















You may be wondering why a nonfiction work would have a disclaimer. Well, it boils down to a nervous publisher who worries about using real names when describing a crooked judge, a connected restaurateur, and their cronies. So for the sake of his sanity, I changed almost everyone’s name except for those of my idol, Judy Garland; Mayor Lindsay, who was never a crook; and my family members. If any names resemble those of people living or dead—or if any place names resemble those of real places, past or present—please be aware that this is merely a coincidence. Of course, for those curious readers who want to know the real names of bad guys, there’s always Google.

Concerning all that took place between me and the divine Miss Garland, every piece of it is absolutely true. And in the face of any yellow-brick-road journalists who may come around, let me hereby warn you that I own a pair of red ruby slippers and I’m not afraid to wear them! As for the man from whom I rented all those palm trees, if you’re still out there, sir, I hope this book will finally explain what the hell happened to them.
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This book is dedicated to Andre Ernotte,
my long-term companion and cherished friend,
whom I trust is out there somewhere,
still sharing my joie de vivre and remembrances of things past.
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Judy and the Free Dish

The movie house went dark, and I found myself watching a girl who seemed not much older than I was. Within minutes, her tiny dog was taken away from her, a storm separated her from her family, and her weathered farmhouse was ripped from the earth and spun around like a top. The events in this girl’s stark black-and-white world were happening so quickly and were so alarming that I felt tearful and afraid. But then, suddenly and unexpectedly, the screen lit up in dazzling Technicolor, soft music played in the background, and the girl’s world became one of enchantment. Dorothy Gale was in a beautiful sunlit land far away from her home in Kansas—and far away from mine in Bensonhurst, Brooklyn, too. She was in the Land of Oz.

Dorothy sang and danced her way through her magical new world, caught between a desire for adventure and a hunger for her safe and loving home. I was totally absorbed in the movie, hypnotized by the story and all the strange and exotic characters. No one in this film looked like the people who trudged down the crowded, dreary streets of Brooklyn. Instead, Dorothy—clad in a gingham dress and gleaming ruby slippers—skipped down a shining yellow brick road accompanied by her faithful dog, Toto; a talking scarecrow; a lovable tin man; and a cowardly lion. I wanted so much to follow her, to be one of her new friends, to share in her journey.

The Wizard of Oz captivated me as no film had before. Like every child, I was entranced by the songs, the colorful costumes, and Dorothy’s thrilling adventures. But the movie also spoke to me in a very personal way. When Dorothy sang “Over the Rainbow,” I was spellbound not only by her beautiful voice, but also by the longing and hope she expressed. Like me, Dorothy felt out of step with her everyday world and dreamed of a trouble-free home where she would be loved, accepted, and happy. Could it be that the longed-for world actually existed for me as well, far away from my real-life existence of screaming parents and family arguments?

To say that the movie had a profound effect on me would be an understatement. For the first time in my eight years of life, I felt a connection to another person. Maybe it was a childish crush, or perhaps it was simply the fact that this girl dreamed of a better place and actually found it. Whatever it was, the few hours I spent in the theater couldn’t have been a more enjoyable experience—except for the woman sitting next to me, nudging me with her elbow throughout the movie, saying “Elli, stop shuckling around in your seat, you’re gonna drop the plate.” The woman was my mother. For me, Elliot Teichberg, going to the movies every week was an escape from the lunacy I called home. For Momma, however, it was all business.

With the war raging in Europe, movie theaters were hard-pressed to pull in paying customers during the week. In an effort to attract more patrons, especially women, they began to offer a free dish on certain evenings. When the old Metro Theater, a rundown former vaudeville playhouse, began its Plate Night promotion every Tuesday, the giveaway was not lost on my mother. Each week, a different dish was handed out. Sometimes it was a soup bowl; other times, a dinner plate. Every once in a while, the hard-to-come-by gravy boat was offered. Hundreds of different pieces were given away, one piece at a time, enabling frequent moviegoers to acquire a massive set of dishes.

