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For Dad, Anna, and all the brothers and sisters
 who’ve had enough of the Man














“I’ve had one motto I’ve always lived by: Dignity. Always dignity.”


—Gene Kelly, Singing in the Rain







“What else is there to do but laugh an’ joke…how else can you bear up under the unbearable?”


—Jim Thompson, Pop. 1280

















 







THIS MACHINE GENTLY SCOLDS FASCISTS
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Introduction







I’ve wasted far too much time fantasizing about my funeral. It would begin with the Magnetic Fields’ The Charm of the Highway Strip and Quasimoto’s The Unseen both being played in their entirety, followed by screenings of Pee-wee’s Big Adventure, Rushmore, Jules et Jim, and Grey Gardens. An appropriately solemn, grief-stricken Sir Too $hort would stop by to perform “Gettin’ It” backed by a full gospel choir, the ceremony concluding with a dramatic reading of Jim Thompson’s Pop. 1280, with the ghost of Warren Oates in the lead role. Hey, it’s my fantasy. Fuck verisimilitude. All in all, this wildly excessive tribute to me, me, me would take up the better part of two days. Not even death’s sweet release can keep me from being self-indulgent and wasting everyone’s time.


It’d be a veritable deathapalooza, a far-out posthumous happening that would sum up my dark life through the entertainment I loved. But this book is not about my funeral. It’s about my life and the way music, books, films, television, and, to a much lesser extent, haikus, bumper stickers, and Love Is… comic strips shaped and molded me, along with countless other members of my generation, a lost tribe of latchkey kids raised on hip-hop and Quentin Tarantino, a demographic for whom pop culture references constitute an invaluable common cultural currency. It’s a fun book about how popular culture helped me survive my lifelong battle with depression, that treacherous foe Winston Churchill referred to as “the Black Dog” and that I, for reasons I no longer remember, call “Vice Admiral Phinneas Cummerbund.”


As a child and teenager, pop culture was a life-affirming form of escape. As an adult, pop culture is my life. I live, think, eat, sleep, and dream pop culture. For I have the world’s single greatest job. For over a decade I’ve had the honor of serving as the head writer for The Onion A.V. Club. As a film critic/hip-hop writer it has been my distinct pleasure to interview Sir Mix-A-Lot and Bernardo Bertolucci, RZA and Anna Karina. Actually I’m not as much of a professional anomaly as you might imagine: New Yorker film critic David Denby was briefly a member of the Wu-Tang Clan under the name Syanide Assassin, and Gene Shalit famously had “Thug Life” tatted on his stomach in the aftermath of 2Pac’s death.


My career has taken me to some curious places. I once accidentally asked Angelina Jolie if she wanted to live inside of a chimpanzee. Seth Green once bounded into a room and, without saying a word, sat in my lap. Topher Grace vomited profusely mere inches away from me after I retrieved his lucky hat. I’ve asked Steve Albini to share the secrets of his boudoir for an elaborate one-off parody of men’s magazines called The A.V. Club for Men. Focus group respondents for my poorly rated, mildly disreputable basic-cable movie-review panel show (Movie Club with John Ridley) speculated that all the male critics on the show were “gay” and that the show as a whole was “too gay.”


The Big Rewind tells my shaky life story through the sturdy prism of popular culture. Each of this memoir’s twenty-two chapters begins with a book, song, album, film, or television show that helped define the corresponding period of my development or provided a framework for me to better understand myself and the world around me.


It’s my heartwarming tale of triumph over adversity™ in book form. Incidentally, I’ve not only trademarked the phrase “heartwarming tale of triumph over adversity™” I’ve also trademarked the concept of triumphing over adversity in a heartwarming fashion. So if any of you youngsters are even thinking about overcoming formidable obstacles, you’d better think twice unless you want to pay me big-ass royalties.


In a blatant wash of generational pandering, every sentence in this book contains a Mr. Show and a Simpsons reference. That might seem unpossible, but I think this shameless gimmick will embiggen the book’s commercial and literary value in a most cromulent fashion. And oh, the profanity! Every curse word and profane phrase known to man, from “Cunt-fucking Christ on a Crucicracker” to “Thassa lotta salami, Mr. McGillicuddy!” resides within the following tome. If you’ve ever screamed it in a moment of rage, possibly after whacking your thumb with a hammer, you’ll find it in these pages.


The Big Rewind also provides an unprecedented look into the glamorous life of a film critic, a giddy existence that revolves around living in one’s own filth and dressing like a hobo. Hey, if it’s good enough for Boxcar Pete and Sam the Tramp, then it’s good enough for me.


This is a darkly comic book about the intersection of my life and the dizzying, maddening, wonderful world of entertainment. But it’s also about a motherless child’s search for family, a quest that took me from a mental hospital to a foster family whose patience and generosity knew only strict and unyielding boundaries, to a group home for emotionally disturbed adolescents, to the scuzziest, most drugged-out co-op in Madison, to The Onion and a deranged pirate ship of a television show that began as the answer to my childhood fantasies but ended a comic nightmare, and finally to popular culture, where I found my lasting family in the art and junk that has sustained me through the years.


Like an ideal family, our personal pantheon will never let us down. Ella Fitzgerald’s version of “Bewitched, Bothered and Bewildered” will never abandon you. Belle and Sebastian’s If You’re Feeling Sinister will never run off with your best friend. John Kennedy Toole’s A Confederacy of Dunces will never tell you that it finds the prospect of having sex with you less appealing than watching back-to-back reruns of The Golden Girls.


My unwitting collaborators in the strange journey we’re about to embark on together include an Orthodox Jewish reggae superstar, a New Wave gay cowboy, the world’s most famous reclusive author, a suicidally depressed rapper, Preston Sturges, F. Scott Fitzgerald, a cinematic visionary who traded the false god of cinema for the even falserer god of Marxism, impoverished relatives of Jackie Onassis, the black community, and best of all, real, live sideshow freaks! Yes, real, live sideshow freaks!


In the following pages I hope to attain a Cronenbergian state of spiritual and physical communion with the pop culture that means the most to me. I will explain the meaning, value, context, and significance of my personal pantheon and in return my personal pantheon will hopefully help explain me.


Lastly, I would like to apologize to my family, friends, and to society as a whole for the role my penis plays in this book. I understand that no one wants to read about my sex life, but as diligently as I tried to leave him out of it, the Kid stayed in the picture.













The Big Rewind














Experience Male Genital Mutilation in a Celebratory Environment


“King Without a Crown”




My Summer Among the Hasidim










When a formerly Reconstructionist, Pennsylvania-born Phish fan born Matthew Paul Miller changed his name to Matisyahu and became the world’s first Hasidic reggae superstar, much of the buzz surrounding his unlikely career centered on the incongruity of a guy who looked like an extra from Yentl excelling at a form of music perfected by pot-smoking black men from tropical island nations. The first time I saw Matisyahu, he was performing at a glitzy, star-studded Seder in a hopelessly muddled documentary about anti-Semitism called The Protocols of Zion. Though the film quickly disappeared from my psyche, I was transfixed by the image of a conservatively dressed Orthodox Jew performing with an orgasmic sense of rapture. Matisyahu seemed possessed by a strange and powerful spirit, touched by a divine sense of purpose.


Matisyahu’s popularity exploded out of the ghetto of religious music and spread like wildfire among jam-band aficionados who grooved hard on the infectious optimism of his music and his spellbinding live performances even if they had little use for organized religion, especially of the orthodox variety. For me Matisyahu’s left-field ascent to pop culture prominence represented a strange return to one of the more peculiar detours of my childhood. The connection was driven home with pile-driver force when I first heard him joyously demand, “I want Moshiach now!” on his crossover hit “King Without a Crown.”


