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				Foreword

				The Student Teachers was the first band I ever saw that had a female drummer.

				Laura and I, along with Bill Arning, who was also in the Student Teachers, went to the same high school in New York City in the mid-to-late ’70s. At first, I was not really friends with them, but it was a small school, so I was aware of them forming a band, running the fan club for the Mumps, and being into “New Wave.” Bill was an especially vocal Mumps devotee and hippie denouncer. I remember him constantly yelling out “Deadhead!” at me in the hallways, having once spotted a copy of Blues for Allah in my locker from way across the common room in our school. I was not a Deadhead, more of a Dead-dabbler, and not for long. Years later, I suspiciously wondered how he was able to recognize this fairly muted Grateful Dead album cover from so far away. Bill always had a keen eye for art!

				Pretty soon I was a fan of the Mumps myself. I got to know Laura’s sister, MB, and we’d go see them and the Student Teachers, as well as Blondie, the Heartbreakers, and lots of other bands mentioned in the book. MB and I became close friends, and I even ended up working for her and Laura’s father and stepmother at their loft one summer, and later moved in there with MB when they went to Europe for a few months. But earlier in our friendship, when I tagged along with MB to see the Student Teachers, I remember being impressed that they had a female rhythm section. I don’t know if I was already thinking about playing drums then, but I definitely took notice of Laura, with her methodical non-splashy drumming and androgynous coolness! She certainly was cool, if not a bit intimidating. And her willful personality came through from behind the drums, despite being in the back.

				Now that I think about it, I’m pretty sure it was Laura (and later on, Moe Tucker) who inspired me to play the drums. I recognize that same intensity and passion in Laura’s description of her youth and extraordinary experiences that I saw when she performed. She recounts stories so vividly. It’s as though she’s transcribing a diary. I was completely swept up in the emotion of it, both from reading about all the events I recall, when I hung out with MB, and the ones that were new to me.

				Georgia Hubley

				Drummer, Yo La Tengo

				January 2018
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				Introduction

				Wait! Hold it! Just hold it! I want to tell you something first. That is: this is not the book you think it is. Yes, it’s a memoir—yes, yes, it will tell you about a lot of cool people and places I got to meet and go to and yes, it will tell you about how it all fell apart.

				But... it’s not a sad story.

				And that’s very important to remember. You know, this Greek philosopher, Heraclitus—well, he said many wild and complicated things, but the most famous was:

				No man ever steps in the same river twice.

				That’s the point of this book. Life happens fast. The changes it hits us with every day are stupefying. Nothing remains the same. That reality was highly concentrated for me, for all of us, during the span covered in this book, because my friends and I were in our teen years then—a classically dangerous time for anyone—and it all happened during a unique moment in rock ’n’ roll history. The river we were stepping in was thunderous.

				During the late ’70s in New York, music was transforming every minute of every day right before our eyes. Gone were the big stadium acts and in came Punk Rock—the queen of the rock revolution—embodied by small, angry, individualistic bands who demanded to be heard and recognized, and my friends and me—we jumped right smack into the middle of that revolution, just as the river was raging. It grabbed us by our necks and took us with it. As Patti Smith said:

				To me, punk rock is the freedom to create, freedom to be successful, freedom to not be successful, freedom to be who you are. It’s freedom.1

				And honestly—we were a little too young for that freedom.

				Two years ago, I was approached by my agent to write this book. I was in the middle of working on another one, so I hesitated. But he contacted me because David Bowie had just died. He knew about my past friendship with Bowie and the effect he’d had on my life. He also knew about my relationship with Jimmy Destri of Blondie, and about the production work Jimmy had done for the band I was in, the Student Teachers, and that it had looked at one time, in the late ’70s, like our band was getting very successful very quickly.

				Until we didn’t.

				I had actively said to myself a few times through the years that I would never tell this story. Why? Maybe because as exciting and unspeakably remarkable that time was for me and our band, it was also extremely painful. I had to grow up very fast, and, as I was doing that, I was hit smack in the face in 1980—by multiple sclerosis.

				But you and I know that as we are hiking the mountain range of this life, we are all kicked in the gut by many things. And honestly, I was lucky. Lucky to have been stopped when I was, because rock ’n’ roll, despite the glamour, the fun, the money, was not an easy life. Many of us were really young at that time, and there were a lot of drugs. It felt like it was getting dangerous and, even scarier, possibly fatal.

