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			You live in a deranged age, more deranged than usual because in spite of great scientific and technological advances, man has not the faintest idea of who he is or what he is doing.

			—Walker Percy

			





01 
I Know He’s Crazy. Is He Alive?

			Crazy Eddie was the first person to hire me to direct a commercial. Crazy Eddie himself. He didn’t actually say, “You’re hired,” because his jaw was broken, and he was attached to some life-support machines. His ad manager translated his grunts. But I’m getting ahead of myself.

			In the late ’70s, his commercials were everywhere. And terrible. They featured an actor named Jerry Carroll, who spent all thirty seconds screaming into the camera about low prices. Spittle actually flew from his mouth during some of the spots. Viewers thought Carroll was Crazy Eddie. Not true.

			Crazy Eddie was really a guy named Eddie Antar. A Syrian Jew who, through a combination of chutzpah and what would later be revealed as illegal bookkeeping of epic proportions, created an enormous electronics retail chain. And, as I said, Eddie made a lot of commercials.

			I had graduated from Boston University with a degree in film and television production a year ago and moved to New York. I understood the basics of how to use a camera and edit, but I’d learned nothing about getting paid for it. My friends think I’m just fucking around, having fun, chasing girls, one day away from realizing I should do whatever it is real people do. My parents think “the film business” is some marginal, seedy, vaguely illegal industry that is dominated by people who changed their names to sound either less Jewish or less Italian.

			My career path was weird. I never worked in a restaurant or a bookstore or a movie theater. I never looked for that kind of job because I thought anything like that would be a detour from being a director. After two production assistant jobs, a wannabe producer hired me as a director/salesman at his wannabe commercial production company. I should write the job titles in reverse order because all I really do is sell. Me. I’m hustling all the time. I’ve learned that getting work is all about contacts and connecting the dots. A year ago, I had zero contacts and no dots. But I’m figuring out how to be an operator, always listening, watching, plotting. One thing is working great for me: the dress code. Or lack of. I live in blue jeans, T-shirts, and cowboy boots. My hair is down to my shoulders. I smoke Camels. I go to work in a scuzzy building on 45th Street just off Sixth Avenue. My new friends are photographer’s assistants, wannabe musicians, unemployed actors, roller skaters, and bartenders. I am struck by how none of them have any idea how they’re going to turn whatever they’re doing into something big and real and rewarding. No plan. I’m all about the plan. Maybe too all about it. I’m living What Makes Sammy Run, but a version written by John Updike.

			I am never not looking for work. I treat any social event as desperation networking. Somebody put me in touch with the guy who buys the television time for Crazy Eddie. I ask him to set up a meeting for me with the Crazy Eddie people. He does. Thank God. I need to make something happen. Now. I’ve only brought in one job in the last six months. A commercial that was basically a shot of a milk carton that we got paid $1500 to do. I proudly told people I directed that. I’m walking around like it’s all good, everything’s working out fine, but I’m panicked. The guy I’m working for has to be thinking he’s wasting his $100 a week on me. I’m having a hard time taking myself seriously. 

			One day in late February, I take the subway out to Avenue U in Sheepshead Bay. It’s a section of Brooklyn that’s half Italian and half Middle Eastern. Half residential, half business. The Crazy Eddie empire is headquartered in a nondescript cinderblock building that looks like one of those garages near Shea Stadium where Dominican guys pound dents out of your Buick. The place is totally unmarked. Telling. When I finally find it, I buzz a jury-rigged doorbell, it buzzes back, and I go in.

			I’m in one large room filled with seventy-five beat-up, battleship gray, government-issue desks. All of them are covered with leaning towers of papers and takeout glatt kosher food. Every stoop-shouldered clerk in the place looks nauseated because of the sickly green tint cast by the fluorescents overhead. The work force is mostly men. All dressed in various versions of Orthodox attire. Some with tzitzit. Some in black suits, white shirts, and fedoras. Some with peyas. The random davening guy over by a cinderblock wall swaying back and forth. A goy like me walking in probably set off an alarm.

			A chubby little guy in an unbuttoned vest approaches.

			“Can I help?”

			“Yeah. I’m looking for Larry Miller.”

			“He’s expecting you?”

			“Yeah. I have a one-thirty appointment.”

			The little guy beckons me to follow. He leads me through the mess of desks to Miller’s office and parks me at the door. Miller’s inside sitting at his own shitty desk also covered in crap. He’s in his mid-thirties, kind of disheveled, with a put-upon, defensive posture. Which makes sense. If you have his job, when you go to a cocktail party and tell people you’re the ad manager for Crazy Eddie, they’ll think you’re a total asshole.

			It’s immediately clear he has no interest in me or this meeting.

			“What d’ya want to talk about?”

			For some reason, I have total confidence that he’s interested in the opinion of a twenty-three-year-old long-haired kid. I hold forth like I’ve done this a million times before.

			“Your ads could be a lot better.”

			“Who the fuck cares? They work.”

			“People think they’re kind of obnoxious.”

			I probably could have been subtler.

			“So what? We sell a ton of shit.”

