versa.

Then Chevy floated an idea based on a suggestion Dare had made to him before the meeting. Dare spoke up to second Chase and flesh out the gag. Then he noticed Jove, who had pulled his shirt up just enough to reveal a firearm stuffed into his pants. Dare didn’t know Jove well enough to know what he was or was not capable of. Jove’s past was shrouded in mystery; it was rumored that he had done jail time in Canada on drug charges, that he had fled and changed his name. (“Jove,” in any event, was certainly an invention.) It was rumored that he was a narc, that he had introduced John Lennon to LSD and ratted out the Rolling Stones at the infamous Redlands bust. So Dare didn’t know how serious Jove was about his gun. But he knew that Jove had been coking and drinking for the good part of the day, and that his face bore not the slightest trace of humor. So he thought better of taking a chance. Rather than risk getting shot, Dare kept quiet and let Jove shoot down yet another of Chevy’s brilliant ideas.

Now, with the announcer listing tonight’s guest comics and musical acts, thirteen seconds until he would have to walk out onto the stage, Chevy hardly could have been happy. He had agreed to do this in the first place only as a favor to Ramis, after Aykroyd turned him down. He didn’t know anything about the LA punk scene—he was old enough to be many of these kids’ father. But Ramis seemed to feel it was an untapped high-energy trend in the culture, and to package it for the mainstream could be huge. The association with the youthful counterculture could also be a refreshing reinvention and a boost to Chevy’s career. Ramis was smart; Chevy knew and seemed to trust him. But he certainly didn’t know David Jove, and the more a person knew Jove the less he trusted him. Chevy Chase had spent the last several months being bullied and condescended to about comedy by a person with a one-line résumé, a dubious, sketchy past, probably clinical mental instability, a messiah complex, and enough drugs in his system to carry him through the next long winter. He was both a nobody and a madman, and he was running the show.

Ramis was Chevy’s connection to this, and Ramis hadn’t been around all day. Shooting on Ghostbusters had run late, so he had arrived a few minutes ago and gone straight back to the control room. Paul Flattery knew it was a mistake to leave the talent all alone on the day of a shoot. There needed to be a person dedicated exclusively to their TLC. As with the others, it would be an understatement to say he had high hopes riding on The Top. The MTV Network had begun only a few years before, and it was still the only outlet for music videos on television. The field was wide open, and The Top was the perfect vehicle to propel him to big-time national exposure, credibility, and access. Ramis had called in some favors to get the deal made and pack the show with national talent, but it was Flattery who put up $30,000 of his own money as a guarantee to the network. In other words, it had been a mistake not to assign someone to keep Chevy happy, or at least keep him occupied. But Flattery was producing, Jove was directing, Ramis was late—and Chevy was drinking. Flattery had noticed him cradling a bottomless vodka bottle all afternoon.

Ten seconds to air, and Jove is adamant that Chevy abandon the monologues—all of them—and wing it. Chevy demurs. Jove shoves a black leather jacket with chains and a spiked Mohawk wig into Chevy’s arms. Chevy throws on the costume. Jove runs back to the control room, which is in a truck five stages away from the set on which The Top is being shot.

The booming announcer lists the evening’s guests: “FEATURING: CYNDI LAUPER! THE ROMANTICS! THE HOLLIES! SPECIAL GUESTS DAN AYKROYD, RODNEY DANGERFIELD, BILL MURRAY, LILI AND LOTUS, AND ROBERT ROLL AS GEORGE GHERKIN!”

To those around him, it is clear that Jove hates being so far away from the action. The beauty of New Wave Theatre, and one of the keys to its success, was his ubiquitous presence on the set. There was no stage, as punk etiquette was to play at ground level. There was also no audience, just a bunch of local punks invited by word of mouth to party with hot bands and free beer. What there was was: Jove, spending hours telling everyone where to set up. Jove, running around the stage as the main handheld camera operator, creating the show’s raw, in-your-face look. Jove, taking the footage back home to his infamous Cave and editing it down to its final form with a breakneck barrage of jagged, frantic cuts.

