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Praise for Sam Hollander and 21 Hit Wonder

“Sam Hollander is a hitmaker extraordinaire, but you find out he is also the king of cool when you work with him. Rock on Sam!”

—BILLY IDOL

“Following Beckett’s dictum, “Try again. Fail again. Fail better,” Hollander’s passionate pursuit through trial and error, to become one of the most renowned songwriters of today, will be of deep interest to any aspiring artist or music fan.”

—DAVID DUCHOVNY

“Sam Hollander is the best prize a boy could have.”

—RINGO STARR

“I met Sam in the back studio of my management company around 2007. He was already deep in cooking tunes back there. Sam is a Goldilocks type of writer/producer—I mean that his porridge is just right. The right mix of dark humor, telling you how it really is, and getting down to writing a big song. People always say “you gotta grind” all the time in this business, but to me Sam represents what the grind really is.”

—PETE WENTZ, FALL OUT BOY

“Sam is the 21-hit wonder—well 22 after the record he did for me comes out!! Bad mother*******.”

—BRAD JORDAN, “SCARFACE”/GHETTO BOYS

“This is a rags to wish I had rags! to riches story. Sam failed at everything—he won’t mind me saying that—until ultimately he managed to fail at failing, and became one of the most successful songwriters in the business. He’s had an extraordinary 10 No 1 hits, which puts him in a rare club, and an extraordinary life, which he writes about with great humor here.”

—BOB GUCCIONE JR., FOUNDER, SPIN MAGAZINE

“Whether you are a songwriter, producer, performer, or music enthusiast, 21-Hit Wonder, Sam Hollander’s memoir and songwriting guide, is an essential read. His passion, perseverance, and love for all things music will motivate, educate, and entertain you. An exhilarating lesson on why it’s never an option to give up on following your dream and doing what you love!”

—MATT PINFIELD (MTV VJ)

“I met Sam Hollander when fate and/or a major airline employee sat us right next to one another on what is normally a terribly long cross-country flight. Sam started sharing his wildly entertaining story at take off, and this may be the only time in my life in the air that I wished a journey took longer, so I could hear even more of Sam’s still very much unfolding life story. Beyond all the obvious talent that has made him such a wonderful and successful “21-Hit Wonder,” Sam is at heart a very witty, wonderfully revealing, and refreshingly honest storyteller. And now with this book that you will devour and enjoy at jet speed, you too can share an unforgettable and rollicking journey with Sam.”

—DAVID WILD, CONTRIBUTING EDITOR, ROLLING STONE
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Dear Casey,

I’d like to send this long-distance dedication to my dad. Pops, I don’t know how strong the signal is up there, but if you’re hearing this, keep your feet on the ground and keep reaching for the stars. This one’s for you.

Signed,
Sam
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Foreword

If you’re ever lucky enough to spend a day writing with Sam Hollander there are certain things you can expect. First order of business—and the only thing he seems to care about working on—is lunch. He’s pre-verbal until he’s nailed down the what, when, and where of your culinary needs. He already knows what he wants. He’ll expect a prompt decision. He’s obsessed. It will be good and it will be healthy and it will be close by. Just don’t expect anything sounding like social niceties until he’s taken your order. There’s a bit of “Aunt Martha” to Sam’s style of caring for others that makes it hard not to love him.

The actual act of writing requires his collapsing into a position modeled after the early astronauts’ launch recliners. Meeting at his current “feels right” retreat, the furnishings are usually early rehearsal hall, coffee tables that look toxic, great acoustics but a get-out-of-the-neighborhood-before-dark vibe. Sam’s focus is quality and talent, not appearances. His wardrobe, and mine, would work on one of the Little Rascals. He covers fashion in an early chapter. It’s hilarious. And true.

Any useable writing tools teeter on his lap and the best World War II decoder would probably have trouble deciphering his scratchings. He tends to mumble a bit, perhaps uncertain about sharing those early ideas. There’s gold in those mumbles and the odds are high that there’s something people will love listening to in those muddled notes. Sam’s a remarkable songwriter. Billion-stream chart toppers usually indicate some impressive producing chops as well.

Avoiding struggle might be what Sam and I have most in common. We’ve been gifted with a steady stream of ideas, a kind of bubbling under rolling presence of “maybe-song.” I endlessly hum. It’s not pretty. Ask my wife.

Yes, it’s a gift for sure, but sometimes exhausting. I suspect Sam’s always writing. It makes using the word work to describe what we do a bit much. Yes, we put in the time, but there is a shared appreciation for the mystical slow drip or fire hose thought parade that we can’t turn off and don’t really want to.

Writing is easy. Most of the time. Starting to write requires adult behavior that we manage in spite of ourselves.

Note to self: You’re writing about Sam …. Not you and Sam!

Ok, a recap. Do not expect all those face scrunching, forehead wrinkling, searching for the right word grimacing faces that actors playing songwriters make. Sam doesn’t work like that. Sam writes songs like Freddie Couples plays golf. At a level that appears effortless. It’s probably an illusion. Not the creative part. No, I get the feeling the real world keeps pulling on his pant leg. As the music he needs to make keeps nibbling at the hours, Sam has remained determined to make time for the family he adores and still meet the deadlines he’s committed to!

