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I go at things as I have taught myself,
free-style, and will make the record
in my own way.

—SAUL BELLOW
The Adventures of Augie March
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CHAPTER 1

REAL AND ASSUMED

[image: illustration]n February 16, 1967, Paul Simon sat at a conference table in his lawyers’ offices and tried to explain who he was, who he used to be, and who he had become. This would take some doing.

For while he was clearly Paul Frederic Simon, born in Newark, New Jersey, on October 13, 1941, the elder of the two sons whom Louis and Belle Simon raised in the Kew Gardens Hills section of Queens, New York, he had answered to several other names in his twenty-five years. All in the pursuit of a professional music career that took off a few weeks into his senior year of high school, when the short, dark-eyed Simon, along with his tall, blue-eyed best friend, Arthur “Artie” Garfunkel, recorded “Hey, Schoolgirl,” a sprightly pop tune of their own composition. The owner of a small New York record company heard cash register bells in the boys’ chiming harmonies, and within days he had their signatures on a recording contract.

The boys waxed another song for the single’s B-side and then set to inventing a catchy stage name for their act. Anything to differentiate themselves from the hundreds, even thousands, of artists lobbing songs at the Billboard charts that week. There were other reasons, particularly their obviously ethnic names, so when record company owner Sid Prosen came up with Tom and Jerry, which played off the popular cartoon characters of the day, Artie and Paul added surnames (Graph and Landis, respectively) and crossed their fingers. Mirabile dictu, and by Thanksgiving “Hey, Schoolgirl” was hopscotching up the sales charts. By the end of Christmas vacation Paul and Artie’s shiny-cheeked alter egos were famous. TEEN SONGWRITERS HIT, shouted the New York World-Telegram and Sun, WHIZ KIDS ROCK ’N’ ROLL! cried the Long Island Star-Journal.

The glory didn’t last. Tom and Jerry recorded and released eight or so other songs in the next few months, but none of them followed the astral trajectory of “Schoolgirl.” With college on the horizon and a bitter disagreement already in progress, the duo retired from the Tom and Jerry business and stepped back onto the middle-class overachievers’ path to college, graduate school, and the 7:04 from Scarsdale to Grand Central. That didn’t last, either, and when the pair re-reformed as folksingers in 1963, it took just over two years for them to become extremely, wildly, imprinted-upon-a-generation famous as Simon and Garfunkel. One year and a chain of folk-rock hits later, the pop tunes by 1950s teen idols Tom and Jerry re-appeared in a package decorated with the grown-up Simon and Garfunkel’s poet-rocker frowns—and this was a big problem.

Tom and Jerry had been light-footed teen idols whose central, nay, sole concerns involved girls, school, the joys of the former, the hassles of the latter, and the travails of both. They were the boys every mother wanted her daughter to bring home. But a decade later Simon and Garfunkel were stylish folksingers whose melancholic songs surveyed the internal geographies of postadolescent malaise, social disconnection, and the euphoria that grabs you when the sun shines and you’re rapping with lampposts and feeling groovy. So how could Prosen have compiled those ridiculous high school songs, slapped a recent photo on the cover, and called it Simon and Garfunkel’s latest album? Outraged by the potential damage the bogus album could cause their reputations and fortunes, Paul and Artie had summoned their attorneys and gone on the attack.

The argument boiled down to this: While the original contract the adolescent Paul and Artie and their parents had signed with Prosen in 1957 did grant the executive the right to use their master recordings in any fashion he chose, nothing in the deal gave him the right to advertise the work as the product of Paul Simon and Arthur Garfunkel. Back when they signed, Paul and Artie were unknown high schoolers who were thrilled to get any attention whatsoever. If “Tom and Jerry” was a more marketable handle than “Artie and Paul,” then so be it; pop stars always changed their names. Yet when their debut record made a splash, virtually every feature written about the teen duo, in newspapers ranging from the Forest Hills High School Beacon to the New York World-Telegram and Sun to the Long Island Star-Journal, revealed some combination of the boys’ real names, the names of their parents, and the exact name and location of their high school. And they were thrilled. They wanted everyone to know who they were and that they were now pop stars. It was the greatest thing that had ever happened to them!

Or so it seemed until late 1965, when the older and more sophisticated pair hit the top of Billboard’s Hot 100 with “The Sound of Silence.” In the era of Dylan and dissent, when musicians who mattered were expected to be not just artists but also activists, generational spokesmen, and something like sages, a song like “Hey, Schoolgirl” could be a career ender. In their complaint to the New York State Supreme Court, their statements are a pastiche of rage, legalese, and Blanche DuBois. The belated appearance of the Tom and Jerry album was a moral, ethical, and economic travesty: Unfair competition. Unlawful trade. A violation of privacy. An unlawful appropriation of the plaintiffs’ duly established trade name, “Simon and Garfunkel.”* As Prosen had learned in 1958 and as future defendants and/or aspiring plaintiffs would later discover, Paul Simon wouldn’t stand for anything that struck him as a violation of his personal, professional, or economic property. He drew lines and constructed barricades around himself, particularly when it came to defining who he was. So Paul wanted everyone to get this straight. Even if Paul and Artie had been Tom and Jerry, Tom and Jerry had never really been Paul and Artie. And there were others, too—True Taylor, Paul Kane. The existence and the limitations of Paul’s alter egos would be courtroom fodder for many years.

This time, the court would rule quickly in Simon and Garfunkel’s favor. Most every copy of Prosen’s wayward LP would spend eternity at the bottom of a landfill in New Jersey or Ohio. Still, if the courtroom victory ensured Simon and Garfunkel a clear path to their future, it did little to ease the ache in Paul’s muscled chest—the vivid glare of his failings, the dismay of matching eyes with the stumpy, prematurely balding creature in the mirror.

And yet millions of people adored Paul. At twenty-five, he was already phenomenally successful: a hit songwriter and performer whose popularity—Simon and Garfunkel’s most recent album had sold three million copies, peaking at No. 4 on the Billboard charts—was rivaled only by the critical acclaim that greeted his work. Critics evaluated his songs in terms of poetry and musical innovation. Editorialists interpreted his thoughts as social commentary, statements from the heart of the surging, seething New Generation. Four years out of Queens College, three years after dropping out of Brooklyn Law School, Paul Simon had made himself into one of the most influential voices in Western popular culture. Yet his father, a former professional musician who had remade himself into an educator, couldn’t stop telling his famous son that he was wasting his life.

