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CHAPTER ONE MUGGINGS AND THE METROPOLITAN OPERA: AN OVERTURE


What was it like growing up in New York City?

No one who grew up in New York City actually knows how to answer this question until they meet people who didn’t grow up in New York City and realize what a weird, incredible, terrifying experience a New York City childhood was. It’s disingenuous to say our childhoods were normal, because they weren’t, not even remotely, and we may be justifiably accused of living in a bubble if we suggest otherwise. Our parents did something very strange by raising us in New York City in the 1970s and ’80s—particularly in Hell’s Kitchen, where I grew up, steps from Times Square, long before it was Disney-branded. We were gifted and cursed. Our metropolis offered us everything without caring whether we survived or, if we did, what was left of us.

Growing up in New York City meant that when you were a really little kid, you knocked over another really little kid at a public playground in Central Park near the West 70s, felt bad immediately, picked the kid up, and dusted him off, and his grandmother saw the whole thing. The grandmother came over to your dad and said, “That was nice of your son.” And your dad almost started crying because the grandmother was Ingrid Bergman, the star of Casablanca, his favorite film.

Growing up in New York City meant you got mugged when you were nine by two kids who were about eleven. They shoved you against a wall in Riverside Park and threatened to kill you, so you gave them everything you had—a dollar and your library card.

It meant that in elementary school you went over to a friend’s house and met her eccentric dad (long hair, huge moustache, nasal voice) and years later realized you had been in the Manhattan Plaza apartment of the real-life inspiration for Kramer.

It meant your mom’s friends were gay and witty and hilarious and opinionated, and you watched at least three of them waste away, walking with a cane and stricken with a damp death rattle before they were forty, victims of an illness that had only recently been named. You placed a small pebble on Andy’s gravestone a year after he passed. You were seventeen.

Growing up in New York City meant your dad would let you use his Metropolitan Opera tickets so you could take your senior-year girlfriend to see Rigoletto, which was both precocious and romantic and is remembered with a glow so golden and gauzy you sometimes wonder if it actually happened, but it did; you have the ticket stub in a box in the garage.

It meant the local news always kept you nice and up to date on the Son of Sam, the suddenly-vanished-into-thin-air Etan Patz, the hogtied-and-killed-by-the-police-for-the-crime-of-graffiti Michael Stewart, and other stories that made you carry your keys like Wolverine’s claws—sticking out from between your fingers—so you could defend yourself against the criminals and maybe even the cops.

It meant your cultural education came every Wednesday morning when you picked up the Village Voice on the way to school, learning about a performance artist who stuffed yams up her ass, De La Soul, John Woo and his generation of Hong Kong filmmakers, the art-rock collective known as Missing Foundation, and the complex and fascinating saga of a dangerous BDSM predator who was revealed to be a trader at Bear Stearns (the so-called Dangerous Top). You kept the paper tucked in your desk, so you could peek at it during first period algebra.

Growing up in New York City meant every talent show at your high school featured someone singing “Always & Forever” by Heatwave, followed by pasty kids whining their way through the Cure’s “Just Like Heaven” on cheap guitars.

It meant you watched the sunrise sitting on a bench in the dead center of the then pretty dicey Tompkins Square Park (you went to Washington Square Park to buy street herb; you went to Tompkins to cop the heavier stuff… I mean, you didn’t, but you knew some people who had already graduated). It was five A.M. and you were surrounded by the elaborately huge tents of the homeless with a girl you really should have kissed but didn’t, and you lived to tell the tale.

It meant you went to the Halloween parade in the West Village and heard a familiar chorus around the corner. You stood on your tiptoes to watch the Village People cruise by singing “In the Navy” on the back of a flatbed truck.

It meant your camp counselors had a dance routine for the Ramones’ “Rockaway Beach” (your introduction to such history-shifting music).

It meant you tanked the entrance exam for Hunter College Elementary School at age five. Confused by the interview and dazzled by the paneled office’s gray lighting, you didn’t know the answers to questions or even why you were being asked them. When you didn’t get in, your dad blamed “racial quotas,” which, God help you, you used as an excuse to dabble in your father’s quiet racism.

Growing up in New York City meant you went to high school with a Wayans brother who made fun of your big feet (you were/are a size twelve and only five foot eight.) “Damn, son,” said Shawn Wayans. “You got some big-ass feet.”

It meant you briefly dated a girl who babysat the daughter of Jerry Harrison of Talking Heads.

It meant burly white guys in an IROC swerved at you in Maspeth once while you were walking home with two really hot goth girls from your high school. In an attempt to impress the goth girls, you flipped off the burly white guys. They did a U-turn, pulled up on the curb, shoved you up against the wall, and punched you in the Adam’s apple until you apologized. This did not impress the two goth girls, so instead of… whatever you had in mind… you went back to one of their places and glumly listened to Depeche Mode’s Black Celebration on a stereo that had virtually no low end.

It meant you made out with a girl on the Governors Island ferry as the sun set behind the Statue of Liberty, and you saw New York City as your Scottish immigrant grandparents must have seen it: beautiful and stuffed with so much opportunity that glass and steel buildings could hardly have contained it, and so it poured out invitingly onto the streets.

It meant you and your friend Sybil went to see saw Jim Carroll and Richard Hell read at the St. Mark’s Poetry Project. Richard Hell read a poem about fucking a deer and compared the animal’s labia to bubblegum. You were so inspired you started writing your own poetry, and thank God in heaven it’s all gone, lost in one of several apartment moves in the nineties.

Growing up in New York City meant you were engaged and terrified and in love. It was raucous and dangerous and sexy and funny. Every band came to your town; every book was available; every record was on sale, even if you had to go through the import bins. The winters were merciless; the summers, too, but at least in the summer there was free stuff, and hey, Toots and the Maytals played at the bandshell in Central Park! Bill Beutel on Eyewitness News tracked the city’s climbing murder rate, and President Ford tried to kill us, but we were all there together. Constantly inspired, constantly terrified. It was too much, always too much, but goddammit, it was ours.