It’s the juggler that Sam has become that perhaps impresses me most. There’s a level of “normalcy” that he manages amidst the insanity of major rock and roll success. And that’s success at a level that most people only dream of. It’s that ‘Father Knows Best” devotion that makes me admire Sam, the man, as much as I marvel at his creativity. I love him and I like him. He’s a great friend.

Muzoids love Sam. Want what he’s got. I think it’s his world class authenticity. He’s eternally “one of the guys.” A reluctant celebrity, Sam’s real. And something about his friendship feels as good as the music he makes. “Feel” is everything when you wanna move bodies and open hearts. Sam does “Feel!” Get the feel right and you just might end up dropping a few billion-stream chart toppers too.

Sam’s secret to writing massive hits remains Sam’s secret. We really never talk about it. Or music really. What I can tell you is that there is joyful noise in his DNA—kindness in his actions, tenacity, respect, and originality in everything he does. Start turning pages and you’ll see why heads turn when Sam walks in the room. And why the world smiles.

I can guarantee it’ll be your pleasure!

Blessings and thanks,
Paul Williams




INTRODUCTION

Author! Author!

On May 27, 1977, the morning of his forty-third birthday, my father bounded down the stairs and proudly announced that he’d begun writing his first book. I was so happy for him. So in awe of him. I darted off to school and relayed this most exciting news to each and every classmate in grade two.

Today is January 1, 2022.

My pops never finished the book.

You see, just like Carl and Ellie’s shattered journey in Pixar’s animated Up, my dad’s unfinished words died on his hard drive before he ever got to share them with the world. He lived such a fascinating life and, tragically, there’s little record of it. And I guess that’s what ultimately inspired the passages ahead—the fear that my own strange tale would inevitably end up lost on some faraway iCloud never to be passed down to my kid. So in tribute to my incredible old man, I decided to put my life on paper for posterity.

Now, there are several things you should know about me before we dig in. I’ve never sung anything on the radio except background vocals that are usually buried in the mix, so consider yourself blessed. I’ve never appeared in movies, though I was offered the nonspeaking role of “The DJ” in a Freddie Prinze Jr. flick that I immediately passed on when I learned “The DJ” had to spend two shitty weeks in a pit of extras with no special culinary options. I’ve had little TV exposure beyond an awkward talking-head soundbite on the lowest-rated episode of VH1’s Behind the Music, plus a few holiday morning show performances where I bopped around with a keytar affixed to my chest with zero fucks left to give. I dress like a confused hybrid of ’80s B-boy meets The Odd Couple’s Jack Klugman. My genetic features are large and my hairline is compromised. And as I have no crackerjack co-writer behind the curtain puppeteering my tale, you’ll soon find that I’m a bit of a literary disaster as well.

All that being said, I do have one defined skill.

I can actually write a song.

If you’re a popular music connoisseur, you’ve probably heard some form of my work in your everyday life. Maybe in your sweaty Zumba class? Possibly in some marginal movie or TV show that you streamed? Perhaps blaring in the background at some sporting event? Most definitely at your dentist’s office!

Yes, somehow in this surprising run, I’ve created a bunch of tunes that have sneakily entered the wider consciousness. More interestingly, though, I’ve been blessed to collaborate with a stack of legends. Everyone from One Direction to Katy Perry; Carole King to Ringo Starr; Panic! at the Disco to Def Leppard. I know that sounds pretty slick, but trust me: it didn’t begin that glamorous. In the front half of my career, I survived more calamitous flops, flats, and false starts than any living soul on record. Today, those creative scars have become my trophies. At this point, I’ve spent more than thirty years marathoning through the endless valleys and occasional peaks of musical miles, but in the end, I crossed that damn finish line. Once you’ve retraced my long strange journey, hopefully you’ll be inspired to embark upon your own.
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CHAPTER 1

Andy Warhol Was My Babysitter

I was born in Lindsay-era Manhattan. Family folklore has it that upon receiving the first smacks of life from the doctor, I pissed all over my own face. This set an ugly precedent. Shortly after my arrival, my folks moved my brother, Ben, and me out of the savagely rotting Big Apple as a means of protecting their flock. But after a few months at our new upstate New York accommodations, some junkie at the end of our dirt road threatened to kidnap my four-year-old self.
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Lil’ me with transistor radio always on blast.

My life was off to a rocky start.

We moved again and finally settled in Chappaqua, a sleepy Westchester County town that the stately Horace Greeley had put on the map a century back. When we arrived it was a small, Clinton-less suburban enclave with not much to show for it—well, except for a local hospital that had birthed The Love Boat’s Captain Stubing.

Growing up in those lazy years, we lived the typical area code 914 existence, except we weren’t typical. We were kinda like sideshow freaks. Ben and I had different dads. He was the son of a blue blood who died when Ben was only one. His father’s ancestry was some real Mayflower shit. He was even a direct descendant of John Adams. It was pretty wild. My parents were also some fascinating cats. They were quirky Ivy League academics who struggled to fit into the box of their surroundings. In his late teens, my pops went professional as a modern dancer with the famed José Limón troop, but after being forced into a premature retirement (having broken every toe on both feet), he resumed school, graduated from Yale’s School of Architecture, and went to work first under Phillip Johnson and then later as a five-decade professor at Pratt Institute. Clearly the old man had a pretty heavy résumé. He was also a beautiful soul. Incredibly nurturing and ritualistically pragmatic. He’d get lost in his head for days on end, but was always the voice of reason when needed.

