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To Rich Croce
and to Jim Croce’s fans




But in looking back at the faces I’ve been,
I would sure be the first one to say when I look at myself today,
I wouldn’t have done it any other way.
—JIM CROCE
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FOREWORD



AS MUCH AS THIS STORY is said to be about Jim Croce, the story I read in-between the lines is, in many ways, my story too. I remember a night in 1969 at a club called The Main Point just outside of Philadelphia. Jim and Ingrid were opening a show for me. I recall talking with them downstairs under the stage, in the dressing rooms with my girlfriend at the time, Jackie Hyde. Jackie was nervous about something.


While Jim and Ingrid were singing onstage Jackie finally said, “I’m pregnant.” I looked at Jackie and said, “Great! We’ll have to move to the country and give him an Indian name.” Since that night I have had to look at my life through her eyes and her heart, as well as my own. Surely neither Jim or I knew at that time that our lives would be opened to others through the voices of the women we loved. Some of it is pretty good, some of it, as you can imagine, not so pretty. And although Jim is long gone, and I’m still here, the telling of those tales continues without us, whether or not we are walking around.


There is no one I’d trust more to tell my story than my long-time love, wife, and partner. Ingrid has not—and never will—give death an ounce of sympathy or retreat one little bit from the full acknowledgment of what love truly is: a part of herself in the form of Jim Croce. The details of this book are about Jim and Ingrid, but the story is about anyone who has had the good fortune and unbelievable luck to find someone who will tell it with love.


So I say to my old friend, Jim, “Buddy, you got more than a name. You’ve got yourself one hell of a gal.”


—Arlo Guthrie





PREFACE



FROM THE OUTSIDE, it’s impossible to fathom what two people who love each other feel: why the attraction starts and how a relationship grows. But I can tell you that in the case of Jim Croce and me, it felt right. The music, chemistry, and youthfulness that brought us together formed an intense and unbreakable bond. And though Jim has been gone from this Earth for almost forty years, there isn’t a day in my life that goes by without him.


When Jim and I fell crazy in love, we were just kids. He wasn’t famous then, but he was a star to me. He made me happier than I’d ever been. And because he showed me in so many wonderful ways that I made him feel that way too, I knew we’d be together forever.


When we met in the early ’60s, I was a teenager, and Jim was a sophomore at Villanova University. Music brought us together, and it was the music business that not only tested our relationship but plagued it, constantly challenging our survival.


We were both intense individuals. When it was good, it was magnificent, passionate, and soulful. But when we hurt each other, when our friendship and trust were challenged, it was horrific, painful, and empty.


Although Jim Croce was a private man, people feel they know him through his songs. His voice, stories, humor, and sincerity touch them in a way that makes them believe Jim understood what they felt, that his experiences were theirs too. And yet the stories I tell here, about the life behind the songs, reveal something closer to who Jim really was and how he came to create such timeless music.


For many years, I felt compelled to write about my life with Jim, but I was reluctant. Now I feel the time is finally right.
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SPEEDBALL TUCKER
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September 20, 1973


HEY, MAURY,” JIM CALLED over his left shoulder to his best friend and lead guitarist. “Watch this—Bob’s gonna let me land the plane.”


“Do you think you’re ready?”


“Is the pope Catholic?”


Robert Elliott, the pilot, instructed Jim to increase the flaps 10 degrees and watch his air speed. From the copilot’s seat of the privately chartered plane, Jim looked down on the old plantation city of Natchitoches, Louisiana, perched on the grassy banks of the shallow Cane River. The chestnut, pecan, and chinquapin trees that crowded the city made it humid, nearly tropical. It was late September, but shimmering heat waves rose from the runway. With the pilot’s help, Jim angled down over a sparse stand of pecan trees and set the twin-engine Beechcraft onto the tarmac.


The flying lessons were helping make the routine of traveling bearable. But Jim was beyond exhausted, and as he looked out through the plane’s window at the tiny airport, he wondered how much longer he could keep this going.


The concert at Northwestern University in Natchitoches would be his fourth in four days, tenth in two weeks, over three hundredth in the past year. And although each night he managed to call me, the brutal road schedule and forced separation had been painful for us.


Thank God he’d finally put his foot down and demanded this concert tour be his last for a while. He’d told me before he left, “Ing, if I don’t stop this craziness myself, something else will.”


Although he was only five foot ten, his rugged looks and the unruly characters he wrote and sang about made Jim seem much larger to his fans. But now he appeared pale and drawn as he stepped off the wing of the plane. The stifling, sultry air weighed him down and added to his depression. The constant touring leached every drop of energy from his body and soul. He just hoped he had the guts to stick to his word and demand enough time off to get his life back together.


Jim’s traveling companions climbed out after him, stretching and yawning. The last to deplane was Maury. At twenty-four years old, Maury Muehleisen looked pasty, thin, and delicate under his long, light brown hair. He had toured with Jim for the past two years, and the wear of the road had taken its toll on him, too. Since Jim had no band, his concerts typically featured just Maury and him onstage with their acoustic guitars.


As Maury ducked through the door of the plane, he immediately began to sneeze. The wind was whipping up ribbons of pollen from a nearby field of golden-rod, and he doubled over in a sneezing fit. Jim scarcely heard Maury’s loud honks. His companion’s constant allergic reactions had become background noise.


Jim’s attention focused on a black Pontiac convertible that had wheeled around the corner of the hangar. The GTO squealed to a stop just a few feet from him, and a robust bear of a man struggled to step out. He had a broad, friendly face. Grinning, he extended a huge paw.


“Welcome to Louisiana, Mr. Croce,” the big man drawled, pumping Jim’s hand vigorously. “I’m Doug Nichols, vice chairman of the Big Name Entertainment Committee at NU. It’s my job to make you happy.”


Jim returned his grin and glanced at Doug’s convertible. He was dreading the cramped drive to town with all six passengers in the tiny rented sedan they’d hired: Maury; Jim; Jim’s agent, Ken Cortese; road manager Dennis Rast, a disc jockey whose on-air name was Morgan Tell; opening-act comedian George Stevens; and the pilot, Bob Elliott.


“Can you give us a lift?”


“Sure, you bet. That’s what I’m here for.”


Jim gestured to Maury, who was leaning against the plane, trying to recover. “Let’s take a ride,” he told him.


Maury’s red bandanna, dangling between thumb and forefinger, waved damply in the breeze. He nodded, picked up his guitar case, and walked to the Pontiac, his route interrupted midway by another bout of sneezing. While Jim and Maury got in the convertible, the rest of the troupe unloaded backpacks and guitars from the plane and squeezed into the rental car.


At Jim’s urging, Doug soon had the Pontiac flying along the back roads. A canopy of trees stretched overhead, and the wind felt fresh and cool as it hit Jim’s mustachioed face. He felt his spirits rise as they drove. This, he thought, was the type of freedom he missed.


He looked at Doug and laughed. Although the man appeared strong enough to wrestle a grizzly bear and outweighed Jim by more than 150 pounds, he was obviously nervous.