CHAPTER TWO I WOULD LIKE TO MEET RHODA


We sat on my parents’ bed in their small bedroom, one of two in our teensy West 40s apartment, to watch the only TV in the house (the living room had the stereo and Dad’s vinyl: showtunes, folk, Scottish folk, Gilbert and Sullivan, early Beatles—nothing past Help!, and not even the actual Beatles album Help!, the cash-in soundtrack with a couple of shoehorned score moments—and most of the Bill Cosby comedy albums). In the evening, the streets were quiet, but in the morning massive New York Times trucks went rumbling along, shaking our buildings, urban roosters that crowed and woke the household daily. The bed took up most of the room. Between it and the TV cabinet, there was only an alley of about eight inches you could walk through. The TV was a black-and-white set, no cable (still exclusively a bauble of the wealthy), with aluminum foil on the rabbit ears and scuff marks on the side where my dad hit it in a vain attempt to tame the oft-flipping picture. I’m pretty sure it’s about 1977 because:


	My parents are still together.

	They’re smoking.

	We’re watching Rhoda.



Rhoda was a spinoff of The Mary Tyler Moore Show about Rhoda Morgenstern, Mary’s native New Yorker neighbor, and her return home from her sojourn in Minneapolis. I never missed an episode. It took place in Manhattan! Where I lived! (Upper East Side, two subway rides from Hell’s Kitchen, but still!) And everyone was so funny, and they said what they thought, and when they yelled they were hilarious. Was such a life possible? My parents yelled at each other about… well, I couldn’t really tell. Money? Dad’s drinking? Mom being, in Dad’s words, a “dizzy bitch”? That was the yelling I was familiar with. But funny yelling? A new frontier. And they thought of these witty ripostes so quickly—it was astonishing. Rhoda would say things like, “I have to lose ten pounds by eight thirty.” Obviously, I didn’t know she had writers. Obviously, I didn’t know she’d spent all week rehearsing this tight joke.

Obviously, I asked to visit Rhoda.

“What do you mean?” asked my mom.

“Where does she live?” I countered.

“Upper East Side.”

“Right, that’s what I thought.” I nodded, already very psyched about meeting this funny lady in her headscarf. “We should go visit her.”

My parents exchanged a glance—extra poignant to think of them bonding over anything at this point in their marriage, in the grand scheme of things, just minutes from its end—and my mom, as delicately as she could, tore my heart out through my ears. “She’s not real, hon. She’s just a character.”

“Yeah, Tiger,” said Dad, drawing on his Vantage, his eyes a little aglow at getting to explain something to someone. “These are just actors.”

I started to cry. It wasn’t the blue Vantage smoke blocking the TV that made me tear up. An illusion was gone—these people were not actually that funny, that honest, and things did not end that tidily anywhere. I went to bed early that night. The following morning—amid the bustle of three people vying for one bathroom, my dad on his way to the paper company, my mom waiting to have the small apartment to herself, me getting ready for school—I had my earliest, clearest idea of what I wanted to do: I wanted to get into that alternate world inside the TV, where people said smart and funny things, where when they fought, they made up twenty minutes later. It was a vastly better world, I decided, than the one we actually lived in. I wanted to be an actor.

Hell’s Kitchen is the theater district, encompassing both Broadway’s great theaters and a dozen or so smaller playhouses that lay tucked away on residential blocks, before tunnel entrances, and on the darkest corners of seedy streets quickly populated by sex workers and junkies the second the sun slips behind New Jersey. That’s where I grew up. We moved from Rego Park in deep Queens (near a Woolworth’s I called “Werewolfs”) and into a third-floor Hell’s Kitchen apartment in a six-story walkup, each stack of apartments connected by a long-dormant dumbwaiter. There was a window-sized opening to the dumbwaiter in every apartment, painted shut for years. The building was from 1913-ish, and while the dumbwaiter may have been a handy way to transport groceries in that era, to me it was only ever a reminder of how old the apartment and building were. Add to that a gas stove that had to be lit with a match, exposed heating pipes that stayed extremely hot in a vain effort to counter the icy winds off the Hudson, and, obviously, no air conditioning to help you weather heat waves and fetid garbage strikes. The city was bleak and weird and was going through such a dire economic period that we were denied federal relief, leading to the famously inflammatory—but not false—Daily News headline FORD TO NYC: DROP DEAD.

Asleep one night in the summer of 1978, a rare and abrupt silence woke me up like an M-80—the firework that bad kids insisted was “a quarter stick of dynamite.” There was always an ambient hum of electricity and anxiety and sirens, so its sudden absence was a jolt. I lay in my bedroom for a while, unable to figure out what was wrong. At age seven you’re forced to take so much for granted, as every other question is answered with, “Ugh, I’ll tell you when you’re older.” Finally the silence grew too intense. A soft orange flicker emerged from the living room, and I padded out in my pajamas.

My mom sat on the couch, having just lit two candles. “It’s a blackout,” she said, smiling, maybe genuinely excited at the “business as unusual” of it all, maybe just putting on a brave face for her son, who looked confused. “All the electricity went out. Lights, TV, refrigerator, everything.”

“Where’s Dad?”

“Asleep,” she said with tight lips—probably implying that he’d been drunk before he was asleep. I curled into my mom’s armpit. She had long, straight hair like Crystal Gayle’s and enormous glasses with brown frames, and she wore a maroon turtleneck sweater over her pajamas. She smelled like cigarettes and soap.

“Is everything OK?” I murmured.

“Yes, pumpkin. Everything is OK.” I fell asleep next to her in the dark living room.

The next morning, the three of us walked around the neighborhood. Dad tucked a polo into his khaki shorts. He was still a relatively spry forty, and if he was hungover, it didn’t show. There had been looting uptown, but Hell’s Kitchen had been spared any major incidents. There were cars on the road, and maybe a couple of buses, but all the stores were locked and dark, and the bright summer sunlight did nothing to stop the eerie dimness that overtook the city that morning. In a doorway, I saw a middle-aged couple kissing passionately, like they were cheating or dying. The affection was striking and so open. Is this what happened in a blackout? Is this what people did when stores closed? Is this what abandon looked like? I walked between my parents, holding both their hands, a conductor of whatever depleted affection still passed between them. This was the only way they ever held hands. I had never seen them kiss. It wouldn’t be long now before holding both their hands at the same time felt like a grim denial.