And Mom? Well, she sure as fuck wasn’t your stereotypical ’70s housewife. She didn’t drive the carpool, she didn’t have girlfriends, she hated Hallmark. She dug hard bop jazz and rebellion.

If Dad was my rock, Mom was my rock star.

A few years after graduating from Pembroke College at Brown University, Mom began her career as a small-time collector dealing nineteenth-century American furniture out of our house. She had a brilliant eye but, of equal importance, she was the most agile navigator. I loved the way she maneuvered through life. It was a literal master class. Within a matter of years, she had made a real name for herself in the antiques community by forming an interior-decorating partnership with a younger Manhattan collector named Jed Johnson. Their collaborations consumed her entire existence.

During that stretch, maternal instincts were few and far between; thus, I was the definitive Stouffer’s Pizza latchkey kid. Since my brother had little interest in my shades of weird and my pops was always in Brooklyn teaching, I was frequently found wandering the neighborhood cul-de-sacs alone, talking to imaginary friends. I was so bored and lonely that, at the age of nine, I began volunteering for the Chappaqua Democratic Party, handing out leaflets at campaign rallies on the weekend. My parents weren’t even registered voters. I aimed to perplex.

Now, around that stretch, Mom realized her lack of quality time with me could potentially be long-term damaging, so she concocted a Band-Aid of a parenting solution. She decided to let me tag along with her to NYC on the weekends as she scoured her go-to downtown antique shops. I think the fact that I was a generally polite and somewhat self-sufficient kid gave her the confidence to let me loiter in those work situations. Sure, it bored the hell out of me, but it was better than any of the alternatives. Unfortunately for my mom, though, this occurred right when I first got on hooked on music.

While most little kids of that era were initially seduced by the KISS Army, for me, at least, it was the Beatles and the Bee Gees that sucked me in, and soon I became singularly obsessed with building the illest of fourth-grade vinyl war chests. Packing tons of determination, I started hijacking those trips with my mom by pestering and pleading for East Village record shop detours until she finally acquiesced, which would inevitably narrow her (already slim) work window. This was obviously mad frustrating for her, so one morning she came up with a plan B. We jumped in the dirty Peugeot 504 (yes, my mom was a gearhead as well) and sped toward the city together, but when we exited FDR Drive at Seventy-Seventh Street, I started questioning the situation.

“Where we going?” I inquired.

She replied, “Babysitter.”

I was livid. I could have stayed home with a damn babysitter. At least home would’ve guaranteed more of my beloved Stouffer’s French Bread Pizza.

We pulled up to a townhouse on East Sixty-Sixth Street and knocked on the door. The babysitter slowly pulled it open.

Holy fuck.

It was Andy Warhol.

Yes, on that day, Andy Warhol was my babysitter.

You see, unbeknownst to my young, naive self, Jed Johnson was Andy’s live-in boyfriend. As my mom and Jed began to ascend to the uppermost echelon of the international design world (clients included notables like Mick Jagger and Yves Saint-Laurent), it was now officially all hands on deck for my childcare. I guess Andy was a hand.

“Hi,” I managed to utter.

I could barely speak. I knew he was uber-famous. I’d seen his photos in the newspapers and on TV. He was certainly the first celebrity I’d ever shaken hands with. Then Mom and Jed peaced out.

Now as you’d expect, Andy was super awkward in my presence. He guided me through his townhouse very slowly. I was definitely awestruck and hella nervous. When we finally reached the kitchen, Andy sat my ass down in front of a portable television and put on a Yankees game for me to vegetate with. I stared straight ahead at the TV, making sure I didn’t exhibit my usual brand of social bumbling. He reclined in a chair on the other side of the room, alternately sorting mail or talking on the phone. Between us were two sweet housekeepers, Nena and Aurora, and two shorthaired dachshunds, Archie and Amos. Every hour or so, Andy walked over and made (very) small talk.

“Do you like Famous Amos cookies?” he asked.

Yes, sir.

Nena would proceed to mollify me with a cookie, the dogs would bark, and Andy would retreat back into his routine.

Now at this point, it’s only right for me to mention that the previous week I had missed three days of school with a bad cold. I was still a total snotty mess. There was only one problem.

I had a strange aversion to tissues.

Looking back, it must’ve been my first streak of anarchy. I adamantly refused to use them. In fact, years later, in my early adult life, I randomly ran into a third-grade classmate, Anne Northwell, who instantly shouted, “Sam Hollander! Oh my God! I remember you … Booger Sam! You were the kid who always rubbed your nose boogies on your sleeve!” It was mortifying. She was right, though. In fourth grade, my sleeves were frequently coated in a greenish hue.

That day at Andy’s, the slime began to flow sometime during hour two. In short time, my sleeve was a murky, Everglades-like swamp. I’d run out of sleeve space. I started panicking. Please stay lodged, boogies.

PLEASE STAY FUCKIN’ LODGED!

