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FOR BARBARA, VALI, AND DEBBIE, AND IN MEMORY OF AKIRA, WHO IS IN OUR HEARTS AND WITH THE STARS




Foreword

Chris has asked me to write a word or two for his memoir Under a Rock, a “foreword,” the sound of which also applies to our mutual sense of drive and desire to keep moving ahead creatively. The fact that he has asked me to write for his book makes me happy, of course, but somewhat overwhelmed, too.

The story opens in New York City, where Chris’s mother, Estelle, gave birth to Chris at Harlem Hospital. Chris tells so many great stories: growing up in Brooklyn, going to school, his mom and dad, his friends and adventures, and all the memories of a kid leaving childhood little by little, then hanging out in New York City as a young adult, that are seriously funny and might even seem fictitious. But it’s all real. A true story of a life that was allowed to evolve and go ’round the bend and back, and then take a somewhat unexpected shot at the moon.

With five years difference in age, we shared a lot of the same cultural influences. Our moon shot, or aim for the stars, was very different from the one Jackie Gleason would sometimes offer to his lovely wife, Alice (played by Audrey Meadows). He would say, “To the moon, Alice, to the moon,” his fist raised in a manly salute. It was always funny. “Why I oughta” isn’t on the tips of our tongues so much now, not to mention that moon shots are almost expected these days when regularly launched satellite deployments have become beyond normal.

But back then in 1973 and 1974, we took our first Blondie moon shot.

I remember clearly, exactly where I was standing, when Chris called me to suggest we reunite Blondie after a seventeen-year-long hiatus. There in the kitchen of my apartment on 23rd Street, I said, “No, are you crazy?” In fact, the only proviso I had after thinking overnight about doing Blondie again was that we create new music and not rely entirely on the hits from our catalogue. Creativity being the food of life made the prospect of bringing the band back a pretty exciting idea in spite of all the complications that would inevitably have to be dealt with. So then, once more, we aimed high and in the mid-1990s went to work on the second incarnation of our band.

Sometimes fate deals up a wild card. There’s a lot to be said for one of these wild cards and from what I’ve learned over the fifty or so years of our friendship, Chris is a card from the unexpected deck. I’ve also learned to expect the unexpected. Growing up in Brooklyn isn’t so strange but the very long leash Chris was given as a child astonishes me. I asked his mother what he was like as a child. She replied that Chris was the same person from the moment he was born that he is today. Quite a funny image for me to consider, for at the time, he was wearing high-platform pimp shoes, shoulder-length hair, spandex pants, and eyes dripping with black kohl eyeliner. However, Estelle was right: essentially, he is the same person I’ve known after all these years of living and loving and working with him.

We had both scrambled around the Lower East Side during the late ’60s and early ’70s, often going to the same concerts or shows or events but never meeting. When we finally did meet it was at the Bobern Tavern in the Flower Market district of Manhattan. I was singing in a trio called The Stilettos with Elda Gentile and Roseanne Trapani. Chris and his girlfriend, Elvira, came to the show, and afterward we met for the first time in the dark stairwell filled with the scents of plants and flowers mixed with the dust of perhaps one hundred years, which served as our dressing room just to the side of the stage. This was about 1972 or 1973. The two of them were dressed in a crossover mix of hippie glamrock fashion and much more black kohl eyeliner and drenched in patchouli oil scent.

A few weeks later we needed a bass player and Chris and I started what became a very long music and love relationship.

I’m not completely psychic, but sometimes we all get a feeling of what’s to come. You’ll simply have to take my word for this. Most of what we did went unrecorded, heard only by our small live audiences made up mostly of friends and a few drunks, and was eventually lost to the infinite particles of the universe. What we did was crackling with innuendo but then blew out like a puff of smoke in an era with no cell phones.

I can’t say enough good things about Under a Rock. It’s not in my nature to want to keep looking back nostalgically, but Chris has written a many-layered view with his tireless memory and I can only see a few places in our part of his story that may have been slightly different.

Reading about the early days, and all the things we did, and how hard we worked actually made me tired and dizzy when I first read some early pages. But it also gave me many wonderful feelings and refreshed remembrances that we shared as we flew headfirst on our fantastic “moon shot” on the good ship Blondie.

—Debbie Harry




THE CUP:
A DOWNTOWN MEMORY

One day I took a walk up Tenth Avenue, and at Thirtieth Street I saw a bottle lying at the edge of the curb that was unmistakably full of pee. Over the many years I have lived in this city I have seen bottles full of pee sitting on curbs all over town. I know from my friend Joe, who for years and years drove a yellow cab, that the bottles of pee come from taxi drivers. Taxi drivers aren’t allowed to stop anywhere to pee, and they usually have twelve-hour shifts. So they pee in bottles and leave them by the curb. Looking at this particular one, I was reminded of an actual cup of pee I knew about once.

The cup of pee was noticed by Chris Stein one early November day as he walked past it. It was sitting on the granite ledge of a boarded-up window in an old industrial building on a street still more or less deserted. He’d lived in the city forever, so he instantly recognized it as pee. I don’t remember why he told me about it but I remember him saying, “I saw a cup of piss sitting on a windowsill,” and sort of giggling. Over the next little while he called every day to tell me that the cup of pee was still there, because every day he passed it on his way to the deli where he went to get coffee. Quite a few days later, Chris told me that the pee in the cup was starting to turn from yellow to a shade of amber. He was amazed that the cup of pee was undisturbed after weeks of sitting there.

Chris lived on Greenwich Street, right around the corner from the cup of pee. I liked visiting him, and I always thought his house looked like a museum after an earthquake. He had a glass case with a creature called a root demon in it and mirrors and masks and swords and paintings and junk he dragged in from outside and piles of books and sleeping kitties all over everything and plates of cat food and gadgets and guitars and skulls and a very messy kitchen.

