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         Listen, there’s music in the air

         
         I heard your voice coming from somewhere

         
         But look how much we’ve grown

         
         Well, I guess I should have known

         
      

      
         
         As the years go by, they take their toll on you

         
         Think of all the things we wanted to do

         
      

      
         
         And all the words we said yesterday

         
         That’s a long time ago

         
         You didn’t think I’d really go now

         
      

      
         
         Are you waiting? I know why

         
         You’re already saying goodbye

         
         Are you ready? I know why

         
      

      
         
         I see a little light, I know you will

         
         I can see it in your eyes, I know you still care

         
         But if you want me to go, you should just say so

         
      

         —Bob Mould, 1988

      
   
      
      PREFACE

      [image: image]

      
      
         “You see this button? If I push this button, you’ll be blacklisted from every clothing-optional resort in Palm Springs!”

      

      
      *   *   *

      
      I’m not one for vacations. The idea of setting up camp in an idyllic but remote parcel of land—think western Costa Rica or
         a bay-view motel in central Florida—doesn’t do it for me. I’m a people watcher. Most days I sit alone or with a companion,
         the parade of humanity tumbling and unraveling in front of me. I love pedestrian cities with mass transit, town squares for
         shopping and dining, and coffee shops with free Wi-Fi. I love the measured and gently oscillating pace of socially progressive,
         medium-scale world cities—Amsterdam, San Francisco, Berlin.
      

      
      Give me a leisurely late morning walk to the Bloemenmarkt for an apple pancake washed down with a double espresso, tempered
         by a few hits of weed, and I’m on vacation. Give me a seat in the Castro plaza watching the late afternoon fog roll eastward
         from the Pacific Ocean, over Twin Peaks and into Eureka Valley, and I’m on vacation. Give me a crisp evening stroll down Motzstraße
         for a takeaway schnitzel, a scoop of ice cream, and an hour of fun at a neighborhood bar, and I’m on vacation.
      

      
      Since 2005, the Coachella music festival has become one of my annual vacations. Sure, it’s a busman’s holiday, but over the
         course of thirty years in the music business, I’ve earned not only my keep, but the perennial all-access wristband and Lot A artist
         parking that make everything a whole lot easier. The three-day festival takes place in mid-April at the polo grounds in Indio,
         a town twenty-five miles southeast of Palm Springs, California. In 2009 I was finally playing at Coachella—Saturday, 2:30
         PM, Gobi stage. It’s not the main stage, or even the second stage, but the time slot was good—early enough to make a strong
         impression before people began suffering from sun and/or alcohol poisoning.
      

      
      Friday morning, Micheal and I flew from Dulles to LAX, rented a car, and drove east on 1-10 to Highway 111, which cuts south
         to the desert valley. Once in Palm Springs, we stopped at Koffi, a midcentury-style coffee shop, then at a drugstore for sunscreen,
         snacks, and a case of bottled water, before finally arriving at our accommodations—a clothing-optional resort strictly for
         men. I’d stayed here many times over the years, the most memorable being in 2007 when the local police were called to apprehend
         a whacked-out guest who’d destroyed one of the suites. After an evening of hearing this guy yelling and throwing furniture,
         I woke on Saturday morning to the sight of two Palm Springs Police officers in the courtyard interrogating the guest, who
         stood naked except for a pair of mirrored aviator sunglasses and a poolside chaise recliner cushion he’d fashioned around
         his torso like a sarong. The police seemed equally perplexed by the fourteen-inch-high by twelve-inch-round black rubber dildo
         sitting in the middle of his decimated room like a forlorn fire hydrant.
      

      
      But I digress. After checking into the resort, we grabbed some fast food and drove to the festival site. Friday’s highlights
         included Morrissey (cutting his set short due to the smell of grilled sausage wafting from the food tent to the main stage),
         Leonard Cohen, and the master of the big stage, Paul McCartney. We left before the end of Macca’s set, avoiding the crush
         of outbound traffic.
      

      
      From years of loud noise at work, I have tinnitus. In order to sleep, I need a low-level masking sound—typically the television. Our suite had two televisions, each with a unique remote
         that required a four-digit security code in order to work. The bedroom remote wasn’t functioning, so we went to the front
         desk for assistance. None of the codes they gave us worked, so the TV couldn’t be adjusted by remote. We asked a second time,
         and nothing they told us helped. It was becoming a hassle.
      