				It all started, as you will see, with the band that my friends and I formed in 1978—the Student Teachers. Even though we were all teenagers and most of us were still in high school, punk rock in downtown New York City seduced us. My friends and I found each other at Patti Smith poetry readings, Jonathan Richman concerts, early Ramones, Blondie, and Talking Heads gigs in the exploding clubs CBGB and Max’s Kansas City. These clubs also featured bands such as the Dead Boys, the Heartbreakers, Richard Hell & the Voidoids, Television, the Cramps, the Erasers, the Fast, the Mumps, and so many more. It seized us.

				And, as thrilled as I was to jump into that world, I was still a high school student, which generally wouldn’t matter, except that I adored academics. That struggle between my studies and rock ’n’ roll became a never-ending battle for my soul at that time.

				Jimmy Destri ended up producing our debut single for Ork Records and two cuts on the compilation album Marty Thau Presents 2X5. Even more provocatively, he became interested in me, which led me on a whirlwind experience with Blondie and, astonishingly, David Bowie. Bowie developed an interest in our band, led us into new territories, and shepherded us through complicated decisions, which, curiously and unfortunately, contributed to us not signing with RCA Records in 1979. Finally, it was Bowie’s intelligence and influence that pushed me to go where I really wanted to go—very far from rock ’n’ roll.

				But back to the story—I became the drummer of our band not because I had always wanted to be a drummer, or even a musician, but because it seemed like a great thing to do at that time. We all thought it was a terrific idea, a key move during a revolutionary time in rock ’n’ roll. Female drummers were unusual in the late ’70s. Girls were usually in the front.

				Not in the back.
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				The Man Who 
Fell to Earth

				It was colossal. The dark ceilings disappeared within themselves against the titanic space around them. When I entered, I was so far in the back that I felt like an ant. I just stood there watching the entire stadium, filled with fans leaping into the heavens above them with their swinging lighted glow sticks, tossing their drinks all around them, vibrating madly in anticipation, waiting in dreaminess: They were exuberant at being here, at seeing him—small, dancing kernels of mania about to explode. It was 1976 at Madison Square Garden in New York City, and my heart was blasting through my chest.

				I gulped a gallon of saliva and quickly ran up behind Bill, my best friend from high school. He was looking for our seats. When we finally found them, farther back, up a sheet of steps into the stratosphere of the arena, I teetered on the edge, panting, and eyeing the stage, looking for him. Bill sat back and sipped his Pepsi. He had done this dozens of times. Not me. This was my first concert. I was fourteen. And it was him.

				Thirty minutes later, the stage exploded. The Thin White Duke—David Bowie—ran on and immediately broke into “Station to Station.” Bill and I jumped into the night above us, dancing and screaming and crying out to him. The Man Who Fell to Earth. He captivated the entire arena. He electrified each one of us. He quickly dove into “Suffragette City,” and, as the lights streamed across the stage, brightening him and lifting him, I fell back down into my seat, staring in awe. Of course, he seized my teenage heart. But it was much more than that. And, to me, he became much more than just a distant star.

			

			

		

		
			
				2

				Three Years Later

				The sweat scared me. I’d never sweated like that before in my life. It was drowning me, and I stunk. I smelled ghastly. Maybe it was my incessant jittering that was making me swelter—bouncing back and forth, back and forth, waiting behind that curtain to go onstage. Bouncing, bouncing. My sticks were covered in the sweat slipping down my fists. Jody handed me a towel. I wiped them while listening to the crowd murmur excitedly in the theater, out front. That just made it worse. I wiped my hands on my thighs. The stage lights were dark, in preparation. Techies dashed madly back and forth, cooking the overheads. I eyed them, wiping the sweat off my lip. I handed the towel back to Jody and returned to bouncing. I looked at the guys. David, a Mick Jagger look-alike, had the endless front-man energy, and he was hot then. But right now, he wasn’t sweating torrents of panic, like I was. Bill, the keyboardist, paced around, but he always did that, smiling at it all. Lori, holding her bass, motioned through the riff of our first song, and Philip, the broken soul of us all, took a swig of scotch, shoved the bottle back in his pocket, and ran his hand down the neck of his Stratocaster. They were game for this. Suddenly the stage lights flashed on. My hair was dark with sweat. Jody ushered us onstage as I grabbed the towel from her again. I mashed my hair dry, following the rest of the band, and ran to my drums. I didn’t know why I was so freaked. We had been here—going onstage—so many times in the last year. Except... tonight was different.