We took lots of walks together during that time, and Chris always had interesting stories about certain old buildings and things that had happened in them. I remember him pointing out the building where the famous shirtwaist-factory fire had taken place with all the poor seamstresses trapped inside. And one day we walked by the building where the cup of pee was sitting on its granite sill before the boarded-up window. Chris was giggling as he showed it to me. He could hardly believe that the cup of pee was still there. But who would touch it? Would it just sit there forever?

It was around that time, in 1997, that my dad, Seaweed, came to visit me. He was a noticeable oddball. He had Tourette’s syndrome. He didn’t shout curses. What he did do was hum a little tune constantly and say bump over and over. He was born in 1922. He was very intelligent and he loved gangsters. He didn’t have a lot of money, but he loved wandering around New York looking at the old buildings. I always put him in the Leo House, the Catholic hostel on West Twenty-Third Street, when he came to visit. They had an old hand-operated elevator then and sometimes the operator was a nun, which he liked very much.

Chris was away when my dad came, but he had told me, “Take your old man down to my place if you want.” He knew my dad would appreciate it, and he did. He looked at Chris’s skulls and books, he petted all of Chris’s cats, and then in the basement, he looked at all the guitars lying around, and after a long humming silence, he said: “Are all these things in tune?” And he really wanted to know. We wandered up Canal Street and stopped in front of a Chinese fish seller where many different kinds of fish lay all over a big mountain of ice, and my dad asked, “What kind of fish is this?”

The fish seller said, “Rockfish.”

“What kind of fish is that?” my dad asked.

“Grouper.”

“And what kind of fish is this?”

“Perch. You want perch?”

And my dad said, “No, thanks. What kind of fish is that?”

He would have asked what kind of fish they all were if the fish seller hadn’t turned away to help somebody else.

I told my dad the story of the cup of pee. Since it was right nearby, I asked him if he’d like to go see it. A look crossed his face as if he were about to say What the hell for? But he said, “Okay. Why the hell not?” So I took him around to the old building. And the cup of pee was gone. I could hardly believe my eyes. The cup of pee was no longer there. My dad didn’t really care, but it seemed nevertheless like a chance missed, and he was disappointed. “I wouldn’t have minded seeing it,” he said.

These days it’s usually the whole building that is gone suddenly when you go looking for something you remember. It seems that every other block has a big hole in it where something was and now isn’t. Something old and quiet, some little old theater or two-story workshop or florist, and in their places new, very tall buildings are shooting up as fast as slum weeds. When I saw the bottle of pee on Tenth Avenue, it somehow, suddenly, looked old-fashioned.

I wrote the above in 2005, and since then New York has done even more shapeshifting, but somehow Chris has remained one of its constants. When I asked him just recently if he remembered the cup of pee, I knew before he answered that he would. You’re either going to have a memory for all the eccentric little details of life or you’re not, and Chris always did. His memory is like a vast catacomb of wonderful stuff where he can go and wander around anytime he wants.

—Romy Ashby


Romy Ashby wrote songs for the Blondie albums No Exit and The Curse of Blondie. She was the editor and cofounder of Goodie Magazine. She still lives in downtown New York City.
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CHAPTER 1

My parents met in the Communist Party in Syracuse, New York. This sounds more glamorous and/or terrible than it likely was. I never discussed it with them. I picture a bunch of pretty normal scholastic types sitting around a midcentury-modern living room in tweed jackets talking about the usual workers-controlling-the-means-of-production stuff while debating whose apartment the next meeting would be at. I have an old picture from this period of them on a couch, my old man, Ben, still with hair.

This was in the very early Cold War days, probably 1949, a few years before the Rosenbergs were convicted and executed. I don’t think any actual spy craft went on in Syracuse and I’m fairly certain my mom and dad were only involved in the theoretical side and didn’t blow up any factories. I’m not sure what sort of allure the Soviet system presented, as the failures and horrors of Stalinism were well documented by then. I get the excitement surrounding the Russian Revolution and I recommend watching Reds (1981), with Warren Beatty as John Reed, which provides some insight into this enthusiasm. In later years I found an old copy of The Masses in the garbage and Reed was indeed a great writer, but I digress.

My father had actually come from Russia when he was a little kid, maybe six years old. I was close to him but sadly I don’t know any details of his history. I don’t know anything about his parents or where he came from specifically. He had two sisters, Dorothy (Dottie) and Clara. We didn’t at the time know when his birthday was. It was mentioned to me in passing that our last name was actually Langstein and Aunt Dottie had anglicized her last name to Langston while my father, maybe his father, went with Stein.

By contrast, my mother, Estelle (Stel) Busky, had a very large network of family—cousins, a sister—and her side is well documented. She was born in 1911 in New York before women were able to vote in the U.S. She was some sort of Armenian-Romanian mash-up but I think out of the whole crew, only my maternal grandfather may have been born outside of the U.S.

Anyway, my folks hooked up and presumably were married prior to my arrival. I missed being born on New Year’s Day 1950 by five days and arrived at Sloane Hospital for Women, now Harlem Hospital.

My grandmother pressured them to name me Herman after my deceased grandfather. They didn’t go for it and I suspect that the name Christopher was applied to enable me to skirt some of the anti-Semitism that they might have experienced, the times then being what they were. This was an unusual name for a Jew in 1950. My mother told me I didn’t have a middle name and I’ve never used one. It was only after she died and I came into possession of my old birth certificate that I discovered to my chagrin that the middle name listed is Herman. I was very fond of my grandmother, so at least she got that.

I remember 1950s Brooklyn as positively rustic, trees and parks and run-down old properties in and about our neighborhood of Coney Island Avenue and Cortelyou Road. Coney Island Avenue was a big thoroughfare that was filled with the old round automobiles. Trolley cars on their steel tracks and sparking electrical overhead cables kept up a constant clatter. My father told me that prior to World War II, as trolley cars declined and were being replaced by buses, the old steel tracks were sold to Japan, which repurposed them into bullets that were fired at U.S. troops. I have no idea if this actually happened.

