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To David Thornton, my husband and best friend, who always told me to write my story down.


Thank you for inspiring and helping me through every rough turn. Thank you for lending your tremendous eye and ear to this book and to nearly everything I’ve done since I met you.




THERE WERE SO many people who helped me throughout my career, too many to mention in this book. But I remember all the times these people worked tirelessly by my side without any accolades. We had a lot of laughs and good times together that I will always remember.


When I received my first gold record I sent it out to people who helped me, with an inscription that said, “You couldn’t have done it without me.” I’d like to make an adjustment now. I couldn’t have done anything without all the help of everyone over all these years.





CHAPTER ONE



I LEFT HOME AT seventeen. I took a paper bag with a toothbrush, a change of underwear, an apple, and a copy of Yoko Ono’s book Grapefruit. Grapefruit had become my window for viewing life through art. My plan was to take the train to the Long Island Rail Road and then a bus to Valley Stream. I had left dinner in the oven for my brother, Butch, who was five years younger than me. He was the reason I stayed so long. But things were just getting worse for me. This situation with my stepfather was impossible.


At the time, my mother worked as a waitress—five days a week, sometimes six, and it was a fourteen-hour day. My mom knew what was going on, but we got by; we had a system. I’d come home from school, go to my bedroom, and lock the door. She thought we could kind of live around my stepfather until she got on her feet a little more. My sister had left home already. She was living in Valley Stream with her friend Wha. She and I had always been sidestepping situations with my stepfather, but this time it was too creepy for me. I called my sister that day to tell her what had happened earlier in the bathroom.


The bathroom was in the back of the apartment, off a corridor that led to two bedrooms. I shared one of them with my sister most of our lives, and my younger brother’s bedroom was right next to ours. The bathroom was rectangular, with a long, old-fashioned clawfoot tub. It ran the length of the right-hand wall past the toilet, which was by the door. The top of the tub curled over a bit so you could sit on its edge by the little sink on the back wall. As a child I used to watch my dad shave over that sink before he left for work. And I once saw my mom sit on the edge of the tub and sing the most beautiful rendition of Al Jolson’s “Sonny Boy” to my little brother while he sat on her lap. It was one of the most haunting and heart-wrenching moments I’d ever witnessed.


One time my mom showed us how, if you attached a little hose to the faucet in the tub, you could clean yourself while you were on the toilet, like a bidet. This little task was all very civilized and very French. She loved everything French. At the time she would say that it was “chic,” which she pronounced “chick.” But whatever it was called, there was a drawback to this whole water-hose-connected-to-the-faucet-of-the-tub task. Because whatever water you ran in the tub you could hear through the pipes in the kitchen wall. So when I started experimenting with different kinds of water pressure that could be used while performing this task, she could hear the pipes jam in the kitchen. Of course, as a child, I didn’t realize how unsettling something like that would be to my mother, who was washing the dishes. (And anything that had to do with my body would send her running for a thick anatomy book so she could explain about taking care of yourself, and what you should and shouldn’t be doing “down there.”)


The bathroom was an olive green. The middle of the wall that led to the sink had a heating vent in it. That always came in handy when I came in from the snow because it was butt-high. The bathroom door had four panes of frosted textured glass that looked like it had little pressed snowflakes in it. The glass allowed light through but provided some privacy. There was also a small window over the tub that looked out onto the alley. It was about two feet wide and three feet tall, and it had the same frosted snowflake glass as the door. If you stood in the tub, you could open the window a crack and steal a puff from a cigarette. But I was careful not to let my grandmother, whose kitchen window was right above, or Mrs. Schnur, who lived next door, catch me. From that window, I could also talk to someone sitting on the stoop in the alley. But all of those memories dissipated when the bathroom became a dangerous place.


It was late afternoon. I took a bath, thinking I was alone. There was a little hook latch on the bathroom door but the frosted glass now had a crack in it with a tiny hole. The hole was made by my mother’s platinum wedding band the day my stepfather threw her against the bathroom door. I remember when she first got that ring and showed it to me. I said, “It’s not gold.” And she said proudly, “Platinum is more precious than gold and never wears down.” Well, maybe the ring didn’t wear down, but the ring wore her down. And the glass in the door was never repaired. It had been that way for a while. My stepdad wasn’t good at fixing things. He worked and provided. That was the deal, I guess. And for a woman with three kids, that was a lot to ask. Anyway, because of that hole, I was always careful to use the bathroom when other people weren’t around.


Even though I thought no one was home, I locked the door with the hook-and-eye latch anyway and filled the tub. I got in and leaned back. I put my legs up and sank into the water to rinse my hair off. But when I came up for air, I heard a creepy giggle and saw my stepfather’s pear-shaped shadow against the frosted glass. I even saw his crazy eye looking through the hole. It was too much. It was worse than him beating the dog when she cried and making us keep her on a leash tied to the kitchen door. It was worse than him standing behind the furnace at night in his robe with that creepy giggle when I had to go into the basement to hang up the wet laundry. It was worse than him touching himself, right outside our bedroom window.


I knew the apathetic, cold look I needed to wear on my face to survive. But that day I just had to call my sister and tell her what happened. Elen said to get my ass out of there and come to her apartment, now. And all of a sudden I felt I could leave with someplace to go. So I cleaned up the kitchen for the last time, and made a round steak and a baked potato for supper and left it in the oven for my little brother. I knew I would be free but I would miss my little brother so much. I was worried about him. He was only eleven. But I didn’t think he’d get hurt like I might have gotten hurt if I stayed. So I left. But I planned to come back for him one day.


My sis and I lived most of our lives dodging pedophiles and the crazy folks. Our big issues were with my stepfather—my mom’s second husband—and, for me, my grandfather. My family always thought that my grandfather was off a little because of a stroke he had while watching a live wrestling match. But who knows when he actually did go “off”? It was ironic how wrestling would come back into my life and play such an important role in my career.