			“Okay. But don’t you think it might be possible to be effective and less annoying?”

			“Like I said: who cares?”

			I actually have an idea of how to do this. But, in the real world, like on Earth, commercial directors don’t stroll into your office and pitch you ideas. Ad agencies come up with the ideas. And agencies spend time developing the ideas, not thinking them up on the train ride out to Sheepshead Bay. I don’t know enough to know how many rules I’m breaking, so I plow ahead.

			The idea’s simple and not at all original. Take scenes from famous movies with famous songs. “Follow the Yellow Brick Road” in The Wizard of Oz. “As Time Goes By” in Casablanca. Re-create the scenes. But, instead of having them sing the famous song, have them sing the Crazy Eddie jingle rearranged in the film’s musical style. Funny, maybe. Less obnoxious, definitely. More effective, we’ll see. I don’t even process the fact that these ideas don’t use Jerry Carroll. I’ve jettisoned their spokesperson without bothering to explain why.

			The ad guy reflects for less than five seconds.

			“Stupid. It’ll never work.”

			Compared to what they’re doing, it’s genius, but I’m not going to correct him. He tells me he’ll pass it along to Eddie and be in touch. I know what that means. Fuck off. I leave through a parting sea of observant bookkeepers/embezzlers and hop the Q train back to Manhattan.

			Two weeks later, the ad manager calls.

			“Can you come over tomorrow and present those ideas to Eddie?”

			Shit, I’ll come right now if that works better for you.

			“Yeah. Sure. When?”

			“Two.”

			“Out to headquarters?”

			“No. At Roosevelt Hospital.”

			“What?”

			“Long story. Let’s meet in the lobby. Two o’clock.”

			Roosevelt Hospital is in Hell’s Kitchen. And Hell’s Kitchen is a tough fucking neighborhood. This is not the kind of health care facility you’re going into by choice or if you have insurance. I’m pretty confused as I get out of the cab and walk through a crowd of smokers dressed in hospital gowns, pushing IVs on rolling poles on my way toward the lobby.

			Miller’s waiting inside the revolving doors. As soon as he sees me, he turns and heads for the elevators. I follow.

			“What’re we doing here?”

			“Eddie’s upstairs.

			“What happened?”

			“He got stabbed.”

			“He did?”

			“Yeah. Like sixteen times. And a lot of broken bones.”

			“What?”

			“He was installing a sound system in a disco and got ambushed when he left.”

			“Maybe this isn’t a great time to do this presentation.”

			“It’s a great time. Eddie wants to stay busy and thought this would be entertaining.”

			Great. I’m the fucking clown who does balloon tricks for the terminally ill kid.

			We head through a portion of the ground floor where the emergency cases are clustered. People slumped in chairs. Lying on gurneys. There’s a lot of screaming and moaning. Much of it’s in Spanish, so I can only assume these people are saying something about being in indescribable pain. The blood-soaked clothes and sheets would kind of speak to that too. We get in an elevator, and Miller punches the button for the sixth floor.

			It’s slightly calmer up there. We go down a hallway and into a private room. Jesus.

			Eddie’s in the bed. At least, Miller says it’s Eddie. What I see is a chubby, hairy-as-a-bear guy attached to two IVs, his torso wrapped in gauze, wound seepage stains everywhere, one arm in traction, the top of his skull wrapped in more gauze, one leg in traction, inflatable cuffs on his ankles, two blackened eyes, and an oxygen line in his left nostril. The guy is totally fucked up. It doesn’t seem appropriate to try and shake hands. In fact, I’m scared to get too close to the guy for fear I’ll catch something. Like a stab wound.

			Miller makes a quick introduction then tells me to start.

			“Make it quick. He hasn’t got all day.”

			He doesn’t? Whatever. I try to figure out which of Eddie’s blackened eyes to aim my gaze at and dive in. I explain the movies, the scenes, the jingle. I state confidently, with no backup, that the ads can be a little less intrusive, my euphemism for stone-cold obnoxious, and still sell tons of stereos and televisions. I finish my spiel and Eddie grunts. Like three grunts. His mouth is all fucked up from the beating, so it’s impossible to understand him. I’m pretty sure his jaw is broken too. Miller understands him. He turns to me with the translation.

			“How much to make one? Not all. Just one.”

			I’m not prepared for this question. I figured, if everything went great, I’d hear back in a few days and then we’d talk money. So I fumble and throw out a stupidly low number. A number so low, even if you didn’t make television commercials, you’d pay me to make one just to show your friends. Eddie grunts again. Miller seems to understand him.

			“Got it. When?”

			Grunt, grunt, slight arm gesture, which stops abruptly when Eddie screams in pain. But he’s apparently just given us the go-ahead to make a spot.

			Two weeks later, I make a take-off of Casablanca. That ridiculously low estimate I threw out on the fly has left me with such a tiny budget that I can only afford to build half an arch in the set, which is supposed to be Rick’s Café Américain. I spend the biggest part of the budget on a low-rent Bogart impersonator. He makes more than me. Having never directed a commercial, I desperately try all sorts of things to make myself look experienced. I wear a suit and tie to the set, certain it’ll make people overlook the fact that I’m twenty-three. It probably makes them notice it more.

