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To get back my youth I would do anything in the world,
except take exercise, get up early, or be respectable.

—OSCAR WILDE




I get to live the rest of my life like a schnook

—RAY LIOTTA IN GOODFELLAS






one
hello, i am the
ghost of
troubled joe

My name is Joseph Green. I don’t like the name Joseph. Prefer Joe, but that comes with some heavy pop cultural baggage. If you don’t know already, I’ll get it over with …

From 1969 to 1981, 6’4″?, 280-pound Mean Joe Greene (number 75) was the fearsome defensive tackle for the Pittsburgh Steelers.

My legacy: not much, really.

His legacy:

Team MVP in 1970.

NFL Defensive Player of the Year, 1974.

Four Super Bowl championships.

One award-winning 1980 Coca-Cola commercial (“Hey, kid … catch!”).

Inducted into the Hall of Fame in Canton, Ohio, 1987.

I think he also played Sasquatch on The Six Million Dollar Man.

And then, although few pro-ball enthusiasts point this one out: there’s his unchallenged, three-decade run as an unholy source of my profound social awkwardness and tandem substance abuses. Yeah, to this day, even though I’m skinny, 30, Caucasian, and pretty even-tempered when sober, the utterance of my name to new acquaintances, bank tellers, hotel front desk clerks, and, worst of all, eligible women between the ages of 27 and 40 provokes the question:

“Mean Joe Greene?”

Each one acts as if I’ve never heard it before. It’s made me pretty fucking mean.

This is one of the reasons why I tend to hang out with 22-year-olds lately. My new social circle consists of kids just out of college. They’re members of Generation Y to my arrested X. That eight-to-ten-year age difference can catch you on a mean snag if you’re not careful. And it’s caught me. Since Miki, I haven’t even tried to pursue a steady girlfriend my own age. One of those wife-and-mother-of-your-baby candidates. I don’t have any pets. I can’t even keep a plant alive. A cactus died on me.

I go out every night with party-crazed kids who don’t have the same level of internal decay that I do. They can drink and snort and pop prescription drugs till five in the morning every night, then hop out of bed and do it again the next day. In an effort to keep up with them, I sometimes subject myself to daylong mornings-after that might only be cured by Keith Richards-in-Switzerland-style total blood transfusions. Twelve hours of smoking and moaning, prayer, and guzzling gallon jugs of Ocean Spray cranberry juice cocktail also works and is much more affordable. Most of the time, I’m grateful that the new breed has accepted me as one of their own. When I’m feeling mean and spiteful and jealous of their youth, I fuck with them. After a dozen years of partying, my tolerance has become a brutal thing, and since I’m trying to be more honest than usual here, I’ll tell you that it does fill me with pride whenever I drink a 21-year-old down to the puke-slimy tiles and walk away.

Occasionally one of these young girls with their fine skin and goofy wide eyes will go home with me. They’re good-looking and hungry for experience. I tell myself that they like me, they’re not just “experiencing” me. I do my 10,000th line of blow with them while they’re all excited about snorting up their first. After last call, I travel home to the Williamsburg, Brooklyn, loft they share with four other recent college grads. I ride with them on the L train. I’m so wired and paranoid that I’m convinced everyone is staring at me like I’m some child molester who looks a lot like the guy on the cover of Jethro Tull’s Aqualung album. I wonder if the roommates are laughing at me while I try to fuck their friend in the next bed but can’t get a hard-on. Sometimes the girl rides home with me and I hear 15-year-old R.E.M. and U2 songs on classic rock radio in the back of taxicabs while I reach under their T-shirts to squeeze their impossibly smooth tits. Those tits by the way are heaving things that feel like they’ve never, ever been touched by anybody else before but that doesn’t make me feel very special somehow. It makes me feel dirty. So when we get to my place, I drink away the rest of my chances of getting anything resembling an erection. Instead, I put on an LP. They ask, “Is this Dinosaur Junior?” I tell them that it’s actually Sonic Youth and smile even as I notice that they’re wearing a Sonic Youth T-shirt. This makes me drink even more. These girls get out of my bed the next day and bound into the street to take over the fucking city with their ridiculous energy. I get out of bed two and a half hours later and sit in my shower trying to steam the toxins out of my pores because I read somewhere that Frank Sinatra and the Rat Pack used to do that after a night of ring-a-ding-dingin’ with the Jack Daniel’s. In addition to the cranberry juice, which I also heard somewhere is a boon to organ rejuvenation, I buy Fleet enemas along with my Camel Lights at the Rite-Aid pharmacy on Hudson Street because I pray they will purge the remaining poisons out of my ass. I’ll do anything to feel clean and reverse what I did to myself the night before. What I did to them too. And while everyone else my age is at work or with their wives or their kids, I find myself in the tiny bathroom of my overpriced apartment in Manhattan’s West Village. The bowl is full of cigarette butts. The floor is full of old copies of New Musical Express and porn. The television is playing continuous reruns of The Golden Girls but I’ve had the sound muted for about two years. Unless there’s a plane crash or some other manner of “special report” heralding the end of the world, the old gals’ wisecracks remain muted through the night and day. The TV light keeps the roaches away. Sometimes, I cry. Most of the time, I ignore my editor’s e-mails and phone calls demanding the 300 words that I have to file on Cute Band Alert, a Williamsburg, Brooklyn-based quartet of self-described “art terrorists” who dress in parachute pants and Members Only jackets, play Casios and Keytars, have withering body odor, and somehow still get to fuck models. Their lead singer is also ten years younger than me. He has a record deal and a mullet, and he says things like “I don’t really feel comfortable in most social situations. With this music, I’d really like to destroy society as we know it.” I interviewed him over sushi and martinis at the Tribeca Grand Hotel. I was too intimidated by his youth to grab his skinny little neck and snap his head off. Instead, I nodded and said, “Yes. I understand.” Then he asked me if I had any pot because he was heading off to England in a few hours and didn’t have time to make a call.