      
      The next morning we woke up at eight—too early for the free continental buffet staged in the porn library room overlooking
         the main pool area. We headed to Koffi for a quick jolt, then to Sherman’s Delicatessen for breakfast. Around ten we returned
         to the resort, where people were beginning to stir—the usual assortment of nude sunbathers, early-bird day-pass sex cruisers
         from LA, and older gentlemen with their (much) younger weekend escorts. I wanted to catch a nap before heading to the festival,
         but I still couldn’t adjust the volume of the TV from the bed. Micheal went to ask for help at the front desk one more time,
         at which point I quickly dozed off.
      

      
      Minutes later I was woken by the sound of Micheal slamming the door to the room and then locking it with both deadbolt and
         chain. Visibly shaken, he said, “That man out there is crazy. He’s threatening me!” I opened the door to find a wild-eyed
         troll yelling, “I’m the manager, and your friend called me an asshole. You’re both out of here in ten minutes or I’m calling
         the police to have you escorted off my property.” My instinct was to grab him in a front face lock until he was unconscious,
         but the fact that I had to be onstage in four hours saved his scrawny ass. Rather than argue or reason, we began packing up
         our stuff. The walk of shame took us from our poolside room, case of water and luggage in tow, past the smirking sunbathers
         and bagel-nuzzling septuagenarians, and to the front desk. The young employee who handled the cancellation of the remaining
         two nights’ room charges had a puzzled and somewhat sad look on his face, as if to say: Yes, he’s out of his mind. But he’s
         my boss and I need this depressing job, so I can’t help you either.
      

      
      Once the charges had been removed, I looked at the manager and said, “You know, you’re out of your fucking mind. You see this
         wristband? This wristband says I’m standing in front of tens of thousands of people today, and you’re stuck here with your
         drugs and delusions and dog shit by the pool.” The manager rushed to a hockey puck–size object on the desk, raised his hand,
         and replied, “You see this button? If I push this button, you’ll be blacklisted from every clothing-optional resort in Palm
         Springs!” I chortled and spat, “Save it for someone who cares,” then sauntered away with my partner, my dignity, and our case
         of bottled water.
      

      
      We checked into a nearby “clothing required” hotel before heading to the festival. Within a few hours of being thrown out
         of the clothing-optional resort, I was, in fact, onstage in front of tens of thousands of music fans, blazing through a thirteen-song,
         forty-five-minute set that encompassed stories from my thirty years of adult life. Not only was I was having a great time
         entertaining the crowd, but I was also having a hearty internal howl over what had just happened—and the thought of how people
         would have reacted had I told this particular story onstage.
      

      
      It was a moment, one of several in the last few years, that showed me how integrated my personal and professional lives had
         finally become. Clearly, that sunny afternoon on the Coachella stage wasn’t the right time or place to tell that anecdote.
         But the journey that led me to that place—and to self-acceptance, wholeness, and freedom—was ripe for the telling. New Day
         Rising indeed.
      

      
     *   *   *

      
      As a child, music was my escape. It was my fantasy world. Once I understood the value and meaning of music, I began composing.
         When I’m creating a new piece of music, I float unconsciously for hours, days, weeks at a time. The words and melodies flow
         through my brain, body, and soul. Imagine standing under the most beautiful waterfall, or in a wonderfully appointed shower, the perfect-temperature water pouring down over
         you. The infinite loops of history and harmony blend seamlessly into each other and wash my pain away.
      

      
      But unlike the escapism of composing music, writing this book was an emotionally taxing process. Even though my life and work
         have been on public display for many years, I have always been a very private person. My desire for privacy has often bordered
         on secrecy. The thought of revealing certain aspects of my personal life was hard to reconcile. As time progressed, I found
         myself losing track of certain memories. It felt like it was time to assemble the key pieces into a narrative. Instead of
         telling individual anecdotes (the typical memoir), I’m telling my story in order—and by doing so, I can see the patterns.
         In a way, I’m finally making sense of my life.
      

      
      When I signed on for this project, I had no idea what I’d gotten myself into. Once the rush from the flattery and vanity of
         the book deal subsided, I was left with three years of gathering, recounting, examining, reexamining, questioning, and, ultimately,
         letting go of the past. It wasn’t a jovial journey through my musical history. It’s not a book filled with self-congratulation,
         glowing reviews, or tales of high and mighty triumph. It’s my life story, as best I can remember.
      

      
      Trying to pull memories from the infinite void has not been an easy feat. In looking back at the first fifty years of my life,
         I was sometimes appalled by my faults. Be it my uncanny ability to cut off friendships and relationships without explanation,
         my inability to properly process criticism, or my love/hate relationship with blind rage—in writing this book, my flaws became
         all too clear.
      

