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DEDICATED TO MY MOM, CHARLOTTE LESHER.


If her everlasting love weren’t greater than my heartbreak, I’d be a goner.








AUTHOR’S NOTE


It took me, with the help of Legs, many years to finally tell the story of Joey Ramone—from his origins in the suburbs of Queens as Jeff Hyman to the glitter rock scene; the Ramones; CBGB; and his incredible music, energy, and innovation. To tell the story, we interviewed dozens of our family, friends, colleagues, and industry professionals both to aid our narrative and to give the perspective of those who were there as Joey’s life unfolded. We’ve included some of these first-person accounts throughout I Slept with Joey Ramone, and while they offer a twist to something billed as a “memoir,” I also feel they help give the fullest picture of his life that I can offer. I hope that in these pages you’ll share in the spirit of my brother, a true punk rocker, Joey Ramone.








PROLOGUE


It was one of those crystal-clear evenings in the late winter of 1969. My mother, my brother, and I had recently moved into a new high-rise apartment building in Forest Hills, Queens, with a spectacular view of Manhattan.


I was sitting in our new bedroom with Arlene, a friend who’d stopped by after our last class at Forest Hills High School. We could see the entire skyline from my bed by the window and watched the sun set over Manhattan. Arlene gazed at the city lights as I passed her the joint.


All of a sudden, on the other side of the bedroom there was a stirring beneath a huge, homegrown pile of rubble. It was as if this unidentifiable mass of a mess had taken on an animated life of its own.


“What’s that!?” Arlene asked in a hushed but urgent tone; she was ready to bolt should the inexplicable commotion continue.


“Oh, that’s my brother,” I answered, deadpan.


On one side of the bedroom by the window was your average teenage mess, plus a few oddities: a skinny ten-inch-long mirrored hash pipe made by Mexican Indians; an eight-track tape deck; an issue of the East Village Other; a copy of How to Talk Dirty and Influence People by Lenny Bruce; and some guitar picks.


On the other side, my brother’s side, was the pile.


It had levels, or more like tiers: clean and dirty shirts; pants, socks, and assorted underwear; a pair of brown suede, calf-high fringed boots (like the ones Ian Anderson wore on the cover of the Jethro Tull album Stand Up); all covered by a huge Afghan shepherd’s coat. Below, in another layer, were records, newspapers, rock magazines, and wrappers and boxes from various food groups, all surrounded by dishes, cups, and glasses that doubled as ashtrays, containing liquids that had created multicolored foam—beer-mug-type heads that had risen up to and above the rims of the glasses.


Sheets and blankets snaked their way in and out of the living sculpture. An unseen mattress lay on the floor supporting the escalating geological wonder that was my brother’s side of the room.


“Uh, are you sure that’s him?” Arlene asked, somewhat confused, in that I hadn’t even glanced over in the direction of the mysterious mass. “I don’t see anybody.”


“Yeah, that’s him,” I replied, “unless there’s a new tenant in there that I don’t know about.”


Arlene giggled, half genuinely, half nervously.


Hearing our voices, my brother cleared through enough of the debris to pop his head up and see what was going on.


His sunglasses were already on.


They were rarely off.


“Hey, how ya doin’?” he said to Arlene. They’d seen each other around the neighborhood.


“I’m okay,” Arlene said to my brother. “Did we wake you up?”


Looking out the window and seeing that it was almost dark, my brother replied, “No, no, that’s okay, I was up.”


As he started to clear his way out of the heap, we realized he didn’t have any pants on.


Arlene said, “You know, I kinda gotta get goin’. I told Alan I’d stop upstairs.”


“Yeah,” I said. “My mom will be home soon, anyway.”


I moved to the middle of the room to shield Arlene’s view.


I didn’t have many girls come over after that.


My brother—the guy without the pants—lived on to become Joey Ramone, with quite an amazing story.


I lived on to tell it.





1.


I SLEPT WITH JOEY RAMONE—
AND HIS MOTHER TOO!


Our parents, Charlotte Mandell and Noel Hyman, grew up within a few miles of each other in Brooklyn, New York.


Oddly enough, they met for the first time over a hundred miles away at the Nevele Resort in the Catskills. The upstate resort area, also known as the “Borscht Belt,” had become a post–World War II hot spot for young Jewish singles looking to hook up.


Fortunately for my brother and me, not to mention millions of Ramones fans, our mom and dad did hook up, on New Year’s Eve in 1946.


They met when my mother, Charlotte, was nineteen. By the time she was twenty, she’d married Noel: “I wanted to get out of the house,” she said.


Our father’s parents were born in Brooklyn of European Jewish descent and humble means. Mom’s parents were also born in Brooklyn and Jewish, but were more affluent. Charlotte’s family wasn’t sure about the match.


“I wasn’t living up to my father’s expectations,” Charlotte explained. “In the beginning, Noel was fun. He was an older guy with a convertible. I wanted excitement in life, and so did he. We had a good time together.”


After their wedding, the couple moved into a modest flat on Ninety-fifth Street on the Upper West Side of Manhattan.


Noel was the hardworking owner of a fledgling trucking company called Noel’s Transfer. Charlotte took a leave from her job as a commercial artist at an ad agency when she became pregnant with my older brother.


Jeffry Ross Hyman was born on May 19, 1951, at Beth Israel Hospital in downtown Manhattan. The young couple and their mutually ecstatic families celebrated the joy of Jeff’s arrival, but the blessed day did not pass without extreme distress. The major encumbrance in my brother’s life had actually formed before he’d ever taken his first breath. As nature would have it, a mass of what might have been another fetus that never developed had become attached to his spine. The medical term for the condition is “sacrococygeal teratoma”; it describes a type of tumor with cells vastly different from the surrounding tissue. It occurs once in every thirty-five to forty thousand births, with 75 percent affecting females. If the tumor is promptly removed, the prognosis is good. If elements of the teratoma are left behind—or diagnosis is delayed—the risk of malignancy increases. When he was born at six pounds, four ounces, the teratoma was the size of a baseball.


Surgery to remove the teratoma was extremely risky due to the location of the mass, but it was unavoidable, as far worse complications would occur if it were left intact. A few weeks later, when doctors deemed Jeff’s tiny body strong enough to withstand the trauma of surgery, the procedure was successfully completed. Some scarring of the spinal tissue was inevitable, which could cause neurological problems down the road. The extent of these problems was indeterminable at the time, but doctors were hopeful it wouldn’t have a devastating effect, if any, on Jeff’s development.


A relieved Mom and Dad nurtured Jeff back to health, and it appeared that my big brother was on his way to growing up a normal, happy boy.


About a year later, Dad, Mom, and Jeff headed to Queens, settling in a middle-class Jewish area called Forest Hills. They moved into a garden apartment snuggled in a corner of the neighborhood where the Long Island Expressway and the Grand Central Parkway intersect. Their apartment was conveniently located smack between the city’s two major airports, La Guardia and Idlewild Airport.


In front of the house, there was a footbridge that spanned Grand Central Parkway and took you into the huge Flushing Meadow Park, the site of the 1939 World’s Fair. The park featured Meadow Lake, where people could rent rowboats during the day and at night watch great displays of fireworks staged throughout the summer. Forest Hills was a friendly little community, a fun place for kids to grow up safe and sound.
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THEN ONE NIGHT in October 1953, via Dad’s instinctive impulses and with Mom’s unyielding assistance, I began gathering myself together. Nine months later, I met up with them and Jeff for the first time.


They named me Mitchel Lee Hyman.


Born on July 15, 1954, in Forest Hills General Hospital, I passed inspection with only a couple of webbed toes noted on my permanent record. Dad drove us to the new house he’d recently purchased for the expanding family. It was right across the street from the garden apartment complex they’d lived in previously. Our house had a great little backyard with a small cherry tree, and as Jeff and I grew, so did the tree.


As far as my brother and I knew, we were a happy family then; but only a few years later, we began to hear harsh tones coming from our parents’ room. Jeff and I shared a bedroom down the hall from Mom and Dad’s, on the top floor of the house.


Jeff was a good big brother. When I would get scared at night, either from the boom of the fireworks across the lake or after seeing a scary movie like Invaders from Mars, The Crawling Eye, or The Thing, I’d run to his bed for protection.


“Jeff! Help!” I’d scream. “The monsters are under my bed and they’re trying to get in!”


“Come on in,” Jeff offered, pulling back the covers. “You can sleep with me. You’ll be safe here.”


Jeff was only five years old, but he seemed oblivious to the dangers that lurked under his bed. Maybe for Jeff, real life was scary enough; the crescentshaped scar across his lower back reminded him what real danger was.


Our friends David and Reba lived down the street, and our mom became well acquainted with their parents, Hank and Frances Lesher.


“I remember,” said David Lesher, “we used to run around in the parking lot by my house and make up crazy games, like Doody Boy.”


The game was basically tag with a glorified name. Instead of “it,” you were the “Doody Boy.” The main strategy was to not get stuck with the name at the end of the day, or you’d have to walk home with everybody laughing at you, yelling, “Hey, Doody Boy!” Somehow, Jeff often wound up the Boy.


