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Overture


YOU’VE GOT YOUR TROUBLES


I played basketball with Smokey Robinson and the Miracles, walked a blind Sonny Terry and a lame Brownie McGhee on stage, sipped whiskey with Count Basie, and shared a joint with Grace Slick and the Jefferson Airplane. I held Dionne Warwick’s hands when I told her Dr. Martin Luther King had been assassinated. I survived a bite on the leg from a stoned member of the Association and grooved with Sam and Dave, the American Breed, Spanky and Our Gang, and the Grass Roots. I surprised a topless Florence LaRue of the Fifth Dimension when I interrupted her wardrobe change in a locker room at tiny Bethany College, for a few years a musical oasis in the hardscrabble West Virginia hills.


And then there was the night Junior Walker and the All Stars came to campus and all the lights in the Field House unexpectedly went out…


But now, as I sift through my encounters with rock and soul royalty and the songs that defined me and an era, my thoughts settle on “You’ve Got Your Troubles,” a minor hit by an inconsequential group named The Fortunes, and a cold March afternoon in Madison, Wisconsin, in 1982 when, ten years after returning from Vietnam and earning an MA in English, I found myself a stay-at-home dad, my precocious two-year-old daughter Summer by my side.


*  *  *


For a time in the early 1980s, fatherhood was all that mattered to me. I didn’t set out to trailblaze or make myself some sort of shining example, but when my spouse, Pam Shannon, and I decided to have kids, we agreed that childrearing would be a 50-50 proposition, pregnancy, labor and delivery, and breastfeeding notwithstanding.


“I want to spend as much time with my little girl as I can, learn how to be the best father I can be,” is what I told those who asked why I was pulling daddy duty morning, noon, and night. Which meant not working much outside the home. Good thing I married an employable attorney. Maybe now I’d have time to knock out the great American novel on my trusty Smith Corona while my baby daughter napped.


Truth be told, I was flaunting the fatherhood badge of courage, showing off a little too much. I’d published an essay in The New Physician magazine about my active participation in childbirth, attended University of Wisconsin classes on child development, and was energetically involved in our neighborhood babysitting co-op. My choices drew skeptical looks from the older generation, but elicited praise, and maybe a little envy, from my peers.


Or so I thought.


But before you could say “Goodnight Moon,” I found myself besieged with questions about my employment status. Worse, I stopped being invited to the “Mom’s” Wednesday playgroup or being used as one of the regular backups for the neighborhood babysitting co-op when bedraggled mothers needed a break. Why had my stock fallen? Did it have anything to do with the fact I was, without thinking about it, not putting Summer in dresses?


By the time she was 17 months old, my daughter was attending half-days of preschool, supposedly to aid with her socialization. Or maybe to help with mine? I was still unemployed without any imminent career prospects. Worse, I was concluding that Summer might be better off not having me around so much. “She’s too aggressive,” the daycare staff informed me when I picked her up after lunch. They’d point out that Summer hung out with the boys and refused to take naps, which meant that she and I would wage a war of wills every afternoon about her sleeping routine.


One guess who won.


Try as I did to be upbeat, I grew anxious about our afternoons together. Not even music, my usual antidote to the blues, helped, possibly because Pam had dredged up a bunch of old recordings from her childhood, enriching, or infiltrating, my usual mix of rock and soul with Mitch Miller renditions of “Antoinette the Clarinet” and “Mike Malone the Slide Trombone.” Some vinyl Burl Ives too. I’d spent 365 days in Vietnam, but what still gives me flashbacks is the merest mention of big Burl bellowing about a “boll weevil looking for a home.”


All through that long Wisconsin winter, my afternoon ritual with my sturdy, round faced Summer, adorned with a tiny barrette in her shiny brown hair, a yellow shirt underneath grey overalls, white socks, and Stride Rite shoes, consisted of sipping hot chocolate, listening to old records, and dancing a little Hokey Pokey, followed by a story and a nap. Usually I’d nod off long before Summer did, visions of cartoon instruments dancing in my head.


Some days I just couldn’t take those juvenile records anymore. So, with Pam not around to monitor the tunes, I’d slip some of my old 45 RPMs into the mix. Beat the hell out of trying to rock out to “Bobo the Oboe.” Summer knew right away these records were not part of her usual repertoire. I suspect she suspected her mother would disapprove.