The day I finally left was at the end of fall. I had been watching the sky for months. There was a water tower that sat on top of the old Singer sewing machine factory, on the corner of our block in Ozone Park, Queens. I would watch the sun turn the little tower from dark sugar brown to golden orange, and then to a silhouette against a dusky sky. I watched birds fly over it when autumn came. I never tired of it. There was something I found profoundly beautiful about that industrial landscape. It had always been one of my escapes. And now I would walk past the old Singer factory and the abandoned Borden factory that stood farther down on Atlantic Avenue for the last time. I made my way to the Jamaica Avenue El and caught the train to the Long Island Rail Road, which would take me to the bus that would get me to my sister’s new apartment, in Valley Stream.


Funny thing is, I had been packing since I was fourteen to get away from that apartment in Ozone Park. My dad, who I saw once in a while, was a shipping clerk at the Bulova watch company. I used to think if I told my dad, he could help. But there was never the right time. My dad had become a bit of an elusive, tragic figure to me—tragic because he never looked happy anymore.


I remembered what he looked like when I was five. He seemed quiet but not as sad. I’d studied him closely as a child. I loved to follow him around. I remember my dad had a xylophone for a short time that he kept in what used to be the front porch but was now an open extension of my mom’s and his bedroom. I remember seeing him play it a few times and being enamored with the sound. And I remember sitting under his xylophone when he wasn’t around, trying to imagine what that sound would be like from inside the instrument. But it wasn’t long before he switched the xylophone for a Hawaiian slide guitar. I would listen to him play that and look at the pictures of a land of palm trees and hula dancers that seemed to sway across the covers of his Hawaiian guitar songbooks.


But the one instrument that was more portable and the one he always seemed to have handy was the harmonica. He would always pull it out of his pocket and play something when times were dull and quiet, or if somebody said, “Hey, Freddy, play us a tune?” He would cup his hands over his mouth and start tapping his foot. Some of my favorite notes were those long and lonesome bended ones in between melodies that sounded to me like a cowboy by the campfire. And I liked to sit around a good make-believe campfire with him while he played, just like the ones photographed in my mother’s Life magazines that sat on our TV set.


I loved pictures, especially ones I could imagine myself in. And lucky for me, my dad also loved taking them. He would take pictures of my sister and me with a special camera when we were small. It was a rectangle and had a little hood that came up and created a dark space, so you could see the frame of the picture he was about to take. All I had to do was step into it. But I used to cry if he snapped a picture of me when I wasn’t ready. (Ya know, I don’t cry if that’s done to me now, but I do bitterly complain because I still hate a bad angle.) But at that time, to me, my dad had magic.


I watched my dad leave for work every day. I watched him walk off until he was so tiny I couldn’t find him anymore on the horizon. I practiced recognizing him as he walked back out of the horizon toward me from blocks away, too. I must have been four and a half. I would pace in front of the two-family mother/daughter house we lived in, with shingles that looked almost like the color of Good & Plenty candy. I’d check to see if he was walking down from the Jamaica Avenue El train, which was around eight blocks away. I could always spot him. He was tall and thin with dark black hair. I could see him walking toward me even if in the distance he appeared only two inches tall.


He always wore a dark gray overcoat and a collared shirt with a narrow tie—but not so narrow that you couldn’t see it when he crossed the corner of our street. And by the time he got there I’d already be running as fast as I could so that I could slam myself into the bottom of his overcoat and tell him how glad I was that he was home. Because when he came back, he brought an intriguing world with him—whether he brought his musical instruments or books on Chinese archaeology, or, like one late Saturday afternoon, he came into the house carrying a big yellow wood TV set that opened an even bigger world to me.


But it had been a long time since I sat on his lap as a child and begged him not to go. He and my mother had fought a lot back then. He said it was best. By the time I was ten, he’d either call from work and stay on the line until the dime ran out or put another nickel in, and I’d get tricked into thinking there was enough time to talk about something that might take more than five minutes. But when that nickel ran down, he would get off the phone. And that’s when his being elusive became so prominent. He would meet us on the designated day of the weekend, at either an ice cream parlor or a candy shop by the train because he’d come in from the city. He took a room at the Washington Hotel in midtown Manhattan. I got to visit from time to time, but as I got older, he came to us more. We’d spend two or three hours together before he’d get back on the train and go to the city again. And like his phone calls, which were usually from work, the setting was never anyplace where we could talk about anything that was really serious.


I remember once trying to tell him something that happened while we were sitting together at the candy store counter. In those days, you could get food like french fries and a burger or an ice cream sundae or a root beer float, and sit on a stool at the counter. You used to be able to get different flavors of soda too, not just Coke or Pepsi. This is a piece of New York that has for the most part faded away.


I remember once toward the end of one of these visits with my dad, when we were sitting in that candy store next to the bakery on Liberty Avenue by the A train 104th Street stop, the guy at the counter slowly stopped wiping the ice cream cup he had just washed and widened his eyes as I got a few sentences into what was happening at home. And somehow it didn’t seem to be a good time to bring it up, with this guy at the counter listening as closely as he was to what I wished could be more of a private conversation with my dad. So I just gave up.


And from time to time, I couldn’t help but laugh when I’d get off of one of my dad’s brief phone calls and hear my stepfather say, “Who was that on the phone—our father who art in New York?” And I’d say under my breath, “Dominus Nabisco.” That was a joke my sister and I had with each other from when we were kids. We would reenact Sunday Mass. My sister was the priest and I was the faithful parishioner. She would hold up a white Necco candy wafer (of course, had they been shelling out those at church, I think a lot more kids would have gone to communion, even if confession was a little rough). Then she would piously say, “Dominus vobiscum,” and I would answer, “Dominus Nabisco to all.” And even though my stepdad wasn’t in on that joke, I said it to him anyway, because it made me laugh. My stepdad was funny. But that’s what made him so tricky, because I thought he was psychotic too.


I never really told anyone about my home life. I had friends with parents who seemed worse off than mine, so I didn’t think I had it so bad. It just seemed like life made some of the grown-ups go crazy. There were times, though, when I wished my dad had never left. I thought for some reason that an unmarried woman with two girls and a young boy was easy prey. So when my mom came home from work one day and said she was in love, we all were happy for her and thought it would be better. But unfortunately, she married a pedophile who beat her and bullied her. He’d threaten to beat her parents and rape her daughters while she was at work. And then he told her he would use the power of his family to crush her and her little family in court should she try to report his threats. There were times when my grandparents or perhaps Mrs. Schnur would have enough of the ruckus and call the police. But when the police came, they would say it was just domestic violence and leave. I wished I could go to my dad, but I never felt he was able to stick up for himself, let alone us. I thought maybe life beat him down too. Survival seemed to be all anyone around me could handle. I survived by sleeping as much as I could in my bedroom with the door locked so that my stepfather could not follow through with his threats. Home life in that apartment was hard, and even though my mom told me to be a fighter and get through, it seemed a monumental task.