For Momma, this was an opportunity to cash in. She didn’t care very much about what was playing at the theater. For her, it was a simple business transaction. On Tuesday nights, she took me to the Metro, and on Thursdays, she took my youngest sister Renee to another local theater that had its own Plate Night. Children under ten got in for free, so for the price of just one ticket, mother got two dishes. What did she do with them? That was the beauty of it. She arranged them in the front window of her housewares store, where she would sell them to women who were hoping to complete their own partial sets or to those ladies who didn’t know you could get the dishes for the price of a movie ticket.

For me, it was a perfect arrangement. Momma got what she wanted, and I enjoyed a temporary escape—a place where I could lose myself for a couple of hours. Of course, I quickly learned how to hold onto a dish without dropping it, but that was a small price to pay. I wasn’t about to give up my Tuesdays at the movies because of a broken plate.

I knew that Momma couldn’t care less about what I was feeling. As soon as a movie ended, she would pull me out of my seat, abruptly breaking the spell cast by the story. But tonight, not even Momma could drag me out of Oz. The sights and sounds of this movie filled my head. Sure, I had a box of magic tricks at home and a magic wand that I had made from a twig I found in our garden. But not even with the sparkling glitter I’d glued on did it compare to the magic I saw in the movie. My box of tricks didn’t sing and dance; it didn’t transport me to an enchanted world. After seeing The Wizard of Oz, I could never enjoy that box of nothing again.

In 1943, I knew practically nothing about Judy Garland other than how she moved me as the character of Dorothy, but I was instantly smitten and hopelessly hooked. I knew I would always have a special place in my heart for her. What I couldn’t have predicted was how she would become an icon for the gay community, which had yet to loudly and proudly announce itself to the world. Nor could I have guessed the impact she would have on my own life as a gay man and artist. But we’ll get to that later. For now, let me start my story by introducing the Teichbergs of Brooklyn—a family not so much over the rainbow as over the cuckoo’s nest.





2

                         

Meet the Teichbergs

My parents were among the millions of Jewish immigrants who fled Eastern Europe in hopes of a better life in America. Momma and her large family of fifteen brothers and sisters managed to escape extermination by precious seconds as Cossack soldiers burned their tiny village in Russia. They stuffed potatoes in their pockets and fled through the heavy snowdrifts by foot, finally reaching the seaport. Sadly, only Momma and three of her brothers could find room on the ship that transported them away from their homeland. The rest of the family would perish in the cholera epidemic of 1910.

Pop and his family of eight left Austria right before the beginning of World War One and also headed to America, land of dreams. They would settle in the Borough Park section of Brooklyn, a largely Jewish community of immigrants who spoke Russian, German, and Yiddish—often at the same time. My dad’s father, Yunnel, was a roofer, and that skill came in handy whenever the old thatched roofs in the neighborhood needed work. The Teichbergs had brought some money from their homeland and purchased a three-story brownstone from which Grandpa Yunnel could run his roofing business on the ground floor, while the family made its home on the two upper floors.

My dad, the oldest of six children, worked alongside his father and learned the roofing business. The money that he and his father made went to send his sisters and brothers to college. They all became professionals—two lawyers, a dentist, an architect, and a pharmacist. My father’s siblings looked down on him because he was a laborer. As a result, he almost never spoke to any of them.

My parents met in Brooklyn at a social function held by a local community group. Since there were so many Jewish immigrants in Borough Park and the surrounding neighborhoods, social events were held so that everyone could meet, socialize, and speak Yiddish—all in an attempt to marry off their children. Such was the case with my parents. Old photos showed that Momma was once stunning, bearing an uncanny resemblance to the 1920s “It” Girl, Clara Bow. Pop, to my eyes, was as handsome as Errol Flynn. They were married in 1919, despite my father’s parents’ strong and repeated objections to their son’s choice of a mate. Looking back now at the matrimonial example my parents set, I find myself ever more in favor of arranged marriages.

