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If you didn’t fit in… 
you win!








… a still small voice.
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PREFACE

I’VE TOLD A LOT OF STORIES IN MY LIFE, AND SOME OF THEM HAVE been true! When I used to give interviews with our guitarist Glen Buxton sitting beside me, he’d lean in and say to the clueless reporter, “Ten percent.” He was right, because for much of my time on Earth I’ve rarely allowed facts to get in the way of a good story. That might be the Irish in me. I’ve got the gift of gab. I’m not in The Guinness Book of World Records for this, but I’d go so far as to say I’ve been the most outrageously unreliable interviewee of all time, weaving a tangled web of embellishments and exaggerations as I went along.

My longtime friend and producer Bob Ezrin says that most of my stories have mutated over time, like a good virus. How they’ve changed has depended on the setting or the person I was speaking to, but whatever or whenever, the new versions stuck, layer upon layer, until even I couldn’t separate fact from fiction. In this book I hope to sort reality from myth: the slaughtered chickens and flammable panties, the bans and record burnings, the quacks and evangelical terrors, Ouija boards and poltergeists, resurrections and revenge from the grave, the cross-dressers, thieves, drug addicts, and hopeless alcoholics, the house fires and car crashes, the temptations and responsibilities of a life onstage and in the public eye—as truthfully as I can this time around.

And because even terminal sickos have to have had a childhood, I’ll tell you Alice’s story too; his evilution. I know him well enough to do that; too well, really. He and I were thick as thieves once upon a time, and that relationship nearly killed me, but at heart I’m an ordinary guy who wants to share with people what it takes to survive the perils of an ordinary life spun out of control. All too many rock stars I’ve known who couldn’t tell the difference between being onstage and off have ended up dead way too young. With hindsight and a certain maturity (at seventy-eight, I certainly hope I have some), I’d like to describe to you my journey to Hell and back with Alice, because it’s not only rockers who can lose their way. Not to sound messianic, but in a perverse, crazy kind of way, I think I was assigned to do some good here. And if that’s not proof that God has a sense of humor, nothing is.







CHAPTER ONE

I’VE SEEN JUST ABOUT EVERY HORROR MOVIE EVER MADE, AND MOST of the time I crack up laughing. But one that I’ve always taken with grave seriousness is The Exorcist. You could say it’s frightening just because it’s so well constructed, and yes, it does build tension with Hollywood ingenuity: Regan and her mother toy with a Ouija board, and the planchette scoots away; in a trance at a dinner party she pees on the carpet; she crushes her psychiatrist’s genitals in her hand; doctors insert a needle into her spinal canal to make an X-ray of her brain… a series of gimmicks that unsettle, then spook the living daylights out of you long before the Devil even arrives. But for me, it doesn’t just work because it chips away at your physical defenses, or even because it scares your intellect; it works because it scares your soul.

I’ve been invited a couple of times to appear on Ghost Adventures and Ghost Hunters, but I turned them down. I said, “Guys, you’re not just speaking to ghosts. If you’re trying to speak to a dead spirit, that’s 
necromancy. You’re speaking directly to demons.” I do watch those shows, I’m fascinated by them, but that’s because for me it’s a matter of knowing thine enemy. I don’t believe the fairy tale of ghosts with “nowhere to go” or the lonely little girl in the dungeon of an Irish castle crying out, “Help me!” Do you really think that’s a little girl? C’mon. It’s a charming invitation, but nothing positive can come of it. Demons are really good at impersonating your loved ones to lower your guard and seduce you.

Let me be clear: Alice is not an embodiment of Satan. I’ve never flirted with the Devil, I’ve never done anything satanic onstage. I wouldn’t even make a cartoon of him, because, you see, one of Satan’s schemes is to have you not take him seriously. One of the finest illustrations of his deception is C. S. Lewis’s The Screwtape Letters (he’s the guy who wrote The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe), which I admire so much that for a while I was hoping to turn it into a Broadway musical. In the book, a junior devil called Wormwood is writing to his uncle for tips on how to steal the soul of the man he’s been assigned, and his uncle Screwtape details the many ways that man is vulnerable to temptation and corruption. He advises Wormwood to present himself as a cartoon—the little imp in red tights with a pitchfork that stands on your shoulder—so the man laughs at the idea of the supernatural and, in the end, the idea of God as well. On my stage, Alice himself is never funny like that. He’s deadly serious when he plays the part, like a performer in a medieval morality play, which is why on my Last Temptation album the character Steven tells him in no uncertain terms,


I tell ya right now I don’t want your reptile embrace

I don’t want to follow you down to your place

I don’t want to be a child of disgrace

You can take your whiskey-soaked, foaming-at-the-mouth, toilet-talking,

pea soup-spewing, sweating-blood demon-breath out of my face




[image: ]

My paternal granddad, Thurman Sylvester Furnier, was an Apostle in the Church of Jesus Christ. In the nineteen thirties, when he was ministering to the Sioux tribe in South Dakota, a woman in the church called him up and said, “My six-year-old son is possessed. Could you please come and help?” So, he went out to the reservation where, he told me, the wind came low off the plains and stirred the dust along a single rutted road—“In a dry whisper,” he said, “like a prayer half remembered.” You can’t imagine the destitution, he said. Children with bare feet and tangled hair playing in yards of dirt and wire and rusted cans, power lines swaying on weathered poles, and the earth lying pale and cracked beneath a vault of wide and changeless sky. There the sun did not so much shine as expose. Scattered houses shingled with tar paper crouched low to the ground, windows stuffed with rags against the wind, smoke curling thin from corroded stovepipes. Men leaned against pickup trucks or sat on the ground smoking, eyes squinting toward the horizon as if something might come from there. Work was scarce. The land yielded nothing and the factories were far. They hunted where they could. Scrapped what could be scrapped. Waited on checks. Waited on the mail. Waited on the Lord.

“This was the Depression,” Grandpa told me. “Can you imagine what it was like on a reservation when the rest of America was starving? I asked one of the tribal leaders how come I see a lot of dogs but I never see puppies. The man replied, ‘Soup.’”

The woman’s family lived in a wickiup, a round house made of mud with a fire in the middle and a hole in the roof to let the smoke out. Under a pile of blankets beside the flickering flames was the six-year-old, sitting up and staring like he was hypnotized. Grandpa stooped, stepped in, and sat down across the fire from him. For a few minutes, aside from the snapping and hissing of the embers, there was only silence. And then, out of this little boy a deep, throaty, wolflike voice said, I know who you are.