And for a time apathy set in, along with sinus headaches. I went to a doctor for them. I didn’t think they might have been stress related. I thought they were just caused by allergies. The doctor gave me a prescription for phenobarbital. When I took the pills—wow, I felt good. But then for some reason the doctor thought I was scamming him and became angry at me, and said he would never refill the prescription.


There were some joyous, precious moments too, with my mom. My mom loved music and art and drama. I guess her love spilled over to me. She adored and craved the culture that life in that neighborhood denied her. She used to sing around the house, and sometimes she would paint by numbers. When she found a paint-by-numbers painting that she loved, she would set up the canvas very excitedly, like we were about to experience some culture just by having it up on the little easel it came with. Her favorite artists were the Impressionists: she loved Renoir, Monet, and the Postimpressionists Gauguin and van Gogh.


She also used to play Debussy, Tchaikovsky, and Satchmo on our new Philips stereo. And she loved Leonard Bernstein. So when she played us Peter and the Wolf, it was Bernstein’s version. One day I remember we lay on her bed to listen to Debussy’s “Afternoon of a Faun.” It was so beautiful, I started to cry. I asked her if that’s what music does sometimes, and she said yes.


I learned how to play guitar from a book by Mel Bay. God bless Mel. I’d play, sing, and write songs all the time. When I was nine, I got some Barbie dolls and two albums for Christmas. One was a Supremes album called Meet the Supremes, and the other was Meet the Beatles. I was glad to meet both of them. The Supremes sounded like they were my age, like they were my friends, and I would sing with them constantly. Their songs were memorable and easy to sing along to. And I guess that was the first call-and-response I ever sang. The Beatles, however, were intriguing in a different way because I had a crush on them. And because the media introduced them to us individually, and we were encouraged to pick our favorite Beatle, I picked Paul. My sister and I would dress up like the Beatles for our family, and perform with mops.


My sister, Elen, always wanted to be Paul, so I was John. Whatever my sister was doing, I wanted to be with her. My mom told me that I was born to be her friend, and I took that literally. Besides, I didn’t mind being John, because he was married to someone named Cynthia. And that was really my name, not just Cindy. And I had a dream once that I was brushing my teeth with John Lennon and spitting in the same sink. (Later, I told that to Sean Lennon, but I think it scared him.)


By singing with my sister like that, and listening to John’s voice, I learned harmony and the structure of songs. By the time I was eleven, I began writing with my sister. When Elen graduated from junior high school, she got an electric Fender guitar and amp, and I got her acoustic guitar when I was graduating from sixth grade. Our first song was called “Sitting by the Wayside.” I guess if I heard my kid write that now I’d be worried, but we were living in the protest era.


Before that, I was always singing along to Barbra Streisand from my mother’s record collection. I also performed for myself a lot with my mother’s Broadway albums: My Fair Lady, The King and I, South Pacific. I was Ezio Pinza and Mary Martin. I was also Richard Harris in Camelot. At times when I sang I would act like my relatives, because they were always very dramatic. (They were Sicilian, after all.) But mostly I liked the way it felt to change my voice, and when I sang, I could imagine the leading man right in front of me. My interior life and my play life were so real to me that I could make up anything. I guess the saddest thing about being introduced to the Supremes and the Beatles, though, was that all of a sudden there was a difference between my mother’s music collection and mine.


In high school I listened to Janis Joplin, Jimi Hendrix, Joni Mitchell, Sly and the Family Stone, the Chambers Brothers, the Four Tops, and Cream. Motown was king, and, of course, Beatles, Beatles, Beatles. When I got older, they came out with The White Album, and I put each of their pictures on the walls of my room. That’s where I’d daydream, write poems, paint, write songs, or play other people’s songs on my guitar. Sometimes I’d hear my mom call out to me to clean my room and I’d try to ignore her. Once I must have pushed her right over the edge because she finally came in and said, “I want you, and all your friends (pointing to the pictures on the walls), to clean this room up right now.” It was not easy for her.


I also liked to spend some time with my nana upstairs in her apartment. The air was a little lighter there, especially when Grandpa wasn’t home. She’d tell me dramatic stories about her life in Sicily, while making very unusual sandwiches made of cottage cheese and peanut butter that she spread on toasted “light caloric” bread. She said that even though the sandwich might seem like an odd choice, it was very healthy and didn’t taste bad either. Her stories seemed a little like Aesop’s fables told in a thick Italian accent.


She once told me about a young man who would stand and wait in front of her window when she was a young girl just to catch a glimpse of her. As she told the story, she would act it out for me. She was very captivating, and as I looked through that window with her as she gazed down at her young suitor, I could understand why the guy felt that way about her. She described the length of her hair and swung gently around to show me how far it went down her back. I could almost see it move with her and feel how soft it was. Nana’s hair was now short and cut to just under her ears, with a natural wave and gray highlights.


She told me how her father would not allow this courtship because the young man wore glasses; her father said, “What if when he gets older he loses his sight? What will you do then?” The smitten young man knew my grandmother liked to sew. So he gave her a little sewing kit, and therein lay the lesson: “Never give anything sharp or with a point on it to someone you love, because it will go straight to their heart,” she would always say. And like Aesop’s fables, my grandmother’s stories had twists and turns in them, but with strange sad endings instead of happily ever after. I always felt bad that she didn’t get to be happy in her young life. Her stories used to fill me with so many emotions. I would say things to her like, “Boy, Nana, if I was there with ya, I wouldn’t let them hurt you. I’d give them such a hard time, they’d be sorry.” But she would say, “You did what you were told in that time.” And I’d come to realize that no matter how much I felt I was traveling back in time with her when she told these stories, I could never undo the wrong done to her because of a ridiculous mentality that kept women back.