Some days, I go back to the house I grew up in and root through the cardboard box of my stuff that my mother keeps in the attic … like the mementos of the dead. The stored black-and-white marble journals that meant so much to me in high school are now no different from the plaster handprint of my little monkey-sized paw from a kindergarten art class in 1974 or the broken ventriloquist’s dummy clown that I used to play with. I look for meaning but everything I find just makes me feel older and sadder. Still, I snatch some artifacts and bring them back to the city, hoping they’ll ward off some demons. But soon, there are more bad-sex stains on the only pair of sheets I’ve ever owned, and the next little girl has gone again, and instead of porn or expensive English music magazines, I read my high school yearbook wistfully on the toilet. As painful as high school was, I’ve reached the place in life where I’d happily saw off my nuts to go back for just an hour so that I could be that person with untouched flesh and easily filtered pores and a virgin liver, wondering what my first fuck or my first line of coke or the first time I hear a song that changes my life is going be like. I’m not sure if I have to shit or puke but I opt for puking cause there’s a plastic enema bottle up my ass.

Yes, I am vain. Yes, I am immature. Yes, I enjoy complaining. But before you assign me general admission seating in that especially torturous place in hell reserved for 30-plus-year-old guys who still hang around their old college town, let me clarify something here: I work in rock ’n’ roll.

I don’t sing or play guitar, drums, or organ. I couldn’t even shake a tambourine with conviction. But my job, writing about rock ’n’ roll for Headphones magazine, makes this generation slumming and the blow jobs from women who still remember what was on their college lit reading list a lot less damnable than they might be. Naturally, this is the first real job I’ve held for more than six months. I get paid to write about pop music. I don’t like to say that aloud for fear that someone will find me out as an unqualified sham. (But really, who is qualified to write about rock ’n’ roll besides the kids who have no interest in writing about it because they’re too busy really connecting with its energy?) Still, for four years now, I have been exchanging my thoughts on rock for actual U.S. currency … and health insurance. I suspect such arrangements drove rock critic legends like Lester Bangs and Nick Kent to their fatal and near-fatal abuses, respectively. Even if you’re good at what you do, and some say that I am, you’re still writing about rock ’n’ roll. If I could identify a blues scale, it might make sense that a large corporate magazine pays me money to listen to records and go see bands but I doubt it. I don’t want to end up like Lester Bangs, dead at 33. Hence the enemas (which was going to be the alternative title for this book). I want a wife and a child and a beige four-door Volvo and a house in the country. Or at least I tell myself I do in the morning when it feels like a pig has shit in my head. But, to paraphrase Jim Morrison, no one here gets the Volvo.

They sell a T-shirt in the tourist shops on St. Mark’s Place in the East Village that says Rehab Is for Quitters. Every time I pass it, hanging in the window, it makes me shudder. I may be a lot of things but I ain’t no quitter. I understand the pride, pathetic as it is, therein. I’d never wear something as goofy as a pop slogan across my chest. T-shirts are for the band merchandise table, unless you happen to be 22. Then they’re designed to ironically promote companies you’ve never worked for or varsity sports teams you’ve never played for, like Peachtree Tractor Repair or Davenport High School Wrestling Squad (preferably, these are well worn with a hole or two on the neck or under the arm). There’s a popular saying in rehab that there are three outcomes if you keep getting high and living irresponsibly: jails, institutions, and death. That’s your destiny.

Jails.

Institutions.

Death.

What they don’t tell you, and they really fucking should, is that there’s a fourth destiny (call it a hidden track).

Number four: working for a major rock ’n’ roll magazine.

Let’s put aside death here, cause even if you don’t drink and smoke and do drugs and blast Metallica’s “Master of Puppets” at four in the morning, you’re gonna die like everybody else one day, right? So then there’s jail. I’ve spent a night in jail, after a bar fight. They let me out in the morning. I’ve been institutionalized. Rehab. Where I heard the fucking saying in the first place. Got out. Signed some papers and walked away. The fourth outcome, that’s the trap. It doesn’t look like a trap. It looks like salvation. It looks like a dream job. It looks like something that might enable us to thumb a nose at convention forever. But after a few years, we can’t stay in this business either. Not without the fear. Rock writers don’t mature, we just get older. We get ever-deepening lines around our eyes. Our hair starts to gray and thin. We “ache in the places where we used to play,” as Leonard Cohen once sang. We become ugly vampires. Not the suave, cocksure Anne Rice vampires, but cool-thirsty desperadoes trying to grab and stick the greased pig of cultural relevance, then drink deeply. We are aging on the outside but emotionally retarded for eternity.

Stay cool.

Stay hip.

Sell ads.

Sell magazines.

Suck blood.