The effect his celebrity status had on some people amused and embarrassed Jim. Drumming his fingers on the steering wheel, Doug tried to start a conversation.


“How’s the tour going?”


Jim didn’t answer right away. He was starting to feel relaxed and didn’t want to think about it. Besides, he thought, if he was honest, he’d probably just disappoint Doug.


The truth was that even though his hit songs, “You Don’t Mess Around with Jim,” and “Bad, Bad Leroy Brown,” had recently topped the charts around the country, Jim was broke, fatigued, and homesick.


“It’s okay,” he finally answered, without conviction.


Doug gave him a quizzical look and then had to brake quickly as a logging truck pulled in front of them from a side road. A huge load of freshly cut tree trunks was lashed to the top of the truck. “Jeez, look at that boy,” Doug drawled. “He must be three times full.”


Jim raised his thick eyebrows at the turn of phrase, pulled out a tattered notebook from his shirt pocket, and made a note.


“Do you mind if I borrow that?”


Doug grinned. “Don’t mind at all. You think you could put that in a song like ‘Speedball Tucker’? That’s my favorite.” He broke into the refrain but was off-key, and stopped.


Jim laughed.


“Maury, did you hear that?” he yelled over his shoulder. “I don’t need you anymore. I got me a new partner.”


Maury grimaced. “What, Jim? I can’t hear a damn thing you’re saying back here!”


“I said, ‘You’re fired’!” Jim hollered through cupped hands.


“Oh,” said Maury, “is that all?” He lay back down to get out of the wind.


When the oncoming lane was clear, a well-muscled arm emerged from the cab of the lumber truck and waved the convertible around. Doug punched the accelerator. The pavement gave way to the antebellum bricks of Front Street in Natchitoches, and they hummed under the wheels. The convertible pulled level with the cab of the truck, and Jim waved in thanks.


The driver grabbed the lanyard and responded with a blast of his air horn. Doug jumped. Jim grinned and shouted, “Hey, Maury, excuse yourself.”


Doug laughed and relaxed, surprised by Jim’s unpretentiousness. He had developed a low opinion of the entertainers he had escorted to the university concerts for the past two years. “Snooty prima donnas” was how he described most of them. Once he had driven eighty miles to Shreveport to pick up Sly Stone, who emerged from the airplane wearing a brilliantly sequined suit, which he wore around town all day before the concert. Doug had not been impressed.


“You sure are down-to-earth,” he said to Jim. “I was wondering if maybe your work shirt and worn-out blue jeans was just an act. But that’s how you dress all the time, isn’t it?”


“Yeah,” Jim said, amused. What Doug didn’t know was that the clothes he was wearing represented the best of what was left of his wardrobe.


Doug was glad that Jim had been selected to play at Northwestern University. The Big Name Entertainment Committee had favored a more glitzy, high-powered entertainer like Tom Jones, but Will Mitchell, chairman of the committee, pulled seniority and insisted on booking Jim, certain he would be a star.


Jim had originally been scheduled to appear in the spring, but severe throat problems forced him off the concert tour and delayed the NU gig until September. In the interim, Jim’s first album, You Don’t Mess Around with Jim, shot to the top of the charts, and now his second album, Life and Times, was charting too, with “Operator” and “Bad, Bad Leroy Brown.” Jim’s concert price had risen to $10,000 a night. Doug had let everyone on the concert committee know what a great deal they were getting, as Jim had been secured at the earlier price of $750.


Since Jim seemed to be enjoying himself on the ride through the countryside, Doug felt at ease enough to ask him a few questions.


“How many concerts do you do a year?”


“About three hundred,” Jim answered disinterestedly. It wasn’t his favorite subject.


“Wow!” Doug said. He did some quick arithmetic in his head. Three hundred concerts a year times $10,000 per concert, plus royalties. “You’re on your way to being a millionaire. Good for you!”


Jim wished Doug was right. In spite of his success, he was living on expense money on the road while management sent his family $200 a week.


As they reached the center of town, Doug asked, “Do you wanna check out the motel now?”


“Not yet.” Jim was enjoying the sun and the company. “I don’t need to be anyplace until sound check this afternoon. So if you don’t mind, can we just drive around for a while? Oh, and would you mind stopping by a post office? I need to send a letter to my wife.”


By 7 PM the sun had slipped far down toward the horizon, but the heat had barely diminished. Jim and Maury felt relieved to be inside in the university’s air-conditioned Prather Coliseum. They warmed up for the concert in the basketball locker room, which doubled as their dressing room, the faint odors of the last basketball season still lingering in the air. They both sat on metal folding chairs, tuning their guitars.


Maury, a perfectionist, toiled and kept an ear cocked. A lit Marlboro was stuck under a string at the end of his guitar. Jim was restless. He finished tuning quickly and walked over to inspect the sandwiches donated by the Southern Hospitality Committee. The committee consisted of two dozen or so anxious, lush-lashed sorority sisters who catered the entire NU concert series. It was their opportunity to meet and flirt with the stars.


Jim picked up one of the triangular-shaped sandwiches and laughed. “Hey, Maury,” he called out. “Take a look at this!” He held up the white-bread sandwich with the crust removed and wiggled it in Maury’s direction. A toothpick attempted to secure a sliced, stuffed olive to the top. The olive dropped off. “This may be the South, but it ain’t South Philly. And this sure isn’t Italian bread. Don’t they know it’s a capital offense to cut off the crust?”


He carefully replaced the delicate morsel as if it were a small, wounded bird. Maury paid little attention, still fiddling with his guitar. He barely noticed that a small entourage had collected in the dressing room. It included Doug and several of his friends, mostly students.


Jim wandered over, picked up his guitar, and sat down. Maury finally finished tuning. Jim strummed a few chords and began to play the old Sam Cooke tune “Chain Gang.” Without looking over, Maury picked up the lead on his guitar. They entertained the private party for over a half-hour, with a mixture of material from slow Delta blues to English bawdy ballads. With a cigarette dangling out of the corner of his mouth, smoke rising to the ceiling, Jim treated them to the song “Careful Man” from his upcoming album.




I don’t gamble, I don’t fight,


I don’t be hangin’ in the bars at night;


Yeah, I used to be a fighter, but now I am a wiser man.


I don’t drink much, I don’t smoke,


I don’t be hardly messin’ round with no dope;


Yeah, I used to be a problem, but now I am a careful man.


But, if you want to see a co-mo-tion,


You should a seen the man that I used to be;


I was trouble in per-pet-u-al motion,


Trouble with a cap-i-tal “T.”


Stayin’ out late, havin’ fun,


Done shot off ev’ry single shot in my gun;


Yeah, I used to be a lover,


But now I am an older man.





The small crowd applauded.


“Thanks,” he told them. “This is a lot of fun. In fact, it’s my favorite part of playing.” Maury looked up and brushed back his shoulder-length hair.


