
        
            
                
            
        


		
			Advance Praise for I Am the Warrior

			 

			“If you know what a VJ is, Holly Knight’s songs are woven into your DNA. She is why you sing at the top of your lungs along with Patty Smyth and Scandal, ‘Shooting at the walls of heartache bang bang I am the warrior!’ Holly is the reason Pat Benatar grabbed our attention singing ‘We are young, heartache to heartache’ at the beginning of the epic ‘Love Is A Battlefield,’ and she is the one who gave Tina Turner the soaring tour de force, ‘The Best.’ In I Am the Warrior: My Crazy Life Writing the Hits and Rocking the MTV Eighties, you’ll find out how these and more classics came to be, the path they took to the superstars who sang them, and how they became an integral part of the I Want My MTV years.”

			—Martha Quinn, MTV VJ

			“People who grew up in the eighties tell me that MTV was the soundtrack to their lives…Holly Knight deserves much of the credit. Few songwriters have written such a diverse collection of songs for such a broad range of superstars.  You may never have met Holly, but you know her heart from all its journeys through pleasure, pain, obsession, temptation, slow burns, flaws and battlefields. In a decade steeped in the superficial, Holly Knight’s songs helped us know love in all its different iterations. Holly Knight is simply the best.”

			—Alan Hunter, MTV VJ

			“Holly Knight is one of the greatest songwriters of our generation. For my money there was no one writing female empowerment anthems and exploring the depths and difficulties of love in the eighties better than Holly. Some of our most legendary music moments on MTV (Tina Turner, Pat Benatar, Patty Smyth) were soundtracked with a Holly Knight song! The eighties…and MTV would not have been the same without her!”

			—Mark Goodman, MTV VJ

			“I have a profound respect for great songwriters and Holly Knight is just that. One would be hard pressed to turn on the radio or television during MTV's Golden era and NOT hear one of her hits. Tina Turner, Patty Symth, Aerosmith, John Waite are just a few who have recorded her songs. Holly's new memoir takes us behind the scenes of her creative process and her incredible life during those wonderfully heady times. She writes prose as she writes lyrics—straight from the heart, revealing, vulnerable yet strong. Holly Knight is a fierce musical talent and is indeed The Warrior!”

			—Nina Blackwood, MTV VJ

			“I remember seeing Holly at Record Plant studios in New York while we were recording Unmasked. And we had decided we needed a keyboard/synth on one of our songs.  I remembered Holly played keys, so I walked into the studio lounge and asked her if she’d like to play on one of our tunes. She jumped up, hurriedly went into the studio and rocked. We loved it. So, we had a quick side conference and then we asked Holly if she’d like to play on the whole album.Big smiles all around. She cancelled whatever she was doing that day, and stayed in the studio with us late into the night. I didn’t know it back then, but Holly would soon turn into a songwriter powerhouse. I boast: “Holly Knight? Oh yeah. I know her!” 

			—Gene Simmons, KISS

			“Holly Knight wrote some of the best and toughest songs for female artists. Her songs helped pave the way for women in rock. Not to mention a few dudes. I heard ‘The Warrior’ once and knew it was a hit. It was a joy to sing. It felt like a perfect match for my voice. Still does. Holly is a badass and always will be.” 

			—Patty Smyth
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			To anyone who ever had a dream and was told “No.”





FOREWORD

			It seems a lifetime ago that I first heard “The Best.” It’s not a song that I’ve carried—but rather a song that has carried me around the world. The energy it gave me on stage lifted me and the audience, a rare treasure—a universal anthem. Including “The Best,” over the years I’ve counted nine of Holly’s songs in my repertoire: “Better Be Good to Me,” “Wildest Dreams,” “Be Tender with Me Baby,” “One of the Living,” “Do Something,” “Love Thing,” “Ask Me How I Feel,” and “You Can’t Stop Me Loving You.”

			I felt Holly’s words and music often synchronized with what I needed or wanted in that moment.

			Those songs have something special—a connection that deeply resonated with people around the globe. Holly has been so graceful and generous to lend me the words and melodies that inspired her.

			Holly—I’ve said it to you before, and I say it now, again, indeed, you are simply the best.

			 

			Love,
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			Tina (Turner)

			Zurich, Switzerland





 

			 

			 

			You can’t feed me to the wolves, they come when I call.

			[image: ]





PROLOGUE

			Back when I started, there were a handful of emerging songwriters who were granted access into the inner sanctums of some pretty big rock bands and solo artists, a sort of “songwriters’ elite.” I was one of them, although, being a woman, I was the anomaly. I didn’t mind being the only one; in fact, I loved it. We were all aware of each other, and sometimes we even wrote together when we weren’t busy competing to get cuts on the same albums. I was already a legitimate recording artist, having released two albums and toured with my rock band Spider. I wrote from a place of firsthand experience. It’s a different view from the stage than in the audience.

			With so few opportunities for women in rock ’n’ roll to flourish, we were considered a rare breed, and while it seems that we still are, you’d be surprised how many virtuosos exist—lead guitarists, drummers, bass players, pretty much every instrument. The belief had always been that girls can’t rock. What utter crap. From day one, I walked right into the man cave like it was nothing, like I had every right to be there. To say it wasn’t without its challenges would be an understatement, and of course, there was plenty of ass-grabbing—on both sides.

			An interviewer once asked me, “Why are so many of your songs about fighting?”

			“They’re not all like that,” I responded. “I write about a lot of things.”

			“But there’s this thread of going into battle that runs through some of your biggest songs,” he said. “It’s not a bad thing, it’s very compelling.”

