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FOR AMY—Marrying you was the best “move” I ever made.

With loving thanks for making every one of the dreams possible.






PREFACE MOVING THROUGH LIFE


I HAVE BEEN in the moving business for almost forty years. For me, moving is a metaphor for life.

I’m not sure when this first sunk in. I’ve done a lot of thinking about actually moving belongings from place to place and the concept of moving from one stage of life to another, moving forward and moving on.

When you pack up all your personal belongings—your furniture, all your stuff—and move to a new place, it is more than a mere change of location. You’re changing yourself. You’re starting all over again; the choices go beyond what items to take, what to discard. There is a duality of leaving things behind while also moving forward.

Whether you’re moving three thousand miles to another town or just across the lobby, the process of dismantling one home and creating another is a gargantuan physical and emotional job.

I watched the faces of countless clients as the boxes were packed and then unpacked. I saw the fear and excitement caused by a big life move. I was witness to all the disruption and upheaval, all the uncertainty of starting over again—not to mention the second-guessing about how it will all turn out. The feelings of loss and sadness mixed with hope and optimism were always too big to fit in any boxes. Although I own a moving company, I see moving as more than a business. To me, moving represents the strong human need to change, to shed, and to grow. Moving creates forward motion that generates momentum and change.

When I was in my twenties and physically doing the moving jobs myself, I found out firsthand that moving was strenuous work. Most people watching movers do not fully appreciate the strength and endurance needed for twelve- to fifteen-hour days, or the planning required to get all the items packed and unpacked. There’s a method to our madness as we wrap the furniture, stack the boxes, and plan the sequence of what comes out of the house to get loaded first, second, and last. Though it’s not rocket science, it requires strategic planning and execution, just as does life.

I recall as the unloading of a truck progressed, I could start to see one or two more “tiers” before I got to the attic (the part of the truck that extends over the cab). I couldn’t wait until I got there, because that meant it wouldn’t be much longer until the job was all done.

When the last few pieces were finally brought into the new home, there was a huge sense of relief. Yet we were not yet 100 percent finished. There was still the assembly of tables, desks, beds, and dressers, more details, then you had to fold all the blankets, stack the dollies, and make the truck ready for the next move.

The work of being a mover is physically exhausting. There were jobs that never ever seemed to end. Even when it was getting dark and cold outside, and the skin on my hands would be cracking and bruised from gripping the wood furniture. Stopping was not an option, I had to keep going, giving up was never allowed. The next day my hands ached and my back burned, but those physical pains were eclipsed by the sense of accomplishment. Looking back, I now see each moving job was an exercise in the discipline of seeing something through from Point A to Point B, to the very end, no matter the challenges. The entire process was an example of perseverance.

Each of those thousand moves taught me not only how to start and complete things but also how to navigate the challenges, to pivot, and to always move forward. Each day and with every move, the job was never done until it was truly done.

In my personal and professional life, I’ve experienced many moves—life transitions that led me from place to place, or stage to stage, until I ultimately arrived to where I am today. There are some dark parts to my story—pervasive alcoholism being the overriding challenge I faced, in my parents’ lives as well as my own. That does not make me special, because we all struggle with something. Life comes at us all. Each of us faces trials and tribulations, adversities and conquests. No one is exempt. To process what we experience and to “move on,” we have to go through it, not around it.

My goal in sharing my journey is to shine a light on the human condition, to capture the raw pain and incredible strength that it takes to move through and move forward in each of our lives.

That’s what moving is all about: tackling the unknown and moving forward. Even when we’re disappointed or sad, we have to accept reality and move on. Moving is uncomfortable. It is unnerving. It is about change. But the change forces you to develop new habits, new friends, new relationships, and even new goals. It fosters growth. My experience taught me that moving isn’t at all about reaching the destination. It’s about what happens on the journey itself, which is often the more significant.

As you turn the page, I invite you to enter my world. Writing this book is not about detailing my accomplishments, although I have accomplished a lot, and you will see how I did it and why I was motivated to succeed financially. But my life is no longer about personal gain or material possessions. My burning desire is to leave a legacy of good works. I want to give back to society, to help others with little or less opportunity, and to help motivate them to move forward.