Dad’s proven trade skill, developed at a young age, was beneficial since he was able to start his own roofing business immediately after the wedding. Momma, meanwhile, worked as a seamstress in the garment district of lower Manhattan. At home, she quickly assumed the role of money manager for the family based upon two simple economic principles: Spend as little as possible, and if you ever have to spend, always pay below cost. Fortunately for my parents, they were able to keep working even as the Great Depression took its toll on most Americans. As a result, Momma saved up about three thousand dollars—a good deal of money in those days, and enough to buy a large private house in Bensonhurst, where I was born. The previous owner had apparently committed suicide somewhere in the house, so when the bank foreclosed on the property, there were few potential buyers interested in a “bad luck” house. With or without luck, Momma purchased the place at a third of its value.

It would be easy to call the Teichberg house a “nondescript” stucco one-family structure. However, it was descript—it was really ugly. The house had a main floor with a living room, dining room, kitchen, and bathroom. Upstairs were three bedrooms, and above that, an attic. There was no sense of style inside or out. But whatever the interior lacked in design was obscured by the mishmash of furnishings. Rhyme, reason, color, and fashion had no bearing on Momma’s arrangement of furniture. If it was free—or, at least, didn’t cost very much—and if my father could fix it, it soon found a place in the house. If I had to come up with a style, I would say “Early Salvation Army Rejects.”

The house came with a large finished basement, which Momma rented out to a lovely black couple. The man worked as a bookkeeper, while the woman cleaned homes. They were kind, friendly, well-dressed, and knew how to fix up an apartment. In other words, they had all the qualities my parents seemed to lack. While my parents were always cordial to them, during the ten years they spent living in our home, I overheard Momma telling my dad that she was worried they might steal from us. “Steal what?” I thought. There was nothing in that house that anyone would want to take!

[image: images]

It was in the giant stucco house that my parents started their family. First came my sister Goldie. Four years later, my sister Rachelle arrived. I was born nine years later; and two years after that, my baby sister Renee joined the party. Yes, there were now six of us living in the middle of Brooklyn, a borough best known at the time for Coney Island, Nathan’s hot dogs, and the Brooklyn Dodgers. Our neighborhood, Bensonhurst, was made up of a crowded mass of brick-and-stone buildings and houses that formed a city within a city. Unlike the more elegant avenues that lined Manhattan, there was a hodgepodge of two-story buildings, each of which had a store on the ground floor and dreary apartments on the second level. An expansive mix of private houses were also strewn about every which way, wherever the rows of stores ended. Immigrant Jewish families that had settled in New York made up most of the local population. Many of these families had earned enough money to escape the poverty of Manhattan’s Lower East Side, where most of the immigrants had gathered in the early years of the twentieth century.

In the middle of this busy enclave, Momma found an investment opportunity. On the corner of Seventieth Street and Twentieth Avenue, there sat a two-story house with two rental apartments and a storefront. The price was right. The rentals would pay for the upkeep of the building, and Momma could then start a business. The store was located on a corner with display windows on either side. It sat catty-cornered between a grocery store and a candy store, and was a short walk from our house. My dad built shelves along the walls, and near the front door was Momma’s Holy Grail—the cash register. It was ancient, but it held the money. The store would be Momma’s own hardware and housewares store where she would sell anything even remotely related to the home.

So when I was born, this store was apparently to be my birthright, or at least my home away from home. When I was little, Momma would drag me there and leave me to my own devices. So with fanciful abandon, I would rummage through the merchandise. In the basement of the store were floor-to-ceiling boxes filled with all sorts of things—pots, pans, dishes, paints, and all manner of knickknacks. It provided a lot of possibilities for a young child. In the store, I liked to throw down can openers, pots, screwdrivers, potholders, and especially light bulbs. The bulbs would make this loud pop! Sound as they hit the store floor, and this sound resonated with me enormously. Momma and Pop, on the other hand, were not pleased. To Momma, those breaking bulbs sounded like precious coins being flushed down a toilet, and to Pop, they were a prelude to Momma’s braying scream. This would be followed by the thwack! Of his trouser belt slapping my toddler bottom.