I was instantly transported back eighteen years. Suddenly I was an eleven-year-old sitting at an outdoor table alongside two dozen Hasidic boys in black dress pants and white button-down shirts, their long sideburns twisted into payot corkscrews, yarmulkes affixed to their kinky heads with a hair clip. We screamed, “We want Moshiach now! We want Moshiach now!” with delirious abandon.


“Louder! Louder!” our teenage counselors yelled at us. “So Hashem can hear you!” They were trying to whip us into a frenzy of devotion. It was working. It felt a little ridiculous: if G-d is everywhere, as Judaism teaches, why do we have to yell? But it was also strangely infectious. I was the most secular Jew in the world but in that moment I wanted to believe. I wanted to have faith, to get swept up in the same wave of religious fervor as everyone around me.


When I was eleven years old my stepmother enrolled my heathen ass in Gan Israel, an Orthodox summer day camp run by the Lubavitchers, the Jewiest Jews in all of the known Jewniverse. Why? Perhaps because she’d been feeling guilty about our secular lives. Or maybe because she’d finagled a deal to trade her professional services as a graphic designer for a full scholarship for me.


My summer among the Hasidim marked the strangest interlude in my complicated relationship with Judaism. On one level, Judaism is central to my being. It affects every facet of my life: relationships, politics, my sense of humor, the way I perceive the world and my place in it, my pervasive sense of being an outsider, even my diet. Yet before I received an Orthodox conversion before my dad’s second marriage, I was a gentile in the eyes of the Orthodox community.




I learned late in life that my biological mother was not born Jewish but converted to appease my father. Now, I don’t want to suggest that my mother’s conversion was somehow halfhearted or arbitrary, but I suspect that she secured her conversion through one of those companies that advertise their wares in the back of comic books with hyperbolic pitches that read:




Become One of the “Chosen” People!


Convert to Judaism!


Why work like a “schmuck” when you can get in on the world-famous “International Jewish Conspiracy”? Simply complete the patented “Acme Conversion Correspondence Course” and you’ll be swimming around in a pool of “gelt” in no time! Just get a load of the benefits awaiting you, you soon-to-be Jew!







	Make tons of new enemies instantly!


	Discover the joys of persecution!


	Experience Male Genital Mutilation in a Celebratory Environment!


	Follow archaic, seemingly nonsensical dietary laws and restrictions!


	Learn a backward moon-man language called “Hebrew” filled with crazy squiggles and a made-up alphabet!


	Enjoy a nosh and talk about the weather!


	Become a man or woman in a fancy schmancy ceremony! Read a portion of scripture and earn cold, hard cash$$$$$$$$$$$.


	Retire eventually to Miami Beach and impress strangers with stories about your son the doctor, and your other son the lawyer, and, as if Hashem had not blessed you enough, your other son the Rabbi!





She sent in the requisite two dollars and three Ovaltine labels, received the kit in the mail two to four weeks later, and was officially ordained a certified Member of the Tribe.




Despite an inauspicious beginning, Judaism represented the core of my upbringing. I went to the Milwaukee Jewish Day School from first to fourth grade. I spent much of my adolescence in a group home run by the Jewish Children’s Bureau. I attended college on the Cohen Scholarship. Yet even after my Orthodox conversion I was still a religious nowhere man in the eyes of the ultrafaithful: my mother was a gentile, bullshit conversion or not, and I missed out on all the ceremonies designed to make children feel like welcome members of the Jewish community. I never received a bris (no male genital mutilation in a celebratory environment for me!) and my nuclear family fell apart before I could experience a Bar Mitzvah officially commemorating my ascent from boy to man, which may be why I remain a boyish man to this day.


Nevertheless at eleven I was thrown into a den of Hasidim and forced to fend for myself. Every morning we’d study Hebrew and the Torah. Then we’d break for lunch and spend the afternoons playing sports or going on field trips. I looked forward to field trips, both because they represented a much-needed break from praying and because a group of payot-sporting, yarmulke-clad little boys in black pants and white dress shirts is a surreal sight gag everywhere it goes.


You haven’t lived unless you’ve seen a ten-year-old Hasid attack the Whack-a-Mole at a rundown theme park with the furious intensity he’d otherwise reserve for praying for the Moshiach’s return, or seen little mini-Lubavitchers plunge down a water slide at a crumbling water park. The Lord works in mysterious ways.


One misbegotten weekend, our counselors took us camping overnight at a local campground without remembering to bring along minor provisions like tents or sleeping bags. Why bother with such earthly matters when Hashem will provide for his chosen people no matter what? We slept under the stars as mosquitoes feasted on our succulent young flesh. When I arrived home my body was riddled with so many bright red mosquito bites that my arms and legs looked like relief maps of the Himalayas.


Another example of the Hasidim’s surreal disconnect from common sense occurred when our counselors eagerly described a contest designed to test our commitment to our beloved day camp and/or gullibility. The counselors would call a handful of campers that night at home and if they answered the phone by screaming “Gan Yisroel is the best camp!” they’d be rewarded with a Raspberry Joy bar. Imagine, an entire forty-cent candy bar just for sacrificing our dignity! It seemed too good to be true.


But when I told my stepmom about my plans to spend the night hovering over the phone in nervous anticipation of receiving that fateful call, she was apoplectic. What if her clients called? What would they make of some helium-voiced youngster madly professing the superiority of something called “Gan Yisroel” to all other camps in lieu of a more conventional, less insane greeting? I was forbidden from expressing my enthusiasm for Gan Yisroel or any other camp over the phone for the entire evening. The phone never rang. I never answered. It was the worst thing that ever happened to anybody in America.


I grew up in the Reform tradition and went to a synagogue where our rabbi was famous for having set the Guinness World Record for jumping rope the longest. I am so not making that up. Then again, Rabbi Hillel famously reigned as the king of the one-armed push-up, and a steroid-crazed Rabbi Menahem Schneerson could juggle three midgets for hours at a time, so maybe rabbis and sideshow freaks have more in common than most people realize.


Even as a kid I sensed that there was something hopelessly compromised about Reform Judaism. By contrast the Lubavitchers seemed infinitely more in touch with the infinite and the unknowable. They oozed authenticity and conviction. They radiated a profound sense of religious joy.


Growing up synagogue was little more than a grudging obligation, but religion meant more to the little Hasidim around me lost in their own intense spiritual reveries. The Lubavitchers’ segregation of the sexes and subjugation of women was problematic to say the least. But there was also much about the Lubavitchers that I found appealing. Those qualities are the same ones that draw secular Jews and gentiles to Matisyahu’s music.


Like the Deadheads enamored of Matisyahu, I was drawn to the optimism of the Hasidic message, to its sense of boundless possibilities. There’s something intoxicating about the idea that the Messiah is more than just an impossible aspiration. The Hasidim at Gan Yisroel genuinely believed that the emergence of the Messiah was within their grasp, that it was a world-changing development they could help bring about. I envied the moral certainty of people who woke up every morning with the fierce conviction that they were living in complete accordance with the will of a benevolent, loving, and all-powerful G-d. I think that’s what attracts the ungodly to Matisyahu.


I wanted desperately to believe that all of the world’s answers were contained in the core scriptures of Judaism. I longed for the comfort of supreme faith, that empowering sense that a heavenly being guides your every step. But I also appreciate that Judaism is a faith of questioning and struggle, of rigorous contemplation and perpetual debate.