				Quickly, the show became a fiasco. After we started banging out our signature song, “Christmas Weather,” I lost all sound. I couldn’t hear the other instruments at all. I looked frantically over to Lori and Bill, but I could barely see them. The above stage lights slammed us so bright and hot, I was sure they were somehow muffling the sound from the speakers. All I could do was keep the beat I had memorized from rehearsals and gigs, and pray the others were playing in time with me. But when I heard shouts from the audience—“Get off!”—I knew we weren’t quite making it. We were all having trouble hearing each other, even though the stage monitors had been fine during rehearsal. When the show finally ended and we ran offstage, our fans—seated close in the first few rows—screamed madly for us, but the rest of the theater filled with boos and empty clapping. This was our peak show. We were opening for Iggy Pop. And it had been set up for us—by David Bowie.

				You see, we were merely a group of teenagers who found ourselves dancing through the downtown night club scene in 1978 New York City, drinking White Russians, bonding with embryonic punk rockers and the bursting rock ’n’ roll business world on top of us. We met each other in the back of CBGB and Max’s Kansas City, and, though we were just out to have fun as fans, we became more than that to each other—a group of exiles, a band, a family. We called ourselves the Student Teachers: David Scharff, the singer; Philip Shelley, the guitar player; Lori Reese, the bass player; Joe Katz on rhythm guitar; Bill Arning, the keyboardist; Jody Robelo, manager; Antone DeSantis, roadie—and me, Laura Davis, the drummer—the girl in the back.

				I was seventeen, and this is how I got there.

			

			

		

		
			
				3

				It Started in Berlin

				There are times when we all dream of meeting our heroes, of making a connection with them, of knowing them, loving them, just being near them. There is no more vital a time when those castles in the air are built than when we’re fifteen years old. That was me at fifteen—tireless castle builder.

				In the spring of 1977, I spent all my time fantasizing. We were living in Berlin because my father, Douglas Davis, who, besides being the art critic for Newsweek magazine and the author of Art and the Future, was a performance artist as well. He also videotaped a lot of his work—at the time, video was a new and revolutionary art form. He was on a visiting-artist grant to create, perform, and teach while in residence in Berlin in advance of Documenta 6, which was to be held in Kassel, Germany, and he took us with him.

				Divorced from my mom for years, and now with my stepmother, Jane, a beautiful blonde brainiac only ten years older than myself, my dad moved us from New York to the center of Germany for six months, right in the middle of my sophomore year in high school, and before we left, he insisted we read Mein Kampf by Adolf Hitler. I’m not sure why he wanted us to do that, because it didn’t make me want to go to Berlin any more than when he first announced his plans. Perhaps he thought that by raising our consciousness and knowledge about the man who’d created such incomprehensible ruin in his own country that we would want to understand and learn more when we moved there. He was wrong.

				The first thing that happened to me in Berlin was that I developed a chronic sinus infection. I couldn’t breathe for the first month. The German air was musty and heavy, carrying, I believed, the weight of its shattered history through every flying particle. I was sure the dark shroud hanging over the country was infecting me.

				We ended up staying in a large, colorless, sparsely furnished apartment two blocks from Berlin’s Kurfürstendamm, the city’s main thoroughfare. The walls were bare and worn-out. There were two shabby chairs and a sofa in the living room that were a tangy blue and nearly fifty years old. I wondered if anyone had ever been in that apartment. What dug at me was not only how big the place was but how desolate and creepy it was, despite the furniture and the refrigerator filled with milk and food—left there by the staff of the university hosting us.

				The only windows in the entire place were ceiling-high and out of proportion to the rest of the building. In fact, every bit of the apartment was out of proportion—to itself and to any space around there that made sense. I was chilled by it all. I wondered if that desolate color everywhere was just the way Berlin was then, thirty years after Hitler’s suicide—dead dust and stagnation because the Germans hadn’t recovered yet. Unfortunately, that dank, dispiriting air hovering outside the giant bedroom windows that MB and I shared just exhausted us.

