















You’re probably thinking: Why should a nonfiction book have a disclaimer? I’ll tell you why. Just in case I find myself on Oprah, I don’t want to be falsely outed in front of millions of people about exaggerating or twisting things around. As you’ll read, I was already outed in Chapter 8 by my mother—and that was enough. So to be as honest as I can, here’s what I did: I changed a number of people’s names who may still be alive. I didn’t like them then, so why should I give them any credit now? For them, let me say that any resemblance to these actual Nazi bastards—oops, I mean, persons—dead or alive (or those who don’t know they’re dead) is coincidental. I also changed two settings because my publisher kvetched it would be less graphic and funnier, and would reduce the chances of a lawsuit. The fact is the stuff that happened, happened. Now that the world knows, I no longer fear Oprah.
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To the family of the Woodstock Nation, which I have kept in my heart since 1969.

And to my long-term companion, Andre Ernotte, whom I trust is up there sharing my joy and remembrances of things past.
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Lost in White Lake

“Elli!”

There it was again. My momma, like a woman caught in a burning building, was screaming my name at the top of her lungs. She screamed so loud that I could hear her voice over the roar of the mower that I reluctantly pushed around the lawn. Her voice was coming from the office of the motel that we owned in White Lake, New York, a tiny lakeside village in the Catskill Mountains. I turned and looked at the office to see if there were any flames or billowing smoke. Nothing, of course. The crisis was probably no more life-threatening than a leaky faucet.

“Eliyahu!!!” Now she used my full name to tell me how serious things were. “Get over here. Your suffering momma needs you.” Her voice was as penetrating as a knife.

I turned off the rusty old mower and walked to the office. My mother was standing behind our counter facing a short man in red shirt, mustard yellow Bermuda shorts, knee socks, and a little hat pushed down on his bald head. He was so angry that the rage radiated from his back.

“What’s the problem, Ma?”

“This gentleman with his fancy Cadillac, he wants a refund,” she said, her right hand hatcheting the air and then coming to rest on her chest, as if in expectation of an impending heart attack. “I told him, I said, ‘No refunds.’ I didn’t walk here from Minsk in Russia in twenty-foot snow drifts with the cold potatoes in mine pocket and the Czar’s soldiers running after me just so I should give a refund on your room, Mr. Fancy Gentleman who complains about mine sheets.”

“The sheets are stained,” he said, trying to control his rage. “And I found . . . pubic hairs on the bed, for Chrissake. The telephone doesn’t work and there’s no air conditioner—just a plastic box in the window.”

It was all true, of course. For years, we didn’t have a washing machine so my father, who was the motel’s handyman and jack-of-all-trades, took the sheets down into the basement, piled them high, poured on some detergent, and hosed them down. Sometimes he didn’t bother with the detergent. Then we hung them out to dry in the swampy lot behind the motel, where hundreds of pine trees were located, to give them that “pine fresh” scent.

When we finally did get a washing machine, Momma often refused to add detergent to the water as a way of saving money. Even now, she usually skipped the job of washing sheets altogether, and instead brushed off the hairs and ironed the sheets while they were still on the bed.

As for the phone and air conditioner, both were cosmetic. One day, a disgruntled employee from the telephone company showed up with a hundred phones and an old switchboard—probably from the 1940s—which he promised to install for us, illegally, for $500. My mother, ever the sharpie when it came to a bargain, made him a counteroffer.

“Darling phone man, you think I walked here from Minsk in 1914 at midnight with the raw potatoes in mine pockets so you could cheat me on phones? All we can pay is twelve dollars cash, plus a dozen beers and a big mother’s portion of hot cholent,” which was my mother’s beef and potato stew. Then she sealed the deal by saying, “For all of that, we take it all!”

The guy shrugged his shoulders, dumped the mess of phones, lines, and switchboard in the office, took the money, and went for a drink. We were helpless without his expertise, of course, which meant that all we got for our twelve bucks was the illusion of having telephones. I had Pop put the phones in the rooms, which he did by installing them with staples and adhesive tape. Then we got some air conditioner covers and fitted them into the windows. Once that was done, I placed signs in the rooms and around the motel that said, “Pardon our appearance as we install telephones and air conditioning for your comfort.”