One day, a bunch of us were playing in the dimly lit basement labyrinths of a nearby apartment complex.


All of a sudden, some kid yelled, “Run! There’s a ghost!”


We all screamed and bolted for the exit.


Even above the din of kids shrieking, everyone could hear the clang as my skull became intimate with an iron pipe in my path. I crumpled to the floor and started to cry. The next thing I knew, Jeff was picking me up and saying, “We better go home.”


Though everyone was running away, Jeff stayed to get me out of there.


Blood covered my eyes and face. Jeff put his arm around me, held my hand, and got me home to our horrified mom and dad, who rushed me to the doctor. I got my first taste of hard drugs and first feel of stitches—five of them, right in the middle of my head.


When the anesthesia began to wear off, I opened my eyes to see Jeff smiling down at me as he held a mobile of little colored airplanes above my head. He’d made it for me while I was sleeping.


“Do ya like it?” Jeff asked.


“Say thanks to your big brother,” Mom said to me. “He got you home.”


“Thanks, Jehhh . . . ,” I mumbled, still half-asleep, as Dad hung the mobile over my bed.


Actually Jeff and I didn’t call our father “Dad.” We called him “Bub,” a nickname we gave him when he’d come home shouting, “Hey Bub!” as he’d hoist us in the air.


“Hey Bub,” we’d shout back to him repeatedly, hoping for a second or third ride. The name stuck.


Our mom was loving and vibrant. She was always teaching us things, reading us stories, or showing us how to draw. She made sure we listened to all kinds of music, everything from kiddie songs to classics like Prokofiev’s Peter and the Wolf. We did everything together as a family. Mom, Dad, Jeff, and I would walk down the street, laughing, all holding hands.


We often had friends and family over for parties in the basement, where Jeff and I would provide the entertainment. We were comfortable playing that room. We would stand on top of the piano and sing songs like “When the Saints Come Marching In” and “She’ll Be Comin’ Round the Mountain.”


Grandma Fanny, Dad’s mom, bought Jeff an accordion, which he loved. He picked it up pretty quickly, playing everything in “oompah” time—probably from listening to too much Lawrence Welk. They got me a little ukulele, which I loved too. Unfortunately, I smashed it to pieces one night, after our “set,” by jumping off the piano and cracking the little uke on the basement floor. That made quite a memorable sound.


One day, after we’d come home from seeing our first circus at Madison Square Garden, Jeff exclaimed, “Hey! Let’s try the knife-throwing act!”


“Yeah!” I said. “Just like the Fantastic Fontaine Family!”


Jeff grabbed half a dozen steak knives from the kitchen. We went out on the grass by the side of the house, and I lay down with my arms and legs stretched out. Jeff made a drumroll sound.


As he let fly the first knife, Mom shrieked from the kitchen window, “Jeffry! Don’t you throw that knife!”—just as it sailed past my head.


“Aw, c’mon, Mom,” I explained. “We’re just playing circus!”


She came running out of the house with some paper and a box of crayons.


“Don’t you two ever play with knives again, you hear me? Here, play with these,” she said as she handed us the crayons.


As soon as Mom was out of sight, I stretched back out on the grass, Jeff made the drumroll sound—and he threw the crayons at me.


In the winter Mom and Dad would often take us upstate to Bear Mountain to go ice-skating or sleigh riding. At the end of the day, we’d go into the lodge and have dinner in front of the huge fireplace.


One time up at Bear Mountain a big motorcade pulled up just as we were about to enter the lodge. We were made to wait outside, along the path to the entrance, while a parade of police officers and men in suits escorted someone inside.


“It’s the president!” Dad yelled. “Wave to him, maybe he’ll say hello to you!”


Jeff and I looked at each other and then started jumping up and down, shouting, “Hey, President! Say hello!”


We were a little nervous. A few months earlier we’d been on the overpass above the Grand Central Parkway when a similar-looking motorcade had been passing underneath. That day, a bunch of us kids knocked some pebbles off the railing of the bridge that trickled down onto the cars below. Jeff Storch, the neighborhood bully, who frequently picked on my brother, threw a rock that made contact with one of the cars in the motorcade. Worse, some cops stationed on the overpass saw us all running away. Jeff and I were now afraid that the president was being escorted by those same cops—who might recognize us. But given that we didn’t want to tell our parents about that incident, we kept waving and shouting to the president.


As he came closer, we caught his attention. The president of the United States stopped for a second and summoned us past security. We thought we were in big trouble, but before we knew it, we were shaking hands with President Dwight D. Eisenhower. Ike told us we’d better be good boys and listen to our parents.


We figured the president had pardoned us.


In the summer, we would walk over to Meadow Lake to go fishing, have picnics, and take out the rowboats. Dad taught us a game called Sink the Bismarck. We’d float a can or bottle in the water and throw rocks at it until it submerged. It was our favorite game, though neither of us knew what the hell the Bismarck was.


Jeff had a penchant for catching butterflies; he even had a mounting set. He would mount his bounty on a special board with little pushpins and write the name of the species in a designated space underneath. The Mammoth Viceroy was his prized catch. The only problem was that Jeff never followed the instructions for preservation correctly, and invariably they would dry up and turn into bug dust about a week later.


Jeff was as happy a kid as you could find in Forest Hills in the 1950s: rolling down the grassy hills laughing; standing up, spinning round and round in circles with his long gangly arms outstretched; then falling over like a drunken monkey.


Jeff would coax me to join him but warned, “Don’t throw up on me!”


I did both of the above.


We found ways to share just about everything, boosting each other up trees on sunny days and switching off verses of “Oh! Susanna” in the basement on rainy ones.


My big brother was outgoing and adventurous, cheerful and talented, and, as I said before, brave. He wasn’t weird. He wasn’t angry or removed or troubled or sickly or lonely or concerned. Jeff was the smiling, happy kid with the long legs, running through the thick grass, chasing butterflies, calling to me.


When I close my eyes and think of my brother, those are the first things I see.





2.


THE DAY THE MUSIC LIVED


When Jeff started first grade, it became apparent that he was having some difficulty learning to read, which prompted his teacher to suggest that my mother take him to the eye doctor. In addition to getting him glasses, Mom gave him a little tutoring in the mornings.


As a result, I got some residual “preschooling” at home. At breakfast Mom would teach Jeff the alphabet on big index cards. Though he was struggling, I could almost read before I started kindergarten.


One morning after Jeff left for school, while Mom was cleaning off the kitchen table, a song came on the radio I can still hear in my head as clearly as when I heard it the first time forty-five years ago. This song changed our lives completely and forever. It was part nursery rhyme and parts unknown. It took me to a place I’d never been to, though I’d heard the nursery rhyme part already, in songs about “tiskets, taskets, green and yellow baskets” and little brown jugs. But I couldn’t even begin to identify the subject of this tune. More important, the beat made me giggle, clap my hands, and jump up and down.


Rock & roll! Perfect for kids of all ages: No music ever made us jump before, unless we were so instructed by the lyrics (“Put your left foot in . . . put your left foot out”). Neither Jeff nor I was too hot on “The Hokey Pokey,” but this new movement didn’t require a narrator. It just happily . . . happened.


“You like that, huh?” Mom noticed.


Later that afternoon when Jeff came home, I told him about the song I’d heard that made me jump up and down and feel wild. I couldn’t wait for him to try out this new game—it was even better than spinning in circles!


“It’s called ‘Ah Ya Ba Ba,’” I said excitedly. “I think.”


“What’s that?” Jeff asked, sensing I was onto something big.


“I don’t know,” I told him. “Didja ever hear it?”


“‘Ah Ya Ba Ba’?” he answered. “The one about the barber?”


“Well,” I told him, “ya can’t tell what it’s about ’cause it’s too fast! But it doesn’t matter!”


“It’s called ‘La Bamba,’” Mom laughed. “It’s in Spanish.”


“Where’s Spanish?” we asked.


The next morning, Jeff asked Mom to turn on the radio in the kitchen before he went to school. He was really hoping to hear the “Ah Ya Ba Ba” song, and that morning he finally did. Once he heard it, Jeff never played oompah music on his accordion again. In fact, he didn’t take the thing out of its big black case much after that. Ritchie Valens killed Joey Ramone’s accordion career but planted the seed for a new one.


We were very excited about this phenomenon we’d discovered but were quickly distracted from our newfound utopia. Jeff came down with a bad case of scarlet fever, which was serious for a seven-year-old kid. It wasn’t a normal childhood disease, like the chicken pox or mumps; Mom and Dad were very concerned.


Mom moved him into the guest bedroom to prevent me from catching the contagious disease. Jeff must have been in there for a good two weeks, maybe more. I had nowhere to go when I got scared.


Around this time, Mom and Dad’s relationship took a turn for the worse.


Jeff and I heard a lot of yelling and saw things like Dad pushing Mom around, an obvious sign of trouble to anyone but five- and eight-year-olds. We knew something was wrong, but kids that age are never prepared for something like their parents splitting up.


Dad started coming home later at night and sleeping downstairs on the living room couch. We didn’t do things together anymore.