If all of this sounds a bit too Angela’s Ashes, let me add that we didn’t starve, and my dad, while a drunk by his own admission, was not a blackout drunk. No bankruptcies. It’s Manhattan; nobody drives except cabdrivers and visitors from New Jersey, so he had no DUIs. He held on to his job throughout ninety percent of my childhood. I attended a mediocre public school and then transferred to a slightly better one to join their “gifted program,” despite my choking hard during my Hunter interview. Both were in decent buildings, with none of the truly awful decay present in some NYC schools. Truth be told, our apartment’s crude amenities and the random violence that spread like seafoam in our neighborhood were balanced out by one consoling fact: the magnificent theaters. Inside them were not just different worlds but something even more dizzying: alternate timelines, threads of existence where action led to action and then to a climax, and people who occasionally sang their thoughts. We didn’t have a lot of money and didn’t spend a lot of money (God, we ate a lot of Wheatena and Swanson TV dinners, and I sometimes washed my hair with dishwashing liquid),I but my parents prioritized the theater. We saved up or went to TKTS, the half-price ticket booth in Times Square, or just waited until a show was deep into its run and prices had dropped.

The first Broadway show I saw was Annie, that 1970s take on the Great Depression filled with melodies friendly but rarely cloying. People knock Annie all the time, and I see their point. Sure, the sun might not come out tomorrow, that’s tough yet fair, but Annie is an old friend about whom I will not speak ill. Plus, it was filled with actual children! On stage! They were playing pretend, and people were paying to see it; I was still playing pretend on spec. I saw Sweeney Todd a couple short years later with its second-string cast (George Hearn and Dorothy Loudon who, that’s right, I had seen as Miss Hannigan in Annie) putting on a performance that was riveting, terrifying, and starkly postmodern before I had a word for such a thing. (“What happens then? Well, that’s the play,” Sweeney sang about his show in the opening, adding, “And he wouldn’t want us to give it away.” Imagine being eight and having art’s artifice called out in front of you so boldly and being unable to give it a name.)

But we also saw performances so esoteric and just… off that ticket prices were charitably low. The Village Voice used to have a “Free or Under $2.50” section in the arts listings that my mother would cut out, post on the fridge, and pore over for family-friendly outings.II This quest for low-cost entertainment led us to a strange, hippie children’s theater, an avant-garde production of Frankenstein played in front of a drop cloth at the Society for Ethical Culture on West 64th Street, a disco version of A Midsummer Night’s Dream in Tribeca starring my Sunday school teacher with—according to the mimeographed program that I recently located—a young John Goodman as Oberon and a still younger Nathan Lane as a Rude Mechanical. I had a mild crush on my Sunday school teacher, and she was a phenomenal Helena. Church was an unquestioned thing that we did every Sunday without fail, and disco Shakespeare was the best thing to come out of it.

But the show that burned into my memory like a white-hot brand—a strange glow I still feel in my heart whenever I perform—was The Snow White Show, performed at the 13th Street Repertory Theatre. It was a musty old place that, like a lot of old buildings in New York, always smelled like it had just been quite wet but was now dry. The Snow White Show required young audience members to get on stage and play the seven dwarves. The actual cast had only three parts: a beautiful young actress to play Snow White, a beautiful older actress to play the Wicked Queen, and a lanky stoner with a perm to play Prince Charming. The dwarves? We waited for our cue in the audience. In the meantime, there were plenty of in-jokes for the parents to enjoy. While explaining how mean she is in song, the Wicked Queen trills that she gives away the ends of movies, leaning in to confide, “Rosebud is the name of the sled,” which cracked up my dad, who explained the gag to me later that day—thus spoiling Citizen Kane. It didn’t matter. The mood in the dingy sixty-five-seat theater was effervescent, even though the place wasn’t full. The show was just so silly, so committed to being silly, and so literally inclusive: You’re so in on the joke that we need you on stage to hit the punchline. I couldn’t wait. This was my chance to be… Annie, maybe? To be a performer, to get up and have the ability to make people enjoy me the way I enjoyed Rhoda? A bigger, shinier version of myself? I wasn’t entirely sure what the endgame was, but I was going to get up and make it happen.

And so they asked if the kids in the audience would come up and play the dwarves. It was time—maybe not time to join the pretending pro circuit but time to at least become a pretending amateur, a “person who pretends in front of other people.” I was ready, or so I thought.

When I looked at the skeletal, well-toasted Prince Charming beckoning me onto the stage, my world flipped over, the earth gave out, and a deep, burning panic crawled across my back. I started to sweat. There were no surprises here; I’d known this was the deal going in. I knew this was what was required, postmodernism grabbing me by the hood of my OshKosh and demanding that I be part of the show. Yet I sank down in my seat, murmured something like “no thanks,” and the Feeling-No-Pain Prince Charming backed off. “That’s okay, man, we can make do with… let’s see… five dwarves. Sure, yeah, it’s cool.”

I sat quietly seething at myself for the rest of the show. The kids on stage were given Warriors-style denim vests that said DWARVES on the back in metal studs, and they were led about the stage and told to hover over the sleeping Snow White. One of the kids—really little, younger than me, let’s say four—brought the house down with a simple question. He had been picking his nose and reaching into his pants to adjust himself in the way that unself-conscious four-year-olds do, when he suddenly stopped the show by asking, “Hey! Do you know what the doctor did to my mommy’s tooth?”

This destroyed. The laugh the audience gave him was not from the belly, it seemed to start beneath the earth from some primal place before language. The walls shook. The laugh was real, it was spontaneous, it was pure and unaffected. I’ve since seen Mike Myers improvise in person, I’ve improvised with Robin Williams, I’ve watched Sarah Silverman polish new material at the old Largo on Fairfax in L.A., and any one of them would have sold their soul to get the laugh that kid received for his dentist line.