I want you, the reader, to experience what’s happened to me during the last sixty-plus years. I hope you will gain something from reading the story of how I moved through life. As in every story, there are ups and downs, good luck and bad, disappointments and triumphs. There were some mornings when I woke up that I did not think that I would be able to move forward, but I did. I hope my journey will inspire you to move forward.






CHAPTER 1 MOVING APART



I’ll wait in this place… where the shadows run from themselves.

—“WHITE ROOM,” CREAM (1968)
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MOVING DAY was here.

Saturday, April 20, 1968, a date I will never forget. My first actual move. I was eight years old. That was the day my family moved from a luxury high-rise apartment building in the upscale Bronx suburb of Riverdale, New York, into a huge working-class housing complex fifteen miles away, in Queens.

Gone would be the full-time doorman and a white-gloved concierge—a uniformed attendant who held the door open for a kid like me as I got into the back seat of our family’s Buick Electra 225. No more full-service deliveries and laundry pick-up and delivery downstairs, unless it was my mother.

On that spring day, instead of playing outside with my friends, I was inside our house, watching our furniture go out the door and into a moving truck. In retrospect, it was also my life as I knew it moving out that door, and I was moving into the unknown.

“Finish packing the boxes and close them up,” my mom told me and my two older sisters, Denise, thirteen, and Cherie, eleven. All three of us were jolted by the emotions of this day. Denise and Cherie had close friends in their Riverdale school and didn’t want to say goodbye. It was the same for me, torn away from my school and my old neighborhood. For the three of us, this was a move that meant leaving so much behind.

Moving is scary. It means change. It creates doubt. It can make you feel insecure. And, as I would later understand, when it comes to physical moves, you are either moving up in life or you are moving down. In our case, this was a move down.

Though unspoken, my sisters and I totally understood that this move was a fall from grace.

I asked myself over and over, Why is this happening to us?

I was a kid. I just didn’t understand.



The events of April 20, 1968, were years in the making.

How Mom and Dad met had everything to do with their respective parents’ immigration to the US. My maternal grandparents, Charles and Margaret Jessel, were French-born, raised in Alsace-Lorraine. They settled in Harlem in the early 1940s. Charles worked as a waiter and remained in the restaurant business for his entire life. (When he died, he got quite a write-up in the paper for being a famous waiter and a wine expert.)

Charles was an alcoholic. And from what I was told, he was physically abusive to my grandmother. (I never met either one of them, as they were long gone before I was born.) My mother—Germaine, nicknamed Gerry—told me her father used to physically hit her mother. Even more disturbing, he used to molest my mother’s sister, Margaret.

Thinking of what my mother must have gone through with an abusive alcoholic father, I can imagine why she might have needed a way to numb herself with alcohol as an adult.

Coincidentally, my paternal grandparents, Andy and Mae Beyer, came from Alsace-Lorraine as well. Our family name, Beyer, was a common German name.

My grandfather, Andy Beyer, was a tall, hulky man who worked as a butcher. Nobody in the family talked a lot about him. There was something mysterious about it. I guess all families have these enigmas. In any case, I never met him. He died in his fifties of colon cancer.

The only grandparent I ever did know was my paternal grandmother, Mae (who looked quite German, with a Roman nose and icy steel-blue eyes). She was a stern, cold, and removed kind of woman, the mother of three: my dad, John George Beyer; his sister, Lynn; and his brother, Andy Jr. Mae was a distant mother except when it came to her absolute favorite child, my father. She idolized him and lavished him with affection. Just as on my mother’s side, alcoholism was rampant in my father’s family too. I don’t know if my grandfather Andy drank much, and I know that Mae was not an alcoholic, but Andy Jr. became an alcoholic just like my dad. Andy’s son (my first cousin) was also an alcoholic.

As fate would have it, when Andy and Mae Beyer migrated to the US, they moved onto the same block on 125th Street in Harlem as my mother’s family. Like a storybook, my parents met at the corner candy store. It was kind of meant to be. They were in their late teens or early twenties at the time. I don’t have a lot of details about how they met or their romance. That’s the sad truth. I don’t remember them ever talking to me about it. I recall having a sense that they were happy for those first years after they married and started having children in the mid-1950s, building a business and a family.

The early 1960s were good for my family. My dad was a very successful photographer. His company, Chester Studios—located in the Bronx, near our apartment—contracted to take the black-and-white school pictures for the entire New York City public school system. It was a monumental responsibility and a hugely lucrative account.