			The ad goes on the air a month later. The Village Voice writes an article about it. With a picture from the spot of Sam and the Bogart impersonator draped over the piano. The writer says Crazy Eddie has done something interesting with its advertising. Which is like saying the guy who always shows up for church drunk managed to grab a shower before this week’s services.

			Whatever. I’m now a New York commercial director.
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Fast Forward.

			Thirty years later, I’m driving from my hotel in Westwood to Pasadena. It’s 5:30 in the morning, but it’ll still take for-fucking-ever to get there. Since I did that first job for Crazy Eddie, I’ve directed almost a thousand commercials, some of which you might even remember, like ones for Ford, AT&T, Bell Canada, and NY Telephone. I work all the time. Half the jobs I get I don’t even bid on; the agencies just give them to me. I know now that I know what I’m doing. Whether I like it is another story.

			I’m in the fifth day of an eight-day shoot for TD Waterhouse. The Canadian financial services giant is moving into the US market, and the commercials I’m doing are announcing it. We’re using athletes, movie and television stars, and expensive locations, and employing a crew of eighty people. It’s one of those jobs where you have everything you want. The money is stupid. I’m trying to put as much of it as possible on the screen instead of in my pocket.

			I turn into the public parking lots at the Huntington Gardens. Production has taken over the biggest one for the trucks, motor homes, and crew parking. I pull in by the production motor home. I figure out what I should take with me. It’s a sunny day, so sunglasses and a baseball cap. It’s so director. I’ll be different and not wear it backwards. The cap.

			I stop at the craft service truck. There are two long tables set up with every kind of baked goods, fresh fruit, cereal, juice, nondairy milks, teas, and cold beverages imaginable. And there’s a food truck where you can order a custom breakfast. Most of the crew eats big. Burritos, pancakes, omelets. I get a coffee and a donut.

			My assistant director, Steve, joins me.

			“Morning, sir.”

			“Morning. How we doing?”

			“Fine. Talent’s in makeup. Wardrobe’s dressing the extras. Art department is working on getting the horses and carriages in position. Camera says they should be ready by eight. Anything you need?”

			“I’m good. I’m gonna go introduce myself to Geena.”

			“You want me along on that?”

			“Do your thing. Do I need to check in with camera first?”

			“You’re okay. I’ll have someone find you if Vilmos has a question.”

			“Thanks.”

			I’ve worked with Steve on the last twenty jobs I’ve done in LA. He’s young but very solid. Disciplined, thinks ahead, manages the crew well, walks the line between tough and charming. He’ll go far.

			On a movie, you assemble a crew and they’re together for months. They have time to develop a rhythm. On a commercial, you put together a crew for a few days. They have to gel instantly. When you shoot a lot, you figure out who the best people are and try to book them over and over. Good people, even if they don’t know each other, gel quickly. Especially in this line of work.

			I walk over to the talent motor home where the actors are being dressed and made up. I’ve worked with the makeup woman for years. She makes every actor she touches walk on the set confident and happy. She makes them feel like they’re the best. I’ve never worked with the wardrobe lady. She’s won two Academy Awards, so she obviously knows what she’s doing. My only fear is that she’ll be some prima donna and make the job all about her. I’ll find out.

			There’s a production assistant at the trailer door.

			“Morning, sir.”

			I’ve never figured out where this “sir” shit comes from. Maybe it’s as simple as production assistants don’t always know directors’ names, so they just opt for formal.

			“Morning. All good?”

			“Seems to be.”

			I climb the three steps into the motor home. The interior is spacious. The area where I enter has two big Formica-covered work tables and six chairs. Various production people work on computers and do paperwork.

			“Morning, sir.”

			“Morning, sir.”

			“Morning, everybody.”

			To the left is a long counter where the makeup department is set up. We have three chairs and three makeup artists today because we have a cast of ten principals. At the far end, behind some sliding doors, is a separate area where actors can get dressed or get some privacy. Or where you can park a celebrity. I go there.

			I stop at the sliding door and knock.

			“Morning.”

			Geena Davis faces the mirror and sees me framed over her shoulder. She’s won an Academy Award, been nominated for another, is purported to have a genius IQ, is an Olympic-level archer, and is probably getting paid a million bucks to be in this ad. The premise is she’s starring in some period-piece film, keeps trying to get on her laptop to do a trade, can’t because the set is too disorganized, so she grabs a bow and arrow, fires it at an apple, cutting it in half, and it hits the mouse and executes the trade. A little complicated, but it’s a sixty-second spot, so we have tons of time to tell the story. And the agency has given me total freedom to do whatever I want, otherwise known as just enough rope to hang myself. She’s wearing an elaborate Elizabethan-style gown we’ve had shipped in from London. It’s an enormous, multi-layered brocaded dress with silver filigree woven through the seams and some complicated thing around her neck that looks like the bellows of an accordion. Her hair is pulled into a braid wrapped around her head. She looks unbelievably great.