Paul was accustomed to not measuring up—not physically, given his tiny build and humble facial features; not musically, given his relatively thin singing voice; and not in heritage, due to being the scion of Jewish immigrants growing up in the midst of a largely anti-Semitic culture. And yet no criticism could rival his own unsparing judgment of himself: the standards he could rarely meet, the doubt that would plague him after he had taken pleasure in achieving something that made him feel proud. He felt like a phony, and accused others of being the same: Dylan, with his fictional past and bogus name; Artie, Paul’s tall, blond, golden-voiced brother in music, for being called a sex symbol. How, Paul asked, could there be a sex symbol named Garfunkel? Even while dressing himself in velvet and adding a cape, wraparound sunglasses, and elegant high-heeled boots, he swore he was finished with music and stardom. He’d stick it out another few months, maybe a year, he said, and then abandon the whole enterprise. No more shows, no more records, no more songs. He’d always wanted to be a novelist anyway. “I enjoy singing and rock and roll, but the main thing I want to do is write. That’s what I’m living for in between performances. I’m always writing, trying to develop characters so that I can do the Great American Novel.” Even in the spring of 1966, in the middle of his first great rush of success, the impulse to be something else, not to settle for whatever or whoever he was at that moment.

Then Paul got writer’s block, a months-long spell of creative paralysis that finally ended when he sensed a few chords gathering around him and teased out a thread of melody that led to a vision of a watery fellow sitting alone in the gloom of his manse—a man out of place not just in his home but also in his own skin. His girlfriend lives by her own inscrutable whims. He can barely leave the house, thanks both to the grabby vines in his garden and his skim milk constitution. Even he knows how sad a vision he truly is. “I know I’m fakin’ it,” he says. “Not really makin’ it.” Then something happens. He has a vision of himself in an earlier life: not as a washed-out member of the landed gentry, but as a shopkeeper; a man of cotton, silk, wool, and bone; a skilled creator of necessary goods, the garments that keep you warm, dry, and healthy even in the worst of conditions. “A tailor!”—a valued, even beloved, member of his community. And it’s a revelation: “I have the tailor’s face and hands!” he cries. “I have the tailor’s face and hands!”

Recorded in June 1967, “Fakin’ It” was released as a single in early July 1968 and became a moderate hit, peaking at No. 23 on Billboard’s Hot 100. Paul said later that he was astonished to learn that he was in fact the descendant of a tailor, a tailor who was also named Paul Simon. Simon the elder learned his trade back in the Old World, and brought it with him to the new one at the dawn of the twentieth century, working first in New York City and then crossing the Hudson River to start his own business in Newark, New Jersey. There he made a home and raised his family to be real Americans—smart, ambitious, and hardworking, their eyes locked so securely on the future that it took only two generations for his descendants to forget, or at least pretend not to remember, that he ever existed.



 

____________

* The affidavit puts the quotation marks around “Simon and Garfunkel,” emphasizing that their surnames constitute a duly established trade name. An attorney for Prosen’s side responded: “I know of no precedent in which one would call his own legal family name an assumed name.”


CHAPTER 2

THE TAILOR

[image: illustration]aul Simon the tailor was born in Galicia, then a part of the Austro-Hungarian empire, in 1888.* He grew up in the tight embrace of Jewish family and tradition, supported by his faith, his people, his handed-down trade. The Jews had thrived in eastern Europe for centuries, but more than five hundred years since they brought their families and their faith to the region, the nativist tribes there were again focusing their hatred on the synagogues and shtetls. By the last decade of the nineteenth century, the occasional attacks had grown into pogroms. The ancient black cloaks, the long beards, and the furred hats that had signified their belief for so long now marked them for torment and death. The traditions that had sustained them, the tribal identity that had knit their communities into extended families, had become ruinous. Individuals, then families, and then entire communities abandoned their homes and fled.

So Paul Simon had gone. It was the spring of 1903, the year of his fifteenth birthday. Already schooled in the ways of the thread, the cloth, the pins, and the numbered ribbon, he packed his things and climbed aboard the train that would take him to the seat of his future. The journey seemed unfathomable: first to Le Havre, home port for the fleet of steamships owned by the Compagnie Générale Transatlantique. There he’d board the steerage deck of La Gascogne for the long journey away from the past and to the threshold of the New World—to the United States, and to the modern city at the foot of that great welcoming torch. A whisper of its name was enough to ignite the weariest of Old World eyes. New York City, the global capital of freedom, democracy, culture, and industry; home to peace, brotherhood, and a million Jews already, all of them free to practice their faith and pursue their ambitions. La Gascogne carried the young tailor past Liberty’s fire and to the immigrants’ clearinghouse on Ellis Island. Here some subterfuge occurred: the immigration records describe the Austrian boy as a married forty-year-old farmer who would be met by a Jacob Aushorn, whose only known address was a post office box. That was good enough for the immigration agent on duty, and soon Paul Simon was standing at the foot of Manhattan, which was surprisingly grimy for a promised land, and noisy. But the streets were lit up at night, and the gas-powered cars were already shoving the horse and buggy to the curb—and there he was, an ambitious young man set free in the electrified modern world.

Paul Simon moved quickly. He found a place to live, and then got tailoring work. Soon he married Trieda, a spirited if stubborn Austrian immigrant who preferred to be known as Frieda. The couple moved across the Hudson River to Newark, New Jersey, and by the time the U.S. Federal Census caught up with them in 1920, Paul was thirty-two years old and living in a rented apartment on Somerset Street in Newark’s heavily Jewish Ward 3. Their first child, a son named Louis, was four and a half years old, and little Rosie was just a few months short of her third birthday. The census taker noted that the primary language in the home was still “Jewish,” meaning Yiddish, but Paul had already submitted his application for citizenship. The application was a formality, given that the enterprising Austrian émigré had built himself a foothold in the American economy, owning a small tailor shop that specialized in European-style wool cloaks. It had taken just ten years for Paul Simon to get from the immigration desk at Ellis Island to owning a business and, as the census noted approvingly, employing other Americans.

Paul and Frieda were happy to stay close to the pickle barrels and black-cloaked merchants of Newark’s Third Ward, who had essentially re-created their old lives in a new locale. Most of their neighbors spoke enough English to get by outside the neighborhood, but the old language prevailed, as did the dedication to the synagogue and the wisdom of the ages. Then came the kids: good, obedient children, but American-born and quickly steeped in the lights and the music, the crowds, the five-cent matinees and the American pastime, the sport of baseball.

The school-age Louis became a fan of the sport, then a fiercely partisan fan of the New York Yankees. In the New York of the 1920s the sport was inescapable: the dirt-and-grass fields next to the schools, the boys playing catch in the streets and sawing off broom handles to whack balls in every direction. Baseball was on the front page of the newspaper, on the radio, on everyone’s minds. It was a heavily symbolic American bonding ritual that happened to strike immediate and overwhelming terror into the hearts of old-school Jewish parents. They were thinkers, intellectuals, tea drinkers. Baseball was lawless and wild: grown men waving bats and hurling hard balls at one another’s heads.