Growing up is built on bad decisions, so I did the unthinkable. I began rubbing my green mini-rockets on the underside of Andy’s majestic kitchen table. God, it was so wrong. But it was so essential. It was at least an hour of agony until the green stuff ceased. With my moist face now resting on the table in my even moister arms, Andy approached me one final time and asked me if I had any use for an autographed baseball. My eyes lit up like Luke Skywalker’s lightsaber. This day was such an emotional joyride: fear, fun, everything in between. He casually handed me a ball signed by Thurman Munson—the captain of the Yankees. I could barely speak. I hyperactively thanked him while, luckily for Andy, avoiding all hand-to-hand contact with him. No boogers, no foul. It was my first taste of celebrity, and I loved all of the fixings.

The inner bliss of that day at the babysitter’s lasted an entire week.

I floated through my Douglas Grafflin Elementary classes like a kite.

That is, until my dickhead brother and his friends decided to play Home Run Derby with my autographed ball and it landed somewhere deep in the pine trees behind our house.

I never saw the ball again.

Thurman Munson tragically died a few months later, and that old Rawlings probably would have paid a nice chunk of my kid’s first semester of college tuition if it still existed, but, alas, such is life.

In 1980, Jed and Andy broke up, and my babysitter moved on. Seven years later, Andy passed away. Almost a decade after that, Jed tragically departed on TWA Flight 800 somewhere over Long Island. There is some light at the end of this dark bridge and tunnel, though.
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Andy Warhol and his dog Archie.

Thanks to my mother (and the babysitter), I got an incredible head start in dealing with newspaper notables and glitterati. As I went off into the world and I was exposed to more famous folks, I was rarely, if ever, shook. Also, it’s worth mentioning that although my nose boogers are still alive and thriving, I’ve fully accepted the joys of Kleenex into my life.

RIP Booger Sam.
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CHAPTER 2

Kill Me in a Record Shop

My brain is incapable of turning off its songwriting mechanism. I spend every moment soaking in this fascinating world and then subsequently drowning my iPhone notes with indiscriminate impressions of it. It’s a total fixation. I think it all started the night my mom and dad, usually on the reclusive end of the spectrum, threw on their Saturday best and rallied down to NYC for a friend’s birthday party at late-era Studio 54. They usually ducked these soirées the way I avoided all of my homework assignments. Nightlife and socializing were never their thing. It didn’t help that they had slightly aged out of the 54 demographic. Factor in their general disdain for anything designer drug or disco, and it was all a bad fit.

When they arrived that evening, they were introduced to a “super cool” music-making fella. His name was Nile Rodgers. They instantly recognized his handle from my jabbering. His Chic cuts were always in rotation on my turntable. Since I spent endless hours reading the credits on records like Scripture, I was well aware of the fact that Nile had segued from artist to songwriter/producer for others (Diana Ross, David Bowie, Madonna, and more), but I had no idea what a writer/producer actually did.

Somehow, Nile was patient enough to chat with my parents for a couple of hours without pause and they fell madly in love with him that night. Who wouldn’t? He’s an incredibly charming guy. By evening’s end, they could have written a lengthy account of his career exploits. The next morning, my parents recounted all the amazing play-by-play at breakfast before I dipped to school. I was completely freaking out. As they explained Nile’s role in the recording process, the match was instantly lit. I realized songwriting and music production were more than a curiosity for me. They were meant to be my higher calling. The record was a movie, and I could be both the screenwriter and director. There was only one problem. I was just a dish of thirteen-year-old nothingness.
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Nile Rodgers.

We’d moved again, to Bedford Hills, New York, a couple of years prior, and I still had zero bearings. I’d hop on the bus and attempt to connect with the neighborhood kids, but I always felt one step off kilter. Visually the prototypical Spock-eared dork, I was neither athletic enough to be special nor academically curious enough to run with the intellectuals. Basically, I was a rudderless floater. On most days, I rushed home from school and self-sequestered in my room and played with my crates of vinyl. The only thing I was interested in was my ever-expanding record collection. Well, and girls, but girls were way out of my (little) league.

Now, when you’re dancing on the sidelines of cool, you search far and wide for your thing. My thing was endlessly scouring for 45s, 12-inch singles, and LPs. You’d have to kill me in a record shop before I exited without a purchase. My records were the only commodity that differentiated me from the rest of the kids and lifted me from the mire of my questionable social standing. Having a brother who was ahead of the curve was the game changer. In high school, Ben had little exposure to broader stuff, so he tended to default to Molly Hatchet’s “Flirtin’ with Disaster” as the soundtrack of his first junked-up Z28. Then he went off to Boston University. When he rolled home on that first Thanksgiving break, his milk crates had magically transformed to all things new wave and no wave, 12-inches, and bootlegs. Suddenly, his tastes were impeccably cool. He introduced me to everything he knew. For years, my tiny record collection had been a part-time sanctuary. Soon, it was beginning to hook me like some New Jack City basshead.

On the days I wasn’t digging in the proverbial crates, I’d take the bus to my neighbor George’s house and melt into his couch for the next three hours studying each and every moment of MTV (Cable in my house? Never). After sprinting home and dashing through dinner, I’d settle into bed with the clock radio set to all the nighttime radio shows. WKTU. WAPP. WLIR. On the weekends, I’d wake up and immediately begin making lists of the songs and chart positions on Casey Kasem’s American Top 40 countdown.