“This will be our special secret, honey,” I said softly as I put on the We Five’s “You Were on My Mind” or Claudine Clark’s “Party Lights.” Summer seemed to like the songs… or maybe she liked the fact we were doing something kind of mischievous. Regardless, she and I grooved out to those golden oldies. She didn’t seem to miss Bobo or the Boll Weevil.


But there was a downside to listening to my old 45s. The songs made me nostalgic, more than just nostalgic. They sent my mind spiraling back to the early 1960s when something had happened at Thomas Jefferson High School outside Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, that I was still trying to figure out. Music was at the center of it. And an influential, enigmatic English teacher named W. J. Kirkpatrick. Later, Vietnam made music even more vital, yet presented its own imponderables.


As I sat there with my daughter that cold March day in 1982, I conjured a younger me, a basketball-playing, girl-crazy guy who was hip and cool when the songs were popular. Gazing out at the swirling snow, I felt deceived…and humbled. Neutered. Here I was, an unemployed house-husband with no prospects, a hyperactive kid, and no other guys to commiserate with. Not even a heavy dose of the Beatles or Four Tops could fix that.


That particular Wisconsin winter went on forever. More than a season, it was a state of mind, a destination, filled with recurring sinus and ear infections. Mondays were the worst, and this particular Monday I’d gotten an earful from a daycare teacher concerning Summer’s antics, and a call from a parent seconding the staff’s emotion. I just couldn’t deal with the prospect of “Antoinette the Clarinet.”


For crying out loud, if I can survive a year in Vietnam, I sure as hell can get through this, can’t I?


I didn’t answer.


I put a stack of records on the turntable and sat in the corner of the couch. Summer walked across the room and sat down next to me, an earnest, concerned look on her face.


“Play ‘Troubles,’ Daddy.”


“What sweetie?” I smiled my daddy smile at her, not sure I’d heard.


“Play ‘Troubles’ Daddy,” she repeated.


I was stumped. What in the heck was she talking about?


“I’m sorry honey, I don’t know what you mean.”


At that, my clever toddler with a near-photographic memory walked over to a stack of old 45s and pulled out a copy of “You’ve Got Your Troubles” by the Fortunes. I didn’t remember ever playing the song for her, but I put it on the turntable.


“I see that worried look upon your face/You’ve got your troubles, I’ve got mine.”


The words and music shot straight through me. I’d been a senior in high school when the song was popular but hadn’t given it half a thought since. Now, I could only sit, tears welling in my eyes, tears of nostalgia, of embarrassment, feeling weak and vulnerable in front of my daughter. But there Summer sat, smiling, assuring me this was our song, that everything would be okay.


“You’ve Got Your Troubles” would be our favorite song until it gave way to “That’s All” by Genesis and eventually “Moon River” which Summer and I would dance to, just the two of us in a spotlight on a large dance floor, at her wedding more than three decades later.


Spring finally arrived in Wisconsin. And I knew then that as long as Summer and I remained close I really didn’t have any troubles worth the name. I was lucky to be at home, spending precious time watching my feisty daughter embark on life’s journey.


*  *  *


As I write this now, Summer is in her mid-40s, a multi-talented professional with a terrific husband and two beautiful children, living just 15 minutes from Pam and me. Her baby brother Ian is thriving in Phoenix, where we live half the year, is happily married and a new daddy of two little ones himself, regularly sending me Spotify links to new songs to add to our father-son soundtrack that includes Bruce Springsteen’s “Born in The USA” to which he bounced endlessly in his Johnny Jump Up; “Swing Low Sweet Chariot” which I sang to him every night at bedtime; “Shimmer” by Fuel; innumerable songs by the Dave Matthews Band; and Van Morrison’s “Queen of the Slipstream” which helped bring about a much-needed détente when we were waging our own generational war.


As those songs and hundreds more spin in my mind and memory, I pull out the journal where I recorded that cherished Summer-Daddy “Troubles” moment. Then with extra time on my hands courtesy of retirement, COVID, and post-COVID, I descend to our storage locker and locate the old Garrard turntable purchased when I was a solider in Vietnam. Ready to give it a thorough cleaning, I find a bunch of old letters I’d received in Vietnam stuffed inside the turntable box. A handful are from Gina, my girlfriend at the time, a couple from my mom, the one and only letter my dad wrote me when I was overseas…and several from Bill Kirkpatrick, my high school English and Creative Writing teacher. My once-upon-a-time mentor, but also a cipher, a mystery, a question mark in my life…


A question I’m still asking.