Like other kids, Louis also fell under the spell of the radio and the stomping, sloppy popular music of the day. He couldn’t resist the lights and sound calling from the city on the other side of the Hudson. Not that Louis had to cross the river to hear the music. By the mid-1920s it was nearly everywhere: the scratchy signal from the radio speaker, the variety show at the neighborhood theater, the jitterbug rattle shaking the windows of the street corner dance hall. Take the Old World waltz of klezmer and add lights, streamers, and fireworks. To the adults, nothing sounded crazier. To the kids, nothing could be so heady, so alive with the heartbeat of the moment. To be the first true American in your family, to have emerged from a murky and painful past and feel the current in your vertebrae—it changed you.

And Louis could play. He had a feeling for rhythm and for melody, and when they handed out instruments in the classroom, his fingers reached for the right notes and hit them at the right time. Eventually settling on the stand-up bass, the teenager studied and practiced with the diligence of the top student he already was, and earned his first paying gigs when he was still a high school student, filling in for dance bands and orchestras that needed a last-minute player, and then getting enough regular work to become a dues-paying member of the American Federation of Musicians, Northern New Jersey Local 16-248. If Paul and Frieda Simon objected to the sound of hot jazz their boy had taken up, they couldn’t complain about how he’d turned his hobby into a profitable venture.

He’d always been a studious boy, the immigrant’s dream child, with the brains and fortitude to really make something of himself. Louis never diverged from his path to college. Playing music, he told his parents, was just the trade he’d found to pay his way through school. Accepted into New York University for the fall of 1935, he transferred his union membership to New York’s Local 802 and lined up a slate of regular engagements on the weekends and occasional weeknight gigs. He majored in music, grounding his talents with a thorough knowledge of the internal mechanics of melody, harmony, and rhythm.

Living in the university hub of Greenwich Village, Louis met Bella Schulman and fell in love. She was trained as a schoolteacher, the youngest of the four children born to Suniel “Sam” Schulman and his wife, Ettie, a petite young woman with a sunny smile and an easygoing warmth that didn’t exist in the Simons’ rooms in Newark. Married in 1935, the couple lived at first near Louis’s family in Newark, and then relocated to an apartment at 1748 West First Street, in the Bensonhurst section of Brooklyn, until the arrival of their first child coaxed them back to Newark to raise the dark-eyed bundle they named Paul. The boy was small but healthy, born with his grandfather Paul’s dark hair and deep brown eyes. Younger brother Eddie followed in 1944, and Louis and Belle realized they needed to find something larger than the one-bedroom apartment. They turned their eyes to the borough of Queens and the just-developing neighborhood of Kew Gardens Hills.

Rising from what had once been the greens of the Queens Valley Golf and Country Club on the edge of Flushing and Forest Hills, the mostly semidetached houses of Kew Gardens Hills popped up like an urban fantasy of suburban life: curving streets and rustling trees; freshly stamped curbs, sidewalks, and driveways; steady jobs, good schools, and playgrounds; jump ropes flashing and jacks skittering across immaculate concrete. There were people of all ethnic varieties, streets for Italians and Irish, for Poles and Asians, and even a few WASPs, though they were mostly set apart in the stone piles beneath the elms of Forest Hills. And there were even more Jews: the sons and daughters of the immigrants, still working and rising and making a place for themselves defined less by the ethnic and religious ideals of the past than by the American faith in financial and social transcendence.

To be a Jew, but not only a Jew, to be whoever or whatever you chose to become—this was the dream. As the Jewish title character in Saul Bellow’s landmark 1953 novel The Adventures of Augie March introduces himself in its opening line, he is “an American, Chicago born.” Get the picture? “I go at things as I have taught myself, free-style, and will make the record in my own way.” So it was for Louis Simon, as it was for millions of the American-born children of the Jewish exodus—because the journey couldn’t end on Manhattan’s Lower East Side, or in the modern shtetls in Newark and Brooklyn. The American promised land had never really been a particular place; instead, it was an idea, a spinning wheel, a vision of the next horizon. In the mid-twentieth century it looked a lot like the suburbs, the grander and WASPy-er, the better. And if you couldn’t get all the way to Westchester County just yet, there was always Queens.

It took the Simons a few years to find the perfect home. In 1944 they lived for a time with one of Belle’s brothers in a semidetached brick house at 136-63 Seventy-Second Avenue, across the street from where Jack and Rose Garfunkel had just settled in with the first two of their three boys, though the families didn’t know each other then. A few months later the Simons relocated a block away, to an apartment at 141-04 Seventy-First Road, and less than two years later they moved for the final time, settling into 137-62 Seventieth Road, the right half of a compact, two-story redbrick row house on a gently sloping, tree-shaded street. It was a nice, cozy home, but surrounded for blocks with houses so identical that after a long night of work, Louis would sometimes pull his car into a neighbor’s driveway and be halfway up the steps before realizing he was at the threshold of someone else’s house.

Nevertheless, there they forged their version of postwar middle-class life. For Louis, tradition held little interest, religion even less. Belle felt very differently; she was a regular at the synagogue and happily enmeshed in the community and familiar rituals. Still, Louis set the tone for the boys, and when they felt the need to worship they made the pilgrimage to Yankee Stadium, where they could stand, sit, sing, and pray according to the rituals of American baseball. When Paul was well known enough for people to care about his thoughts on such things, he made it into a joke for the sports pages. Why should anyone focus on religion when there was a pennant to win? “I never saw the point,” he said. “Though Al Rosen, the Cleveland third baseman, is Jewish. But I was a Yankee fan so he never really excited me.”

Louis was too pragmatic to worship anything, including the romantic ideal of the musician as artist. He didn’t need to waltz among the gods to draw the right sounds from his bass. He was a professional, sight-reading his parts with perfect rhythm and inflection the moment the music was put in front of him. Always neatly combed and dressed, his tuxedo and instrument rarely beyond an arm’s reach, Louis built a diverse set of regular clients, slipping as easily into orchestral performances as he did into society dance bands. He served as a staff bassist with the orchestras of several New York–area radio stations, including WCBS, WAAT, and WOR, and played for the Ballets Russes and with the Alfred Wallenstein Orchestra. Later in his career Louis earned a staff position with the CBS Radio and Television Orchestra, helping provide music to nationally broadcast variety shows by Jackie Gleason, Art Linkletter, and Arthur Godfrey. And he did it all as Lee Simms, a man who could claim every talent, skill, and virtue Louis Simon had developed or been born with, but without the name that immediately identified him as a Jew.