These were some of the reasons we had our customers pay cash up front before they actually saw their rooms, and why I put a rather conspicuous sign on the office counter that said, “Cash only. No refunds.” Whenever someone showed up and wanted to pay with a credit card, my mother sprang into action.

“Gentleman, listen on me. I am an old Jewish momma trying to buy some warm milk for her babies,” she began. “I’ll hold onto this plastic card until you get me cash from your wife.”

I couldn’t be everywhere at once, which meant that my mother was often left one-on-one with potential paying customers—a nightmare from a business perspective, as well as a personal one, since I had to deal with the mess after she was done. Which brings me back to the man standing before me, who looked like he wanted to strangle both of us.

“There’s no towel in the room, either,” the man said.

“Oy, now with the towels. You want a towel,” my mother said, “you pay extra. You want soap, you pay a dollar more. You think we’re giving such things away? What, do I look like a Misses Rock-afeller to you?”

“What kind of sham operation is this?” he asked, shaking his head. “I want my money back!”

I wanted to tell him that his money was already gone—that the minute he handed over his cash to my mother it slipped into some kind of cosmic gap in the space-time continuum, a black hole, the opening to which could be found in my mother’s brassiere. Where it went from there was anyone’s guess, but I tried not to think about such things. Still, no matter how many customers we had during any given month—even during the good months, which were painfully few—we never had the money to pay the mortgage and electric bill. The mysterious loss of money was all part of what I liked to call the Teichberg Curse, a malevolent scourge placed upon our family that ensured our ongoing financial ruin. This was one of the reasons I changed my name from Eliyahu Teichberg to Elliot Tiber, a pathetic and altogether ineffective attempt to distance myself from the family karma. Welcome to motel hell, I wanted to tell this man and anyone else who might be listening. But I spared him all the gory details and told him how things worked at our miserable hotel.

“The sign says, ‘No refunds,’” I said flatly. “You pay your money and you get the room as is. That’s the agreement here.”

He slammed his hand down on the counter and stormed out of the office.

“Well, Mom, another satisfied customer,” I said without looking at her. “You ever wonder why we don’t get repeat business? There goes today’s answer.”

“You need a girlfriend!” my mother screamed. “When are you going to give me grandchildren?!” She followed me out the front door, her hand chopping the air for emphasis. “Elliot! Where are you going?”

“I’m going to the store. We need milk,” I said.

I got into my black Buick convertible and drove onto Route 17B. Only when I saw our motel get smaller in my rearview mirror did I start to breathe normally again.

It was early June 1969, and the weather was about the only good thing you could find in White Lake, a tiny section of a small village called Bethel just ninety miles north of New York City. When we first arrived in White Lake in 1955, the village of Bethel had a volunteer fire department, one hostile plumber, twenty bars, and a population of some 2,500 souls—many of them, we later discovered, outright bigots. Not much had changed in the ensuing fourteen years.

The Catskills were widely referred to as the Borscht Belt, named for the beet soup favored by many Eastern European Jews. Jewish people began coming to the region at the outset of the twentieth century. They opened hotels, motels, and bungalow colonies where middle- and lower-income people—mostly Jewish New Yorkers—could escape the city heat. Eventually, big resorts were built, such as Grossinger’s and The Concord, where many great comedians—including Sid Caesar, Danny Kaye, Mel Brooks, and Jerry Lewis—regularly performed.

The owners of the motels, bungalow colonies, and resorts created jobs and the region thrived for many years—that is, until the mid-1950s, when people found that they could travel to Florida or Santa Fe for the same price as a vacation in the Catskills. At that point, all the local businesses began to suffer. It was right around that time that my parents bought our motel, which we now called the El Monaco.