Give the kids what they wanna read. In order to really do that well, we have to think like a kid. In order to think like a kid, we have to travel with the kids. In order to travel with the kids, we have to act like they do. We are pop narcs and New York’s Lower East Side is our beat. Or rather, it used to be our beat. It’s their beat now, we just haunt it. The better we can pull this off, the greater the reward. I’ve been promoted. My salary has nearly doubled. My byline has gotten more prominent. Publicists and doormen and even rock stars have started to recognize me. I’ve already mentioned the little girls’ form of endorsement. I should also mention the free promotional CDs. They come in the mail daily. They are essentially free money to further subsidize the expensive freezing process if you’ve got some truck with the buy/sell/trade guys. Free money! Still, there’s no amount of compensation for what this life does to your soul if you let it. What good is any of it if I can’t listen to a record just to listen to it anymore? Why go to a show if I can’t just be at a show? When I can’t make eye contact with the young lead singer of a band I admire like the Strokes without putting $150 worth of vodka down my throat because he’s the real thing and I’m just wearing the same clothes. He’s Bob Dylan in Don’t Look Back and I’m that hack dictating in the phone box. Describing the authenticity of the new youthquakers with their “eyeshadow and undertaker makeup … they are there … they are with it.” I remember when I was with it. Now, I’ve just had it—mod trousers and collarless leather coat or no … But still, when it comes time to put them on the cover of Headphones, I get the job because nobody else at the office who is experienced enough to handle a cover story looks remotely like a 22-year-old hipster. I’m akin to a professional athlete and drinking and smoking and playing air guitar are my training. If you’re a good player, nobody will stop you and say, “This is not how a thirty-year-old person behaves.” Nobody will say, “Get a life or a wife already. You’re an adult.” Nobody will even say, “Why are you wearing that stupid fucking leather jacket?” They’re just glad you’re successful at second-guessing the new fave raves. I can truly say from experience that snorting one line of smack is less soul-destroying than sitting in a huddle in a corporate conference room, wondering if the tattooed assholes from that crap band Crazytown are worthy of a feature profile.

“Is it good?”

“Do you like it?”

“I don’t know. Do you like it?”

“The kids like it.”

“It’s on MTV every minute.”

“Oh yeah? Well, it’s kind of catchy. The kids like them?”

“I think so.”

Have you ever seen those old newsreels from the early ’60s where the socialites slummed it downtown to the Peppermint Lounge so they could do the twist and feel sexy? That’s us. If you think the Who look foolish limping onstage at nearly 60 to sing “I hope I die before I get old,” think about the rock writers who can’t justify it all and buy trout farms in the English countryside. No, most of us buy cocktails instead. Cocktails and blow. I know what you’re thinking now: God, what a drama queen! He’s only 30. Thirty is young for lawyers. If you’re a rock writer, fucking retire. Besides, in bright light, I look 40. In bar light, I can pass for 19. I still get carded at certain clubs. I know it’s the law, but really, it’s hard to keep from kissing the doorperson in a fit of gratitude.

I don’t want you to worry about reading on because you’re convinced that this is going to be a total fucking downer. This is a story about hope, man. No, really. First of all, I swear that one day I’m going to start a support group for “fourth destination” people like me. We’ll meet in the grimy basement of the Mercury Lounge on Houston Street and wear crisp Brooks Brothers shirts and navy blue wool ties. We’ll drink decaf coffee from paper cups. We’ll confess our rock ’n’ roll sins.

“My name is Joe Green and I’ve got Lester Bangs disease.”

“Hi, Joe.”

And they’ll only ask me if I’m Mean Joe Greene once or twice. And it’ll be okay.

Second, I’m committed to blindly truck on and try not to imagine myself alone and culturally predatory at 35 or 40 or 50 with a stack of Just for Men hair products in my medicine chest and a velvet blazer at the dry cleaner’s being let out “just a little” for the fifth time. I won’t think about the possibility that the girl who’ll be in my bed then hasn’t even been born yet. I’ll snatch some peace of mind here and there. When especially blue, I’ll tell myself that a special report is going to interrupt The Golden Girls one of these long, spinning afternoons and none of this is going to matter. And I’ll turn up the volume and listen to the world end and feel something real, even if it’s utter terror. Until then, I’ll file my 800 words on the four 19-year-olds who call themselves the Kissing Disease. I’ll convince myself that their debut album, Cold and Hurty, rocks … or at least the kids say it does. I’ll take care not to call them an emo band because emo kids find it confining and insulting. The effort I make to avoid revealing myself as a pretender will momentarily distract me from the shame of having to write the piece in the first place. I’ll search for a similar term because I can’t write about what I really hear: noise, blank death-rattle noise. Metal machine music. The wheezing drone of my own self-hatred.
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Third and finally, I haven’t really lost the music at all. Or rather, I’ve recently regained it. When it all gets to be too intolerable, I’ll break the emergency glass and pull out a record by the one band that I can still hear and feel. And then even the spontaneous interruption of The Golden Girls and the screams of the air raid sirens will not rattle me.

“My name is Joe Green and I love the Smiths.”

If you don’t know who the Smiths are, that’s fine. Just picture your mother or your father or your husband or your wife or your child. Think about how you love them. My love for this band is as strong. It’s the only real love I’ve ever known. And because I love them so completely, they provide me with my only hope that one day, I can feel the same way about something that’s not a song they’ve written and sung but a real person. Maybe even someone my age, like Miki is. I know this because a while ago, I couldn’t even love these songs. They were too pure. Now, I can listen again. When these songs make me laugh and cry and smile or even want to drink, I know it’s a real impulse. I laugh. I cry. I drink. Even though the band ceased to exist more than a decade ago, the Generation Y kids love the Smiths too, but they can’t have them. They are my band. Nothing can corrupt them anymore. I know this because Miki and I tried to corrupt them ourselves just a couple of years ago. I will tell you now how I reclaimed my rock ’n’ roll soul, but in order to do that, I’m going to have to go back a bit and recount how I got that soul in the first place. Rock ’n’ roll soul doesn’t grow on trees. And it didn’t grow at all on Long Island in the early ’80s.


two
have you seen
your father, baby,
standing in the
shadows?