You had to do it; all the big stars already had. The Russian-born Al Jolson lived the first part of his life as Asa Yoelson. Star clarinetist Artie Shaw shortened his name from the original Arthur Arshawsky. Even the songwriters did it. Irving Berlin, another child of Russia, came to America as Israel Beilin. George Gershwin started life as Jacob Gershowitz. And it wasn’t just a Jewish thing. The great movie star Rudolph Valentino came out of Italy with the marquee-busting name of Rodolfo Alfonso Raffaello Pierre Filibert Guglielmi di Valentina d’Antonguolla. Tough and burly man’s man John Wayne had to ditch the womanly Marion Morrison to establish his cowboy bona fides, while the Missouri actress-dancer Virginia McMath projected her natural elegance so much more clearly when she started calling herself Ginger Rogers.

Showbiz folk from all kinds of backgrounds and disciplines could find reasons to alter or jazz up their names. Yet more Jewish performers found it necessary for the same reason that Jews working in business, the law, or any trade that put them in daily contact with gentiles changed their names: America, as it turned out, wasn’t entirely free of anti-Semites. It was a more nuanced kind of prejudice than Jews had encountered in Europe. Physical attacks were rare, and most Americans didn’t stoop to insults—not very often anyway. Still, some colleges, including the Ivy League schools, kept their quota of Jewish students to a minimum. Major companies, particularly in the financial and legal trades, refused entry to Jewish professionals, no matter how finely educated or skilled. And even the companies that did welcome Jews weren’t likely to give them the opportunities or promotions their gentile workers received. Also, Jews, no matter how wealthy, were often barred from the tonier city and country clubs where so many of their gentile colleagues gathered to raise their glasses, trade stories, and, in the way drink and elaborate food make so easy, cut their deals. Slicing a few syllables from an obviously ethnic name wasn’t an automatic pass into the convivial gentile world, but it was, at least, a start.

The elders and the orthodox didn’t approve. To abandon your ethnic identity, your family name, was at best a cop-out and at worst a self-inflicted cultural purge. Then again, most Jews already had multiple names. Observant Jews get called to the Torah by biblical names that bear little resemblance to the family name they use in daily life. And for families who trace their lineage through eastern Europe or Russia, the chances are excellent that the family name was assigned to them by a tax collector who tracked families either by where they lived or by their patriarch’s profession. Names were rooted in European soil, perhaps, but not very deeply. And for Louis’s cohort of first-generation Americans, adopting a fresh name and identity felt like liberation, a symbolic declaration of independence so powerful that it is in no way coincidental that The Jazz Singer, the smash 1927 film that introduced sound to the movies and made Al Jolson, né Yoelson, a superstar, tells the story of Jakie Rabinowitz, a Jewish boy who turns his back on the synagogue and his cantor father in order to make it big in showbiz as a jazz singer named Jack Robin. It’s the classic story of Jewish assimilation, lovingly told by a heavily Jewish industry that would all but ignore obviously Jewish characters for the next several decades.

In an industry peopled heavily with eccentrics, boozers, and bohemians, Louis slipped from band to orchestra to recording session so unassumingly that colleagues he’d played with for years wouldn’t know he was present until they heard the agile sound of his bass. The session guitarist Al Caiola recalled Lou best for how absent he could seem even when he was standing in front of you. “Lou,” he said, “was really quiet.” Yet when Louis formed his own band in the early 1940s, the Lee Simms Orchestra did make a few ripples in New York’s dance band scene. Aimed mostly at the society circuit in and around New York City, the band played weddings, bar mitzvahs, debutante parties, and other private affairs. It also won regular gigs at some of New York City’s busiest dance clubs, playing most consistently at Club 28, a former casino near the Brighton Beach Race Track, and at the always-hopping Roseland Ballroom (capacity 3,500), in Midtown Manhattan, where on Thursday afternoons the LSO traded sets with Latin groups. The club engagements, both of which Louis kept well into the 1960s, weren’t marquee gigs, but every so often he and his band would get noticed. In the September 30, 1959, issue of Variety, the Inside Stuff—Music column featured an item that decried the caliber of New York’s dance bands, proposing that most bandleaders could stand a class or two from Lawrence Welk on keeping things simple. The item ended with this: “I would add Lee Simms of Club 28, Brooklyn and Paul Martell of Roseland to the faculty.”

■ ■ ■

There was a sadness about the boy. Even as a baby, Paul would gaze from his swaddling clothes with a look of despair in his dark brown eyes, as if he’d already glimpsed things, terrible things, things that could never be unseen. At first Louis and Belle were concerned, but soon they made a joke of it, referring to the little one as Cardozo, after the pickle-faced Supreme Court justice Benjamin Cardozo. Paul grew into a bright-eyed, inquisitive young fellow, a reader and a listener and an affectionate older brother to Eddie, who looked up to him with the same eyes and was soon big enough to catch the balls Paul tossed, and then toss them back. The boys both took on their father’s willful nature and his teasing sense of humor.

Smart, athletic, and personable, Paul was a lot like the other kids at school, except in one way: he was a lot smaller. Small like a mouse. He might have been short, but he definitely wasn’t a pushover. He was stronger than he looked, and when it came down to it he could look after himself. In fact, Paul’s penchant for schoolyard fisticuffs unnerved some of his teachers. He’d get his hat back, thank you very much, and make you think twice about ever snatching it off his head again. When the bell rang, he’d march back to the classroom with a vengeance, ripping through the assignments ages before the others, acing tests that reduced other kids to sweat and tears.

It was more difficult to silence the self-directed abuse, to hush the voice that reminded him just how small he really was, and just how his body’s failures would always undermine him no matter where he was or what he was trying to do. And it was only getting worse. Months turned to seasons, seasons turned to years, and while the others stretched upward, gaining weight and strength as they grew, Paul was lucky to add a fraction of an inch. That wasn’t all. When he looked in the mirror, he didn’t like the chubby cheeks, flat nose, and heavy beetle brows that greeted him—even then, he knew there was nothing he could do about it except to do everything as well or better than anyone else.

Paul found his archetype for triumph on Louis’s knee, the same pinstriped vision that had enraptured his dad thirty years earlier: the visions of glory that were the New York Yankees. Like his father, Paul came to the sport early. When Louis had the time to sit in the kitchen and take in a game, he’d let Paul climb up into his lap and he’d regale the boy with tales of Yankees heroes Gehrig, DiMaggio, and Ruth, the mightiest baseball giants of their age, or any age, the heroic ones, the team that won when the odds were with them and when they weren’t. And even if they came up short, as Lou Gehrig did when he discovered he had the fatal neuromuscular disease that would soon bear his name, they still went down in a golden cloak, speaking verse from home plate.