      
      I’ve lost chunks of my life floating in limbo, riddled with anxieties and guilt. On my good days, I am a well-meaning person.
         I am generous, supportive, and a good listener. On my bad days, I exhibit the symptoms of someone afflicted with compensatory
         narcissistic personality disorder. To use a musical metaphor, I don’t understand how I can have perfect pitch but sometimes be so out of tune with my emotions and the world around
         me.
      

      
      I tried not to upset or bring shame upon anyone else in writing this book, but there’s no way of telling my story—or of anyone
         telling their story, for that matter—without running that risk. I would like to apologize in advance to anyone who feels hurt
         by any part of what I’m about to tell. It is not my intent to make anyone look or feel bad.
      

      
      There’s no way I can take back the things I’ve done, the life I’ve led. All I can do is take ownership of my failings, ask
         forgiveness from those I may have hurt through the years, and hope for understanding.
      

      
   
      
      CHAPTER 1

      
      
      
      When I was born on October 16, 1960, Malone, New York, was a town of roughly four thousand at the very northernmost end of
         the state, in a thin strip of land between the vast Adirondacks and the Canadian border. That’s one thing in my life that
         hasn’t much changed. A working-class town with some light industry and a lot of potato and dairy farms surrounding it, Malone
         is the seat of what used to be the second-most impoverished county in the state. Main Street’s eight blocks are lined with
         two-and three-story buildings. Winters in Malone are long, cold, and snowy—sometimes the snow would be so deep that my father
         would have to tunnel from the doorway, through the yard, and all the way to the street.
      

      
      The rural setting was idyllic—clean air, swimming holes, and a wide-open sky that revealed tons of stars and even the northern
         lights. But you could say I was raised in a dysfunctional home.
      

      
      My father, Willis F. Mould III—everyone called him Bill—was once regarded as the best TV repairman in town. He eventually
         took a job at the post office, but after he left that job he found it difficult to find work again. So it fell to my mother,
         Sheila Murphy, to be the breadwinner, and for years she worked as an evening switchboard operator for Bell Telephone. My mother
         was a religious woman, a Catholic, and she’d spent part of her childhood in a convent. She never learned to drive and had little freedom.
      

      
      My sister, Susan, was seven when I was born, and my brother, Brian, came two years after her. But we weren’t the only children
         my parents had had—their first son, Stephen, died of nephroblastoma, a tumor of the kidney, right after I was born. He was
         only nine years old, so my parents were under a big black cloud of grief when I came around. Then, a year or so after I was
         born, my mother miscarried.
      

      
      Somewhere along the line my father picked up some pretty monstrous behavior. He probably got it from his father. That’s the way these things tend to work, so I don’t blame him, but I do hold him responsible. Over the course of
         my childhood, weekends settled into a predictable rhythm. Friday afternoons, something would trigger my father’s alter ego,
         and after rising from a midafternoon nap, he would leave for downtown to “run errands.” One of the chief errands was an hour
         or more of steady drinking at Seven’s Bar and Grill, a main gathering place for men in Malone.
      

      
      Before leaving for the bar, my father would press “record” on a portable cassette recorder and hide it behind his living room
         chair. He didn’t realize that everyone in the family knew he did this. How many tapes of whirring vacuum cleaners or shushed
         silence did he listen to? And, more importantly, when did he find the time or the privacy to listen to them? To put it mildly,
         my father was not a trusting man. He hammered it into us that everybody is lying to you all the time, everybody is trying
         to steal from you all the time. It left an impression I’m still trying to shake to this day.
      

      
      My father would come home around seven in the evening, and that’s when the game would begin. Inevitably, something, just about
         anything, would set him off: it could be a pot boiling over, a chore left undone, something of little significance that happened
         days before. The whole family would walk on eggshells before the coming shit-storm. I’d wait in dread for the first venomous line, the first accusation, the first degrading comment. Where would it start tonight?
      

      
      My mother was the usual recipient and Brian took the lion’s share of the rest. Sometimes it was only verbal. When it got violent,
         my mother and brother typically took the brunt of that too. It was frequently just hitting with his hands. And then there
         were the rare weekends when the violence went beyond mere punching and slapping, and he invoked the threat of, or involved
         the use of, murderous weapons. My mom would get pretty banged up, sometimes a black eye, and she’d have to put on makeup to
         cover it. Things would typically wind down late Sunday night, just in time for us kids to get ready for another week of school.
      

      
      Instead of physical abuse, my father would play psychological games with Susan. He berated her, mostly for her weight, and
         after reducing her to rubble, he’d build her back up by offering to make her a meal and then bully her into eating more than
         she wanted. It became a vicious cycle as my sister ballooned. Today, even after gastric bypass surgery, Susan battles with
         near-morbid obesity.
      