Long Island got its name because it stretches about 120 miles from west to east. Oh, and because it’s a fucking island. Its width is approximately 20 miles. In other words, it’s a big place, full of universities, museums, wildlife preserves, farms, and nuclear power plants. It wasn’t settled by upper-middle-class Jews but rather by mammoth-slaying proto-Native Americans who migrated downward across sheets of ice from Siberia and other frigid, northernmost points. The English and Dutch colonists came next, I believe. By 1981, however, there was a vast racial, cultural, and economic demographic: working-class Italian American and Irish American and African American families. Hispanics, Asians. There was also John F. Kennedy International Airport, one of the nation’s largest. My childhood home was beneath the departing flight path, and I could see and hear flights bound for Sydney and Paris and Tokyo and Los Angeles soaring past me daily. Despite all this, it remained quite easy for a pre-adolescent like me to believe that the entire world consisted of a scattering of a few hundred comfortable Jewish families. I knew that my parents were the grandchildren of immigrants who had come to Ellis Island from Russia and Poland and scraped and sweated for their fortunes, but I forced myself to believe that we were here first and always. I assumed that we had always had shelter and heat and food on the table. We had always owned French poodles. We could trust our neighbors because their cars and clothes and noses and dogs looked just like ours. And nobody could hurt us. I watched plenty of television and loved reading Newsday, the Island-wide paper. I knew this was a bullshit assumption. I knew it was the height of ignorance. At the time, I had my reasons for narrowing my worldview until it included no more than a series of tree-lined blocks full of big white clapboard houses with shiny Cadillacs in the driveway. I had cause for being afraid of getting hurt or corrupted by the troubling, unfamiliar influences that lay beyond all those white picket fences. I’ll give you two biggies.

Reason Number One: The Inevitable Nuclear Holocaust

It was the thick of the Cold War. Ronald Reagan was in the White House with his finger on the button. We lived on the brink of nuclear war every day. At night, as I tried to sleep, I could almost feel the Russian missiles pointed at our houses. Our Cadillacs. Our poodles. And ours were pointed at theirs. All someone had to do, on either side, was accidentally lay an elbow on the button and it was all over. I had nothing against Reagan. He seemed very personable and charming with his jelly beans. I had nothing that could be mistaken for political awareness. I just didn’t trust anyone with the button.

“Doomsday,” my nutty old grandfather Chaz called it whenever he’d visit us. He’d intone the word like an angel of death. “Doomsday!” Chaz had seen a lot. He’d built the fortune that we all benefited from. He’d turned a modest lumberyard into a major construction-supply empire with branches all over the tristate area. He was a good man who loved his children and grandchildren. I don’t believe he was being malicious in his antagonism. Although there was something about the way he smiled when he’d shout “Doomsday.” It was almost as if he wanted to see it happen. He wanted to exit under the mushroom cloud with everybody else. I guess nobody wants to die alone. Chaz was in his mid-70s and knew that he wasn’t going to be around much longer, and in the same way I mess with the new postgrads today, he seemed to delight in rattling me with details of the coming apocalypse. I was easily rattled. So my suburban ostrich-in-the-sand mentality was a reaction to the inevitability that I was destined to be vaporized with Grandpa Chaz before I ever even got a chance to grow up and experience life. My mother, Susie, was petite, with frosted hair, a high-pitched voice, and kind brown eyes. Whenever I’d have nightmares about Chaz’ prophecies, she would calm me. It was only after these dream visions that I’d run to her, screaming for an explanation for bringing me into a world wired to explode.

“Your grandpa’s just playing around with you, Joseph. There’s no such thing as nuclear war.”

Susie, with her thick Long Island accent (she pronounced war as “waw-uh”), brought uneasy comfort with her own brand of blindly optimistic logic. “It’s never going to happen.”

“How do you know, Mom?”

“Because the way things are set up, both sides would annihilate each other. Do you understand? There can never be a war now because nobody would win. Now go do your math homework.”

When I wanted it to, it made perfect sense. The “waw-uh” wasn’t coming soon. At night, when it was so quiet that I could almost hear the chatter of the air travelers as the jets flew over my house, I told myself they were only traveling as far as Cedarhurst, the next town over, where everyone was the same as we were. And there was no danger.

Reason Number Two: Sid

The way I figure it now, and I’ve got the references to figure it, my father, Sidney Green, so confounding back in the ’80s, was at the time little more than one of those classic stuck-in-the-’70s suburban white Superfly wanna-be cokeheads. He had bushy black hair and wore a thick mustache that resembled Yankee captain Thurman Munson’s. He was especially proud of his lime-green suede trench coat. He wore it up until around ’91 or ’92. I’d like to get my hands on it now. I’d totally wear it.

A mama’s boy Canarsie Jew (my paternal grandmother slathered his knishes with deli mustard well into his 40s), he dreamed that he was a street-talking Italian and then became one (to paraphrase Neil Diamond’s “I Am I Said,” which I won’t do again). He even nicknamed himself “Sonny” after James Caan’s doomed character in The Godfather. Sidney liked to gamble. He picked it up from his father, Dr. Lou Green, an old-school general practitioner who kept a .38 in his black bag, frequently shot himself up with B12, and made house calls to the local wiseguys. When Lou died, he left my dad a solid gold horse’s head with a ruby eye. This gambler’s good-luck charm was strung on a thick gold braid. Supposedly, it aided in the handicapping of ponies.

“When I die, you’ll wear this,” Dad used to promise me, stroking the thing.