Our apartment was up a long flight over what I think was a corner drugstore. My whole life I’ve been in possession of old photos of me as a baby being held by my parents in this place. I remember being given a bath in a big enamel tub and sitting behind the bars of a crib. My memory of the apartment is of a huge dark shadowy space, the stairs to the street a vast cliff.

My father went to work and I hung out with my mother. We did mother/little-kid stuff. We had a gray cat that was named Elizabeth Noodle Soup. At some point Elizabeth had gotten her tail caught in the front door and from then on was possessed of a kinked tail. We had a big baby carriage that I’d ride in. One day we took Elizabeth Noodle Soup with us in the carriage, and near a park, she leaped out and was never seen again. I don’t think I felt as bad when I was three years old as I do in retrospect.

Somewhere in here, the FBI came and talked to my dad about his evil Commie leanings. This was at the height of the Red Scare and he must have shit himself. I don’t know if they came inside or just waylaid him in the hall. In later years he did tell me he “gave them the name of a dead guy” and they seemed happy that he had at least coughed up something. I really wish I’d pressed him for details on this but, alas, I didn’t.

I wasn’t aware of much music during this early period but my parents had a record player and I do recall them listening to Lead Belly. We got a TV. My parents were subject to capitalist influences. When it was turned on for the first time, there were seals on it barking. Black-and-white seals and they scared the hell out of me. I don’t know that this has carried over as any sort of lasting fear of either seals or TVs but at the time it completely creeped me out. The other TV-related horror was a Buster Brown shoe commercial that had the signature dog in the shoe barking. I found this terrifying and would flee the TV’s proximity during the times this would appear. I don’t recall any other particular scary TV things from that period.

Downstairs from our apartment was a wonderful bygone TV repair shop run by a Mr. Daniels. Maybe this was where my parents got our TV. The great thing was that Mr. Daniels’s store was filled with cats. The old wooden-console TVs were covered with languishing cats sitting in dusty sunbeams that fell from the big windows. I have these images of the store and cats in my head that are half memory and half dream.

Now that I think about it, a lot of my time back then was taken up with being scared of things. There was a polar bear in an orange juice advertisement in a store window that was particularly frightening.

My mother and me were in the basement of a Woolworth’s department store in the neighborhood. I must have gotten separated and was wandering around in the uncaring aisles. Suddenly two things happened simultaneously. There was a pet section and an escaping parakeet or parrot began screeching furiously, and at that exact moment I rounded a corner and came face-to-face with a plaster mannequin that had half its head creepily caved in. I still remember this juxtaposition sixty-five years later.

The neighborhood was really no country for little kids and I didn’t have any friends while we were there. I did make occasional chaperoned forays out into the streets and had some small interactions with local children, but the avenue was big and filled with traffic so I spent time with my mom at home watching TV. The two things I recall from that period of television are Winky Dink and the Holocaust. Winky Dink and You was an animated kids’ show that was interactive. One would buy the Winky Dink play-set kit, which was a plastic press-on screen and crayons. The screen went on the TV and at a point in the show when Winky Dink (who was a little humanoid creature with a star-shaped hairdo) would get into a jam, the audience was required to draw connecting stairs, et cetera to help him move along. This of course led to thousands of kids all across the country scribbling on their actual TV screens with the supplied crayons. It was a minor scandal.

When I was born, Truman was president. The Second World War was fresh and I saw scenes of the bodies being bulldozed into mass graves on the TV. It didn’t scare me the way the seals did and I’m not sure what I felt seeing these things at the time but I remember it very clearly.

Toward the end of our time there I was becoming more conscious. My mother invited some kid over for me to play with and we wrecked my room. We turned over everything that was turn-over-able and pulled everything onto the floor that could be pulled onto the floor. My mom asked me why I’d done it and I gave her some bullshit answer like “Mom, I just had to,” which she thought was cute, and this approval possibly helped begin my descent into anarchy and chaos.

I was playing on the floor in a sort of hall space and must have knocked the wall and, lo and behold, the knock was miraculously returned from behind the wall. I never found out who was tapping back at me but they kept it up for a few days. I wasn’t sure that it was a human source; I was more inclined to imagine a ghost or such.

My mother took me to visit some kids in the neighborhood at their apartment. It was dark and small with a bunch of brothers and sisters. There was a bass drum with some writing on it as a wall decoration that fascinated me. A mouse ran across the floor and the kids very cheerfully told me it was a fairy. Their parents had told them the mice were fairies. I think they knew they were actually mice, though. These same kids and I exchanged stories about our experiences with a local creepy guy called Mr. Go to Bed. I knew who he was and had been creeped by him too. When he would see any child, he would lean toward them and growl, “Go to bed!” That was his calling in life, aggressively telling kids to go to bed.

My mom put me in school. First a preschool, nursery-school type thing that was a big old house with a hard-packed dirt yard. I vaguely remember not wanting to be left there but eventually went along with the program. Beyond that I remember that I had a fringed yellow leather jacket that I pulled the fringes off and gave to other kids. Was this a metaphor for seeking popularity by distributing oneself? Regardless, my mother was annoyed because, while the jacket had come with spare fringes for repairs, I of course had pulled off way more than the few supplied as replacements.

A bit of time passed and I moved across the street to kindergarten in a public school. I recall a bit of this: Stel one day arriving late to pick me up, me freaking out, et cetera, but it was here that after a short while the school suggested that I skip kindergarten and go directly into first grade. My mother must have been chuffed with this but of course this upgrade was possibly the foundation for undermining any academic success I might actually have had for the next ten years.

My parents decided that we needed to relocate from our somewhat industrial area to someplace that was more conducive to actual childhood and social interaction. I went with them on some trips to look at rentals and we wound up moving to the bottom floor of a two-family house in Midwood a bit southeast from where we were in Flatbush. I had my own room but my parents made do with an area of what was a large living room space.