			“Wow. I’m at a loss for words here.”

			I come around, so we don’t continue the conversation into the mirror.

			“I’m Bruce, the director. Very nice to meet you.”

			“Nice to meet you, Bruce.”

			“I found out we have a good friend in common.”

			“Right? Small world. I was on the phone with Craig yesterday.”

			“I’ve never understood how such a nice guy became an entertainment lawyer.”

			Okay. Good. We now have the six degrees of separation thing going. The comment about our friend Craig is just to prove I’m normal too. So many of the guys who do what I do are pretentious idiots who actually think they’re fucking artists. If they’re working with a famous actor, they explain how they aren’t “like most commercial directors and this isn’t just some commercial; this is way more cinematic and it’ll be amazing, and I love all your work and what I’m envisioning is a mashup of Rashomon and The Lives of Others and Blazing Saddles.” Commercial directors get so little respect for a good reason. They’re desperately insecure and broadcast it. I always go for the “this is just a stupid ad, it’ll be easy, and I’ll get us out of here before five” approach. It works. 

			“This’ll be way simpler than a movie. I break everything down into very short scenes. We’ll do most everything in sequence. We can be very loose with the lines. The cast around you is great. Very funny and quick. You’ll have a good time.”

			I’m hoping Geena sees I’m going to be easy to work with.

			“Oh. And you’re going to look amazing. Have you ever worked with Vilmos?”

			Vilmos Zsigmond is the Academy Award–winning cinematographer who’s shooting this job.

			“No and I’m so excited. One question: Should we go over anything about the bow and arrow stuff with the art department?”

			“I think we’re good.  We’ll work it out when we get to that shot. In the meantime, just let us know what you need. We’ll be ready in less than an hour.”

			“Really?”

			“Yup.”

			I leave the trailer and walk across the parking lot to an area where another trailer and pair of tables have been set up by the art department. This is where we’ll do a scene with Geena working on her computer and the actor playing an AD coming over to bring her to set.

			It’s the first shot of the spot, so I want to give it a little scope. The camera’s mounted on a Technocrane fifty feet up in the air. Four grips stand around the base of the crane, and Vilmos is looking at a video monitor to see what the camera sees and set the shot. Steve calls action, and the grips pull the crane down quickly toward the set. It looks majestic.

			“Morning, guys. Morning, Vilmos.”

			“Hey, boss.”

			Better than sir.

			“What do you think?”

			“It’s great. You vant to see motor home or garden behind her? I think motor home is better.”

			Vilmos left Hungary as a teenager when the Soviets rolled in. He still sounds a little like Henry Kissinger. He’s a charming, gracious man. He treats me as seriously and respectfully as he would Steven Spielberg, Woody Allen, Brian de Palma, Robert Altman, Michael Cimino, or any of the other directors he’s worked with. Who the fuck knows why?

			“Maybe the motor home, so we know we’re on a set? Does that work for the light?”

			“Yeahyeahyeah. It’ll work.”

			“When are you set to go?”

			“Whenever she’s ready, we shoot.”

			Not all big-time cinematographers are this chill. Some make the job all about themselves. They slow-walk, they get snippy, they change their minds, they tell you what you can and can’t do. Vilmos is not that guy.

			I look for the agency. They’re nowhere in sight, so I keep working. Halfway over to the other set, I find Susan, my script supervisor. I have worked with her for almost fifteen years. She is smart, funny, quick, and becoming a director in her own right. She has as good an understanding of what needs to be done on a job as I do. Sometimes better. This job has been pretty free-form. I have the actors change the dialogue take to take, encourage them to improvise, and play with the blocking. It works because the end product will look like two hours of footage has been cut down to sixty seconds of greatest hits. Continuity isn’t an issue. But someone needs to write down who’s in a scene, who walked into it when and from which side. That’s the script supervisor.

			“Morning.”

			“Morning, sir.”

			“All good?”

			“I think so. Question: There’s a sequence in the shooting board where Geena’s walking away in frame two and then, in frame three, she’s already in the scene they’re shooting. I know we’re not worried about continuity, but is that going to be jarring so early in the spot? Do you need something in between?”

			“Yeah, maybe. A slate. Someone’s face. The camera guy speaking in Russian. Something. Make a note we need a frame two A.”

			“Got it.”

			“And remind me to do it because I’ll forget.”

			“I’m going for a tea. Can I get you something?”

			“I’m good. Thanks.”

			Where the fuck is that coffee and donut? I must have left it in Geena’s trailer.

			The AD catches up with me.

			“Let’s take a look at the carriages and the horses. If we put ’em in the wrong place, they’ll take a fucking century to move around. Plus, the fucking horses’ll shit everywhere.”

			Most of the action in the spot is set around a line of horse-drawn carriages with Geena trying to get in one. Problems ensue. The door jams. Actors faint. Clouds come in so the director of photography storms onto the set demanding that the cameras cut. I hope it’ll be funny.

			The carriages look fine. The thirty extras are already there in the Elizabethan costumes. They look great, even with half of them smoking or on cell phones.

			“Did Vilmos sign off on where he wanted these?”