			I’d never thought about it until that moment, but he’d asked a potent question. When I got home, I went through the titles of some of my biggest songs—“Love Is a Battlefield,” “The Warrior,” “Invincible,” “Better Be Good to Me”—and realized he was right. How had I missed something so vital? After some raw soul-searching, I was able to piece together this much—my songs were more about fighting for something, rather than with someone. And my weapon of choice was my songs. The “why?” is the question, and a rather hefty one that’s taken years of therapy to unravel. I’ve come to the realization that adversity is not the enemy. It’s a gift. If you want something bad enough, you have to show the world that you’re not screwing around.

			I’ve been fighting my whole life for the things that mattered to me. It started when I was a child—“I don’t like it when you hit me!”—but as I got older, I was able to articulate in a more elegant and creative manner what was most important to me: independence, autonomy, expressing my own voice, anarchy in all its glory, and, essentially, telling people to fuck off in a clever way.

			I write songs for a living. I would have done it for free. As it turned out, I didn’t have to, which is a good thing because I didn’t have a Plan B.
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Chapter One
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			My Arrival

			New York City, 1956

			“Be tender with me baby for always…”

			(“Be Tender With Me” performed by Tina Turner)

			 

			 

			 

			My tiny legs didn’t reach the floor when I climbed onto the piano bench, but even at two years of age I knew that music was going to be my first language. I’m a New York City native through and through, born and raised in Manhattan. Being a New Yorker is so embedded in my blood that I have no doubt it has mutated the genetic code of my DNA. No matter where I am, even in California, where I’ve lived for thirty-eight years, people can tell right away that I’m from New York, even though I have little trace of an accent, except when I get pissed off and say “ga-hed” instead of “go ahead.” I proudly, or naively, believe that growing up in the big bad city has given me some cred: yes, I’m a survivor, a (mostly) peaceful warrior. I learned how to take care of myself at a young age, which only served me well throughout my life. My favorite color is black, and I say fuck an awful lot. It’s a New York thing.

			My family has always been small. My father, Herbert Erlanger, was an only child, as was my mother, so I had no aunts or uncles, and no first cousins. My paternal grandmother Alice was born in Vienna, and my paternal grandfather Gustav and my father were born in Berlin. Both my grandparents were surgeons, and being Jewish, they were extremely fortunate to have patients who warned them of the impending doom: “Get out of Germany while you still can.” Heeding their advice, they were forced to leave their robust and prominent medical practice behind, borrowing money from relatives in Switzerland. After crossing the Atlantic on the S.S. Washington in 1935 and setting foot on American soil, they set about rebuilding their lives, taking up residence in a prewar building on the Upper West Side of Manhattan, directly across the street from some very large dinosaurs housed in the Museum of Natural History.

			Young Herb was just eleven when they arrived, but he adjusted quickly to American life and embraced the culture. After graduating from Columbia University, he continued his education, earning his medical degree from the College of Physicians & Surgeons. He became a resident anesthesiologist at New York Hospital, and on the day I was born, all he had to do was take an elevator up to the nursery to meet me for the first time. He’d made the same journey two years earlier with my brother, Robert.

			My mother, Marilyn Shusterman, graduated from Hunter College and worked at the same hospital; she was a hematologist, and that’s how my parents met. Her father was from the Ukraine; he was Grandpa Jack to me, and I adored him. My mother’s mother, Ethel, was from Boston. When I was four years old, my mother began taking piano lessons from “Uncle” Richard, a German friend of the family who was a concert pianist. To say that he was overqualified to be a piano teacher would be an understatement, but he had agreed to do it as a favor to her. She wasn’t very good, but as I listened to her hack away at each piece she tried to learn, I’d pretend to play the piano on any available surface, even my legs. Once she would go in the kitchen to start preparing dinner, I’d creep into the living room, climb on the bench and pick out the music I’d heard Richard play so beautifully. After a few weeks of this, my mother acknowledged that I was the one who had inherited the musical talent in the family.

			“Holly, would you like to take piano lessons?”

			I yelped with joy and cried out, “Yes!” as I flung my arms around her.

			That’s when Gordana Lazarevich, a pretty, young woman from Belgrade, Serbia, entered my life. At eighteen, she had immigrated to Canada with her family and, at twenty-one, started teaching me piano while attending Julliard to earn her master’s. She would go on to obtain her doctorate from Columbia University. Gordana looked like Julie Andrews, specifically Maria from The Sound of Music. I studied with her for seven years. I loved my time with her so much that when she took a summer job as the music counselor at Camp Waseosa on Lake Ontario, Canada, I begged my mother to send me there so I could continue my lessons with her. I was seven when I started camp, and for eight blissful weeks for three consecutive summers, I enjoyed the cool, fresh outdoors, music lessons, and a loving relationship with Gordana, a vast improvement over muggy New York summers and my mother’s hot disposition. For those eight summer weeks I felt safe and loved.

			When I turned eleven, Gordana broke the sad news to me that she had accepted a teaching position at Barnard College and wouldn’t be able to tutor me any longer. I was devastated. I not only adored her, but secretly wished she was my mother.

			My real mother got it in her head that she was going to start grooming me as a future concert pianist—if she couldn’t play, then she was going to make sure that I did. I didn’t mind. It was only when it got in the way of being a kid and having friends, when I would get punished if I didn’t do well with both my report card and my piano studies, that it became a drag. She had managed to turn something I loved with my entire being into a chore. After Gordana left, my mother sent me to Mannes School of Music for four years, a more formal school on the upper east side that was a breeding ground for classical performers.