      
      Somehow I managed to escape the abuse. But why? Because I was the golden child, the one who survived while Stephen died? Was
         I the constant reminder? I was the only one who could break up the violence. Even when I was as young as four or five, my
         brother and sister would beg me to go in and get my parents to stop fighting. So I’d go and cry and beg everyone to get along,
         and things would simmer down for a while.
      

      
      My parents struggled not only with each other but also for my affection. My father tried hard to sway me, calling my mother
         all kinds of names. She always remained stoic, martyr-like, taking the blow. But these personalities, this routine, started
         before I was born and continued through my college years.
      

      
      We didn’t have a lot of money, but that didn’t quite explain why Brian and Susan would often get stale week-old pastries instead
         of birthday cakes. Sometimes they’d get nothing for Christmas even though my father would give me a jar with silver dollars in it. I’d offer to give some to my brother and sister,
         but they had to refuse—if my father found out, he’d go nuts. Then he would come back to me and ask for the silver dollars.
         One winter, when I was nine, Christmas wasn’t going to happen at all, so I dragged a tree from my school back home. At the
         beginning of my journey, the tree was full of paper ornaments made by my classmates and me. By the time I’d gotten the tree
         the half mile to home, the needles had all worn off of one side and most of the ornaments were gone.
      

      
      Nonetheless, I was a bright kid. When I was three, my mother would take me to the grocery store and stand me on the counter.
         As the cashier called out the price of each item she rang up, I would add them in my head without paper, and every time I’d
         get it right. People would gather around the cash register when this happened; it was an event. There she is, she’s bringing
         the golden kid with the curly hair who can add things up. I am drawing a crowd, I am always right, and it is causing a scene.
      

      
      I was an early reader as well. One day I surprised my family by reading the headline of the paper out loud—and it was hard
         to forget: “President Kennedy Assassinated.” So when I was four, my mother took me to the convent for an IQ test. Supposedly,
         I had the intellect of a seven-year-old, with an IQ of 175. In those years, I went to school only three or four days a week
         and still got near-perfect grades. I don’t know why the school made this special dispensation, but I guess they figured, What
         can we do?
      

      
      Perhaps this was the beginning of my creative, independent spirit, my self-possession—or maybe I was just bratty—but on my
         days off, I just sat around at home and listened to music. My earliest recollection of anything musical is the cover of the
         soundtrack album for Around the World in 80 Days: a hot-air balloon soaring off to some faraway place.
      

      
      I really started to get into music when I was six. It’s funny: although my father had been a saxophonist in the army during World War II, stationed at Lackland Air Force Base in San Antonio,
         I don’t ever remember him playing a musical instrument, and yet he was the person who brought music into my life. A local
         company stocked the jukeboxes of the two truck-stop restaurants in Malone, one on each end of Main Street, and when songs
         ran their course, they’d pull the singles out and replace them with new ones. My father somehow realized music was important
         to me and would buy the old singles from the vendor for a penny each. “Happy Jack” by the Who, “Strawberry Fields Forever”
         by the Beatles, “Good Vibrations” by the Beach Boys, “There’s a Kind of Hush” by Herman’s Hermits. In 1967, those were my
         toys. They were also my refuge, a way of blocking everything else out. And I studied those singles more closely than anything
         I was taught in school.
      

      
      I had a little record player, and I’d put a stack of singles on its spindle. The turntable would start up, the arm would lift,
         the two rabbit ears on the spindle would retract and drop the first record, and then the tone arm would pull over and drop
         into the groove. Once the needle wound down all the way to the catch groove, the tone arm lifted, pulled back, and another
         single would fall—then the arm would swing back over to play the next song. I would sit for hours with stacks of records,
         putting them in different sequences, fascinated by the endless combinations.
      

      
      I’d study everything, right down to the design of each label and how they looked when they were spinning: Capitol with the
         yellow and orange yin-yang design; MGM had the rainbow letters and roaring lion; Motown had the map of Detroit; Roulette had
         the gambling wheel pattern, the o in Roulette as the ball. I’d read the precious few notes on each label: the songwriters, the publishing companies, and the length of
         each song. The writers were usually faceless names like Goffin-King, Boyce-Hart, and Jimmy Webb. I had no idea what these
         people looked like or how they created these miniature masterpieces, but I knew some of the performers from seeing them on television or in the newspapers. Their clothes, hairstyles, and all the
         other visuals added to the sum total of their musical work and the impressions they left on me.
      