East Thirteenth Street between Avenues K and L was a tree-lined stretch of mostly two-story houses that were inhabited by middle-class working families. The whole area was a grid of lettered avenues and shady tree-lined numbered streets with the occasional named smaller streets on the periphery. On the corners of these long streets and avenues were apartment buildings, mostly six-story walk-ups, some with names, like General Grant or Evergreen or whatever.

At some point when I was littler I managed to write my father’s name, Ben, on a piece of paper that he carried in his wallet. I somehow connect that with my always calling him Ben rather than Dad or Father. Even when I was a kid I knew this wasn’t the norm and it would occasionally feel awkward, but he didn’t mind and that’s just how it went. There was a pull in two directions here, what’s socially acceptable and regular against some inner impulse that wouldn’t be overcome. I mostly called Stel Mom, though sometimes I used her name.

Ben’s job was working for my mom’s sister’s husband’s paint company, Vulcan Lacquer, as a bulk salesman. He would get large orders from other small corporate entities that he would go off daily and haggle with. Now I was able to go out on my own and simultaneously I began school in the new neighborhood, so my time alone with Stel was considerably less.

In spite of his Red leanings Ben was very old-school patriotic. He took me to see the launching/christening of the aircraft carrier USS Independence. As far as I can tell this was in 1958. It was a warm day and the ship was huge. I’d certainly never seen anything like it. Folding chairs were set up and there was an on-deck ceremony. The key speaker was Admiral William “Bull” Halsey. My old man proudly told me how much ass this guy had kicked during the war.

We would make trips to Coney Island and Brighton Beach in the summer. We took photo-booth pictures and I made an actual little record in one of those audio-recording booths that still existed unironically then. The recording was me ranting about my adventures on that particular day and I had the little disk for several years thereafter. I later on was surprised about the high pitch of my voice as a little kid.

My father had a story about getting stuck on the parachute-jump ride for two hours when he was younger. One hot day we waited in line at Nathan’s. The old guy behind the counter was very enthusiastic, chanting “French fries and salt!” as a kind of song. When I got up to the window he looked me in the eye and said, “French fries and salt! You ain’t never gonna forget this!” I never forgot it.

I remember being the outsider in relation to the neighborhood kids for a while until I was gradually accepted and initiated in with some mild abuse. Mutual torment was the name of the game and a couple of times, Ben stormed out of the house to confront some attacker. He was a big guy so after a while things leveled out, though I did hear “Hey, your father’s a tough guy.” I was soon only subject to the regular day-to-day abuse of normal boyhood. Kids existed in a world of constant hazing, a perpetual state of having to prove some aspect of toughness or stick-to-itiveness that bordered on weird roles of dominance and subservience.

I fell in with a core group of boys who lived on the block. No girls. I guess there were some sisters around, but our clique was exclusively male. I still am in online touch with a few of these guys. This was all getting going around 1960, so a long way back now. Frankie and his two brothers, Johnny and Tommy; Eddie; Arthur; Donald, who was my next-door neighbor; Irwin; Bob; and George were all in this start-up community. Everyone was either Jewish or Catholic. George Wilson was the only Black member of the group. When one would meet someone new, one would almost immediately ask, “Are you Jewish or Catholic?” I don’t think I was aware of any other religions in the world. All of these guys except for George and me were subjected to Catholic school, working toward eventually being confirmed, or Hebrew school, working toward being bar mitzvahed.

George and I would sit and watch the parade of our friends as they stoically headed off to “religious” lessons after regular school every day. We were aware that we were exempt from this particular struggle. George lived with his father, who was the super in the apartment building on the corner. I don’t think his dad, Sam, was at all religious. Sam Wilson seemed like he’d seen a lot of hardship in his life and was a practical tough guy. My parents were also nonreligious, and George and me knew we had dodged a bullet, so to speak, as all of the participants expressed to us a lack of enthusiasm for their having to spend time with this stuff. I don’t know if the others’ parents were actually devout; I never heard any discussions of God or Jesus and I assume it was just what one did.

Things happened on the block; there were intrigues and endlessly shifting alliances. There were strange events, broken windows, dead cats and squirrels, a yearly savage snowball war with kids from another block, dummies thrown off the roof of the corner apartment building.

There was an adorable little kid named Donny on the block. He looked like the kid from Jerry Maguire, cuter even. One day his dad was sleeping on their living-room couch and Donny bashed him in the head with a frying pan. I don’t think it was deliberate; it just happened. The poor guy came back from the hospital and would sit on his porch in a bathrobe, staring off. I guess he eventually returned to some semblance of normalcy.

A buddy was driving with his dad and they passed the scene of a car crash. The vehicle involved had knocked over a parking meter and my friend somehow convinced his father to put it in the trunk of their car and take it home. He put it in his basement where we went at it with hammers and screwdrivers for days. I don’t remember actually ever getting it completely open but we managed to shake about seventy-five cents out of it.

We did a lot of hanging out in the basement and the alley behind the corner apartment building where George lived. One day the basement was suddenly marked with a fallout shelter sign and stocked with government-issue fallout-shelter supplies. We watched as big boxes of sealed crackers and K ration-type foodstuff quickly vanished. The boxes of medicine went first. Only big empty drums that were meant to be filled with water at the first sign of incoming missiles were left. People in the neighborhood cleaned it all out. It was a noble experiment, I suppose, but the basement had windows and wouldn’t have provided much protection from a thermonuclear blast.

We were playing some sort of semi-violent tag in the same basement when Stanley Lefkowitz ran into a pole and split his head open. I really liked Stanley; he was a champion of the underdogs. He looked like a complete nerd but was preternaturally strong and could stomp anyone easily. He was bleeding profusely and we helped him back to his house and shocked family. His horrified mother said, “Why are you holding your head like that?” Stanley, to our considerable amusement, answered, “I saw Richard Burton do it in a movie!” You had to be there.

There was a period around the same fallout-shelter time that, during my walks home from school, the sky was painted the strangest colors that I have ever seen. I’ve often wondered if the vivid violets, purples, and odd green tinges of the early sunsets were somehow related to the nuclear-bomb testing that was a popular activity at the time.