			I grew up in a household filled with music, a melting pot of styles and cultures. My mother loved Indian music and took me to Ravi Shankar concerts whenever he was in New York; we listened to African singers like Miriam Makeba; we often went to a place called The Cookery in the West Village to listen to Alberta Hunter sing the blues; and then there were the Broadway musicals that we not only went to, but whose cast records spun on our record player day and night. My favorites were Gigi, Flower Drum Song, Lili, South Pacific, and My Fair Lady. I loved all the Rogers and Hammerstein and Lerner and Lowe musicals. Once, upon returning from a trip to Jamaica, my mom brought back ska records before anyone in America had ever heard of it. If she went to a Greek restaurant for dinner, she’d come back with a Greek record she’d bought at the cash register. Music was the one place where my mother and I connected. Had it not been for that, we would have had nothing in common. There’s no question that she fostered my desire to be a musician, at least until I discovered rock music. She hated rock, with the exception or one or two mellow Beatles songs like “Michelle” and “Yesterday.” She thought the rest was noise and that rock musicians were degenerates.

			For me, the seas parted once I discovered rock music. I think the first time was on some kid’s transistor radio in the school yard, and it really made me sit up and pay attention. I was nine. I ran out and bought a couple of records with some money I’d saved. One was The Beatles’ Rubber Soul and another one was the Rolling Stones’ December’s Children. The volume I listened at was deafening. I didn’t want to just hear the kick drum, I wanted to feel it. Unlike classical music, the songs had words, and the content was either rebellious or romantic. I liked the Stones even more than The Beatles. They were scruffier and more glamorous. Their lyrics spoke to me. I didn’t know why yet, they just did. I kept my records a secret from my mother in the beginning, only listening to them when she was out shopping or at work.

			Then I discovered the Doors and fell in love with Jim Morrison, just like I had with James Bond, the Sean Connery version. I had fantasies about both in my prepubescent slumber.

			Together, they formed my idea of the perfect man, creative and dangerous.

			When I first heard Led Zeppelin, I embraced their heaviness and the intense level of sexuality that Robert Plant exuded. I listened to softer artists as well, like Joni Mitchell, the Mamas & the Papas, Crosby, Stills, Nash & Young, and the Carpenters. I sang along to Motown, especially the Supremes, whose songs always lifted my spirits. Black Sabbath came next, then Todd Rundgren and Frank Zappa. I was exposed to a lot of great and diverse music. Still, hands down, my favorite genre was rock.

			For my eleventh birthday, my grandmother Alice pooled together what little money she had with my father, and together they took me to the Steinway showroom on 57th Street, directly across from Carnegie Hall. They patiently waited for hours while I played every piano in the showroom, and when I sat down to the very last one, a black satin five-foot-seven grand, I knew it was the one. Hello, soulmate. They bought it for me, and the following week it was sitting in our apartment on East 70th Street in the same spot the previous spinet had been. That piano is the centerpiece of my recording studio. I’ve written many hits on it, including “The Best.”

			[image: ]

			The dysfunctional dynamic between my mother and father was volatile and dramatic. They had this visceral attraction to one another, but they had nothing in common personality-wise and couldn’t have been more different. The same year I got the Steinway, they divorced. Music was a place I could escape to that was all mine, far from the hostility around me.

			My mother was not a happy person and I never knew why. Even when I was an adult, she would never discuss her childhood or the source of her rage. She certainly had a flair for drama. In contrast to the fantastic birthday present that Herb and Alice had bought for me, there was my mother’s present—a haircut. For weeks she had been threatening to take me somewhere to get my hair cut short because I didn’t brush it enough. Each time I pleaded with her not to. My long dark hair was the only thing that made me feel remotely pretty.

			On the morning of my birthday, at 3:00 a.m., the door to my bedroom flung open and I squinted as the overhead light illuminated the room. She’d decided to cut my hair herself because she knew that I would be too tired and scared to put up a fight at such an ungodly hour. Reaching for the chair beside my desk, she placed it in front of the dresser mirror.

			“Sit,” she said. I sat down glumly and submitted, too scared to move for fear that she might accidentally cut my face with the scissors. I watched in horror as clumps of my long, chestnut brown hair fell silently in defeat to the floor. When she was finished, she straightened my head, admired her work, and announced, “That’s better.”

			It was short and uneven, one side two inches shorter than the other. I looked awful. I couldn’t help muttering under my breath, “Happy now?” I should have kept my mouth shut. I knew her routine by heart, having been through it enough times. She walked over to my closet, and with one grand sweep of her arm, grabbed every piece of clothing I owned and threw it all into the center of the room. Most of it was clothing she had picked out for me, but it was my favorite pin-striped bellbottoms, the ones I’d bought with my own money, that offended her the most. I watched in horror as everything landed on the floor, as if in slow motion. She moved over to my dresser and, one by one, removed each drawer, turning it upside down and emptying the contents onto the floor.

			“Mommy please, it’s my birthday. Please stop!”

			“Look at this goddam mess,” she said.

			Even the black-and-white TV sitting on top of my dresser didn’t escape her wrath as she picked it up and threw it on the floor, crying. Why was she crying? She always cried when she was punishing me, as if it made her miserable too. I think it did. The TV lay upside down on top of the pile with a crack in the screen. She struck me hard on the back, “Don’t you ever talk back to me again, do you understand? You’re a disgrace. Now clean this mess up!”

			My older brother Rob wasn’t spared her tirades either, although the lion’s share fell on me. I was more defenseless, at least in the beginning. As time went on, it had quite the opposite effect on me, turning me into a fighter. That came later, when I realized I could fight back. For now, if there was a lesson to be gleaned from these violent episodes of hers, it was this: I was a disgrace. She’d said so. She stormed out of the room, slamming the door behind her. Once I heard her bedroom door slam, I started breathing again, welcoming the precious silence. For now, it was over, the storm had moved on. I stood up and looked in the mirror. I didn’t recognize the sad little girl staring back at me. No more pretty long hair to hide behind. Silently, I started to pick up my things and put them back where they belonged.