By the late 1960s, White Lake, like the entire Catskill resort region, was in the throes of an ever-accelerating downturn. All across Bethel, houses, motels, and old Victorian hotels were uniformly in decline. Porches rotted and window shutters hung off their hinges. Many residents let the ivy grow on the walls of their houses to conceal the peeling paint and bare, weathered wood below. The boat docks at White Lake were slowly sinking into the water. The so-called resorts were no better off. The Catskills were becoming famous for the mysterious fires that occurred after the first Tuesday in September, when the vacationers left for home. Tourist traffic declined and the place became deadly quiet. As business dried up, so did the jobs. People got laid off and the region fell on hard times. And guess who got the blame?

Every so often, I’d have a run-in with one of the locals who did not hesitate to share his rather low opinion of my ethnic and religious origins. One day, a young tough with red hair and a red, pimply face drove his tractor over to our motel to see if we needed our lawn mowed. The truth was, I couldn’t afford to pay the few bucks he wanted for the job. I thanked him and said that the FBI would not permit mowing down the government’s secret experimental nuclear vegetation growing on our grounds.

I was just trying to be friendly and share a laugh with him, but apparently he didn’t get the joke.

“You fuckin’ kike faggot! You fuckin’ with me? I’ll get you, you cocksucking fag Jewboy. I’ll get you and your whoring mother, too!”

Did I say the wrong thing? Maybe he was a touch sensitive on the subject of secret government experiments. A few hours later, he drove his tractor into what I gleefully called the Presidential Wing of our motel. Pop replaced the broken wood paneling with some doors and we all agreed that the remodeling job was an improvement over the old design.

Most of the anti-Semites and displaced Nazis weren’t violent—at least not until later that summer, when a lot of weird and unexpected events started taking place. Many were just as happy to express their displeasure at the existence of our motel, and the Teichberg family, in slyer terms.

There was a sandwich shop and bar in Bethel that I used to frequent for its great parmigiana heroes. The place was run by a guy named Bud, also known as Joe, who lived above his bar with two grown sons who made bricks look smart. One day, I entered Bud’s place in the middle of the afternoon and found him surrounded by some of the local intelligentsia, all of them drunk and disheveled. Bud was holding court.

“I passed by your place at closing time last night,” Bud was saying through a thin, malevolent smile, “and saw you had some mighty strange, big fat women coming out of your motel. Do you charge extra for big gals doing that dirty stuff in your motel rooms? The boys and me were wondering if you can ever get the bed sheets really clean after those kind of women use them. Me? I’d never rent rooms to no dirty lesbos!”

As Bud let forth these sharp-witted observations, the boys hung over their drinks, giggling and panting like hyenas waiting for their prey to make a wrong move.

“Two lame nuns, Bud,” I told him. “Those women last night were both wounded in Korea taking care of our boys. Blinded by mortar shells, poor ladies. They drink to forget what they went through.” The hyenas shut their mouths and looked at me, suddenly confused. “But hey,” I continued, “if you think we shouldn’t welcome heroines like those to our fair town, let’s talk at the next Chamber of Commerce meeting.”

By some bizarre twist of fate, I was president of the Bethel Chamber of Commerce. I had become a member to help attract more business to Bethel in general, and the El Monaco in particular. And given that I was the best educated member present when the vote for president was cast, I became the Chamber’s leader. Go figure.

Driving along Route 17B, I had the impression that one of the local friendlies might toss a rock my way. But all such concerns disappeared as I drove onto my friend Max’s farm.

Max was our milkman. He and his wife, Miriam, owned the prettiest stretch of rolling hills and little valley bowls in all of Sullivan County. He had studied real estate law at New York University, but moved upstate in the 1940s to start a dairy farm. Over the years, Max and Miriam had created one of the largest and most successful dairy productions in eastern New York, complete with a massive refrigeration complex and trucking lines that went all over the state, as well as northern Pennsylvania. The two ran a little shop on the farm that sold their dairy products and a few simple grocery items. Pipe-smoking, wise, and avuncular, Max was a prince and the only real friend I had among the locals. Every year, I did my best to bring more people—and, therefore, more business—to White Lake by organizing a music and arts festival. I also put on plays at the theater that we built on our property out of a barn. Max provided free dairy products, such as yogurt and ice cream, for the audience. He also drove his little red truck around town and posted flyers in the local establishments, advertising the music and arts festival, or the play we might be putting on. Yet, he always insisted on paying for his tickets to the concerts and plays.