As a kid, I heard a lot of sad stories about women. My mom loved art and music so much, but she wasn’t allowed to accept a scholarship to a high school for voice, because my grandparents said, “Only whores go to school in Manhattan.” This was another ridiculous belief that wore on me. In the end, my mom never graduated. She became sickly with gynecological issues and wound up dropping out of a local high school in Queens. She then went to work to help support her family. I knew she wanted it to be different for me.


There was another story I heard as a kid that started with, “You see Aunt Gracie? She was so beautiful when she was young, she could have been a model!” I always thought that when you heard a beginning like that, the story would be something upbeat. But no. This was another sad one that went like this: Aunt Gracie had a friend who took pictures of her and made a portfolio so that she could go to the modeling agencies. But my grandparents found the pictures and tore them up. I guess they were horrified to see their youngest daughter posing in a shorts set and smiling so pretty for the camera. I think they also tore up part of her spirit, because she never went back to the photographer to get other copies.


She still had a killer smile and a great joy in her, but it was coupled with big lows. Sometimes you just never knew what you did to set her off. And she didn’t feel well a lot in her life. We thought, as it was said in the vernacular of my old neighborhood, that the sickness “was set in by unhappiness.” But I do have her to thank for my cousins who I grew up with, Susie and Vinny. What a gift they are.


Around thirty-five years after I heard that story about Aunt Gracie as a kid, life brought those pictures to me. I was remaking “Disco Inferno” with Soul Solution. It was 1999. I was talking with Bobby, half of the Soul Solution team, and he told me his uncle took pictures of my aunt when she was young. He gave them to me and as I looked at them, I thought, “Ya know what? My mom was right. My aunt was very beautiful. She really could have modeled.” And for the time, she was tall enough. She was five foot seven. She looked glamorous, like a young Polly Bergen. Aunt Gracie wore an artichoke hairdo in the picture, which was the rage in the fifties. (Natalie Wood wore the same style in Rebel Without a Cause.) There was also a glint of mischief in her eyes, mixed with a little bit of hope. The underlying sadness that was in her face later in life was missing from those pictures. It must have crept in bit by bit as she accepted what my grandparents thought was safe for her life. “I could have been, I should have been, I would have been, if not for . . .” is a constant refrain that has always haunted me, whether in my mother’s voice or in the many forgotten voices from around the old neighborhood.


So when you ask me if I knew that “Girls Just Want to Have Fun” would be a hit, and I say I didn’t want to do the song at first because I didn’t think it was especially good for women, maybe you understand better why. But then my producer Rick Chertoff said to me, “Think of what this song could mean.” And then I saw my grandmother’s, my aunt’s, and my mother’s faces in my head. And I thought that maybe I could do something and say something so loud that every girl would hear—every girl, every color. And I said to myself, “Hell yeah, I’ll make an anthem! Maybe it’ll be something that will bring us all together and wake us up.” It would be a movement right under all the oppressors’ noses, and no one would know about it until there was nothing they could do to stop it. I was going to make it work come hell or high water. I’d make it work for every poor sucker whose dreams and joys were dashed out.





CHAPTER TWO



I HAD WANTED TO go to a performing arts high school so badly. But when my mom went to discuss this with my eighth-grade guidance counselor, he asked her if she wanted me to end up waiting tables like she did. He made her cry over the idea that I might wind up in her shoes one day. That rat—I never liked that guy. So this so-called authority told my mom that because our family had worked in the fashion industry and my uncle had made a name for himself as a pattern maker, the High School of Fashion Industries would be a better fit for me. Miraculously, I passed their entrance test.


The best thing about going to Fashion Industries was the adventure of going to a vocational school in Manhattan on the A train. I spent a ton of time on the subway watching the straphangers. I took a great pleasure in being part of that community. Manhattan wasn’t remotely like Ozone Park, Queens. As a high schooler, I was living the life my mom never did. I was going to school in Manhattan! My grandparents had it so wrong. This wasn’t about becoming a whore. It was about becoming cultured and educated and wanting more. I was going to the mecca of art, music, and fashion. I was traveling every day to a place where people were more glamorous. Maybe they were afraid that if my mother became cultured she wouldn’t accept “safe” and “meek.”


I was never good at time management, so there were many frenzied moments. Once I cut and sewed together a dress for school and then ran up the six blocks to Liberty Avenue, like I always did, in chunky high shoes, carrying my portfolio in my hand and my books under my arm and a handbag over my shoulder. The dress had the seams sewn on the outside, which I thought looked good—it was just that the idea of deconstruction hadn’t really come into its own yet. I must have been a sight.


As a freshman at Fashion Industries you took different kinds of sewing classes, like the power-sewing machine class or the fine-material machine class. I got a little depressed in the shoe-making class because all we sewed was a calfskin knife case. I also imagined that the class led to a job at a shoemaker under a pile of broken shoes that needed to be mended. My fine-material machine sewing class teacher dressed in a very old-fashioned way, with a knee-length straight skirt and a short-sleeve shirt with cuffs, and she’d always stuff a pressed handkerchief up the left sleeve. She gave me a seventy and told me the knots on the end of my needle and thread for hand stitching were like torpedoes.


The art class was the kicker. I actually loved it but got on the far wrong side of the teacher. She wanted me to move my seat and I didn’t understand why, so I said I wouldn’t. Then she said the only way I’d pass was if I brought in twelve paintings by the end of the term. So I painted and painted. And I loved it. I would stay up all night in my room with poor ol’ Elen in the other twin bed next to mine, with her head under her pillow while I painted. Looking back, I see that I was very selfish for having the light on. But my big sister was a good sport. I used watercolors and poster paint, which was very easy to maneuver without an easel. I just painted on the floor. I created pictures of the woods at night or my grandmother’s garden, which was moonlit right outside my bedroom window.


Then the day came when I proudly handed them in to my teacher. But she was being threatened by one of the bigger girls in the class, who told her that she better not fail her. The school wasn’t exactly in the best neighborhood and there was always some rough trade to maneuver around. Since she was busy, I said, “Here are the paintings,” and put them down in front of her and left.


When I got my report card, I received a zero in art. The teacher said she never got any paintings from me. I should have remembered one of those Aesop’s fables—the one with the moral that goes something like “Always get a receipt.” I was crushed about losing all that work. There were other failures, too, like my English and math classes. I had mostly spent my time painting and I never got much else done.