On Avenue J there was a Carvel ice cream place that the kids would frequent. The lady who worked there was a big strong-looking person who spoke with an Eastern European accent. She had the numbers from one of the World War II camps tattooed on her left forearm. I’d seen other examples when I was young but she’s the one I remember the most. It occurs to me that she always wore short sleeves.

School was PS 199, which is on Elm Avenue and is now named for Frederick Wachtel, who I’m pretty sure was the assistant principal when I was there. My memory of it starts at third grade. We had a very kindly older lady named Mrs. Monkelt. Mrs. Monkelt was a sweetheart and she didn’t give us any homework. She would rest her hand on my desk, and on the side of a large gold ring she wore was a tiny engraved skull and crossbones. I conferred with some classmates who had also seen it and we had no solution to this mystery. In later years I realized it was some kind of memento mori thing, maybe a dedication to a deceased husband. Anyway, she was great. Then I went on to fourth and fifth grade.

My two daughters, Akira and Vali, both went to public school at PS 3 in Manhattan. Through it all I have been consistently astonished at the difference between the current New York school climate and what I recall of my own experiences. The schools now are bending over backward to be accommodating, polite, inclusive, and welcoming. Vali, my younger daughter, had Cynthia Sley, the lead singer of the Bush Tetras, as her fourth-grade teacher, for God’s sake (hi, Cynthia). When Vali left middle school, she showed me a video of her and her friends walking down the street sobbing because they had loved it at school so much. It blows my mind.

My school life was like unto the ninth circle of hell. I had teachers who were full-on sociopaths, who shouldn’t have been allowed to interact with other human people let alone children. It was amazing, really. Here I am, an old dude, and I’m still able to conjure up the horror of my relations with some of these alleged educators.

In fourth grade we had Mrs. Fendrick, who was straight up the Hollywood version of the guard at a women’s prison. She was a brutalist. She would assign lots of angry homework and angrily expect it and then get angry about it. Parents would phone each other trying to figure out what to do about the terrified students. That was fourth grade.

We got word that our fifth-grade teacher, the first male teacher there, would be a Mr. Karras. We joked about his name because of course we all knew that character in the Mummy films named Kharis. Mr. Karras was worse; at least the Mummy was quiet. Mr. Karras was a full-on narcissistic sociopath. He would smoke in class. He stationed a kid at the door and if anyone approached, the kid was supposed to yell “Beethoven,” which was a signal for him to extinguish his cigarette. The Beethoven position was very coveted within the Lord of the Flies class hierarchy that Mr. Karras had established. If an adult made it past the guard successfully, Mr. Karras would sometimes be stuck with a lungful of smoke, nodding instead of conversing until he was able to exhale surreptitiously into a closet or something.

Some blind students joined the class for a week. Mr. Karras read excerpts from “The Country of the Blind” by H. G. Wells. The class was divided into male and female halves with the occasional mixing for the sake of humiliation. I wound up in the last row of the girls’ half for a while. A student who didn’t know an answer would be made to stand while Mr. Karras said something like “Mr. Stein feels like he’s in hell right now” to the rest of the class. He even got my parents to spring for some tutoring from him and he came to my house and was very charming and not horrible. At least when I asked him to be removed from the girls’ section in front of my mother, he couldn’t refuse. I wouldn’t be at all surprised if Mr. Karras either died in jail or went into politics.

The whole environment was marvelously toxic. I remember two instances at “assembly”—you know, when everyone in school is gathered in the auditorium for whatever collective activity or lecture. At one, I think it was the dean, basically the school’s adult bully, just going off on the whole student body. I have no clue what offenses inspired him to stand in front of us all screaming about the “rats” that he knew were in our midst, but his performance was memorable enough for me to retain its tone if not its context after all this time. The other incident was again in front of the whole school. This time the gym teacher was fed up with one of the more gangster-miscreant type of kids and grabbed this person and proceeded to bang his head against the wall while we all sat watching.

I’m pretty sure that PS 199 has moved on from medieval times and that these events aren’t the current norm.

Across the street from the school were a corner soda fountain and an ancient-style penny-candy store. I remember a lot of bins of candy amid white-painted flooring and wood paneling. There was one particular round, blue space-themed candy that I consumed frequently before somehow discovering it was gum.

It seemed like every year at the beginning of school there was a hurricane, and in 1960 there was a serious airplane crash over Brooklyn. A midair collision sent a DC-8 falling onto Park Slope, where it killed six people on the ground along with all the plane’s passengers. Everyone at school decided that had the plane been airborne for another ten minutes, it definitely would have hit PS 199 and killed all of us.

Sixth grade found me in the dumb, or special, class, since I had obviously done miserably the prior two years. I guess my lack of scholastic ability was predicated on basic indifference and daydreaming. My reading levels were always ahead of my grades but I somehow couldn’t rally myself to be concerned about the rigors of learning stuff at school. Our new teacher was very nice, a Miss Foil; she was younger and sympathetic so that the final year of grade school passed uneventfully. Near the end of the year, as the weather got warm, I somehow found myself with my friend Mike Darden on the garden squad, which entailed picking up the occasional piece of paper in the grass around the building but mostly involved lying around in said grass and making trips to the candy store or soda fountain.

Michael Darden was a pretty close friend who had landed a small role in the film version of The Miracle Worker, with Anne Bancroft and Patty Duke. Michael and his pretty large family lived in a big old house that was located on a small street called Locust Avenue. Locust Avenue in 1960 was a dirt road. The existence of one dirt road at the time in Brooklyn indicates to me now that there were likely others around.