I went to bed that night disappointed in myself and deeply jealous of that brave little dwarf whose mom had been to the dentist. My father seemed disappointed that I didn’t get up to play a dwarf—not because he wanted his son to be an actor, no, but because it showed a flippant disregard for the whole venture. It was participatory children’s theater: Get off your ass and participate! The afternoon had gotten off to a bright start, but his son’s cowardice had irked him. A few beers were the only possible cure to this annoyance. He settled into a buzz that evening and commented: “Probably just as well. Remember what Spencer Tracy said: ‘Acting is no job for a man.’ ”

“Spencer Tracy?”

“He’s the judge in Judgment at Nuremberg. You should see that, Tiger. Maybe Judy Garland’s best work.”

“Dorothy?”

“Yeah. In a movie about bringing Nazis to justice.”

It was an inauspicious non-start to my acting career. Aside from my newly discovered deep fear of getting up in front of people—no small roadblock for an aspiring performer—there were other concerns about acting: feeding one’s family while doing it being chief among them. The bulk of my current actor friends grew up in the suburbs, and the actors they saw were best-case scenarios: Actors who had gotten jobs on TV or been cast in movies. Actors who won trophies or at the very least presented trophies to other actors at awards shows. Actors who knocked over appreciative audiences with one-liners. My friends saw no struggle, no staggering gaps in employment, no existential crises brought on by an audition that “went another way,” just these glorious, finished products, and it fueled them with an optimism that had not a single foot in reality. While they were watching the Oscars and the Tonys and Welcome Back, Kotter, I was watching Anthony’s mom worry about making rent in Manhattan Plaza, even though Manhattan Plaza was subsidized housing designated for artists who struggled with rent in more traditional settings. She’d done a couple plays in smaller theaters and tried to supplement that with wardrobe work in the bigger theaters, but it didn’t add up to much. Years later, when I was in my late twenties (she had to have been in her late fifties), I saw her applying for a hostess job at a cheesy Yuppie bar on Tenth Avenue. I averted my eyes, finished my drink, and slunk out the side entrance.

My friends’ parents who were actors—living in the theater district, there were about a half dozen—seemed to lead a life of constant uncertainty. They seemed stuck on a small propeller plane with a dead pilot, spinning wildly over the Andes. Later on, in my teen years, I remember being on the phone with my friend Patty and hearing her dad crying in front of her because he didn’t get an arc on Kate & Allie. Before that, I can recall Jeremy’s dad stopping my mom and me after school, begging us to take Jeremy home with us because Jeremy’s dad had a big audition and didn’t want to “bring the kid.” The wild-eyed thirst in Jeremy’s dad’s eyes haunts me to this day. It was a compulsive gambler’s desperation, facing awful odds yet needing to play another hand.

Acting looked like a well-oiled tightrope, from which you fell constantly and snapped your tibia because there was absolutely no net. My father hated his job, but at least he had a job, steady work as a customer service manager in the paper industry. (If that sounds familiar, it’s very close to what Michael Scott did on the American version of The Office.) On his good days, my dad was Michael Scott—the self-proclaimed funniest guy in his office with an eye always on the door. On his bad ones, he was also Michael Scott: the guy telling jokes that necessitated a “Black voice” for the punchline and would get you pepper sprayed and reported to HR today. But in my eyes, my father’s life represented a grim template of adulthood: You hated what you did. You did it to feed your kid. You drank to cope.



When I was seven years old, just as I was beginning to wrestle with how to put food on my future family’s table, my parents split up. Their divorce had felt inevitable. They fought constantly, and my mom had recently bought a trundle bed so they wouldn’t have to touch, even while asleep. The palpable, almost chewy tension in the house had gotten so bad that my father, in a fit of drunken resentment, had recently taken an antique samurai sword from his big red trunk of edged weapons (a collection he insisted I not call “the swords,” as it included rapiers, daggers, a couple Bowie knives—no relation and we pronounce our name like Maui) and thrown it at my mom. There’s still a nick in the wall where the sword (or katana, as my father would say) cut through the paint and chipped the plaster. I didn’t hear this story until years later, but when I was growing up, there was always a sense of danger around my dad—a weird unpredictability, which is odd, because you could set your watch to him coming home drunk every Friday night. It was such a reliable occurrence that I started to refer to my father’s “Friday night face” with a sense of rue that did not fit my young years. But the unpredictability lay in which version of drunk dad returned home: Maudlin drunk Dad? Cheerful drunk Dad? Angry drunk Dad? An ill-flavored cocktail containing some or all of the above?

My parents’ separation, while expected, wasn’t as ugly as some. There was no long, drawn-out custody battle, and I never had to take the stand and pick my favorite parent, but it was ugly in the sense that there was no “we’re still a family” speech; my dad just came in one night, by himself, my mom sitting silently in the other room as I was on my way to sleep, and told me he was moving out. When I started crying and asked him, “You’re getting a divorce?” he softly corrected me. “No, we’re separating. No one is talking about divorce yet.” My mom coldly confirmed this the next morning, adding, “It’s his idea. He wants to move out.”

This brought the family to a détente of sorts. Yelling was replaced with a kind of seething mutual hostility. Hot on the heels of my parents’ separation was another seismic incident: A young girl I’d grown up with, “a latchkey kid” (a phrase recounted with a clicking tongue by many a judgmental parent), was making the four-block walk home from school one day while her single mom was at work. She was pushed into her apartment by a stranger and raped. She was nine years old. My parents tried to keep this from me, but one day at the playground she told me all about it herself. There was a dead-eyed detachment, but still an “I’ve got you on the edge of your seat” tone to her retelling; she recounted it breathlessly as if she’d seen it in a movie. When she was finished, she climbed a ladder and went down a slide, Central Park West’s beautiful old buildings staring down at her. The effect of the rape pulled the earth out from under me—no one was safe. Children were vulnerable. My mom became very protective, insisting I come to her office after school (she was working at a small book design firm on the Upper East Side) and then go home with her. When her boss was at work (her boss who did not like kids and who would not have tolerated a kid doing his homework in her workspace), I was to sit across the street at Burger King, do my homework, and wait for her. Two hours at a Burger King in 1981 doesn’t make you feel “safe” per se, but the choice was presented as pretty binary: Burger King for homework or sexual assault.