Today . . . I consider myself . . . the luckiest man . . . on the face of this earth . . .

Paul dreamed pinstriped dreams and wore his deep blue NY cap with a disciple’s pride. When Louis took him to Ebbets Field to see the Brooklyn team, the Dodgers, during their pennant-winning 1949 season, the seven-year-old wore a Lone Ranger mask, lest someone mistake him for a follower of the Bums, whose glorious season would end in tears at the hands of—yes, that’s right—the New York Yankees. Therein lay the distinction between a soulful, hardworking team and a victory machine staffed with superheroes. If you could choose between them, why would you ever go with the also-rans? “I felt there was enough suffering in real life,” Paul said later. “Why suffer with your team?”

A natural athlete, the grade-school-age Paul spent endless hours with his little brother, playing wild indoor basketball games they narrated as dramatic clashes between rival brothers George (Paul) and Mickey (Eddie) Muffchatiery, one of whom (it varied) had come out of retirement for this final fraternal battle. They wrestled and played indoor hockey, and when they felt inspired they’d organize their games into the Simon Olympics, a kind of decathlon with a complex scoring system designed to balance the scales between older and younger brother. When they got a little older they staged boxing matches, hurling punches they would pull a fraction of inch before hard knuckles hit brotherly flesh. The real victory was in outthinking and outmaneuvering each other.

When Belle called, they’d come thumping down the stairs for dinner, taking their places at a table with an empty setting where Louis was supposed to be. It was the evening, and more often than not he’d be recording half a dozen commercials in some Manhattan studio or hunkered down in the back of a nightclub or hotel ballroom, scribbling lead sheets for yet another performance of the Lee Simms Orchestra. Sometimes he missed the boys when he was right there in the house, walled off in a fog of stress and middle-aged frustration, thinking that he had made all the wrong calls in his life, that his career wasn’t going anywhere, and that if he’d only gone to graduate school he could be a college professor by now: tenured, secure, and admired. Only he hadn’t, and he wasn’t, and for Christ’s sake, where’s that racket coming from? Why aren’t those boys studying? They should go to graduate school, they should be the lawyers, doctors, or businessmen he didn’t have the vision to become. Belle told Louis to stop being so critical; they were boys, for heaven’s sake. Give them a chance to have fun before they grow up.

So he would. He’d tell jokes and make them laugh. He’d go outside and toss a ball for a while. But then it was time to go to work again, and he’d shoo the boys off to do their homework, change back into his tuxedo, and lug his bass down the front steps and into the car for another evening of professional musical conviviality—and another night of knowing that he was working beneath himself and that the time had come to discover the real purpose of his life.



 

____________

* Galicia has also been claimed by Hungary and Poland over the years, fueling confusion between our Louis Simon and another Louis Simon who had played violin in the Hungarian National Orchestra before moving to the United States and joining the same musicians’ union to which Paul’s father would eventually belong.


CHAPTER 3

OUR SONG

[image: illustration]ne spring afternoon in 1952 the school buses scheduled to take the kids home from PS 164 were running late. Rather than keep the students cooped up in class, the teachers herded everyone into the school auditorium. Who knew some jokes? Did any of the kids have some kind of talent? One of the fourth-grade teachers had a student who liked to sing for his classmates. Did he want to come onstage and give it a try now? Artie Garfunkel nodded eagerly and came bounding up the aisle. What would he like to sing? Well, his new favorite was Nat King Cole’s “They Try to Tell Us We’re Too Young.” Sounds like a lovely choice; whenever you’re ready, the teacher said. The slim boy with blond curls positioned himself at the microphone. When he opened his mouth, the voice that emerged was high and clear, something like bells, only warmer and incredibly rich and sweet.


They try to tell us we’re too young

Too young to be in love . . .



Every note was issued without hesitation, his confidence nearly as mesmerizing as his voice. Everyone was riveted, the girls positively bedazzled. Hundreds of restless grade-schoolers went completely silent and still. Including another fourth-grader, who had been thinking musical thoughts as of late—and he wasn’t just watching the stage. Looking around him, Paul Simon picked up on the excitement, the feminine ardor, all because one of their schoolmates had stood up and sung to them. It was a revelation—the performance, the applause, the cheers. Could he do it, too? Hard to say, but he knew one thing for certain: someday he wanted to get a slice of those cheers for himself.

Paul kept an eye out for this Garfunkel kid, catching glimpses of him in the halls or on the playground, and feeling that familiar tug of admiration mixed with envy whenever he popped up at talent shows or in one of the school musicals. As Paul came to understand, nearly everyone in the neighborhood either knew or knew of Artie Garfunkel. He was, as Paul remembered, “the most famous singer in the neighborhood.” Playing coy, Paul didn’t say a word to his classmate for two years, until both boys, now twelve years old, were cast (Paul as the White Rabbit, Artie as the Cheshire Cat) in PS 164’s nonmusical production of Alice in Wonderland.

Artie could tell that Paul was trying to start a friendship; he was so attentive and enthusiastic. They clicked immediately. Both were smarter than most of their classmates, and neither was shy about mentioning it. They had the same spiky sense of humor and a growing passion for Alan Freed’s wild new show on WINS-AM. They lived just three blocks apart, so when school ended in June it was easy for them to find each other and hang out, often for hours at a time, talking about songs they’d been hearing on their radios. Didja hear this one? One of them would start singing. If the other boy knew the song, he’d start singing along.

A year earlier Paul wouldn’t have risked going line for line with such a gifted singer. After Artie’s indelible fourth-grade performance, he hadn’t even dared talking to him. Since then, though, he’d started singing. Mostly to himself, usually when he was alone in his bedroom. Often he’d take a record player in, shut the door, put on a favorite record, and sing along. That was exactly what he was doing one day, listening to the soundtrack of Disney’s animated Alice in Wonderland movie and piping along with focus, when his father leaned his head inside to listen. Before Paul could say anything, Louis, freshly scrubbed and knotted into his stage tuxedo, smiled down at him.

“You’ve got a nice voice.”

It was the briefest of exchanges, but for Paul, his father’s words rang like an Arthurian investiture. The man wasn’t what you’d call unstinting in his praise, particularly when it came to music. Yet: You’ve got a nice voice. He could sing. From his father’s lips to the core of his consciousness.