Everybody told me to study hard, but nobody ever taught me how to study. I was just told that I’d better learn or I’d wind up like everyone else around me, which was very upsetting. But I just never knew where to start, and it was always a daunting task that I would put off, until I just fell asleep. There were times when I would open up a book and leave it open next to me, completely terrified. I was too anxious to study and felt doomed to fail. So I failed. I figured if I was going to fall, I might as well hit the bottom and get the worst of it over with. I remember bringing home a report card with every grade a failing one, and the zero in art. I guess there was a moral I should have learned from that experience, too, but it was too crushing to think about. I remember my stepfather looking at my report card and saying, “You failed gym? Isn’t that like failing lunch?”


But before I flunked out, I was put in something called a nonachieving-genius class. There was this English teacher in there who actually was very inspiring. She brought in a Janis Ian song and laid it out like a poem instead of lyrics. Song lyrics at their best are poems, and that part interested me. What inspired my English teacher to think I was worth helping was my understanding of the Hemingway novel The Old Man and the Sea. I guess she didn’t want to throw me back in the water once she saw how that book caught my interest and how I understood the metaphors that she loved so much.


But in the end I wasn’t a nonachieving genius—I was just a nonachiever. And that’s how I entered the Richmond Hill High School annex as a freshman again. My sister, Elen, was a senior there and I was always welcome at her lunch table, and there I didn’t feel so left back. And when Elen graduated, I stayed on with younger friends and did half the freshman year again. I got very depressed, though. I just failed and failed. I started to feel like I was in a recurring bad dream and that somewhere there had to be a different reality.


For me, the little pleasantries, like the sunset or sunrise, or when the trees bloomed, or birds sang, or I saw the flowers in my grandmother’s garden, were the only distractions I could find to keep myself going. I never felt inside that I fit into this world. I always had one foot where I stood and one foot somewhere else. They used to say I was just a daydreamer. I did daydream, but I used to write a lot of poetry, too, and draw whatever I could.


The few friends I had after Elen left school declared themselves gay, and when they came out, I thought, “Ooh, I’m gay because they’re gay.” So I tried. One of my close friends said she was in love with me. Well, I didn’t want to lose my friend, so we held hands, and then we would kiss, but it wasn’t how I was feeling. I even read The Fox by D. H. Lawrence, but no matter how I tried, I just wasn’t feeling what she felt. I loved her, but not like that. I had to tell her the truth: I wasn’t really a lesbian. I had to come out as a heterosexual.


As graduation kept slipping a year ahead of me, and my extra time in high school started to feel like serving a double term in misery, I quit. I was washed up. I was seventeen. After I left, I had a few friends who helped me forget my predicament. One was a girl from the neighborhood, Susan Monteleone. She lived around the corner and across the street from me. She even had an older sister the same age as my sister. And best of all, she played guitar like us. She was always a better guitar player than me. (I’m grateful to just be able to play at all. I find it soothing, even though now I usually just play dulcimer and only use guitar for writing. I even tune my guitar in fifths, like a dulcimer.)


Susan also turned me on to the women’s movement. We went to a demonstration for women’s rights together at the Alice in Wonderland statue in Central Park. First we met some women Susan knew at a hotel. They seemed a little angry and some looked like hard-core lesbians. Once I heard some older men from my neighborhood refer to the women’s movement as “a bunch of angry lesbians.” I guessed at the time that what they meant was that a woman just needed to get laid, and then she would go back to the old boys’ system quick enough. But when I listened to these women talk, it seemed they had a lot to be angry about. They were talking about civil rights for all women, theirs and mine too. This was beyond all stereotypes—this was revolutionary. Susan was talking to a woman she knew, and then when everyone started to leave for the park, somebody said we could go with them in their limo.


There was a lot of hubbub and excitement in the car. Susan and I had been practicing what we would say and what we would burn for a couple of weeks. Susan was burning the hard plastic rollers she slept on for years to make her hair look good. That, I understood. How long can you put up with that before throwing the damn things out? That was thrilling, as thrilling as riding in the big long limo with all of those different types of women, whose mere chatter was the most inspirational information I had heard in a long time.


I understood everything they were talking about in that limo and for the most part agreed. But deep down I secretly still loved some of the fashion they looked down on, even though I agree that there are elements of fashion that are anti-women, like high heels that slow us down. Being in that car at the age of fifteen was so intense though that I could never say, in my hand-me-down Queens vernacular, “I still love them shoes, though.”


As for my big moment in front of the trash can, I brought one of my mother’s old bras that she gave me after I outgrew my training bra. It was pointy and old-fashioned. I walked up to the mesh trash basket, held up my mother’s old bra, and said, “I burn this for me, for my mother, and for my grandmother!” It was a good moment in my life that offset a lot of not-so-victorious moments. And I also felt my mom should have thrown that bra away, anyway.


This was a new time. It was the time of protests and thinking free and being free. Although I always thought that “free love” thing seemed like a dirty deal for women. It was free, but for who? Say you felt like you wanted all the liberties a man was afforded, and you wanted to sleep with whomever, right? You still were considered a tramp. And say, like a man, you chose not to sleep with someone? Then you were frigid or a lesbian. You should be able to have control over your body and your life—just like a man. But birth control had come into play over the previous decade. And at the time, young women and girls were dying all over the United States from illegal and unsafe abortions.


Susan and I also formed a folk duo called Spring Harvest. (What the heck? I shoulda known that wouldn’t work. There’s no such thing as a harvest in the spring.) But it was still a great experience. We performed twice together in a small café in Queens, on a road that ran from Woodhaven Boulevard to the Alexander’s store on Queens Boulevard. It was a cute place, but they didn’t pay, and we had to get our friends to come see us. Later on in my professional life, I would come to know that setup as a “pay-to-play” situation. Instead of the club paying you, you’re kind of paying them by bringing your friends.