			Thinking back on all this craziness, what I find most compelling is how common maternal abuse was amongst creative women back then, so much so that it almost seems cliché, or, at best, a rite of passage. It certainly ignited something fierce in me that said, I will not be like you. I will be the opposite of you, and I will be special.
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			It was the summer of ’69. The Beatles’ last public performance had taken place earlier in the year on the rooftop of Apple Records, Woodstock had attracted more than 350,000 rock ’n’ roll fans, members of a cult led by Charles Manson had murdered five people in Los Angeles, and Apollo 11’s Neil Armstrong and Edwin Buzz Aldrin had become the first humans to set foot on the moon.

			We lived within walking distance of Central Park on 79th Street and York Avenue, and I would head there to play after school. Often, I’d make my way over to the Metropolitan Museum of Art, which was situated right in the park, and I would find my favorite spot in one of the Egyptian tombs, sit on the cold stones, and do my homework. It was cool and mysterious there, and nobody bothered me. I was on a first name basis with some of the guards. “Okay Miss Holly, closing time.” “Thanks Joe. See you tomorrow.”

			One lazy summer day when I was thirteen, as I was walking through the park, beyond the shrieks and laughter of children playing, I heard music echoing in the distance. I followed it to the source, Bethesda Fountain, the same place where my dad took Rob and me row boating. It had transformed into a hippie mecca for musicians, drug dealers, and kids looking for a place to party. This became my new stomping grounds, and on any given day there would be ten or so musicians jamming on their congas in perfect syncopation, musicians shredding on acoustic guitars, freaks singing and dancing, stoned out of their gourds, and everywhere, the sweet odor of marijuana wafting through the air. Even the dogs were high, and soon enough, so was I.

			I befriended a lot of colorful freaks who told me about the Fillmore East, a place they went to see live music. I started sneaking out of the apartment late at night to take the Lexington train downtown to meet my Central Park cronies and head over to the theater on 6th Street. We didn’t have much money, so we just talked our way into the back entrance, trading drugs, or simply sneaking in. In years to come, my experience at slipping past the bouncers would come in handy when it came to meeting people and making contacts. The music was so loud you had to shout in someone’s ear to say something, and by the end of the night, my voice would be completely trashed. My mother would say, “You know it’s just not normal to be so hoarse all the time. You need to go to the doctor.”

			I saw some truly talented artists play there, ones I had never heard of before who would soon become quite famous if they weren’t already: Jimi Hendrix, the Grateful Dead, the Allman Brothers, and Frank Zappa. Hendrix was by far the one that remains indelibly etched in my psyche. His talent was like a superpower. These secret trips down to the Fillmore ignited the first sparks of real passion in my belly, a yearning that merely confirmed what I already suspected every time I put a record on or saw a live performance: I wanted to be a rock star, not because I wanted to become rich and famous, but so I could play the music I wanted to play and fill that empty hole growing inside of me with something other than love. It took a while to figure out, but as an adult I realized that love and creativity contain the same energy. They are one and the same.

			When I was fourteen, I got a job at Sam Ash, the legendary music store on 48th Street between 6th and 7th Avenues. It was known as Music Row because of the mecca of music stores that lined the block. Next door to Sam Ash was Manny’s, and between those two stores alone, you were just as likely to see a superstar who played Madison Square Garden the night before as a kid in a local band, both buying the same piece of gear. I saw many legends walk through the doors of Sam Ash—Peter Frampton, Ringo Starr, Pete Townshend, and Keith Richards were just a few of them. I liked working in a music store as it put me one step closer to being on the fringe of the music business. But all my coworkers were men, and even at fourteen I had to stave off their stares and advances on more than one occasion. Still, I liked the empowering feeling of earning my own money, something that never changed as I grew older. Self-earned money equaled independence.

			I was still attending Mannes School of Music when, at fifteen, I started my freshman year at The High School of Music & Art, sister to the High School of Performing Arts—later named LaGuardia, it was the school depicted in the movie Fame. Even though I thought it was cool that Laura Nyro had attended the same high school before me, I hated it there. I was bored by the curriculum and scared every time I took the train up to 135th Street and Convent Avenue.

			By this time I’d already had a few boyfriends when Danny Walker, a twenty-year-old drummer with long jet-black hair and emerald-green eyes, entered my life. I’d met him at a farmhouse in New Paltz, a quaint town in upstate New York, when one of my coworkers, Greg, had invited me to go up there with him for the weekend. I’d never have gone, except that he dangled a carrot in front of me by saying there would be a bunch of musicians and everyone was going to jam. I’d never “jammed” with anyone. It was too enticing for me to pass up. Of course, I had to fabricate a story for my mother, but I was getting pretty good at that. I had the best time! I loved playing with the other musicians, it was so easy and natural, and the moment Danny and I laid eyes on each other, we were smitten.

			Over the next several months, we continued seeing each other, and, eventually, my mother found out. “You should be focusing on school and your piano studies instead of dating someone twenty years old and acting like a slut!” As a parent now, I can understand her concerns. I was very young, but there was nothing normal about my childhood and adolescent years, nothing safe or nurturing, and so, naturally, I went running into the arms of someone who wanted to love me.