After dinner one summer evening when he was ten years old, Paul stepped outside with a ball and glove and went looking to have a game of catch. He walked around the corner and down the street a ways, maybe a block and a half, and soon he could hear the rhythmic thump of horsehide hitting leather, the easy chat of a boy and a father. When they noticed Paul watching, the father tossed the ball his way and invited him to join in. He was Charlie Merenstein; his son, Ronnie, was exactly Paul’s age. They’d just moved to the neighborhood and were crazy for baseball, too. Charlie was also a top-notch coach: he had charisma, knew perfect throwing and batting motion, and had the patience to help a kid get it right. From that point, they were a trio, Charlie hauling the boys to the batting cages every other night, hurling sky-high pop flies and then wicked-fast grounders. Paul was invited to drop in anytime, to come and go like any other member of the family. Charlie lit up when Paul was around and, with Louis away at work so many evenings, Paul came to treasure Charlie’s company, too.

A natural athlete with quick reflexes and a strong arm, Paul started playing Little League baseball as soon as he was old enough to qualify for a team. He held his own against the other kids, but as they moved toward junior high school and the game became more competitive, Paul was no longer eligible to play with his regular teammates. Due to his height, he would be relegated to a special league for boys shorter than five feet tall. Devastated but still determined, he made himself into a team leader, fielding with a famished glove and spring-loaded arm that picked off runners with deadly efficiency. He swung a fearsome bat, too, snapping off line drives fast and low enough to be all but ungrabbable. Paul wasn’t the team’s only asset, and at season’s end the team had fought its way into the league’s all-city classic, a single-game duel against Staten Island for the championship. The league required each player to submit to a pregame height measurement, just to make sure that neither team had snuck in a ringer. And wouldn’t you know it, Paul learned he had grown just enough that summer to put himself a hair or two above the five-foot mark, which disqualified him from the championship game. Enraged by the double humiliation, he stomped to the bleachers and spent the rest of the afternoon rooting for his squad to lose—which they did, granting their exiled hero at least a shred of satisfaction.

■ ■ ■

One day in 1954 Paul tuned in to the Yankees versus Boston Red Sox game on WNEW-AM and caught the last few minutes of The Make Believe Ballroom, the station’s pop and jazz show that had been one of the most popular music broadcasts in the nation since its debut in 1935. The public enthusiasms of host Martin Block had built careers for the likes of Tony Bennett, Dinah Shore, and many more. That day, Block was sputtering, his clipped mustache a-twitch about a song he’d heard that was already hurtling up the pop charts, a guaranteed smash hit. Only it couldn’t be true, because this was the worst tune he’d ever heard in his life. It was so bad, in fact, that if it actually did become a hit, he’d eat his hat. Dropping needle on wax, the radio host died just a little bit more as the Crows, a four-man doo-wop group out of Harlem, let fly the “duh-dudu-duh-duh . . . love that girl!” opening to “Gee.”

That was when Paul looked up from his scorecard. He’d been only half-listening to the music, but Block’s rant had caught the boy’s ear, and less than a minute into “Gee,” he knew that it was the first song he’d heard Block play that he actually liked. Just four voices set to a jump blues quartet banging away at the velocity of a Manhattan-bound IRT express. The music was simple and the words even more so. “Hold me baby, squeeze me, / Never let me go!” For the likes of Block and probably 96 percent of the aged and/or aging Make Believe listeners, that made “Gee” the iciest kind of portent: the sound of a future that doesn’t include you.

They were right. This new music, that pounding, jiving rhythm with its three-chord verses, four-note melodies, and horny fifth-grader lyrics, was spreading fast. The year before, 1953, onetime country swing band Bill Haley and the Comets hit No. 12 on the Billboard charts (and No. 11 on Cash Box) with “Crazy, Man, Crazy.” Next came Big Mama Thornton, dominating the rhythm and blues charts for more than two months with “Hound Dog,” a jump blues shouter composed by a pair of Jewish wiseasses, Jerry Leiber and Mike Stoller, already becoming the hottest pair of songwriters in the Brill Building, the eleven-story art deco building that was considered the center of New York’s pop music industry. “Gee” took a little longer to break through—released in 1953, it had simmered for almost a year, creeping onto regional sales charts. The tune broke big during the summer of 1954, racking up enough sales and plays to make it a crossover smash: No. 2 on the rhythm and blues charts and No. 14 on the pop list. By the end of that year, “Gee” had sold more than a million copies and helped launch a renaissance for doo-wop, the kind of harmony-rich group singing first made popular in the late 1930s and early 1940s by the Mills Brothers and the Ink Spots. Now, fifteen years later, those older groups’ perfectly enunciated ballads had come to sound as stiff as the tuxedos they performed in. They’d sung about love with a chaste formality that seemed almost completely desexualized, the kind of lovemaking you can do while sitting on her parents’ front porch. But their inheritors had moved closer to the bedroom. Spin “Earth Angel” or “In the Still of the Night” and you can hear the eroticism oozing through the swirling oohs and ahs. This love song was slinky and silky, passionate and, if you were a boy on the cusp of adolescence, thrilling.

The not-quite-thirteen-year-old Paul Simon found just as much in the music as in the lyrics. He loved the way voices joined in harmony added up to so much more than the sum of the two or three or four parts; the way the intertwined melody and harmony connected to backing chords that moved in strict adherence to the rhythm, which, he noticed, also dictated the meter of the lyrics, but also the words’ balance of consonants and vowels. The sound was so electrifying he couldn’t resist presenting it to Louis. Surely his father would recognize the beauty, too, and maybe even admire Paul’s ability to discover new and beautiful things in pop music. But that’s not quite how it turned out.

They were driving, just the two of them, when Paul started prattling on about Patti Page’s 1952 version of “I Went to Your Wedding,” how lovely a tune it was, with this melody he couldn’t get out of his head. To illustrate his point, Paul sang a few lines. He didn’t get very far before Louis cringed.

“God, that’s awful!”

Louis might as well have slapped him. Paul’s father had ridiculed his favorite song and worse, far worse, had called his singing awful, too. Or at least that’s how Paul heard it. “Boy,” he remembered in a 1991 interview, “I just sat back and I said, ‘Well, all right. I’m not singing any more here.’”

Still, that didn’t keep Paul from trying to pry out exactly what was so wrong with the music he loved. He went back to his father on several occasions, with a record or when another one of his favorite songs came on the radio. He took it for granted that Louis would get that same disgusted look, but now he wanted an explanation. Why don’t you like it? Louis made a face. “Because it’s really dumb.” Paul couldn’t believe it. Dumb? “Earth Angel,” that spine-rattling piece of vocal perfection, with that clever image of the girl being both an angel and still on earth? Louis shrugged. “I just think it’s dumb.”

Of course that was typical middle-aged dad stuff. But the twelve-year-old Paul didn’t know that. He no doubt heard it as derision.