At our first gig, a comic opened for us, and Elen and Wha came with their friend Dominic, who heckled the poor guy. Unfortunately Dominic was funnier than the comic, which was a big problem for us. When we went to check out everything before the place opened, the owner said to me, “Look, girlie, there’s no microphones here. But there’s an acoustic tile right up there on the ceiling. Aim up there, and everyone will hear ya.” Now, as far as I know, acoustic tiles control sound reverberation and are used to make the room sound better. But this guy didn’t have a whole ceiling of acoustic tiles like you’re supposed to—he just had one tile hanging slightly on a diagonal from a dropped cork ceiling, like the kind my friend’s father used to refinish their basement. I aimed for that tile from not really a stage, but more like a wooden dance floor in the center of the room. I aimed and I aimed all night, especially on the soft high singing parts I did in Eric Andersen’s “Thirsty Boots.” The guy had me believing that it worked. (Hey, it was my first gig.) Funny how now I can still aim my voice if I need to.


The duo was a distraction and contrast to school and home and my sister leaving. All of a sudden I could function and define myself. I felt like maybe there was something for me to be good at. But that didn’t work out, because we were so young. We did have a meeting with an agent/manager once. Susan found him. Susan was one of those really informed take-action types of people. Susan was even writing Joan Baez’s mother letters. I guess it started as fan mail and turned into her asking for advice. And to Joan Baez’s mom’s credit, Susan got responses. Anyway, we played for this agent/manager and he informed us that we needed to have some boys in the band, so that if we got married, we wouldn’t split up. What the heck?


While this was happening I was still struggling in school. I will always remember that zero I got in art, because of how I felt like such a zero sitting in what felt like a remedial art class. I remember being handed small round-edged scissors, like the kind you used in kindergarten. I was told to cut paper to make paper cones, which we would glue together with a nontoxic glue (because some of the kids in the class were already in-toxic-ated).


So I went to the head of the art department and asked not to be punished anymore. Somehow I talked my way into taking his course instead. He liked my work, so I was able to go to an art program at Washington Irving High School in Manhattan for summer school, which I really liked. But after that, I was back at Richmond Hill High School, failing again.


So this time, they put me in a different program, one for kids who will never go to college. They teach you things like how to be a file clerk, so that’s what I did. The building overlooked the docks, and I used to look at the boats and wonder what it was like to be Tugboat Annie. In my mind, I was living the secret life of Walter Mitty. And on that dock I used to find myself staring at, I wrote out a wish on a piece of paper that I folded into the shape of a boat and cast off to sea in the East River. I wished that someday I would meet someone like me who would be an artist and create and understand. Someone who remembered the child in themselves. I guess that’s like that Snow White song, “Someday My Prince Will Come.”


About four years after I became famous, in 1988, Richmond Hill High School asked me to go to a reunion. As a “famous person,” I got a lot of stuff in the mail, and sometimes I actually got the time to open and read it. I was really on the hamster wheel at that time (when I sang “Money Changes Everything,” I knew exactly what that meant). One of my closest friends, who was also my first publicist, Katie Valk, was sitting at my kitchen table in the loft I owned in the American Thread Building. She worked with me when I was in the band Blue Angel. We had become really close the night we sat together when my band broke up. She patiently listened to me cry to her about it at a bar in the West Village and then she said, “Don’t be such a victim.” And she was right. So I moved on.


Katie worked for a public relations firm called Solters/Roskin/Friedman, and she was one of the best publicists at that time. When I opened the letter from Richmond Hill asking me to go to a reunion, I said to Katie, “Yeah, right—they expelled me!” Now, at the time lots of famous folks were getting honorary college degrees. So Katie started laughing and said, “You should call them and tell them that you’ll only come if they nullify your expulsion and give you an honorary high school diploma.” So I said, “Yeah!” But I never thought they’d go for it. Silly me—they did. So I got an outfit for graduation with the help of my stylist at the time, Laura Wills, who said, “You should have shoes with fruit on them sticking out from your gown!” And I thought, “What a hoot,” so of course I did it.


My mother came to the graduation and I saw her standing with her Polaroid camera. She was snapping furiously and calling to me from the crowd. She was so proud that I was getting that diploma. She had a tear on her cheek when I walked down the aisle, and I realized how important this high school diploma really was. This wasn’t just the General Equivalency Diploma I attained to attend my failed year at college. Nope—this was the genuine article.


My mother even had a graduation party for me at a Japanese restaurant in Queens. She had some of her close friends there, too. She was so proud. She said, “You’ve finally done it.”


As a teenager, I was searching for a better me, or a better way. I lived inside my head: I’d talk to myself, hum to myself, sing to myself, and chant to myself. There were certain songs that helped me get by. Joni Mitchell had songs about freedom and ones that offered a refuge to share my loneliness with hers. There was also a Beatles song John Lennon sang called “Across the Universe,” which is where I felt like I lived anyway. I also started going to Greenwich Village a lot.


I first went to the Village when my sister and brother and I were little, and my mother used to drive us through it. She’d go, “Look, kids, those are the beatniks. Look, those are the hippies.” My mother always loved exotic things. She didn’t want us to have her life. She was very sheltered, and she didn’t want us to be afraid of the world. She wanted to be a bohemian. No one in Queens went to museums, but she did, and she read about Chinese architecture and yogis and Shakespeare. But she’s Sicilian, and they have this mind-set that keeps women down.


My mom was pretty cool. When I was eleven and the Beatles were coming to New York, my mother drove my sister, her friend Diane, and me to the Belt Parkway where the Hilton Hotel is by the airport, so we could see the Beatles drive by, and she left us there for a while. She knew we weren’t going to run in traffic. So we waited. And waited. All of a sudden we saw cars coming and it was them. So I started screaming, and I shut my eyes, and by the time I realized I should open my eyes, I’d missed it. I was all dressed nice, too. I had dark jean clam diggers with pointy shoes and a sleeveless green, blue, and black plaid shirt with a man-tailored collar. I’ve never actually met a Beatle, but I saw Tony Bennett once when I was a kid at the 1964–1965 World’s Fair. Later, I got to sing with him, and I said to him, “You know, I met you once at the World’s Fair. You were coming down the escalator and I was going up. I waved and you waved back. Remember me?” I thought that was funny, but I think it scared him. Russ Titelman, a producer who was working with me, said I sounded like a stalker.


IN 1970 I left home to stay at my sister’s and Wha’s basement apartment in Valley Stream at 6 Ash Street. At that time everyone was reading J. R. R. Tolkien’s trilogy, so we used to call it a hobbitshire. I remember wearing green jeans and a yellow T-shirt and I thought, “Hobbits wear yellow and green and brown and live in a hole in the ground. That’s me!”