We still didn’t understand why they couldn’t be together, why we couldn’t be like the families in the TV shows like Father Knows Best. Dad told us he didn’t want to split up with Mom, but they continued to fight with each other.


Mom felt that Dad resented her: “He had become very domineering,” Charlotte recalled. “I wanted to go back to my job as an artist, and he wouldn’t hear of it. He’d tell me, ‘You have to stay home and take care of the children.’ Noel didn’t want me to be independent. I started realizing I couldn’t spend my whole life with this man. But he didn’t want a divorce. He not only fought me tooth and nail, he also put private detectives on me. He suspected I was running around with Hank Lesher, the guy who lived down the street.”


Dad might have been onto something.


It started out innocently, when Hank walked Mom home after Scrabble games she played with his wife, Frances. They’d walk and talk, and occasionally take the long way home. Then the Leshers moved out of their garden apartment.


One day about six months later, Jeff and I were taking a walk in the neighborhood with Dad when we spotted Hank Lesher with his kids, David and Reba. We hadn’t seen them since they moved away from our block. David was about six years old now, and Reba just three.


We walked over to them as they were about to get into their car, but instead of saying hello, Dad started yelling at Hank and cursing.


Jeff and I were getting really scared.


Hank was saying, “Come on, Noel, this isn’t necessary. Let’s talk about this some other time. We have kids here!”


When Hank tried to walk away, Dad pinned him against the side of the car with his body—and slapped him in the face.


Hank had a still-sleeping Reba in his arms. “What are you doing?” he reasoned. “I have a baby here!”


“Well, put her down then!” yelled Dad. Dad yelled, then cursed—and slapped Hank again.


David, Jeff, and I all started crying and begging him to stop. Just then, Dad turned his head and looked down the block to see a police car turning the corner. Dad grabbed Jeff and me by our hands and started running with us full speed down the street. We were still crying when we got to our house and ran to Mom, who was in shock. Dad didn’t come into the house, but the reality of the situation did. We knew we weren’t going to be like the happy families on television.


“What’s gonna happen to us?” I asked Jeff before we went to sleep.


“Dad’s gonna come back,” Jeff tried to assure me, and himself. “You’ll see!”


“I hope so,” I said. “But what if he doesn’t? Will Mom stay with us?”


“I don’t know,” Jeff said, shuddering.


The next day Mom assured us that she and our father still loved us more than anything in the world, but for the time being it would be just the three of us living in the house.


For the next year, the atmosphere at home was calmer. I’d started school, and Jeff and I were adjusting to life without Dad in the house. We still went on day trips with him, though. That summer, he took us to a few games at Yankee Stadium, then down to Chinatown for dinner. We’d take Broadway the entire way, driving from the northernmost tip of Manhattan straight through Times Square, all the way down to Chinatown. Dad’s brother Sy gave us our first lesson in physics there, mixing the hot Chinese mustard with the duck sauce, among other things. But we were still confused about our family’s chemistry.


About a year later, after Jeff finished fourth grade and I finished first grade, Mom sat us down and informed us that she and Hank Lesher had gotten married.


“I divorced Noel in Juárez, Mexico,” Charlotte explained, “and married Hank the very next day.” She told us that we were going to move in with Hank, David, and Reba. We were shocked and confused. Apparently, Frances, Hank’s wife, had passed away.


Even worse, the Leshers had moved to a more remote part of Queens called Howard Beach. We would have to leave our house, our friends, the stray cats that lived in the backyard, and life as we knew it in Forest Hills.


The move to Howard Beach was a major turning point for Jeff and me. We were lost in this new world. The serious confusion began with what we were supposed to call Hank: Dad? Stepdad? Hank?


And what about David and Reba—brother and sister?


Jeff and I were given David’s room, and he was exiled to Reba’s.


What did they think of us? What did they think of Jeff, whose legs now encompassed more than two-thirds of his body?


“It was hard for me,” David Lesher confessed. “Sometimes I went along with the crowd and ignored Jeff because he was so tall, skinny, and awkward, and other times I felt sorry for him. I wanted to keep my friends, and yet Jeff was my stepbrother. I was torn.”


Getting used to Hank as a person with absolute control over us was surely the most difficult transition. This new arrangement seemed to take authority away from our real father, which instinctively is where a kid wants authority to be. It was a painful process and gave rise to rebellion.


“I don’t wanna listen to Hank,” Jeff said as we lay in our new beds. Our voices sounded different at night here. There were new echoes and new shadows. At least there were no more monsters under my bed. But for the first time in our lives, we had real live enemies. One had stolen our mom.


“Do we have to listen to Hank?” Jeff asked.


“No,” I said. “He’s not our dad.”


“Mom said he’s our stepdad,” Jeff mused. “But David and Reba have to listen to our mom, right?”


“I think so,” I answered.


“It’s not fair,” Jeff went on. “They don’t have to listen to our dad like we have to listen to theirs. We have to listen to two dads now, and they don’t have to listen to their mom; that’s two more people we gotta listen to than they do!”


“Huh?” I said, attempting to grasp the two-father concept.


“Well, do you like him?” Jeff asked me.


“He’s okay, I guess.”


“What about David and Reba?”


“They’re okay too,” I answered, feeling very sad. “But I wish we could go back to our old house.”


“Me too,” Jeff answered. “The kids around here are real stink-heads.”


Luckily, we had one another to commiserate with, but we were still very lonely.


Of course, the kids on our new block put us through the wringer. Neither of us got picked to play in games when they were choosing sides for stickball or baseball. Jeff took the bulk of the bullying. They told him that if he wanted to play stickball, he could be the bat. “Daddy Long-Legs” was his new moniker—as if “Four Eyes” wasn’t bad enough.


When there weren’t enough kids around to play a game and they needed us to complete a squad, they would flip a coin to determine who had to take Jeff on their team.


“I’m not playing with him. He stinks!” was the typical reaction.


“It sucked to watch Jeff try and run,” David Lesher recalled, “because he wasn’t really capable. When he ran, he was kind of slow, and the kids would spit on his back. After that, I don’t remember him being around for a lot of sports.”


When Jeff ran, his feet kind of kicked out to the sides instead of straight back, like the rest of us. Since it was the way I had always seen him run, it was normal to me. But now that it was being pointed out, I noticed it, too. Jeff was definitely different.


We looked forward to weekends, when Dad picked us up and took us out. Sometimes he took us back to the house in the old neighborhood, which he still owned. He had rented it out to strangers; it was really weird seeing other people in our house.


We were anxious to reconnect with our old pals, the ones we’d performed “blood brother” rituals with; but even they acted different. They had new best friends now.


We got the sense that since we were part of a “broken family,” we were now considered damaged goods and possibly even troublemakers. We weren’t sure if, or where, we belonged. Alienation brought us closer to one another. That’s when Jeff and I became each other’s best friend.





3.


“DO YOU REMEMBER ROCK ’N’
ROLL RADIO?”


Hank Lesher was a caring man and a loving father—he just wasn’t ours. He had gone to college and gotten his degree, so he certainly had an educational edge over our dad. Hank put more emphasis on academics and liked to keep us thinking, periodically quizzing us with mathematical problems and brainteasers. Along with his brother-in-law Lou, he owned a dry cleaning business in Manhattan that catered to an upscale clientele, but Hank was far more intellectual than his career in that industry indicated.


He also was a huge enthusiast of hi-fi equipment and had a console in the living room the likes of which we’d never seen, even in the appliance stores. He attempted to explain how the system worked to Jeff and me, though we didn’t quite understand. He also informed us that if we ever touched it when he wasn’t there, we’d be in a lot of trouble. That we understood.


Nonetheless one day we tried to get it going while Hank was out with Dave and Reba. Of course he could tell from our grimy little fingerprints alone. But instead of getting really mad, Hank chose to give us another, more in-depth demonstration. He was a smart man and must have known that a gesture such as this would go a long way toward making Jeff and me more comfortable with him.


It worked.


“This is the Marantz crossover,” Hank explained, “with a Fischer tuner, McIntosh amplifiers, and a Rek-O-Kut turntable. They’re the best there is. This sends the frequencies to the speakers or channels you want them to go to . . .”


We were fascinated. Hank put on a record, Tchaikovsky’s “1812 Overture,” and cranked the machine. The sound impressed the shit out of Jeff and me for years to come. We went outside and bragged to the other kids. We figured no one else had anything like it—not in this neighborhood.


We were living in a part of Howard Beach called Lindenwood Village, smack on the border of Brooklyn. It was a white, working-class, family-oriented development comprised mainly of garden apartments. There were several six-story apartment buildings in the center of the sprawling “village,” with many more to be built.


The makeup of the community was more mixed—in other words, not everyone was Jewish. The kids there were hipper, more streetwise, tougher, and in a sense, more worldly than the kids in Forest Hills. They wore blue jeans with big cuffs and rolled up the sleeves on their white T-shirts.


There were more bullies per block, too. The Garillo brothers, Billy and Bobby, were far worse than our former tormentor Jeff Storch back in Forest Hills. David warned us about them, and sure enough, the “Bully Brothers” gleefully chased Jeff and me around the block.