Jove has done everything he could to re-create the raw, aggressive underground ambiance he had cultivated with New Wave Theatre. He has rejected the studio’s many requests to see a script, insisting that they wouldn’t know what they were doing until they did it. He has threatened the cast and crew, often with his gun, not to breathe a word of what was planned. He has made the stage as low to the ground as possible. He has two adjacent studios connected by an open door, one with the main set and one with a huge buffet of food and drink. The culinary abundance is in some ways a consolation prize for the studio’s emphatic prohibition against alcohol on the set. Jove, who by this point is well networked in the punk scene, has managed to pack both rooms with original New Wave Theatre fans who know how to party, know how to dance, and have no idea how to be a proper television “audience”—which is exactly how Jove wants it.

The only thing missing is him, on the set. But that he can do nothing about. He had fought to direct from the stage, but was told that is not how “real” television works. The control room was remote, and if he wanted to be the director, that was where the directing would have to take place. The fact that he had no experience working in a real studio with a real control room didn’t faze Jove—until he actually arrived. He finds himself facing three screens monitoring three stageside cameras, with no idea how to give orders to the crew on the stage. He has never ordered a cameraman, “cut to camera two,” “pull into left,” “camera three pull back,” “give me a wide shot”; he simply doesn’t know the language. So he sits back, paralyzed in a prison of mobile technology. Chevy, the punks, and the cameramen will have to sort things out for themselves while the tape rolls.

Still, Jove is expansive and on top of his game, confident that his intense preparations and insistence on total creative control have set up the show for success. This is going to be his Hollywood coronation, his shot at achieving mainstream exposure for his radical vision, at showing the industry execs he is a force to be reckoned with. He might terrify them, he might rouse their children to revolt against bourgeois values and join the punk revolution, subverting everything they thought they believed and shaking them violently awake out of their comalike slumbers. He might be hated, he might be feared. But he will not be ignored. He invited every influential person he knows in LA to the taping.

One of these guests, Hudson Marquez, ambles into the remote truck with his friend Bruce Wagner, just as the announcer wraps up his spiel. Marquez is an esteemed local artist-of-all-trades—screenwriter, painter, sculptor, maker of experimental video—who gained some renown for his involvement in the Cadillac Ranch installation in Amarillo, Texas, in the mid-’70s. He is friendly with Ramis and knows Jove from New Wave Theatre. Wagner is a talented young screenwriter and novelist. In the truck they find Jove, Ramis, and a gaggle of nervous technicians glued to the monitors. Marquez notes that Jove is higher than a kite, and Harold is being, it seems, quintessentially Harold: sitting in the eye of the hurricane, quietly chuckling to himself. Marquez tells them both it is going to be great, and makes his way to the set.

“THIS IS YOUR SUICIDAL ANNOUNCER, BILL MARTIN,” concludes the intro. Meanwhile, on the screen a baby duck pecks around a tiny talk-show set. Then a family of aliens sits around their living room watching TV. The opening music kicks in.

Chevy walks out onto the stage. He looks up at the teleprompter, hoping to find at least one version of the opening monologue. But the teleprompter shows a blank screen. He stands there, silent, the opening music continuing to play—and for the first time in his life, perhaps, finds himself at a complete loss for words.

He falls back on a gag Ramis conceived, explaining in a meandering deadpan how after trying out different scenes, he had settled on becoming a punk.