Dad was very gregarious, a big personality. When he walked into a room, people noticed him. He was about five feet eleven but looked even taller, with very broad shoulders, long arms, and piercing steel-blue eyes—a magnetic, confident presence. By the time he turned thirty he lost most of his hair, so he looked older than he actually was. But he was totally engaging, good-looking, and strong. And he had a vice grip handshake that never weakened. Even as he got older, he could still grab and crush my hand in a handshake. It was always intimidating, especially for his son.

When it came to my father, there was something all-knowing and wise about him and his demeanor. He had a command about him that I think, to some extent, I inherited. He was very smart and worldly, and he could converse about anything. If you wanted to fact-check something, you asked John Beyer. He read the paper and followed the news and was also a voracious reader. He would always have three or four novels going at the same time, with books strewn all over our house, the pages all flipped open, in various stages of completion. He took his knowledge out into the world and always seemed to be in command of the situation. He knew where he wanted to go and who he wanted to talk to.

With Dad’s personality and skills as a photographer, Chester Studios was booming. When color photography was exploding in the sixties, Dad and his partner, Murray Rosenthal, invested too heavily in the all-new color-film processing machines. The stress caused by this investment would eventually take a toll on both my father and Murray, physically and financially. Taking pictures in color motivated the parents to buy more photos. Everyone was excited about this new color technology. The bright yellow-and-red Kodak logo is emblazoned in my memory forever.

Although my busy dad was doing well in business, he was not taking good care of himself. He was a heavy drinker and a chain smoker. Dad not only smoked cigarettes but also sat at home smoking Omega Little Cigars while he read. They were dirty and smelled awful. He also ate all the wrong foods—a steak-and-potatoes guy, living in the culture of the time. It was all about drinking and no exercise. Both Dad and Murray Rosenthal were overweight, particularly Murray—though he didn’t drink heavily or smoke.

In l965, both Murray and my dad suffered massive heart attacks that landed each of them in the intensive care unit of Montefiore Hospital. Dad was only forty-one at the time, and he was not expected to live. But after two long months in the hospital, Dad was released—weakened and depleted, but alive. Murray survived too. But Chester Studios did not.

As a result of their heart attacks, Dad and Murray could no longer meet the daily demands of running Chester Studios. The business was too big for them to manage, and they just couldn’t do it anymore. I do not know why they did not try to sell it; all I remember is that one day it was there and one day it wasn’t. Everything folded. My father was ultimately hired as an executive at Walker Color of New York, in Yonkers, another photography company.

Despite his heart attack and long hospitalization, Dad went right back to drinking, which further diminished his health. His heart muscle was so damaged that he was declared legally disabled. After his heart attack he received both Social Security disability and private disability insurance for the rest of his life. My father’s weakened physical condition did not deter his drinking. Dad was a functional alcoholic, a daily drinker who could get through the day conscious and get back home in one piece.

Dad’s heart attack was the beginning of the end not only of his business but of my parents’ marriage as well. My mom was a striking woman. She was a very attractive redhead, bearing a resemblance to Lucille Ball. Lucy and Mom were both five foot seven. Lucy had blue eyes, but Mom had beautiful brown doe-like eyes, which I inherited from her. Mom did her hair up high in the popular bouffant style of the time and looked great when she was all dressed up. Dad loved having her on his arm. But she was no ornament. Mom was very bright; she had a sense of humor and could be very goofy at times.

My early childhood memories include Dad going out at night and wanting my Mom to go along with him. My mother was also a heavy drinker and a chain smoker too. But unlike Dad, Mom did not want to go out every night. She had the responsibility of being our primary parent. That did not stop her from drinking at home. Without Mom as his drinking companion, Dad looked elsewhere for company. I was very young, but I do remember there were numerous “girlfriends” and nights out when he didn’t come home at all. I also remember how this hurt my mother and her being enraged by his disloyalty. This just made my mother drink more.

When Dad finally did come home, my sleep was interrupted by drunken brawls between my parents that went on into the early morning. As time went on these fights got worse and worse: clothing was tossed out windows, liquor bottles were broken, there were screams in the night, and the police were called, disturbing the calm luxury of our apartment building. While these fights went on, my sisters and I huddled together, unable to sleep, scared by these violent arguments, wishing that they would end.