			“He’s good. He figured we’d be here by ten and the sun’ll be behind us from then until two. We’ll do lunch at two then go in for the close-ups.”

			The lead prop guy joins us.

			“Morning, sir.”

			“Hey there.”

			“Just confirming what you want on the door gag. You want it to really jam, right?”

			“Yeah. Better if the actress really struggles with it.”

			“Copy that. Thanks.”

			The AD’s walkie-talkie crackles. He’s got his earwig in, so I don’t hear what’s being said to him, just his responses.

			“Geena’s ready. What d’you think?”

			“Let’s do it.”

			Steve and I walk back to the parking lot where we’ve got the motor home scene set up. Geena is escorted over to the set by three wardrobe women. They move around her like ladies-in-waiting, keeping the hems of her voluminous skirts aloft and her veils from catching. Someone’s holding an umbrella over her to keep the sun off.

			“Someone find the agency and tell them we’re about to start shooting.”

			I introduce Geena to Vilmos. I explain the action: she’s at a table, the actor playing the AD approaches, the crane descends. I realize I’m telling two Academy Award winners what to do. And they’re listening. When I first started directing, I was twenty-three. The actors and crew members thought I was a production assistant. I overcompensated by acting ridiculously confident. Now I actually know what I’m doing. But, fuck, these two really know what they’re doing. The thought doesn’t go too deep. Better to believe I’m their equal.

			I see the agency take their places around the video monitor. I wave to them and walk over to mine.

			I think of something and go over to Geena.

			“Tom, the AD? You kind of hate him. Be a little annoyed.”

			“How annoyed?”

			“Take three, you’re a bitch.”

			“Got it.”

			Walking back to my seat, I see thirty crew people standing at film set attention, ready to make the adjustments that happen between takes: move props, adjust clothes, reposition lights and flags. Fifty yards away, I see another thirty guys working on the next set: touching up paint on the carriages, raking the lawns, adjusting lights, moving cables. It’s a circus.

			As I pass the AD, I say quietly, “Let’s shoot.”

			He calls for a sound roll, a camera roll, slates and yells, “Action.” The guy playing the AD ambles into the scene, all officious and smug, Geena’s buried in the computer, the camera floats down out of the sky. It works. We do two more takes. Then I have an idea. First shot of the day, might as well break the ice a little. I get out of my chair and walk over to Geena.

			“We’re good.”

			“He’s very funny, so I can play with him, right?”

			“Absolutely. Tell you what: this time, instead of just being a bitch, when he says it’s time to go, tell him to go fuck himself.”

			“Literally? Like actually say, ‘Go fuck yourself’? Can you say that on TV?”

			“No. But say it anyway. It’ll wake the agency and client up. And the AD will give us a very natural reaction of shock and terror. Always good to have in editing.”

			“Okay. I’m great at telling people to go fuck themselves.”

			“Good to know.”

			We’re getting along great.

			I’m working on an enormous job, surrounded by Hollywood big shots, getting paid a fortune, and having a blast. I’m going from one job to another, people are letting me have my way, and I actually, finally, at long last, have complete confidence in what I’m doing. What could possibly go wrong?
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Dawn of Man.

			One Christmas, my folks bought my younger brother and me a super 8mm movie camera. Working it didn’t take a lot of skill. You loaded a film cartridge into the back, pointed the lens at what you wanted to shoot, and pulled a trigger. The cartridge let you shoot three minutes of film. When it was used up, you sent it off to Kodak. They mailed back the developed film a week later. I was always frothing at the mouth to see “the movie” I’d made. Once, I shot three minutes of our dog staring into the lens. Another time, it was my little brother waving at me then getting bored and leaving to do something else. Great stuff.

			After a couple of cartridges, I figured out that, if I wanted to make something that looked like an actual movie, I’d have to come up with some kind of story and add specific kinds of shots. Like close-ups and cutaways. I didn’t know what those were called, but, from watching television shows and comparing them to my shitty films, I figured out what they did.

			I started making three-minute masterpieces about psychotically violent ten-year-olds settling scores. I’d put together a cast of six or seven of my pals. The sequence of shots was pretty simple. Cast stands around looking nonchalant. Then a bad person shows up and does something threatening. This was confirmed by the cast looking into the camera and imitating Munch’s The Scream. Then there’s an explosion. Bodies fly through the air. They land in such a way that their lifeless forms spell out T-H-E E-N-D. Amazing I didn’t already have a three-picture deal at Fox.

			I set a lot of my films at John’s Pizzeria. I was a very good customer, so John let me use the place. An essential member of the cast was someone’s older brother who had a driver’s license. I’d tell him he could play the bad guy if he brought his folks’ car. All he had to do was pull up in front of the pizzeria, get out of the car, and look menacing. That sounds simple but can be hard for a self-conscious sixteen-year-old boy with eruptive skin issues. I had props to help with the threatening part: fake sticks of dynamite I’d laid in for some Halloween event. I put them in the trunk of the kid’s car. All he had to do was pull them out and wave them around and you knew he was up to no fucking good.