				Honestly, I would have stayed in bed in that fusty Berlin apartment for the entire six months, and so would MB, if Dad hadn’t kicked us out of the house every single day when we weren’t in school. I doubt he was concerned with us getting out and absorbing the city, meeting people and learning about it all; rather, he needed to work. He always needed to work. And we were constantly in his way.

				We attended the high school on the American military base, a short metro ride outside the city. Since we were installed there late in the school year, we made no friends, so we kept close to each other. Every day after school we took the metro back to the Kurfürstendamm and settled in at the only American restaurant on the strip—Burger King. We bought Whoppers and sat down in our usual booth to eat what we knew. It wasn’t that German food—sausages sold on the street, or the German pizzas eaten with a knife and fork, or their stews with potatoes and sauerkraut—was bad: It just wasn’t home. We munched eagerly, our mouths watering through the burger buns—our small slice of America. Afterward, we usually walked aimlessly down the Kurfürstendamm, peering into the German department stores and shops. Sometimes we sat on a bench near an U-Bahn station and watched the Berliners race home or to work. We never talked much. We were too busy protecting ourselves.

				My salvation? My portable cassette recorder. I had packed a black Panasonic tape recorder with tapes I had made of the few bands I was allowed to see in the clubs in New York in 1976. I’d only been to two or three shows because my dad didn’t approve of my going. But those few times when Bill and I saw bands at CBGB or Max’s Kansas City, and the odd show at City College, I always brought my tape recorder and recorded the band. In Berlin, that tape recorder guarded me and sustained me. It was my water.

				Without stopping, unless I was forced to, I listened to the Mumps, Talking Heads, the Ramones, the Dead Boys, Blondie—all live at those clubs—long before they hit it big. More than anything, listening to “Rip Her to Shreds” or “Dance Tunes for the Underdogs” or “Hey Little Girl” or “Blitzkrieg Bop” kept me centered on going home, focused on the idea that there was someplace I would go back to, that I wasn’t stuck in that wretched, damaged country forever, that I would return to New York and the music.

				Of course, the songs and the music distracted me from the unhappiness I lived in every day but, more than that, they gave me hope. I think that’s what a lot of us on the punk scene in the ’70s felt at that time. Despite the chains, the blue hair, and the furious lyrics, there was hope. It was a different kind of hope, though—it was more of a revolt. The pent-up feelings of struggle within our communities, in London and New York and in other parts of the UK and U.S.—whether born of financial poverty, social poverty, or artistic poverty—spawned in us a need to express ourselves differently, and that need was developing into a new kind of promise on the music scene. It was a violent hope.

				Yet we all loved the Rolling Stones, the Who, the Beatles, the Kinks. But the bands on my tape recorder weren’t on the cover of any magazine, or on the record charts and headlining stadiums. I had those tapes because I’d recorded their music sitting five feet away from them at CBGB. They were mine.

				And yet, there still was in some bizarre, otherworldly, cryptic, and inexpressible way that same link to Bowie. Yes, he was one of those big stadium acts.

				But he also wasn’t.

				As remote and untouchable as he’d seemed at the Madison Square Garden show the previous year, he wasn’t—not to me. He wasn’t that distant. Not to me. Even more poignant, and foretelling in its own way, my cassette of Bowie’s Station to Station was my oxygen. My green leaf in the rain. Lying in that malodorous Berlin bed listening to “Golden Years” and “Word on a Wing,” I was with him, close to him as he sang to me, only me, and my fifteen-year-old thirst. Very, very close.

				I listened to all those bands when I was in bed, when I woke up, when I was in the shower, on my way to school, on my way back—constantly. I remember that whenever I pressed play without putting on my headphones, Dad was right on me to shut that noise off. He could’ve been ten miles away: He would immediately descend on my tape recorder, hit the stop button, and scream. He had to work.

				Those bands carried me through Berlin and Germany and France, then home, while I swam inside that confused teenage world, facing realities I was nowhere near prepared to understand.

				MB and I eventually made friends with a few of my dad’s students who, I believe, he sent around to keep an eye on us. Yet they were nice enough. They took us around Berlin to visit museums and restaurants and to see the tourist sights. My father had his art studio in a building situated right in front of the Berlin Wall between East and West Germany—a fifteen-foot-tall, eight-foot-wide mass of reinforced concrete that was topped with an enormous pipe and barbed wire that made climbing over it nearly impossible. We didn’t realize what any of that meant until one day he took us up to the roof of the building, and I looked over at the wall and saw one of the East German soldiers, in the guard tower, holding an Uzi.