			As the violence at home continued to escalate, I began to think about running away with Danny, although I hadn’t seriously considered it enough to form a real plan—not until one day while I was at work when an opportunity miraculously arose. Someone had placed a stack of brochures by the register for a summer program with a newly established institute called The Boston School of Electronic Music. Their curriculum was right on the cutting edge of electronic music, which was beginning to infiltrate the sound of pop music. I was already a devoted fan of Emerson, Lake & Palmer, Kraftwerk, and Walter Carlos (now Wendy Carlos). ELP in particular were one of the first bands to integrate synthesizers into pop rock music. That, combined with Keith Emerson’s showmanship and thigh-high boots was all it took to envision myself as the female version of him, one day playing in a band. While Sam Ash had one Arp, and one Minimoog, I wasn’t allowed access to them, I was supposed to be working. I wouldn’t have known what to do with either anyway, given the chance. I scanned through the brochure and saw a picture of a large room full of Arp 2600s and Moog synthesizers. Even Bob Moog was scheduled to come speak. Holy shit!

			I talked my mother and father into allowing me to go to Boston that summer to attend the school. Those two months forged a strong foundation for me, enabling me to become adept with programming that served me well my entire career. Danny came with me and I was the happiest I had ever been.

			One week before I was due to return home, I wrote a gut-wrenching letter to my mother telling her that I wouldn’t be coming back. I was too afraid of her. I felt terrible about leaving the rest of my family, my four grandparents, my brother Rob, and even my father whom I was angry with for not intervening and protecting me from her. I said goodbye, not knowing whether I would ever see any of them again. By the time I mailed the letter, we’d made it halfway across the country in Danny’s beat-up Ford Econoline van.

			We spent the next three years running around the country together, taking odd jobs and collecting unemployment and food stamps everywhere we went, from northern California to Spokane, Washington, then Seattle where we lived for a year. I loved Seattle. It reminded me of Boston. Danny and I talked about putting a band together all the time, but it never fully materialized. We would jam with just drums and keyboards. I was always the more driven one, and I knew it was just a matter of time before I was going to leave him. I just hadn’t figured out how, until, on December 17, 1974, I had an epiphany.

			We went to see the Beach Boys at Mercer Arena, and I don’t know what the hell got into me, but towards the end of the show I went to the front of the crowd and started waving at Mike Love to let me up on stage. There I was, this intent young girl with long, dark hair miming playing a keyboard at his feet. By some miracle, I caught his attention, and in one swift motion, with the help of a few concertgoers, he pulled me up onto the stage eight feet above and led me to a keyboard. As the band launched into “Good Vibrations,” he yelled out the chords. “I know the chords!” I yelled back, grinning from ear to ear. I couldn’t believe what was happening. I looked out into the audience and knew that this moment was going to shape the rest of my life. Now, I’d been given proof of something I’d always believed in. I’d been given a tiny glimpse of what it was like to be on a big stage in a big theater, playing with a big band. It didn’t get any bigger than this. The outpouring of adoration from the audience was like a drug that filled up my whole being.

			When we got home and went to bed, I looked over at Danny sleeping peacefully. He didn’t want or need much, while I wanted it all. It was obvious that I was much more ambitious than him, and I realized that at some point we were going to go our separate ways because he was going to hold me back.

			We moved back to Boston, and after two years, there still was no band. Then we reached an all-time low. We couldn’t pay the rent on our apartment and ended up squatting in a boarded-up townhouse on Commonwealth Ave. In its heyday it must’ve been beautiful with all its carved molding and thick Victorian wallpaper. We ran an illegal extension cord into a neighboring garage for electricity and slept on a tattered old mattress on the floor, our roommates the rats that came out at night. One morning I woke up to the acrid smell of fire. At the foot of the mattress, our portable heater had burst into flames. That was it for me. I was homeless, broke, hungry, sick of my boyfriend, and fed up. I had to find a new life for myself because this was utter bullshit. I had to find a way out. Fortunately, the Universe in all its wisdom intervened, aiding and abetting the process.





Chapter Two
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			In Film Noir (Spider)

			New York City, 1977–1980

			“I fell in love today, never thought I’d feel this way…”

			(“New Romance” performed by Spider)

			 

			 

			 

			I moved back to the film noir city of my youth to find myself. The late 1970s were some of the bleakest years in New York City’s history. Bordering on bankruptcy, the mayor cut down the police force, fire, and sanitation departments, and crime flourished. The city was at its edgiest and most dangerous. It was the birth of punk, gonzo journalism, and graffiti. But, considering where I’d been the last four years, with the exception of all the garbage piling up on the sidewalks, I hardly noticed. For me, ping-ponging between jobs, food stamps, and unemployment lines had too long been the norm, so this was a step in the right direction and I was grateful to be back.

			I slipped New York City back on like a pair of perfectly broken-in jeans that I hadn’t worn in years but still fit me as well as they had before. As soon as my feet hit the pavement, I knew I was home. The electricity and energy felt cathartic, the art and museums, the eternally crowded streets, everything humming on ten all the time. There was familiarity everywhere I went, pockets of the city I knew intimately, and memories that unfolded in my head as I walked through neighborhoods that had witnessed my childhood.

			I was back to face my past and take control of my future. I didn’t have a single friend I could call, no one I could ring up and say, “Hey, I’m back!” I was utterly alone. I had my family, but there was a lot of healing that needed to take place, if that was even possible, and that was going to take time.

			Right before I returned, my grandmother Alice passed away and I was devastated because I hadn’t seen her in four years and never had a chance to say goodbye. More than anyone else in my family, she’d inspired me to follow my dreams. Being a doctor takes an inordinate amount of self-determination and diligence. Considering that she became a surgeon in the 1940s—a daring profession for a woman at that time—it was especially admirable. You could be a nurse or a schoolteacher, but a doctor? That took balls. While she had her own anxieties and idiosyncrasies that drove my family nuts, she and I were simpatico. It made sense. I was weird too. Even after her passing, she had somehow managed to rescue me. The lease on her rent-controlled apartment on the Upper West Side of Manhattan was good for another two years. My father decided that I had suffered enough and suggested that I move into her place, offering to pay the rent until I figured things out.