			I get the first minute of the movie done pretty quick. Troupe of innocents milling around. Bad guy pulls up. Pops trunk, reveals dynamite. Troupe does the Munch faces. Now it’s time for the explosion.

			I had an M-80 left over from July 4th. Who didn’t? I needed to make this explosion shot look big. Like it could kill seven or eight kids. My way of solving this was to try to make the M-80 itself look big. Using my limited understanding of optics, I figured I’d put it close to the lens. Really close. So I lay down on the parking lot asphalt, put the M-80 a foot in front of me, wedged it in place with some pebbles and sand, then placed the camera, and therefore my face because I was looking through the viewfinder, right over the thing and lit the fuse. Platinum-level dumb. Which was obvious to everyone but me. The cast ran for cover, hiding behind cars or inside the pizzeria. I was out there on my stomach inches away from an explosive like some midget reenacting a defusal sequence in The Hurt Locker. Anyway, the thing exploded, and I got the shot. The only side effect was mild deafness in my left ear for the rest of my life.

			Then I did the shots where the bodies go flying. The troupe launched themselves through the air sideways, grabbing their stomachs to hold in their severed guts. They somersaulted, ass-over-teakettle, and crumpled as if their legs had been blown off. They keeled over backwards like they’d been shot through the heart. They wound up all clumped together, a pile of dead, smirking ten-year-olds. The bad guy looked on, happy he’d killed them all. Then some quick shots of the bodies spelling out “T” and “H” and all the rest. Like a live-action Looney Tunes signoff, but with corpses.

			I found that I could keep the kids in my little troupe involved in the movie for as long as I kept coming up with new ideas and shouting out commands. If the momentum slowed, they’d space out or just go into John’s and order a slice. I could never convince anyone who was in the middle of a slice to come back outside and rejoin the death reenactment scenes. So I learned to keep things moving. Talking, giving orders, explaining, telling jokes, giving compliments, getting mad, pretending that I knew how the camera worked, pretending that I knew how to make a movie. Once in a while, someone would just walk away and disappear. We were ten-year-olds. I’d just keep my focus on whoever was left. Moving fast solves a lot of things. Mainly people don’t get bored. Twelve years later, when I started making real films, I learned boredom on the set is a director’s biggest enemy. I didn’t let it happen when I was ten, and I still try to not let it happen today.

			Everyone had a couple of laughs watching the films when they came back from Kodak. They could sit through two, maybe three, viewings. Actually, it was only my parents who could endure three viewings. They were trying to encourage any activity where I didn’t swear. I could sit through them fifty times. It was proof that I could create something. From nothing. Think up some idea, corral my friends into playing along, see the results. That was a big deal for a ten-year-old. That made me feel good. And it must have been a giant distraction because, as I started to get into this stuff, my grades started to go down. By eighth grade, between sports, band practice, the movie camera, and girls appearing on the horizon, whatever academic promise I’d shown started to fade. I lost interest. I went from the honor roll to Bs and Cs.

			I was also starting to get a glimmer of what kids five years older were doing. They were reading things like The Prophet, Slaughterhouse-Five, and Naked Lunch. They were listening to Hendrix and The Who. They were going to concerts in the city at the Fillmore. It all sounded way more exciting than Latin II homework. I didn’t fail. I just did a lot less schoolwork and spent a lot more time doing what interested me. What interested me looked to my parents like extracurricular activities. To me, they looked like a way of life.

			
			





04 
Bad Influence.

			My mother’s cousin married a photographer named Joel Brodsky. He and his wife, Val, lived in New York City with their three daughters. They’d come out to our house in Connecticut every year for Thanksgiving. Joel was the coolest almost-relative I had. And he was also the only one who did something different than going to an office. I was fascinated by how a guy could support a wife and three kids by taking pictures.

			I was also fascinated by how my second cousin, Val, had moved from Grosse Point, Michigan, to New York City right out of college, started working as a fashion stylist, and married a Jewish photographer from Brooklyn. While I had Jewish friends, my world was made up of people who married people from their town or prep school or college. It was pretty narrow. Joel was a breath of fresh air. And he was willing to answer any and all questions I had about what he did. I had no questions for any of my parents’ friends about what they did.

			When I was fifteen, I called Joel and asked if he’d let me work in his studio during my summer vacation. I’d do anything for free was the basis of my pitch. He said yes. My parents were uneasy about the whole thing. For good reason. They didn’t like the idea of my taking the train to the city every day by myself.

			I loved it. I’d be dressed in jeans, a T-shirt, and cowboy boots and sit surrounded by men in gray flannel suits. I’d grab a window seat, read the paper, and smoke. Everyone smoked. I felt very grown up. When we got to Grand Central, I’d run downstairs, hop on the 6 train, get off at 28th Street, and walk two blocks west to the Albans Hotel. It was a dump. Basically, an SRO hotel. The tenants were mostly old guys who flopped there until they died of cirrhosis or TB. There were also a lot of prostitutes. I’d take the elevator to the tenth floor, nod hello to whichever hooker was standing there smoking, then climb a flight of stairs to Joel’s studio. You opened the door and walked into a big, open space with an entire wall of north-facing windows. There were darkrooms on the left, makeup and dressing rooms down the hall, and a kitchen.