On the floor, in the party, towards the back, Hudson Marquez munches on buffet while Bruce Wagner dances to the fading intro theme with Cyndi Lauper. He watches with Derf Scratch—the bassist for the band Fear, a frequent performer on New Wave Theatre—as beer and wine are surreptitiously distributed throughout the audience. The punks almost immediately begin heckling Chevy. One of them seems to be screaming something like, “Dance with me! Let’s dance!” until Chevy finally invites him up onto the stage. A bunch of others jump up onto the stage with him and start windmilling, slam dancing, caroming violently off each other and off Chevy. Unfamiliar with the slam-dancing ritual, Chevy seems annoyed and confused. He seems to take it literally: as an attack, a provocation towards a fistfight. He seems to take it personally. And so Chevy—an athletic 6'4"—grabs the heckler and throws him forcefully off the stage.

The punks seem to take it in stride. They seem to like it: Maybe Chevy Chase has some punk in him after all… At the back of the set, Hudson and Derf look at each other, smile, and nod towards the stage. They make their way to the front of the crowd.

Back in the truck, where studio executives and Hollywood power brokers have crowded in to watch the taping, Paul Flattery tries to mask his concern. In fact, what he sees on the monitors is setting off frantic alarm bells. An experienced producer, he knows one thing above all else: do not let the shoot slip beyond your control. Improvisation is one thing. But when your host manually ejects an audience member from the stage, it is time to break. Tweaking his concern even further towards panic, he can see that one person heckling Chevy is holding a Heineken bottle, and there is certainly no Heineken at the buffet. “No booze on set”—could they have been any clearer? It is definitely time to break. Flattery orders Jove to call it to the crew onstage. Jove says he wants to let the situation evolve. The truth is, he has no idea how to call anything to the crew. The gathered executives do not seem to be fooled. But Flattery has no time to argue the point. As far as he is concerned, the situation has hit Code Red. He’ll pull the plug with his bare hands if he has to. He bolts out of the truck and breaks into a run towards the set.

Meanwhile, pushing his way to the stage, Derf Scratch starts screaming maniacally at Chevy: “YOU HOMO! YOU BIG FUCKING HOMO!” Part of Fear’s shtick, and of punk shtick in general, is to call people homos. Derf is just playing around. Chevy does not know that.

This starts to become apparent when he shouts back at Derf, “COME UP HERE! COME UP HERE AND SAY THAT!” The crowd pushes Derf up onto the stage, and, in the midst of the other slam dancers, he promptly starts windmilling around Chevy, who by now has a wild, panicky look in his eyes.

Derf prances and slams around Chevy, thinking that they are working in cahoots to create good, memorable television.

One of the other punks slam dancing on the stage is Bobbi Brat, the lead singer of the band Red Scare. Brat, whose beauty is legendary in the scene, sports a lacy white bustier, white garters, and golf shoes. Her hair is short in the style of the ’20s. With her on the stage is “Mad” Marc Rude, a well-known punk graphic artist in a wife-beater and head-to-toe ink. While Derf windmills around Chevy, Bobbi Brat, accidentally or not, kicks Chevy from behind. She connects with his balls. Chevy doubles over. Then he stands up, seizes Derf, and hurls him off the stage. Derf pulls himself off the floor to find Chevy waving his arms and screaming, “IS THERE ANYONE ELSE WHO THINKS THEY CAN TAKE ME DOWN?!”

Derf is not a large person—Chevy towers over him by a good six inches—but he is nothing if not punk rock. He charges the stage. Chevy takes a wide swing at his face. Derf ducks and rams Chevy with his head. They fall together, slamming into one of the big cameras on the way down. This gets the attention of some of the teamsters on the set. But once they see the camera is out of danger, they go back to munching their snacks.

Chevy rolls Derf into a ball and starts pounding on him. Mad Mark grabs one of Chevy’s legs and starts punching it. Bobbi Brat falls on Chevy’s other leg and starts zealously humping it. Mad Mark puts Chevy in a headlock, the other punks on the stage pile on, and the teamsters start maneuvering to move their cameras out of harm’s way. Security rushes the stage. Derf crawls from the bottom of the pile and flees to the parking lot. Marc Rude eludes security by jumping a fence.