Often, I drove to Max’s farm just to get away from the insanity of my motel and my parents—not to mention the fine people of White Lake. Now I moved around his store with a comforting familiarity, picking up containers of milk, yogurt, butter, jam, and other groceries. Meanwhile, Max and I shot the breeze.

“You holding your music festival this summer, Elliot?” Max asked.

“Yup,” I said.

“Anybody special playing?”

“Just the usual gathering of struggling bands. Most of them are local,” I said. “We’ll probably deafen a few people and outrage a few more, but it’ll be a music festival just the same.”

“I’ll be there,” Max said. “You bring a lot to our town, Elliot. God knows we need something. Anything I can do to help, you let me know. Bring over any leaflets you have and I’ll see that they get around town.”

“Thanks, Max. I just hope we get a few people to show up this year,” I said. The only people I could ever count on coming were Max, the Grossingers, and a few other owners of the bigger resorts.

“You keep doing what you’re doing, Elliot,” Max said. “Who knows? Word will spread and your festival may catch on. You may be surprised.”

“Don’t count on it, Max. Rumor has it that the mob used to bury the bodies in White Lake because they knew that Bethel is just another word for lost.”

Max laughed as he punched the prices of my few items into his cash register.

“But thanks for the support, Max. My fantasies are all that keep me going these days.” That, and the good-natured calm of my friend, Max Yasgur.

Truth was, I cherished a lot of fantasies, and those secrets closest to my heart could not be revealed to the ordinary folk of White Lake, or to much of the rest of the world, for that matter. But one fantasy did involve this joyless place, and that millstone I called a motel. I dreamed of creating a music festival that would bring people to Bethel, fill my motel, and show a profit so I could sell the thing to some rich fool. So far, we hadn’t turned a profit in the fourteen years we owned the place, and thanks to the Teichberg Curse, my music and arts festivals were a bust. But some fantasies die hard, and for reasons that were an utter mystery to me, I still had hope.
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The Teichberg Curse

I was born in Bensonhurst, a section of Brooklyn, New York, famous for its racism and cannolis. Bensonhurst, at least when I was growing up, was made up predominantly of guilt-ridden Italians and Jews. A lot of famous people from both ethnic groups emerged from its womb, including Danny DeVito, Elliott Gould, Larry King, and The Three Stooges. The Teichbergs were The Six Stooges—double the insanity.

My mother, having trekked through the Russian snows, arrived in New York in 1912. My father’s parents had come to the city from Austria ten years before my mother. They settled in Borough Park, where my grandfather established a roofing business. Since he was a young child in Salzburg, my father had worked as my grandfather’s assistant. When the time came for him to choose a profession in his newly adopted country, Pop’s career was pretty much set in tar. Not all of his choices were a direct reflection of his parents, however. When my father and mother started dating, my grandmother—never known for her subtlety—gave my father some thoughtful advice. Loosely translated from Yiddish, she told him, “Get rid of that ignorant Russian slut.” Not one to recognize good advice, he married her instead.

Like many immigrants, my parents distrusted banks. Instead, they stuffed their money into their mattress. So when the Depression hit and the banks collapsed, my parents were lying on a few thousand dollars—enough to buy a three-story, three-bedroom, one-bath house on Seventy-Third Street. They also purchased a four-story walk-up on Seventieth Street and Twentieth Avenue. On the bottom floor of that house, they opened a hardware and housewares store, where my mother’s greed first reared its gargantuan green head.

There were no prices on anything in my parents’ store, a flexible strategy that enabled my mother to set the price based on how much she thought the person could pay. Sometimes customers would call across the store to ask the price of some item they wanted. My mother would race over to the customer, use her psychic gift to instantaneously determine the customer’s financial status, and then quote a price. “For you, darling, nineteen dollars and ninety-nine cents, and not a penny more! Special because I’m feeling very generous today.” Momma’s store was the original Wheel of Fortune.