And my grandfather goes, very matter-of-factly, Then you know why I’m here.

“I knew I was staring into pure evil,” he told me. “This child was demon-possessed. The American Indians, it doesn’t matter whether they’re Christian or what they believe in, they can’t let go of the spirits, the spirit of the desert, the spirit of the sky, of the land, so they’re very open to possession. They leave themselves open to it. So the boy jumps up, kicking dirt all around, into my eyes, and barking not in Lakota but some strange language that even his mother doesn’t recognize. Finally I stood up and said, ‘In the name of Jesus Christ, I rebuke you!’ And the child goes mute and falls convulsing to the ground.”

I’m nine years old hearing this, and I’m in awe. And when you hear such things at that impressionable age, you carry them with you all your life.

My dad used to say that if Alice Cooper fans ever heard this kind of stuff, they’d think our family was pretty weird—weirder than Alice Cooper, even. He’d warn any reporter who’d asked for an interview that the things he could tell them about the church would surely be met with skepticism by 95 percent of their readers, and that he wouldn’t blame them, so it was best not to put it in writing at all. Still, he insisted, as a pastor like his father before him, he knew the supernatural is a reality, and that’s something he handed down to me. I’ve always had a pretty healthy fear of God, and understood that He and Satan are the source of good and evil in the world, waging a spiritual war with us as the prize. To me that’s where the main conflict of the world is… and where a lot of the best writing is too.

When I was a kid, I didn’t wholeheartedly embrace God the way I do now. Neither did my sister Nickie, nor even my parents at first. Every Sunday we dutifully dressed up like good citizens in a Norman Rockwell painting and went to church, but mainly because that’s what everybody did back then; it was the American way. Me and my buddies probably absorbed the Gospel teachings at some level, but we weren’t really listening. If I did pay attention, then later that day in Sunday school I’d be just as likely to raise my hand and ask a wiseass question like, “Please, Miss. If Adam and Eve were the first and only humans, wouldn’t their sons have to marry their own sisters to have children? And wouldn’t that make the entire population of the Earth a family of ding-dongs?” That’s the kind of kid I was. A heat-seeking trouble missile, but funny. Or in history class: “Weren’t the British soldiers dumb to wear red? Didn’t that make them targets?” I think maybe that’s why the teachers liked me, though, because I’d bring up questions that they didn’t think a kid at my level would ask1

Sometimes I wonder about the origins of my alter ego Alice. I mean, villains and psychos were once just kids too, right? I can picture him popping up in the pew beside me, smelling faintly of burnt matches instead of Lifebuoy, invisible to everyone else. I’d noticed his shadow before as he skulked at the edge of the playground, humming lullabies backward and chalking RIP in the girls’ sidewalk hopscotch squares. I imagine he was raised in a moldering Victorian house by a taxidermist father and a vaudeville-singing mother with a fondness for séances, and his bedtime stories came from penny dreadfuls hidden under the floorboards. He trained his pet tarantula to play dead on cue. And right in there in the middle of church he’d wink at me.

I know who you are.

As for me, I was just an average kid who played baseball after school and went to the movies on Saturday. I couldn’t be more average. Remember the ad pages in DC and Atlas Comics for X-Ray Specs and whoopie cushions, and the wide-eyed kid with the brush cut and short-sleeved gingham shirt hawking Grit newspaper?2 Selling that door to door was how I got my first allowance! That kid might as well have been me.

Or he might have been Alice. Check out the photo of me—of us—age six on the inside cover of Along Came a Spider. Such a beautiful boy. So innocent. Shame he became a serial killer…

So many of the biographies and autobiographies of the musicians that have influenced me begin in the dramatic hellscape of the Blitz or some other arena of the Second World War, but I was born Vincent Damon Furnier in 1948, at least five years after them. In Stone Alone, Bill Wyman talks about eating horsemeat and nettles plucked from the wreckage of the neighbors’ houses, but I never had to scramble over rubble because America was never bombed. The 1950s for me were truly idyllic, the best time to grow up, ever.

In my mind, I picture Eastpointe, the Detroit suburb of my childhood, as very industrial, very Motor City—

Excuse me, that’s not how I remember it.

What are you talking about? You weren’t even there.

I’ve always been here. What I’m saying, dear Vince, is that you’ve confused your memories with places like Hoboken in On the Waterfront, one of your favorite movies. You didn’t grow up on the mean streets.

OK… Let me rethink it, then.… Detroit was a tough city, but in reality I never saw that side of it when I was young. Although the auto industry was thriving, I never saw much of the factories or the wharfs or the car companies’ palatial Art Deco headquarters because we almost never went downtown except to see the Thanksgiving Day parade. Our district was a burgeoning neighborhood typical of America’s postwar housing boom, with row upon row of well-kept single-family brick homes, mostly bungalows, on tidy tree-lined streets—not small-town white picket fence America, but new-build sprawl. We were all working class or middle-working class; the street we lived on, Lincoln Avenue, would have matched the mid-tier orange properties on the Monopoly board—Tennessee or New York Avenue—that reflected the aspirations of the era’s middle class. We rented a big house for thirty dollars a month (less than four hundred in today’s money), kept it warm in the winter, and always had enough to eat.

Areas of Detroit like Black Bottom and Paradise Valley were tough back then, but our new suburbs were designed with a strong emphasis on community and family life, parks and recreational facilities. We’d heard of juvenile delinquents, or “JDs” as they were known, who all smoked and had switchblades and leather jackets, but I never saw one. I never witnessed a scrap, let alone got beat up in the street. Maybe I witnessed one fight, between a ditch digger and another guy, because I remember it not being like in the movies at all—real blood, real violence. That left a mark on me. I’ve always been very ambivalent about violence: Blood saturates my songs and stage shows, but I’ve no appetite for it in real life. When me and my pals Donnie and Mike and Butchie fought, we never tried to kill each other, it was just wrestling. We’d play cowboys and Indians (where the girls were always the Indians, natch) and have dirtball fights on the building sites, which were everywhere on the nearby open fields. We’d make booby traps in the basements that the builders had dug out and lob dried mud at each other, and if you got hit, it would explode all over you like a dirty snowball without the snow. Yow, that hurt.