Pondering that motherlode, cherishing those tender memories of my daughter and son, and wondering what my nearly 80 years on this planet amount to, I drop the Garrard turntable needle and trace the tracks of my years.









Part One:


MELODY


“Music was my refuge. I could crawl into the space between the notes and curl my back to loneliness.”


Maya Angelou









PHILADELPHIA IN SIX MOVEMENTS


“The whole American pop culture started in Philadelphia with ‘American Bandstand’ and the music that came out of that city.”


Daryl Hall


“There’s a lot of haters in Philly…It’s definitely a great city to be from…when you, like, make it out of Philadelphia, everywhere else is easy.”


Lil Uzi Vert


One: “World on a String”


Inner city Philadelphia. Early 1950s. Post-World War II dads everywhere, my veteran father Jack Steele Bradley among them. And lots and lots and lots of kids. Our family compound included papa Jack, my mom Lucy “Toots” (Basile) Bradley, me, and my older brother Ron. It didn’t occur to me then that we were poor, despite a gaping hole in the ceiling in the spare bedroom of the rundown row house where we lived that never got fixed. That meant Ron and I co-occupied a bedroom and a bed for my first ten years. Also meant that when it rained, we sure as hell knew it.


We shared paper-thin walls with the happy-go-lucky, beer-swilling Reillys on one side and the cussin’ out Brawleys on the other, where wife beating was what usually came between dinner and dessert. The demons my father wrestled with displayed themselves when he took off his belt to discipline me and my brother the same way his father had disciplined him.


But none of that is front and center in my memory vault. Neither are the unhappy silences between my parents because they didn’t have any money or because my mother’s ten siblings—six brothers and four sisters—and their husbands and wives cluttered our lives. Or that Jack Bradley might leave in the morning with one job and come home in the evening with another.


No, what I do recall from those early years is music—my father singing a Tommy Dorsey or Glenn Miller tune; my mother humming Cole Porter; my Albanian-Italian grandmother playing Enrico Caruso and Mario Lanza on the Victrola at her big house; my parents clandestinely dancing in the dark in our tiny living room to “Music for Lovers Only” by the Jackie Gleason Orchestra.


Music healed the pain, held off the demons, and cast my childhood in a glow of sunshine, hope, and melody. Maybe it was that way sometimes for my music-loving parents? That might explain why they bought an expensive RCA Victor Hi-Fi in 1953. It looked like a spaceship with its large, reddish-brown wood cabinet, a huge lid you lifted like the back of a piano—my parents used the word “con-sole” to describe it—with big radio dials and an inviting turntable that could play 33-, 45- and 78-RPM records. Of course, the luxurious marvel was off limits to the rock and roll and Doo-Wop Ron liked, but every now and then my parents would let us tune into WIBG, one of the local radio stations. It sounded as if the WIBG disc jockeys were hiding inside the Hi-Fi, their voices louder, stronger, better than on any radio anywhere in all of Philadelphia.


I remember a sunny day in June 1953, sitting in the living room, the Hi-Fi lurching in the corner like one of my Italian uncles, dwarfing the TV and chairs. It must have been one of my father’s between jobs days because we were home together. He put on his then favorite song, a 45 RPM version of Frank Sinatra’s “I’ve Got the World on a String.” My dad was in his mid-30s, his dark hair full and wavy. But he smiled less and was putting on a lot of extra weight. In a few years, the ulcer expanding inside him would nearly kill him. Music was the only thing that could give him a lift.


I sat there in a trance, trying to visualize what I knew to be a skinny Frank Sinatra holding a globe on a string, listening to the sunshine in his voice and watching my father mouth the words. Frank Sinatra wasn’t the lucky “so and so” in the song. I was. My father and I were. Our little row house on 1017 South Ithan Street with the big Hi-Fi was living proof that life is a beautiful thing.


And then my father winked at me, walked over to the Hi-Fi and smilingly said that Frank Sinatra had just come down with a cold and was taking some strong cough medicine that made him talk funny. He switched the record to 78-RPM and out came this fast, high-pitched voice that sounded more like a chipmunk, racing to the end of “I’ve Got the World on a String” in record time.