There are old Super-8s of me being wheeled through the track in my stroller. I don’t recall that. I do remember being dragged through the parking lot and into the smoky, congested floors of Aqueduct and Belmont Park once I could walk. On days when he couldn’t get to the races, we’d go out for eggs and home fries, then hit up the Off-Track Betting outlet. We’d wait on line at the greasy OTB window, my father passing me the printed-out ticket to hold for luck while we watched the results on the high-mounted television sets. He’d snatch the paper from my hand when the horse broke and choked. Actually, he’d snatch it from my hand when his pony won too. I was too small to reach the window and cash the thing anyway. When we were up, he’d duke me a $10 bill on the sly and warn, “Don’t tell your mother.” Ten bucks bought a lot of candy and baseball cards with their chalky slats of bubble gum back in the day. When luck (he’d call it skill) was with us, I’d lord it over my pre-Ritalin schoolmates, the sugar-pusher king of the cafeteria.

Still, for all the spoils, the track fucked up my little head as bad as Reagan and the Commies did. I’d never seen shrunken old men with tattooed skin like hanging deli meat … or hairy-faced women smoking cigars. I’d never seen so many African Americans and Puerto Ricans in one place. I’d never seen them drunk and cursing either. Our housekeeper, Sylvia, a balding beanpole of an old woman, was black, but she never cursed … and she was all alone.

Sid loved everything about this beat-down world. Susie abided it for a while. She allowed him to dip into the family lumber fortune, not work, and stay high. But you can’t, as I’ve come to know, slum anywhere evil too long and return to your safe, clean home without incurring some domestic static. That broke-down gangster voodoo shit sticks to you … and it costs you. In the summer of 1980, it cost Sid his wife. My mother must have realized the party was over years earlier when her shopping and lunching cash started looking more and more like crumpled window tickets. There were signs. She quit drinking and smoking. She started eating yogurt. She broke up her weekly canasta klatch. Gambling had become increasingly unkosher. Their fights would start after dinner. I’d hear them through the walls of my room as I tried to focus on The Muppet Show. Afterward, they’d apologize to me and insist that they loved each other and loved me and everything was going to be fine. And I believed them, even though I knew something bad was coming.

Sid didn’t even pursue custody. He just slipped out the back, as one does when an ugly scene is made at a rapidly fizzling party. Chaz’ money made for a tidy divorce in terms of division of assets. Susie asked for nothing. She knew Sid had nothing. Once Chaz assured her that he would provide for keeping Sylvia on the payroll and raising me in a clean home without depending on an absent breadwinner (or loser) for child support, she just wanted him gone. Happily, this left Sid free to go to the track all day, every day, and snort coke all night without worrying about my needs. The divorce was quick too. There was no trial separation. One afternoon, while I watched from the driveway, Sid loaded up a borrowed and battered silver Datsun, then piled on top of several other refuse-to-give-up-the-party divorced men in a weedy, musty bachelor pad in Atlantic Beach. Sid’s new family consisted of bald, skinny, mustached, hunchbacked Will, a shoe salesman; Afro’d, bespectacled Koz (a dead ringer for the young Elliott Gould, as he’d remind people constantly); and twitchy, slightly retarded Martin (shag haircut, denim cutoffs with one testicle always drooping below the fringe). With no sensible “bitches” around, the lot of them started smoking the coke out in the living room. And the party swung on.
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Atlantic Beach was just over the Atlantic Beach Bridge, only three miles from my childhood home. It might as well have been five hundred. During the summers it was a teeming resort community, boasting a strip of private clubs that offered exclusive access to the white sands and warm ocean surf. In the off-season, it was desolate. A slip of water divided them but the lifestyle schism would have been as wide even if Sid had moved next door. Susie had the evergreens and willow trees in the backyard, the aforementioned French poodle curled up on the overstuffed couch in front of the fireplace, and the cream Seville in the long driveway. Sid lived on cocaine and cold cuts ordered in from Abe’s Deli. Abe was an unintelligible concentration camp survivor with three missing fingers and sauerkraut breath who would frequently shout “No problem!” at people with no provocation. Sid loved Abe. Perhaps he admired his resilience. Or maybe he just loved being assured there was no problem.

In the months immediately following the divorce, I’d ride my bike across the bridge to visit my father. I’d find Sid in his underwear, doling out sticky red spare ribs to an equally half-naked and super-stoned teenage girl whom he’d introduce as my “new mother.” I had about seven or eight “new mothers.” I don’t know what I was doing there. Most of the time I was ignored or treated like a pet. I guess I just felt like I should be with my father once in a while since I knew where to find him. But I had no idea where he was, even when he was stretched out on the couch snoring. When extremely bored or scared, I used to wield the old man’s base pipe torch like a light saber. I’d swing the thick blue jet of flame around my head, shouting, “Luke, I am your father!” from the recently released The Empire Strikes Back, until he’d snatch it out of my hand and sternly inform me that it wasn’t a “fucking toy.” Sometimes I’d try to rehabilitate him. I attempted to make him more like Susie in order to get some kind of equilibrium with which to traverse the new zones they’d delineated. I’d let myself in unannounced (the door was never locked). I’d throw out his porn and cigarettes, clean up his room, and fold his clothes (one T-shirt sticks in my memory … mall-style glitter iron-on with the message A Friend with Weed Is a Friend Indeed). One day I found a rusty old manual mower in a ditch and spent an entire Sunday afternoon hacking down the thick growth of lawn, which hadn’t been trimmed since the ’60s. I didn’t find anything precious buried under the overgrown vegetation, a gold watch or a lost and confused dog. Still, there were treasures on that property amid all the troubling decay.