I never blamed myself for the divorce (or if I did, it’s buried so deep that literal decades of therapy have not unearthed it), but I was definitely mad at my parents and, by extension, the world, which felt very much like it was closing in on me—the aftermath of the Jonestown massacre was all over the news too, and I felt weirdly, personally bruised by the reports of those parents squirting cyanide-laced punch into their children’s mouths. This all added up to my understanding that the world is out to get you. No place is safe. Be afraid.

I started losing my temper at school and spending time in the principal’s office, brazenly telling my second grade teacher that I had had “enough of [her] crap.” I had a massive overbite—you could stick your thumb into the space between my top and bottom teeth—and had been prescribed a massive full-mouth orthodontic contraption called the Frankel device. It was an unsightly apparatus made of enamel and wire. It has since been discontinued, but I strongly encourage an image search for it. You couldn’t eat while wearing a Frankel device, and talking was a chore except in this clenched-teeth Bogartian fashion that made me sound even angrier than I was. I took it out during a principal meeting, and the principal—gaunt, tired, and smelling of public school, perfume, and wine—asked me if I resented the device. I answered, “No, but it hates me.” A solid enough joke for a grade-schooler, and my mom laughed, a WASPY cough of denial—“Can you imagine resenting orthodontia?”—but it was also a lie. Of course I resented that thing. It made it hard to talk and eat, it annoyed my teachers, and it may as well have been a large BULLY ME sign on my back. The kids—a melting pot of douchebags—called me Jaws, not for Spielberg’s shark but for the metal-toothed Bond villain played by Richard Kiel in two of the Roger Moore movies. It was, quite simply, one more fucking thing to deal with in late seventies New York. Divorce and crime and air pollution and orthodontia. Everything scared me. Everything made me angry.

Don’t think me purely the victim—I was just as capable of lashing out at people in a lower caste. I farted horrifically in music class one time—a stereophonic burner on a wooden chair that made a head-turning sound. Everybody, even the teacher, stared at me, so I looked accusingly over at Ned Simmons, a kid with horn-rims and preternaturally greasy hair who was by any estimation even lower on the social ladder than I was.

“No, John Bowie,” he barked, slamming his desk at the sheer injustice of my charge. “No.”

Nobody believed me anyway, and neither Ned nor I got invited to many birthday parties that year, so my punching down yielded no dividends. I recently felt a great calming warmth when I googled Ned and learned he’s an inventor who once won quite a bit of money on Jeopardy!

Once, while sitting around at my grandmother’s house on Long Island, I got bored watching my dad get drunker and drunker in front of the TV (watching Tyrone Power? Errol Flynn? Humphrey Bogart?), so I sulked outside and watched a neighbor girl (upon whom I had a chaste crush) talk to her boyfriend. They seemed really happy. I have no idea if they actually were, but her parents were still together. He was tall, handsome in a late-seventies way (feathered hair and a thin moustache). Their vitality, their joy, the breezy way they talked to each other, the gentle way he moved her hair over her ear—all of this filled me with outrage. Out of nowhere, eleven-year-old John thought it a good idea to throw a pebble at the guy’s car. It hit the passenger side window, chipping it slightly. I rushed into the house, choking with tears and shame, and ran to the room where I slept. The boyfriend came in and—in what was a pretty measured tone, considering—told my dad what had happened. I shook in my grandmother’s room, waiting for my dad to come in and spank me. He did not disappoint. In hindsight, this all makes sense: Alcoholic dad (raised by an alcoholic dad) fills son with weird rage, years later son finds that alcohol quells said rage, then alcohol starts to not quell rage, and, God bless him, son keeps trying, but I think the cycle might have stopped with this generation.



One early Friday evening in 1980, Dad arrived at my mom’s apartment to pick me up, having already had a couple of drinks. He was a little sweaty, his normally slick Alberto VO5’d hair disheveled—a couple strands out of place and dangling over his forehead, which was marked by two scars, both of which were sustained when he put his head through a window at a tavern in Hamilton with his Colgate fraternity brothers. He was not able to hold eye contact for very long, and his modest silk tie was loose.

The arrangement was thus: dinner with him every Thursday, and spend the weekend at his place in Queens every other weekend. My mom had gone back to work as a temp secretary by this point and probably relished the occasional quiet time at home.

Friday night, early 1980s. The jazz years, let’s call them—my father in his post-divorce malaise had been going to a club called Eddie Condon’s after work, listening to some regulars play standards and bringing dates he’d met at church where he was, to hear him tell it, “getting more ass than a toilet seat.” He took me to the club occasionally. The staff looked the other way from the little overwhelmed boy sitting in the dark, smoky nightclub, amber lights shining on paunchy older guys blowing clarinets. My dad would drink beer and order me a Jackie Cooper, which would cause a waiter to scrunch up his forehead, go to the bar, get into an increasingly exasperated conversation with a bartender (imagine someone more exasperated than a bartender at a jazz club), and then slink back to our table. “I’m so sorry,” the waiter would say. “Neither Gary nor I have ever heard of a Jackie Cooper.”

“Ah,” my father would smile with a level of smug you could see from space. “It’s a Shirley Temple for boys.”

It was here one night where ten-year-old me was introduced to a very old man named Johnny Marks.

“John! This is Johnny Marks!” Suddenly every man in the club was standing over me, each smelling drunker than his peers. Mr. Marks loomed over me, an enormous grin spreading over his face. Skeletal but friendly.

“Johnny Marks wrote ‘Rudolph the Red Nosed Reindeer’!”

Ten is a weird age for this kind of thing—you’re just turning the corner from being impressed by Rudolph, but you’re still too young and snotnosed to be gracious about it. Correct response here should be “It’s an honor sir,” along with a handshake. I managed a feeble “Oh… Cool!” He extended his hand, and my father whispered, “Shake, Tiger,” and I did, with the kind of weak non-grip that little kids have. This disappointed everyone, including Mr. Marks, who only had a few years left on this earth. All these tall, drunk men turned away with a collective shrug.