Sometimes, when the store was busy, Momma dumped me onto a keg of nails as she rushed to make a sale. I turned that into another game that I enjoyed immensely. Basically, I would toss fistfuls of hardware across the floor until some busybody customer hustled over and told me, “Do not throw the nails on the floor, little boy!” The well-meaning buttinsky would then inform Momma that her cute little boy was throwing nails all over the floor. Momma’s response? “Lady? You want to buy nails? If you ain’t buying nails, get away from my son!” Suffice it to say that she did not possess good customer relation skills.

As I got older, I progressed from playing in the store to working there. Even before I was tall enough to reach the cash register, Momma felt that I should busy myself by putting nails in a bag or placing merchandise on some of the lower shelves. While this provided more of a purpose to my activities, it did not provide me with any reward because Momma didn’t pay me for my labor—not even an allowance. Although business was brisk, Momma’s desire to make money (and keep it) far outweighed any wish to make her son feel appreciated. She was the epitome of frugality and practicality, and to her, it was not practical to pay her son when he would work for nothing!

Momma’s store was run seemingly without rules and without any discernible sense of organization. No items were marked with prices. Whenever a customer showed an interest in something, Momma dreamed up a price on the spot. When my father and I unpacked stock, we just shoved it onto the shelves. Sometimes pop simply cut off the box top and placed the carton outside on the sidewalk. Strangely, few things were ever stolen. Perhaps the neighborhood criminals were scared of Momma. I know I was.

Hanging around the store didn’t bother me, since I was not inclined to spend much time playing with the other kids. Unathletic and socially awkward, I had few friends, and filled most of my hours by spinning about in Momma’s store or, on weekends, helping Pop with the roofing business. Growing up, I just assumed every kid had an after-school job that spilled over into the weekend.

Momma managed to squirrel away the money from her store, from Poppa’s roofing business, and from their property rentals. Any gifts we received, any household items that neighbors left on the sidewalk, and anything that the rest of us found on the street immediately became salable merchandise for her shop. Momma was ready to sell almost anything, and I sometimes feared that our dog, Sandy, would literally become the doggie in the window. Sure, Momma had her tender and understanding side. For instance, she would let me keep any string I found around the store so I could make a ball from my findings. More often than not, though, Momma claimed we had no money for such luxuries as comic books, games, chewing gum, birthday presents—even new clothes. She had no problem asking neighbors and relatives if they had hand-me-down clothes for her children to wear. We led a meager lifestyle, but somewhere, Momma had piles of cash. And of course, I had a sixty-pound ball of string!
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At a very early age, I was keenly aware that Momma and Pop were not well-suited to parenthood. Between the roofing business and working at the store, my dad labored sixteen hours a day, and knowing Momma, he probably wasn’t getting paid either. Pop’s one and only recreational activity was fighting with Momma, almost always over money and never about raising me or my sisters. He would start out very slowly and quietly, almost always deferring to Momma’s shouted commands. He wouldn’t speak until it got to be too much for him, and then the fireworks would begin. When my parents fought at the store, the battle took precedence over any customers who happened to be present. In fact, shoppers appeared to relish the Teichberg sideshow. I, on the other hand, was so upset by all the screaming that I would run and hide in the basement. I was too young to realize that if I had sold tickets to my parents’ fights, I would have finally made some money off of my mother’s store.

Dad and I shared very few father-and-son moments. In one failed attempt at an outing, he took me to see a Brooklyn Dodgers game. One of Pop’s roofing customers had given him two free tickets so that Mr. Teichberg and his only son could enjoy a day at the ball park. Since I had no idea who the players were on either team or what the rules might be, my only real interest was in the hot dogs and peanuts. As for the game, it bored both of us to death; Pop was no more a sports fan than I was. Looking back, all I can say is that we both tried hard to connect and failed miserably.

The one thing that did give my father pleasure in his routine existence was his Cadillac. Dad had bought a used Cadillac before I was born, sometime during the Great Depression. It was his pride and joy. Since my parents never spent money on anything but essentials, they had cash when nobody else did. We weren’t exactly rich, but riding around in this huge car made people think we were. Later in life, I realized that the car was also his way of saying, “I am not whipped by my wife. She let me buy this car.” If that had really been true, my father might have enjoyed his life a little bit more.