We laughed, and I pleaded with my dad to play it like that again. And again. And once more please? Anytime I move my finger/Lucky me…Frank Sinatra’s voice at breakneck speed was about the funniest thing I’d ever heard, sounding like the Walt Disney cartoon chipmunks Chip ‘n’ Dale. I basked in this moment with my father, the two of us smiling, singing, and giggling like teenage girls.


I couldn’t wait to show off the way our Hi-Fi made Frank Sinatra sound silly, so the next day I invited my neighborhood pals Frankie and Johnny over and played the song at 78 RPMs. But when I tried to change the speed, I scratched the record. When my father came home from work that night he hit me. More than once.


And the rain poured through the hole in the ceiling in the empty bedroom…


Two: “Over the Mountain, Across the Sea”


The strains of Doo-Wop harmonies throbbed from the cramped bedroom in our rundown southwest Philly row house. The lilting ballad glided down the banister and tumbled into the modest living room where my mom and dad raptly watched Your Hit Parade on a small, black and white TV. What they were hearing from our tiny bedroom was not on their hit parade, and as they tried to tune out the soulful duet of Johnnie and Joe (“Which one’s the girl?” I kept asking my brother), our parents grew restless.


“Ronald, Douglas, please turn that noise down! We’re trying to watch television,” my mother hollered up the stairs to our bedroom. Always a bad sign when mom used our full, Baptism-certified names. Our diminutive, brown-haired Albanian-Italian mother forever drew the short straw as the parent designated to bring us boys in line. But as angry as she sometimes seemed, little Lucy Bradley never really struck the fear of God in the hearts of my newly teenaged brother and me.


“You’d better turn that music down,” I offered reluctantly to Ron. Being nearly five years his junior, I never told him to do anything, especially anything that had to do with his life and his music. How had he grown up so suddenly? One day he was just like anybody’s older sibling but now he was all arms and hair and acne. Ron didn’t even acknowledge I’d uttered a word. He simply smiled and turned up the volume.


The voice was louder now, the guy telling the winds to let his love pass over the mountain and be with him. Johnnie and Joe—or maybe Jo, the girl—continued to croon, and I was hypnotized. There was something about this back and forth, the rhythm of the music, its message—overcoming any barrier to be with the one you love—that had my nine-year-old head spinning.


“Darling, here I am, over the mountain,” Jo tempts Johnnie. Or vice versa? I closed my eyes and envisioned a tall, handsome black man, climbing, running, and singing his way to his lover’s side. Suddenly, he sees her sitting on a ledge in a white dress, high above the clouds. She calls to him. His voice, in response, grows louder, stronger. He draws close… closer. He’s just about to reach out and touch her…


“Turn that crap down!” our father burst into our harmonious bedroom, his crew neck white t-shirt tucked over faded white Bermuda shorts in the heat. “What in the hell is that junk you’re listening to?”


I’m scared, and a little stunned. Nothing good comes of my father raising his voice to ask questions he doesn’t expect us to answer. Ron just smiles up at him and slowly, too slowly, turns down the volume. You can still hear Johnnie and Jo. Our father grimaces at the sound of two young “colored” people carrying on a conversation in his house. I figure his disapproval has more to do with their youth and sound than their color.


“What is this garbage?” he demands.


“It’s okay Pop,” my brother offers consolingly. “This is one of the biggest songs on the radio right now. It’s what they call a hit record. You oughta listen to it.”


“If it’s such a big hit, then let’s see what we can hit with it.”


My father yanks the vinyl record off the spindle, walks to our bedroom window, and sets sail. The disc soars higher and farther than I’d imagined possible, crashing into the back of the Bianchi’s row house clear across the alley. Talk about over the mountain.


Our dad stands over us, staring down at the record player. No one says anything.


It’s a good thing he’s standing, I realize, because my brother has just this week grown taller than he is. Ron sits there, smiling. Will he stand up and look my father in the eye? Will he apologize? Provoke him?


I’m still replaying the song, and the reverie that accompanies it, in my head—All the mountains in the world couldn’t stop your love from my heart…But now Johnnie is my father and Joe is my brother and they’re waving their arms at one another and shouting.


“Don’t you ever play that music that loud in this house ever again,” our dad threatens, underlining his relative pronouns through clenched teeth. The exchange leaves him out of breath. He exits our bedroom as abruptly as he came in.


Ron says nothing. He walks to his dresser, opens the top drawer, pulls out another record, and waves it in my direction. “Come Go With Me” by a group called the Del-Vikings.