But this was not one of those nights. Dad had gone to Condon’s alone and had come over to our apartment to pick me up. Even drunk, he was a good-looking guy—maybe not a head-turner, but he had a strong jaw and slate blue eyes under neatly cropped coal-black hair that was only now in his late forties beginning to be tempered with silver. A winning smile you could hear over the phone no doubt helped his work. His Brooks Brothers blazer was open. He was ready to take me out to the new apartment! In Jackson Heights! But first! An ethnic joke! “Do you know what a Polish cheer looks like?”

My mother, after a deep but unregistered sigh: “What, Bruce?”

“Clap your hands!” he yelled, while stomping his feet.

“Stomp your feet!” he yelled, while clapping his hands.

“We’re number one!” he yelled, extending two fingers in the air.

He laughed a little too hard at this joke, which he had to know was subpar—my father was funnier than this. But drink impairs judgment, and my mom mumbling “Good one” did not notify my father that he had just bombed, hard, in front of his son and soon-to-be-ex-wife.III I grabbed my bag and headed off for the weekend.

My father was not the sort of racist who self-consciously and vehemently denied being a racist—he acknowledged his prejudices. He made it very clear that he had no problem with Black people, but there was a difference between Black people and N-words (and this being the seventies, I need not explain that he used no such code). My father would literally scowl when he saw Black youths wearing anything other than suits on the subway. He scorned affirmative action, as it was allegedly the institution that kept his son out of the prestigious Hunter school. With all the television we watched, I did not see an episode of The Jeffersons, Sanford and Son, or Good Times until I was in college (there was a strange dispensation made for Diff’rent Strokes, at its core a twenty-five-minute white savior story). His racism disguised itself as a certain cold practicality: divesting in South Africa would only hurt the poor Black people who would be fired if the money dried up, plus “Mandela killed a cop, you know—people never talk about why he’s in jail.” Everyone has a chance to better themselves, some just choose not to. He had Black friends through church but claimed he had been very scarred by being mugged by a Black guy while in the service.

I wore his scars and a couple of my own for a while, having gotten mugged at nine and then again at fourteen by Black kids. It’s a horrible thing to admit, but racism seemed an easy and lazy way to organize my anger: These kids apparently don’t like me because I’m white, therefore, I don’t get to like them because they’re Black. And I can make snide comments and rude jokes to back that up. But the strangely glorious thing about being a New Yorker is that if you stick around and pay attention, you will eventually be mugged by every color of the rainbow. The junkie who tried to steal my saxophone from band class? Bright white. The bully who hit me harder than I’ve ever been hit while I was at summer camp? Asian. It should have been clear that it was not about race but about me being eminently muggable, but kids are simple and often not too bright.

Among the scariest things to happen in my childhood happened at the hands of my fellow Irishmen. After church one Sunday when I was about ten, I talked my parents into taking me to lunch at one of those sawdusty Irish pubs near Herald Square. I thought it would be nice to celebrate Mom’s Irish heritage and by extension my own and to pretend we were a cohesive family unit together. Terrible idea, that. It was nearly St. Patrick’s Day, and Dad enjoyed the seasonal drink specials while Mom got quieter and steelier. I excused myself to go downstairs to the bathroom.

Sitting on the toilet, too tense to poop and too anxious to leave, I heard several young men come in. Ruddy, rowdy, and shitfaced, they grew tired of me occupying the stall and started pounding on the door. I froze. I definitely didn’t want to come out now; I had no idea what awaited me. I just… sat there, staring at the black and white tile on the floor while the stall’s wooden door hung on for dear life.

“Leave him alone, he’s fucking shitting,” quoth one of the youths.

“I don’t care if he’s fucking shitting,” retorted another. “I need to get in there.”

I guess I had been away from the table for a while. After several minutes of pounding on the door, I heard my dad’s slurring voice. “Tiger?”

“Hi!” I managed.

“Come on out.”

I pulled up my pants and stepped out to see my dad standing amid all of these other drunks. The only sober person in the room was ten-year-old me. My dad gruffly grabbed me by the arm and said, “Let’s go.” That should have been it, but allegedly somebody shoved him. Not too much, but just enough for my dad’s beer muscles to activate. What happened next walked the delicate line between scarring and hysterical. My dad turned and tried to kick the person who shoved him. It was not the balanced, from-the-side type of roundhouse kick you see in kung-fu films (and my father and I had seen dozens). No, my father kicked straight out like a Rockette. Leg up and forward at a loose ninety degree angle. The problem with that combat approach is that it can leave you off kilter, especially on the damp tile of your average Irish pub around St. Paddy’s. He went down, straight down, his grounded leg slipping out from under him, most of the fall being absorbed by his left elbow.

“Uck” was the sound he made.

Now, finally, everybody in the room was frozen. No one knew what to say or do. A drunk in his early forties had just basically disintegrated in front of all of us. Finally one of the young redheaded door pounders remembered that we were near a cherished saint’s day, and he extended his hand to help my dad up.

My dad took the stranger’s hand. He murmured thank you and, chastened, we went back upstairs. I promptly told my mom everything that had happened.

Enough incidents like this happen and you realize that there are just some unpleasant people of all colors in the gorgeous mosaic that is New York City. I’d love to tell you that I’m free of all racism—picture me wiping my hands with a satisfied “Well, that’s sorted”—but I’ve tried to come to terms with my own prejudices and correct it in my kids.

I’m not sure if my father ever got there, but he gave regularly and quietly to the United Negro College Fund. I was surprised to find a check on his dresser once. I held it up with a quizzical look on my face as if to scream, You say awful things and yet you give to the UNCF? He shrugged off my surprise. “It’s a good cause,” he said, and that was that. Maybe he thought the donations canceled out his votes for people who used terms like “welfare queen” and his ethnic jokes that were far more upsetting than the Polish cheer.

On his custody weekends, we took the subway to Jackson Heights, sometimes two trains if there was a track problem, which meant waiting on the elevated platform at Queens Plaza in all sorts of weather. The cold would usually sharpen my dad up a bit; he’d ask how school was going, and his sullen son would respond, “Fine.”

He’d mimic me. “Fine.”