In Eastpointe, one street was Italian, the next was German, the next Irish, but everybody knew everybody and all the kids played together. Because ours was mostly populated by Poles at the time, nearly all my friends’ surnames ended in “ski”—Wiśniewski, Lewandowski, Dombrowski, so for laughs they’d put a “ski” on the end of our name, and for a while we were the Furnierskis!3 But even though we’d all been European immigrants once upon a time, if you had asked us about Europe, we would have gone, “Where is that?” There was nothing European about East Detroit; it was as all-American as you could get—Stars and Stripes hanging from every pole, hot dogs, Wonder Bread, Kool-Aid tablets, Baby Ruths, the Fourth of July parade; we even thought of the Red Wings’ Gordie Howe and Terry Sawchuk as Americans.

And then, of course, there was baseball. Instead of gangs, we’d get up in the morning and head out to the sandlot, saying, “Who are we playing today? The Irish? Cool! Tomorrow we’re playing the Italians,” and we’d play all day until the dusk swallowed up the dirty ball. Eastpointe was definitely a racially segregated suburb in the 1950s, and although Kantner Elementary where I went was one of the few schools that did allow Black kids, I had no Black buddies. Still, I don’t remember a racial thing ever going on where we lived. Maybe that’s down to us being so sheltered, but it was only later, in the sixties when the race riots blew up, that I noticed there was a kind of race war going on in America. When I was a kid, if we were playing the Black guys, it was just “the Black guys”; all we knew was that they were better ballplayers than us!

In our neighborhood, there were maybe five families with kids in my age bracket. Every Saturday one of the neighbors would take us all to the movies, and then we’d come home and act out scenes from them. One of our favorites was Jupiter’s Darling, a musical with Howard Keel and Esther Williams about the barbarians versus the Romans (and of course us guys played the barbarians and the girls played the soft and spoiled Romans). Once, we put on a fundraiser for polio, which was a major threat at that time. We raised about eighteen dollars, about two hundred in today’s money, so I’d say we put on a pretty good show!

I was a pretty good mimic from the time I was little. The biggest thing back then was Westerners and frontiersmen. A number of times me and Donnie from across the street performed “The Ballad of Davy Crockett.” We slung long sticks over our shoulder for muskets (my sister Nickie says it was my first incarnation of the character in “Desperado” from the Killer album), and our friends and families sitting in the garage or on lounge chairs on the porch—porching, it was called—all loved it because we were so cute. That was my entry into show business! Although, funnily enough, Mom used to say that I’d run and hide sooner than let the grown-ups take a photo of me. In later years, she’d shake her head and say, “Imagine how many pictures he’s had taken in his lifetime since!”

I loved swashbuckling too. Every single Halloween I was Zorro. I was enthralled by Tyrone Power’s moves in The Mark of Zorro, and by Danny Kaye in The Court Jester when he’s hypnotized into being the greatest swordsman of all time. I still am onstage, when I make that shish kebab of dollar bills with my saber. Hollywood is always prompting me, like the guy in “King of the Silver Screen” off of Lace and Whiskey:


By day I’m a workin’ man, layin’ bricks or layin’ pipe

I don’t stand out in a crowd, just look like one of the guys

Little do they know when I’m alone in bed at night

I become the King of the Silver Screen




I stare at the ceiling there, know where I belong

I two-step with Fred Astaire, fightin’ old King Kong

I can be any hero at all, Zorro or Don Juan

I know I’m the King of the Silver Screen



I was nine when I saw Elvis Presley on The Ed Sullivan Show. I was mesmerized. I immediately went to my bedroom, closed the door and locked it because I was afraid Nickie would tease me, flipped my collar up and sneered into the mirror, and that was it. Elvis, as everybody knows, was shot from the waist up on that broadcast (after his full-monty appearance on The Milton Berle Show had caused national outrage), but I found that the hips followed naturally after the top half, and I could ape him pretty good. Naturally, I didn’t think about the sexuality of it, I just thought, If I could do this instead of being a fireman or a builder…

Nickie had some moves too. Our parents would get invited to a lot of Italian weddings, and they’d bring us along to dance to fifties music with everybody standing around to watch. We could do all the American Bandstand kind of dances: the chicken, the boogie-woogie, the bunny hop, the jitterbug, and the polka. Mom and Dad encouraged us, because in their twenties they were jitterbug champions themselves. I recently came across a photo from the 1940s of a trophy they’d won, with my mom up in the air with her bobby socks and my dad in his zoot suit catching her. If you look at a movie from the forties and see the kids dancing, that was my mom and dad. Just incredible!

My sister tells me that our mom would say, “If a guy can’t dance or dress sharp, then he’s a square.” She says she grew up thinking those things were more important than a guy being nice to her. Meanwhile, I never saw my dad when he didn’t look like he was on the cover of GQ magazine. I’d watch him dress for work with his dashing hair and Clark Gable pencil mustache, and his socks and tie matching. I had boxes of comic books—Fantastic Four, Blackhawk—that were two cents apiece in those days (I know because we traded them all the time; if I had them now, they’d be worth a fortune), but never fancied myself a superhero. I didn’t want to be invisible or leap tall buildings in a single bound; the superpower I wanted to have was to always be sharp, like Peter Gunn. Looking back at what Alice used to wear onstage—soiled and torn Danskin long johns with thigh-high leopard-spot boots—you might wonder if I was acting out some kind of rebellion, not just against the boring denim-wearing rockers of the day but against my dad too. The problem with that theory is, I always wanted to be just like my dad.

Even before junior high I dressed for school like the Rat Pack—thin tie, small lapel—when everyone else was wearing Levi’s and flannel shirts. I’d wear my hair like Rick Nelson, who rivaled Elvis with twelve hits to Elvis’s eleven in ’58 and ’59 when Presley was away in the army; or I’d sweep it up in a pompadour like Kookie in 77 Sunset Strip. I’d spend an hour on my coif before leaving the house. Me and my friend Eddie Wolf were the only two guys in class that knew how to dance, wear the right clothes, and comb our hair just right. We were the sharper guys. Girls loved us, even in elementary school, when Nickie says I looked like Gary Lewis from Gary Lewis & the Playboys. I was never one of those kids looking lost in the corridor, going, Duh, what do I do now? I strode with purpose.
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Much of the influence on my style and attitude came, of course, from TV. Our parents bought their first set in 1948, so there was one in the house from the time I was born. Before I ever went to the movies, I was parked in front of a tiny Philco or RCA set—black and white, of course. Almost no one else on the street had one, so Dad used to carry it over to my aunt and uncle’s house for the evening, and the neighbors would come over and watch NBC’s Texaco Star Theater. And there was never any arguing over what to watch, because up until I was five years old there was only one channel to choose from.