      
      On special occasions, I would go to Newberry’s department store with my mother or grandmother and buy a long-playing album
         by either the Beatles or the Monkees—I didn’t know or care that the Monkees had started as a prefab version of the Beatles.
         In my young mind, the two bands were equally cool.
      

      
      I knew I could make music too. Around this time, I would occasionally accompany my grandmother to her work caring for a woman
         who had been struck by lightning. The woman was essentially paralyzed in situ, fingers gnarled like animal claws and a facial
         expression that was apparently frozen at the moment she was hit. I wasn’t afraid of her though. There was a piano in her house,
         and when I heard a song on the AM radio, I’d walk over to it and within seconds would be able to figure out the melody and
         even the rudimentary chord structure.
      

      
      I started writing full songs when I was nine. My parents bought me a small plastic Emenee organ with two octaves of keys and
         six sets of chord buttons. I’d type out the lyric sheets in stanza form on a mechanical typewriter and carbon paper, notated
         with “© 1970 ABC-Easytime Music”—my first “publishing company.” There were songs like “Let Me Live Today,” which was about
         my dog, Tipper, and there were songs about flowers, songs about being a kid. I taught myself how to record these simple tunes,
         including overdubbing, using two small reel-to-reel tape machines. I got two of my friends to help me play my compositions,
         with me on my chord organ. One of them had a toy drum kit and the other had a toy guitar—they just sort of held the instruments
         and pretended to play along.
      

      
      My teachers knew I had an aptitude for music since I sang in the school choir, and in fifth grade, they wanted me to play
         the tuba. I was a larger than normal kid, big boned and growing fast. Even so, I looked at the size of the case and said to
         myself, There’s no way I am dragging that thing back and forth in the snow. Besides, I thought the kids in band were a little nerdy.
         They would do the one rock song and let the drummer have the one solo, really letting their hair down.
      

      
      *   *   *

      
      In 1970 my mother developed rheumatoid arthritis. Her joints swelled to dangerous proportions, and when she had to give up
         her job at Bell Telephone and go on disability, my parents bought a mom-and-pop grocery store at 23 Elbow Street for roughly
         $10,000. It was attached to a big two-story house on a large parcel of land not far from the center of town—not a desirable
         neighborhood, but it was right near the Glazier meat-packing plant, the Tru-Stitch moccasin factory, and the Royal Crown Cola
         bottling and distribution plant, which provided many of the store’s regular clientele.
      

      
      The grocery store was off the kitchen. In the back of the house, a small door led to a large storage structure that was on
         a separate heating system so the inventory (mainly beer and soda) wouldn’t freeze in winter. In the front yard, there was
         a large illuminated sign adorned with the Royal Crown Cola logo and the name of the store: B&S Grocery, named after my parents.
         My father stacked cases of beer throughout the garage, which also had two large green garbage bins for returnable cans and
         bottles. By watching the recycling, I could tell if my father was accelerating his drinking, which would be an indicator of
         the level of madness that would build over the course of the week.
      

      
      But I spent most of my time in the driveway, playing street hockey in winter and basketball in summer. Later, my father got
         a large plot of land cleared behind the house so we kids would have a larger play area. But the yard was riddled with craters,
         so we’d often turn an ankle or stumble face-first into the dirt. I suppose that’s as good a metaphor as any for the way we
         lived in that house. Because of the unpredictable psychological control my father wielded over the rest of the family, we were never certain if we stood on firm, level ground.
      

      
      Separate out my father’s behavior, and my childhood was like the old sitcom The Many Loves of Dobie Gillis, which was also set in a small-town mom-and-pop store. There was a little mechanical flipper on top of the entrance to the
         store that was wired to a buzzer that went off in our kitchen. Whenever the door opened, the buzzer sounded and my father
         would immediately let out an exasperated “God damn” or “Jesus H. Christ”; he’d say it like a hissing teapot. Then he’d rise
         from his battered recliner, its armrests held together with packing tape, leave the living room, and go out through the kitchen,
         around the stove, past the telephone on the wall, through the narrow passageway to the store, and one step down to serve the
         customers—the very customers he would curse because they dared to come and give us the business that kept a roof over our
         heads.
      

      
      My father could be brutally mocking once the customers were beyond earshot, muttering things like “You no-good son of a bitch,
         don’t bring those fucking food stamps in here.” As he grew older, my father’s habit of ridiculing others became a comical
         flaw; he’d use the same phrases over and over, and the refrains became so familiar that I could sing along to them in my head,
         to the point that they became kind of hilarious. But still I felt ashamed because of his behavior. I rarely brought friends
         to my house—I just didn’t want them to see my father on a rampage. The Thompson kids were the only neighbors with whom we
         were close, and they knew the whole deal. My father had alienated most everyone else on the block. Anyone who thought my father
         viewed them favorably was just plain mistaken.
      