Really near to Locust Avenue was the Brooklyn NBC Studios. This was a complex of old movie studios; the main building, built as Vitagraph Studios in 1906, was bought by Warner Brothers in the fifties. NBC Studios were on the way to and from school and I would spend a lot of time going through dumpsters there. I found sets of cue cards that I would repurpose into all kinds of things but the real star garbage was the ton of colored lighting gels that would get thrown out. This stuff was great, big sheets of red, blue, orange, et cetera clear gelatin sheets. I would make simple things out of them but my mom would shine by using them to create these stained-glass-looking renderings of her drawings by fusing and embellishing with a soldering iron. I was always bringing her big piles of the gels.

I don’t know how we found out but my friends and me somehow heard that Sammy Davis Jr. was going to be at the studio for a TV appearance. We went to the main entrance and hung out for hours. Sometime after midnight Sammy emerged in a tuxedo with the tie hanging open around his neck. He had an overcoat slung over his arm. He looked like he’d been working hard in classic Rat Pack fashion but when he saw us, he paused and smiled. He said, “How you doing, brother?” to George. There wasn’t anyone on the street except Sammy and us. He remarked on us being out so late, then got into his limo and drove off. It was the first autograph I ever got. He was charming. George told me no one had ever called him “brother” before.

I’m not sure how I considered the realms of celebrity at the time, if I was aware of the rarefied sphere that some people existed in, people whose lives were conducted semi-publicly on TV and radio, but my buddies and I all certainly thought of Sammy as royalty.

In the summers for several years, my parents would make the pilgrimage up to a couple of Catskill locations in upstate New York where I would sometimes have weird quasi-sexual adventures with older kids I didn’t really know very well. I saw a lot of animals and it was at these places that Stel really went at it with her painting. Stel developed a reputation as a kind of eccentric with other guests at these farms we’d stay at. She would take over some little shed that became a workspace. She was a terrific painter, an abstract expressionist and surrealist, and I had absolutely no fucking appreciation of what was going on with her and her work. She had been a window designer in the late forties in Manhattan and would sometimes do Lord & Taylor and other high-end stores. Once in later years she told me that she’d hung out with de Kooning a bit in the Village. I wish I had managed to hold on to more of her paintings.

One day on one of these Catskill trips my father came down to breakfast dressed in all black. I didn’t know that he even had a pair of black pants. What was up? Marilyn Monroe had died. Ben liked Marilyn.

I moved on into junior high school (which no one referred to as “middle school” at the time) in the midst of great changes and social upheavals. These trends made their way down to my friends and me through the lens of popular culture. The influences of my early teenage years were wildly diverse but were linked by a dark humor and ironic worldview.

Stel had taken me to see my first movie in a movie theater when I was seven: Witness for the Prosecution, starring Marlene Dietrich, Charles Laughton, and Tyrone Power. This was a pretty weird choice for a little kid but I quite liked it.

My friends and I were all movie fanatics. We would take subway trips into the city to the big Cinerama theaters in midtown, Times Square in the pre-porn era. We went to see Lawrence of Arabia and How the West Was Won multiple times each. We were obsessed with horror movies, horror TV shows, and horror movie magazines. For Halloween I was regularly Dracula in a weird tuxedo thing Stel made and occasionally the Invisible Man (bandages, sunglasses). The Twilight Zone had started in 1959, followed a few years later by The Outer Limits.

I watched a TV host named Zacherley all the time. He hosted a very funky black-and-white show called Shock Theater in which he would insert himself, making jokes, into the horror movies. A character in an old film was looking through a pair of binoculars; cut to Zacherley in a terrible rubber monkey mask eating a banana. He was like Ernie Kovacs with horror content. Zacherley was directly aligned with Vampira and Charles Addams. I still love Zacherley; he was a formative influence. William Castle was achieving great success with his gimmick-laden horror movies: tingling theater seats, monsters emerging from the screen, ghost viewers, et cetera. Probably because I had sent for things that were advertised in the pages of Famous Monsters of Filmland magazine, out of the blue I got an invitation to start a local chapter of the William Castle Fan Club. They sent me some membership cards and I recruited a couple of friends. Castle would have been right at home in the modern world of internet exploitation.

A couple of years earlier my friend Bob and me both went to our local theater, the Midwood, to see a double feature: Terror from the Year 5000 and The Spider. Terror from the Year 5000 scared us so much, we left before The Spider.

I must have been around ten; I was home with my grandmother overseeing me while my parents were out. I was flipping the TV stations and landed on the exact moment in James Whale and Boris Karloff’s Frankenstein when the monster creepily emerges from the bushes and apparently drowns the little girl. That stayed with me.

It was still the tail end of the old Hollywood system and twice I got to see celebrities make appearances at local movie houses. Karloff, Peter Lorre, and Vincent Price came to the Albemarle Theatre for The Raven. Jack Nicholson was in The Raven too but he didn’t show up and no one would have known who he was anyway. A year before that, the Three Stooges made an appearance at the Kingsway, which was a bigger space, and they did an impromptu performance on the stage, slapping each other around before The Three Stooges in Orbit played.

I did kid stuff. I built model cars. A certain 1958 Thunderbird I worked on found me getting pretty buzzed on glue fumes without knowing what was going on. Somewhere or other I dug up an antique phonograph. This was one of those self-contained nonelectric devices that was powered by a spring and driven by turning a handle. I stripped this thing down so I was just dealing with the motor and the crank handle. I would spend an hour watching it’s pent-up kinetic energy, winding it up and letting it run down while attached to strings or wires that I’d fix to its spindle. Eventually it exploded while it was running and sprayed black grease all over the room that was impossible to get completely out.

Finally my parents got me a single-pickup Harmony Rocket electric guitar and a small Silvertone amp for Christmas 1962 when I was twelve. I remember being surprised that pushing the strings down on the frets produced more notes. I don’t know what I’d thought; maybe that it only had six notes, I’m not sure. For about a year I played by pressing the strings with my thumb. I was enamored of Flatt and Scruggs and I think that when I saw Flatt playing a slide guitar, I mistakenly thought he was using a similar thumb technique. This was before I had heard of Bob Dylan. I was attracted to just the essence of the instrument, the mystique of the electric guitar. I had hinted around to my parents that I wanted one. Before the guitar, my old man had gotten me a dark blue snare drum that I beat on for a while.