I said before that I couldn’t have been a more average 1950s American kid. Well, that’s because television was the main ingredient in my diet. We were spoon-fed that Father knows best, and that everything Andy Griffith did was the right thing because it was for Opie. A lot of people laugh at those shows now because they seem so innocent and sentimental and even moralizing, but I think there was a lot of deliberate humor in them. It’s true that they were wholesome—if Beaver stole so much as an apple, it was a scandal—but to me, that they could write an entire episode around such a trivial event is really clever.

Nickie and I watched The Mickey Mouse Club faithfully every day, and as we grew older, The Dick Clark Saturday Night Beechnut Show, where I caught my first glimpses of Bob Hope, Pat Boone, Johnnie Ray, and so many others that, even then, I knew what I wanted to be. As I grew up, 77 Sunset Strip, Bourbon Street Beat, and The Untouchables became my shows. I was sucking it all in. When I was eleven, the big turning point was The Twilight Zone, which affected me maybe more than all the rest because of how, in the last minute or two of every episode, the whole story got turned upside down. I’d watch and just gasp, thinking, Oh, that’s great! The one with Burgess Meredith as a librarian blew my mind: After the bomb’s been dropped, he’s the last man alive but happy to be alone because he doesn’t get along with people anyway; all he wants to do is read, and… he breaks his glasses.4 The next day at my school, that’s all anybody talked about. Or “To Serve Man,” where the aliens tell the people on Earth that they’ve come to help solve all the world’s problems, but (spoiler alert) they’re really here to eat us.

When I was maybe seven, Dad bought us a twelve-and-a-half-inch TV set, a big step up from the ten-incher we had before, and everybody thought that was superb. We’d watch the ball games with my uncles (and now you could just about see the speck of a ball) and the fights on Friday night sponsored by Pabst Blue Ribbon and Secret Cigarettes. I was regularly enlisted to stand by the set holding the aerial as the image on the screen wiggled and rolled, and they went, “Vinnie, move it a little to the right! No, the left!” Or we’d stick a ball of steel wool on the end of the antenna. Dad was always on the roof, installing bigger, better TV aerials.

You could pretty much map out my childhood (and maybe my life) just by looking at the rise of TV technology. I remember going into downtown Detroit when I was about seven and seeing everybody standing around in the snow in front of a store, because one of the windows had a color TV. And we were all going, “What? What else could they possibly invent!” The showcase at the time was The Wizard of Oz. When Dorothy steps out of her cabin into Munchkinland and the world blooms with color, we were floored—and reruns of it still give me goosebumps.

The Motorola console we acquired when I was about twelve was a total entertainment center, with built-in stereo and loudspeakers and a liquor cabinet on the left, and the TV screen with the round corners and the grayish-green bubble screen. Mom would call out, “The Untouchables are on tonight!” and we’d drool with excitement because that meant Swanson TV dinner, which we thought was the coolest thing ever. I can remember sitting on the floor in front of the set, peeling the lid back, and inhaling the savory aroma of the Salisbury Steak or the Turkey Dinner, featuring a couple of pieces of turkey with glutinous gravy, mashed potatoes, and a little apple crumble thing with aluminum foil over it. Sheer heaven.

They used to call television the boob tube, which I guess was apt for kids of my generation, because we were literally weaned on it. TV’s been my constant companion all my life. In his book Snakes! Guillotines! Electric Chairs!, Dennis Dunaway says I was so addicted to TV that at the end of the day, when the screen would go to the Indian chief test pattern, I’d be equally happy watching that. But if you want to know the truth, I’d just about watch the static snow too. I learned early on that when you’re on the road with your band and in a Holiday Inn every single night, with everyone and everything looking exactly the same, TV is your best friend. It was like that with Glen Buxton and Neal Smith too; in the years we rented houses together, all of us kept the TV on just for the buzz. (Not so smart, since we couldn’t afford to pay the electricity bill.) Even now, if my wife Sheryl didn’t turn it off, I’d sleep with it fizzing away.

The fifties were the golden age of horror hosts, the ancestors of Svengoolie, the Boulet Brothers, and Elvira, Mistress of the Dark—campy, not-really-very-spooky characters who introduced late-night horror and sci-fi films on local stations across America: Selwin on Shock Theater, Morgus the Magnificent, E. Nick Witty, Vampira, and many more, some of whom only lurk now in the brains of those of us old enough to have seen them in the day, because they were broadcast live and haven’t been preserved on tape or film. Me and Dad and Nickie loved watching Lights Out. We’d sit there, waiting, waiting, watching the eerie eyes in the dark, then the bloody hand reaching out, in dread anticipation of when Frank Gallop would go, “Lights out, everybody!” and the screen would go black, and each and every time my sister would shriek and I’d jump out of my skin. For sure, if you want to figure out where the Alice Cooper character came from, that’s as good a place to start as any.

Most of those shows weren’t really very frightening, but because they aired over the VHF frequency that often ghosted, tore, and skewed the image across the screen, it seemed like they existed in some supernatural dimension. I loved House of Horror with Tarantula Ghoul, and Freddy the Ghoul who’d say silly stuff like, “Tonight we present one of the greatest movies of all time, Gone with the Wind,” but then show The Reptile That Ate Cleveland instead. Then on Friday night Zacherley the Cool Ghoul, the “Monster of Ceremonies” in his undertaker’s cloak, his eyes darkened with makeup, would gravely intone, “We’re gathered here this evening… Sounds like a funeral, doesn’t it?” At school my buddies and me would wonder what qualifications you needed to land a job like that. Imagine being paid to host old horror movies on television! (I’ve always said that I would love to have that slot on a Friday night and call it Alice’s Attic, like my radio show. I’d present horror movies with my whole family playing the characters, and make it the hippest thing of all time. Someday, when I’m ninety!)