      
      We all worked the store when we lived there. I was ringing people up at ten years old. There was an old-fashioned cash register
         and an adding machine, but I simply added the items in my head, the same way I added those items at the grocery store years
         before. I was a numbers kid. I could look at a sheet of numbers and make something out of it.
      

      
      When we weren’t working at the store or getting chewed out at home, you might have found us at church. I was raised vaguely
         Catholic. My father’s side of the family was English Protestant, but not practicing; I don’t think my grandfather, who worked
         his entire life at the local bank in Malone, was religious at all. My mother, on the other hand, wanted me to have religion,
         but I always went to public school because that’s what my dad wanted. Flanders Elementary School was a large three-story stone
         building with big, heavy doors and marble floors—utilitarian, built to last. On Wednesdays we would do an exchange program
         with the Catholic school Notre Dame, farther down Main Street. The Catholic school was much nicer, as if it had money, the
         building was newer, the desks weren’t as beat up, everything smelled fresh and clean, and the students were quiet and deferential.
         I eventually went through confirmation to fulfill my mother’s wishes, and I still remember the Catholic teachings—all the
         moralistic stories, the guilt-inducing melodrama and self-flagellation.
      

      
      Still, even with my religious grounding, by junior high I was starting to drift to the bad side of things. I suppose it was
         inevitable. After all, I watched my dad drink constantly. And I worked in a grocery store, so there was no problem walking
         off with a six-pack. I could drink as much as I wanted anytime. My brother had finished high school and left home, so I had
         the upstairs to myself, and most days after school I’d go up there and have a few beers. I’d easily camouflage the empties
         by drinking whichever brand my father was having at the time: Ballantine, Schaefer, Utica Club. On weekends I’d get together
         with friends, go into the woods with a twelve-pack of cans—I was a big kid by now and could drink a lot—and chug them down
         as quickly as possible. Bottles tasted better than cans, but they were more difficult to smuggle out because they rattled
         and pinged.
      

      
      Once we’d gotten tipsy, my friends and I would go to the seedy downtown pool hall, where kids with homemade prison-style tattoos
         sold pot, or to the pizza parlor to play foosball. Sometimes we’d go to other friends’ houses, usually the nicer homes in the hills that had finished basements with wood paneling,
         and sit around and listen to Foghat. I think their parents knew we were drinking but decided it was better to keep us inside
         under light supervision, as opposed to letting us race around in cars on unlit country roads.
      

      
      I don’t think my drinking was a direct manifestation of misery. Despite the turbulent home life, I wasn’t a particularly unhappy
         kid. I wasn’t the sullen kid in black. I was fairly well-adjusted, somewhat popular, a middle-of-the-pack type of kid. Part
         of the reason for my drinking was the fact that Malone was terribly dull and seemed more tolerable when I was inebriated.
         Part of it was peer pressure; my friends were doing it, and in order to be with them, I drank as well. And part of it was
         emulating my father, with the major difference being that my drinking almost never made me violent.
      

      
      I started drinking beer at thirteen, and I went for many years without stopping. I can’t remember a day when I didn’t drink
         during that time. After putting away at least a couple of beers and smoking a little bit of pot every day, I’d turn it up
         a fair amount on the weekends. My parents expected me home on time each night, and I was able to follow that rule, even though
         I was coming home trashed, trying to get upstairs as quickly as I could so they wouldn’t smell the booze or pot on me. The
         fact was, I was staying out of trouble with the law, I was making good grades, I wasn’t wrecking the car, and I wasn’t stealing.
         So, as they say, I was functional, and that gave me the latitude to do what I wanted.
      

      
      *   *   *

      
      By the beginning of high school, I knew I needed to get out of Malone as soon as possible. There are some college towns relatively
         close to Malone, like Potsdam, Plattsburgh, and Burlington, but otherwise it’s a very isolated place. And I really wanted
         to get away from my family.
      

      
      And there was the other big reason I had to get out of Malone: I knew I was different. The actual word for it—homosexuality—I
         didn’t know, but there was never any question as to my sexual orientation. I knew by the age of five. I’d experimented with
         other boys my age—nothing serious, and probably nothing out of the ordinary. But at the edge of puberty, eleven or twelve,
         I started doing things of a certain… weight. There are boys who grow out of it, and there are those of us who know, the second
         we start doing it, that that’s what we’re going to do. It’s our sexual preference. I never questioned it.
      