Nowhere is the inquisitive nature of Judaism represented more purely than in the Passover Seder, an institution where even the most secular of Jews commemorate Charlton Heston freeing the Jews from the evil wrath of Yul Brynner by reading torturously translated accounts of the Exodus from Egypt from paper prayer books called Haggadahs printed in the midsixties by the good folks over at Maxwell House.


These ubiquitous Maxwell House Haggadahs have to qualify as one of the most brilliant branding promotions of all time. For the price of a bunch of cheaply printed pamphlets, Maxwell House won a permanent place in the hearts of the Jews, who famously run the media, international banking, and show business. I’m surprised Maxwell House didn’t try to further weasel their way into the hearts of the Chosen Ones by subtly slipping in product placement. It’s a no-brainer. After all, nothing makes unleavened bread go down smoother than a rich, delicious cup of Maxwell House™ Instant Coffee, right? For Jews on the run from Pharaoh-type dudes, it’s good to the last drop™.


At every Seder the youngest person at the table must read “The Four Questions.” Questions include:




	Why is this night different from every other night?


	Why do we eat slouching instead of sitting straight up?


	Why do we eat bitter herbs?


	What is the deal with airline food? Seriously, who are the ad wizards who dreamed this up?





That last question helps explain why Jews have a higher percentage of great comedians than any other religion, race, or nationality (suck it, Germans!). These questions and many more are answered in the ensuing text, but even after the four questions receive four answers, there’s plenty of questioning and answering left, not to mention nit-picking, ponderous prose, and mind-numbing rituals.


Yet I love Passover Seders all the same. I treasure the sense of tradition that comes with performing the exact same rituals my ancestors performed millennia ago and, assuming global warming doesn’t kill us all within the next hundred years, my descendants will be performing millennia from now. That is, of course, if my children and children’s children can somehow resist the shiksa’s eternal siren song and assimilation’s relentless pull. Mmmm, shiksas. The Passover Seder has filled me with a sense of consistency, continuity, and stability at times when my life sorely lacked all three. There’s something reassuring about knowing that Judaism will always be there for me even if I’m not always there for Judaism.


For me Judaism is as much cultural as religious. It has less to do with the Talmud and the ancient cadences of cantors than with Woody Allen turning Manhattan into a swooning love letter to a new promised land set to the soaring, all-American strains of Gershwin’s “Rhapsody in Blue.” It’s Kafka’s paranoia and Philip Roth proving that you can become synonymous with masturbation jokes and still be considered the world’s greatest living writer, and the way Sigmund Freud used his own anxieties and urges as a Rosetta Stone for understanding the mysteries of the human psyche. It’s a young punk like Rick Rubin hearing a new kind of tribal sound and starting a hip-hop empire in his NYU dorm room with a skinny black kid named Russell Simmons. It’s Malcolm McLaren turning chaos into cash and Groucho Marx wryly observing that he wouldn’t want to belong to any club that would have someone like him as a member.


It’s Stanley Kubrick and Peter Sellers turning the promise of mutually assured destruction into the most resonant sick joke this side of A Modest Proposal in Dr. Strangelove. It’s Sasha Baron Cohen’s Borat fanning the flames of anti-Semitism by getting a club full of redneck shit-kickers in the Deep South to drunkenly croon “Throw the Jew Down the Well” yet walking away unharmed. It’s Andy and Charlie Kaufman’s postmodernism and Bob Dylan’s homespun rasp and shape-shifting mutability and the Beastie Boys connecting the dots between funk, hardcore punk, and hip-hop.


It’s J. D. Salinger’s and Lenny Bruce’s outsider angst and Karl Marx’s impossible dream. It’s Jon Stewart making sense of an insane world on a daily basis. It’s a bunch of New York rag merchants relocating to Hollywood to create an empire of their own and Tin Pan Alley and the Catskills and vaudeville and the Chess brothers and sly old Irving Berlin selling goys perennial Christmas classics. Last and almost certainly least, it’s Matisyahu sending out a message of universal hope to blue-eyed trust-fund heathens with fake dreadlocks. That, dear reader, is the Jewish tradition I identify with.


In the end my summer among the Hasidim had little lasting effect on me. But I can’t hear Matisyahu’s music without feeling a tinge of nostalgia for the Lubavitchers and the profound spiritual awakening that might have been.















The Genius of Escapism


Sullivan’s Travels




Nathan’s Bogus Journey Through the Awkward Years










Preston Sturges’s Sullivan’s Travels is an elegant Hollywood fable about a pampered director (Joel McCrea) who has made a fortune off trifles like So Long, Sarong; Hey, Hey in the Hayloft; and Ants in Your Pants of 1939 yet longs to make a stirring proletarian message movie called O Brother, Where Art Thou? (has a nice ring to it, eh?). Eager to learn about the suffering underclass firsthand, McCrea goes undercover as a hobo and through a series of complications winds up on a chain gang.


The chain gang ends up at a Pentecostal service where the preacher shows a Disney cartoon that sends shivers of joy and laughter rippling through the dispirited convicts. In that ecstatic moment of revelation it becomes apparent McCrea can do more good for the downtrodden masses cranking out escapist comedies than he ever could directing somber message movies. People will always need laughter. They’ll always need escape. They sure as shit don’t need lefty agitprop about the nobility of the proletariat.


When I first saw Sullivan’s Travels I found it irresponsible if not downright amoral. How dare Sturges suggest filmmakers don’t have a solemn obligation to expose the sad plight of the working class? Where did Sturges get the unmitigated gall to suggest that filmmakers are better off focusing on entertainment than politics?


But the older I get, the wiser Sullivan’s Travels becomes. These days the worst thing a film can do is uplift the human spirit. Politics and good intentions have ruined more filmmakers than drugs and success combined. When I watch Sullivan’s Travels now it seems not only moral but wise. I’ll take Preston Sturges over Sergei Eisenstein any day.


My initial condemnation of Sullivan’s Travels is even more perplexing considering I’d already experienced my own version of the famous chain gang/cartoon scene. But maybe that’s what being a deluded preteen would-be Marxist is all about: denying firsthand experience in favor of abstract ideals you can never quite bring yourself to believe in.


When I was twelve years old my family took a steep, permanent tumble down the socioeconomic ladder when my multiple sclerosis–stricken dad got divorced and left his soul-crushing but comfortable government job to pursue exciting opportunities in the field of unemployment. So he packed up my older sister and me and moved from safe suburban Shorewood, Wisconsin—where the cops had so little to do that they handed out Milwaukee Brewers baseball cards to schoolchildren—to Chicago, where my dad’s family long ago laid down roots after high-tailing it out of their native Russia one step ahead of the Cossacks. Yes, the names had all changed since my dad hung around, but the dreams, well, they quickly deserted him as well.


Growing up, my father was a firm believer in what F. Scott Fitzgerald called “the green light, the orgiastic future that year by year recedes before us.” He was an inveterate daydreamer who believed, like all good Americans, that money, happiness, and endless upward mobility were inalienable birthrights.


In the go-go eighties my father heeded the siren song of “no money down” and quit his government job to test his fortunes in the real estate racket. He’d drive me to his Coldwell Banker office in the mall, where I’d take in double features and he’d explain the duplicity inherent in the real estate game and the skillful use of euphemisms. For example, if a real estate listing mentioned a “motivated seller,” that meant the house was on fire. A “handyman’s special” was a house where pit-bull-sized rats had chewed through the electrical wiring.