I’d been walking past the apartment buildings on Avenue L, and looking into a basement window I saw a guy with a fancy electric guitar and a big amp that had lights all over it that looked very exotic and great to me. The other notable encounter was passing a gas station on Coney Island Avenue one night after dark and hearing an electric guitar being played in the depths of the garage, the low twangy notes definitely making a connection, evoking some immediate sense of mystery and adventure.

I had been somewhat of a music fan; I mean, everybody liked “The Loco-Motion,” but I really hadn’t focused on the Supremes or Shangri-Las. Things I now think of as brilliant struck me as kind of commercial as a kid. Novelty records had a heyday. “Monster Mash,” the Chipmunks, “The Purple People Eater,” “The Battle of New Orleans,” et cetera. I’m afraid that at the time, I thought of “Leader of the Pack” as part of this genre.

Music was secondary to movies, and it was film soundtracks that led me into buying records before ending up as a music enthusiast.

West Side Story was a huge event. It’s hard to explain to people what a big-deal part of the youth culture it was. It was everywhere. We would go to a showing and when Tony got shot, there would be actual crying and wailing in the theater that was a bit like the tears shed over the Beatles two years later. Maybe West Side Story led to a lot of young people becoming rabid music fans and helped open the doors for folk and pop music.

Ben’s sister Dottie lived with her husband, Byron, downtown in the city and during this time, my parents would sometimes take me on trips to Greenwich Village to look around and socialize with them. I saw a little bit of the folk-music scene. This was still the beatnik era. My mother was very fond of a surrealist jeweler, Sam Kramer, who had a shop up one flight on Eighth Street. The doorknob was a brass hand that Kramer would put a glove on when the weather was cold. He used a lot of glass eyes in his jewelry. I liked that place.

My parents would also take me browsing in old bookstores and in the piles of military surplus on Canal Street. I remember whole bins of sword blades and trigger panels from battleship cannons. My father took me to Kaufman’s military surplus on Forty-Second Street. He’d been in the Marines, somehow failed out of that, and finished his service in the army. He was stationed in the Pacific during the war. I don’t know if he was in combat; he only talked about how beautiful some of the beaches were in that part of the world. At Kaufman’s he bought me a Marine bolo, like a small machete, and a Fairbairn-Sykes British commando dagger that I still have. This was without doubt the start of my knife collecting.

In the expanded universe of junior high school I began making new friends who lived beyond the block. One kid, Jeff Hittner, whose family owned and ran one of Manhattans oldest car/truck rental services, and I would make forays into the city. One night we finished seeing a movie at the Garrick Theater on Bleecker Street, and instead of leaving through the street doors we went out a small fire-exit door that was located right in front of the screen. That door opened to a small alley that contained another door that opened onto some descending stairs and we emerged into the kitchen of the Café Au Go Go that was in the basement of the Garrick. Nobody said anything to us and we went into the club. This was my first live concert: Stan Getz, the great jazz sax player, and his band. It was a good place to start.

We went back to the Au Go Go a few times and even paid to get in. It was probably five bucks or less. I saw comedians and my first electric-rock-style band, the Blues Project. I really liked them. Al Kooper on keys, and I noticed that Danny Kalb, the guitarist and singer, played with metal finger picks, something I immediately was interested in. The Blues Project recorded a live album at the Au Go Go in 1965 but I think the show I was at was before that. I did eventually get a copy of that record and in the present time got to spend a day hanging out with Roy Blumenfeld, who’d played drums on the album and in the show that I’d been to.

I also got the first Beatles record. Think about this: When I was a kid in Brooklyn, there were no record stores! Now, there were definitely record stores around Manhattan, but in my neighborhood one would get records at gift shops or, in the case of Meet the Beatles!, at a local hobby shop that sold model cars and planes. I don’t exactly know why I bought the record, if it was curiosity, irony, or wanting to hear more than what was on the radio, which at that moment was “I Want to Hold Your Hand” continuously.

I must admit that my first thoughts about the Beatles were overwhelmed by the massive media hype surrounding them. The hype preceded the music. I liked folk music and probably by then had the second Dylan record, and there was always the tendency among the folky crowd to disdain popular music. A live radio report from where the Beatles were staying at the Plaza Hotel: The streets in front of the hotel are filled with crowds of kids. The radio announces that Paul might be getting married. The crowd starts crying en masse. I could hear the sobs coming over the airwaves. I think this stuff fueled my early skepticism.

But when I finally got to sit around listening to Meet the Beatles!, I was pleasantly surprised. There was something about the forward motion and drive of the tracks that drew me in. I played certain tracks over and over. (My neighbors once complained to my parents when I’d spent a day playing “Lolita Ya-Ya” by the Ventures repeatedly.)

I had a little blue console record player, one of those things that’s the size of a large hatbox. I also had an old Wollensak model 1515 tape recorder that my uncle, Stel’s brother-in-law, had donated to me. I would make mix tapes of Dylan songs that I liked and listen to them late at night. I’m not sure how I figured it out but I discovered that I could hook external speakers to the speaker in the record player really easily. When I saw a discarded radio or TV on the street, I would pull the speaker out, and soon I had a lot of them hung around my room. Just the bare speakers; I didn’t put them in any kind of enclosures. Poverty hi-fi.

Junior high was bigger and more ferocious than grade school, or whatever you call it, was. More extreme hierarchies and generally more kids who aspired to a sort of gangster lifestyle. Rampant sexiness and cigarette smoking. This was early on, and kids who would undoubtedly embrace hippie stoner culture were then still enamored of the juvenile-delinquent position. The alpha boys went for the rockabilly Elvis-ish hairstyles, tight pants, and pointed shoes, and the alpha-girl contingent all wore those short white Courrèges go-go boots with the black heels. After-school fights were fairly regular ritualistic events, and in-school outbursts were fairly commonplace.