I was on my way to becoming the music obsessive in my grade. My confidence grew, but as I roamed the halls, the name John McMahon was always looming. It seemed that he was truly the Grand Poobah of record collectors at Fox Lane Middle School. I had to meet this kid. From the moment we hung, we became instant buds. I had finally found a mentor and coconspirator for all things dripping in semi-geek. John had impeccable records and an actual working jukebox lined with stellar 45s. He also had a museum-worthy baseball card collection. He’d started this little hobby in fourth grade with the purchase of an elderly couple’s complete set of 1939 Play Ball cards that he nabbed from an ad in our local pennysaver. That initial bounty was worth a ton. Remember, this was 1978, before Antiques Roadshow awoke everyone to the reality that there might just be cardboard gold buried in those old attic shoeboxes. By the time I finally entered the world of McMahon, he’d amassed a card and memorabilia collection worth over six figures. And he was twelve. He also had a VHS player. I had an RCA Videodisc Player. I was the only kid in the town with an RCA Videodisc Player. This wasn’t VHS or Beta. This wasn’t even a LaserDisc Player.

This was a fuckin’ RCA Videodisc Player.



BONUS CUT

The RCA Videodisc Player was, hands down, the biggest piece-of-shit video playback machine ever to beset the home-video world. Of course, it was my anarchist (and selectively cheap) mother who refused to pony up for a VHS, even though my brother and I begged and pleaded. A natural-born contrarian, she always had to go against the grain. Right after her purchase, Ben and I raced to all the local video shops (which were soon collectively bludgeoned by Blockbuster) in search of Videodisc rentals. There were none. All we could muster up were five RCA Videodiscs available at a local liquidator: Phantasm, The Blues Brothers, An American Werewolf in London, Midnight Express, and Emanuelle in Bangkok (quite an eye opener). We watched each of them on loop until our eyeballs burned, but that was the least of our problems. You see, just like a cheap vinyl pressing, RCA Videodiscs would skip more and more after each viewing. Eventually, it was a stream of atrocious stutters. We had to junk each disc within months.





John’s VHS, on the other hand, was sick. That shit was unflappable. One day after school, we were watching our absolute favorite film at the time, the Ramones vehicle Rock ‘n’ Roll High School, when he let me in on a secret. He and his father were about to set off to a White Plains parking lot for a very covert deal.

With Johnny Ramone.

Yes, the Ramones’ guitarist had driven an hour upstate to deal ’52 Bowman baseball cards with a twelve-year-old. You can’t make this shit up. Suddenly, rock ‘n’ roll was even more real and seemingly obtainable. It was that Peter Pan awakening when you realize that adults can literally be just as ridiculous as yourself and exist in a beautiful, perma-kid purgatory forever.

Later that year, John and I finally made one trade between us. I parted ways with three mint-condition Mike Schmidt rookie cards in exchange for a stack of fifteen K-Tel compilation records. Though I knew I was dealing with a shark, I felt strangely compelled to do it.

Today those Mike Schmidt cards that I traded to John are worth about $800 apiece. The K-Tel records I received in return are worth a little less than five dollars for the entire batch. Five dollars! And you know what? I wouldn’t change a single thing. That stack of wax compilations was my introduction to the seemingly illogical lumping of Nile Rodgers’s disco, soft rock, Philly soul, novelty, hard rock, and glam all under one genre-less pop umbrella. And it’s in that kind of grouping where I’d categorize the songs I write today. When I dig in to collaborate with an artist, my sole focus is on the tune at hand. Musical lanes and whatever production styles are in vogue at the time remain an afterthought. For me, at least, genres don’t exist. As long as I’m connecting with the artist’s point of view and crafting a tune that raises its hand, I get that very same twelve-year-old kid rush I did every time I unearthed a magical, elusive album in a record shop stack.




CHAPTER 3

Audio Concepts

As junior high wound down, there was only one ceremonial occasion left: the Fox Lane Middle School Shadowing Day. This would be my first musical step toward my future, and I had waited all friggin’ year for it.

For Shadowing Day, we were required to list our top three dream vocations; then, if the fates allowed, we’d get to spend a day apprenticing the local professional of our dreams. If I remember correctly, most of the girls chose teachers or veterinarians. Most of the boys chose coaches or cops. Me? I chose “record producer.” For my second and third choices, I chose “record producer.” No plan B. I wanted to be Nile Rodgers. A week went by in a daze as I imagined myself mastering the craft in some recording studio that was wall-to-wall with Sunset Strip heavy metal groupies. I mean, it seemed plausible, right?

Finally, the day arrived.

We all squirmed at our desks as our teacher revealed the results. One by one, we were asked to walk up to the front of the class and receive our destination. When my name was called. I leaped out of my desk and hurried to my teacher’s side.

“Okay, Sam Hollander—your turn.”

Fuck yeah, I thought.

“So you asked to shadow … [extremely awkward pause] … a record producer?”

That’s correct.

“Okay. Well, you are gonna be spending the day at [uncomfortable pause] … Audio Concepts!”

A couple of kids chuckled. One girl clapped politely.

“Audio Concepts?” I asked.

“Yup. You’re obviously a music lover. Well, Audio Concepts did a bang-up job installing my husband’s car stereo!”