At six o’clock every night—save Saturday, the only day the store was closed—my mother would ride her bicycle home to Seventy-Third Street. What a sight she was coming down the street—a small fullback perched on bent frame and straining tires, pedaling furiously. You could almost see the numbers whizzing around her head as she calculated the day’s receipts.

Once home, Momma would set to work making dinner. Smoke and putrid fumes would soon fill the air, and at the center of the billowing clouds was the vague outline of Momma’s cylindrical frame. Her specialty was grease—flavored with garlic. Tucked inside the grease were a few scraps of meat and vegetables, but the main dish was always a lumpy goop that she ladled onto plates with a motherly pride that barely concealed a wrath warning off potential critics.

My sister Goldie, twelve years my senior, gorged on my mother’s food, as I did, which partly explains why both of us were overweight. It’s amazing how good grease can taste when you have no basis for comparison. Rachelle, nine years older than me, and Renee, four years younger, picked around the food’s edges as if it were some form of toxic waste. Not surprisingly, the two were always thin. The only thing that saved us from Momma’s dangerous food was the supply of chocolate bars, candy, and doughnuts that each of us kept stashed away in our rooms. The treats—purchased by my father, who had a sweet tooth—also served as self-medication against my mother’s harsh tongue.

“You’re fat and stupid, Eliyahu,” my mother regularly told me, using my original Hebrew name so she would be sure that I heard her. “Stupid, do you hear me? What’s going to become of your poor mother?” she wailed. “Why do I put up with you? You’re going to kill me, do you hear me?” At that point, I usually escaped the only way I could—by running upstairs to my room, where I kept my stash of doughnuts and chocolate bars.

After dinner, my mother and father would go back to the store and work until eleven in the evening, long after every soul had vanished from the streets. When I reached adolescence, I too went back to the store with them, sometimes working until midnight. When I wasn’t working at the hardware store, I helped my father with his roofing business. I was never paid a cent for any of the work I did for my parents, but I was raised to believe that this was my lot in life.

My father’s average workday was anywhere from twelve to sixteen hours long. After spending all day covering roofs with sheets of tar, he went home, ate dinner, grabbed a short nap—if he was lucky—and then went to work at the hardware and housewares circus. There, he did general maintenance, fixed irons and toasters, and made keys behind a cluttered counter that would eventually look just like the one at the El Monaco Motel.

My father—a simple, humble man—coped with his life by escaping from it as much as possible. He listened to the radio, bent over and lost in concentration as if it were the voice of God coming out of that box. He smoked continuously, and napped whenever possible—that is, until my mother wanted me punished for something. Momma’s piercing voice would cut through his loud snoring like a buzz saw through a thick log. “Jaaaaaaaack!” she shrieked. “Come down here now. Maybe they’ll behave for you!” When my father stormed down the stairs, he was already loosening his belt. My father had the build and strength of a man who had done manual labor all of his life. When he hit you, you usually rattled for an hour or two afterwards.

After I was beaten silly and had finished screaming my lungs out, I would be sent to bed without dinner—which, now that I think about it, wasn’t such a terrible thing. But later, before she went back to the store, Momma would sneak a meal up to my room anyway. She would sit on the edge of my bed as I ate and make me promise—in a whisper, lest my father hear us—that I would be a good boy for the rest of my life.

This was the closest thing I ever got to a mother’s love—those intimate moments after the punishment, the welts still fresh on my body, when she served me her stew. She actually succeeded in doubling my guilt, as only she could. On one hand, she made it clear that I had wronged her—a grievous crime against nature and God. On the other, she drew me into some kind of bizarre conspiracy against my father. He had punished me—at her bidding, no less—but now Momma and I were friends and Pop was the outsider, the bad guy. He was left out of our intimate moment. Deep down, I knew that something was wrong here, and I was aware of a vague guilt. Heck, I was just a little kid, hungry for love and food. But in our house, neither one tasted good.