I’d like to share an anecdote with you that hopefully explains why my father never made it in business. When I was ten years old my stepmother grew alarmed that the Jewish private school I was attending mollycoddled me, that under its loving protection I had devolved into a mincing ninny, a fancy lad in velvet pantaloons unequipped to handle the cruelty and degradation of what she deemed “the Real World.”


So she had me transferred to a public school, where, in a time-honored schoolyard tradition, I was viciously beaten by a pair of popular pint-sized fascists named Jack and Rob every day after school for the unspeakable crime of being “the New Kid.” There was no logic to these post-school dustups. Nor was there anything to be gained from these spirited rounds of fisticuffs: it wasn’t as if Jack or Rob would someday take me aside and confide, “Well, good sir, you have proven yourself to be a scholar and pugilist of rare courage and determination. From this day forth feel free to hang out at our homes, play our Nintendos, and make out with our girlfriends.”


The only reward for holding my own with my prepubescent tormentors was the opportunity to repeat the feat all over again the next day. My stepmother grew concerned that I was regularly coming home bruised and battered. She wasn’t buying my lines about constantly running into door handles. So she sent my father to school to put the fear of God into Jack and Rob. That day my dad came to school and after consulting with my teacher took Jack, Rob, and me into the hallway.


But as my father faced Jack and Rob in the hallway of Atwater Elementary School something strange happened. It was as if my father was regressing before my eyes. He was suddenly no longer a thirtysomething husband and father defending his flock but a terrified ten-year-old quaking in awe at the coolness of the popular kids. So instead of reading the bullies the riot act, he awkwardly tried to arrange a play date for Rob, Jack, and me. My stepmother had sent my dad to play the glowering enforcer. Instead he transformed into a flop sweat–covered schoolyard matchmaker.


“Nathan, he, uh, he’s a nice boy who likes baseball and you should be friends with him. Maybe you could trade baseball cards or something,” my father offered meekly as Jack and Rob shot me an icy look that said, “Not only are we going to continue kicking your ass, but now we’re going to beat up your father too. Then we’re going to dig up your grandfather’s corpse and affix it to a meat hook so we can use it as a punching bag in our playhouse, just to convey the depths of our hatred of you and your family.”


Jack and Rob’s campaign of post-class terror continued unabated until my enraged stepmother came to class and told the evil little fuckers that if they ever touched me again they were headed to an adolescence-long stint in juvenile detention. Jack and Rob never touched me again. The moral? Never send a man to do a woman’s job.


My father is a man who gets intimidated by ten-year-olds. So it didn’t come as a surprise that he lacked the killer instinct necessary to succeed in business. My dad is a big pussycat. Late-period capitalism has a long history of not being kind to big pussycats. My father was so meek, in fact, that when our apartment experienced a rodent invasion he bought a trap that didn’t kill mice, it just hurt their feelings. Incidentally, that last line was written by Gags Beasley, a veteran gagsmith from Great Neck, New York. Hit me up with five more zingers of this quality, Mr. Beasley, and a shiny silver dollar is headed your way ASAP.


Every child experiences their own distant echo of humanity’s fall from grace when they realize that their parents aren’t perfect, that the godlike creatures they grew up worshipping are all too human. For me that acute disillusionment came when I realized that my father was not only imperfect but incapable of providing for himself or his family. It wasn’t his fault really. He simply didn’t have the money or the resources. He was trying to raise kids with blockbuster dreams on a Roger Corman budget.


There is a tendency in our culture to romanticize poverty, to imbue it with a sepia-toned nostalgia that blurs its harsh edges and bathes every trauma in a reassuring golden glow. Sadly, that sentimental horseshit sells books. So I can assure you, dear reader, that even though my family often did without, we were always rich in poverty, financial and spiritual. Even when we were reduced to collecting food stamps, there was always enough class resentment to go around.


Food stamps, it should be noted, are fucking awesome. For me food stamps meant the difference between figuring out seventeen different ways to prepare the contents of a two-dollar bag of potatoes and a gaudy cornucopia of name-brand goodies: boxes of Dove ice cream bars and TV dinners and Twinkies and Cap’n Crunch, the bountiful harvest of capitalism at its peak.


As a young man, my father taught me a valuable lesson: never be afraid to accept a handout. Not a hand-up, mind you, as hand-ups invariably entail doing some sort of “work” at some later point. That shit’s flat-out distasteful. But handouts are the best things in the world because—here’s the really sweet part—you don’t have to pay for them, nor do you have to exchange labor for goods somewhere down the road.


In a culture of more, more, more, my family suddenly had to deal with less, less, less. We skidded irrevocably from the neurotic middle class to the feral poor. It was hard to say which was sadder: that my dad was reduced to looking for the kinds of jobs college kids on summer break would consider beneath their dignity or that he never held them for longer than a few weeks.


Making ends meet and paying the rent every month suddenly became a perilous adventure. In desperation one month my father “borrowed” my life savings of six hundred dollars to pay rent. In hindsight I can see that my father was a good man pushed by circumstances into some pretty dark corners. But at the time the liquidation of my life savings struck me as a betrayal of biblical proportions. The vanished six hundred dollars came to symbolize the middle-class childhood that had been pulled out from under me.


I became pathologically obsessed with money. I was intent on stealing back my six hundred dollars from the wallet stashed away in my dad’s underwear drawer in twenty-dollar increments. I bullied my father into letting me cash in my savings bonds for half their ultimate value.


When I was a small boy my generous and loving father had bought me complete sets of baseball cards for my birthday. God, how I loved those cards. But when the bottom fell out I’d trudge over to the local baseball card store, where a Jabba the Hut–like creature with oily Brylcreemed hair gave me pennies on the dollar for the most cherished artifacts of my childhood. I was selling away my memories and hopes for the future one card at a time. Two cards stood out: Rickey Henderson’s 1980 Topps rookie card and Cal Ripken Jr.’s 1982 Fleer rookie card. When I close my eyes and think of the lost promise of my childhood, two images immediately take shape: Rickey Henderson, all coiled intensity and raw power in a batting crouch designed to shrink his strike zone into a fraction of an inch, and Cal Ripken Jr. looking lanky and impossibly young as he patrols the infield.


I became skilled at manipulating my father. At thirteen I became convinced that unless I acquired a copy of Playboy with Sherilyn Fenn on the cover I would die of sexual frustration, that my sperm would back up into my brain and my head would explode like something out of Scanners. Then at the funeral the two or three lonely mourners who’d forgotten what a bastard I was would tsk-tsk and bitchily murmur, “I guess his dad should have bought that smut magazine he so desperately wanted; no, needed; no, richly deserved. Then this senseless tragedy could have been avoided.”




I had a deep, spiritual need to see Audrey Horne naked. So after weeks of badgering my father, he reluctantly took me to the corner store to buy a copy. It was probably the most significant victory of my young life. Yet when we reached the corner store my father lingered interminably. He rifled through the magazine rack, perusing Sports Illustrated and Newsweek. He contemplated buying a new toothbrush and explored the dazzling array of deodorant and mouthwash on display. This drove me mad. I lurked malevolently on the periphery, issuing the following persistent plea:


Buy the fucking magazine


Buy the fucking magazine


Buy the fucking magazine


Seriously, just buy the fucking magazine


Finally, after several lifetimes of lollygagging and dillydallying, he bought the magazine. Oh, but it was worth the wait! I didn’t believe in God at thirteen but my concept of the divine looked an awful lot like Sherilyn Fenn’s milky white flesh.