“Maybe we should pass the hat,” he said, smiling. “We could use the extra change.”


They were interrupted by Jim’s Midwest agent, Ken Cortese, who reminded them of a scheduled newspaper interview. Jim knew about the interview but was uneasy asking the students to leave while they were enjoying the private performance. He excused himself:


“Gee, I’m sorry I have to take a break now. But come on back after the show,” he told the students apologetically. “We’ll play some more songs for you.”


Jim was relieved that Ken had interrupted, so he didn’t have to personally cut the performance short. The students were waiting for more, and he wasn’t good at refusing anyone. In his usual humble manner, Jim half-bowed, shook their hands, and thanked them for listening.


The interview with the reporter from the university newspaper went badly from the start. The questions were unprepared and trite. In most cases, Jim gladly accommodated the press with a collection of anecdotes about his life, but this reporter seemed uninterested. Now, on the edge from fatigue, Jim wasn’t in a patient mood; he answered what he perceived as inane questions with patented replies.


Usually the jam sessions before the concerts relaxed him. But now the interview had made him more tense and tired than before. He cut the reporter short and walked across the empty locker room, then through the long hallway that led to the stage. Standing behind a temporary partition, he saw the audience through a blue haze of smoke and spotlights. His face fell in disappointment.


The 2,000-seat auditorium looked less than half-filled. The crowd was much smaller than the thousands he had been drawing lately. He felt a pang of guilt. Later, he thought, he would have to apologize to Will and Doug.


He turned back to the quiet hallway to be by himself, lit another smoke, and sighed. Disappointed and exhausted, he felt like being alone. Doug and Ken Cortese appeared and interrupted him again.


“Are you all right?” Doug asked.


“Sure. Hey, doesn’t look like I drew much of a crowd tonight.”


“Don’t worry about it,” he said, shaking his head. “It’s not your fault. Who would have guessed we’d have to compete with a tennis match?”


Bobby Riggs, the aging tennis pro and hustler, and Billie Jean King, the top player on the women’s tour, were engaged in a battle of the sexes. It was being televised that night, and fifty million people were expected to tune in.


As the three men entered the dressing room, Jim did a double take at his reflection in the full-length mirror. He barely recognized himself. His hair was shaggy, his face was deeply lined, and the circles under his eyes were dark.


“Jesus!” he said, his jaw dropping open, “I look like a scarecrow. I must weigh 120 pounds. . . . I’m almost as skinny as Maury.” Looking down, he flicked his cigarette and watched the grey and white ashes settle on the toe of his boot. He forced a grin.


“Man, Ingrid would hate that,” he said to Doug and Ken. “She would have caught the ashes with one hand and polished my boot with the other.” He straightened the collar of his shirt and tried unsuccessfully to smooth out the wrinkles. Then he twisted the long ends of his unruly handlebar moustache and ran his fingers through his thick, curly hair to comb it.


Jim liked to tease me about my frenetic energy and perfectionism. But he was meticulous, too, contrary to his cultivated truck-driver image. It was only lately that he had become too exhausted to care about his appearance.


“Shit, I need to buy another shirt,” he said, without looking around. “I should have received some of that royalty money by now. Don’t you think, Ken?”


“You mean they still haven’t paid you yet?” Ken asked, astonished. “Jim, I’ve told you before, you’ve got to look out for yourself. There are a lot of temptations in this business. The money doesn’t always flow where it’s supposed to.”


Jim knew Ken was right, but he hated confrontation. He couldn’t bring himself to ask for his money again. The whole financial situation left him frustrated and angry. Staring into the mirror, his mood changed abruptly.


“Fuck ’em, those sons of bitches! I’d like to tell them to shove this fucking business up their ass and just give me my money.” Then, embarrassed by his sudden display of anger, he leaned his palms on the mirror and dropped his head.


“Music’s my life. But damn it, I can’t do this anymore. I’m killing myself, and I don’t have a thing to show for it.” Ken reached out and put his hand on Jim’s shoulder. “I’ve got no life, man,” Jim whispered. “I’m broke, my marriage is falling apart, and I miss my son. He’s gonna be two years old next week, and I’ve hardly seen him since he was born.”


Jim thought of Adrian James dressed up in his cowboy hat and boots, riding his tired dad like a horse around the living room. Adrian James liked to strum his toy ukulele and sing “Baa-ba-loooo,” imitating Ricky Ricardo on I Love Lucy. When Jim was on the road, Adrian James would sing to him in his tiny voice over the phone each night. It was breaking Jim’s heart to be away so much, but in some ways it had become as hard to be at home as it was away.


Ken was trying to think of a reply when Maury came sneezing down the hall. Ken let it go and escaped. Jim raised an eyebrow at Maury and then grinned, his mood quickly shifting again, as it often did. Maury was blowing his nose into his huge red bandanna. He finished and stuffed it back into his hip pocket.


“Maury, you look like shit,” said Jim. “Where’s my scattergun? There must be a cat around here somewhere.” Maury wasn’t amused.


Jim picked up his guitar and played the opening melody to the new song Maury had recently written for him, “Some Surprise.”


“Hey, I like this song,” he told him.


His young friend nodded his head in appreciation but said nothing.


“I guess you’re still pissed off. No one knows better than you just how crazy I’ve gotten lately. I guess I owe you some explanation.”


“Nah,” Maury said. “You don’t owe me anything. But you do owe it to yourself and Ingrid to take some time off, man.”


“No shit,” Jim agreed. “I’ve definitely hit the wall this time. I’ve shut out Ingrid and everybody else.”


“You need to take care of yourself, Jim,” Maury said.


“Yeah,” Jim responded, “I’ve crossed the line, and I’m not sure I know where to go from here. But things are gonna change. I can’t keep hiding.”


Maury offered a warm smile and spoke a line from his own song: “If I lie, I lose the best part of my mind.”


“How did you get so wise at such a young age?” Jim joked.


Just then, Ken returned.


“Elliot, your road manager, just called, and you guys aren’t going to like this,” he told Jim and Maury. “They’ve canceled your break again. You’re booked through November.”


Maury froze.


Jim put down his guitar and aggressively shoved it into the case. After a moment of silence, he shouted, “Fuck them! They can’t do that! Next week is my son’s birthday, and I promised him I’d be home. I can’t do this shit anymore. I’m done. That’s it. I’m calling Ingrid and telling her I’m coming home. That is, if I still have a home.”


Ken looked at his watch and said slowly, “Look, you guys, it’s time for you to go on.”


Without a word, Jim picked up his guitar and walked into the hallway that led to the back of the stage. Maury followed.


When they reached backstage, they stood together in the darkness of the wings. The comedian George Stevens was concluding his act.


Will Mitchell, the committee chairman, stepped up to the microphone and announced:


“And now, ladies and gentlemen, the act you’ve all been waiting for, ABC recording artist . . . JIM CROCE!” He turned and extended his arm toward Jim and Maury. The audience applauded.