By the time Paul Flattery makes it to the set, Chevy is gone. Outside, Hudson Marquez wanders into the parking lot in time to catch Chevy jump into his souped-up Porsche, jam it into reverse, slam into a fence, pop the clutch shifting gears, smoke the tires, and squirrel wildly off the lot. Derf joins Marquez just in time to see Chevy squeal away. Marquez chuckles, “Jesus Christ.” Derf shakes his head. “That fucking homo can’t take a joke.” After all, wasn’t this supposed to be a punk rock show? What was more punk rock than what just happened inside? It was apparently too punk rock for Chevy. He never returned.

Security cleared the set. They reconvened a small audience a few hours later and continued taping in the docile, thinned-out studio. Cyndi Lauper performed “Time After Time.” A taped segment of Rodney Dangerfield doing his “Rappin’ Rodney” routine was aired, followed by a taped segment of a rambling conversation between Aykroyd and Murray, moderated by an overbearing Jove, on the Ghostbusters set. The full episode aired months later, with Andy Kaufman filling in as host in short taped filler segments. Kaufman had no shtick. For one of the only times in his public life, he was just himself. He died of cancer four months later. His final performance was the first and last episode of The Top.

In the postmortem, one name came up repeatedly. If Peter was hosting, this never would’ve happened. Peter Ivers had been the host of New Wave Theatre. He had dressed in outlandish costumes and mocked the punks with uncomfortably sincere questions about the meaning of life. He was frequently called a homo, sometimes threatened with violence and even death.

And yet somehow he held it all together, always remaining brightly, almost maniacally good-natured. Sincere and sardonic. Compassionate and mocking. Inscrutable and perennially unfazed.

Peter Ivers brought all his Hollywood friends to the New Wave Theatre tapings—Harold Ramis, Dan Aykroyd, John Belushi, Doug Kenney—and exposed them to the new counterculture of punk. Some, like Belushi, had made themselves at home, rocking out at the clubs and becoming friends with people like Derf Scratch and Lee Ving of Fear. Some, like Ramis, hung back, took vicarious hits off the uncontained thrill of these fuck-you kids and their fuck-you music and style. (Harold appreciated from a distance punk’s cultural significance, while secretly swooning for the folk-light stylings of James Taylor and his reassuring ilk.)

But all of them respected punk’s energy, its creativity, and its countercultural edge—so different from, and yet so redolent of, the air of ’60s rebellion upon which they’d been weaned. All of them would stand around the New Wave Theatre set with the punks, talk with the kids, dance with the bands, laugh at the jokes. And all of them would acknowledge, with some gratitude, that it was Peter Ivers who brought them into that world. It was Peter who brought the two unlikely worlds together—the underground and the overground, as Peter would say—and managed somehow, briefly, to hold them in balance. To make them spark without catching fire, without burning everything to the ground.

Ramis exits the chaotic mobile studio just in time to catch the spoiler of Chevy’s Porsche disappear into the Los Angeles afternoon smog. Undoubtedly, many holdovers from New Wave Theatre who are involved in The Top think of Peter, the originator of this experiment, the source of the shitstorm they’ve just witnessed and the fallout they have yet to confront. If Peter were around, this never would have happened.







ONE YEAR EARLIER



March 3, 1983, 3:55 p.m.

“Who was this guy?”

The police officer floats the question half under his breath, not really expecting an answer and not really caring. He sits on a stool in the center of an expansive loft space, trying to figure out which part of this situation he should be most pissed off about. Vying for first position is the pink sequined dinner jacket draped over his hand. What evil forces conspired to make this how he had to spend his afternoon: slog through the rain to God-forsaken downtown LA, sift through the mess of a probable squatter’s den, and contemplate the identity of the kind of lowlife who’d wear a pink sequined dinner jacket?