My parents’ alcoholism was causing complete chaos in their lives and in ours. Neither of them had the capacity to get the help they needed. Worse than that, neither of them even recognized that they needed help.

My dad’s heart attack, the loss of his business, and his diminished income compounded his stress, leading to even more drinking. It was a vicious cycle. The more he drank, the more his life became unmanageable. His tenure at Walker Color of New York came to an end too. The money dried up; my parents’ marriage unraveled.

My parents legally separated. And that’s when my mother, sisters, and I moved—without Dad—to LeFrak City.

In the 1960s, if you were driving along the Long Island Expressway, you could not miss the huge billboard advertising LeFrak City. The LeFrak slogan, “Live a Little Better,” remained up on that sign for decades. As I said, LeFrak was a community intended primarily for working- and middle-class families who were interested in modern facilities but unable to afford Manhattan. Built in 1962 on forty acres of what was previously marshland, the community was the brainchild of New York real estate tycoon Samuel J. LeFrak.

Sam was a New York–born real estate developer with a reputation as a tough guy, and his company ranked forty-fifth on the Forbes list of the top five hundred private companies. There is no doubt that none of his millionaire friends would have wanted to live at the gargantuan cookie-cutter complex with 4,605 apartments, built alongside the Long Island Expressway in Corona, Queens, that we were moving into. Over fifteen thousand people lived there. It really was a city within a city, each of the buildings named after a country. Our building was called The Panama. And our apartment, 5M, was a two-bedroom, one-and-a-half bath unit. The best part of the apartment was the terrace, which became my regular refuge, a safe place where I could escape the insanity of my mother’s drinking and listen to music on my black-and-gray Panasonic cassette radio. I would tune in to Cousin Brucie on 77 AM. And when a favorite song came on, like Stevie Wonder’s “Superstition,” I immediately pressed record. I always missed the first few bars of the song but tried my best to capture it. Music became my refuge, and I wanted to record my favorite songs so that I could listen to them when I needed them. Music was a source of comfort that I could rely on, unlike my parents.

My world was not confined to the terrace. Most of the time, just walking outside was an instant escape. To a kid, LeFrak City was like moving into a theme park. The complex was entirely self-contained, home to its own shops, including a beauty parlor and barbershop, a dry cleaner, a TV repair service, a drugstore, and a big luncheonette. The mall that housed all these amenities was the heart and soul of the community. The sheer scope of the place and the constant activity in it distracted me from the painful memory of moving.

LeFrak was like the day of the locust. There were people everywhere, and I mean everywhere—in the hallway, in the elevator, in the lobby, and of course in the mall. The playgrounds were packed. There were monkey bars and seesaws being used every day. It was really a kid’s paradise, all of us running around the mall and outside in the parks, playing basketball, trading baseball cards, and playing ring-a-levio in the streets.

As much as I had been sad about leaving Riverdale, LeFrak turned out to be fun for me. I picked up a new passion, basketball. I spent hours dribbling the ball even in the rain. I got pretty good. The first friend I made was Alan Weinman, a lanky kid who was a decent athlete, a fellow basketball player. He lived in the building next door to us, called U.S. My second friend was Richie Weintraub, a very good-looking kid with a personality and a half. Richie was witty and smart, and people loved him. He lived just upstairs, in apartment 6C, with his mother, Elaine; his dad, Lenny; and his brother, Kenny.

Our moms got to know each other in Le Girls, the beauty parlor in the mall, which was always packed on Saturdays. Mom was a terrible binge drinker, and she could not hide this. The other women in the building, including Richie’s mom, could see this. She could drink herself into a blackout or go extraordinarily long periods when she would literally stay drunk for weeks on end. These benders were marked by very few breaks from the bottle. When she drank, it wasn’t pretty. Because she was unable to control her drinking, her habits were visible to everyone in the building. In addition to drinking, she smoked one cigarette after another, burning holes in pillows and mattresses, and also damaging the mahogany furniture in our apartment. There were times that she staggered into the lobby, completely drunk; she was routinely found on the floor of the elevator after falling down drunk. Everyone saw her in this condition—the security and maintenance staff, the neighbors, and my friends, including Richie and his mom. It was embarrassing and scary for me to see. Other times she would suddenly pull herself together and stop drinking for a while until she fell off the wagon again.