			Alice’s stylish apartment was in a high-rise building on 70th Street and West End Ave. called Lincoln Towers. The view from the twenty-sixth floor was expansive and stunning. The dark blue ribbon of the Hudson River and the New Jersey Gold Coast lay before me. I hadn’t done anything to earn it, but I welcomed the comfort and security with a newfound feeling of hope.

			During the four years that I had gone AWOL, I saw my mother once. It was awkward and probably would always be, but for now, there seemed to be some kind of ceasefire as we tiptoed on gilded splinters around each other. We were getting along well enough that I asked her if I could have my Steinway grand. She said, “Yes,” and once I had it moved in, I went back to practicing scales and classical music with a renewed fury. One day in the elevator an elegant but sour-looking octogenarian asked me, “Are you the person who lives in 26E?” “Uh, yes, I am,” I replied cautiously, bracing for the verbal onslaught she was certainly about to unload on me. Instead, her sourness turned sweet as she said, “You play so beautifully, dear, especially the Beethoven etudes. Do you know any Rachmaninoff?”

			I was starting to realize that I could reinvent myself to be what or whomever I wanted to. There was no one to stop me anymore. I was a blank page whose story had yet to be written. This notion was a tiny seed taking hold inside my belly that would germinate over the next several years in the process of asking myself, Who am I? It’s a question that everyone asks themselves at some point, as if they’re describing the protagonist in a book. Are you a villain or a saint, a queen bee or a worker bee, a coward or a warrior?

			There were still a number of Alice’s possessions in the apartment that I was intending to donate to Goodwill but as I rummaged through it all, I decided to keep most of it. She loved to travel and always brought back treasures from exotic places. Two porcelain lanterns from China, a Grundig radio that picked up stations in India and Japan, French Baccarat martini glasses, and a beautiful set of Viennese china. I kept all the furniture, as it felt comforting to have her lingering presence in the L-shaped studio apartment. I found a coffee-stained black and white photo of her graduation class from medical school and taped it to the refrigerator in the tiny kitchen. She was the only woman among forty men. Amongst all of the dresses and smart suits I gave away, I discovered several little jackets—Chanel, and some other French names that I couldn’t pronounce—which I decided to keep. I started to wear them with jeans. I even kept some crazy European hats she had that I found hidden in some round, old fashioned hat boxes on top of a shelf at the back of the dusty closet.

			My aspirations hadn’t diminished at all. If anything, I was more driven than ever, and was anxious to get out there and start meeting other like-minded musicians. I kept vampire hours, going out every night to clubs and concert halls, catching up on my sleep during the day. “If you need me, I’ll be in my coffin,” I would joke to my dad. I immersed myself in rock ’n’ roll, from the music to the lifestyle, and there was no better place to do this than New York City. It might sound like fun but it was a lonely time for me. I went everywhere on my own. As a result, out of desperation to make friends, I met more people than if I had gone out with an entourage.

			Like most urban meccas, the coolest clubs were in the slummiest neighborhoods, and CBGB was the most notorious of them all. The club’s name was an acronym for country, bluegrass, and blues, which seemed like a misnomer since the club was famous for showcasing punk bands like Blondie and the Ramones. I ventured downtown whenever there was a local band I wanted to see, hoping to meet people, but the Bowery was a derelict and dangerous neighborhood with homeless people passed out on the sidewalk and crackheads who would wash the windows of the odd car stopped at a red light, the windows always filthier as they drove away. It wasn’t the trendy place it is today, where Varvatos, the chic men’s clothing store, has taken over the lease. The only thing left to remind anyone that CBGB even existed is its registration as a historical landmark.

			I went a lot to Max’s Kansas City on Park Avenue and the Bottom Line in the Village, and once they closed for the night, if I was still wide awake, there were always the after-hour clubs and all-night diners. Often, I ended up at the Empire Diner, near the Chelsea Hotel on West 22nd Street, which stayed open until 5:00 a.m., a place where you could keep a cocaine-driven conversation going as the rising sun replaced the candlelight on the tables.

			I bought nosebleed seats with what little money I could spare to see the supergroups play Madison Square Garden. Once inside, I would sneak down to the expensive seats close to the stage, and since I went everywhere solo, it was easy to slip in and out. I’d wait for the bouncer to get distracted by flirting with a few groupies or breaking up a fight, and then sneak past him into the backstage area.

			Backstage was an otherworldly place, one where I’d just crossed over to the other side of the looking glass. Unlike the deafening music out front, I could hear it echoing in the distance, along with the soft hush of murmured voices surrounding me. You had to be, or at the very least know, someone of importance to even be there, these royal subjects waiting for an audience with the “royal family.” Famous musicians and pop culture celebrities lingered, acting tragically cool and bored with their laminated VIP passes as they waited to be invited into the dressing rooms. Once that happened, those left out would look on in envy as they continued to wait, pretending they were too deep in conversation to notice. Super famous celebs never had to wait, they got ushered in immediately like visiting kings and queens from faraway lands.

			I couldn’t have been more of an outsider, and I always worried that a roadie was going to come up and ask to see my pass before showing me back out to where the mortals lingered. One night to my surprise, the bass player of the opening act singled me out, inviting me to follow him into a small room. The minute the door shut behind us, he said, “It sure would be nice to get a blow job.” He didn’t even ask me my name. I ran out of there as fast as my legs could carry me, a feeling of disgust knotting up in my throat.

			Overall, I discovered that the best people to hang out with were the rock photographers as they had all-access passes to everything, including the after-parties, and they were the nicest of the lot. Not surprisingly, I noticed they were all men and it occurred to me that the music business wasn’t the only place that had a monopoly on hiring men. One night, a photographer I’d been hanging out with said, “Hey, have you been to TRAX? It’s this small underground club on 72nd Street and Columbus. A lot of up-and-coming bands play there. I’m going to the after party. Why don’t you come with me?”