The space is huge, twelve-foot ceilings at least, mostly unfurnished except for the bed. In other words, squatter’s heaven, plenty of room to do drugs and party and whatever else, secure in the knowledge that the LAPD will look for any excuse whatsoever to avoid the drive out to Japantown. The unofficial policy is that as long as they stick to their own neighborhood, they can do whatever they want to each other and themselves. The floor is strewn with odds and ends, kids’ toys, wooden contraptions that look like made-up musical instruments, photographs, metal objects with no obvious use. There is also an array of sound equipment: keyboards, huge PA speakers, mic stands, reel-to-reel tape machines, sheet music, a film projector. And finally, clothes, piled all over the floor, weird clothes with lots of glitter and shine. Women’s clothes, suitcases’ worth of dresses and capes; in some places the floor is ankle-deep with fabric, all tangled up, like a bunch of eccentric bag ladies emptied out their shopping carts all over the floor.

The officer contemplates the pink sequined dinner jacket because at least it gives him something to do. His partner didn’t really hear the question he posed—“Who was this guy?”—partly because the space is so big and partly because he’s too busy shouting at the teacher from the art institute for letting his students trample all over the scene. When the officers arrived, the kids, undergraduates it looked like, were buzzing like flies all over the room, some ogling the bed, craning their heads to get a look around the paramedics—no doubt trying to remember what they saw so they could paint it later—some avoiding it, picking at stuff in the room, stealing apprehensive glances every once in a while. Too spooked to get too close, but too intrigued to leave. A few students have barely made it inside the loft and are sticking close to the door.

He tries to get his partner’s attention with a more specific question. “Squatter? Junkie type, you think?”

One of the artist kids pipes in, “I think he was some kind of performance artist.”

The second officer turns to the kid, then back to the teacher—it turns out he lives in the loft across the hall, brought his students here on some kind of art school field trip—shouts, “Get them out of here!” and takes the opportunity to shoo away the students still loitering at the door.

With the room clear, the second officer tries to look serious and purposeful and take a mental snapshot of the place. But the truth is he doesn’t know where to begin. The scene is tainted, there must have been fifteen of those kids running around when he and his partner arrived. According to procedure, they should tape off the room now. But what’s the use?

Outside, the rain keeps coming down. It’s been coming down since yesterday, hard warm rain, with no variation and no sign of letup. Over the weekend, the storm had gotten so bad it knocked some of the roof off the LA Convention Center. The wind has mostly subsided. Now it’s just the rain.

“Performance artist.” Neither of them has any idea what that means. They know that over the past year or so some “artsy types” have been migrating into this part of town. Partly because it’s cheap, and partly, no doubt, to get an experience of “real life”—see how the other half lives and then become rich and famous presenting it to the rest of the world.

For the local element, the junkies and winos and hookers and pimps, “artsy” is just another word for easy prey. The artists were always getting mugged and broken into and burgled, harassed and beaten and shot and stabbed, for drug money and sometimes just for fun. Some of the artists were junkies and thieves themselves. Either way, for many cops, “artsy” is just another word for a crappy trip downtown and a whole caseload of unpleasant extra work.

The two officers called to 321 East 3rd Street are no exception. They pace around the apartment lamenting the loss of a perfectly good afternoon. It’s getting dark, and the detectives haven’t even radioed to say when they’ll arrive. A heater next to the bed emits a low steady buzz. For a while, that and the rain are the room’s only sounds.

Then the phone rings, the sound exploding into the loft.

The machine picks it up. A high, nasal, upbeat voice delivers the outgoing message. “Hi, I’m in an ultra heavy writing mode. What’s your frame? If you need me, you can find me. Love, Peter.” The incoming message is a woman who sounds half-nervous, half-confused, and half-annoyed.

“Hey, it’s Franne. We’re supposed to be in the studio for ‘He’s My Kind.’ Everybody’s waiting. Where are you?”