One of the wired floppers Sid lived with back then was a guy named Nick Davis. Nick was a stringy-haired tweaker who made a killing selling quality leotards and unitards. What he was doing bunking with a rotating crew of divorced men a decade his senior, I still don’t know and won’t guess (it was the coke). Sometimes I’d find a stack of Nick’s Creem magazines or issues of Rolling Stone and lose myself for hours, reading about music I’d never heard. I’d wonder, who was Lou Reed? Who was Johnny Rotten and why was he so angry? Why did they all look so weird? Was there something out there, beyond the suburbs, that had gotten to them? Was it going to get me? Part of me wanted to find out more about these people and hear their music and solve their mysteries because I wanted to avoid their fate. Another part of me was just fascinated that they seemed to have endured large quantities of blackness and negativity and, like Abe the deli owner, they’d survived. They seemed genuinely crazed and I wanted to know why they hadn’t perished yet. Maybe there was hope for my father, I thought. I’d honestly never seen a pop star frown before. I was obsessed with how these figures could so obviously have trawled through some slimy hell and emerge smiling. Was there a device or a philosophy that would enable me to grin while inhaling nuclear fallout or secondhand free-base smoke? My obsession grew so strong as I plowed through the late-era works of Lester Bangs and Dave Marsh that in the summer of 1981, when Nick grabbed my shaking, sweaty left hand, led me into his room, and sat me on the bed, I didn’t resist. This was a big deal, and not just because I looked up to him as some kind of older-brother figure. Nick’s room was always locked. He paid the bulk of the rent with his unitard salary, fortified us with much of the Abe’s Deli fare. Nick seemed the improbable alpha male among Dad and the other loser lodgers. His private room, unlike the rest of the pad, was very neat. He had his own separate entertainment console. Television set, turntable, 8-track tape player in the shape of a diving helmet.

“What are you looking for?” I asked, a little fearful, as he dug through his closet, tossing out Peter Frampton and Boston albums, and more spandex tights than a man should really keep.

“I wanna play you something.”

“Why?” was all I could say in response. Had I done something wrong? Right? I don’t even think my father had crossed into Nick’s sanctum.

“Cause your fucking old man won’t stop with that fucking R & B shit. You don’t give a shit about the fucking Spinners, right?” Sniff.

He was right. I didn’t give a shit about the Spinners. Or the O’Jays. Or the Stylistics. I like them now but at the time, it did nothing to help me understand my world.

“Fucking Dionne Warwick. That’s old-people music. You and I are young. Right?”

“Right.”

“I want you to listen to this and tell that motherfucker that this is 1981 and he should get with the fucking times, all right?” Sniff. Snort.

“Don’t call my dad a motherfucker.”

“Joe, I love the guy but he’s a motherfucker. Do you know what a motherfucker is? It doesn’t mean he fucks your mother, cause he doesn’t fuck your mother anymore.” Sniff.

I shifted and looked at the door. Tried to transport myself through it, mentally.

“I have to go to the bathroom.”

“No, you don’t.”

I could see the crack in Nick’s pale, freckled ass as he leaned over the contents of the closet. He finally found what he was searching for and held it up to me.

“You have to listen to this.”

He pulled the record from the sleeve and placed it on the turntable. Then he put the needle down and handed me the sleeve.

“I’m gonna go take a shit and read the paper. Now, I don’t want you to come out of this room until you’ve listened to the whole thing. I mean it. If I see you leave this room, you’re not allowed back in this house ever again. You got that, Joe?”

“Okay.” I was near tears. He grabbed my shoulder and gave it a hard but affectionate squeeze and walked out. He doubled back and grabbed a copy of Newsday off the bed. It was then that I first heard what I could only identify as “the strange.” The thumping bass intro was ominous, and the lead singer’s voice quavered and barked as he keenly detailed the doom and panic I’d suspected, and strenuously denied, up until that moment. I couldn’t pretend it wasn’t out there anymore. He sang like he had been inhaling toxic fumes so long that he’d learned how to breathe them:

“The ice age is coming, the sun zooming in, meltdown expected, the wheat is growing thin …”

This was confirmation of my fears. This wasn’t Dionne Warwick asking the way to San Jose. Or Paul McCartney wondering why you said goodbye when he said hello. This was some guy—who was, I surmised as I scanned the sleeve, named the Clash—blowing away my mother’s fuzzy logic about the impossibility of “a nuclear error.” I stared at the cover. An angry man was smashing his bass guitar on the floor of a concert stage.

What the fuck is really going on in the world? I wondered. Why are they telling me not to prepare for destruction? This is the sound of destruction and it’s pretty fucking convincing.

I instantly knew that this guy—this thing called Clash—was right and my mother was wrong, but I was too young and scared to do much about it. I put the record down and ran outside, past Nick on the shitter. I jumped onto my bike and pedaled wildly over the bridge, back to the safety zone, where London wasn’t calling and phony Beatlemania had not yet bitten the dust.

Nick never enforced his ban. Sky-high, he’d probably forgotten I was ever there. Yet after a while I didn’t visit the bachelor pad very much. I decided to bury my spinning head even further into the sand, so as to avoid it being strewn with the golden horse head and lordship over a dark world where I had multiple mothers and a stinging contact high. I decided that blunt anonymity was crucial to my salvation. As I rolled into the seventh grade, circa 1982, I wanted and needed to look like everybody else at Lawrence Junior High School. I bagged up any traceable evidence of Sid’s ties to the subculture, which, on my mom’s side of the bridge, fortunately amounted to little more than a few Chicago LPs, a fringed jean jacket, a beaded belt, and a funky old suede hat that inspired my father to call me “Leroy” whenever I wore it. I disposed of any trace of Sid, whom I blamed for keeping me just left of the center where I belonged. I assimilated with a vengeance. I became a JAP or Jewish American prince. By the way, Jewish American princes or princesses happily referred to themselves as JAPs. It was hardly an ethnic slur. How could it be? We were all of the same ethnicity. It was our identity. And I was happy to have one.