			TRAX was only four blocks from my apartment, and because it was literally underground, there were no windows, which gave it a secret and intimate atmosphere. The black leather banquets lining the walls were in close proximity to one another by design so everyone could hop from one table to the next. It made it pretty easy to make new acquaintances and friends. Almost every night, popular local bands would play a set and every time a supergroup blew through town, they inevitably ended up at TRAX afterwards. I saw many rock stars and wannabes parade through the place over time, the most exciting one being Robert Plant. He was sitting in the booth next to me, and I was too frozen in my spot to do anything but stare at him and his group of friends, wondering what it must be like to be him.

			Frequenting these nightclubs was simply the best way to meet people, musicians, and music industry types. Little by little, I met many local musicians. I befriended a group called Riff Raff at one of the Village clubs. They had a cool Stones vibe, and their singer reminded me of Mick Jagger. The guitarist, Ned, owned his own recording studio called Sundragon Recording. He had his shit together for someone so young, which I found inspiring, and we quickly became friends. Right around the corner from his studio on West 20th street was a Gothic Revival church that, in a few years, would be converted into a decadent nightclub—the Limelight, a place where sex, drugs, and loud rock ’n’ roll would take place on hallowed ground every night of the week.

			On one of my club outings, I met Howie Wyeth, the drummer from Bob Dylan’s Rolling Thunder Revue band. Howie was a tall, lanky guy who prided himself in connecting people, always carrying a little black book in his coat pocket. One late evening at Max’s Kansas City, he heard me messing around on a keyboard that was still set up on the stage, came over, and introduced himself. “Man, you play really well!” he said, offering his hand. He was such a nice guy and we became fast friends. Call it coincidence or destiny, but one night I ran into him on the street as he was heading down to the West Village to see some friends perform at the Bitter End. Rob Stoner, Dylan’s bassist, was playing with his new band Topaz. Howie explained that they had hired a guitarist and drummer to round out the group for some dates until they found more permanent members.

			After the gig, we went back to the dressing room and Howie introduced me to the guitarist, Keith Lentin. He had an accent I couldn’t place, sort of British, sort of Australian. There was an intense focus about him, like he was going places. But he was quite friendly and he told me how he and the drummer had been playing around town with Link Wray and Robert Gordon. Then he mentioned that they were forming their own band. My ears pricked up.

			Howie announced, “Holly plays keyboards. You should get her to join your band. She’s really good.”

			There are always forces at play in the Universe, moments when I somehow know that I’m experiencing a game changer. This was one of those moments. As we talked a little bit longer, Keith mentioned that they wrote their own music. That really interested me. We exchanged numbers and promised to connect soon. Then Anton Fig, their drummer, came over and said hello. He had the same strange accent and, before I left, I asked Keith where they were from. “Cape Town, South Africa,” he said.

			I figured if I didn’t hear from Keith in a week, I would call him. I didn’t want to seem too anxious, although I was chomping at the bit to talk with him again. The following night, around eleven, I was settling into bed early for a change when the phone rang.

			“Hello, is this Holly?”

			I recognized Keith’s voice immediately. “Yes, it is.”

			“It’s Keith, I met you last night at our gig.”

			“Of course! I’m glad you called.”

			“How would you like to come down to our loft in Tribeca? I told Amanda about you and she wants to meet you and play you some of our material.”

			“I’d love that. What day were you thinking?” I asked.

			“Now. I could come pick you up in my van.”

			I looked down at my tank top and underwear. I’d just taken a nice warm bath and was nestled under the covers, starting to fade. Here’s your shot. Get your ass up, you’ve been waiting for this. “Sounds great, I’ll be waiting for you in the lobby,” I answered cheerfully and gave him my address.

			This was my shot. I could feel it in my gut. Keith and Anton were already playing with professional recording artists, which would put me closer to that circle, and they were exceptionally good musicians, ready to go with the same amount of enthusiasm and drive that I had.

			Keith pulled up and I climbed into the van. As we headed downtown on the west side, the darkened streets rife with potholes, Keith shared more about them. He and Anton had known each other since they were little kids. Like me, they’d become musicians at an early age, and they’d grown up playing in various bands together in Cape Town. Keith met Amanda, the young daughter of a man he worked for, and who, while still a diamond in the rough, was an unusually talented singer with a unique style. When Keith and Anton applied to two different music colleges in America at the same time—Boston’s famed Berklee and the New England Conservatory of Music—they were each accepted to their respective schools and moved to the States. By then, Keith and Amanda had fallen in love and gotten married, and they even had a little girl name Chay. Once both men had graduated, the gigs with Topaz brought the three of them down to New York, where they decided to set up camp in the downtown loft.

			They lived in a five-flight walkup with no elevator, just creaky, decaying wooden stairs that went straight up with no landings. The building was old and had been built for manufacturing, so the ceilings were high. One flight of stairs seemed like two, and it felt more like a ten-flight walkup. Anton lived there with Amanda, Keith, and Chay. I liked them all right away. Amanda was quite striking with dark brown hair and sea green eyes, and she was outgoing and friendly with me. They played me some rough recordings of ideas they had, and I really liked her voice. She didn’t sound like anyone else. Even though she was a rock singer, she had a lot of soul, at times reminding me of Tina Turner and Kate Bush.

			The loft was in a nondescript industrial section of town—it hadn’t yet become the tony address it is now. It was a raw, trashy space that had a giant room in the back where all their equipment was set up. I listened to their music and thought they were really good, I was anxious to play with them. I jumped right in and said, “Hey, I noticed you have a keyboard back there in the rehearsal room. Can we jam?” “Of course!” Keith replied. We played for hours, losing track of time. It felt as natural as if we’d been playing together for a long time, even without a bass player.