			Joel didn’t give a shit what he was hired to shoot, as long as he was getting paid. He worked for Revlon and Estée Lauder. He shot catalogues. He did annual reports. He also worked for record labels. That was the fun stuff. A lot of covers he shot became seminal art of the ’60s and ’70s. Albums for The Doors, Tom Waits, The Stooges, Aretha Franklin, MC5, The Ohio Players.

			I was a useless but enthusiastic intern, relegated to holding Hasselblad film magazines until Joel asked for a new one and phoning in orders to the corner coffee shop. When I was given a more technical task, like holding a fill card beneath a model’s face, I often got distracted. Once, because a model claimed, falsely, I was looking up her skirt. Another time, because another model claimed, also falsely, I was looking down her shirt. Honestly, I was too cowed by these famous girls to do anything other than look at my shoes. Most of the musicians were pretty laid back. But a few were complete psychos. Jim Morrison would show up drunk. Phil Ochs didn’t want to hold a guitar. Aretha Franklin obsessed about what color fur coat she’d wear. I loved all of it.

			One thing I saw over and over that summer really stuck with me: Joel was never in awe of any of these people. The musicians, the models, the clients. He did his job and didn’t particularly care about developing relationships with any of them. The only thing he really cared about was sports. If he’d had to take a picture of Roger Maris, he would have shit himself. But, if Jim Morrison was sitting in front of him, which he was on more than one occasion, Joel just treated him like a mook in a turtleneck whom the art director was hoping they could make look like a hot gay Jesus.

			Some of these famous folks were assholes. But, when they worked with Joel, this sort of awkward Jewish guy from Brooklyn with a quick but slightly too loud laugh, who took great pictures and wasn’t interested in being friends with them or hitting them up for tickets, they pretty much behaved themselves. A number of them would even request that Joel always shoot their covers.

			At the end of this summer job, I had an epiphany. You could make a living doing something fun. A shaky part of the epiphany was that it was based on seeing only one guy do it.

			But what a fucking amazing world this was. You didn’t sit at a desk in a cubicle in an office building. You didn’t wear a tie. You smoked and swore and told jokes. There were tons of girls and black people and gay guys around. A normal day had you dealing with Spanish-speaking coffee shop delivery guys, hookers, Korean fabric merchants, stylists, record company A&R guys, famous and not-so-famous rock musicians, drug dealers delivering to those musicians, and models who were as self-involved and uninteresting as people say. There was planning and organization and schedules but very little was written down, you never went to a meeting, and really good music played all day on the huge stereo system.

			I was interested in making movies, not taking pictures. But director and photographer struck me as being similar jobs. You came up with ideas, got a crew together, did some casting, made decisions, solved problems, and created things. Okay, so directing movies in front of John’s Pizzeria wasn’t quite comparable to telling Jim Morrison which way to turn his head, but it kind of was.

			And it looked like you got paid to do something that no one in their right mind would describe as work. I was in.

			





05 
Tom Waits.

			Joel is shooting the cover for a new Tom Waits album, Small Change. In keeping with Waits’s persona as a street poet, the label wants him photographed in a stripper’s dressing room. Apparently, real strippers’ dressing rooms didn’t look sufficiently sleazy, so we’re at the Truck and Warehouse Theater, a tiny off-off-Broadway place in the East Village.

			The theater’s running a show called Women Behind Bars. It’s the first time Divine, the Baltimore transvestite famous for eating dog turds in John Waters’s movies, has acted on stage. We’re using his/her dressing table. The cold cream containers, the lipstick tubes, the wigs, the shoes, the falsies are all tremendous. Like something an enormously overweight clown would wear. It should be a little titillating to be around all this women’s underwear. But it turns out XXL Maidenform brassieres hanging from hooks next to cheap, horse-hair wigs don’t have the same effect as scanning the pictures in Penthouse.

			Joel first got big doing portraits of musicians like Aretha Franklin, Iggy Pop, Isaac Hayes, and Albert King. He’s just done The Doors’ cover for Strange Days. Acrobats, a strongman, street musicians, a midget, and a juggling mime pose in a mews on East 38th Street. So now the labels want the covers to tell stories. Which is why we’re backstage at the Truck and Warehouse. To tell the story of a street poet sitting at an obese transvestite’s makeup table.

			The room is tiny. The dressing tables have mirrors bolted on them, framed with small, frosted bulbs. The table surfaces are littered with personal crap like postcards, photos, toys, and candles. Joel thinks it all looks great and leaves everything alone. The stripper shows up. A brunette from Queens. Joel has a brief conversation with her, they discuss the outfits she’s brought along, and he decides she’ll wear pasties and a thong. It’s a bit disconcerting to listen to my sort-of uncle having a totally mundane conversation with what I’m sure is a prostitute about pasties.

			Waits hasn’t shown up yet, so Joel has me sit in for him. I perch on the stool at Divine’s dressing table. I try my best not to overtly ogle the pretty-much-naked woman visible behind me in the makeup mirror.