My sister and I tried to get my eleven-year-old brother to come live with us, too, but my mom took him back. It killed me to leave him. But now I had to deal with my life and how I would live. And to my mother’s credit, she came again to take me shopping for clothes so I could get a job. And through the kindness of Wha’s mother’s family, the Pepitones (yes, like the baseball player), somehow we survived. Wha’s uncle Lou lied for me and gave me a recommendation for a job as a gal-Friday receptionist at a publishing house called Simon & Schuster at 251 Park Avenue South—in fact, the same one that’s publishing this book.


But really, I was a gal Friday the thirteenth. I tried my best, except I didn’t know what the hell I was doing. My clothes were maybe too sexy. I got a mohair dress that was a little on the tight side, because it was a sweater dress, and some pony-hair boots, and some false eyelashes, and I used to sit at the desk like that. And when I got lunch, I brought back a beer. That wasn’t a good look—sitting in the front with a beer—and they came up to me afterward and said, “Uh, you need to get rid of the beer.” I really did try so hard, but I sucked. One day I was in my boss’s office and I picked the phone up to answer it for her, and when I put it down it was covered with sweat.


I was there a couple months. That was kind of tough for them. Also, I’d fall asleep reading the mail. I would try my hardest not to, but it was dreadfully boring to me. There wasn’t a window in the file room. I could never find what the callers asked for. A lot of them yelled over the phone. Some hung up. But it wasn’t until the electric typewriter came in and I could only manage nineteen words per minute that my boss brought me into her office. She was a beautiful black woman who was smart and stylish and very kind to have put up with me that long. She said she liked me a lot, but I was the worst gal Friday she had ever seen. And, regrettably, she had to let me go.


While I was struggling with my job, my sister was fired from hers. (I’m not too clear on why but the consensus was that it was because she wore the same thing every day.) Wha’s dad was a guitar teacher. He played in a wedding band, too. It was hard raising a family on that. So Wha’s mother was checking in on us and helping when she could. Sometimes she’d bring food. Wha knew how to make spaghetti and pea soup, which was pretty good. But the food and money situation wasn’t good. So I practiced not eating and learning how not to be hungry. And the one thing I didn’t know was if you fast you need to drink a lot of water, which I didn’t do.


It was the winter of 1970. One day, when I was coming home from work, a little dog started following me. The little dog looked like a fox and a beagle. She walked beside me and never strayed. And in that minute I loved her, but I didn’t think I could have a dog. We had no money and what looked like no prospects at the time. But the dog didn’t give up. She started sleeping by our doorstep. And when Wha saw her, she took her in.


Wha named the dog Sparkle because she had a mark on her back like a star. I had been reading The Little Prince at the time, and Sparkle looked like that fox to me. But unlike the fox in the book, not only wasn’t she a fox but she was pregnant with puppies and it was winter. She wasn’t going to be put back out in the snow. I had been reading other books aside from The Little Prince. There was Siddhartha, The Hobbit, Paul Twichell’s book on astral projection, and Grapefruit, which I refused to burn even though it said to in the back. I was looking to change the way I thought about the world. I was trying to become enlightened, awake. There was also a book on groupies that came out. Their sense of fashion was so fresh; it was this great mix of street and couture, which was so new to me because where I came from high fashion was Lord & Taylor and Gimbel’s.


At the time, Eric Clapton’s song “Layla” was huge. George Harrison’s All Things Must Pass album came out, the one with the song “What Is Life” on it and “Wah-Wah” (which of course spoke to Wha). We would listen and dance to the albums and stare at the covers. We would discuss life, love, what our future could be. Elen and Wha would play guitar. I would play too and sing or play recorder. Wha would get frustrated listening to us though. Sometimes she would explain how to change keys by counting on your hand to find the right progressions. (For example, C, F, and G is 1, 4, 5 in the key of C but it switches to D, G, and A in the key of D and A would become 5. You got that?)


Sometimes she’d just get so frustrated that she would ask us to shut up. But that never bothered me, although it did my sister, and she’d eventually stop playing. I never cared about what other people felt about my playing and singing. I cared about how I felt. It provided a pause in life when I could feel sound vibrate through my body, and there’s nothing as soothing as certain notes vibrating through your body. For example, high notes make me feel like I am soaring high above the fray, never looking down or back.


It was a different time then. There was a revolution of culture going on. The Age of Aquarius was coming. Times would radically change. The civil rights movement had come. I used to go down to the Fillmore, a club near Union Square. You could go down there, and even if you didn’t go inside, you could hang out on the line with the people. It was a scene, and they were just as cool as the people going on the stage. One night Elvin Bishop and his band were opening for Johnny Winter with special guest guitarist Rick Derringer was opening for them. Somehow I decided to go. I wanted to see the stylish groupies, too. I saw some of them sitting on a wall in the alley and called out to them. There was a small blond girl who called back to me and said, “Now when I say go, you go. Got it?” I said yes. So when she told me to walk directly behind Johnny Winter and Rick Derringer as they entered the building I did. I followed them backstage. Then a guy who was very agitated started scolding me. His name was Red Dog. He was the tour manager. He saw me and said, “Where were you? You’re supposed to be onstage now.” He mistook me for a backup singer. I tried to talk but I was having trouble forming the words, and he just threw me out of the dressing room. It was pretty amazing that later on in my life I got to know and work with Rick Derringer.


During that time, I sang folk music and played folk guitar. There were the folkies, and there were the rockers, and you just didn’t mix them, because the rockers hated the folkies. But I was starting to lose my taste for folk and had become more intrigued with rock and roll, although I never thought I could sing it. I remember hearing Bonnie Bramlett from Delaney and Bonnie and thinking, “Oh, my voice will never do that, it’s way beyond what I can do.”


But that day, when I watched those background singers from backstage, I realized that I could sing rock, too. They had a simple sound to their voices, and I thought, “My God, that’s really easy.” It was like the dust had cleared.