In those miserable early years in Chicago I was powered by the kind of bottomless rage and resentment that leads some people to become writers and express themselves creatively and others to become comic-book supervillains. Let’s just say it’s fortunate that this whole writing thing seems to be working out (so far) or my henchmen would probably be aiming a death ray at the eastern seaboard at this very moment.


My family’s dwindling fortunes were reflected in the cars my dad drove and/or abandoned. Back in his high-flying days as a failed real estate agent, he bought a big new Pontiac 6000, which he promptly proceeded to wrap around a telephone pole, breaking his nose and ribs in the process. By the time we moved to Chicago he was driving a two-toned boat of a late-seventies domestic eyesore whose brakes eventually stopped working, so we had to come gradually to a halt instead of stopping automatically like fancified rich folk.


My father was such a terrible driver that I decided early on that driving wasn’t for me. Nowadays I could tell people, “I don’t know how to drive a car. And I rape babies,” and nine out of ten concerned citizens would respond with a horrified, “Oh my God. You don’t know how to drive? What are you? Some sort of sicko?”


The only thing more traumatic for me than watching my beloved father sink into unemployment and depression was his stumbling attempts to resurrect his love life. Not long after we moved to Chicago my dad started seeing a single mother named Miriam who was a seething mass of contradictions. She was an Orthodox Jewish woman of easy virtue who spoke in an obscene rasp redolent of cigarettes and sin and wore a ratty wig that haunted my dreams. In my nightmares Miriam’s wig would come alive and chase me down the streets of Chicago, cackling maniacally as it flew through the air, animated by the black magic of my anxieties.


Miriam used to hang out at the twenty-four-hour Kosher Dunkin’ Donuts on Devon, where she tried to persuade my dad to become a cab driver, a profession only slightly more suited to my father’s, um, unique gifts than American Gladiator. Miriam had a daughter roughly my age who collected receipts. She once showed me her scrapbook. It was the single saddest thing I’ve ever seen. It was as if she collected this detritus to show the world that she existed and had the paper trail to prove it.


The first few years of my adolescence were marked by regular visits from Vice Admiral Phinneas Cummerbund but I could always find escape at the picture show. One summer day my older sister and I purloined a cup full of quarters from our apartment building’s laundry room and used our ill-gotten gains to finance two matinee tickets to see Bill and Ted’s Excellent Adventure at the Lincoln Village.


Once the lights went down and the curtains parted, the outside world disappeared. For an hour and a half I blithely forgot the grim realities of my existence. Suddenly it didn’t matter that my father would never hold another halfway decent job. It somehow seemed irrelevant that I didn’t have any friends. For a brief idyll it wasn’t important that my life would grow so miserable over the course of the next few years that being shunted off to a group home for emotionally disturbed adolescents would constitute a big step up.


No, during those unforgettable ninety minutes all that mattered was that Theodore Logan and Bill S. Preston Esquire of San Dimas, California, pass history and save the world. In that darkened theater I had an epiphany, a Road to Damascus moment. I decided to make movies my life’s work. I wanted to be part of something that could bring so much joy, however silly or ephemeral, to a callous world.


It was as if the only world that mattered was the fantasy universe I’d created for myself out of daydreams and movies and television shows. When I was twelve years old I came down with a case of pneumonia that felt like waking death. My fever soared. My body ached. I began to hallucinate. The world around me took on a trippy, hyperintense quality as the lines between my dreams, nightmares, and waking reality devolved into nothingness.


The squalid two-bedroom apartment I uncomfortably shared with my dad and sister quickly became a potent incubator for disease. My father begged me to go to the hospital but I refused to leave until I was done watching West Side Story on a tiny black-and-white television that only picked up two UHF stations: 50 and 66.


Back in suburban Milwaukee, my dad had routinely stopped by the video store and picked me up something. While other kids grew up on a steady diet of Chevy Chase smirks and Eddie Murphy cackles, my father immersed me in classic Hollywood musicals. He imbued in me at a young age a deep, profound love of Astaire and Rogers, Gene Kelly, Frank Sinatra, and the incomparable Miss Judy Garland. I disappointed him terribly by growing up to be a heterosexual.


Let others have their raunchy comedies and mindless action-thrillers. I knew early on that the legendary Freed Unit over at MGM was king shit of fuck mountain.


So it was of the utmost importance to me to see how things turned out for Maria and Tony, the star-crossed lovers of West Side Story. I’d read enough Shakespeare to know that things didn’t turn out too well for ol’ Romeo and Juliet but I hoped against hope that their singing, dancing counterparts were headed for a happy ending. After all, people don’t die in musicals. Things might look grim but there was no crisis so profound that it couldn’t be resolved via an elaborate production number or emotionally charged duet.


I’d read Romeo and Juliet that year in school. I even memorized Romeo’s “But soft, what light through yonder window breaks” soliloquy and added it to a makeshift Shakespeare-Plus Super-Ultra-Mega-Mix inside my brain, where it mixed and mingled with Marc Antony’s eulogy for Julius Caesar and Hamlet’s “To be or not to be” speech and bits and pieces of the Gettysburg Address and the preamble to the U.S. Constitution.


So I should have known what I was in for. Instead I held out hope that there was a place for Tony and Maria. This was America, wasn’t it? Surely they wouldn’t deceive me in song. I wept openly at the ending. It was at that moment that my father realized, once and for all, that his only begotten son would never grow up to be an NFL lineman or Navy SEAL. Film critic? Maybe. Bounty hunter? No.


Soon my entire family was infected with pneumonia. My great-aunt Ruth and uncle Irving’s condo became a makeshift hospital as we moved in en masse and were treated to heaping bowls of chicken soup and endless supplies of 7-Up, not to mention maternal love. Throughout my childhood Aunt Ruth and Uncle Irving functioned as a two-person volunteer social safety net. It gave my father great comfort to know that they’d bail him out of any disaster, no questions asked.


Still, there were problems even the unconditional love of Aunt Ruth and Uncle Irving couldn’t solve. So, after I spent a disastrous seventh-grade year maligned by constant bullying, my father decided I might benefit from an academic environment with higher standards and fewer schoolyard beatings.


We applied for the pre–International Baccalaureate program at Ogden, one of the top magnet schools in Chicago. The prerequisite for admission was scoring in the upper ninetieth percentile in both English and math, but they were inexplicably willing to make an exception for me.


“Well, Mr. Rabin, it looks like Nathan scores within the upper ninety-ninth percentile in English and history and within the upper seventieth percentile in math. That’s obviously problematic. But I’m sure that if Nathan studies really hard and receives rigorous math tutoring, that shouldn’t be too much of a problem,” the admissions officer told my father and me during a sit-down to discuss my application.


My eyes grew as big as saucers as she introduced one bizarre, inconceivable idea after another. Stu-dy? Tu-tor? It was hard to wrap my mind around these utterly foreign concepts.


If my father had been brutally honest with Ogden, he’d have leveled with the admissions officer and conceded, “Look, my son is reasonably bright but he is also lazy as fuck, so unless this ‘tutoring’ somehow involves hand jobs from Jennifer Connelly and frosty chocolate milkshakes, there’s no way he’s going for it.”


Instead we meekly agreed that, yes, I would need extra help but that it would be worth it to attend one of the best middle schools in Chicago. I shook the admission lady’s hand and instantly became the dumbest smart kid Ogden would ever know. My fate/doom was officially sealed.