			Waits arrives. There’s no entourage, just him and a friend. Waits is pretty much as advertised. His hair is filthy. His clothes are filthy. There are stains on his shirt and trousers. His shoes barely have soles. He actually smells pretty funky. He smokes continuously. The person from the record label tries speaking to him, but he’s not interested in replying. Joel explains the shot to him, and Waits shuffles over and sits at the makeup table. Joel starts shooting.

			Waits doesn’t do much. He sips from a pint bottle of cheap whiskey. He lights a Chesterfield nonfilter. He leans his forehead into his greasy palm, looking like he’s suffering a migraine. He throws his feet up on the table. He lights another Chesterfield. He does not interact with the girl. He’s in his own head.

			The dressing room is really starting to smell rank. This guy must take his art super seriously. Which somehow involves not showering or, at a minimum, not using soap when he does.

			When we’re done, Waits picks up his pocket-sized pint of Four Roses, does a little bow to everyone and no one, and walks out into the East Village afternoon. Because I’m fifteen and a little unclear on the economics of the music business, I think it’s pretty cool that a guy who’s got to be making millions of dollars is walking around like a bum, smelling like shit, pretty much drunk on a Tuesday afternoon. That said, the part I want is the million dollars and strolling around on a Tuesday afternoon. The b.o. and Four Roses I can do without.

			[image: ]

			I loved working for Joel—which drove my parents crazy because they had some fantasy I should be a lawyer. Apparently, my ability to mouth off like an arrogant putz had them convinced I’d be a great litigator. And lots of my relatives were lawyers, so, using a sketchy understanding of WASP genetics, they just assumed I’d go in that direction. I didn’t.

			
			





06 
Don’t Do It.

			I went to film school at Boston University. I lived in a dump on the backside of Beacon Hill. If you went out the front door of my building and tripped, you’d roll down Grove Street into the emergency room at Mass General. My place had two rooms. A bedroom with my waterbed taking up every square inch and a kitchen/living room/bathroom where I ate, showered, and worked. My desk was against the wall. It was a one-by-eight piece of lumber balanced between a pile of milk crates and the edge of the tub. The desk held a typewriter and a super 8mm film editing setup. The editing equipment was tiny. Two plastic reels to hold the film and a sprocket-geared device with a lens to view the film. A girl I’d gotten up to my place and was trying to impress asked me if Fisher-Price made it for ages two to four.

			In the early ’70s, if you wanted to learn how to make movies, you didn’t have many options: NYU, USC, UCLA, and BU. There were other programs, but you’d only learn film history or how to write film criticism. I didn’t want to move to Los Angeles, so I applied to NYU and BU.

			I’d spent my first two years in college at the University of Colorado in Boulder. Taking English classes about pretentious books I claimed to understand like Joyce’s Ulysses and Pynchon’s V, poli-sci courses on the history of war, working in a Headstart classroom in a Chicano neighborhood, and playing in a band. Compared to high school, Boulder was easy. So easy I’d write my friends’ English papers for them to give me something to do. By the end of sophomore year, all of it seemed stupid. Most of my friends had no idea what they were doing. Boulder was beautiful but pointless. I was living with a girlfriend who would throw plates at me when she got mad. Amazing, considering she didn’t get high. I wasn’t getting high either. But everyone else in Boulder was. I decided to leave Colorado, get a job somewhere, save some money, then go to Europe on whatever I’d been able to bank and try to figure out where to go back to school. The plate-throwing girlfriend would stop throwing plates and come along. When our summer jobs ended, we flew to Munich. We lasted until a giant plate-throwing episode in the tiny coastal town of Nerja, Spain, five months later. She went back to the States. I stayed a few more months then went home with the plan for film school. I’d gotten into both NYU and BU, so I went to visit both. At NYU, all the equipment was reserved for juniors and seniors and they still had to wait months to use the cameras and editing tables. At BU, there were unused cameras sitting in closets and workspaces full of Steenbeck editing tables with no one using them. BU was the place for me.

			The film department was part of the School of Public Communication. About fifty of us were in the film department. Another fifty wanted to learn about journalism. Some were only interested in radio, like my classmate, Howard Stern. The faculty wasn’t great about teaching us the actual technical skills required to use cameras and editing tables. But it didn’t matter. Learning by doing is the only way to learn this stuff. Books are of no help whatsoever. Using a camera or an editing deck is like playing a musical instrument. You do it over and over and over and, eventually, you get the hang of it.

			I was a quicker study than a lot of my classmates. Maybe all the little super 8 films I’d made had helped. My classmates all wanted me to help shoot their films or be involved in post-production. The more I did, the more I learned.

			The spring of my junior year, I applied for an internship at a local TV station, working as a sort of a jack-of-all-trades on their daily newscast. Channel 56, WLVI, was a really low-rent Kaiser Broadcasting station. They ran old movies and syndicated game shows. About the only original programming they had was this half-hour late-morning news show that they had to air in order to keep their license. It had one reporter who wrote all her own stories and
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