Now, picture the biggest gut-wrenching loss in the history of the Price Is Right Showcase Showdown and multiply that shit times infinity. That’s where I was. I guess in the musically ignorant mind of my eighth-grade teacher, record producing translated to car stereo installation. In all honesty, I don’t remember walking back to my seat, because at that exact second my spirit was already murdered.

The following Monday, my pops dropped me off in the Audio Concepts parking lot. It was drizzling and brutally cold. I slumped my way into the store, where I was immediately shuttled into a rat trap of a side office. I sat there alone, melting under the fluorescent light for a solid hour as I eavesdropped on a couple of Skoal-tobacco-cheeked salesmen swapping tales of rude customers and “horny chicks.” It felt like an eternity. I drifted in and out of consciousness.

Then my “mentor,” Lance, entered the room. He was thirty-five and leathery with a Nicorette grin. “Follow me, kid,” was the extent of his dialogue. As I quickly learned, Lance hated life but he sure loved the ’80s metal band Krokus. He led me over to a dusty Cutlass Supreme in the parking lot and had me stand in complete silence by the passenger side as he began to dial in the stylish Pioneer KE-8300. Tiny drops of rain danced across my frozen Jewfro as Krokus’s “Ready To Burn” blared in my ears. All I could do was daydream of a better place. A place with no rusty Phillips head screwdrivers. A place devoid of faceplates and Swiss heavy metal. Lance installed stereo after stereo that morning, never engaging me other than the occasional “Hand over the pliers, guy.” After a few hours of torture courtesy of this tobacco-breathed clown, I feigned sickness and had my old man pick me up. When my pops arrived, I slumped into the car with tears welling up in my eyes. I could sense he empathized with my frustration. In that eight-minute ride up the hill toward home, I knew right there and then that I had no creative future in my town.

Four more years and I’d be history.




[image: Images]

CHAPTER 4

The Bionic Homecoming

I met Huey Lewis at a Grammy party a couple of years back and I misted up. No lie. I’m sure he was a bit perplexed as my tears gathered, but to a Reagan-era youth who desperately attempted to find his cool, Huey was simply the smoothest dude in the galaxy.

[image: Images]

Huey Lewis and my bawling self.

Growing up, I idolized all those early MTV gods. A few of them actually resided in my area code, which was mind-blowing for an aspiring music kid. At least half of Foreigner, a couple of Isley Brothers, Peter Frampton, Phil Ramone (Billy Joel’s brilliant producer who I fanboyed) and John Waite of “Missing You” fame were all locals. I can still recall seeing John Waite loiter in front of his own albums at the record shop in the mall. I’m not sure if he was keeping a close track of his sales figures or if he was secretly hoping some rabid fans might start banshee screaming in his presence, but either way I felt like I belonged in his tribe. If I was ever gonna see my name in those same racks, though, I knew I had to put myself out there, so at the tail end of my junior year at Fox Lane High School, I summoned up the nerve to audition to be the singer in a rock band comprised of prodigious senior shredders. Though packing zero mic ability at the time, I actually made the cut through two rehearsals. Then they bounced me a week or so later. Probably a wise move on their end. Undeterred, I started my own group with my pals Dan Woods, who beautifully handled both bass and harmonies (and who we’ll reconnect with later); Jason Young, who could, and still can, shred his face off; Neil Minsky, a brilliant punk rock kid who was also a bit of synth wiz; and Pete Kane, who’d just begun playing the drums, but held it down. Our ragtag outfit, The Psychoplathix, had one impromptu performance at some kid’s party before we hastily decided we were ready for the mecca: the Battle of the Bands. My bandmates were up to this momentous challenge, but I totally sucked. My voice was pitchy and I yelled a lot. My stage presence was ultra wack. I was no Huey Lewis. We finished in a soul-crushing seventh place out of eight groups. Immediately after, we packed it in.



BONUS CUT

The eighth-place finishers were a super tight, stoner rock outfit led by my future pals and musical cohorts Don Lunetta and Tyler Roe, who were rightfully disqualified for sneakin’ in a thirty-year-old ringer on rhythm guitar. If those greedy jerks had just played by the damn rules, they would’ve leapfrogged us by at least six spots.





Now with no other band options and in desperate need of some sort of peer validation, I gave football a toss. My brother had been a pigskin star, so I figured it had to be in the genetic code. Man, my calculations were off. The coach was a guy named Big Ed, who seemed to get endless pleasure mocking me in front of the entire squad. This fella was just awful. He actually had the gall to tell a few of my football star pals to steer socially clear of me as I was simply a dirtbag who’d inevitably amount to zero. Ouch! Though I really worked my ass off to improve at the sport, it didn’t help my cause that I struggled to buy into his witless rah rah bullshit. At the end of the day, as a semi-athletic insurgent, on-the-field greatness was my only potential positive outcome. Alas, greatness, or goodness for that matter, never materialized as I was routinely benched and clowned by Big Ed until my spirit finally rotted away and I tossed in the towel.

The Fox Lane halls were lined with golden retrievers and chocolate Labs.

The chosen ones.

The desirables.