The JAPs had a uniform. Foremost, we had to own Ralph Lauren polo shirts in every color. If an outlet ran out of them, you drove to the next town to stock up. They were not flattering on my still-pudgy body (“husky” was my suit size, I recall), nor do I think they look good hugging the nicest of upper torsos in any situation. Still, the corridors were lousy with them. A plague of happy tints and hues, they came in peach, lavender, pink, turquoise, candy stripes. Everybody had at least two dozen and rotated them because you couldn’t wear the same one more than once a week. Whether knit in a waffle weave or straight combed cotton, there was also an unspoken way of wearing these horrible shirts: bottom button always fastened, top two loose, collar up. I remember the obscene polo player stitched into the breast, as if we moneyed suburban trash had been astride a pony, swinging a mallet, any more than those poor sweatshop workers who made them by the thousands each day. The sneakers had to be K-Swiss tennis shoes, unscuffed white. While I was fortunate enough to wear the real deal, the poor kids wore knockoffs from Fayva or Shoe Town discount stores and were reminded of this every day. They’d never be free from ridicule with a tiger or a quail or a porpoise or a pack mule sewn into the breast of their polo shirts. They had to have a white man on a pony, swinging a fucking mallet. I had my ponies, and for a time, I was safe, if uninspired and secretly ashamed. It wouldn’t last. You can take Sid out of the picture but once you’ve heard London calling, eventually you’re going to have to answer it. Besides, I may have been through with Sid, but he wasn’t ready to cash me in.


three
puberty love

I’d been having some problems at school. Well, the problem was, I’d stopped going to school. It became increasingly difficult to fit in. I felt smarter than my classmates. I may have looked just like them, but their language had become foreign. One morning, I woke up and decided that I’d had enough. I can’t really say why. It’s almost as if my conformity had been egg-timed. I was a late bloomer and still hadn’t gone through puberty but something was stirring. Just like cats and dogs can anticipate an earthquake, I felt harbingers of pubes and zits and a breaking voice. Do you know that feeling you have just before you make an ultimate decision and you know that things could not go any other way? Like just before you break up with someone, before you even broach the subject, you know that you’re never going to see that person again? That’s essentially what I went through at the end of my first year of high school. I knew I would never be a JAP again. Clothing aside, the change wasn’t cultural at first. Believe me, I was still rocking Journey and Styx and Billy Joel on my new Sony Walkman. It was … hormonal. I was poised, biologically, for something different and you know, I could insert any manner of caterpillar-to-butterfly metaphor here but fuck it. It’s true. They had me when I was a scared baby, and I was about to aggressively outgrow them.

Sid had gotten himself into some trouble in New York and split for Lexington, Kentucky, in early ’83. On holidays, or sometimes late at night, he’d call Susie and coolly ask to speak to “my son.” I’d take the phone and listen to him rave.

“Have you ever seen bluegrass? You can drive down the highway and look out at these rolling hills and everything is blue. As far as you can see! This is God’s country,” Sid rhapsodized over the phone. “God’s fucking country.” I remembered how my father used to drive the Datsun, whipping the stick shift in pantomime like it was a horse’s flank. I had no desire to occupy that passenger seat ever again. But out on “Wrong Island,” as I’d started calling it, everything was blue as far as I could see too. I didn’t miss the old man and his mayhem. But I couldn’t face the prospect of rising, dressing, and inserting myself into my suburban routine for even one more day. I started to feign illness, not wanting to call attention to this encroaching emotional shutdown (which, like everything else, scared me witless). When I couldn’t stretch my false cold and flu symptoms any longer, I’d board the school bus, get out in front of the building, and ditch, through the ball field, behind the hedges, and over the chain-link fence. I’d walk all the way down Broadway to the docks, sit on a splintered bench, and watch the black water roll in and out as gulls circled overhead and pigeons strutted underneath. It’s hard to describe the hours you pass when you’re living inside your head. You don’t think about much that’s concrete. You replay memories, songs, movie dialogue. Sometimes you just count as high as you can.

[image: ]

Susie had started dating a Corvette Stingray-driving schoolteacher named Dick. Well dressed in a tweedy sort of way, handsome, and athletic, Dick took her out for long Italian and Chinese dinners … to the movies … to bed. He didn’t get high. He liked fine wine. He knew he wasn’t Italian, and he didn’t gamble. She was being romanced, distracted. She was happy. I had a few weeks there, during their initial courtship, where I could have committed horrible acts of vandalism and all kinds of antisocial carrying on right there in her living room and she wouldn’t have noticed. Eventually, though, a formal letter arrived from the principal informing Mom that I’d missed nineteen school days and inquiring whether or not I’d transferred. I had indeed. I just didn’t know where to.

“I want you to talk with Dick,” she said calmly after calling me into her room and gesturing to the letter with a look that said, You know what that is, don’t you? Although she once broke a plastic hairbrush on my ass when I was seven or eight (can’t remember the crime, but to this day I don’t brush my hair), Susie didn’t lose her temper much with me since the divorce. She probably felt guilty about the fights with Sid that I had overheard.

“Why?”

“He’s a teacher. If you’re having trouble at school, he’ll understand.”

“I don’t wanna talk to Dick. I’m fine.”

“You’re not fine. You’ve turned down every single bar mitzvah invitation you’ve received, Joe.”

It was true. The year that I turned 13, there were literally hundreds of bar and bat mitzvahs going down. Somber ceremonies marking Jewish man- and womanhood followed by lavish thematic receptions (Roller disco! Smurfs!). I RSVP’d “I will not attend” to every one and opted out of having one of my own. Susie didn’t push it on that point, but snubbing my friends’ expensive parties outraged her.