      
      All my other friends were starting to get girlfriends and I wasn’t. I tried to have physical relationships with girls, once
         at an end-of-year high school dance and another time during a group camping trip. Nothing happened. Nothing clicked. I just
         wasn’t interested in girls. So I accepted the fact that I would be attracted to the male form for the rest of my life and
         began to make the adjustments and provisions to my behavior that would both facilitate those desires and disguise my orientation.
      

      
      There are archetypes that emerged with my initial feelings: Batman, athletes, even my childhood barber. I can look back and
         say, “Yeah, the barber was sexy, his crotch used to touch my forearm while he was cutting my hair,” and I still remember the
         smell of the shop. That’s something a twelve-year-old boy doesn’t forget. I know where a lot of my preferences got stuck in.
         To this day, moments like this still dictate a fair amount of my desires as a sexual being. I think most gay men, like just
         about everyone else, remember those markers, and those early experiences inform our fetishes and desires, how we lead our
         lives, sometimes even our professions.
      

      
      I certainly don’t hold the barber responsible for my homosexuality; I’d been engaging in and acting on my sexual feelings
         for some time. But that kind of experience did, however, heighten and validate those feelings. I’ve learned the ritual of
         trying to complete yourself, the events that get you there—events from your childhood that you keep re-creating over and over.
         We all reenact and try to find completion. Whether it was intentional or accidental, what I thought was happening was occurring with
         an adult, a figure I was entrusted to. And as a teen, every time I went to get my hair cut, those feelings came back. Every
         time.
      

      
      Maybe my blossoming sexuality was why I dropped away from music for a few years. From 1972 to 1975, I was more into wrestling
         and hockey and playing basketball in the Catholic Youth Organization league. I didn’t play high school ball, but instead used
         my gift for numbers to work as the team statistician. I’d travel with the team to all the games, run drills, and play scrimmage
         games. This was an interesting time for me, being in the constant company of other boys who were also going through puberty
         and all the emotional confusion that comes with that physical rite of passage.
      

      
      If the smell of the barbershop had been my primary olfactory association with male sexuality, it was quickly replaced by the
         smell of locker rooms filled with young men. Most boys were in the gym once or twice a week, but being part of the team, even
         if not an active player, I was always around the gym. The team would run drills in the mornings, do “shootarounds” during
         lunch, and play full scrimmages after class.
      

      
      With all this physical activity came the need for showers throughout the day. I mentioned the adjustments and provisions,
         and here I had to come up with an elaborate set. There’s a lot of confusion in a boys’ high school locker room, and for a
         homosexual kid such as myself, the stakes were raised. Walking into a group shower with ten or more boys, I was bound to find
         one of them attractive. At thirteen, it’s awfully difficult to suppress the natural reactions. All boys that age have problems
         keeping their hard-ons to themselves, and the environment opens one up to all kinds of mixed signals. How to handle it? There’s
         no place to hide in a group shower. You can turn your back to the center of the group, face the wall, and think about dead
         kittens, but chances are, the hard-on is not going to go away by itself.
      

      
      The smell of the locker room: a heady mix of chlorine from the swimming pool, cleaning agents, and dozens of boys ripening
         into men—it’s an odor you never forget. The visual stimulation is a lot to contend with as well. We’re all passing through
         puberty, all wondering why we’re going through these changes, and it’s human nature to observe those changes in others. I
         was an early bloomer and grew a decent amount of hair across my chest. Younger boys would look. And some boys are better endowed
         than others, and they become the focus of attention in certain settings.
      

      
      Having already experienced the touch of other boys, I found it all a lot to handle. I was a cool hand, for the most part,
         but sometimes I would be drawn to certain boys, and then the complications would begin. I was compelled to befriend them,
         in whatever ways I could devise. They like tennis? I like tennis. They like turkey? I like turkey. I imagine it is the same
         for boys who are attracted to girls; kids will shape-shift in an attempt to get closer to the objects of their affection.
         For a gay kid, the dialogue of courtship was tightly yet invisibly twined around the normal camaraderie that young boys need.
      

      
      It was a confusing time. I often had trouble parsing my feelings for other males. Am I drawn to this boy because we have a
         shared interest in hockey or because I’m drawn to his smell, his physical being, and his features? This distinction can still
         be stormy for me; as with all dynamic forces of nature, that cloudiness usually rolls in when I least expect it.
      