Stepping into the spotlight, Jim delivered his famous grin. He had a unique appearance, not classically handsome but compelling, with features etched too big for his face.


After a few moments, the audience quieted in anticipation. Maury pressed his lips to the microphone and made the sound of a stock car revving up for the race, and the two men, in perfect time, played the opening lines to “Rapid Roy.”




Oh Rapid Roy that stock car boy


He too much to believe


You know he always got an extra pack of cigarettes


Rolled up in his T-shirt sleeve.


He got a tattoo on his arm that say, “Baby”


He got another one that just say, “Hey”


But every Sunday afternoon he is a dirt track demon


In a ’57 Chevrolet.





After the students’ applause, Jim stepped up to the microphone. “Hello out there! It sure is good to be here at Northwestern University! I’ve waited a long time to play this spot. You see, we’ve been playing some high-society places, like Rome, Paris, Los Angeles, New York City . . .”


He stepped back from the microphone, smiling. Hisses and boos could be heard at the mention of LA and New York.


When the jeering subsided, he began again: “I know what you mean. I feel the same way. And it’s true, you know. You can lose touch with real people.” He paused.


“So I said to my manager, ‘Elliot, when are you gonna book me in a place that has some magic in it? You know . . . a place with real people. . . . When are you going to get me down to Natchitoches, Louisiana?’”


Jim intentionally mispronounced the name of the town, saying it phonetically, and looked offstage, scratching his head as if to ask someone for a little help. “How do you say that, again? Nack-a-tush? Well, it looks like Natch-a-toe-ches to me!” He stepped back as the audience laughed and applauded.


Jim followed his set list. Ordinarily, he would tell a story before singing each of his “character songs,” but with his ballads he usually gave no introduction. They were intimate and, he believed, spoke for themselves. He began playing the introduction to “Dreamin’ Again,” a song he had written for me at our kitchen table in Coatesville, Pennsylvania:




Don’t you know I had a dream last night.


And you were here with me.


Lyin’ by my side so soft and warm.


And we talked a while


And shared a smile


And then we shared the dawn


But when I woke up, oh my dream it was gone.


Don’t you know I had a dream last night.


And you were here with me.


Lyin’ by my side so soft and warm.


And you said you’d thought it over,


Said that you were coming home.


But then I woke up,


And my dream, it was gone.


I’m not the same.


Can you blame me?


Is it hard to understand?


I can’t forget.


You can’t change me.


I am not that kind of man.


Don’t you know I had a dream last night.


When everything was still.


And you were by my side so soft and warm.


And I dreamed that we were lovers,


In the lemon scented rain.


But then I woke up,


And I found that again. I had been


Dreamin’, dreamin’ again.





Forty-five minutes later, nearing the end of his set, Jim finished “Bad, Bad Leroy Brown.” As the applause subsided, he backed away from the microphone and turned to Maury. Quietly, he said, “This’ll be the last one, okay?”


Maury nodded, and in the hushed atmosphere Jim returned to the microphone:


“I’d like to finish with a song tonight for my new friend, Doug Nichols, who helped bring my one-man-band, Maury Muehleisen, and me here tonight. Take a bow, Maury,” Jim announced, motioning to his friend.


Maury smiled and raised both of his arms in the air in appreciation of the applause.


“Yeah, Doug was kind enough to pick us up from the airport today and just about got us killed driving into the city. There was this logging truck ‘three times full’ that tried to shove us off the road. And I understand where that’s comin’ from . . . ya know. ’Cause I did some trucking myself for a couple years and met some very interesting people. That was during my character development period. But I’m happy now.”


“Yeah. . . . Sometimes drivin’ a truck, these guys in the big rigs can get pretty happy too. Because on long hauls you have to get into trying to stay awake a little longer than you can do on the natch, so you can make your haul profitable. The truckers, a lot of them, go into these truck stops, which are like pharmacies on the road. I’ve seen guys with maybe, ohhh, six or seven thousand pills under their seat in a brown paper sack.


“But I don’t take ’em. Uh-uh. I never did. . . . I just like havin’ ’em around in case I need ’em. I say, ‘What’s good for the sick is better for the well.’”


And the crowd laughed and clapped enthusiastically.


“But I’m glad I don’t have to do that, ’cause I really like just being able to sing my songs for nice people like you.”


Jim motioned to Maury, and in perfect time they played the lead-in to “Speedball Tucker” to close their set.




I drive a broke-down rig on may-pop tires 40 foot of overload


Lotta people say that I’m crazy because I don’t know how to take it slow


I got a broomstick on the throttle, I gotta rope it up and head right down


Non-stop back to Dallas poppin’ them west coast turnarounds . . .





When they finished their last encore, Jim and Maury took their final bow. Jim stretched his right arm into the air and waved. “Good night, Natchitoches! Thank you! Thank you very much!”


Jim walked offstage, and Maury followed.


Morgan and Doug were standing at the edge of the curtain, applauding. “Great show,” Morgan said, still clapping.


“Thanks. Hey, I’ve got to make a phone call right away.” Then turning to Doug, Jim said, “When I get off the phone, can you give us a lift to the airport?”


“Sure, Jim,” Doug drawled, “Whenever you want to go, I’ll be ready.”


“Morgan, could you please get my stuff together? I’ll meet you in the dressing room.” He placed his guitar in Morgan’s hands and walked quickly down the hallway. Striding up to the pay phone, he lifted the receiver, inserted a dime, and dialed “O.”


“Operator,” a voice replied.


“I’m calling collect to San Diego. My name is Jim Croce.” He gave her the number.


“I’m so embarrassed to ask,” she said shyly. “You wouldn’t be . . . I mean you’re not the same Jim Croce who wrote that song ‘Operator,’ are you?”


“Yeah, I am. You know that song?”


“Oh, it’s my favorite song!” The phone began to ring.


He got more anxious each time the phone rang. Once, twice, three times, then four, then five. I answered and accepted the charges.


“Ing!” Jim exclaimed. “What took you so long? Were you asleep?”


“Oh Jim, I’m so glad you called! No, you didn’t wake me. It’s still light here. I was just talking about you!”


“Really?”


“Yeah. The deliveryman is here with the roll-top desk. I told him that was my husband singing “Bad, Bad Leroy Brown,” on the radio and he said he loved that song. Anyway, where are you?”


“I’m backstage in Louisiana. I just finished the show.”


“Are you okay? I’m worried about you, Jim.”


“I’m exhausted, Ing. But just three more shows to go and then I’m home. I miss you and Adrian James so much.”


“I miss you too, Jim. How’s Maury?”


“I’ll tell you later. We’ve decided to leave tonight instead of tomorrow. We’re flying out in about an hour.”


“Oh! By the way, Jim, that birthday gift you got Adrian James must have been something you dreamed up to drive me crazy. That puppy is peeing on everything. But Adrian James loves him to death.”


“How’s my little old man?”


“He misses you, Jim. He points to your picture all the time.”


“God, I can’t wait to see him again! Hey, let’s have a big birthday party for him in our new house.” He paused. “Listen, Ing . . . I just called to tell you . . .”