A lot of the kids there had colorful nicknames. There were guys like Victor “Moody” Mootel, who we had seen smack Roy “Pimple Tuchas” Brown over the head with a stickball bat (Roy had ranked on Moody’s mom).


There were other cultural differences, too: Kids huddled in little groups singing strange songs with foreign-sounding words, snapping their fingers in time. The unidentifiable words sounded like “yip” and “sha la la la” and “wop doo wop.”


It reminded us of “La Bamba,” but it was weirder. It had a similar spirit, though, and it was exciting to know that the spirit hadn’t disappeared—we’d just lost track of it. It was our stepbrother, David, who put us back in touch. One day he pulled something out of his shirt pocket, a little rectangular box with a wire attached to it. The other end of the wire was stuck in his ear.


We asked him what he was doing and what the heck that thing was.


“It’s an eight-transistor,” David said to enlighten us.


“Whaddaya mean?” Jeff asked. “It does eight things?”


David pulled the wire out of the little box, and suddenly we heard the whooshing noise of the crowd at Yankee Stadium cheering a home run by Roger Maris, followed by a voice: “And that’s the first homer for number nine of this 1961 World Series!”


“Wow! That’s neat!” we exclaimed in unison. “What about the other things?”


David rubbed his thumb on a little dial on the side of the box—and there it was! “Who put the bomp in the bomp sha bomp sha bomp? Who put the ram in the rama lama ding dong?”


He rubbed it again, and we heard “Sha da da da, sha da da da da, Yip yip yip yip yip yip yip yip, Mum mum mum mum mum mum. Get a job, sha da da da, sha da da da,” and then, “Hey, kids, this is Murray the K, keep it tuned to eighty-eight on your dial for more rock & roll!”


Jeff and I nagged our dad until he finally got each of us our own little transistor radios, with our own earphones! We weren’t so lonely anymore. Now we had Murray the K, Cousin Brucie, Dandy Dan Daniels, Harry Harrison, and all the other DJs as our new friends and constant companions. They provided us with as much rock & roll as we could ever want—and we wanted as much as we could get.


Soon we were reconnected with our old friend Ritchie Valens, who had a new hit song, “Come On, Let’s Go.” This time he wasn’t singing in Spanish, but in our language, rock & roll. Though this revelation was an emotional lifesaver, it didn’t completely fill the emptiness we were experiencing. We still wanted to be accepted and included, as we had been by our former friends. Rock & roll was a common denominator, and we hoped it would help us connect with our new classmates.


Since there were no schools yet in Lindenwood Village, we were bused over to the public school in Ozone Park, Jeff for fifth grade and me for second.


It was a horrible experience.


The school was a gray lead-painted, asbestos-tainted, vermin-infested place we detested. The teachers were mean, the classrooms pea green. We saw our first fights. The days trudged into nights and we couldn’t wait to move on. In a year we were gone.


Never happier to hear that last school bell ring, we knew we were never coming back. After the summer, we would be going to a brand-new school in our own neighborhood, just six blocks down the street, right past the swamps.


The area or “block” before the new school was a vast marshland—wide enough that it would someday accommodate a dozen six-story apartment buildings. Jeff, David, and I would spend much of our free time there playing in the ten-foot-high reeds. We’d come home filthy, with ticks embedded in our heads. Mom would pull the buggers out with tweezers.


When we disappeared into those reeds, everything real, except the sky above our heads, disappeared as well. We became soldiers, cowboys, big game hunters, monsters, and creatures from the black lagoon—anything we wanted to be, as long as there was something dangerous about it. If we didn’t want to be found, or caught, this was where we went. There were even rumors of mobsters floating around beneath the reeds and weeds. We were swamp rats and knew all the good spots to become invisible.


One day, a mud ball thrown by Jeff landed on the back of a kid cutting through the mire on his way home. Just our luck, he was a friend of the Garillo brothers. They heard about our “first strike” soon enough. The Garillo clan came upon us in the swamp armed with buckets of mud balls and dirt bombs.


Victor “Moody” Mootel became our new squadron leader. He suggested we pack some pebbles into the mud balls. The pebbles escalated into small stones, and by the third day, an all-out rock fight ensued across a putrid stream. It finally ended when Jeff and I whipped a spray of pebbles across at the enemy and Dave hoisted a large, football-shaped slab of stone up above his head and then reared back, smack into my face.


He heaved the missile across the battle line as I watched my front tooth fall into the creek, the victim of friendly fire.


“Shit!” Jeff swore. “You’re bleeding! We better go!”


We dropped our ammo and retreated back to the street. When we got out of the swamp, Jeff and Dave looked at me and started laughing at my tooth. Then we heard some shouts and spotted the Garillos, who were pissed. One of the rocks we’d thrown had connected: We could see the red stuff on the kid’s crew cut.


We took off again. They wanted Jeff, the slowest, but we couldn’t leave him behind!


“C’mon! Run, you faggot!” Moody urged Jeff on the only way he knew how. The enemy was closing in.


All of a sudden Hank came driving down the street on his way home from work. He stopped the van and yelled, “What the hell is going on here?! What did you kids do?”


The pack that was chasing us also stopped short when they saw Hank.


“We were just playing around,” said David, covering for all of us.


Hank told us to get home, “On the double!” He waited to make sure the Garillos didn’t chase us down again and launch a counterattack.


When we got to our door, Mom dropped her jaw and gasped in horror as we filed in.


“All right, hold it!” she said as she checked out my bloody mouth. “Does one of you want to tell me what’s going on here?!”


“Somebody threw a rock,” Jeff said in a temporary lapse of sanity.


“A rock fight?!” Mom yelled, “Are you kids CRAZY or something?”


As the sun set over the battlefield, it was a big victory for the stray dogs. As Jeff and I lay in bed that night in the late summer heat, he hit me with some philosophical queries: “Do you think it’s worse to kill someone or get killed by someone?”


“Well, if you kill someone,” I deduced, “you go to the death chamber, right? So you die anyway.”


“What if they don’t catch you?” Jeff asked.


I would have answered but my tongue was too busy exploring the new gap between my front teeth.


“Why does that guy Mootel have to call me a faggot?” Jeff continued.


“Because he’s a faggot,” I tried to explain. “That guy’s just a stinkpot. Remember what we saw him do to Roy, when we first moved here?”


“You mean Roy ‘Pimple Tuchas’? Yeah. He hit him with the stickball bat,” Jeff remembered.


“But maybe that was because Roy said that his dog had almost as much hair on its legs as Victor’s mother!” I suggested, attempting to smooth the path of friendship toward our newfound allies.


“Yeah, maybe,” Jeff said. “But I hear him calling me names all the time. When I see those other guys at school, they start with me, too.


“I made one friend last year,” Jeff rambled on, “Mitchell Becker, but he lives all the way past the swamps. He’s got a record player and a lot of good records, too. You should come over there with me. He’s got that new one by the Dovells, ‘You Can’t Sit Down,’ and one by that guy, ‘The Duke of Earl.’ I love that song.”


“I think he’s gonna be on The Clay Cole Show this Saturday night. We gotta watch it! I hope they let us. And I think the Four Seasons are on American Bandstand!”


“You know,” Jeff continued, “I was thinking about ‘Walk Like a Man’ today when Victor was ranking on me. He kept saying I run like a girl. I don’t know why I can’t run as fast as him. Mom said that shouldn’t matter, anyway—and that just ’cause they don’t need glasses doesn’t make them any better than me. They’re just big idiots. Someday, someone’s gonna show those guys . . .”


The sound of girls’ voices surfed in on a breeze that played with the window shade for a few seconds. It was that sound young girls make—half laughing, half shrieking. We’d usually hear it when a guy was chasing them and they were about to get caught. Or more often, it appeared they were letting themselves get caught—but still shrieking.


“Do you like girls?” I asked my big brother.


“Well, I liked Karen Klein, from our old block,” Jeff admitted. “She was my friend . . .”


“Your girlfriend?” I asked.


“Nah,” Jeff responded quickly. “I don’t really talk to girls now.”


“Only sissies like girls, right?” I reminded him. “Holding hands and picking flowers—and being all clean and everything. And dancing with them in school, ya know? Those stupid dances they make you do?”


“I hate that dancing,” Jeff said, and then warned, “Girls always want you to dance with them. And they always want you to tell them you like them and then they kiss you. Yecchhh!”


“I think it’s different when you get older,” Jeff added.


“I guess so,” I answered before I closed my eyes and waited for sleep to swallow me.


Under our window, in the driveway between the two buildings, some teenagers were attempting an a cappella version of the Tokens’ “The Lion Sleeps Tonight.” They got a good echo from the sound bouncing off the brick walls.


“That’s cool when they do that,” Jeff whispered.


Yeah.


It was things like that that made us think and made us dream. There’s not a doubt in my mind that Jeff was digesting a child’s dosage of the ultimate fantasy right then and there. I know I was. Could we do that someday?


It was stirring. The song was infectious. The spirit these guys had was contagious. We’d caught the fever, and it burned slowly somewhere deep inside us.