At the same time, Richie and I had become inseparable. We were both on the same Little League team and in the bowling league. We also played Wiffle ball outside in what was called the “red rink” playground. Right next to that rink were the basketball courts where we spent hours together shooting hoops.

Richie was my childhood best friend. We had many sleepovers: Richie’s mother would invite me to stay at their apartment because his mom could see that things were unraveling in my household as my mother’s drinking got worse and worse. It was evident to everyone in the building. Even if it wasn’t so evident, it felt that way to me.

The biggest change for me after moving to LeFrak is that I didn’t see my father very often. From the ages of eight to thirteen, my world consisted of my friends, mom, and two sisters. Dad just wasn’t there. After we moved, Dad became a part-time bartender at the Midland Bar, located at the 179th Street subway, the last stop on the E and F trains in Jamaica, Queens, which then, was and still is at the crossroad where the socioeconomically diverse of New York City would convene in the same place to share a drink or a story. A left out of the bar took you to an area of mini-mansions that were the homes of the haves, and a right took you to an ethnically diverse neighborhood of small homes where the have-nots lived. The Midland was the meeting place that drew this diverse racial and economic crowd. There was a dynamic sense of community that brought everyone together, and it was the booze that held them there and kept them coming back, my dad included.

Dad had a side hustle as the neighborhood bookie working out of the Midland, making money as a bookmaker and small-time loan shark. While it was a big comedown from the days of owning his own photography business, Dad still controlled the room and commanded respect in this bar community. At the Midland, Dad was a big shot, a big fish in a very small pond. Everybody knew him. He was like the mayor in the bar, but as a father he was absent. Even when he was physically there for a quick visit to see us, he really wasn’t present. I never felt that he truly wanted to spend much time with me or my sisters.



One day, after Dad started working at the Midland, much to my surprise, Mom announced, “Dad is going to take you to the Yankee game this Sunday. And he’s picking you up at twelve, so be ready.” I was ready at 11:00 a.m., baseball glove in hand, bouncing a baseball against the inside wall of the lobby. Finally, I was going to be with my dad—at a Yankee game! I was super excited.

But noon came along, and Dad wasn’t there yet. I strained my neck toward the street and thought to myself, He’ll be here soon. At 12:15, I was still nervously bouncing the ball off the lobby wall, but there was no sign of Dad. I was getting anxious. I buzzed my mom on the intercom from the lobby, and as soon as she answered, I blurted out, “Did Dad call!?”

“Yes,” she answered. “He’s running late. He’ll be here soon.”

Ten minutes later, I buzzed her again. “Did Dad call back? Did he call!?”

“No, he didn’t.” Even at this age, I could hear Mom’s voice changing.

I thought to myself, We are going to miss the first inning. I went back to the intercom and buzzed again. To this day I can clearly picture the old, aluminum metal frame of the intercom that was bent and decaying; our apartment number, 5M, was faded and almost worn off. The neglect was symbolic of the neglect that I was experiencing day in and day out.

At this point I was having a conversation with myself, Should I buzz again? No, I’ll wait. But I was so impatient I buzzed anyway. This time it took longer for Mom to answer. In my head, I can still hear her slurred words. Without me even having to ask her anything, she uttered, “No, he didn’t call.” There was no need to say anything else. She just hung up.

I was crushed. By 1:30 I came to the realization that Dad might not be coming at all. But I waited anyway, holding on to a shred of hope. At 2:00, I buzzed up again. This time, no answer at all. I waited some more. I again stretched my neck to see the cars coming around the block. No sign of Dad.

Of course, he wasn’t coming. He never even called. Eventually I went upstairs, seeking some comfort from my mom. But her eyes were only half open. She was totally drunk. I grabbed my Panasonic cassette radio and went onto the terrace, which didn’t have much of a view, as it faced the parking lot. I heard the announcer shout as Yankees outfielder great Roy White stole home. I listened to the game as tears poured down my face, thinking, I’m supposed to be there, in the stands with my dad, watching this happen. To say I was disappointed is an understatement. I was devastated. I felt invisible. And I didn’t have anyone to tell.

After my father’s disappearing act, I didn’t hear from him for a week. When he finally called, he made a lame excuse, just a passing remark, like, “Something came up.” Then he changed the subject. Unfortunately, this would not be the first or the last time Dad would make a promise and break it.