Adrian James ran stark naked out the screen door and into the yard in hot pursuit of Spooner, the new puppy.


“Adrian!” I yelled, as the screen door slammed.


“Jim, Adrian’s running across the yard after the puppy. I’ve got to hang up and run after him! He’s not safe out there.”


“Ingrid, please! Wait!”


“What is it, Jim? I’ve got to get Adrian! The gate is open.”


Pausing, he said, “I love you, Ing.”


I hesitated. It had been a long time since Jim had called just to say those words. “I love you too, Jim. Please, please call me later tonight, sweet thing. I’ve got to go right now. Good-bye.”


Jim kept the phone to his ear for a few seconds longer. He placed the receiver back in its cradle. Morgan approached with Jim’s guitar in its case. “I packed it up for you, man. Ready to go?”


“Thanks. Yeah, sure, Morgan.”


He took the guitar from Morgan and walked toward the exit.





WHICH WAY ARE YOU GOIN’
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December 1963


JIM DROPPED THE NEEDLE on the other side of the album. Bob Dylan’s plaintive voice filled the room:




It ain’t no use to sit and wonder why, babe


It don’t matter anyhow


An’ it ain’t no use to sit and wonder why, babe


If you don’t know by now.


When your rooster crows at the break of dawn


Look out your window and I’ll be gone


You’re the reason I’m trav’lin’ on


Don’t think twice, it’s all right





“Jim, you’ve got the talent to make it like Dylan,” said Joe Salvioulo, Jim’s closest friend, whom everyone called Sal. They’d met at Villanova University when Jim auditioned for a student talent show, and now, a year and a half later, they sat listening to records in Jim’s living room, as they often did. From the first time they met, Sal’s flamboyant wardrobe and unorthodox ways stood out from those of Jim’s other, more conservative college classmates. “Besides, if a Jew can make it singing American folk songs, so can an Italian,” he joked. Jim grinned.


“That would be great, man. I’d love to play Carnegie Hall! Ya know, Dylan played there last month.”


“Yeah, I know. Remember? I saw him here on the same tour, at Town Hall. He was great. He walked on the stage like he owned it. He sang ‘Blowin’ in the Wind,’ ‘Don’t Think Twice,’ and ‘Masters of War.’ The audience was so quiet when he sang it was eerie.”


“God, I’d love to be able to do that,” Jim admitted.


“Practice,” Sal encouraged, smiling at the old joke, though he really meant it, and added: “You can do it!”


Jim looked at his watch.


“Hey, it’s getting late. I better get down to the radio station.”


They headed upstairs to get their coats before heading out into the chilly Philadelphia evening.


Jim’s father approached the side of the staircase and called after them: “Hey, Jim, I want to talk to you—alone.” His index finger was pointed up at his son, his face tense with anger. Sal slowly climbed the rest of the way upstairs himself; Jim hesitated, anticipating his father’s wrath.


“Move it. I mean now!” Jim hurried back down. “I’ve been listening to you boys talk, and I don’t like it one bit,” his father said, closing in on him. “It’s alright to play your music and have a little fun, but you’re never to consider it anything more than a hobby. Don’t ever get it into your head that you can make music a profession. Leave that for a different kind of people.”


He’d heard the lecture before, but Jim was feeling rebellious enough at that moment to taunt his father. It didn’t happen often.


“What do you mean ‘a different kind of people’?” he said with a trace of sarcasm.


“Listen, mister, you know perfectly well what I mean. Your mother and I don’t send you to college so you can grow up and sing songs about drunks and drifters. We won’t stand for it!” Jim bit his lower lip and looked away. “You’re getting involved with the wrong kind of people. You’ll never amount to a thing!” His dad’s voice rose, and his finger jabbed the air. “Music is for gypsies, not for my son. You don’t know what the real world is like.” He took a quick breath. “It’s bad enough you study psychology. What the hell do you think you can do with that? I’m not sending you to college to be a bum, and that’s final!”


“I’m not a bum.”


“Don’t talk back to me!” his father shouted, and slapped Jim’s face sharply with the back of his hand.


Jim recoiled, glanced into his father’s raging eyes, and backed away.


His father, James Alfred, turned and walked into the kitchen. James would never have disrespected his own father. As the eldest son, he had always placed duty to family first, solemnly accepting the role as go-between for his immigrant parents and his American brothers and sisters. The Croces were honorable people who had brought with them the principles of hard work and dedication to family, and James Alfred had worked diligently to overcome the misconceptions and stereotypes of the Italian immigrant.


Jim kept his hand pressed to his cheek to stop the sting and fled up to his room. He gathered his coat, songbooks, and guitar. When he and Sal came back down to leave, his parents ignored them. His father sat reading a magazine in the living room; his mother stood in the kitchen, covering leftover rapini with plastic wrap.


Only Jim’s maternal grandfather, Massimo Babusci, whom everyone called Pa, acknowledged Jim. Pa had lived with them since the death of his wife, Bernice, a year earlier. The old man liked to sit in his favorite overstuffed easy chair and sing along at the top of his lungs to old records on his Victrola, re-creating the great Italian operas. Pa had trouble remembering anything that had happened the day before, but he could clearly describe the piazza of his youth and the puppy that had peed on his leg when he was a boy.


Jim loved his grandfather and affectionately squeezed his shoulder when he passed his chair. “The boy,” Pa murmured and nodded, patting Jim’s hand. He couldn’t remember his grandson’s name.


Jim and Sal stepped outside, and Jim closed the front door behind him. Turning his collar to the cold, he stood momentarily on the doorstep. His grandfather had put on a record. Jim recognized the opening stanzas to a song by Enrico Caruso. As if on cue, Pa began to sing along.


With Sal ahead of him, Jim ran shivering to his ’61 Volkswagen Beetle and jumped in. As they backed out of the driveway, he glanced up and saw his father standing at the living room window, looking out.


“I wonder if he’ll ever understand,” Jim said aloud.


A light carpet of snow covered the Main Line on the way to the Villanova radio station, WWVU. Jim and Sal discussed various conspiracy theories surrounding the assassination of JFK.


“Everyone’s sad around here lately,” Jim said. “My mother hasn’t let a day go by without mourning. My uncles are upset that the mafia is being blamed.”


“The real issue is power,” Sal insisted. “It’s not so much who did it but why they did it.”


Jim dropped Sal off at his apartment and drove on to the campus station. By the time he arrived, he was mentally prepared for his broadcast, a three-hour folk and blues show, including an interview segment that provided Jim the opportunity to meet and talk with a number of the major folk and blues artists who had begun to influence him.


Tonight, Jim was airing a prerecorded talk with Mississippi John Hurt. He’d taped the session earlier in the week. The seventy-year-old black Southern man had generously given him a warm and informative interview, and had brought his guitar.


Jim took his seat alone in the control booth and rolled the tape:


“I heard you played the Newport Folk Festival with Bob Dylan last summer, and that more than 45,000 people showed up to hear you. How did that make you feel?”