Jeff could be within earshot of a Yankees World Series game seven broadcast and walk away uninterested, but this music excited and aroused his imagination. He could get lost in a world of songs that streamed out from the little radios, from the TV set, in the movies, in the nighttime breezes. There he could fit in. He could be invisible. He could be in love. He could be the Wanderer. He could be the Duke of Earl—and nothing could stop him.





4.


“WIPEOUT!”


In addition to Hank’s sophisticated hi-fi console, there was a little phonograph for us kids to use, but we didn’t have any rock & roll records yet. I saved my trick-or-treat money from Halloween and didn’t buy baseball cards for a week. As soon as I had enough saved up, around $0.58, Jeff and I rode our bikes over to the store to pick out the first record of our collection.


There was a chart on the counter that listed the current top ten songs, and we loved them all. Since it was my money, for our first record, I said, “Let’s get the number one song!” It was Lesley Gore’s “It’s My Party.”


The collection grew at a rapid pace: the Crystals’ “He’s a Rebel,” Dion’s “The Wanderer,” and Boris Pickett’s “Monster Mash.”


When we weren’t listening to our records, we were listening to our radios, even taking them to bed with us armed with our earplugs. Jeff lost interest in just about everything but rock & roll. When he outgrew his first baseball mitt, he didn’t exactly go running to the store for a new one.


Soon enough my interest started drifting away from sports, too, and focusing almost completely on music. On weekends, if Jeff and I weren’t out with our dad, we would rock around the clock—well, almost around the clock.


First came the cartoons on Saturday morning TV, then roller derby, followed by Rin Tin Tin, Sky King, and American Bandstand. Rainy Saturdays were the best. There’d be a whole day for us to play games and pick singles out of our 45 RPM carrying case, which was rapidly filling up.


Occasionally around five p.m. the scent of perfume and the smell of freshly cleaned clothes would float out of Mom and Hank’s bedroom, creating that special Saturday night aura. We could always tell when our parents were going out—alone. Any minute, Mom would come out in a snazzy dress, shortly followed by Hank, emanating the aroma of aftershave and leather shoe polish.


While Mom put dinner on the table, they’d tell us we’d better behave ourselves and listen to the babysitter. If we were lucky, it was a young girl who liked rock & roll. Jeff, David, Reba, and I would soon be blasting the music and throwing each other around the living room in preparation for Killer Kowalski, Haystacks Calhoun, Bobo Brazil, and the other wild men of Saturday Night Wrestling on WOR TV, channel 9.


We would put each other in headlocks, armlocks, half nelsons, and full nelsons. No one could pin Jeff, though: His legs were too long and strong.


If he got anyone in a scissor hold with those stanchions, it was all over.


“I give! I give!” was all we could say, if he hadn’t squeezed the air out of our lungs yet.


Jeff and I were beginning to feel more at home. David and Reba were starting to feel like family, not just friends.


Of course, we still loved our dad, but we were all still adjusting. Dad hadn’t taken Mom’s rejection very easily, and we could sense his anger. One day he got really pissed when he heard Jeff refer to Hank as “Dad.”


On the other hand, when he wasn’t pissed off, our real father was actually a much looser personality than Hank, and Jeff and I still had many good times with him when he took us away on weekends. Dad would often bring “friends” along with him—“broads,” as he liked to call them. He fancied himself an honorary member of Frank Sinatra’s legendary Rat Pack and often had the radio in the car tuned to a station playing Tony Bennett, Dino, or Sammy.


Dad drove a big Cadillac convertible and always wanted the top down, which Jeff and I hated. We’d get nothing but a constant faceful of air—and the gale forces destroyed the pompadours we worked so hard on. Plus, you couldn’t hear the radio!


Whenever Dad got out of the car, we’d immediately switch the station to WABC or WMCA. He’d let us listen for a while, but then try to make us feel like “our” music was silly. He’d clap and clown around, mimicking the words. We would get embarrassed and beg him to stop.


Dad would often take us horseback riding at places called “dude ranches.” We loved it. The best thing about the ranches, aside from the mud, horses, and dogs, was that they had bands playing at night—rock bands!


“Can you play ‘Wipeout’?” was always our first question, directed at the drummer.


“That’s all you little runts ask for,” griped the drummer. “‘Wipeout.’ ‘Wipeout’!”


“Yeah, but could ya play it?” we’d beg. “Please?”


“Yeah, yeah, kid, later.”


We were amazed that these guys would even take the time out from setting up their stuff, or making out with their girlfriends, to talk to us. They were in their late teens or early twenties, and like the guys singing under our window that one night, they impressed us. They had flashy outfits and looked cool as they played all our favorite songs.


Even after Dad took us to our room and put us to bed, we’d still be listening—through the walls.


But more than anything in the world, we wanted to see the real bands we’d been hearing on the radio. We bugged our old man relentlessly to take us to the real rock & roll shows. Soon enough, he gave in. He took us to Murray the K’s Rock & Roll Extravaganza at the Brooklyn Fox Theatre for an incredible bill featuring Marvin Gaye, the Supremes, the Temptations, Jay and the Americans, the Shangri-Las, and the Ronettes.


A thousand more “PLEASE DAD”s got us to the WMCA Good Guys show at Brooklyn’s Paramount Theatre, where the Animals headlined another amazing bill. We always wanted Dad to drop us off in front of the theater and let us go in by ourselves—especially then-twelve-year-old Jeff—fearing the old man would embarrass us in front of the other kids.


Dad didn’t always want to stay for the whole show and sometimes he’d mimic the stage moves, trying to be funny. The hipper Dad tried to be, the more we shriveled up. Typical kid stuff, except we knew that Dad really didn’t want us to get too involved in this scene.


He would have been thrilled if Jeff wanted to play football or do some boxing, like he had as a kid. Dad had a macho, tough-love approach. He knew how to humiliate us about things, like running away from the neighborhood bullies. If we got upset, he’d mock us for crying.


He wanted Jeff to get tougher and wasn’t thrilled with what he was seeing. Dad told us Jackie Wilson was a fruitcake. He thought these rock & roll kids, with their funny-looking hairdos and crazy language, were disrespectful. I think my father found the whole rock & roll phenomenon threatening to his entire way of life.


“Look at these guys,” Dad would say. “With their sequins and sparkles, they look like sissies!


“SINATRA WORE A SUIT AND TIE, GODDAMN IT!”


Dad sensed the rebellion in the performers, in the audience, and in us as well.


He wanted us to respect authority and to be obedient. Jeff was learning that being obedient didn’t always score him popularity points in life.


“Stand up straight!” Dad would yell at Jeff, occasionally amplifying it with a smack on the ass.


Jeff had begun to slouch already, to fit in better—or to not stand out so badly.


“And stop playing with your hair!”


Jeff had begun a nervous habit of twirling his hair round his index finger at the back of his head.


Dad didn’t like sissy boys. Daddy liked men. So he kept trying to make men out of us, and he worked hardest on Jeff. “It’s for his own good,” he would say.


There was an inherent problem: When it came to machismo, Jeff was simply unsuited physically and at a disadvantage.


Our father certainly did love Jeff and me, in his own way.


When we would spend the night at Dad’s apartment on Fifteenth Street and Seventh Avenue in Manhattan’s Chelsea area, he would pull out the convertible bed in the living room couch for us. Sometimes he’d get in too, and hug us real hard and tell us how much he loved us.


We’d squirm around, telling him, “Stop it, Dad, we’re tired—you’re takin’ up the whole bed.”


Some of the times we stayed with him in the city were great. He’d take us to movies on Forty-second Street and to Chinatown. We’d go bowling or ice-skating, the one sport Jeff was really good at. Jeff and the old man bonded at the skating rinks, which made it more fun for all of us—although the smell of overused cooking oil, the stench of stink-foot rental skates, and the cheesy organ music made me queasy.


On car rides Dad would turn off the radio and encourage us to talk. Given that we were on the shy side, it took a little prodding.


“Okay, talk to me now,” he’d insist.


Then we’d clam up even tighter—which he didn’t take well. Dad would still ask us questions about Mom and Hank. When we could satisfy him with a few words about school and friends, we could all relax. Then he’d suggest that we all sing songs. Dad taught us “Show Me the Way to Go Home,” which Jeff and I loved, because we would all pretend to be sloshed when we sang it.


That was the strange thing about our father—one minute he’d be clowning around like he was in a Jerry Lewis movie, and the next he would be like the prison warden in Midnight Express. When Dad was the prison warden, we couldn’t wait for him to drop us off in Howard Beach, where we were beginning to feel more and more comfortable. Jeff and I were almost . . . home.


Though we were becoming more accustomed to life there, we were still considered “outsiders” in the new neighborhood.


One day we spotted a stray black and white cat with a very pink nose. Jeff and I courted her with a piece of tuna sandwich from our lunchboxes and consummated the relationship with a little container of milk from the school cafeteria. She came around the next day, and the next. We named her Pinky. Since we weren’t allowed to bring her into the apartment, we’d take her into the staircase of the building and feed her scraps from dinner that we’d stashed in napkins.