While my father had little time or inclination for proper parenting, now and then, he was able to muster up the energy needed to give me a good thrashing at Momma’s fanatical command. I knew that he took out his aggression towards Momma on me—and I think he knew that I knew. Whether I had stocked the shelves at the store incorrectly, failed to straighten up my room, fought with one of my sisters, or committed one of a dozen other minor infractions, he was always able to summon the strength to wallop me—and I always had enough buried empathy to understand.

Although Momma never hit me, her attacks were psychological and therefore even worse than my heated sessions with Pop. Both in word and deed, Momma frequently told me that I was worthless. Having made myself overweight by stuffing myself with chocolate bars and soda, I already felt fat and ugly. Momma provided that little something extra needed to destroy any chance I had of developing self-esteem. Momma was, however, very loving to my sisters. Being girls, they were all expected to find good Jewish husbands, get married, and have babies. As the only son, more was expected of me. What that “more” was, though, I had no idea.

[image: images]

Despite the fact that I was expected to spend hours working in Momma’s store and weekends assisting Pop in the roofing business, I did manage to occasionally escape from my parents and enjoy an hour or two on my own. Because so much of my childhood was spent working, though, I wasn’t always sure what I wanted to do with my free time.

On a handful of occasions, I visited the boy who had just moved in next door. Dominick came from a large Italian family. His father, uncles, and other relatives seemed to come and go at all hours, day and night, but he was usually at home. A year younger than I was, Dominick was certainly much stronger and liked to demonstrate that fact by hitting and punching me. For some odd reason, I did not seem to mind it very much. The physical contact, rough though it was, did not upset me the way my father’s whippings did. Dominick also loved to wave toy guns around, and there seemed to be plenty of them in his house. Dominick’s family was very different from mine. They intimidated me and made me uncomfortable, so I didn’t spend that much time with him.

For the most part, I spent my “time off” with my sister Renee, who was two years my junior. The two of us played all sorts of games such as Monopoly, Go Fish, Casino, and Parcheesi. Renee really didn’t understand the games, so I made up simple rules that she could comprehend as we played. At other times, we would go outdoors and jump rope or play hide and seek. Occasionally, we would go roller skating. Mom sold roller skates in the store, so that was the one piece of “sports equipment” we had.

When Renee and I got bored, we would sometimes snoop around the house, checking out closets in our parents’ room or in other parts of the house. It was on one of these investigative missions that I discovered an Underwood typewriter. I didn’t remember ever seeing anyone use it and I was surprised that it hadn’t been sold in the store, like everything else we had of any value.

I started to peck away at the keyboard, and in time, I managed to learn how to type. I just loved tapping away at the letters and seeing printed words appear on the paper, which I had also found buried deep in a closet. At first, I wrote silly stories—whatever came to mind. I would read them out loud to Renee, and she would laugh at what she understood. Although I didn’t realize it at the time, my little sister looked up to me and always wanted to take part in whatever I was doing. Had I been aware of Renee’s hero worship, I would have told her that I was not to be considered a role model. But neither one of us was getting any real attention from Momma and Pop, so for a time, we filled up the emptiness of our home with each other’s company.

While it was fun to share my writings with Renee, when I was about ten years old, I decided to turn my hobby into a business. Perhaps it was in my blood to try to earn money; after all, it was all I had ever learned from my parents. My idea was to use my newfound typing skills to edit and publish a one-page newspaper called The 73rd Street Gazette, named for the street on which we lived.

In most movie Westerns, I had seen yellowed newspapers that always seemed to be called The Gazette. I figured out how to type three vertical columns and headlines, and used carbon paper to produce several dozen copies of each week’s edition. Despite its official-sounding name, The Gazette offered non sequitur observations of the games being played by neighborhood kids, the rantings of their mothers, and, of course, stories of the old men who wheeled wagons from which they sold hot potatoes in the winter and colored water with sweet flavoring in the summer. I also wrote about the assortment of men who wandered down the street yelling, “I cash clothes!” Stay-at-home wives and mothers would rush down from their apartments to sell a blouse, a coat, or a pair of pants. I never understood what the vendors did with the used clothing
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