■ ■ ■

At the end of sixth grade, Paul and Artie were both accepted into the Special Progress program for advanced students at Parsons Junior High. Neither of them, to say nothing of their parents, would have dreamed of passing up the opportunity to study with Queens’ smartest kids, but the program came with another benefit: the students would complete three years of the junior high school curriculum in just two years. The only drawback, as they soon discovered, was that the only way for them to walk the mile from their houses to the school led directly through a neighborhood claimed by the Parsons Boys, a gang of leather-clad teenage thugs who made an enterprise extracting cash from the pockets of young or otherwise helpless passersby. Paul and Artie encountered the gang within a day or two of starting seventh grade and came to call them the Hitters, after the gang members’ traditional methods of intimidation. Thumpings, or promises of them, became a regular event. The two boys learned to weather the abuse as best they could.

Music remained Paul and Artie’s central fixation, and the more they listened to Alan Freed’s show, to the nightly Top 20 broadcasts, and to the array of other stations crowding the New York City airwaves, the deeper their connection became. Paul was the more adventurous listener. He had become fond of the Latin dance band that shared the bill with the Lee Simms Orchestra’s Thursday afternoon shows at Roseland, and now he spun through the far edges of his radio dial, constantly on the prowl for unfamiliar sounds. Artie, meanwhile, kept track of the weekly Hit Parade broadcasts with mathematical precision, charting each song’s rises and tumbles in neatly penciled graphs, cross-indexed to reveal new textures in the weekly, monthly, and annual trends.

Artie took to the family’s basement playroom to find his way through the lead and background parts of the new songs. His father, Jack Garfunkel, a wholesale representative for a clothing manufacturer, was an early technology fan and had been one of the very first owners of home recording equipment. First came a Webcor wire recording device, then a Wollensak reel-to-reel. The machines were easy to operate, so the Garfunkel boys—Jules was the eldest, Artie came next, and baby brother Jerry was last—had learned to operate the rudimentary devices without much effort. The recorders became Artie’s vocal laboratory. Drawn to sentimental tunes and juicy love ballads, he’d emote his way through “You’ll Never Walk Alone” or a Nat King Cole song, and then play back the recording and harmonize with his own melody part. At one point the family owned two recorders, which allowed Artie to record one part, then record himself singing along to the original tape, and finally come up with a third part while singing along with the second, two-voiced recording.

Paul started to join the afternoon basement sessions. They’d listen to a record or two, singing along at first and then by themselves, each boy locking his eyes on the other’s mouth in order to sync not just the words but each syllable and intonation. “I would sit and examine exactly how Paul says his ‘T’s at the end of words,” Garfunkel said. “And where would the tongue hit the palate exactly. And we would be real masters of precision.” Kid brother Jerry Garfunkel became accustomed to getting booted out of the basement playroom so the older boys could work uninterrupted. Often he’d take refuge on the top stairs to listen to them work, chat, and goof around. It didn’t take long for Jerry to notice how easily they made each other laugh, and how much it reminded him of their dad’s usual patter. “I’m sure Paul’s father had the same humor, too. It’s Jewish sarcasm, and [some people] get insulted by it. But back then, there was no arrogance: just two kids trying to sound as good as they could.”

Paul and Artie sang in public together for the first time midway through the school year, doing the Chords’ doo-wop hit “Sh-Boom” at a Parsons talent show. Neighborhood doo-wop groups were popping up everywhere, and the boys teamed with a fellow student, Johnny Brennan, and sisters named Ida and Angel Pelligrini to form the Sparks. A few weeks later the quintet redubbed themselves the Pep-Tones, as a tip to the Cleftones, a junior high doo-wop group from the Jamaica section of Queens who had just scored a national pop hit with their self-composed “You Baby You.” Although Paul had abandoned an early attempt at piano lessons, he asked for and received a guitar* for his thirteenth birthday.* Louis showed him some basic chords, and Paul soon realized how often the same two-or three-chord progressions would come up in different songs. He showed the archetypical changes to Artie, and they crafted an original doo-wop they called “The Girl for Me,” a paean to a flower-bedecked dream girl whom the singer will love forever, knowing that she’ll always be true. Convinced the song was just as strong a contender for the charts as any other teen-oriented pop tune, Paul got Louis to transcribe the music onto a lead sheet, which he and Artie sent to the U.S. Library of Congress in order to copyright the tune. Next they recorded a demo (probably on the acetate-cutting machine one of the Garfunkels’ neighbors owned), and brought it to a handful of the publishers and record companies in and around the Brill Building on the west side of Manhattan’s Midtown. No one was buying, but the company execs there might have been wise to take note of the audacity of the youngsters, confident enough at the moist age of thirteen to stride into office after office bearing their first-ever pop composition.

The other touchstones of teenage life came and went for Paul at the standard pace. Compelled by Belle and her fealty to tradition, he celebrated his bar mitzvah on his thirteenth birthday, with Artie following just six weeks later. In typical fashion, Artie not only mastered the Hebrew in his assigned section of the Torah, but also worked with the synagogue’s cantor so he could sing parts of the service. When they worked on a harmonized section, the not-quite-teenage Garfunkel gave as much direction as he received, going so far as to shake off the cantor’s instructions to stand away from their shared microphone, issuing the older man such confident directions that he acquiesced immediately.


ARTIE: (firmly) You keep it the same and I’ll know just when to change, because it was fine before, except for one or two parts.

CANTOR: (changing position) This is okay?

ARTIE: No. You’re gonna have to keep it closer.

CANTOR: Okay.



When they started singing, Artie took the higher part, his harmony closely tracking the cantor’s melody for a time, sometimes in unison before closing to a standard third interval, then abruptly leaping to a fifth before tumbling back down again—his harmonies sounding very much like those he would write and perform a little later in his life.

Around this time, Paul traded in his baseball bat for a broom handle bat and took to the stickball circuit around central Queens. He and longtime ball mate Ronnie Merenstein would venture into other neighborhoods in search of the high-bouncing Spaldeen-brand ball-carrying kids they could challenge to a game. Their strategy came right out of Hustling 101. After letting their rivals run up a big lead during the first few innings, Paul and Ronnie would call things to a halt. How about starting a new game, only this time putting some money on the line to make it a little more interesting? Wagers made and secured, they’d start up again. Only, now everything was different. Toss a pitch at the short kid and, instead of whiffing it like he’d done through the first game, he’d uncoil and kablammo!, the pink ball would go airborne, sailing over two, three, sometimes four manhole covers before touching down again. The taller guy was suddenly just as dangerous at the plate, and when it was their turn on defense, the short one hurled left-handed curves that were all but unhittable. By the time he got home at the end of the afternoon, Paul could have as much as fifteen or even twenty dollars stuffed in his pocket.