We’d sit her on our laps and tell her our problems, like how sad we were about our parents and how much we hated moving. If we cried, she would start to purr. We had to put her outside at night, but she always came back. She got us through that horrible period better than any therapist could have. Pinky became our best friend and most loyal companion: She was our Lassie.


Things were definitely settling into a more positive state of affairs when all of a sudden we were informed that Mom and “Dad,” as we now called Hank, were looking for a house; they were seriously considering moving back to Forest Hills. Jeff and I were psyched, envisioning a hearty welcome back to our old neighborhood. Mom and Hank settled on a nice, big house on Sixty-seventh Drive, a tree-lined street one block from Forest Hills High School. We were scheduled to make the move as soon as the school year ended.


In the summer of 1963, we began packing up all our records and magazines. On our last evening in Howard Beach, David, Jeff, and I, keeping a safe distance, taunted the Garillo brothers as much as possible, while not letting on that we were moving. “Tomorrow, you’re goners,” the ignorant bullies warned us.


The next morning Jeff and I tracked down Pinky, and we all piled into Hank’s Jaguar and headed to Forest Hills.


Our new house was only about twelve blocks from our old one. We rode our bikes to our old block but found that it wasn’t remotely the same. The only constant was our old nemesis Jeff Storch. He was right in form, slapping Jeff on the back so hard that he practically fell off his bike.


“Well, Four Eyes,” Storch assured him, “I’ll be seeing you around in school. Betcha can’t wait! Ha ha!”


But the start of school was a long way off. We spent the remainder of that summer exploring our new block and our new house. We had a backyard again and a basement where Hank put the big hi-fi system.


David, Jeff, and I shared the big master bedroom upstairs. Reba had her own room next to ours. There was a bedroom for our grandmother Nanu, upstairs, too. Mom and Hank took a room downstairs near the den and made it their bedroom.


There were a lot of kids on the block and we made friends with them right away. Their parents were another story. There was a large contingent of relatively wealthy European Jewish immigrants with snobby attitudes. It didn’t help that our parents had been divorced and remarried—which carried a stigma in 1963. The neighbors would look at us and mutter to each other. We looked back and gave them big smiles. Then they would turn away, shaking their heads to each other. Lord knows what would’ve happened if we hadn’t been Jewish. It helped that there was one Italian and one Latino family on the block.


On our street there were two kids my age, Kenny Slevin and Michael Goodrich, who’d be in my class going into fourth grade. PS 3 is one of the oldest schools in the city, an authentic “little red schoolhouse” built in the 1920s, with only one classroom for each grade.


Michael’s neighbor, Bernard Tinter, was Jeff’s age. We all became fast friends. Jeff and I fit in better back in Forest Hills. The kids were more characteristic of middle-class Queens Jews, more interested in being funny and entertaining than tough and athletic.


But Jeff wasn’t getting along so well in seventh grade at Stephen A. Halsey Junior High School in Rego Park. A few times he came home with the mark of someone’s sneaker-bottom imprinted on the back of his white shirt. Being so tall and skinny, Jeff was easy prey. Even David and I were in awe of how fast our brother was shooting into the upper atmosphere.


As if things weren’t bad enough for Jeff, a new toy store opened up called Toys “R” Us. On their commercials a creature called “Geoffrey Giraffe” was the featured mascot. Every time the commercial came on, David and I howled, because it reminded us of Jeff. It was good-natured ribbing, if there is such a thing at that age.


As we laughed, Jeff would shoot back at me, “Well, you’re Daffy Duck!” alluding to my two webbed toes. “Quack quack!”


With the new phonograph in our bedroom, the four of us would “rock out” with our 45s and go crazy jumping from bed to bed. We’d go ape to the Trashmen’s “Surfin’ Bird,” hang ten to Jan and Dean’s “Surf City,” and bop ’til we dropped to the Ran-Dells’ “Martian Hop.” We’d pull every sound imaginable out of our musical box of tricks.


When we caught our breath, we looked up to see the 1964 World’s Fair being assembled right down the street in Flushing Meadow Park. People from all over the globe would be coming to our neighborhood to witness the most remarkable display of modern technology ever assembled.


The world really needed a fair, too. The past few years had seen some foreboding events.


After the 1962 Cuban Missile Crisis brought the world to the brink of nuclear annihilation, President Kennedy initiated a $17 billion nuclear missile program and advised Americans to build fallout shelters. The United States had begun underground nuclear testing. Racial tensions were also coming to a head, and violent confrontations between oppressed black Americans and white bigots were intensifying. Governor George Wallace had given his “segregation forever” speech in Alabama, prompting President Kennedy to propose the Civil Rights Bill on June 11, 1963. The next day, the NAACP’s Medgar Evers was assassinated outside his home. On November 22, President Kennedy was assassinated in Dallas. On November 24, President Johnson escalated America’s military involvement in the Vietnam War.


There were nuclear bomb tests and various treaties to ban the bomb. But from our perspective, the biggest bomb to drop on our shores fell right there in Queens, at JFK airport: “Beatlemania” exploded in the USA.


We’d heard they were coming for weeks. Murray the K, Cousin Brucie . . . everyone on the radio was talking about them. The Beatles!


Glued to the radio that February, we couldn’t go to sleep without conferring with each other on how many days were left until the Beatles would be arriving in America for their appearance on The Ed Sullivan Show. We knew this was the biggest thing to ever happen in our lives. We pooled our money and bought every Beatles record we could find. Our first score was the hit single “I Want to Hold Your Hand.” Later, we got the Meet the Beatles! album.


Instantly, everything else seemed old. These guys were obviously the future. They didn’t dress in preppy frat-boy outfits, like Pat Boone, or in schmaltzy shiny jackets.


They weren’t a continuation of the greasy-haired doo wop–era bands or Elvis Presley. They wore their hair straight down in the front, like we used to before we combed it neat with grease. They were funny, loose, fresh, and they were ours. The Beatles became the center of our lives and provided us a new source of style, sound, and philosophy.


The Beatles finally arrived just a few miles from our doorstep at Idlewild International Airport, which had been renamed John F. Kennedy International Airport in honor of the late president. Jeff and I rode our bikes down to the overpass across the Grand Central Parkway. We knew they’d be passing by—probably in big black shiny limos, just like the great leaders we’d seen before them.


It would be only two days until Ed Sullivan, on Sunday night.


For the first time in our lives we made absolutely 1,000 percent sure we had all our weekend homework done by Sunday afternoon. There was nothing in the world that would prevent us from being in front of that television set at eight p.m. We sat and watched in reverence, savoring every second of their way-too-short appearance.


Waves from the British Invasion continued to douse American shores with bands like the Rolling Stones, Dave Clark Five, and Herman’s Hermits—while homegrown acts just tried to keep their heads above water. We hadn’t consciously abandoned the Beach Boys or Chubby Checker. We still loved it all, from the Four Seasons to the Four Tops. AM radio was unbelievably abundant with great songs and great artists, like James Brown, the Supremes, Aretha Franklin, and Little Stevie Wonder. Hell, even our father suddenly had trouble finding something for himself on the dial in the Caddy. The stations that played Tony Bennett, Sinatra, and the rest of the Bow Tie Brigade were being reformatted.


Rock & soul had taken control. While the California Sound was reluctantly being nudged into the Pacific, the Motown Sound was spreading from Detroit toward both coasts. But we didn’t have any money left over for records made by anyone who didn’t have a funny accent and bowl haircut.





5.


ALL FALL DOWN


During this period of music and fashion transition, Jeff’s exceptionally long legs actually came in very handy for me. We would have “chicken fights” on the lawn, with kids sitting atop the shoulders of their partners, battling to push or tug the others down. When I was on Jeff’s shoulders, we had a huge advantage, as our opponents had to reach up high to try to grab my arms.


One day my friend Kenny Slevin stuck his foot out and tripped Jeff as we were celebrating our victory. I had my fists raised high in triumph as we suddenly toppled over—to everyone’s glee. I cracked my head on an in-ground oil pipe, and once again, Jeff picked me up and took me home. Immediately, Mom took me to the hospital, where I was sewn up with fifteen stitches in the middle of my head. The upside was that for at least a month I had a get-out-of-haircut-free card. We all wanted to grow our hair over our ears and wear bangs like our heroes, but no one had been allowed to—yet. I was the first kid in school to have a Beatle haircut!


I garnered all kinds of attention from the girls in my fourth-grade class, who told me that I looked like Ringo Starr because of my big nose. Girls in Jeff’s school weren’t as kind to him; neither were the boys.


Reed-thin, Jeff would come home from Halsey regularly with stories about being mugged, tugged, pushed, and shoved in the hallways and staircases of the school. He was becoming more introverted socially. He didn’t hang out after school with classmates; he hadn’t made many friends.


Jeff had to attend gym classes for the first time in his life. Imagine this skinny kid trying to pull that long body up a twenty-five-foot rope, with the gym teacher goading him and the other kids razzing him. The whole class watched to see how my brother would handle the balance beams, waiting to explode into laughter. Jeff’s grades paralleled his self-esteem: Both were poor.