“It’s fine. What? Math is hard. I have a crush on a girl named Cathy. She thinks I’m dumb. I told her I liked her scarf, and she said, ‘It’s a bandanna,’ and then she flat out said, ‘You’re very uneducated.’ In front of her friends, who laughed at me. I like English, and I like history.”

“Well, you need math, too.”

“Do I? I don’t think I’m going to do anything that needs math.”

“Even actors have to do their taxes.”

“Don’t even know if I wanna be an actor anymore…”

He tousled my hair, probably because he’d seen dads do that sort of thing on TV, but it felt rough, clumsy. “Well, what do you wanna do?”

“I don’t know,” I shrugged, looking into people’s apartments. From the platform you could see an advent calendar of tenement windows. People going about their nights only steps from the subway tracks. Sometimes I look back and marvel at how densely packed the city was. How did any of us ever sleep? “Maybe be a writer? I’m young, still. Right?”

“Yes. But it’s nice to have goals.”

What were your goals? I didn’t say. Did they involve working in customer service for the paper industry?

Dad drank a little more that night.

“What’s your mom up to this weekend?” he asked once we were back at his apartment—a very tidy studio decorated with his weird collection of old bottles, his fantastic books about movies, that Picasso drawing of Don Quixote that so many dads had, the edged weapons, and in an out-of-character, decidedly whimsical touch, a series of small watercolors of vegetables that my father had bought from a local artist. Tiny little broccoli. Tiny little cauliflower. They framed the entryway to the dinette.

“Don’t know.” I pretended to be lost in a book.

“Ah. I see. It’s a ‘don’t tell Daddy’ situation.”

It was, absolutely. My mom only had two long-term-ish relationships after the separation, and both were awkward for me. This first one was with a priest from our church, a divorced Episcopal clergyman who smoked more than my dad and always looked kind of sad. Her next one would be with a friend’s dad—in fact, the dad who cried over not getting a role on Kate & Allie. Both made me very uncomfortable; the guys came over, and in the small apartment, I could hear my mother panting, which I do not wish on anyone. You never realize how small an apartment is until you’ve heard your mom in congress with your friend’s dad. She had expressly asked that I not tell my dad that she was seeing Father Conrad. Her secret was safe with me, although I was clearly not a very good liar. It was in my best interest to keep my head down about this stuff and just get to sleep before my dad started snoring. His snoring was legendary. Decades of smoking had given him untold bronchial problems, and the sounds he made while sleeping ensured that he would be the only one sleeping within a mile.

The next day over a dinner, my dad made of delicious toasted cheese and grilled Spam sandwiches, we watched WKRP in Cincinnati on TV. I got about half of the jokes, but those jokes made me laugh really hard. The quiet deadpan of Howard Hesseman and the active exasperation of Gordon Jump seemed like sorcery to me. How could they do that without laughing themselves?

Maybe there’d be a good movie on the late show on channel 5—I could ask my dad to let me stay up late for an old film. Angels with Dirty Faces, an underrated gangster tragedy with both Bogart and James Cagney. Double Indemnity, which was too slow for me when I was little but is as perfect a noir as has ever been committed to film. Casablanca, of course, starring our old playground buddy Ingrid Bergman (my father told the story of meeting her through me time and time again) and Bogart again, this time as the bar owner Rick, who is terribly selfish until he is gorgeously selfless (“They didn’t know the ending when they started shooting!” my father would gasp.)

“The Grapes of Wrath!” he chuckled appreciatively, leafing through the TV Guide. “Have you ever seen a John Ford movie, Tiger?”

“I don’t think so. Westerns, mostly, right?” I knew enough to say that. My dad had those movie books all over his apartment—enormous coffee table tomes about war movies, the great Westerns, extensive works on the filmographies of both Humphrey Bogart and the largely forgotten matinee idol Tyrone Power.

“Mostly, but not exclusively. The thing about John Ford—every frame is a picture. You could take any frame from any second of any John Ford film and it would be the most perfectly composed shot you’d ever seen.”

“OK. Let’s watch.”

The movie was not a Western, and it was slow, but he was right—every frame was beautiful. Everything made visual sense. You could see where everything was in relation to everything else; it had a sort of rhythm and balance to it. There was, however, one frame, early in the film, where the screen was black before Henry Fonda lit a candle.

“Well, that’s not a picture,” I said.

“OK, not every single frame,” he rolled his eyes. “Don’t be pedantic.”

“What does ‘pedantic’ mean?”

“Overly concerned with details, in a sort of precocious way.”

“Pedantic,” I repeated, savoring the sharp consonants of a new word.

“He’s good,” I said, marveling at Fonda’s wholesome naturalness. The unblinking eyes that stared down his scene partner while his voice hardly ever raised above conversational volume. “It’s like he’s not even acting.”

“Ahead of his time. Really understated. Really screwed up guy, though.”

“Hmm?”

“Five wives. Five. One killed herself. And his daughter is a fucking disaster area.” He sipped his beer and farted. “Actors are a mess.”

I watched Henry Fonda as he walked through frame after perfect frame. He seemed so focused, so righteous in his Tom Joadiness. Did you have to be a mess to be this good?

The night wore on and my dad drank until he was maudlin. And then suddenly energized. And then, just as abruptly… both. He did push-ups or forward rolls in the hallway of his large studio apartment and then sat on the side of the couch where I was lying and weepily told me, “I love your fucking mother” until I fell asleep.

We got up early as we always did on Sunday mornings. Jackson Heights could be quite drab, but beautiful sunlight filled the apartment, and my dad would serve me a bowl of Total with very cold milk, and I’d eat it quickly before it got mushy.

“You were snoring a lot last night,” I complained. He had woken me up with his cavernous, percussive breathing.

He smiled at me, and his vengeance was swift: “You were talking in your sleep. Bouncing up and down on your belly and murmuring something about ‘Cathy.’ ”

I sank in my chair a little. The room darkened. Mortification hung over me like one of those lead blankets you get at the dentist’s office. I felt my face redden. For a moment I thought it might even be true.

Again with the slightly-too-rough hair tousling, followed by a smirk. “I’m just joking,” he said. “It’s OK, Tiger. My dad used to tease me, too.”