Sadly, I was never the first pick in any litter; academically, musically, athletically, even with girls, shit was always an uphill grind. So, at that fragile age, the stacking of all of my collective non-achievements really began to demoralize. I started skipping out of school and sneaking home early for two-hour depression naps on the daily. My folks didn’t know how to deal with me. In an exasperated fit, they summoned the help of their friend Rashid Silvera in the hopes that he could be the Tripper to my Rudy in Meatballs.

Rashid Silvera? He was the most fascinating of fellas. First and foremost, he was a much-beloved teacher down county at Scarsdale High School, where he was known to be a life-altering motivator (picture Robin Williams in Dead Poets Society). Randomly enough, at the same time he was also a groundbreaking male model. His mug graced the covers of GQ and Essence. He was charming and super smooth. He dated both civilians and celebrities, all ridiculously hot.

One night during that depressing stretch, in an attempt to boost my plummeting morale, Rashid phoned the house and asked me if I wanted to join him to watch the heralded Fox Lane versus Scarsdale homecoming football game festivities the following afternoon.

“No thank you, sir,” I replied.

Then he dangled the carrot:

“Oh, that’s too bad. It’d be you, me, and Lindsay Wagner.”

My jaw hit the floor.

Lindsay Wagner?

The Bionic Fuckin’ Woman?!

She was huge. I mean, she had already graced multiple People magazine covers and starred in more TV movies than humanly possible! Just a few summers earlier, I had slurped from a Lindsay Wagner thermos at the town day camp. Now I had the opportunity to meet her?

[image: Images]

The Bionic Woman.

I took a deep breath. “Sure.”

Translation: “Hell yeah!”

I woke up mad jittery the next morning and raced down the Saw Mill River Parkway toward Rashid’s White Plains home, my goosebumps pumping as Huey Lewis’s “If This Is It” blared on the radio. I pulled into Rashid’s driveway and holy shit, there she was in all of her gorgeous glory! My nerves were completely on fire. I managed to mumble a pathetic “Hi.” Then we all crammed into Rashid’s Honda and set off on the twelve-minute trek over to the high school. My mind was plotting like crazy. The moment we stepped out of the car, Rashid was immediately mauled by a report-card-questioning student.

“You guys go ahead,” he said. “I’ll meet up with you in a second.”

Lindsay and me.

Alone at last.

The game was already a few minutes underway, but somehow my unearned swagger began to awaken. Slowly, we glided toward the field, chitchatting like old chums. Then, on some slick shit, I steered us on a roundabout path that ended with a deliberate strut behind the Fox Lane team bench and directly in front of the bleachers filled with my classmates. We slid by in cinematic slow motion. I made sure to continue jabbering away, so they’d all just assume we were besties. I was successfully pulling a Can’t Buy Me Love Ronald Miller and scamming myself up the pecking order with every step. Honestly, it was my finest work to date.

When we finally set up a picnic on the adjacent hill, the packed stands began turning away from the field and fixing their gaze on us. A couple of girls ran over and begged for an intro. Some idiot even not-so-casually whispered in my ear that he used to jerk off to her poster. I felt like I was on top of the damn world, but I hadn’t even hit the apex. My dopey ex-coach finally averted his eyes away from the field and glanced in my direction. His puzzled and pummeled reaction is still frozen in my brain. I gave him a Huey Lewis–worthy wink, and continued gabbing away with Lindsay Wagner. Farewell, Big Ed. Thanks for the kerosene. This was one of the first moments when I realized the power of celebrity transcended all. I was hooked then and there. I wanted to play in THAT game.
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CHAPTER 5

The College Drop-In

Sometime during those last dog days of high school, my buddy Jill Cohen forged the following note for me: “To whom it may concern: Please excuse Sam Hollander from gym today. He’s fighting a nasty cold. Thank you. Judith Hollander.” Quite simple and direct.

Those words freed me to race straight down to the city to catch Daryl Hall, music attorney Allan Grubman, and then–Hall & Oates manager Tommy Mottola keynote a panel at the New York Public Library about breaking into the music business. By the time I finally exited my seat, I’d learned more in those two hours than the entire previous year or so in classrooms.

Because of that early (and gratis) intro to the business, I’ve never once taken a penny to speak at high schools and universities. I figure if those distinguished cats could find the time to inform without lining their pockets, I should always do the same. Funnily enough, I still proudly stow that now slightly illegible and frayed get-out-of-jail note in my wallet as a reminder of all the sacrifices, dreams, and schemes it took to break down barriers. I can only hope my kid chases whatever passion she has with the same intensity. If she skips school a couple of times to color outside the lines, she won’t have to forge an excuse; I’ll write the damn note for her.

Now, many music folks I’ve met through the years had horrific high school experiences. That just wasn’t the case for me. Truth be told, I really dug my hometown and my group of high school friends, but eventually claustrophobia started to grab hold of my throat, and I needed to seek more musical stimuli. I began spending all of my free time on the Metro-North lines rushing to the city to catch any possible concert. I saw everyone from REM, the Smiths (who broke my heart when they blew that night), and Echo & the Bunnymen to Run-DMC, Doug E. Fresh, and UTFO. Some days, I’d just roll down to the Village and loiter around Tower Records and The Wiz just to hear all the eclectic records booming out of the Jeeps on lower Broadway. The electricity was wild. It was obviously bound to be my home.