Mom and Hank gave him some special attention and help with his schoolwork. Hank was very encouraging. He’d graduated from Brooklyn College and wanted us to earn our degrees. Jeff got help, but he also became even more frustrated.


Jeff had begun taking lessons to prepare for his bar mitzvah on his thirteenth birthday in May. It became a big point of contention between our mom and dad. Though our father was adamant about Jeff being bar mitzvahed, he didn’t want to help our mom foot the bill, either out of hurt or just pure spite.


We were not a very religious household and always celebrated both Hanukkah and Christmas, with a tree as well as a menorah. We thought of Christmas as an American holiday and Hanukkah as a Jewish holiday. There was some sincere thought given to Judaism and tradition, but Jeff wanted the bar mitzvah mainly for the same reasons every kid in the neighborhood did—the gelt!


Normally, kids in Forest Hills had swanky affairs in fancy hotels or catering halls and made out like bandits. Mom and Hank threw Jeff a modest party in the house, but he still fared pretty well with the loot.


A month later, I received a few presents as well. I’d wrapped up the fourth grade having the highest reading level in the entire school. The school presented me with several prizes, including an award certificate, a globe, and a world atlas. And there were big pats on the back from my parents.


I also tried out and got accepted to the school glee club, which would be performing at the New York State Pavilion at the World’s Fair. But a slightly bigger performance was coming up later that summer of ’64. In August, the Beatles would be appearing right in our neighborhood! They’d be doing two shows at the Forest Hills Tennis Stadium, just blocks from our house. Mom and Hank warned us we were too little for this kind of thing and insisted that we stay away from the pandemonium. I was ten years old and knew it was out of my control. Jeff was pissed: He was thirteen. We settled for our father taking us to see A Hard Day’s Night.


Dad had taken us to the country the weekend the movie opened in theaters, and we wouldn’t give in until he agreed to drive to the theater where it was playing, which was at least thirty miles away.


“Drive faster, Bub, faster!”


Jeff started taking a big interest in sports cars, no doubt because of the songs we were listening to about little deuce coupes, Mustangs, and Corvettes. He loved it when our old man took us to the National Car Show every year at the New York Coliseum and always wanted to stay all day.


He got into slot car racing with miniature replicas of race cars propelled electronically on a model racetrack, controlled by handheld gizmos. We had a little track in the basement. There were also stores that rented time on their big tracks in elaborate settings. Jeff did well at this sport, where muscles weren’t a factor.


Toward the end of fifth grade, my teacher, Mrs. Lacy, assigned the class a homework project to write a composition called “If I Had One Wish . . .” I handed in a positive but apparently alarming piece, “The School Would Blow Up!” Most likely inspired by the “duck and cover” drills that were supposed to save us from nuclear bombs, it was a harmless little fantasy about how some good might come out of destruction. The school blows up—and kids could all stay home, help their moms with chores, and play games. No one gets hurt or arrested, and everybody’s happy.


But once Mrs. Lacy read my fantasy composition, she called my mom into school for a discussion. Mrs. Lacy knew I was a good student but thought I needed some focus. She suggested a hobby—perhaps a musical instrument.


I eagerly agreed. Playing music and being in a band was something I’d been dreaming about since the days back in Howard Beach when we’d listened to those guys singing in the alley. My first choice was to play the drums, like Ringo. Mom and Hank nixed that idea because they thought it would be too noisy.


My second choice was guitar. Mom took me to a little bargain shop in the neighborhood, where I picked out a $15 Harmony acoustic steel-string guitar. I rushed home, and within minutes I was plucking out riffs from the Stones’ “Satisfaction” and the McCoys’ “Hang on Sloopy.” I played until my fingers couldn’t take the pain. I couldn’t really play any chords yet but was having a ball picking out melodies of new songs and revisiting old favorites such as “Wipeout.”


Jeff was impressed—and extremely encouraging. Sometimes when I was practicing he’d tap out the beat with pencils. We were having fun, but a huge dilemma was looming: The Beatles would be performing at Shea Stadium in August, while us four kids would be spending our first summer at sleepaway camp upstate. We’d be missing them—again.


Jeff was so upset that he mentioned it years later, in a rough draft of a magazine article he began but never completed.


“It was 1965,” he wrote. “I was thirteen, fourteen. My mother remarried. I was a loner, me and my brother, and proud, and rock & roll was my salvation. Now every summer, spread across Queens Boulevard, there would be a huge banner of the coming concert events at Forest Hills Tennis Stadium. This year it said, ‘Aug. 15th—The Beatles at Shea Stadium.’ It was exciting, I wanted to go, but NO, I had to go to sleepaway camp. It killed me.”


At least I got to bring my guitar to camp and continued to progress.


At camp, Jeff initially took the usual ribbing from kids who hadn’t yet seen anyone quite like him. But after they’d had their fun with him, the jocks and elitist boneheads—the “popular” kids—stopped taunting him, allowing some actual camaraderie among Jeff and his fellow campers. Like any kid, Jeff got into the spirit of summer camp, as he expressed in a letter to our dad.


Dear Dad,


How are you? I’m fine. Since my last letter we had tribals and a carnival, which was a lot of fun. Last week we went to Tanglewood, a very beautiful place. Another camper and I wandered off, and down in a field we saw a big barn. In this barn is where they keep all their drums, bells, gongs, bongos, etc. We found some drumsticks and we played around with the drums and all the other things there. Then we went back to hear the concert of the Boston Pops Orchestra which hadn’t started until 8:00.


I met a lot of kids that went to my school there also. I had a very nice time. This week Aug. 9th we went to “How to Succeed in Business Without Really Trying.” That was good too. On our last Day Off we went to the State Capitol and then we went to the movies and saw “Batman” and also “Disk-O-Teen Holiday.” Batman was good but I liked the other picture better. It had all the singing groups in it. I saw a group in it called the VAGRANTS who live in Forest Hills, and I know. They’re very good and just saw recently they made their first record. This week we went on an overnight Hike. We slept out at Thomson’s Lake in sleeping bags, made our own food and campfire. It was real rugged living. In all we hiked 10 miles. Today is Aug. 12th and Color War should be breaking out very soon now. Well that’s all the news that’s happened up till now.


See You Soon!!!


Love, Jeff


WHILE WE WERE at camp, Mom and Hank had gone to Stuttgart, Germany, to buy a new chocolate-brown Porsche 911. They planned to drive around Europe until the middle of August and return to the United States on the SS France, their beautiful new car in its hold.


When they didn’t show up on visiting day in August, we were concerned. Our aunt, Elaine Gindy, who worked at the camp, informed us there had been a complication but said we certainly should not worry. With our dad visiting, Jeff and I were preoccupied and didn’t give it too much thought.


But when camp ended and the bus dropped us off in Queens, only Mom was there to meet us. She hugged us all like never before. I thought she must have really missed us. Mom told us that Hank wasn’t able to come with her to pick us up and that she’d explain as soon as we got home.


When we got back to the house, she asked us to come into the den. We could tell that something was wrong. The four of us sat on the couch. Instinctively we began to panic.


“Dad won’t be coming home today,” Mom started. All of a sudden her face looked noticeably different than when we left for camp. “We had an accident in the car,” she said quietly, “and your dad passed away.”


David doubled over and fell to his knees in front of my mother, weeping uncontrollably. Reba looked shocked for a few seconds and then did the same, as my mom reached out to hug them. They were stricken beyond description.


Though dismayed, Jeff and I were certainly not as affected. When we looked at each other, we saw more fear than grief.


By this point, Mom had broken down; Jeff and I began bawling uncontrollably as well. Finally Dave composed himself enough to ask what had happened.


Mom told us they’d been having a wonderful time and were driving down a road in France when they had a head-on collision.


Because she’d been sleeping, Mom didn’t even realize she’d been propelled right through the windshield. She said she was very lucky to be alive—but Hank was not as fortunate. We all began to cry again and hug each other.


Now Jeff and I were freaking out as well—over the notion that we had come so close to losing our mother. We also knew why her face looked so different: She’d had stitches in her mouth and bruises on her face.


Within a month or so things eased up a bit, and the enduring household—now us four kids and Mom—managed to find some relief and laughter together. We felt like we were in one of those Doris Day movies where tragedy bleeds into comedy. Then Jeff and I came home one day and found Mom crying again.


There was a little Spanish bench in the hallway between the kitchen and the den. Mom sat us down on the bench and told us that David and Reba had gone to live with their uncle and aunt. They wouldn’t be coming back. Mom told us that it wasn’t what she wanted, but it could not be changed.


“It’s just the three of us again,” she said, “and we’ll be all right. Don’t you worry, we’ll be all right . . .”


Mom hugged Jeff and me. The three of us quietly sobbed as we squeezed each other. Before Mom let us go, she gave us another big squeeze and kissed the tops of our heads.


Well, the top of one of our heads—Jeff’s was beyond her reach.





6.


THE HILLS ARE ALIVE!


In Forest Hills in the mid-1960s, rock bands were forming at a phenomenal rate. It was as if you’d win a prize just for starting one—which, in a way, you did. Several neighborhood boys had been at it for a while already, and some had attained substantial success: Tom and Jerry, a.k.a. Simon and Garfunkel; Spirit; and the Vagrants, to name a few.