We kids also fed our hunger for horror at the cinema. Our parents would often take Nickie and me to the drive-in to see Martin and Lewis or Abbott and Costello, but when I was with my friends, all we wanted was guns and spaceships and scary monsters. We loved the idea of being spooked, always looking for the goriest scene, and you’d be a chicken if you ran out. It was a tradition to go on Saturday mornings to the Eastown Theatre, with its marble walkways and red columns, its huge Gothic chandeliers and the usher wearing one of those little box hats. A grown-up would drop us off at eleven in the morning and pick us up at six in the evening. We’d go in with just fifty cents, and that would pay for three features, popcorn, Cokes, and candy bars, and you’d still have money left over.

My sister liked them too. We’d go together to Vincent Price features like House of Wax and House on Haunted Hill. At seven, eight, nine years old, I enjoyed being spooked by the giant tarantula or the thing that came from outer space, and I almost never lost sleep over it. I got the fact that they were movies. To this day, I’m always looking to see what makes a show truly, under-your-skin scary, and usually, you know, it’s not the monster. It’s what the monster represents in some way. Horror movies are the most unsettling when they’re really about something else—nuclear war, venereal disease, social media, aging, insomnia, vermin, and, of course, the Devil—which is why I never tire of them.

But there were a couple of exceptions. Nickie and I went to see Creature from the Black Lagoon when I was only ten, and that one got me something bad. We were so scared that we both ran out of the theater in the middle of it. I remember dropping my popcorn and racing up the aisle in a panic to the light of the foyer. Every other monster in those Universal horror movies had a look you could come to terms with. You saw the Wolfman and went, “OK, that’s scary, but it’s a guy in a costume. He’s got the hair, Frankenstein’s got the flat head, Dracula’s got the teeth, the mummy’s wrapped in bandages.” If we’d been to see It Came from Beneath the Sea, with the giant octopus that was obviously plasticine animation (though Ray Harryhausen was a genius), or The Brain That Wouldn’t Die that was just an actor with her head through a hole in the table, or any movie where the monsters obviously had zippers down their backs and visible nylon strings attached to their jaws, we’d know it was silly. The Unearthly was pretty spooky, with the shaky old man without eyeballs, and I was creeped out by the girl dancing with the dead in Carnival of Souls, but they were nothing like Creature from the Black Lagoon. It was fishlike but with something ex-human about him, a hybrid gill-man thing you couldn’t quite square up in your imagination. When it’s swimming behind the woman, swiping at her but missing her foot by just this much? When it approaches the tent and suddenly you’re seeing the unsuspecting man from its point of view? I’d never seen that before. The guy turns around and looks at you, and then your giant claw swipes across and takes his face off. Yikes!

The other horror creation that gave me serious pause, the one that has haunted me all my life and whose skin I’d one day pull on for myself, was the seething psychotic Renfield in Dracula, played by the character actor Dwight Frye. But I’m going to save him for later…

Footnotes

1 There are good answers to both those questions, in fact, but that’s beside the point.

2 “America’s Greatest Family Newspaper” was a small-town and rural weekly, wholesome, somewhat faith-oriented, and refreshingly in today’s context, apolitical and deliberately noncontroversial. I remember it mostly for its syndicated Mandrake the Magician and Dixie Dugan comics.

3 As I wrote in my Golf Monster memoir, the Furniers were Huguenots, part French Canadian people who came over to the New World with the French Protestants in the seventeenth century; my seventh cousin was the Marquis de Lafayette, the same Lafayette who secured the support of the French during the American Revolution and fought alongside George Washington at Valley Forge. Even more exciting, Nickie recently found out that we’re also fourth cousins twice removed of John Wayne!

4 I’ve never forgotten that one. It inspired “The Last Man on Earth” on Welcome 2 My Nightmare.







CHAPTER TWO

BY THE TIME OF BILLION DOLLAR BABIES, A HUGE AMOUNT WOULD BE written about Alice Cooper and me all over the world, and the teen press frenzy being what it was back then, a lot of it was pretty silly, but some reports did cause my parents annoyance and embarrassment. One thing in particular that upset them was a description published in an unauthorized Circus magazine biography called Alice Cooper: Shock Rock’s Glitter King that described us, Dad complained, as “a bunch of gypsies.” Maybe he had painful memories of the Great Depression and didn’t want to be identified with hobos riding the rails, but I thought his indignation was odd because when we were kids he himself used to say to Nickie and me that we were “Bedouins.” Whatever you’d call us, the truth is that even before I hit the road with the band, I’d left thousands of miles behind me in the rearview mirror.

One of the reasons we moved so often was that I’d been born with infantile asthma and had it pretty bad throughout my childhood. By the time I was ten, the family had driven back and forth to Arizona or California four times before finally settling in Phoenix. I was an athletic kid, probably more agile than most—I loved football, basketball, baseball, hockey, everything—but I was skinny and fairly frail. Ninety percent of the time I was fine, but then I’d be laid low, struggling for breath. In the fall when I’d dive into a pile of leaves, my lungs would close up and then I’d have to stay home constructing model cars and airplanes while my friends carried on playing without me. In the winter, I’d nearly suffocate from constant colds and a sore throat. We didn’t have inhalers in those days, so I’d make a hood from the morning’s Detroit Free Press and put my head over a steaming bowl of Vicks VapoRub; to this day, I remember the smell of wet newspaper as much as the camphor. That worked, but not consistently, and our doctor finally said, “Get him out of this cold climate. Move him to someplace hot to burn it out of him.” Back then, if anyone had tuberculosis or any problem with breathing, you’d be sent to Arizona for dry heat. It’s what my grandparents had done for my dad—I inherited the condition from him—so that’s where we went too.

Actually, Dad had asthma and emphysema, because back then smoking was considered normal. You smoked to help you breathe! Rod Serling (who would die of lung cancer) always held a cigarette during his Twilight Zone intros, sponsored by Chesterfield, and the NBC evening news wasn’t just brought to you by Camel cigarettes, it was called The Camel News Caravan. One of its slogans, I’m not kidding, was “More doctors smoke Camels than any other cigarette.” In my head, I always pictured surgeons with a cigarette clamped between their lips while cutting their patients open! My mom didn’t smoke, but my dad and all my uncles and everybody else I can think of did, and their clothes reeked like the bottom of an ashtray, sour and stale. It looked cool, but everything else about it seemed wrong to me. Coffin nails, for sure.