So, as high school wound down, I pleaded with my folks to let me apply for my first record label internship in the city. I’m sure they thought I had a next-to-nothing shot, but I cold-called every record company number I could find in my stack of 12-inch records anyway. Most of these were indie dance and hip-hop outfits. Then, after a week or so of leaving long, awkward messages, I finally got a call back. This deep-ass voice on the other end seemed a bit mystified as to why I was inquiring about a gig. He grilled me about my intentions until he realized my kid heart was in the right place.

A couple of Mondays later, I took the after-school train to 125th Street in Harlem and walked some dark, circuitous path to get to the DNA Records office located at the corner of 141st and Malcolm X Boulevard. This was when Public Enemy and Boogie Down Productions ruled the streets. Consciousness was everywhere. So was crack. Probably not the best time for wide-eyed Westchester kids traversing the mean streets and alleys near the Rucker. I didn’t sweat it. I wouldn’t let anything stop me from getting in the game. But when I arrived at DNA, it wasn’t exactly what I had envisioned. No gold records. No leather couches. No elaborate phone setup or cigar-chomping mogul. Just a cramped apartment cluttered floor to ceiling with 12-inch singles.

After a quick introduction, one of the employees set me up at a dusty-ass card table, where I began the arduous task of assembling cardboard shipping boxes and stuffing them with vinyl to ship to radio stations. It redefined mundane. I found myself watching the second hand on the clock limp along, just as I had during the previous fifteen years of schooling. It took only a couple of days for me to realize that this factorylike vinyl packing gig would be my glass ceiling at DNA. None of the older cats working there acknowledged my existence. I didn’t want to overstay my welcome, so after a brief run on 141st, I bounced.

As I careened toward high school graduation, I was buried in the bottom third of my class. My SAT score was anemic, so my folks signed me up for the Kaplan Test Prep course. Somehow, when I took the SAT a second time, I did significantly worse. How that was even possible?! Undeterred, I delusionally applied to a dozen colleges. And that spring, I got ten rejections back—one thin-ass envelope after another. NYU was an absolute crusher: I was waitlisted, but they never called. My only acceptances were from Temple University in Philadelphia and the University of the Pacific in Stockton, California.

What?

You’ve never heard of the UOP?



BONUS CUT

Famous UOP alumni include jazz pianist Dave Brubeck, Psycho’s Janet Leigh, and Bridget from that creepy Playboy Mansion series The Girls Next Door.





Now, you might wonder how I discovered this lesser known West Coast shipping port school. It certainly wasn’t from the academic wisdom of my befuddled but kind guidance counselor, Mr. Krupberg, who strongly recommended the local community college for me (while simultaneously hitting me up to DJ his daughter’s bat mitzvah for a discounted fee). No, I actually discovered this higher-learning hub in the back of a worn-out college guide at the town library that I frantically scoured for any possible college with a music production major. At that time, there were only a few options, the bulk of which were way out of reach of both my talent level and GPA. If I truly wanted to learn how to mastermind records, the University of the Pacific was probably my only option, so I sequestered myself in front of our Apple II computer for a week spitting out the most passionate application ever to UOP. I pitched my wares as an “aspiring” songwriter/producer. I mean, I had journals of song lyrics. I could DJ a little. Music was my singular obsession; I just needed to connect the dots. Basically, I begged.

It worked.

After four years of disgraceful underachieving, the acceptance letter I received from the University of the Pacific was the most inspiring moment of my young life. It came from the dean of the Music Production school. It read something like this:


Dear Sam,

It is my pleasure to offer you admission to the incoming Class of 1992 at the University of the Pacific. This opportunity to join one of the most outstanding music production programs in the country comes in recognition of your immense musical gifts. From your essay submission, it is quite obvious that you are so uniquely talented. Not just a brilliant artist, but a musical prodigy who will be a breath of fresh air …



It floored me. I couldn’t believe this man saw all of this potential in my essay alone. Shit, no educator in my high school had ever identified any real promise in me whatsoever, except my senior year philosophy teacher, who once walked me down the hall and said the following simple words that cut me to the core: “I don’t think you get it yet, but Sam, you’re much brighter and significantly more interesting than you think.”

Thank you, Dr. Berman. At the time, I needed to hear that more than you could ever understand.
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Go Tigers!

Still, I couldn’t choose between my two college options. I mean, Temple had just been in basketball’s Elite Eight. That was pretty sick. And America’s favorite dad at the time wore the school’s sweatshirt on The Cosby Show every few episodes. He sure seemed like a swell ambassador for the university. Thankfully his sweatshirt privileges have since been revoked. I was vacillating. I spun the proverbial Bartles & Jaymes wine cooler bottle and chose the west side sight unseen on the weather upgrade alone. Since I was the first of the old gang to ship off to college (a good three weeks before any of my classmates), I threw the most epic of early August going-away ragers. A couple of hundred loaded revelers celebrated my departure. My hands finally made contact with a very long-sought-after set of boobies. It was the best farewell ever.

My parents dropped me off at JFK Airport early the following morning. Why they weren’t actually accompanying me on this crazy cross-country move was a bit of an unspoken weirdness, but our relationship was somewhat fraught at that time due to my years of underachieving, so I chose my battles wisely. We awkwardly hugged goodbye as I set off for my Pan Am
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