He would have done it all for free. “He was a very good ballplayer because he worked harder at it than most other people. And he always wanted to be on the winning team,” Ronnie Merenstein said. And it didn’t matter what sport he was playing or how low the stakes were. When the boys played sock basketball in Paul’s bedroom, he’d lunge at the hoop as if they were playing in Madison Square Garden, sometimes with enough force to put Merenstein on the floor. But soon Paul wouldn’t have time for bedroom athletics. If he wasn’t working on music with Artie, he’d be shut in his room with his schoolbooks. When he finished with that, he’d pick up his guitar and work on new chords and progressions, repeating them over and over, sometimes for two or three hours, even as his fingertips cracked and blood crusted the strings and frets.

■ ■ ■

Adopting a patina of the delinquent fuck-off of teenage life, Paul and Artie took up cigarettes, trailing smoke and as much toughness as they could muster during their daily walks to and from school. They moved easily through Parsons Junior High School’s accelerated program, leap-frogged ninth grade, and got to high school in the fall of 1955. After Parsons, which was cozy even for a junior high, Forest Hills High School seemed mammoth. Completed in 1941, the Georgian Revival structure was faced by red brick with limestone edging and white columns reaching toward a bell tower (a bonus feature chosen over a swimming pool). It had been designed to hold thirteen hundred students, but population projections for the area hadn’t anticipated so much new construction in Kew Gardens Hills, or the surge of childbirths in the 1940s. By the mid-1950s the building had more than four thousand registered students. To serve them all, the administration was forced to divide the school into three independent programs that operated at different times of the day. As entering sophomores, Paul and Artie started their classes at noon and finished at 5:30 p.m., a schedule that meant they saw juniors for only half the day and never encountered seniors, who had to clear the classrooms before the younger kids could squeeze into the building.

No matter which grade-level students crowded into its overstuffed and understaffed classrooms, the place ran thick with academic and social ambition. Located at the hub of Flushing, Kew Gardens Hills, and Forest Hills, the school for many years had drawn from a mix of wealthy, up-and-coming, and stable working-class neighborhoods whose families demanded the best of their children. The recent influx of upwardly mobile Jews and other immigrants in Kew Gardens Hills, the quasi-suburb that represented what many of them viewed as only a midpoint on their journey to the American bourgeoisie, made the atmosphere that much more intense. These families knew that there were bigger trees to live beneath, fancier homes with lawns that sprawled and groomed hedges that hid swimming pools and private tennis courts. To get there, they wanted rigorous classes for their kids. Not coincidentally, Forest Hills High sent more of its graduates to Ivy League colleges than any other school in the city.

Although at least a year younger than their classmates, Paul and Artie fit easily among the tenth-graders. Paul could be funny and charming, and he and Artie were often found at lunchtime singing with the doo-wop fans by the flagpole at the front of the school. He wasn’t a campus hero, but Paul usually had a girl or two to flirt with: Donna, Pam, a few others. He played the field in that teenage way: obsessed one day, quivering with excitement the next, then broken up and back on the hunt. He went for looks but also required intelligence, working knowledge of baseball, and at least some appreciation for pop music. When he and Artie double-dated, they would play off each other’s jokes and reduce one another to squinch-eyed fits of giggles. Later, the boys and their dates would head back to Artie’s place, lower the lights, and settle into separate corners of the basement. The hot breathing and smooches and whispers didn’t stay secret for very long—not between Paul and Artie, anyway.

When he had time to himself, Paul liked to wander. He’d wheel his bike around the borough, baseball glove tucked into the handlebars, and look for action. If he couldn’t find a stickball or baseball game, he’d explore the streets and buildings, taking in the smells from the restaurants, the voices and different languages, the music drifting from apartment windows and barroom doors. Irish, Italian, Puerto Rican, the Caribbean—all those lives unfolding just a mile or three from his own front door, people living in the same place, feeling so many of the same things, only in completely different rhythms. Paul had the same experience roving the radio dial at night. New York had it all: pop, rhythm and blues, jazz, gospel, country, Latin. And when the weather was right, he could pick up signals from Philadelphia, Baltimore, Boston. In those days, every city and region had its own distinctive sound. Philadelphia soul had its own kind of swing. The rural towns in New Jersey played a reedier, twangier brand of country music, as Appalachia as it was Nashville. The patchwork spirit of the old days still survived, a quilt of rural hollers, industry towns, ethnic neighborhoods, social clubs, and large extended families.

Artie focused on the hit parade, ears tilting to a pretty love song, his schematic brain tracking the curvature of the melody, the contrasting gradients of the harmonies. The relatively obscure rhythm and blues duo Robert and Johnny (“We Belong Together”) had an upside-down blend that put the melody on top and the harmony voice below. Nobody could match the streamlined Kentucky twang of the Everly Brothers, the sound of chrome-plated hickory. There were others: the Orioles, the Moonglows, Frankie Lymon.

Late into the night, Paul and Artie would be alone in their respective bedrooms, but listening to the same songs and feeling the same irresistible pull to do it themselves. They’d take what they heard into Artie’s basement, or to the even cozier space beneath the Simon house, and pull it apart and put it back together again, working until they could match the singers syllable for syllable, note for note, breath for breath. Sometimes, when they pulled a song apart, they’d shuffle through the component pieces and find ways to snap them into new and slightly different forms. These were silly little songs, teenage fantasies of dream girls, silky romance, and heartbreak. Half the kids in New York were probably up to the same thing on any given day. But these two voices, so sweet and high and tightly knit, could cut through even the worst clichés. And if their run through the Brill Building two years earlier with “The Girl for Me” had turned out to be disappointing, the experience did nothing to discourage them from writing and copyrighting more original songs. Once they had a tune they figured was as catchy as anything else on the radio, they’d head back to Midtown with Paul’s guitar to see if they could charm one of the gruff men lurking in one of the Brill’s cell-like offices to publish or maybe even let them record it. Nothing came of it—beyond Artie’s realization that he was far more uncomfortable with rejection than Paul. No matter—when they got back to Kew Gardens Hills, he would pick up his guitar and get to work on a new song. Paul and Artie copyrighted “Rock with Me Tonight” not long after, and then “Now Is Goodbye” (“. . . If you have trust in me / Please know that I will love you faithfully . . .”). They were just getting started.

■ ■ ■

But where were they headed? That’s what worried Louis Simon. He’d wandered down the same path when he was Paul’s age, and where had it taken him? What had started as a fun way to make money for school had become his career, and now he was stuck in his cookie-cutter house on the cookie-cutter block of a working-class neighborhood in Queens. He’d lost track of who he was supposed to be. This Lee Simms character, the smiling, tuxedo-wrapped entertainer, was little more than a glorified servant: a follower of orders, a reader of scripts, a living ornament at the parties where other intelligent, ambitious men were celebrated, not
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