The second reason for our almost constant relocating, and maybe just as urgent, was economic. Dad had studied drafting for two years at the Chrysler engineering school in Michigan, but Glenn Miller being one of his idols, his real ambition was to be a big band leader. He gigged around singing in a trio with a band called Jerry Wayne, never making much money but persisting because, he said, he got enough gratification from the applause alone. (I can relate to that.) He played saxophone with Artie Shaw’s big band some nights, but was never quite good enough to be a full-time working musician, and in the end was forced to turn his attention to actually making a living. With almost every new job he got, we’d be uprooted to a new neighborhood, and every time my health got better or worse and we had to move cities again, he’d have to look for something new.

So, always on the move, we rented, never bought. We’d take very few belongings with us, no heirlooms or framed pictures to help us feel at home in our new environment, but I never felt estranged in any place we lived. If it was lacking in some way, I’d always look for the positive. Nickie says that the constant relocating had a profoundly different impact on our personalities; she once told Dennis Dunaway that the way she coped with the routine heartbreak of saying goodbye to all her friends at school was to stop making new friends, while I dealt with it by acting like everybody was my new best friend.

Without knowing it, I was in training for a life on the road. I was an adaptable person by nature, but the result of all that travel is that, like TV, trundling down the highway became a comfort zone for me. To this day if I miss my nap I get cranky, but like a baby in the back seat of a car, you can pacify me with a drive whether it’s day or night. I’m seventy-eight as I write this book and still find myself riding tour buses happily shooting the breeze with my band as we watch the sights zip by.
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So, with the accumulation of years that we lived there, Phoenix became my second childhood home. When we first moved, its population was only about forty or fifty thousand, pretty much a cow town with a single freeway. It was strictly a place for tourists to pass through on the Apache Trail, with no industry and very few jobs, so our parents opened a restaurant, a short-order kind of place called the Capitol Café, right across from the State Capitol itself, with a TV set in it so people could watch the ball game while they ate. Dad made the best cheeseburgers I’ve ever tasted to this day, but that’s not just nostalgic me saying so; all the senators, guys like Carl Hayden (who would become acting vice president after the assassination of John F. Kennedy) would come for them. Oh, and one of my earliest memories is from then, in the hottest summer months when the city would flood the whole Capitol yard so kids could cool down wading in the water.

In those days there were basically only three streets running north and south of downtown, and then you were in the desert, but with advances in air-conditioning technology, Phoenix experienced a sudden and massive expansion. Many residents wanted it to stay the way it had been, but like Dr. Seuss’s Zax they were ignored, and by the early seventies Phoenix was the third-fastest-growing city in America, with a population of over a million people. Being nestled in the Salt River Valley and surrounded by several rugged mountain ranges, it was a postcard-beautiful location but not able to accommodate multiplying freeways and shopping centers and sprawling new neighborhoods and all the power plants needed to run the air-conditioning that would make them livable, because the smog had nowhere to go. Now it’s among the worst-polluted cities in the country—ironic, given that we’d originally settled there to relieve my asthma.

Later on, Mom and Dad opened another restaurant of sorts near the railway station called the 500 Diner, but they more or less lost their shirts and had to move us back to Detroit. There, while Mom waitressed, Dad became a Fuller Brush man selling door to door. Then he sold freezers, and after that he sold new Plymouths, which was great because every year he’d have a new demo to drive around town, and we got to drive cars we could never afford. They were always turquoise—the classic color of the late fifties—and each edition sported bigger fins than last year’s. They had clear plastic on the seats so we wouldn’t ruin them, and if you scooted across the back, you could give your sister an electric shock, heh heh. But the final straw for us and Detroit was when Dad got a job selling used cars. He didn’t have the right personality to make a go of it. It wasn’t in his nature to cheat anybody, when to sell a car in Motor City more than anywhere else you had to lie a lot. He would never let some chump drive off with a lemon. Instead he’d be like, “Oh, hey—we turned the odometer back on that one,” so his boss let him go. I enjoyed sitting in the lot with him, inhaling the smell of new tires and car polish, so I missed it at first, but in the end I felt proud that he was fired for being too honest.

Which is when my uncles came to the rescue.

My dad had two older brothers he idolized. They were straight out of Guys and Dolls, real Damon Runyon characters (which is how I got Damon as my middle name) at the races every day. Lonson, or “Uncle Lefty” as he was known, was the eldest. He played first base with the Pittsburgh Pirates for a couple of seasons and later worked for the Jet Propulsion Laboratory in California as the guy who’d wine and dine the accounts. Then there was Uncle Vince, or “Jocko” as he was also known, a regular Detroit factory worker most of his life until he opened his own pool hall in East Detroit, called Campo’s, the kind of crooked joint Fast Eddie Felson and Minnesota Fats play in The Hustler. He knew every fence in Detroit, everybody who was hawking anything hot, and he probably always had a piece of the action. He was a flyweight boxer, too, and played a Telecaster guitar left-handed.

So, one Friday night in 1958, I’m ten years old and everyone’s watching the fights on TV. I’m drinking Vernor’s ginger ale while the adults are knocking back Carling Black Label and puffing on Lucky Strikes, when Jocko says to me, “You like Elvis, huh?” I go yeah, and he says, “I’m gonna play you somep’n. You’re gonna love this.” He puts on Chuck Berry, and that was the first record I heard that was driven by an electric guitar and bass; thanks to amplification there was a seismic difference between Haley & His Comets and what came after. It was the future, now!

“Oh, Carol, don’t let him steal your heart away.” That was my first love. I loved how you could hear the way an offbeat had been applied to gospel and blues, and voilà, rock and roll! To this day, I think Berry’s the greatest lyricist of all time. He wrote with a kind of cool, witty smarts, so self-confident that if words failed him he’d just make up some of his own. Anyone that can say “I don’t want your botheration” (in “Too Much Monkey Business”) or “The coolerator was crammed with TV dinners and ginger ale” (in “You Never Can Tell”), and you still understand what he’s talking about, has got my respect. Motorvatin’ in “No Money Down” is another example, and he invented products too, like the coffee-colored Cadillac in “Nadine” to suggest a racial subtext. There’s a reason Bob Dylan called him “the Shakespeare of rock’n’roll” and why a recording of “Johnny B. Goode” was sent into space on the Voyager probe for aliens to learn how to communicate (and dance) with us. He could also tell you a story in a three-minute song: “Johnny B. Goode,” “Maybellene,” “Nadine,” they’re all short stories told with a syncopated beat. And the bonus feature is that they often surprise you with a twist ending—just like I was saying before about The Twilight Zone (and Alfred Hitchcock Presents had them all the time too). In “Memphis, Tennessee,” for example, he’s trying to get in touch with a girl named Marie… who turns out not to be his girlfriend but his nine-year-old daughter. So unexpected and so sweet! As soon as I heard his stuff, I knew I wanted to write the same way, to put a twist in the end of songs that would make you go, “Oh, man!”