If the story about waiting for Dad taught me anything, it taught me that I had to rely totally on myself. I could not count on him. On the Monday morning after that baseball game fiasco, with my mother hungover and asleep, I got myself ready for school, ate some cereal, and tried to shake off the terrible weekend. However, there was no moving on from my bad weekend. When I opened my front door, things only got worse. I found an eviction notice plastered to our door. It wasn’t the first time. With both parents being alcoholics, and neither one pulling in a reliable income, we were going to be thrown out of our apartment yet again.

At this point, Dad was broke, living with his mother seven miles away in Jamaica, Queens. I never knew how much rent he was paying her, but I’m certain it was a lot less than the $238 a month we were paying LeFrak. Needless to say, his financial support was nonexistent. Of course, according to the separation agreement, he was supposed to pay child support, but he wasn’t sending the money. We had to depend on Mom’s income whenever she could work, which all depended on how much she was drinking.

Her boss, Diane von Furstenberg, a Belgian fashion designer who rose to prominence in the sixties and seventies, took a genuine liking to Mom and cared enough about her to get her some help. Diane knew that Mom was a drinker. When Mom was on a bender and couldn’t function at work, Diane would send her to a rehab for a month or two to dry out. While Mom was gone, my sisters were thrust into the role of parents, looking after me, at about ten, and themselves. Then, when our mother got sober, she’d go back to work again. This went on for years, back and forth between clean periods and blackouts. Ultimately, because she couldn’t hold down a full-time job, she wound up working as a temporary secretary for Kelly Girls. It didn’t pay great, but it was better than nothing and made it possible for her to work between drinking binges.

Mom was wonderful when she was sober. She reminded us to do our homework assignments. She would make breakfast. And she always pressed my shirts and made sure I combed my hair and brushed my teeth and looked good. And if I had to go to the doctor, she took me.

When she was good, she was really good. In fact, when Mom wasn’t drinking, she was lighthearted and really very funny. She made corny jokes and lightened every room that she walked in, the life of the party. She could become hysterical with laughter, but you never knew how long it would last. From my observation, I would say her personality was a little bipolar, with huge mood swings. She was erratic and often withdrew from reality. She was either drunk—completely absent emotionally and devoid of any ability to function—or she was sober and behaved like a true mom. Unfortunately, her sobriety did not hold, and she inevitably started drinking again, and when she did, she neglected the responsibilities of being a mother.

Mom’s erratic behavior resulted in an inconsistent and unreliable flow of money. She was always behind on the rent and the bills, so the eviction notices started to pile up almost upon moving into LeFrak. It became routine. Month after month we were late with our rent. In fact, the US marshals would sometimes knock on our door, threatening to move our things into the street.

On several occasions, we were so many months behind that the movers did move our things into the hallway. I have a vivid memory of my drunk mom holding her housedress closed with one hand, smoking a cigarette, and drinking vodka as a US marshal tried to sneak a peek at her nude body underneath. There we were, waiting for someone to show up with the money. On that day, Grandma Mae came through with the $238. Richie gave a deep sigh of relief when he saw our furniture being moved back into the apartment. He desperately wanted me to stay. I couldn’t help but wonder: Who was going to take care of me?

Because Mom was frequently drunk or hungover, she couldn’t help me get ready for school, make breakfast, or pack a lunch, much less clean the apartment. That role fell to my sisters, Denise and Cherie. They loved their little brother and were very protective of me.

Both my sisters were beautiful. Denise had full, perky lips, a cute smile, and a great figure (frankly, a great ass is the only way to put it). With her long, flowing brown hair and sparkling green eyes, she was very sexy. The teenage boys obviously liked her. But she was popular with everyone and had a lot of friends. Part of her appeal was that she was confident, extroverted, and assertive, edgy in that she didn’t take any crap from anybody. She could be intimidating. You knew that she was becoming a very confident young woman. As the eldest (who had to deal with an alcoholic mother and an absentee-alcoholic father), being assertive was a protective system, both for herself and for Cherie and me.