“It made me feel real good to be invited to Freebody Park,” Hurt said. “That was like real family. Lots of my friends were there, like John Lee Hooker. But Bob Dylan, he sure done brung those folks in.”


“Do you believe the Festival marked a comeback in your own career?”


“I certainly don’t think it hurt,” he answered, laughing. “Of course, my career has seen more comebacks than a Friday night fish fry. I’ve been around a long time, you know. My first record for Okeh was in 1928.”


The recording continued with Jim asking Hurt if he would play some songs. The musician gladly obliged with “Make Me a Pallet on Your Floor” and “Richland’s Women Blues.”


Jim joined in, strumming his guitar behind Hurt’s syncopated rhythms on “Corrina, Corrina” and “Stackolee.”


Jim then asked him to tell stories about his past.


Sitting in the booth, listening to the recording, Jim thought that Hurt’s emotional, soulful speaking made it seem as if he were still singing. After the interview, Jim had thanked the musician reverently; he knew he had just encountered a legend, a hero of a vanishing period in American history.


Jim closed the program at 10 PM with a final announcement: “Don’t forget to make a date for the Giant Hootenanny and Contest on Saturday, January 25, at Philadelphia Convention Hall. This show will be sponsored in part by Villanova, and I’ll be joining Tommy Picardo and the rest of the Coventry Lads to perform and do the judging.”


He punched in “Irene, Goodnight” by Leadbelly for the last tune of the evening.


Tommy Picardo, a junior and one of his best friends at Villanova, came into the studio, entered the booth quietly, and sat down in a chair, waiting for Jim to shut down. Jim and Tommy had promised to audition local groups at another radio station that night for the upcoming hootenanny. But by now the storm had worsened, and Jim wasn’t looking forward to plowing through the snow to get to downtown Philadelphia.


The two hustled outside into the cold and got in Jim’s VW. A blizzard slowed the drive down the Main Line. Drifts piled up on the road as the snow swirled in the headlights. Jim eased his way through the storm.


When they arrived at the radio station, Jim entered the parking lot and noticed a car angled awkwardly in a snowdrift, its wheels spinning madly in the snow. A young woman jumped out of the car and pushed against the hood with all of her strength.


Jim caught a glimpse of the girl’s shiny, long dark hair and bright eyes, illuminated in the car’s headlights. Inside the car, five young men in military uniforms sat cheering her on. Jim slowed down to watch. The teenager gave him an embarrassed smile and waved. He hit the brakes to get a good look at the girl, just as the car full of uniformed boys was freed from the snowdrift. Jim smiled and waved back at her and drove on into the lot to find a place to park.


Inside the station, WDAS, the first two auditioning groups played without much emotion or skill, and Jim grew impatient. Fighting the storm might have been a waste of time. But as he looked through the smoky studio glass at the final group, he changed his mind.


The young woman he had seen in the parking lot battling the snowstorm stood surrounded by the five military cadets. Maybe, he thought, all was not lost. Her petite figure was miniature-mature, but she was still a young girl. Bending slightly at her tiny waist, she shook her long, wet hair free of snow. She had olive skin and wore a short, black sheath skirt, a low-neck mohair sweater, and high, black leather boots.


Sensing someone watching me, I straightened up, glanced through the glass, and caught the intense stare of the man who had smiled at me in the parking lot. I felt as if he were undressing me with his eyes. I tugged on my skirt self-consciously and pushed up the sleeves of my oversized sweater.


I was the new lead singer of the Rum Runners, a band comprised of military cadets and the last group to audition that evening. I had met the group just a few weeks before the audition, when I performed some songs at the Pennsylvania Military College with two high school boys. After our performance at the college, Ty, the leader of the Rum Runners, told me they were looking for a strong female singer and asked me to join their band.


As our group approached the studio microphone, I stole another glance at my judge, absorbing everything about him: starched, light blue Oxford shirt, navy V-neck sweater, neatly ironed khaki pants, and thick, curly dark hair. Most of all, I was drawn to his eyes. They were large, brown, sad, and inviting. I couldn’t keep myself from staring at him. Distracted by his gaze, I missed my cue but then picked it up easily.


Jim stared at me attentively. The only discordant notes came from my guitar, which was badly out of tune. After singing a few numbers, the Rum Runners launched into a long instrumental.


Finally, the number ended, and we started to pack up our instruments. The judge got up quickly and rushed into the studio so fast he tripped over a microphone cord, but caught his balance just in front of me and extended his hand. He seemed suddenly tongue-tied and awkward.


“Have you ever considered singing rock ’n’ roll?” he blurted out. “I think you’d be great.”


Before I could answer, he asked my name.


“Ingrid Jacobson,” I said, trying to hide my excitement but smiling. “Do you really think so?” I tried to appear as cool as possible. I was only sixteen and didn’t even know this guy’s name, yet I was captivated by him.


“Come on, Jim,” Tommy said, anxious to make the decision on the tryouts and get home. It was already past 1 AM.


“I think you made the cut,” Jim said, and winked at me.


One of the cadets put his arm around me and told me I did great.


“See you at the contest,” Jim said, leaving the studio, unwilling to fight the military for my attention.


 


The Giant Hootenanny Contest was part of the biggest concert festival of the year in Philadelphia, showcasing folk groups from more than fifty universities and high schools. The official program featured the Coventry Lads on the cover. Jim’s clean-shaven face grinned from the corner of the cover photo. He was dressed in a sweater and button-down shirt, and his hair was cropped close. Tommy and the others in the group, including Tim Hauser, who would later go on to form the popular jazz vocal group the Manhattan Transfer, were all dressed the same.


By noon, a large crowd filled the Convention Center. Performers gathered anxiously in the hallways, tuning their instruments and waiting for their turn. Few had ever played in front of a crowd of thousands. The intimidating hall was a theater-in-the-round, and the stage seemed dwarfed by the tower of seats that rose all around it.


The charged atmosphere excited Jim as he sat down at the judges’ table near the stage. But as the afternoon wore on, tedium began to set in. Most of the groups played the same songs. By 3 PM he had heard “Lemon Tree,” “The Cruel War,” and “500 Miles” more than a dozen times. When Esther Halpern, a professional singer and co-owner of the local Gilded Cage Coffee House, played during intermission, Jim ducked outside for a quick smoke and some well-earned silence.


He squeezed through the crowd of musicians and spotted me, kneeling in a corner, frantically trying to tune my guitar.


He approached me, but I didn’t look up. He hesitated for a moment, taking a long look at my short white dress. It had black sleeves and black stripes running up the sides.


Jim laughed out loud.


“Hey!” he said, “You look like a little skunk!”


I was terribly disappointed.


I had been unable to forget him after our meeting almost a month earlier and was hoping I would see him at the hootenanny. I had borrowed the dress from an older friend thinking it would make me look grown-up and sexy.