The officers give each other a look. Around the corner, in the smaller adjacent loft that makes an L with this one, Jim Tucker, the neighbor who called it in, sits in shock on his bed. Every once in a while he curses out loud, to no one in particular. He’s even more pissed off than the cops—he really wasn’t supposed to be here. He came home early from a vacation in Seattle with friends he hadn’t seen in years. They’d hung out in a big loft watching the new “music videos” he had been editing and distributing to club owners, who would project them onto the wall while people danced. In the past year or so, a tight community of artists and A/V types had moved downtown to take advantage of big industrial loft spaces rented on the cheap. They worked on projects together, shared ideas, and helped each other get work. At night they partied together at the same handful of bars. The work they were doing was right at the edge, experimenting with new ways of combining music and video; no one anywhere else was doing anything like it. His Seattle friends, also artists, were appropriately blown away. They sat and watched and nodded their heads. It was exactly the kind of work he wanted to become known for.

Now there was nothing to do but sit around wondering why he had to come back early. Why did he have to be the one to find this, the one to call the cops? He had a strong, queasy feeling that he would be lugging this day around with him for the rest of his life: the kind of thing nobody wants to become known for. He wasn’t even supposed to be here! One thing was certain, he wasn’t going anywhere anytime soon. The cops took his statement in their notebook, which as far as he could tell was the only thing they’d done right so far today. Now for him, too, there’s nothing to do but wait for the detectives.

Meanwhile, the second officer spots an ashtray on the floor, mangled butts piled to the brim. He picks it up and sits with it at the foot of the bed.

Looking up from the sequined jacket, the first officer says, “Hey, that’s evidence.”

The second officer holds it up. “It’s an ashtray.”

Something on the floor catches his attention. He picks up what looks like a small pile of photographs peeking out from under a chiffon dress. He motions to the first officer, who drops the jacket and joins him on the foot of the bed. They flip through the photos together.

“Who was this guy?” the second officer asks.

The pictures show a man in his early thirties. In some of the pictures he’s dressed in flamboyant costumes or women’s clothes, in some he’s in a photo booth with his face pressed up side by side with another guy. In others he’s in a shower with a different guy, both wearing clothes. In some of the pictures he’s naked, jumping around dancing or in bizarre painful-looking yoga poses or just standing there, looking as comfortable and natural as a baby or an animal in the wild.

The phone rings again. “Peter, fucker, where are you? It’s Doug, I’ve been trying you all day. We were supposed to film at your place this morning! I’m with Steve in his office, we got all these pissed-off people here. It’s probably too late to do anything today, but get back to me so we can reschedule and I can let all these people go.”

“Maybe he’s not a squatter after all,” the first officer says. “Sounds like one of these ‘artists.’”

“Well,” his partner replies, “you got these wholesome photographs, you got ‘He’s My Kind,’ you got Doug and Steve waiting to shoot some film with a bunch of people in an empty loft. Yeah, sure, sounds like a regular Francis Ford Coppola.”

“Well, it means he has friends,” says the first officer. “Maybe even family. And a film crew.”

“You see this place?” says his partner. “Who knows what a guy like this was into.”

The rain keeps coming down.

They sit on the edge of the bed as the sun goes down, waiting for the detectives to arrive.

 

It is almost dark, nearly two hours later, when the first set of tires screeches up to the building. Jim Tucker is at his window, waiting for it. A woman jumps out the passenger side of a very nice car and bolts for the building. This is Anne Ramis, whom Tucker knows. The man she’s with stands outside the car for a second, takes a breath, puts a hand through his hair, and makes his way to the door. This is Harold Ramis, whom Tucker has heard about and seen in films.

The beat cops intercept the couple in the hallway. Anne pleads with them to let her inside. The second officer asks if they know the guy who lives here, and if so, how. There’s an awkward pause, and then they both offer that he was their friend. Harold adds that they also work together.

The officer tries to mask his disbelief. “You work with this guy?” He looks over to his partner. “In, ah, what capacity?”

“Movies,” Harold says. “Entertainment.”