I never did sign up for math tutoring. Nor did I ever grasp a bizarre concept known as “geometry,” where letters and numbers intermingled in a manner both obscene and incomprehensible. The notion that letters might represent numbers seemed like black magic to me. Throughout eighth grade I routinely racked up test scores in the single digits. If I weren’t in the super-advanced class, I probably would have repeated eighth grade a half dozen times.


Things weren’t any better on the social front. At Dewitt Clinton my unpopularity had manifested itself in schoolyard violence. At Ogden it was more a matter of social invisibility. Even in a class of freaks and geeks, my sad little table stood out as Poindexter Central.


To my left sat Ignatius, a sullen, big-boned African-American who snuck copies of Hustler and Black Tail into class. He occasionally made a big show of covertly flashing me particularly gynecological layouts during biology. “Yeah, go on pretending like this doesn’t make your dick hard,” he’d sneer when I tried not to look at some unfortunate soul getting triple-teamed by hirsute studs. Ignatius nursed a rather unique life goal: he wanted to become a bestselling author of pornography featuring himself as the lead character. To my right sat Daniel, an affable science nerd utterly at ease with his own geekdom.


Less affable and at ease with my perversions, I specialized in petty acts of subversion. For eighth-grade graduation I was pegged to write a speech about the demise of Communist dictatorships in Eastern Europe. In a wonderful bit of irony, Ignatius, that dedicated acolyte of Hustler, Black Tail, and Juggs, was given the job of delivering my speech about the glory of democracy and the long-overdue flowering of political freedom following the destruction of the Berlin Wall.


To undercut the sentimental, flag-waving nature of my assignment I decided it would be really fucking funny to pretend that Nicolae Ceausescu, the despised dictator of Romania who was eventually murdered by his own people, was nicknamed Spanky. I expected my reference to Nicolae “Spanky” Ceausescu to get cut after the first rehearsal but nobody seemed to notice the seeming incongruity of a power-mad Eastern European despot nicknamed Spanky.


At graduation the reference to good old Spanky reverberated through the hall. My sister and dad chortled enthusiastically, earning disapproving stares from parents who wondered what was so funny about the death of a hated dictator. Slipping Spanky into Ignatius’s speech sadly marked the apex of my Ogden career.


Yet my undistinguished stint at Ogden somehow didn’t keep me from hoping that I’d be able to follow in my classmates’ footsteps by enrolling in the International Baccalaureate program at Lincoln Park High School. A tense meeting my father and I had with the admissions director at Lincoln Park disabused me of that notion.


“Well, Mr. Rabin, I’m not entirely sure why you’re even here, because it looks like Nathan never technically even applied to be a student here. And looking at his grades from Ogden, well…” The admissions officer paused as she tried to find a polite, gracious way of saying that my grades were the academic equivalent of the monsters in H. P. Lovecraft fiction: so vast and horrifying that the human mind can barely comprehend their true dimensions for risk of engendering permanent, uncontrollable insanity.


An unmistakable sense of déjà vu swept over me as she continued: “Let’s just say that the best course of action would be for Nathan to start high school at a local school. Then, maybe if he studies very, very, very diligently and gets a math tutor, he can reapply to Lincoln Park his sophomore or junior year.”


I ended up going to three different schools in my freshman year, but Lincoln Park was not one of them. First, I matriculated under the radar at Mather, a local high school that prided itself on a diverse student body that spoke over fifty languages. Unfortunately, none of them was English.


At Mather teenage representatives of the rich cornucopia of American ethnic variety glared warily at each other from a disrespectful distance. The Russian kids spoke Russian to each other and avoided everyone else. The Pakistanis hung with the Pakistanis. And so on.


Gym represented a special torment. It seemed like a class created solely to exploit the insecurities of teenagers. Terrified of the opposite gender and uncomfortable in your own body? Then enjoy mandatory square dancing! Painfully insecure about your scrawny physique and voluminous acne? Then strip down to your bathing suit for compulsory swimming! Horrified that people will find out you’re secretly as weak and powerless as a polio-stricken little girl? Then expose your myriad shortcomings through weight lifting! Worried about your incredibly tiny penis? Then enjoy showering with your better-endowed peers!


During weight lifting I picked up a bizarre, insulting nickname that would haunt me for the rest of my high school career. I was standing in the general proximity of the free weights, trying to will myself invisible, when one of the Syrian toughs started shouting at me.


“Hey, Rabin, I saw you up on Devon working at one of those fruit markets. You were lifting one of those hundred-pound sacks of potatoes, weren’t you, Potato? That was you up on Devon, wasn’t it, Potato?” he jeered, to the delight of his friends.


I responded with a cryptic look I hoped said, “Whatever, dude,” and also, “Please don’t hit me.” You’d think such a strange non sequitur would have a hard time gaining traction but “Potato” took on a life of its own. Four years later at graduation the selfsame Syrian kids drunkenly shouted “Potato!” as I went up to accept my diploma.


Freshman year at Mather I hit the trifecta, racking up three insulting nicknames in quick succession. Beyond the curiously deathless “Potato” there was also “Paperboy.” That was a lot easier to explain. I always had my face buried in a newspaper, generally the Tribune or Sun-Times. I read during class. I’d read in the hallway. I even read walking down the street, leading to all manner of silent-film-style slapstick shenanigans involving collisions with stop signs and all sorts of other stationary yet deceptively wily entities.


My third insulting nickname came from Mr. Schmecklenberg, a crazy old Jewish history teacher who informed us the first day of class that our history books were largely decorative props designed solely to placate the fussy old busybodies at the board of education. We were free to read them if we liked but he’d be going “off book” to deliver long, rambling, wildly discursive lectures about the real essence of history: the sex lives of famous dead people.


Every once in a while Mr. Schmecklenberg would get a faraway look in his eye and begin talking about having an out-of-body experience during open-heart surgery. For a few glorious moments Mr. Schmecklenberg busted loose from the infernal prison of self and wandered the cosmos, or at least a goodly portion of the hospital, a holy spirit, a vapor, a glorious burst of light and weird old Jewish guy energy. Then he’d return to his lofty discourse on Cleopatra’s struggles with gonorrhea or some similar matter of profound historical significance.


“Raven! Raven!” he’d squawk, oblivious to the somewhat glaring absence of a “V” in my name, when I’d drift off into a daydream or furtively try to sneak peeks at Mike Royko’s latest columns or Roger Ebert’s reviews. The quarterback of the football team thought it was the height of wit to ask me, “Hey, Raven: where’s Lenore?” or happily exclaim, “Hey, Raven: nevermore! Nevermore!”


Mr. Schmecklenberg died a year or two later, as did a colorful substitute teacher named Mr. Hawkins, who moonlighted as an undertaker and drove a hearse with vanity plates that read HAWK. He looked like a sinister supporting player from a blaxploitation flick. Mr. Hawkins had the remarkable ability to transform any perceived slight into a grievous insult to the soul and spirit of black America. “You will not disrespect this black man by asking to go to the bathroom twice in one period! I’m not falling for any of that foolishness!” he’d angrily declaim. He always seemed to be shouting, mired in a state of apoplectic rage. So it’s not surprising that some unforgivable act of disrespect finally sent him to his grave. The weird, creepy dude who hung out with dead people was now a weird, creepy dead dude himself.


Not all my teachers were creepy or crazy or wildly unqualified—just a sizable majority. You tend to remember your best and worst teachers. The rest disappear into the cobwebs of memory.