Seeing my hurt expression, Jim knew he had blown it. He looked down and grimaced. “Is everything okay?” he asked weakly.


“I’m just trying to tune this damn guitar,” I said, turning away.


His remark had crushed me. I had always been insecure about my appearance. Having grown up with a beautiful mother and voluptuous fraternal twin sister, I never felt I measured up. I took after my father, with my small, muscular frame, slender face, and straight hair.


In a desperate attempt to recover, Jim motioned to my battered guitar.


“Can I help you tune it?” The guitar was a cheap, off-brand Japanese model. He wondered whether it would tune at all.


“No, I can do it myself,” I said. I struggled with the strings, but his presence made it impossible for me to concentrate. Distracted and frustrated, I gave up. “There. That’s close enough,” I said. “I have to go now—everybody’s waiting for me.”


“Can I see you later?” he asked.


“I don’t know. Maybe.” I wanted to see him, but I didn’t know if he really liked me or just liked making fun of me. I walked away.


As I reached the door, Jim called out, “Hey, Ingrid! You look terrific! . . . Good luck!”


I spun around, beaming, and waved energetically.


Moments later, as the Rum Runners approached the stage, Jim came up beside me. Without saying a word he reached for my guitar, bent on one knee, and quickly tuned it. Rising, he handed it back to me, winked, and disappeared into the crowd.


The audience quieted as we stepped into position. Everyone expected another rendition of a tired tune, but I slowly laid my guitar on the floor and stepped up to the microphone. In a dramatic fashion, mimicking Mamie Van Doren in the movie Teacher’s Pet with the song “The Girl Who Invented Rock ’n’ Roll,” I stood between two tall cadets and placed a hand on each of their shoulders. In a breathy voice, I began to sing:




You’ve heard of instant coffee,


You’ve heard of instant tea,


Well, you just cast your little o’ eyes on little o’ instant me.





I turned, looked back over one shoulder, and shimmied seductively, inducing a roar from the audience. Then the Rum Runners played an inspired version of “The Midnight Special,” the planned introduction to our set. I picked up my guitar and joined in on the chorus.


Jim later told me that my surprise introduction and strong vocals had earned the Rum Runners first place in the Best Performance category.


After the show, when Jim came to look for me in the post-hootenanny chaos, my father was embracing me warmly, while my twin sister, Phyllis, stood by smiling and admiring the uniformed cadets. Several other guys from the audience, folk singers, and a couple of judges also lingered nearby, waiting to talk to me.


Jim broke through the crowd and waited while I signed an autograph. He asked if we could talk and then led me to a quiet corner, where he looked straight into my eyes.


“I love your voice. Do you think we could sing together sometime? I mean, I think our voices would blend well. I’d love to sing harmony with you. Maybe I could call you and set up a time so we could practice.”


I beamed inside but coolly teased him with a shrug.


“I’ll think about it,” I said with a laugh. Sensing him about to pull away, I quickly added, “I’d love to.” My steady voice belied the chills vibrating through me. We exchanged phone numbers and reluctantly said good night.


On the way home, I sat in the back seat with Phyllis, who peppered me with questions about Jim. The only response I gave was a defiant “Hands off.”


From the front seat, my stepmother, Florence, asked, “Honey, what kind of a name is Croce? Do you think he’s Jewish?”


“Who knows and who cares?” I said, daydreaming about Jim’s sexy voice, curly hair, and big brown eyes.


Images of Jim’s appearance, sweet smell, and warm smile dominated my thoughts for days. I wondered if he had a girlfriend. Would he want to play music with me if he knew I was only sixteen? When would he finally call?


Two weeks after the hootenanny, there was still no word from him. Finally, I grew impatient and telephoned his home. Jim’s mother answered.


“May I speak to Jim Croce please?” I asked cautiously.


“Who’s calling?” Jim’s mother’s voice was quick and suspicious.


“Ingrid Jacobson,” I managed to say, twice as nervous as when I had started to dial.


“Jimmy’s not here,” Flora said icily.


“Will you please tell him I called?”


“Yes.” His mother hung up before I could give her my phone number.


I sensed a formidable obstacle, but I persevered. I called his house twice more in the following days. Each time, Flora answered.


Finally Jim called back.


“I’ve been up in Greenwich Village,” Jim said. “My mom’s upset that you’ve been so forward. But I convinced her that you were just calling to talk about music.”


My ego was deflated. It hadn’t occurred to me that I was doing anything wrong by calling Jim. A few months earlier, my own mother, who had battled a drug and alcohol addiction, had passed away from breast cancer at the age of thirty-six. She wasn’t around to teach me the intricacies of social etiquette.


But I also felt disappointed that Jim had to make up a reason for my calling him.


“I’m sorry,” I said quietly, uncomfortable and wanting to hang up. Still, unwilling to lose the chance, I forced myself to invite Jim over to my house in Springfield, a suburb of Philadelphia, to rehearse the following Sunday.


“That sounds great,” he reassured me.


When Sunday arrived, Jim made the ten-minute drive from his home in Drexel Hill in his VW. He slowly approached the front door of my house with a guitar case in each hand.


When I opened the door, he half-bowed in a bashful sort of way. He looked uncomfortable in his three-piece suit, tie, and heavily starched shirt that cut into his neck.


His face fell when he saw me in a loose-fitting, navy blue University of Pennsylvania sweatshirt and tight, old, faded jeans.


“I apologize for the suit,” he said nervously. “I came from my cousin’s wedding.”


But I smiled and said, “You look great,” and motioned for him to follow me. I peered around, putting a finger to my lips, and pointed toward the kitchen where my family sat. I took Jim by the hand and tried to slip downstairs to my room. My stepmom, Florence, intercepted us, followed immediately by my father, Sid; twin sister, Phyllis; and younger sister and brother, Janice and Kenny. I sighed and made all of the introductions.


Finally, I led Jim downstairs to the bedroom I shared with Phyllis. We were alone for the first time. Carefully he laid his guitar cases on my sister’s bed, unsnapped one, and took out his twelve-string and some songbooks. Then he unhooked the second case, pulled out a six-string, and sat down beside me on my bed.


I had heard Jim perform at the hootenanny with the Coventry Lads. But now, as he sat on my bed, I heard his true voice solo, so sincere and beautiful. I was mesmerized. As he played the old folk song “Cotton-Eyed Joe,” I felt more intimacy with him than I had ever experienced with anyone.




Tell me where do you come from?


And where do you go?


Tell me where do you come from,


Ol’ cotton-eyed Joe?


Well I come for to see you,


And I come for to sing,


And I come for to bring you,


A $30 glitterin’ diamond ring.





Jim finished his song and asked if I would like to try one together with him. He picked up his twelve-string and started to play. He taught me the harmony to Woody Guthrie’s “Pastures of Plenty,” explaining it was just like the melody “but different.” Although I’d been singing all my life, that was my very first singing lesson, and I was excited by how comfortable Jim made me feel.