“These cost 35 cents apiece,” he says, sounding like an authority on the recording industry, “and there’s millions more like them. Dad’ll never be able to throw them all away. It’s just a matter of time before we wear him out.”


I have no idea who my brother means by we or by wearing our father out, but I get a strange feeling I’ve just witnessed the opening battle in a very, very long war.


Three: “Treasure of Love”


The rhythm changes, the songs sound sweeter, and I feel the first flip-flop of my heart. The first dance steps. The song. The voice. The music. The moment.


“A treasure of love is not very far,” Clyde McPhatter sings with a breathtaking quaver.


She will always be an angel in white. Pure, chaste, tempting, beautiful. Her name was Madeline—Madeline without a last name—the fetching younger cousin of my best friend and next-door neighbor, Frankie.


A beautiful spring day in April 1957. Even the dingy, cramped Philadelphia row houses sparkled. I remember it being Easter time because I was sporting a brand new, sharp brown suit handmade by my mother whose dad had been a tailor, and I’d worn it proudly to Mass on Easter Sunday. On this bright post-pascal Sunday, a nearly-ten-year-old me had invited the almost nine-year-old Madeline to my house for a “date.”


I can only imagine the conversations my parents, Frankie’s parents, and Madeline’s parents were having. To that point in my life, “others”—my parents, Ron, the Pope, and the priests and the nuns—had directed my life. Even Frankie, the leader of our neighborhood pack, regularly told me where to go and what to do when I got there.


I’m not quite sure what got into me, but for some reason I’d decided to do something on my own and to try to act proper and grown up. What I really wanted was to hold a girl in my arms like William Holden held Kim Novak in Picnic and Robert Cummings did every week on TV in Love that Bob. Inviting Madeline to my house on a Sunday afternoon in April 1957 was my way of taking a big, adult step.


Why Madeline? Probably because she wasn’t from our neighborhood, because she was an unknown, somebody without a story everyone already knew. Maybe it was a way to get a leg up on large and in-charge Frankie? There was no way he’d dance with his own cousin, cute as she was. And she sure was cute.


Madeline and I sat across from one another in my parents’ clean, well-lit living room, unaware how the music we were listening to could shape our, or at least my, take on the world. We’d never be this young and innocent again, never have another real first date.


Madeline was pure alabaster. Her all-white dress—her first communion dress I wondered—was a perfect contrast to the curly black hair that fell on her dainty shoulders. She smiled like an angel. Shiny patent leather shoes adorned her feet and white ankle socks covered just the bottom of her skinny legs. I don’t know why, but I was obsessed with those legs and those socks. Seventy years later, I still see them clearly.


My heart beat so fast, and so loud, that I placed both my hands over it, worried that my mother and Madeline’s mother could hear it. Wearing my natty brown suit, I sported a white shirt, a chocolate-colored tie, and slightly oversized “grown up” shoes, wing tips I’d swiped from Ron’s half of our shared closet. There I was—dressed-up, nervous, expectant, for what I wasn’t sure, but I knew we had to dance to the perfect song. I was suspended between “It’s Not for Me to Say” by Johnny Mathis and “Treasure of Love” by Clyde McPhatter. Just before our date/dance, I started to panic a little, wondering if my choice of song would somehow affect my entire future. And Madeline’s too? Maybe we’d end up naming our first child Johnny or Clyde?


Eventually, I decided that the Johnny Mathis song was just a little too romantic, and, well, older, which is probably why it was a favorite of my mother’s. Okay then, I was ready. I held my breath, waiting for the rest of my life to start. I could hear Clyde’s voice telling me that some things were stronger than diamonds and worth more than gold, my heart beating, our hands touching, the smell of her hair, the light in the room, the two of us shuffling back and forth, my hand on her slight hip, albeit staying in one place, our heels clicking on the wood floor.


“This is a treasure that never grows old…”


My palms were sweaty, my mother was there, somewhere in the room. What was she thinking? But my eyes were fixed on Madeline. The singer sang only to us and for the first time in my life, I knew joy. Bliss. A girl, a song, a touch, a dance. A genuine treasure of love that could only be found in my arms.


The part of me that is always ten remains forever in that room, with the voice of Clyde McPhatter whispering in my anxious ear, telling me to seek the treasure in my heart.