“Well, Dick wants to talk to you. He’s on his way over.”

“Fine, I’ll talk to Dick.”

“You’ll like Dick, Joe.”

“Why?”

“He’s nothing like Sid.”

Dick arrived and it was decided that he’d take me for a drive in the sports car and we’d chat man to man. He was nothing like Sid. Rather than coke and sweat and monosodium glutamate and sex, Dick smelled like expensive cologne. He wore brown leather driving gloves. Wool sport coat with suede elbow patches, khaki shirt and trousers, braided brown calfskin belt. Loafers. No socks. Evidently, he tore down the highways blaring Paul Simon on the ’Vette stereo system. The problem was, I needed Sid. Instead, I got … Dick.

“I think I know what’s going on in your head,” Dick informed me. I had no clue myself, shutting down every day as the waters lapped in and out and the birds wondered whether or not it was finally time to swoop down and peck my corpse. But evidently, Dick knew.

“You’re worried that I’m gonna take your mom away from you. That she’s gonna leave you just like your dad left you. Well, you don’t have anything to worry about. I’d never do that.”

“Thanks, Dick.”

“I couldn’t do that even if I wanted to. Your mom really loves you. Do you know that?”

“Yes.”

“Do you have any friends at school, Joe?”

“Yes.”

“You do?” Dick’s incredulity was a bit insulting.

“Yes! I’m very popular.” And I was. I was so good at moving with the herd that they rewarded me appropriately. “It’s not that,” I said, my defenses up.

“Well, what’s going on in there?” he asked, laying a gloved palm on my head and mussing my hair. “You can tell me.”

“I hate them.”

Dick pulled into the neon-lit Sherwood Diner parking lot and we went in and took a booth. He bought me a grilled cheese sandwich and a root beer. Ordered a patty melt for himself and sent it back twice because it was cold, then “still cold.” He wanted a scalding melt, that Dick.

“Your mother tells me you’re a smart kid.”

“I guess.”

“She tells me you read the newspaper every morning. That’s pretty rare for someone your age.”

“I’m worried about the Russians.”

“I wouldn’t worry about them, Joey.”

“Joe. I don’t like Joey.”

“Sorry, Joe.”

“There’s never gonna be a nuclear war. And do you wanna know why? I’ll tell you why … here’s the thing …”

By the end of the semester, my bags were packed and I was ready to become “Sid’s problem” for the summer. He was a little reluctant to welcome me into God’s country for any long period of time. He had business to do. Committed to self-employment after his divorce, the guy had developed a real thing for get-rich-quick schemes. While still on the Island, he’d been marketing 14-karat-gold Menudo necklace charms. This after being hipped by his Puerto Rican track buddies that the eternally teenage singing and dancing sensations were ready to blow up muy grande. Shortly after making it to the country, he devised a way to spend most of his days at the track and turn a buck or two at the same time. Another all-things-equine-obsessed friend of his had invented a portable horse-leg whirlpool. This nameless thing, which Dad referred to more than once as a “self-contained horse leg fixer-upper that shoots water on the part that’s fucked up,” was a plastic tub fitted with various PVC tubes and plumbing sockets and jets that pumped water over a racehorse’s sore leg muscles. The things retailed for six or seven hundred bucks. According to Sid, they practically “sold themselves.”

I found out as soon as I landed that Dad eliminated the middleman by assembling these goofy-looking contraptions himself in the garage of his one-bedroom apartment. He’d get crazy high on glue fumes. Soon, he’d be chasing some tiny flying Pegasus across the bluegrass. This was something to see, especially if you’d been helping and caught a bit of huff yourself. The Steve Miller Band, singing their big hit of the previous year, “Abracadabra,” would play on the transistor radio and the old man lunged for Pegasus like every other elusive prize he’d tried to snare in his luckless life. His street-dandy rap was gone, his guard way down. This was Kentucky, it didn’t play here anyway. The look on his face was guileless and giddy. He seemed almost innocent.

“I wanna reach out and grab ya.”

A 40-year-old man, a long way from home, trying to glue together some dubious wares to sell, momentarily sidetracked by magical Pegasus and everything it represented.

“Abra-abracadabra,” he sang along with Steve.

“Maybe we should open the door?” I asked.

“No, he’ll get out! Grab it, Leroy! Grab it!”

“Grab what?”

“The fucking horse, Leroy!”

“Don’t call me that, Dad.”

“That’s your name, boy.”

“My name’s Joe Green.”

“That’s the name your mother gave you. I wanted to name you Leroy. She wouldn’t let me name you Leroy.”

“Well, I guess I ought to thank her someday.”

“Do you see him, Leroy? Help me grab him.”

“Grab what?”

“I wanna reach out and grab him!”

On days when the old man was peddling around the stables, I’d walk into town and shop with the money he’d leave on the table, next to the spare key. Not a lot of money. A couple of dollars, maybe a ten. Enough for a combination breakfast/lunch or some groceries at the Kroger supermarket, maybe a magazine. I didn’t know it when I first arrived but Lexington, Kentucky, is a college town. The University of Kentucky, to be exact. This meant that in addition to the racetrack and the swimming pool supply store, where Sid was screwing the homely proprietor in exchange for valves and gaskets and the glue, there was a punk rock record store.

At first, I was reluctant to go in. I heard loud, angry music playing. I could smell incense and must and cat piss. The only record store I’d ever been in up until then was Platterpuss on Central Avenue in Cedarhurst. It was run by a stooped, middle-aged woman and her sickly, always-absent husband. I remember in addition to records, they sold harmonicas and banjos and other
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