He had been shy and awkward when he arrived, but with his guitar in hand, he was at ease. He talked enthusiastically about folk music and the history behind each of the songs we sang.


He was pleased at how quickly I learned the words and how good we sounded together. Our voices blended seamlessly, and he smiled at me as we sang.


I was overwhelmed. I liked everything about him: his broad open smile, his strong hands, his slim body, his medium height, his voice. He was seductive but secure. Because I had suffered through my parents’ divorce and moved from school to school, I longed for stability. I recognized that playing music gave Jim confidence and liked the feeling of singing with him. He was a good teacher, and I was a good student. I hoped in time to become something more.


After a few songs, I switched on my father’s Wollensak reel-to-reel tape recorder to capture the session forever. Jim taught me some traditional folk songs, like Woody Guthrie’s “This Land Is Your Land,” and then Bob Dylan’s “The Times They Are A-Changin’.”


We played for almost three hours before he had to leave.


On Jim’s way out, my father stopped us in the living room and struck up a conversation. The three of us sat down, and I was pleased that we could all talk together so easily. Jim and my dad found mutual interests in psychology and music. Jim was majoring in psychology at Villanova, and my dad, who loved music and played harmonica, was a family physician who was attending the University of Pennsylvania to complete his psychiatric residency.


I adored my father. My parents divorced when I was only five, and when we were eight, our mother charmed the judge and gained custody of her daughters. My twin sister was content to live with our mother and grandmother. But all I ever wanted growing up was to live with my dad. The fact that my father and Jim took an instant liking to each other was extremely important to me.


“I’ll call you this week to schedule a rehearsal,” Jim winked as he got up to leave.


“Great,” I replied. “And I promise not to call you.”


We laughed and then suddenly fell silent, looking at each other with longing. Jim’s hands were full of guitars, and my father was still in the room. Jim bowed slightly and backed out the door. He walked to his car, stopping to look back at me. I felt like jumping up and down but controlled my excitement and waved enthusiastically.


Jim called again a few days later, confirming another Sunday practice. He arrived precisely on time, wearing sharply creased jeans and a starched work shirt.


“No wedding today?” I teased.


He laughed. “No. Patsy’s the only cousin I have who is old enough to get married, and she weighs about three hundred pounds. But she’s got a great personality.”


I wasn’t quite sure how to take Jim’s humor. On the one hand, he was tender and considerate of people’s feelings, but when “onstage,” he felt free to joke and be boldly coarse.


As a duo, we practiced every Sunday for a month, and our magnetic attraction to each other grew as strong as the improved harmonizing of our voices. We spoke little about our feelings, but our music ignited electricity between us. At first, we gazed into each other’s eyes when we sang, but later our feelings intensified, and the intertwining of our voices had become so sensual and arousing that we had to look away.


One day, Jim called and invited me to a party at Sal’s house.


“Ing,” Jim said, hesitating, “I know this is short notice, but some friends want me to play at a party near school tomorrow night . . . and I was wondering . . . if you could come along and sing with me.”


I eagerly agreed, excited to meet his friends. I had longed for a chance to become a part of his world. Then I remembered my 11 PM curfew. I was embarrassed to mention it, but deep inside I liked the fact that my father and stepmother cared enough about me to make rules. While living with my mother after the divorce, I had no restrictions. She often left my sister and me on our own while she was working on South Street at my grandmother’s dress store, Mary Greenberg’s. My mother also had her own local television show, The Magic Lady, in which she played Gershwin and popular songs from the hit parade on piano. Serious and studious, I stayed out of trouble. I worked hard to get good grades and used my boundless energy in gymnastics, field hockey, softball, swimming, art, and music.


“I’ll get you back by midnight,” Jim promised when I told him about the curfew. “Go see what your dad says.”


I came back breathless. “He said yes, but only if you promise to have me home by 12 sharp.”


Jim arrived precisely at 7:30 the next evening.


Fueled by nervous energy, I had already been ready for an hour when I heard the familiar whine of his little VW racing up the street.


We drove to Lansdale, talking and laughing, enjoying each other’s company. When Jim introduced me to his friends at Sal’s apartment, I was really happy to be included but, at the same time, a bit uncomfortable. I was at least three or four years younger than anyone else there, and the obvious interest some of the other girls showed in Jim increased my anxiety.


Jim was quiet with his crowd and didn’t seem to notice my nervousness. He left me on my own for a moment and put his guitar case in Sal’s bedroom.


The older girls looked my way but made no attempt to make conversation. Then Sal swept across the room to me.


“Don’t mind them,” he said. “They’re just jealous. You must be Ingrid. Jim says you’re the entertainment for the evening.” I laughed spontaneously. I immediately liked Sal, who seemed as warm and wild as Jim had described. He wore tight black leather pants, a chartreuse shirt, and black Italian boots with exaggerated Cuban heels. Sal had an open, engaging smile, and his black hair was piled high in a pompadour, which accentuated his “blaze” hair—a natural silver stripe that ran through the middle of his head like a streak of lightning.


“You look pretty entertaining yourself,” I said. Sal chuckled, but giddy laughter from the middle of the large living room distracted us.


I watched as Jim changed over the course of the party. His shyness evaporated, and a new personality emerged, full of confidence and impishness. Three girls surrounded him and egged him on as he began playing one of his bawdy ballads.


They were members of the Haveners, a female singing group composed of six student nurses from the Villanova University College of Nursing. The music department at Villanova had asked Jim to work with the young women, and they adopted him as their personal music director. He enjoyed the challenge, and within a few months he had developed them into a competent performing group.


The girls idolized him, and although he once climbed through their second-story dorm window during a panty raid, he had no romantic interest in any of them. Still, the attention pleased him, and no matter how unattractive a woman might be, he always found some way to compliment her. He once described one of the nursing students at Villanova to Sal as being built like “a refrigerator with a head.” Yet he later confessed to me that when he was alone with her, he had told her what a sweet disposition and beautiful skin she had.


The Haveners kept coddling Jim and giving me hostile glances. Jim continued strumming his guitar. While he played, I sat with Sal on the sofa, taking in the room and the atmosphere. Jim’s singing and Sal’s easy company made me feel comfortable.


After singing several songs by himself, he motioned for me to join him.


I wanted to sing, but I was growing impatient for the music portion of the evening to be over so I could be alone with him. I had noticed a couple vanish into one of the bedrooms, and the thought of disappearing into the darkness with Jim excited me. But I realized Jim wanted to show off me and our songs to his friends, so I did my best to focus on the music and figured everything else would have to wait.


Jim began the introduction to “Song for Canada,” which the folk duo Ian and Sylvia had recently recorded. I sat beside him and in perfect harmony we sang:




Lonely northern rivers come together till you see


One single river rolling in eternity.


Two nations in the land that lies along its shore,


But just one river, you and me.





We looked at each other as our voices entwined, and we were both clearly turned on. I knew the feelings we had kept in check were being played out in our singing. Even the audience seemed to become aware of it. The room hushed. Sal grinned.
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