Cherie was also very pretty, with dark brown hair and beautiful deep blue eyes. But she was a little bit quieter, more reserved and introverted than Denise. She had boyfriends and plenty of friends too. But unlike Denise, Cherie struggled a bit in school. Admittedly, none of us took school very seriously. Neither my mother nor father offered any supervision, encouragement, discipline, or structure. Also, once we were past age twelve, we all worked. Both my sisters worked in the dry cleaner downstairs in the mall. In fact, when it came to work, Cherie was very strong-minded in her own way and wanted to become independent as soon as she could. On the brink of her sixteenth birthday, she saved up all her money, and as soon as she was able to drive, she bought herself a used red Plymouth Barracuda. It was exceptionally cool. She became our mode of transportation. So even though she was quiet, she was a go-getter and was far better at planning than either me or Denise.

I watched my sisters do the best that they could to find their way through adolescence while dealing with all the pain and insanity of our household. As I said, they became my surrogate parents, and I felt protected by them when I needed it. While on one level LeFrak was an oasis, on another level there was significant racial tension and tremendous drug use, including many heroin-related deaths.

I remember one time I accidentally hit a kid in the face with a Wiffle Ball bat and I thought that kid he was going to kill me. Cherie stepped right in and made it all go away. Cherie protected me several times. Other teenagers were not easily going to intimidate or threaten any of the three of us.

Denise was even more intimidating. One day Cherie herself was being bullied by a beautiful girl whose name also happened to be Denise. Our Denise stepped in and had a fistfight with her, right in the middle of the LeFrak mall. She clocked that girl in the nose. She hit her so hard that the girl was choking on her own blood. This was in front of hundreds of people. The fight echoed through the entire complex. After that, nobody ever messed with my sisters or me again. All the girls were afraid of them.

At home, my sisters could be just as combative with my mom. When my mother was frustrated, angry, or drunk, she regularly screamed and yelled at my sisters and would chase them around the dining room table. I remember her once pinning my sisters down on the floor and smacking them. The reason for doing so was usually something inane like cleaning their room or doing their homework.

During these battles, I imagined that Mom was attempting to parent us. She was trying to get it together and discipline us and exert her authority. But she certainly was not going about it the right way. She didn’t have the coping skills to handle three kids on her own. My mom told me that she felt abandoned by our father, both financially and emotionally. It was clear that as the only parent, she was overwhelmed, at the end of her rope. My sisters acted out their frustration and pushed the envelope. They were rebelling because they didn’t respect anything Mom said because she was a drunk. And then the arguments would escalate and would get physical. LeFrak became a scary place, where even people’s shadows ran from themselves.

Both my sisters escaped our apartment as early as they could. By age fourteen or fifteen, Denise moved from couch to couch at her friends’ houses while Cherie moved in with my grandmother, Mae. I was left alone with my mother to fend for myself. I felt more alone than ever. At one point, one of our neighbors, we never found out who, called child protective services, telling them that I was being abused. Upon reflection, I wasn’t abused, I was neglected. Sometimes there was nothing in the refrigerator but mayonnaise; old, packaged cheese; and bread. If the bread wasn’t moldy, I was very happy that I could make a cheese-and-mayonnaise sandwich with it. At other times, I lived on Swanson TV dinners—when we could afford them. But no matter what, I had holes in my sneakers and my pants were too short.

At age eleven, I realized that if I literally wanted to eat, I was going to have to earn my own money.






CHAPTER 2 THE FIRST OF MANY



How can you help it when the music starts to play, and your ability to reason is swept away?

—“EVERYBODY PLAYS THE FOOL,” THE MAIN INGREDIENT (1972)



[image: ]

ONE DAY, when I was about eleven years old, and very hungry, I walked across the street from our apartment to our local Waldbaum’s grocery store. I started helping people carry their groceries—usually either older women or young moms with children. I’d lift their bags out of the shopping carts and carry them over to their cars, and then load them in the trunk. Sometimes they would tip me a quarter! I loved it and would be waiting for the next person to come out of the store before the last car was out of the parking lot.

I noticed that the stray shopping carts made it difficult for people to pull in and out of the lot. I would collect the errant carts and put them back in a line, arranging them in an orderly long row. Then I would pick up a broom and start sweeping the parking lot. The second time I did this, the manager came out of the store and walked right up to me.

“What are you doing, kid?” he roughly asked. I assumed that he was going to throw me off the property.