				We still visited East Berlin a few times with his students. The most striking thing about that part of the city was the endless broken walls and torn-down buildings. The city was still riddled with bullet holes, everywhere, from World War II. It was haunting, seeing the level of loss and destruction that I had only read about at school. Even worse, there was never any sun. Never. The world in Berlin was constantly dreary.

				One time, Dad’s students took us to a documentary at a movie theater on the Kurfürstendamm. It was titled Hitler: A Career. This movie was different because it showed rare, never-before-seen film clips about Hitler. My dad’s students were young and liberal and free-thinking, and they wanted to see the seeds of their ruined city. I don’t think they were planning a revolt. I think they were too devastated. It was beyond unnerving sitting in the middle of this theater watching newsreels of Jewish refugees being tossed into open graves before being methodically shot by Hitler’s militia. I remember looking around me, more than at the film. I studied those German faces and eyes, some young, some old, watching what that madman had done in the name of their country. I started getting really nervous. Did I think they might storm the screen in anger, or worse, storm each other, with me and MB in the middle? It was a deeply disturbing experience in a very broken part of the world.

				After school ended, we were free. Well, at least we were free from the icy feelings of being unwanted at that American military school, of being the bitter cough medicine everyone was forced to take every day. Then, in the middle of the summer, Dad had to go to Kassel and set up his performance to be broadcast in Documenta 6, so he arranged for us to meet a high school friend of ours in Paris. Paris! We were thrilled, even more so because we would travel there by ourselves: no parents, no adults—just us.

				We went to Paris by train, and because we were just fourteen and fifteen years old, and because West Berlin in 1977 was still surrounded by East Berlin and the wall, traveling through there was precarious and scary. Austere East Berlin officers marched through the train performing regular security checks every hour. When the officers knocked on the door to our cabin, the sound was always loud and abrasive. MB and I would jump up and throw our bags under our seats, sure we had something to hide, except there was nothing to hide, other than our ages. We would dutifully hand over our passports and stand at attention—army privates presenting ourselves for inspection. But the soldiers weren’t rocked by our young ages when they checked our passports; they were only interested in defectors. That’s the way it was everywhere—the clubs in Berlin and Paris and New York. It didn’t matter that we were young teens. We were expected to take care of ourselves. And that suited my dad very well. He had his work to do, and he had no time to raise children. No time.

				•   •   •

				In August, MB and I flew back to the U.S. by ourselves. We first visited our mother in Virginia, then took the train home to New York. A lot of our lives were spent existing on that Amtrak train between New York and Washington.

				We lived with Dad in a loft in SoHo during the shattered late 1970s. The neighborhood consisted largely of old warehouse buildings—many being converted by daring young artists for living and creating paintings, sculpture, performance art, and videos. Although it eventually evolved into the mecca of the downtown art scene, at that time, it was still gloomy, fragmented, and crime-ridden downtown.

				It struck my mother as strange that Dad would let us go back to the city by ourselves with no adult at the loft to be with us. But that’s how he planned it, and the fall semester of school was starting in four days.

				I don’t think Dad listened to anything my mom said about raising us. He had reluctantly taken custody of us when I was eleven, because mom was “tired” all the time, and as far as the Virginia state court was concerned, those Budweisers kept under her living room chair didn’t help. But she got better in Alcoholics Anonymous and always, always, regretted losing her kids. Of course, that made Christmas great for us in the beginning—getting gifts from two separate households—but as we got older, like when we returned from Berlin and high school confusions challenged our loyalties, we weren’t able to be with her as much. Thus, the distance took on a more wrenching reality. I decided then to call her every day from wherever I was at the time.

				When we finally settled back at the loft after visiting my mom, the fact that Dad and Jane weren’t due home for three more days didn’t make me celebrate, jump on a train of teenage debauchery, and throw a party. Rather, I did my laundry and cleaned my room and, with a little money from my mom, got some food at the local Grand Union. I was always more comfortable staying home.