			The dirty glass windows turned amber as the sun started peeking through. I could hear the streets coming alive with delivery trucks and people shouting. We were exhausted, and there was no way Keith was going to be able to remain awake long enough to drive me back uptown. Without even asking him, Amanda volunteered, “Holly, you can crash with Anton in his room. I’m sure he won’t mind.” It’s funny how simple things are when you’re young and somewhat innocent, and an attraction is just about all it takes to find yourself in bed, making love with someone you’ve just met.

			Later that morning, I awoke to find Anton’s side of the bed empty. I could hear cheerful banter coming from the kitchen, so I threw on my clothes and walked in. The three South Africans were sitting at a table drinking coffee.

			Keith winked and said, “How’d you sleep?”

			“Like a rock, thank you,” I replied demurely. Anton and I looked at each other, co-conspirators now, and smiled.

			Amanda said, “Have a seat,” so I joined them. “We’ve been discussing it, and we all agree that you should join the band.”

			“Really? That’s fantastic!” I exclaimed. “I accept.”

			It was such an innocent time, there was no business to discuss then. I’d found my tribe, and I felt confident that there would be no sexism or macho bullshit here, not just because the lead singer was a woman, but because I felt Keith and Anton were emotionally evolved in that respect. They’d recognized something special in me and saw that I was as serious as they were. Clearly, they believed I would bring something special to the band.

			The next day, the guys helped me move my Hammond B3, a huge Leslie speaker cabinet, and the rest of my gear into the loft. Doing gigs was going to be a hellacious and ongoing test of our dedication to the cause, as everybody in the band except Amanda had heavy gear. We all knew it was part of paying our dues. We still needed a bass player, and I suggested that we invite Jimmy Lowell from Riff Raff to jam with us. (We were now an “us.”) He came, and blew us all away, just as I thought he would. He brought the funk to the band, something we all loved. I wasn’t looking forward to telling Ned that I had just pilfered his bass player, but they were having problems anyway and I don’t think Jimmy would’ve left if things had been going well. Fortunately, Ned was cool about the whole thing and our friendship remained intact.

			We started to rehearse, and it was always the best part of my day. We shared the same vision: to write original music and get signed to a record deal, make and sell lots of records, and tour. Anything less would be unacceptable. We were so focused that we rehearsed for only a couple weeks before starting to play around town at any dive that would have us, even before we had put together enough music for a full set. We just played each song way longer than necessary until we came up with more material. Even though Anton and I had barely had enough time to get to know one another, we agreed that I should move into his room at the loft. The treks back and forth from Tribeca to the Upper West Side were eating up too much time. It didn’t take long before we fell in love, but I always wondered if it was a matter of convenience or the real thing. It worked in the beginning and that’s all that mattered. Everybody in the band was broke, but between the four of us, we were able to scrape by just enough to make the rent. Jimmy, who lived with his girlfriend, was the only one who didn’t move into the loft with us. I got a part time job working in a frozen yogurt place in Soho, and Keith and Jimmy had day jobs as well, Anton was already getting hired to do sessions, so we would start rehearsals around 6:00 p.m. every day and play until late at night.

			The whole thing was DIY. We designated tasks to each member. Whatever needed to be done we did ourselves, printing up fliers, posting them around town. Keith and Anton took all the business meetings and booked the gigs, we moved all the equipment ourselves in a van, set it up and broke it down. We lugged all that shit up and down the staircase to our loft. And my B3 was a beast, the heaviest thing we had to move. One night, we carried it all the way up the stairs, and I’m not sure who let go first, but it slid back down the steep, rickety steps like a toboggan, gathering speed and smashing into the front door of the building. We were all so exhausted, we just stared at it stupidly without uttering a word, then turned and went to bed, abandoning it until late morning. It was beyond repair and it was time to switch to a more modern sounding keyboard to go with my Moog 15 synthesizer anyway. Fortunately, I’d had the good sense to take out an insurance policy on my gear, and that made it possible for me to buy a new organ, this time a new wave sounding Farfisa that I had recovered in cherry red vinyl.

			Twyla Tharp, the legendary dancer and choreographer, had a studio directly below us, and I have to give her credit for putting up with all the noise. We played so loud when we rehearsed, but she never complained. We decided to name the band Siren, after the mythical sirens in Homer’s Odyssey who used their seductively eerie voices to bewitch the captains of the ships, sending them crashing into the jagged rocks. All of it symbolized temptation, desire, and risk.

			Living in the loft was far from glamorous. Because it was a commercial building, there was no heat during the bitter winter months between the hours of 5:00 p.m. and 8:00 a.m. Those were the exact hours during which we had to rehearse, so we wore our coats and gloves, which we cut the fingers off of so we could play. It was so cold we could see our foggy breath billowing through the frigid air. Conversely, during the muggy summer nights, we had no air conditioning, and most of the windows didn’t open, so it felt like we were in a giant coffin. The intercom system was broken so we had to throw the keys out the window and pray it didn’t kill whomever had stopped by to visit us five stories below. There was one toilet and a moldy shower stall, but even worse was the infestation of cockroaches. They would make their daily military roll call in the kitchen by the hundreds. The tiny bedroom that Anton and I shared opened right into the kitchen, so I was always afraid they would crawl over me when we were sleeping, and there were many times they did. We had mice too, but my cat, Lady, took care of them, although her way of showing me love was to lay a dead rodent at the foot of our bed. The first time she caught one, it lay there for days before the putrid smell alerted us that something dead was in our room. Those were pretty raunchy times, but I was the happiest I’d ever been.
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