I vividly recall a young substitute teacher who arrived one day brimming with idealism and enthusiasm, eager to get his Mr. Holland’s Opus on, Dead Poets Society style. He may even have worn a suit, or at least a dress shirt. He was writing a book, a book about young people, he happily explained, and he wanted to know what made us tick. How did we feel about politics? Popular culture? The world? The portrayal of teenagers in movies and books? He radiated curiosity and passion.


I gazed at him with pity. This poor, deluded soul genuinely seemed to think being a substitute teacher entailed something beyond babysitting glowering juvenile delinquents. Oh, he’d learn otherwise soon enough. It wasn’t long before this formerly bright-eyed, energetic creature boasted the glum, emotionless pod-person expression endemic to employees of the Chicago public school system, a vacant glare that says, “Students = dumb, education = bad joke, only things that matter = pension, health insurance, retirement.”


I strongly suspect that that substitute teacher was in fact Adam Langer and the book about young people he was working on was the bestseller Crossing California, which takes place at Mather. If so, I congratulate you on your literary success, Mr. Langer. More significantly I congratulate you on successfully extricating yourself from the soul-crushing machinery of the Chicago public school system.


As things devolved steadily from worse to worserer at Mather (I blame my alma mater for my sad reliance on made-up words) I retreated deeper into myself. I tried to block out the unwanted incursions of a hostile outside world by keeping myself ensconced in a protective bubble of media. I read Variety religiously and the Sun-Times and Chicago Tribune from cover to cover. On the rare occasions I ventured outside my apartment, I kept a Walkman glued to my ears to keep me from having to interact with strangers. I ditched school for the forbidden pleasures of R-rated movies at nearby theaters with magical names like Lincoln Village, Davis, Nortown, and Plaza with great regularity.


Movies like Bill and Ted’s Excellent Adventure and West Side Story allowed me an invaluable space to forget my problems and lose myself in waking dreams, but I was nevertheless headed for a harrowing psychological reckoning just around the corner, from which there would be no escape.















¡El Pollo Loco, él es el hombre!


Girl, Interrupted




Cold Chillin’ at the Nuthouse










In a world of convenient fictions and reassuring lies we’re irrevocably drawn to art that tells the truth. Girl, Interrupted—Susanna Kaysen’s haunting memoir of her stint in McLeans Hospital, a famous psychiatric institution that housed Ray Charles, James Taylor, and Sylvia Plath—bears powerful witness to the way mental hospitals have become dispiriting holding pens for nonconformists.


Reading Girl, Interrupted the first time around, I felt like Kaysen was telling my story as well as her own. That’s what great art does: it makes the personal universal. Rereading Girl, Interrupted on a long, sleepless seventeen-hour train ride to DC to visit my sister for Thanksgiving, I was struck by how unexpectedly funny Girl, Interrupted is. I guess you have to have a sense of humor in a mental hospital or you’ll fucking go crazy.


I was similarly struck by its rambling, discursive structure. In lieu of a strong central narrative, Girl, Interrupted offers vivid fragments, evocative snippets of time and place and atmosphere, fleeting remembrances retrieved a split second before they vanished into the ether, lost forever. There is a delicate minimalism to Kaysen’s memoir that’s quietly heartbreaking. Unlike a certain jackass, she didn’t feel the need to water down the experience with cheap wisecracks. No, she delivers her timeless truths straight. Kaysen’s delicate black comedy emerges organically from documenting the upside-down absurdity of mental hospital life with spare, deadpan wryness, from the intricate dance of comedy and tragedy, not from anything as coarse as jokes.


My long, strange trip to the locked ward of a much less reputable mental hospital I will call Arkham Asylum began the night I broodingly washed down a packet full of caffeine pills with a pitcher of icy grape Kool-Aid. I didn’t want to kill myself, necessarily, but I wanted my life to do a whiplash-inducing 180 and felt like anywhere my suicide attempt led had to qualify as an improvement over the free-floating despair of my dad’s garden apartment.


Instead of releasing me from my mortal coil, the caffeine pills made me vomit for hours. At around two thirty in the morning I impulsively decided to shave my head but just as impulsively decided to quit halfway through.


I knew enough about caffeine to realize that my chances of successfully committing suicide via a caffeine overdose were nonexistent, but my heartbeat was racing so fast and I was throwing up so violently that I feared for my life.


At four in the morning I started watching a 1986 sex comedy called Stewardess School on HBO. I remember thinking about halfway through, “Dear Lord, please don’t let me die of choking on my own vomit while watching Stewardess School.” I couldn’t imagine a less dignified death. I silently vowed that if God let me live I’d never attempt suicide, or watch Stewardess School, ever again.


Besides, I couldn’t die halfway through Stewardess School. I had to know how it ended. Would Happy Days alum Donny Most and his madcap band of wacky funsters triumph? Or would the forces of repression win out? I had a life-affirming need to know.


A month or two later I found myself sitting opposite my sad-eyed father while a professorial psychiatrist named Dr. Fassbender earnestly asked me questions about my life: Was it true that I’d tried to kill myself? Would I benefit from some time away to work through my issues? It was past eight o’clock on a weeknight but I still had no idea what was about to transpire. No matter how bad things get, you never wake up thinking, “Man, I bet today’s the day I’m finally going to be dragged kicking and screaming into a mental hospital.”


However, my life had reached such a nadir that I would sometimes daydream about the perfect mental hospital. In my fantasy world the mental hospital would be a rustic place of relaxation and reflection, full of immaculately tended gardens and rolling hills. It’d be an oasis of calm and tranquility away from the madness of the outside world, a place where classical music wafted peacefully in the background, where contented patients whiled away the hours playing croquet, painting, practicing tai chi, or sculpting when not achieving a hard-won sense of inner peace and contentment with the help of kindly, deeply empathetic round-the-clock psychiatrists. Who knows, once there, maybe I’d fall in love for the first time, make friendships that would last a lifetime, or find myself. You know, all that hackneyed coming-of-age shit. And the television would be something out of my wildest dreams: fifty inches at least! It’d be the perfect place to heal wounded psyches and tormented minds.


My fantasy mental hospital was a cross between an Ivy League campus and a pricey day spa, only with straitjackets and padded rooms and a wider selection of psychotropic drugs. How desperately sad do you have to be to fantasize about the perfect mental hospital? Sad enough to imagine that any change in locale would represent a step up, even one most people would consider a nadir.


But my fantasy mental hospital seemed a universe away that night as my father stared at me glumly, his brow furrowed, a permanent frown on his face as Dr. Fassbender continued his gentle but persistent questioning.


I responded with the caustic sarcasm that had become my default mode of communication. At the end of the session two burly, stone-faced security guards grabbed me and carried me off to the locked ward. Tears and snot ran down my face as I screamed obscenities at a father who once symbolized everything humane and kind about the world. When I was young my father was my sun: the warm, life-giving center around which all good things revolved. My father and Dr. Fassbender drifted further and further from my field of vision until they disappeared entirely, leaving me more alone than I’d ever been before.


I was brusquely told to shower and given paper slippers and a fluorescent orange jumpsuit several sizes too big to wear by staffers whose identities all bled together into one big ball of sour authority. A staff member then led me to my room and introduced me to my new roommate, a boyishly handsome, corn-fed fourteen-year-old from Peoria named Brian, who earnestly asked me why I was there.


“They think I want to kill myself. I didn’t before but now they’ve really given me a reason to want to end my miserable fucking existence,” I responded bitterly as I wiped the remaining tears from my face, which was red and raw from crying.