Andries Hudde Junior High School. Hudde was allegedly some influential early Dutch settler, but word on the street was that he was either a pirate or a horse thief or both and had been hanged, possibly on the very spot the school was built on.

I was deposited in this seething mass. Early on as we were all leaving a class, completely out of the blue and without any warning, some kid came up behind me and punched me pretty hard in the side of the head. Teachers observed this and the kid was led off, never to be seen again. Nobody said anything to me, but a friend shrugged as if to say Hey, life in the wild, get used to it.

Our homeroom teacher for the first half of seventh grade was a Mrs. Eisenberg. Mrs. Eisenberg was a tall brunette probably in her thirties who was absurdly hot. It was like a parody. She was the teacher from the Van Halen video. My father had recently started to bring me copies of Playboy-type “men’s” magazines. I suspect he was trying to steer my sexuality toward what he considered a “normal” direction, though I knew that none of my friends’ dads were supplying them with similar research materials, so the normalcy might be construed as a bit skewed.

In some biology or science class a student responded to a question about microscopic creatures in a pond with some comment about the “orgasms in the water.” I was the only one who laughed, and the teacher gave me a bemused look. Regardless, I’ve always been grateful for the old man’s contributions to my raging teenage hormonal life.

Mrs. Eisenberg was a constant distraction to the whole class. She must have had some inkling that she was constantly gossiped about. She drove herself to school, and reports said that she’d arrive in a different new car every day. I never found out more about who Mr. Eisenberg might have been or anything about her backstory, and her whole situation is just a pleasant school memory.

We had a math teacher named Mr. Radosche who looked like Phil Silvers. He was so profoundly hated that one day as he patrolled the cafeteria during lunch, some girl who had reached her breaking point in regards to his petty brutality and crankiness just flung herself at him and after getting him in a headlock proceeded to drag him around while the student body cheered and applauded. She was another one who was led off and never seen again.

It was 1963 and we were all in the cafeteria when odd rumors started to make the rounds. The PA system announced that we should all immediately return to our homerooms. Our homeroom teacher then was a Mr. Prenner who was an enthusiastic young progressive guy. We all got in our seats and he leaned on his desk and said, “The president’s been shot. He’s dead. Go home.” That was it. The school let out amid a lot of chatter. On the street I saw Mr. Prenner and another young male teacher deep in heated conversation. I caught a bit of a phrase, something about “these times we’re in,” and I realized that these two guys were big supporters of JFK and that they were deeply affected by this event.

I walked home. People were crying in the streets. I bought a newspaper that had a big headline, “JFK Shot,” but almost no information about what had happened. When I got to my house, my father was pacing back and forth in front saying, “Those bastards, those bastards.” Then lots of black-and-white TV images for days, the funeral. People were sad. I’m not sure what I felt emotionally but I was aware of it all being a big deal. Bill Clinton came to Hudde in 1997 to tell the students not to smoke tobacco.

In the summer of 1964, New York was in the thrall of the World’s Fair. My buddies and me would take the subway up to Fifty-Seventh Street, where a special train would take an almost direct route out to Flushing Meadows Park in Queens, and we would wander around the vast grounds and observe all the examples of how our future would unfold in the modern science-driven age that we were residing in or at least on the cusp of.

Out of all the modernity, what remains with me are my memories of the tribal Watusi drummer squad that would play at the African Pavilion. I loved these guys. They would come out in long red robes and just go for it. They’d do a fifteen- or twenty-minute set, take a break, and come back and go at it again. Sometimes my buddies would leave me there and then retrieve me before heading back to Brooklyn.

Also at the fair was an elevated bucket-cable-car ride that traveled between two of the pavilions. We would go in a bucket and drop pennies off the side. The buckets passed over a Moroccan-style “exotic” bazaar, and the object was to drop a penny on a large brass tray. This was successfully accomplished at least once, the tray producing a loud clang and people nearby all looking around in confusion. The drummers and the pennies are my main memories of the fair, that and my amazement when I heard that almost all the pavilions were going to be pulled down after the thing concluded.

Junior high dragged on. I had one English teacher who I really liked, an older guy who was very happy about what he was doing. It was kind of like Bernie Sanders excitedly extolling the virtues of socialized medicine except it was Catcher in the Rye. I had one memorable triumph in a science class that I was generally underperforming in. We had to do a term project. I was visiting my buddy Frankie down the block and his little brother John had a paper-making kit, the kind of “educational” toy that one would find in a hobby shop. He let me have it and I made a lumpy sheet of paper using the wood pulp that was in the kit. I wrote a couple of paragraphs about the process that were pretty much copied from the booklet that came with the kit. I pasted the homemade paper on a larger sheet with This paper was made with the method below on it and stuck it all together. The teacher, who generally ignored my mediocre science-ing, went crazy. He held up my thing and announced to the class that this was the way to do a project. I got an ironic A+.

After hours of practice I figured out how to play the guitar part from the Animals’ “House of the Rising Sun.” Another milestone.

My mother encouraged me to take the test to get into Mensa, the organization for smart people. I think she’d seen an ad in a magazine. Per the protocol, I took the test twice, once in my room and once at their supervised location. It was pretty easy and borderline fun. The Cattell IQ test is mostly logic. I have no math abilities. I remember one question that I liked: Letter is to message as bullet is to (a) gun, (b) death, (c) soldier, (d) war. And the answer is probably death, because the bullet delivers death as the letter delivers the message. Stuff like that. I got a good score both times and became a member. My mother told me that the testers were surprised that a thirteen-year-old kid was among the group taking the test. Stel obviously thought that getting in would be affirmative and encouraging, and it was an ego boost, but it also helped with my disdain for schoolwork, providing a foundation for considering myself smart enough to give less of a fuck than I already did. I’m sure if I took the same tests now, I would no question be proven to be way dumber than I was at age thirteen.

We moved to another house on East Thirteenth Street, one block north between Avenues J and K. Another ground floor in a two-family but with one more room
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