Anyway, Uncle Lefty was the one that got my dad a job at JPL—the Jet Propulsion Lab in California, founded by Caltech and later owned by NASA—which would change our lives. Before we moved, Dad more or less made a promise to God that if He could get us out of the bad financial situation we were in, and get the kids to a nice, warm climate where I wouldn’t be sick all the time, he’d start going to church. That’s the kind of thing anyone might say when they’re in a desperate situation, but he meant it with all his heart. This was important because his big brothers, who were fifteen, twenty years older than him, had been raised very religiously by my grandfather—the same Thurman Sylvester Furnier who performed the exorcism I told you about at the start of this book—and had had religion up to here by the time Dad was born. No dancing, no movies, no drinking, no smoking. Church on Wednesday and Friday nights and all day Sunday, bored to the teeth with no one to talk to but their sermonizing elders. The brothers rebelled, and as my dad came of age, they worked on him that praying was “sissy stuff.” Meanwhile, Dad had a girlfriend who said she couldn’t get her head around his name, which was Ether. It was too weird, she said. Didn’t he have a middle name? He did, but it was Moroni! Ether Moroni, names right out of the Book of Mormon. She said, “I can’t go around calling you that either. I’m gonna call you Mickey instead”—which took him another step away from his father’s ministry.

For years, Dad went through the same tug-of-war between religious devotion and a very secular lifestyle. He met my mother as “Mickey” too, and after they married they definitely enjoyed their house parties and a whole lot of drinking and dancing. At all hours it was a boisterous, happy, stress-free household filled with friends and family.

Why do you do that?

Do what?

Gloss over things. Make everything so pat. Be honest—like you promised the reader at the start of this book.

Well, OK, yes. My parents fought. An awful lot, actually. They were under tremendous financial strain because Dad was always on the brink of having to look for a new job, and there would be rows, for sure. They loved to fight, and they fought hard. I mean, nobody never fights. Me and Nickie hated it, but the thing is, we knew that they’d never split up. They argued but never came to blows, and I never heard the d-word. Nor did Dad ever drive off so angry or intoxicated that he ended up in a car accident. We knew that no matter what, they’d both be at breakfast the next morning.

But it was upsetting, wasn’t it? Remember that Twilight Zone episode called “The Bewitchin’ Pool”?

Where the brother and sister escape their bickering parents by diving into the water and through a portal to another life?

That’s the one. Like them, you and Nickie escaped into the television.

Maybe… She says that when I was a boy I hated violence so much, if the parents so much as raised their voices at each other, I’d shrink away, and I’d be even more alarmed at the grown-ups drinking and fighting at their shindigs.

And isn’t it true that you said to yourself, I never want to be like my parents?

As a married couple, I meant. And in our fifty years together, Sheryl and I have never had a fight—

Stop right there. Never? Ever? You just said that nobody never fights.

Well, OK, there was the time that she came at me with a frying pan. Can we get to that later, in the right context? Right now we’re talking about my parents, who had so many good points that that’s the way I want to remember them.

You do drive people nuts with your relentless positivity, don’t you?

That’s the optimism in my DNA! But, yes. People get mad at me on the golf course sometimes, like if they hit a bad shot and I say, “Oh, man, the swing was great, it’s just that you topped it a bit.” I suppose it can be exhausting. But I can’t help it. I always think, What negative thing that I utter would improve anything? That’s my makeup. I was always like that, even as a little kid. Being negative gets you nowhere. Being positive about bad things, on the other hand… Like, what was good about that fight we just had? It’s over, that’s what!

That’s more realistic. Thank you. You may continue.

By his own admission, Dad had a drinking problem—never a stumbling drunk, but he’d carry a little bottle of booze to work in his pocket to steady his nerves. He didn’t always feel he could cope with the daily situation, meeting so many new people and having to prove himself in every new job, unless he had “a little glow on,” and he was smoking two packs of cigarettes a day on top of it. So, going to California meant we could all make a new start; he and Mom could mellow out and live a quieter life. He was thirty-four in 1957 when we made the big move. “I realized that my children were being raised without the disciplines I had,” he’d say, “and they were living at a disadvantage because of the life we were living.” He knew that his own habits were a dangerous thing. He was self-aware enough to know that he was on the route to someplace bad, and he and Mom left their “worldly” friends behind in Detroit, found a new community in the San Fernando Valley, and never looked back.
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We rented an apartment on Coliseum Street in West Los Angeles, in the Baldwin Hills. At first, Dad only occasionally drove to the local Church of Jesus Christ in San Fernando Valley but in the course of a year became more thoroughly involved with the people there, finding joy in church activities and being busy all the time with this new group of friends.1 Mom and Dad both felt swept up in all the love and affection, but it struck an especially deep chord in my mother. Years ago, when Nickie was trying to trace our family’s genealogy, she found that Dad’s French side went way back (that’s how we found out about our Lafayette pedigree), but Mom’s side just stopped. She told us that we don’t have a family tree on her side because her maiden name McCartt was made up, and she never had a birth certificate. She’d grown up in a place called Glenmary, Tennessee, once known as Glen Hazard, and described in Maristan Chapman’s book The Happy Mountain as having “the look of being dropped in the hollow by four winds. The general store, the company store, the hotel and two or three sagging warehouses made up the town.… Where the railroad tracks snaked through the gap to the outland places, the deserted trestles and dumps of a worked-out coal mine spread their black skeletons.”

“The main thing I remember about my childhood,” Mom told us, “is funneling moonshine into Ball jars for my father. I think he died of some disease. I have no idea what my real name was.” One time when we were little she took us home to Tennessee to meet him, but we never went back after that. I think his name was Sam. Irish. He was like Colonel Parker, just a conniving, bootlegging hillbilly living in the backwoods with no bank account and, back then of course, no Social Security number. Meanwhile, Mom was only twelve when her mother died; in the one picture we have of my maternal grandmother, she’s really beautiful, a half-Cherokee woman with high cheekbones and long black hair, and you can totally see the Indian in her—as you can in me. For all I know, her surname could have been Two-Feather or Bear Mountain or something like that.