Brian then politely excused himself, slipped into the hallway, and told an attendant that his new roommate had just threatened to kill himself. Moments later the staffer shone a flashlight in my face and coolly ordered, “Grab your mattress. You’re on suicide watch tonight.”


I was led to an oppressively lit hallway in front of the staff office where I put my flimsy mattress on the floor and started crying all over again. A woman sitting at a desk in the office across the hallway glared at me and hissed, “Crying isn’t going to get you anywhere,” as if I imagined that all I had to do was fake a few tears and I’d immediately be transferred to the penthouse suite at the Ritz.


This may have been a personal abyss for me, but for the employees of Arkham Asylum it was just another day at work. Sobbing teenagers in orange jumpsuits sleeping on mattresses in the hallway were nothing new. Prolonged exposure to the numbing realities of mental hospital life stripped away any remaining vestiges of empathy.


Some folks collect stamps, others the bashed-in skulls of student nurses. I collect bitter ironies. So I had to savor the moment when the woman staring daggers at me bitterly groused to a coworker, “I just don’t see why everyone thinks The Simpsons is so great. What’s so funny about a father strangling his son every week? I can’t see why anyone thinks child abuse is something to laugh about.”


Here she was conveying bottomless concern for an imaginary cartoon boy who brought joy to millions while betraying nothing but contempt for the squirming bundle of humanity sobbing softly six feet away. When I interviewed Simpsons creator Matt Groening fifteen years later, I briefly considered mentioning to him just how much his show meant to me during that dark night. Then I dismissed it as the WORST OPENING CONVERSATIONAL GAMBIT EVER.


To keep myself occupied I started plotting revenge against Brian for ratting me out. I’d seen enough prison movies to know that snitches constitute the lowest form of life, lower even than Young Republicans and baby-seal clubbers. Snitching violated the G-code. It violated the code of the streets. It somehow even violated Isaac Asimov’s Three Laws of Robotics. There were no two ways about it: if I was going to survive inside Arkham Asylum, I’d have to get my hands on a shiv and enact speedy revenge on Brian the next morning in the yard.


If I were to attain any respect in this hellhole, I’d need to deliver swift vengeance. But first I needed a nickname, one to match the tough new persona I’d have to adopt instantly if I were to make it inside the belly of the beast. “Crazy Nate” had a nice ring to it, but it hit too close to home.


No, I needed something more exotic, more menacing, more inappropriately, even offensively, ethnic. Drawing upon the six or seven words of Spanish I knew, I came up with the nickname that would transform me from Nathan Rabin the crybaby neurotic Jew into the swaggering badass I desperately hoped to become: El Pollo Loco. The Crazy Chicken. Granted, it didn’t make much sense. But I was certain my new nickname would strike fear in the heart of the punk bitch who cavalierly ratted me out to the pigs. Only later did I learn that “El Pollo Loco” is also the name of a chain of modestly priced Mexican restaurants. Quite possibly a chain of modestly priced Mexican restaurants that strike fear into the hearts of snitches everywhere.


With my tears finally subsiding, I perfected my plan for revenge. Obviously I’d need to find something to turn into a crude shiv or shank. Easier said than done. With the pigs watching me I’d have a devil of a time locating a toothbrush, pencil, pen, or something similar I could sharpen into a deadly weapon. Fuck! Oh well. Since my plans for revenge were unlikely to ever evolve beyond escapist fantasy, I decided that for the purposes of my daydreaming I’d somehow magically happen upon a screwdriver. Maybe an incongruously violent sprite, malevolent elf, or ex-con fairy godmother with a bone to pick with humanity would magically appear out of nowhere with the perfect shank, coated in a cloud of pixie dust.


Then I’d wait until we were all out in the yard. Granted, I had no idea if the mental hospital even had anything resembling a prison yard, but again, this was my fantasy and I wasn’t about to let reality ruin it. We’d all be out in the yard, maybe lifting weights or doing push-ups, and I’d slowly, silently sneak up on Brian like a panther or ninja or panther that’s also a ninja and, with a single devastating motion, slash the back of his neck with my crude makeshift shiv. As pinkish blood spurted across my face I’d start yelling, “That’s what you get for fucking with El Pollo Loco, ese!”


As Brian fell helplessly to the ground into a pool of his slowly accumulating blood he’d utter a meek, helpless, “Dios mio! I never should have ratted out El Pollo Loco. Él es el hombre!”


Él es el hombre indeed, motherfucker. But it’d be too late. I’d smear his snitch blood all over my face like tribal war paint and stand over his limp, bleeding body deliriously yelling, “El Pollo Loco, El Pollo Loco!”


That way when Brian entered the gates of hell and they asked him who sent him there, he would reply, “El Pollo Loco.” And the gatekeeper of Hades would reverently reply, “El Pollo Loco. Él es el hombre” That’s right, motherfucker. I am the man. El Pollo Loco is the man.


Exhausted from all the crying, kicking, and imaginary bloodshed, I fell asleep that night softly muttering, “El Pollo Loco, El Pollo Loco.” I’m sure the glowering Simpsons-hater on duty that night thought I was nuts but I didn’t give a mad-ass fuck. I was sleeping on the floor of a nuthouse. There was nothing more they could do to me.


Or so I thought. For on my first full day in the joint I made a mind-boggling discovery: the ward had no television. This blew my mind. I was devastated. If I were in a movie the camera would have repetitively zoomed in and pulled back accompanied by shrieking violins that could only begin to suggest the utter sense of dislocation and nerve-jangling terror I was experiencing.


This couldn’t be happening, I tried to tell myself. In movies people in psychiatric institutions were always staring glassy eyed at television sets in a Thorazine haze. Along with mumbling to yourself while lurching zombielike in circles and screaming at fellow patients to stop stealing your thoughts, it seemed to be the most popular leisure-time activity among the crazy-person set.


During my adolescence, television was so much more than just a way to fill twelve to sixteen hours out of every day. Television made me laugh. It showed me a wide variety of consumer products that would make me irresistible to beautiful women and provide me with a deep, permanent sense of spiritual satisfaction. On certain channels, specifically those owned by Pat Robertson, it preached to me about the evils of fornication, homosinuality, and Hollywood liberalism. It showed me exotic faraway places, like Beverly Hills 90210. Most important, if I was very, very good or very, very lucky, it would sometimes show me the boobs of nubile young actresses.


In the midnineties there was an exquisitely dark television show called Profit about a charming, murderous sociopath who grew up inside a cardboard box with only a television set to keep him company. Finally, an antihero I could relate to! The idiot box may not have transformed me into a cold-blooded killer, but it did a bang-up job corrupting my values and warping my soul.


Oh how I loved my glorious, glorious television set! It was my lover, my friend, my guru, my financial adviser, my everything. And now it appeared I was stuck in the sole television-free mental hospital in the known universe.


Deprived of access to all media, my fantasies assumed a strangely Steven Seagal–shaped form. My daydreams began to revolve around seeing Marked for Death the day I left the hospital. I don’t entirely understand why. I’d liked Seagal’s previous exercise in Eastern-philosophy-rooted gratuitous violence, Hard to Kill, just fine, but I wasn’t a Steven Seagal fan by any stretch of the imagination. Maybe I just fixated on Marked for Death because in a grim, joyless ward where anything remotely fun was considered an unwanted distraction and consequently verboten (hence the absence of a TV) I couldn’t think of anything less wholesome than watching a ponytailed martial artist beat the holy living fuck out of crudely stereotyped minority heavies.
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