				The loft had been built by my dad only a few years previously. We had been living on Washington Square in the West Village when Dad got word there was a space opening up in the Fluxhouse cooperative in SoHo. The co-op, on Wooster Street, in the clammy, dirty world below Houston Street, was the first of its kind in SoHo, originally organized by George Maciunas, Yoko Ono, and John Lennon. My dad, dedicated to always being on the edge of time in any world—art, money, real estate—quickly grabbed the broken-down loft and made it a home. Though it wasn’t much of one. With looming prints of his artwork and that of Elaine Sturtevant, Andy Warhol, and Roy Lichtenstein on all the walls, home was more of a glass refrigerator of untouchables—too cold to relax in.

				Despite that, though, I didn’t want to go out. I wanted to stay home and eat Oreos and watch my favorite show, The Odd Couple. I had been beaten down by the wasteland of German television, so returning to American fare was a godsend. I must’ve watched The Odd Couple thousands of times. I always had a comfort-zone relationship with the TV and lights. The lights had to be managed in a specific and ordered structure—on and bright during the day, then turned down after 4 p.m. And I only watched old TV shows I had watched before, never new ones. New was too scary.

				That first night at home, I climbed into bed for a cozy cloistering. Then, around 9 p.m., Bill Arning called me.

				
					[image: 02photo.jpg]
				

				“I’m coming, I’m coming!” (PHOTO BY BILL ARNING)

				He was, without question, my best friend at Friends Seminary high school.

			

			

		

		
			
				4

				Nuclei

				Friends Seminary is a Quaker school on the East Side of Manhattan. When I was there in the late 1970s, it was full of rich, white, privileged kids. I went there after spending two years of middle school at St. Luke’s in the West Village because my dad felt the public schools in New York City were atrocious. So he kept us in private religious schools, although the religion part was secondary to almost everything else.

				Most of the kids at Friends had been there since kindergarten. Although my sister MB and I were not from one of those wealthy families, we were from a well-connected one. Being a critic at Newsweek magazine, my dad just charmed the pants off the principal, Joyce McCray, so we were accepted to the school and given scholarships. However, we always felt a little separate. We were acutely aware that we weren’t rich and everyone else was. However, none of that mattered when I studied. Although I was eventually pulled away by Bill, music, my rising appetite for the nightclub music scene, and eventually the Student Teachers, I was always deeply connected to my studies.

				It’s hard for new kids in school, particularly teenagers, to be accepted. They are the insects in the corner trying not to get stepped on. I kept really quiet and just followed the straight line from class to class, then home, as quickly as possible. Oddly, this specific trait was very much who I was, as it was natural and easy for me to slip behind the curtain anywhere and disappear. I think that’s why it felt so right to eventually become a drummer—I could hide in the back. But that was not Bill’s nature—and he was going to pull me out.

				Bill was taller than everyone else. In fact, at six foot four, he towered over the rest of the school, which immediately made him suspect. He also wasn’t a jock, which cemented his place in the suspect camp. He stuttered, was chubby, had atrocious acne, and dressed in nondescript slacks and business shirts, which, inside that lily-white school churning out future sorority sisters and Ivy Leaguers, just spotlighted his weirdness. Both the cool kids and the uncool kids flatly ignored him.
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				Before the revolution. (PHOTO BY BILL ARNING)

				But I adored him. He was funny in a brutally original way, and really, really bright. It wasn’t as if Bill and I discussed the great struggles we were enduring at that time—we were just kids—but Bill, without fail, was always happy. He was the youngest of three kids and, being the baby, was doted on. Honestly, I think his parents saw him as a remarkable kid and they just supported that. I’m not sure if they knew he was gay. I’m not sure that Bill knew he was gay, either. Nobody ever really talked about it then. But if there was one place where it was a regular and accepted part of life, it was the punk rock scene.

				When I first came to Friends the previous year, and being the new kid, I was immediately put in the uncool group as well—discounted, whispered about, and laughed at, so Bill became my protector. I could, literally and figuratively, hide behind him because he was so tall. Better yet, he made me laugh; even better, I could soak up his intellect. In my first semester at Friends, Bill and I studied T. S. Eliot together in a private class with my very first hero, our English teacher, Phil Schwartz.

				But even more critically, Bill was a font of knowledge and experience about music in the world and particularly the punk rock scene in downtown New York City. He was a bright star who knew everyone. I want to say the rays emanating from him were just for me, which perhaps they were for a time, but his smarts and artistic sensitivity affected so many of us in the punk scene, it’s hard to think it was just me who benefited. But there’s no doubt that everything that happened to me in the rock ’n’ roll world—the people I met and knew and the work I did—was because Bill was my best buddy at school.