Herds of local bands were striving to break ahead of the pack, hoping to be noticed. Every band was trying to outdo their competition, whether it was through their style, or musicianship, or whatever else they could come up with. Maybe it was finding a singer who could throw a tambourine twenty feet into the air and catch it behind his back, or a drummer who could twirl his sticks while he smashed his skins, or a guitar player with really long hair who could pace menacingly around the stage, like a lion in a cage.


The kids of Forest Hills took the term “battle of the bands” literally, and sabotaging the competition was not just an option—it was customary. Traditionally, drum skins were found slit and amps were suddenly unplugged during a band’s set in a school gym.


A band called the Tangerine Puppets had thoroughly established themselves as the most popular of the local bands. My friend Michael Goodrich’s older brother, George, was a drummer, and guys from the Puppets were always coming over to his house to jam with him. One day in the fall of 1965, Mike and I were up in his attic reading Archie comics when we heard the sound of music spreading upstairs from down in the basement.


“Let’s go down and see ’em rehearse,” Mike said. “Maybe we can pick up some tricks for our stage show.” Michael was the designated lead singer of the band we were forming in our minds.


We thought the guys in the Tangerine Puppets were the coolest in the world. They had Beatle haircuts and wore mod-style clothes. They had cool moves when they played. And they had girlfriends!


One of the Puppets’ guitarists who’d come over was a kid named Tommy Erdelyi. Another was John Cummings, who played bass in the group.


“Watch out for that guy,” Mike Goodrich warned me about John. “Sometimes he’s in a bad mood.”


“I met John Cummings at the Forest Hills High School cafeteria,” Tommy Erdelyi remembered. “Bob Roland, who became the lead singer of the Tangerine Puppets, took me over to John’s table and introduced me. He had personality; he was funny and had a lot of people sitting with him.


“Sometimes I’d go sit at John’s table,” Tommy continued, “and I would arm-wrestle him. John was a bodybuilder and I weighed like ninety-five pounds at the time. He would just slam my hand into the table. John Cummings liked to dominate, verbally or physically. He had a need to take charge and feel superior. He seemed to not feel whole unless he could do that.”


When Michael and I slipped down to his basement to watch the Puppets in awed silence, we made sure to stay out of John’s way, especially after seeing him go ape on Bob Roland at one of his shows.


“John tried to kick our singer Bob Roland in the head when we were playing one of those battle of the bands in Forest Hills in 1966,” Tommy Erdelyi remembered.


“John’s amplifier started making a noise,” said guitarist Richard Adler. “It was cutting in and out, so John started kicking the side of the amp. Bob Roland went over and started to kick it, too, except he was kicking it from the front and stuck his foot right through the speaker.


“John got so mad,” Richard recalled, “that he put down his bass right in the middle of the song and, as the rest of the band was playing, started punching and kicking our singer right onstage in front of the audience. John was beating him up until we put down our instruments and stopped him.”


John, Tommy, George, and the other guys were six years older than Michael and I, more or less. But they’d been “us” just a few years prior, so they let Michael and me hang out and observe. They knew it was never too early to start learning or to get performing experience.


One day when the Tangerine Puppets were taking a break, Tommy laid his Fender guitar down on a chair. I went over and just looked at it. Tommy spotted me and walked over. “Do you play?” he asked.


“Uhhh,” I said.


“Let’s see,” Tommy said as he handed me his guitar.


“I only started a few months ago,” I warned him, and strapped on an electric guitar for the first time in my life. Since I didn’t know anything very complicated, I opted for my old favorite, “Wipeout.”


“Wow, that’s pretty good!” Tommy said with surprise. “Who taught you to play?”


“Nobody,” I answered him. “I’ve been learning it myself. Think you could teach me? I got a guitar about six months ago, a Harmony, but I think there’s something wrong with it. Think you could come over and take a look at it?”


After rehearsal, he came over to my house and saw my guitar: “How do you play this thing?” he laughed. “The neck is bowed to crap! It’s warped. You can stick your whole hand between the strings and the neck!”


Tommy took out his guitar to show me for comparison and then started playing “The House of the Rising Sun.”


“Can you show me that?” I begged him. “Please!”


After he started teaching me the chords, I was getting it, but my fingers were killing me, and I couldn’t switch from one chord to another quickly enough.


Jeff came down to see what was going on. “This is my brother, Jeff,” I informed Tommy, making the introduction between the two future bandmates.


“Do you play too?” Tommy asked Jeff.


“Nah,” Jeff replied, not mentioning his stint on the accordion.


“Well, you’re really good. Keep practicing,” Tommy advised me, “and get a new guitar. You could shoot arrows off that thing!”


“Wow, thanks, Tommy,” I gushed.


A week or so later, after I had the chord changes down and Michael had practiced singing, he suggested we perform “The House of the Rising Sun” during our sixth-grade class show-and-tell day. Our teacher Mrs. Wolfson loved it so much she insisted we go around and perform it for every class in the school. We had our first tour booked and took our act on the road, making our bones in the daunting classrooms of PS 3.


We loved the way the kids watched us. We loved the applause—and getting out of class! It even got me a date for the sixth-grade prom with the most desired girl in the school, Dee Dee Friedman. We considered ourselves pros already and started writing our own songs. When Jeff saw me and Michael having all this fun, he wanted to get in on the action, too.


Jeff started saving not money, but King Korn trading stamps. King Korn was a supermarket chain that used the stamps as a marketing gimmick. Jeff pasted the stamps into booklets, which were redeemable for prizes. There were “redemption centers” in most neighborhoods, where people would go to trade in their stamps for the items of their choice. Jeff had his eye on a red-sparkle Maestro snare drum.


Mom had said she and Hank didn’t want the noise of drums in the house. But with all the noise coming out of the basement now—with me and Michael singing and playing our guitars, and Jeff banging out beats on the table with whatever makeshift “drumsticks” he could find—she knew it was a losing battle. David and Reba were gone, and sadly so was Hank and our grandma Nanu, who’d recently passed away. So Mom gave Jeff the thumbs-up for just one drum.


We went to the trading center and got his Maestro snare drum. But when we got it home, we realized that a snare drum needs a snare drum stand. Jeff would just put the drum on his lap and tap along with us until he got a stand. He really wasn’t sure of what he was doing, and neither was I, but we were having fun.


My guitar neck had gotten so warped I could hardly get the strings to touch the neck. Mom could tell that I was dead serious about playing, and after I’d whined enough, she took me to Austin Street and got me a brand-new Hagstrom electric guitar, a little Univox amp, and a Shure microphone and mike stand. I wanted to sing now too, like John, Paul, George, and Ringo. I started to take my equipment around to kids’ birthday parties and sang songs by the Beatles, the Stones, the Dave Clark Five, and Herman’s Hermits, among others.


After a while, just banging on the drum all day wasn’t challenging enough for Jeff. I had a band in the making already, and he wanted to get into one, too. A few weeks before we were to depart for sleepaway camp, Mom gave Jeff the OK to get a full set of drums, with cymbals, stands, stool, and everything. It cost about $350 in those days, which was quite a bit. She gave Jeff $100 toward the set, the same sum my guitar had cost, and he used his bar mitzvah gelt for the balance. Amen.


We piled into the station wagon, and Mom took us to Manny’s Music on Forty-eighth Street in Manhattan to get Jeff his set of “white pearl” Gretsch drums. The house was noisier than ever, and some nights Mom even pulled the power on us. Kids on the block started coming around to hang out by the basement windows and listen to us play.


Sometimes they’d tell us how good we were, other times how bad. But they came; our house was becoming the center of a scene on the block. It was great!


One thing that wasn’t great was Jeff’s ninth-grade report card. But Mom and our real dad—the only Dad now—were certainly happy to see Jeff graduate from Stephen A. Halsey Junior High.


Meanwhile, I once again overachieved academically and was informed in a letter that next semester, at Halsey, I’d be placed into an accelerated-progress program called the SP. It combined three years of junior high school into two, skipping from seventh right into ninth grade. Mom was very proud and she even got me my own telephone line and Trimline telephone as a reward.


When we got back from summer camp, we all got serious about starting a band.


Michael Goodrich met a kid named Andy Ritter, who auditioned on my brother’s drums. Andy had been playing for a year or so and was damn good for a twelve-year-old. Now we had a real band—almost. We didn’t have a bass player, but we forged ahead and named the band the Overdose of Sound.


Andy brought his drum set over, and now we had two sets of drums in the basement, along with amplifiers and microphones. Eventually we’d add a small PA system for the vocals.


In a few months, Jeff was also looking to form a band. He was in his first term in Forest Hills High School in the tenth grade and had met a classmate named Demetrious who played guitar pretty well and could sing, too. Demetrious was an odd duck. He had a beautiful Fender Stratocaster. He’d kiss his guitar and cover it with a blanket before closing the case. He and Jeff struck up a nice friendship and began forming what would be the first band for both of them, the Intruders. Mom designed a logo for them and Magic Markered it onto the skin of Jeff’s bass drum.
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