      
      I concocted ways to be close without being overt, disguised my desires for fear of being ostracized or rejected, and built
         the ability to store vast amounts of personal data and unnecessary knowledge in my young head. Those types of maneuvers began
         to create mental loops, which manifested into a type of obsessive-compulsive disorder—not the hand-washing kind, but one based
         around routine, ritual, and numbers. To this day, I still count my steps in sets of ten. Once I establish a pattern, even
         for the simplest tasks, I have to constantly repeat the pattern in the exact order I did it the first time or else I tend to come unraveled. It’s as if I count my steps so I can retrace them and
         become accountable for a sliver of time in history.
      

      
      *   *   *

      
      Even while I was immersing myself in the wide world of sports, I was listening to music, but not with passion. Maybe that’s
         because I was listening to mainstream stuff: Elton John, the Bay City Rollers, and especially Kiss. I was a card-carrying
         member of the Kiss Army. One winter, a bunch of my friends and I dressed up in homemade Kiss costumes, with full makeup and
         seven-inch platform boots made from work boots and chunks of plywood. On a large flatbed trailer, we built our winter carnival
         float, which resembled the stage from the Destroyer tour. We lip-synced to the blaring music in a fog of dry ice, dragged down Main Street by a pickup truck. I was Gene Simmons.
         I didn’t have a bass, so I used my first guitar, which was a burgundy Gibson SG copy that my father bought me for eighty dollars
         from the Sears catalog. My friend Steve Bessette, occasionally his brother Chris, and my friend Tom Browning, one of the star
         athletes in town—we were “the band.” (Tom went on to become a top pitcher for the Cincinnati Reds.) We were into it, but basically,
         we were just killing time.
      

      
      I got that SG copy guitar as much for lip-syncing on the Kiss float as I did for actually playing it. But I picked it up pretty
         quickly, just like I had with the piano. I mostly learned by ear—I checked out the famous Mel Bay chord book for a little
         bit, but soon discovered how to move my fingers around and make chords on my own. It happened fast. I taught myself some Kiss
         and Ted Nugent songs, but I hadn’t figured out how to play leads yet so I stuck with rhythm guitar. Steve Bessette and I eventually
         wrote songs, mostly rudimentary copies of heavy-metal anthems, nothing of any great note. By now I had graduated to recording
         and overdubbing those song ideas with two eight-track tape machines.
      

      
      Female-fronted mainstream ’70s rock albums like Fleetwood Mac’s Rumours and Heart’s Dreamboat Annie were big with my friends around this time, but they didn’t speak to me. Being into a band was like being in a gang, and I
         didn’t know if I wanted to be in a gang with women. Stuff like that was the soundtrack to my high school social life, but
         only by default. Nothing had the same impact as my treasured ’60s singles collection. Kiss and all that stuff was just spectacle,
         not an epiphany.
      

      
      My musical transformation came from Rock Scene magazine. It was out of New York City, published by now legendary downtown New York rock scene insiders Richard and Lisa
         Robinson, Danny Fields, and photographer Bob Gruen. Looking back on it, I think they conspired to make that scene look bigger
         and better than it really was. Originally, I bought that magazine to follow the star bands they featured on the cover each
         month: big-time hard rockers like Aerosmith, Kiss, and Ted Nugent. But Rock Scene would also do photo features on arty underground bands like Television, Patti Smith, the Ramones, New York Dolls, and Suicide,
         and they started catching my eye.
      

      
      Each issue of Rock Scene would also focus on local scenes such as Cleveland, which had bands like Rocket from the Tombs and outrageous characters
         like Crocus Behemoth, Peter Laughner, and Stiv Bators. One issue of Rock Scene featured photographs of a handful of acts from Minneapolis–St. Paul, another frigid place 1,200 miles from Malone, and a
         world removed from my perception of bohemian New York City. I recall a picture of a band called the Suicide Commandos. There
         was nothing particularly remarkable about the photo, but the band’s name stuck with me.
      

      
      The Ramones, however, really snared my attention—they looked street-smart but innocent. Finally, a gang I’d want to join.
         Something about them resonated. Was it that they all looked like they had something to prove? They weren’t flamboyant and
         theatrical like Kiss. With their leather jackets and ripped blue jeans, the Ramones were the complete opposite. I had no idea what they sounded like, but they piqued my curiosity
         and I got their first album for my sixteenth birthday. My father and I did the hour-plus drive out to Record Town in Plattsburgh
         just to buy it. On the ride back, I studied that twelve-inch-square album jacket with intensity, as if searching for DNA at
         a crime scene. As soon as we got home, I raced out of the car, past my mother, and upstairs to my bedroom, where I laid the
         needle down on the record. That was what did it. That was when the light went on.
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