I wasn’t thinking of singing as a career in those days. I was going to be an artist, but I had to take a bunch of different jobs to pay the bills. When I moved in with my sister and Wha in Valley Stream, we learned where we could work and eat. Like you could go to the Hare Krishna temple and if you cleaned for them, they would feed you. This was when George Harrison came out with the whole Hare Krishna action. And when I started seeing Hare Krishnas around town, they had a good vibe. I was into all kinds of spiritual stuff and I liked the chanting, and the idea that a god could be your friend instead of all the brimstone and fire I’d grown accustomed to growing up as a Catholic. It was a refreshing change from the yelling I’d heard from the pulpit as a child. I’d sit there trying to understand what the guy was going on about and think, “Wow, look what God did to his son, Jesus. Now imagine what he’s going to do to me. I’m not even related.”


I could deal with a kind of god like Krishna. A god who doesn’t hate women and doesn’t stone them to death. Funny, I had always looked at the heaven represented in different books as my idea of hell. I always felt like, “Okay, let me get this straight: While I’m alive, you’re going to freakin’ torture me and deny my human rights as an individual, so that when I die, hoping for a better place, I get the same raw deal in heaven too?” No thanks.


So I would clean the temple—I mean, granted, the food they served was loaded with sugar but at least I was eating. It’s just that after being so hungry and then eating all that sugar, I was basically seeing stars. So I’d be cleaning the bathrooms and the pictures would kind of move, or Krishna would wink at me, and I’d laugh so hard because it was funny. But whenever I cleaned the temple, I felt like I was cleaning my heart. Then they pulled me aside and asked me if I wanted to join the Hare Krishnas. They felt I was special. They told me the head guy would choose a husband for me and I’d marry him and have children. The pièce de résistance was when they said that as a woman, I’d have to eat in the kitchen with the children, while the men ate in the main dining room after I served them. I busted out laughing and said, “Listen, I’m Italian and I already know this story about women as chattel. I don’t do that shit anymore.”


I watched my mother struggle her whole life, and my aunt and grandmother, and the whole Sicilian mentality of keeping the women in the house really only meant free domestic help under the guise of protection and reverence. Yeah, my ass. I always thought, “You can sell that to another mule you happen to meet on the road, but it ain’t gonna be me.” When I was growing up, Gloria Steinem was always a big hero of mine, and Yoko, and then I read The Female Eunuch by Germaine Greer and all of a sudden things started to fall into perspective.


John and Yoko always talked about helping the world. When I was living in West Hempstead, I saw an empty factory and thought it would be a great place for recycling. So I went to the town hall to make my case. Even though people argued against me, when I came back to visit years later, there was a recycling center there. I realized then that you never know how you can affect life, even if you don’t see yourself as doing something big. Sometimes it can just be bringing up an idea that makes sense. (Although some folks said the recycling center brought rats. So maybe it wasn’t such a great idea.)


When my sister and I and Wha moved out of Valley Stream we found a place in West Hempstead, in a new apartment complex right across from the West Hempstead stop on the Long Island Rail Road. The apartment was really sweet, except for the fact that I had some roommates that were hard to get rid of: roaches. There were so many that some of them were albino. You know how many thousands of roaches you need to get an albino? We kept spraying every week. They were in the kitchen cabinets. Once they were in the bed.


Times were not so good. The guys next door were dealing drugs and then everybody became boyfriend and girlfriend and I still had no job and had trouble paying for food. One time I was so hungry that I looked at a picture of Krishna and thought for a minute he was giving me food, and then my hunger went away. I took that as another little miracle in my life and maybe a little payback for cleaning his temple. Either way, it was a blessing.


I kept trying to get and keep a job. I finally got a job as waitress at IHOP, on Hempstead Boulevard on the other side of the railroad station two blocks away. My mother was a waitress, and she tried to train me, but I just wasn’t very good. It was hard for me to work really quick. We were given little cards with tiny boxes to check when people placed their orders, I guess to speed things along. But the print was so small I kept confusing the fried chicken with the chicken pot pie. And let me tell ya, you can’t believe how pissed people get when they’re served fried chicken instead of chicken pot pie. I used to think, “They’re both chicken, ya know! And don’t think it’s any healthier eating all that dough in the pie, either!” Eventually the manager pulled me aside and said, “Look, kid, maybe waitressing isn’t your cup of tea. What about being a hostess?” And I told him I needed to make more money than a hostess and he said, “Yeah, but your mistakes cost more than your salary.” We were sitting at a booth and he reached down and started rubbing my legs. I pushed myself right out of there.


So I tried something else. Two blocks down the other way from the apartment was a place that did mailers with samples of cosmetics and coupons. It was the kind of place that might have sent out those tampons that turned into pillows and gave people toxic shock syndrome. I’d stand at my station and take samples from the conveyor belt and put them in a box. As I was doing it, I’d start to giggle, because of course I couldn’t do it quick enough. And there was a guy in a pulpit—there was actually a pulpit overlooking all these women at their stations—who kept making up little contests. He’d say things like, “And now we’re going to see who can be the fastest at putting these ten items into the box!”


So I’d try to keep up with the faster and faster pace of the conveyor belt as the little items went speeding by. I felt like, “Okay, where’s Ethel?” And the guy thought it was no laughing matter so he said, “Hey, Lauper, wipe that smile off your face.” Well, I couldn’t then, and I still can’t now. I think that the only way I get through sometimes when things are so ridiculous and so bad is that I’ve gotta laugh.


But I was very scared all the time because bad things would happen. When I was young I would compare living in the world to being in an ocean. I didn’t know how to fix what may or may not have been my fault as a child, but I knew that if you were bleeding, sharks would come. I didn’t have money to get around then, so I would hitchhike to places. Hitching is really, really, really dangerous. I jumped out of cars; I was in car accidents with men driving like idiots. I don’t even know how I made it out alive. But somehow I did.


For instance, I once had a job interview, and I wore pantyhose and a dress that my mother had made short to wear with matching pants. But you could still wear the top as a minidress, so that’s what I did. And all I had was some old high heels that I used to wear at my first job with Simon & Schuster. At the time, I didn’t have enough money to even buy underwear or a bra. And I didn’t have money to get to the interview, either, but I needed a job, so I hitchhiked. A guy stopped and picked me up, but then he wouldn’t let me out of his car—not until I went down on him and he on me. It was a bad experience and then I felt I deserved it because I must have looked like a whore.
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