It felt very far from OK. It felt like this reference to my really nascent sexuality was dragging me into something—Adulthood? Masturbation?—for which I was not ready. I just got very quiet on the long subway ride to church. Dad was an usher at Mass, and he was charming, effortlessly charming as he welcomed people into the place. Sometimes the effort showed, and you could watch the smile vanish from his face as soon as someone turned their back. My mom met us at Mass, and I said my goodbyes to my dad and went home with her.

“How was your weekend?” she asked, as we walked up Madison Avenue.

“Fine,” I said.



I found church incredibly boring as a child (I wish someone had explained the structure to me—how we read an old story, and then someone put it into modern terms, analyzing a text like in English class, because that I might have been into), but my parents insisted on going, and it seemed especially important to them after the separation—a sad grasp at constancy. My post-separation personality was just getting worse, angrier; I was more cutting in my language, needlessly bitchy and mean to my peers, by whom I desperately wanted to be loved and admired. I was funny, sure, great, but had no idea how to deploy it, so I figured why not just be sarcastic to people I cared about—that way they would know I was funny and would like me, even though I had just called them “Baryshnikov” for tripping over a desk leg. When this was not appealing to others, when people avoided me or, worse, scolded me, my response was often to flip over a desk in an absurd rage.

These violent outbursts were coupled with creeping, persistent dizzy spells—vicious episodes that made the ground suddenly lurch out from under me, sending me into the wall, shaking. And chronic insomnia. I’d lie awake in my room where I had one of those old eighties-era digital clocks with the numbers on tabs that flip down. A little click meant a minute had passed, and a bigger click meant a whole hour had passed. I would worry about worrying, worry about losing sleep, worry that lost sleep would send me into dizzy spells, worry that dizzy spells would make me miss school, worry that that would mean I’d get held back, worry that that would make me lose sleep. My folks sent me to a neurologist; then to an ear, nose, and throat specialist; and then finally to a GP, who talked to me and found that the dizziness was just a physical manifestation of this steady anxiety that had been following me for as long as I could remember and has kept pace with me until today. I probably should have gone to therapy. As I would’ve been very resistant, I probably should have been forced to go to therapy. But therapy for kids was super rare at the time, even in Manhattan, and if you did go, it meant you had money to spend on something as wildly self-indulgent as talking about your feelings. My mom sent me to self-defense classes—very chic in the New York of the eighties—and the exercise did me good; the dizzy spells dissipated. But there was still this extra, fidgeting energy and weird, misplaced anger that colored everything around me and made sitting still in church nigh impossible.

To counteract this boredom, I joined the choir. And from there, obviously, it was short trip to lower Manhattan’s vibrant performance art scene.

I am by no means a singer, but I can carry a tune and I have a decent ear, and for some reason my fear of getting up in front of people didn’t extend to the choir: There was an anonymity in being just another kid in a black cassock singing with nine other boys. I wouldn’t be up there alone. I’d be clumped together with others. The choir mother—think slightly less religious den mother, in charge of making sure the boys got to where they were going—was a very friendly midwestern woman with a phenomenal perm named Carol. Just about six years later, she would become my stepmother; my joining the boys choir was how she and my dad first met.

The choirmaster was this very stern, very blue-blooded guy named John Morris, an effete “confirmed bachelor” who lived downtown. I mention this only because aside from his abiding faith and his deep love of liturgical music, he also had one foot in the lower Manhattan arts scene of the 1980s. As such, the boys choir of the Church of the Transfiguration was hired circa 1983 for a performance art piece called The Piano above Heaven, written by a friend of his.

God, I was nervous. Sweaty. My teeth were clenched and I was in a state of intestinal distress. We hadn’t seen the whole script—we had just seen our parts—and from what I’d seen, I had no idea who this was for or why anyone was doing it. We were to chant non sequiturs while standing stock-still behind the writer, a tall, blond, handsome man who looked to be in his thirties (but kids are terrible judges of such things, so he was probably in his twenties) named Eric Schmidt, who stood at a music stand and recited this odd… poem? Spoken word piece? Yes, I was in Manhattan, and yes, it was the early eighties, but I was about eleven years old, and you’ll forgive me for not being aware of Laurie Anderson or Klaus Nomi or any of the performance art icons of that era. The Piano above Heaven was, as we say now but unfortunately did not say then, a lot to process.

In a Tribeca gallery on a very dark, very cold November night, the small audience (let’s say about twenty-five people) giggled nervously upon seeing an Episcopal boys choir step timidly into the art space. Under a strobe light, we threw costume jewelry into the crowd, the effect being a slow, shiny rainfall that sparked an amused “Ahhhhh” from the small audience. Weird chunks of text stay with me: “Mendelsohn, goodbye!” and “Your doll’s bottle’s nipple where it fits into your mouth!” and Schmidt himself saying, “Fuck artifice!” which shocked me so much I looked around at my fellow choirboys in a fit of uncharacteristic pearl-clutching.

While walking back to the subway that night, my separated parents and I tried to figure out what they had just seen and what I had just participated in.IV My mom still thought it was really impressive, and said she was proud of me. My dad, however, admonished me: “When he said ‘fuck,’ you looked around at your buddies. That was unprofessional.”

Fair point. We were being modestly compensated, and I had broken from my role of innocent-looking cherub, there to balance the profanity. We had not been warned about the cursing, and I was taken aback, but performing is about commitment, and although it would be years before it was codified as such, The Piano above Heaven is where I learned that. What Rhoda does? It’s hard. It’s work. It’s a job.

The other lesson I took to heart that night?

Everything will impress Mom. Nothing will impress Dad.


	
I. Which led to me writing what I think was my first joke—based on the popular Joy commercial that proclaimed the detergent would make it so you could “see yourself in the plate!” I wondered if my mom could “see (herself) in my hair.” It killed.

	
II. Abe Simpson voice: “And I wore an onion on my belt, which was the fashion at the time…”

	
III. They were on their way to getting divorced, but he was dragging his wingtips on the final signing.

	
IV. We got nowhere, and hindsight doesn’t give us much to go on: The Piano above Heaven leaves little internet trail, save for a shot of Schmidt performing it in Chicago, sans boy choir, sometime in 1983.
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