Or Cooper!

Nobody knows how she died, but let’s say I don’t think her husband’s lifestyle contributed much to her health. Nor, by Mom’s account, did he have any idea how to treat kids beyond working them real hard, so when she was fifteen or sixteen—this was during World War II—she ran away to Detroit and got a job in a factory there.

As a girl, she’d been pushed into Pentecostalism. With no local entertainment and her father forbidding her to have boyfriends, she used to say that the only thing to do there was to feel close to God. The church had a praying bench up at the altar, and you’d have to kneel on it and speak in tongues in order to be accepted, but she never could speak in tongues. She told Nickie and me that she felt rejected by God, because all these other people could feel the Spirit, but she never could, and she felt that God wanted nothing to do with her. For a long time after that she rarely thought seriously about religion, but when she started again with Dad in California, the yearning inside her that had never been satisfied was reawakened, and she really got into it.

My father also had an ache to join but was still fighting it because of all the resistance his brothers had driven into him. So, one day we’re all in church and we get up to sing a hymn, and my mother nudges Dad and says she’s going to ask to be baptized. And when he hesitates, she says, “If you don’t go, I’m going without you.” He relents because they always did everything together, and hand in hand they walk up the aisle. He just knew it was time.

The next thing he did was announce he was giving up smoking and drinking. The uncles said, “You’re gonna go crazy and relapse in a week! You’re gonna break, you’re gonna have a nervous breakdown. No one can stop drinking and smoking both on the same day!” They didn’t have patches in those days, just chewing gum, so it’s hard to imagine how he managed, especially with everybody else blowing smoke in his face, but he did. He took strength, I think, from the fact that the church considers smoking and drinking forms of possession, in that when you’re drinking you become someone else. Alcohol can turn a milquetoast fellow into the idiot going, “OK, I’ll take on the biggest guy in the room!” It gives you the bravado, the courage to become someone you’re not. And smoking? Well, suffice it to say that you’re not the smoker; the cigarette’s doing the smoking, you’re just the sucker, har har. The way he described it, after joining the church a conversion took place in him and he stopped—just like that. “Cigarettes and booze, I rebuke you!”

He knew he wanted to minister, so he studied as a novice for almost three years, every evening at the dining room table and all weekend long. He had to really know his stuff for the Elders. He and Mom dragged Nickie and me along to every Bible class, every sermon, every parish event, even when the other kids got to stay home. I was only in eighth grade but accompanied him to meetings for young men aspiring to the ministry and was plunged into the real heavy teachings of the Bible, the Gospel doctrine, the whole bit, until I, too, knew the doctrine inside out, backward, and upside down. He also went on regular trips to Arizona with a minister who’d come from Ohio to help work on the Apache reservation there, and found that he really had a passion for the mission. To become ordained in our church, the Elders can’t just be impressed by your knowledge, they have to feel on a spiritual level that you have a calling. They believe in the significance of dreams and other trancelike experiences, and evidently sensed something powerful, because they did approach him. And it’s likely that his interest in the Apache clinched the deal.

This is one of those areas that he would say invites understandable skepticism in people outside of the church. It goes like this: According to the Bible, the Assyrians of the eighth century BCE exiled from their land ten Hebrew tribes—more commonly known as the Lost Tribes of Israel—and only when they are gathered together again will the Messiah return. Well, where did they go? A number of notable Americans, including William Penn and the Mormon leader Joseph Smith, believed that one of the tribes, the Seed of Joseph, ended up in… America. And reading the Book of Mormon, my father believed it too. As he explained to us, “They were migrated over by the hand of the Lord. He gave them this land as their land of inheritance. They became idol worshippers and forgot their god, and therefore instead of progress they digressed.” In short, as the belief goes, they became the people we call “Indians”—America’s native peoples. If you asked Dad how they managed to cross the Atlantic ocean almost three thousand years ago, he’d say, “It may be hard to believe that such a thing could happen, but if you believe in a powerful God who created the heavens and the Earth, then it’s possible. If you have faith, you just have to accept it.” With all that in mind, you can understand why he got all stirred up ministering to the Apache, and why the Elders of the church saw so much promise in him.

Meanwhile, they’d just passed a ruling that they were not going to ordain any more ministers, because they already had quite a few, but they asked him to give a little talk about the mission, and when he got up and spoke he aroused such a strong feeling in the congregation that they immediately passed a motion to ordain him anyway.2 They wanted him to stay in California for a while and learn more about the ministry, but Dad didn’t want to wait. Even though there was no new job lined up (the ministry didn’t come with a salary), in April of 1961 he gave up his good position at JPL to lead the mission on the San Carlos reservation in Arizona.

We moved to Phoenix, shacking up in a two-bedroom camper in a trailer park. Nickie and I had a bunk bed, and I slept on top. Every weekend we’d make the three-hour drive to San Carlos and, while Dad tended to his work, we’d play with the Indian kids. The way they lived shocked us, languishing in their tumbledown cardboard shacks, the children with bloated stomachs and weeping sores. When Dad set up a breadline there, that was the first time I saw him cry. We’d spend the night there in the pastorate house, and all night we’d hear what sounded like fireworks. The first time we asked what it was all about, Dad said, “Sit down, you’re not going to believe this. I got invited to a powwow, when all the chiefs from the different sects gather around a fire and take peyote. They conjure up the Devil, and then they chase him away from the village and across the desert with shotguns. They’re all actually seeing the Devil, and they’re firing at him every which way.”

I remember asking, “How come they don’t end up shooting each other?”

“I have absolutely no idea! They’re out there hallucinating and running in all directions. But that’s the sort of thing you discover about these people. They’re great, really good people, but they still have their own spirit world in them. It doesn’t speak to them here,” he said, putting his finger to his head, “it speaks to them here.” He put his hand on his heart. “That’s why they’re open to me when I’m preaching the Gospel to them. And they’re a very strong people. Once they commit, they commit. They once were warriors. They weren’t like the Hopi or the Navajo; they were bloodthirsty. You know the Chiricahua and the Mescalero? They’re a branch of the Apache mixed with the Mexicans, and they’re still the Hell’s Angels of the desert.”

Dad told us once, “Many, many times I got calls to cast a demon out, but I knew what it was. The husband’s drunk and he’s gonna beat his wife up, that’s all. I weigh a hundred-thirty-five, forty pounds, but I’d say
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