Tucker steps around the corner into the big loft. Anne sees him through the door and runs across the police tape. “What did they do to him?” Tucker steps between her and the sightline of the bed. When she called several hours ago all jumpy and scared, Tucker hadn’t thought much of it. He had seen a lot of her in the past months and she often seemed vaguely on edge. She called because she hadn’t heard from Peter all morning, which apparently was unusual. But even when Tucker looked out the window and informed her that he could see Peter’s car outside, and she freaked out, insisting he check the big loft—even then Tucker was sure he wouldn’t find anything but an empty bed.

As the officers try to calm and question Harold and Anne, more cars—mostly Mercedes and Beamers—screech into the lot. Soon the hallway is packed with people shouting at the cops, demanding to know what happened and where things stand. Some make their way into the loft, some even get to the bed, and the officers, outnumbered and out of their depth, do little to stop or even discourage them.

Tucker knows who most of these people are, from seeing them around the loft and from working on the fringes of the industry. He and Peter were friendly but it didn’t go much deeper than that. Every once in a while their schedules would cross and they’d sit for a late-night talk. Now, when the cops ask all these Hollywood people their relationship to Peter, almost all of them give the same answer: He’s my best friend. The cops take all this down in their notebooks, glassy-eyed as if transcribing words they do not understand.

Then, finally, she arrives. Lucy. Tucker has never seen her before, but he knows right away it is her. Peter talked about her constantly, he couldn’t stop himself. She is a pretty woman, early thirties, in a business suit. It looks like she has been crying heavily. Lucy calmly explains to the beat cops that she is going to go in the room for a while, which she does.

By the time the detectives arrive, a whole new throng of people has descended onto the loft. More Hollywood people, but mostly punks, a kid in a mohawk, leather jackets mixing in with the suits. More than forty people pushing into each other and crying and fainting, just like in a movie. The detectives take the uniformed officers’ reports, yell at them for a while and order them to put the tape back up and secure a wide perimeter around the door. They have no more success at this now than they did before, and they retreat to the outer door, out back, to at least prevent more people from coming in. The detectives ignore the chaos, do some perfunctory work on the scene, then come out and start questioning people.

Then a guy careens wildly up the stairs, freaked out and likely coked-up. He zeroes in on one of the detectives, corners him, and goes to work with what proves to be an effective combination of arrogant authority and belligerent charm. Soon he has the detective laughing and nodding his head. He leaves the detective and slips into the loft; no one seems to notice or care. The detectives start questioning everyone—the more people who show up, the more questions there are to ask.

Meanwhile, the coked-up guy, who had introduced himself to the detective as David Jove, has, it seems, disappeared. Some people said they saw him take off with the blanket from the bed and maybe something else. The detectives are preoccupied, trying to figure out how things could have gotten so screwed up.

The detectives tell the beat cops to move from the back of the building and guard the front. Suddenly several cars pull up at once, Hollywood cars with people pouring out of every door. Leading the mob is a familiar face, a very familiar face—the most well-known law enforcement face in the country, possibly the world. The two officers feel they must be hallucinating: What is he doing here?

Paul Michael Glaser approaches the officers with a worried look. He has heard bad news about a good friend and would like to know where things stand. The scene he encounters is pandemonium and the police don’t seem to be doing anything to create order, much less protect the peace. In fairness, the police are vastly outnumbered. But he would like, at least, to know what happened and if there is anything he can do.

Overwhelmed by the throng, losing once and for all whatever grasp of the situation they may have had, as the crowd crushes in around them, the two officers are hit with the full weight of the knowledge that they have no idea what this place is, who this person was, what it all means, or how to proceed. Glaser opens his mouth, but before he can get a question out, or even a word, one of the officers shouts his own question over the mob’s raucous din.

“What do we do, Starsky?”

Paul Michael Glaser played Detective Dave Starsky in the hit television show Starsky & Hutch, from 1975 to 1979. Like the dozens of other people who have come here, he was Peter Ivers’s friend.
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