My mother’s psychic powers were not limited to divining the money in a customer’s purse. She also got regular messages from the dead—or at least from one dead person, her father, who had been a rabbi. When I was four years old, my mother received telepathic instructions from her father to send me to Yeshiva. The rabbi declared that it was my purpose to become a rabbi, too, so that I could bring nochas (Yiddish for “pleasure”) to my long-suffering mother. Thus, at the tender age of four—she had to lie about my age to get me into the school—I was packed off and sent to Yeshiva.

It was a living hell—eight hours a day studying an ancient language and Talmudic laws governing cows that wander onto your front yard. True, wandering cows weren’t a big problem in Brooklyn, but still, I had to know what to do if a cow did wander in. Fear permeated the entire deal—fear of Moses and all of his laws, which you couldn’t help but break, and fear of that “jealous” and “vengeful” God, who regularly got pissed off and sent plagues upon fat little Yeshiva students who denied His existence. At the age of five, I announced my atheism, much to the chagrin of the rabbis who taught me.

But Moses had the last laugh. Yeshiva, it turned out, was also a social nightmare. Rather than making me feel a part of something larger than myself, the school deepened my isolation. In the first place, I had been taken away from my neighborhood and sent to a private Jewish institution populated by rich kids whose parents drove them to school in Cadillacs. My father brought me to school in his green Ford pickup truck. Of course, I was teased for being fat, ugly, and poor, and for the fact that my father was covered in tar when he picked me up after school each day.

Once I got home, it was no better. Because I didn’t attend public school, I had no bond with the neighborhood kids, some of whom ridiculed me for going to Yeshiva. To make matters worse, I liked classical music, which put me completely out of step with the rest of my generation. I was a nerd before the word even existed.

My only outlets were drawing and painting, and ironically, the hardware store provided me with many opportunities to do both. There, I was allowed to fashion decorative displays in our store’s windows. I emptied the window and selected and arranged products in an appealing array. I then painted wild backdrops and witty signs, and sometimes made papier-mâché figures. When I asked Momma if I could buy some balloons or crepe paper to highlight my designs, she reminded me (yet again) of that long walk through the twenty-foot snows of Russia with the Czar’s soldiers at her back. “What do I look like, Eliyahu? The Czarina?”

When the balloons were refused, I took some high-gloss electric pink paint and created murals and funny cartoons to give the window some humor and style. Painting and designing allowed me to escape the insanity and isolation of my own world for a life that was beautiful, harmonious, and orderly. Ordinary objects—pots and pans, lights, ladders, and tool belts—became elements of art. Objects that had no obvious relationship with each other suddenly seemed connected when they were arranged in just the right way.

When a window was finished, I would ask my parents to come over and have a look. Pop shrugged his shoulders. Momma, ever suspicious of theft, inspected the materials to make sure I hadn’t taken anything essential from the store. “I don’t want you to be wasting nails, Eliyahu. Do you hear me?” The only time I ever saw her smile was when the day’s receipts were good.

In the summers, I worked with my father patching roofs all over Brooklyn. I would schlep tarpaper and supplies up tall ladders to the tops of buildings. Ladders and heights scared the tar out of me. I would cling to the rungs for dear life, trying desperately not to look down, while at the same time carrying a bucket of tar or a bundle of tarpaper. Once on the roof, my father and I would spread the paper and wet tar over the rooftop, all the while baking in the summer sun. We weren’t building the pyramids, but it sure seemed like slave labor to me.

Yet what strange bonds are forged between father and son who work together, mostly in silence. As I watched my father labor in the sun and heat, I tried to do the same, not just to follow his example, but to gain his love. I imagined that he felt some hint of what I was feeling—that we were joined, not just in the common goal of getting the job done quickly and correctly, but in the heart, too. We were comrades in our shared struggle to survive my mother’s daily assaults.

Of course, working in the roofing business made me seem all the more weird to the few friends I had in the neighborhood. They spent at least part of their summers in the Catskills and came home with wonderful stories of boating, fishing, swimming, and hiking in the woods. When they asked me what I did during the summer, I looked down at my blackened hands and said, “Oh, nothing much. I was just working with my father.” And to this day, I still love the smell of fresh tar.
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Because I started first grade when I was four, I was ready for college at the age of sixteen. I had
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