				Yet I still thought of myself for a time as “normal,” or I tried to be normal despite the ropes dragging me away. Being fourteen and still in my first year of high school, I was in a fragmented state, trying to fit in though I knew in my gut I probably never would. When I finished the fall semester studying Eliot with Mr. Schwartz, I received an A, which was great and, even more important, cemented my passion for literature and academia.

				Then, somehow, Bill’s other best friend at school, Andrew Owen, decided he liked me. What was peculiar about this was that Andrew was purely and absolutely in the cool kids’ camp. In fact, he was the guy all the “cool” girls wanted to date. Andrew was the perfect 1970s Starsky & Hutch specimen—puffy long hair, perfectly pressed bell-bottoms and tight pink shirts. He came from one of the richest families in school—his father was the CEO of Seagram—and he was sought after by all the twirly young Farrah Fawcett future sorority girls. But it was me he liked. I was floored.

				I tried very hard to look like what I thought he wanted: long hair with the front sides flipped back, cool bell-bottoms, flowy white shirts. I hated dressing like that as much as I liked him. The first time we got to the point of holding hands was at the only dance I ever went to at Friends. It was held in the courtyard and the common room inside. They played songs from the Partridge Family, the Beatles, and the Monkees, gave out fruit sodas and pretzels and urged us to dance, though none of us did. Most kids hung out in the back of the school, with the older students, smoking cigarettes and drinking smuggled-in beer. But not Andrew and me. We just stood in the gym, or in the courtyard, holding hands and talking to Bill, who was there giggling and eating brownies. Then we walked to the front of the school, still holding hands, never letting go, and talked to his friends hanging out there. Or rather, he talked, not me. I kept quiet. Obediently quiet. A church mouse.

				When the dance ended and the school lights were turned off, we walked to the corner. It was about 11 p.m. and we each had to depart—me downtown to dark SoHo, and Andrew to the posh Upper East Side. A divide in the road, a split in the process, a dismembering of our grasping hands. Bill was with us and he was going to take the bus uptown with Andrew while I ventured to the subway. Bill started walking and Andrew’s and my hands separated. He leaned down and gave me a kiss. I felt his lips quivering on my cheek. A petrified rabbit. His whole self was shaking. Me too. I feared I might pass out. Then my hair would be destroyed. I couldn’t bear the thought. Then he turned and walked away and I headed to the subway station. It was remarkable how nervous we both were with each other. Was it love? Was that where the uncontrollable fear inside of our stomachs was coming from? It was a strange, unexpected experience for me. And, ironically, I had lost my virginity six months previously, in a heated, unfortunate moment with a guy from Stuyvesant High School. His name was Hootie Hooten, and he was nice, though only a momentary giggle.
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				Andrew and me—too scared to look at each other even when we kissed. 
(PHOTO BY BILL ARNING)

				The rest of the spring and through the summer, Andrew and I were inseparable. We periodically met on a bench near New York University, in the West Village, and sat and talked. Sometimes we would meet at Central Park and lie on the grass holding each other, sometimes making out but mostly just holding each other. We never had sex. We tried but often quickly stopped. It wasn’t that we couldn’t. I think it was a belief in him that we shouldn’t. And I agreed. I think.

				Andrew was with me for a long time in high school, even after I had turned my back on the erudite Friends Seminary world of academics and turned more to the off-color, encrusted world of punk rock. Back in the shadows, though, Andrew was still there, and he saved me more than once.

				When I first went to Bill’s house to hang out, I was astounded. He lived in a huge apartment near Friends. Like those of all the other kids there, his well-to-do family life was obvious in the plush comfort of his huge home. He had his own bathroom right across the hall from his bedroom. And his bedroom! Wow! There was a huge double bed in the corner, and on the right-hand wall there was an amazing stereo system with two turntables, amps, and speakers; across from there was a floor-to-ceiling bookcase full of records. There must have been more than a thousand albums by artists from the Rolling Stones, Cream, and Led Zeppelin to the Velvet Underground, Patti Smith, the Clash, the Sex Pistols, the Ramones, and T. Rex. My jaw dropped when I saw it all. He was meticulous about caring for his collection, even though we spent hours and hours listening to them and albums ended up strewn (carefully) around the room.

				When Bill called me first thing after I got home from Germany, I was thrilled.
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