“I’m just here to make some money,” I told him quietly, “and help people put their groceries into their cars for tips.” Would you believe that at the end of the day he handed me $2.00. And he thanked me. I realized in that moment that I had created my first job. It felt incredible. This was a turning point in my life. It was empowering. And so began my relationship with money.

After that, I went back to the grocery store parking lot as often as I could. Eventually, I started a different job. My success in the parking lot gave me the self-esteem to walk into our local pizza shop, called the Pizza Nosh. I saw guys delivering pizza who weren’t much older than me. I remember thinking, Why couldn’t I do it? But the manager looked at me (skinny and young) with skepticism: “Do you think you can ride this bike?” he asked, pointing to a big red Schwinn, a heavy steel bike with large, sealed metal boxes on it. I nodded my head yes. And that was it. I got the job. I admit it was very difficult riding that huge bike with pizzas and soda bottles loaded onto it. But I did it.

The good thing about working at the Pizza Nosh was that I was allowed a free slice of pizza on my shift, which was a lot better than a Swanson TV dinner. As I started to earn money, I appreciated the freedom that came with that and the ability to not settle but rather have what I wanted. In this case, I wanted a veal parmesan hero. And I remember Vinny, the owner, saying, “You snob, you little brat. You want a veal parmesan hero?! Who the hell do you think you are, John Beyer?” But I wanted it. I now could pay the extra dollar he was charging me for it, so I could have my veal parmesan hero instead of the slice. That’s who I was from the beginning. I always wanted to have what I wanted and would find a way to get it. I’m still that way to this day. If somebody tells me I can’t have it, I will insist on getting it.

At age twelve, I also began working at Sherwood Drugs on Saturday afternoons. I got the job by walking in and asking for it. I told the owner, “I can stock the shelves and I can do deliveries for you.” I must have made a good impression. I was clean-cut and presentable and made sure to comb my hair. They gave me the job for Saturday afternoons. Then for Sundays, I got what would become my most profitable job, working at the super-busy luncheonette in LeFrak. It was like Grand Central Station, a bustling business located right in the hub of the entire complex with seemingly thousands of people in and out during the day. My job there was washing dishes, doing deliveries, and putting the Sunday newspapers together. After all the newspapers were piled up, they were actually taller than my own height at the time. I then did deliveries. I worked fourteen or sixteen hours a day, and by the end of my shift I was too exhausted to even move the wet mop across the floor.

Although it was a lot of hard work, I felt proud that I had these three jobs—delivering pizzas a few nights a week, working at the drugstore on Saturdays, and working all day long at the luncheonette on Sundays. The three jobs together yielded me $125 a week. For a twelve-year-old in 1972, that was a fortune.

In addition to my three jobs, I also started traveling to my father’s bar, the Midland, in order to earn an allowance and get attention from him. It would take me forty-five minutes and two trains to get from my apartment to the bar. When I arrived, my dad would tell me to bring all the beer up from the basement and stock the shelves. I learned how to tap a beer keg when I was thirteen. On my break, I would sit there at the bar and drink Coca-Colas with cherries in them. But by the time I was fifteen or sixteen I was allowed to have a little glass of beer—which made me feel more adult and gave me a little buzz. This bar would become a monumental part of my life. The people I drank with and knew there became like a second family to me, including the bartenders and customers. Eventually I would truly come to know and love many of them.

All these jobs combined kept me busy and gave me enough money to finally buy a decent pair of sneakers without holes in them! Before that, I would have to line the bottoms of my worn-out sneakers with baseball cards in order to cover the holes and protect me from water seeping in and from my foot scraping up against the rough asphalt.

How did I get the baseball cards? All the guys at LeFrak would flip (trade) them. I hardly had any to flip, but sometimes they would have throwaways, doubles. And they would just drop them on the ground. I would sneak the throwaways and put them in my pocket, secretly using them to line my sneakers. I was embarrassed for them to know what I was doing. It was embarrassing and kind of sad.

As I remember it, back in the seventies the white guys at LeFrak wore Converse sneakers, and the black guys wore Pro-Keds. By this point, the neighborhood was more black than white, and racial tensions were high. More than once, two or three of the new guys pushed me up against an elevator and rifled through my pockets for loose change. I earned respect by getting good at basketball. It was a survival tool. In fact, once I got really good, the guys who had roughed me up picked me to play on their teams instead of robbing me.
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