Four: “Bad Boy”


By the end of fourth grade, I’d started getting a handle on people, at least the ones who inhabited my southwest Philadelphia world. I clustered them into categories, and for the most part they acted accordingly: moms and dads, older brothers, aunts and uncles, cousins, best friends, grandmas, bullies, weirdos. Basic stuff, but it helped me navigate my world.


There was one outlier among the groups: the nuns who were my teachers at The Transfiguration of Our Lord Catholic School. They weren’t really women or girls—most of them were angular giants, Amazons from another galaxy, covered head to toe in dark blue “dresses.” They described themselves as “Brides of Christ” which sounded like a horror movie on Chiller Theater late on Saturday nights. They exuded power and control, wielding immense, blondish rulers that came thwap out of nowhere to command your attention. And they were experts at pulling your hair or banging your head against the blackboard. With either hand.


The nuns were scarier than The Creature from the Black Lagoon, and they knew how to leverage that fear, especially among us boys. Up until this point in our lives, we’d been able to charm older women with good manners and cute smiles. Not the nuns. They seemed to dislike us because we were boys, as if their main purpose in life was to keep us in line and knock us down to size.


Their secret weapon was words, specifically the words of the Baltimore Catechism, which we were forced to submit to during class time every day. Lord have mercy (trust me he wouldn’t) if you were called on and got nervous or choked and blew the response to the “Why Did God Make You?” The correct answer being: “God made me to know Him, to love Him, and to serve Him in this world and to be happy with Him forever in heaven.” Note the repetition of the masculine pronoun (grammar was something else the nuns taught us), which I’m sure must’ve pissed off the “Brides of Christ” to no end. It was, as James Brown would remind us later, a man’s world after all.


One day, Danny Brogdon blew the answer to that question. We’d just come in from a spirited game of “Buck Buck” on a hot September afternoon, and Sister Mary Elise, one of the less threatening Immaculate Heart of Mary nuns, asked Danny, “Why Did God Make You?” The poor kid was so gassed from spending the entire recess under the heft of Tubby Carter and Fats Williams that he forgot where he was and burst out “God didn’t make me, my parents did.”


Poor Danny would spend the rest of the month in the cloakroom, which as far as we knew had never harbored a single cloak. Coats, scarves, hats, nameless shadows, yes. But a cloak? Sister Mary Elise hung a sign outside the door reading, “Danny is a bad boy.”


The nuns saw things that way, black and white, cut and dried. We were bad boys or good boys. Nothing in between. And no redemption either. A bad boy like Danny, who had an angelic voice, a beatific smile, and was maybe the best altar boy ever, would never again be a good boy. Never.


Maybe that’s why he and I, when the nuns weren’t around, would harmonize to a song by a Doo-Wop group called the Jive Bombers, called, appropriately, “Bad Boy.” It didn’t tell a story like some songs, but there was something crazy and carefree about the way the lead singer would trill “la-la-la-la-la-la” and more “la-la-la-la-la-la” before telling us he was all dressed up in fancy clothes, not bothering to take the trouble to “blow my bubbles away-ay-ay.” He and his fellow Jive Bombers made it seem like being a bad boy wasn’t all that bad.


So Danny and I kept on singing. And obeying, most of the time, trying to figure out how the world we inhabited with our parents and siblings and friends had anything to do with good and bad, with the world of the “Brides of Christ” and the Baltimore Catechism. After lunch recess one sunny afternoon, Sister Mary Elise told us in her quiet, soothing voice to put our heads down on our desks and listen as she read us a book about a young rascal named Pompey Briggs, a boy a little older than we were, from a book called The Good Bad Boy. Sister Mary Elise didn’t so much read the story as perform it for us, and those 20 minutes after lunch recess became the best minutes of our fifth grade lives. I loved listening to the trials and tribulations of young Master Briggs. Even the girls in our class wanted to grow up to be Pompey Briggs.


The Good Bad Boy was written in a diary format which lent itself quite nicely to our daily rendering. Often, we’d beg Sister Mary Elise to read just one more excerpt, both because the story was enthralling and because we didn’t cotton to the alternative—having to recite the Baltimore Catechism all afternoon. For weeks, we were lost in The Good Bad Boy, following Pompey Briggs through his eighth-grade year at Holy Cross Catholic School, reliving his ups and downs from September to graduation in June. We got to know his family and friends, cheered him on during basketball games, laughed at the antics of his club known as the “Beaver Chiefs,” and agonized with him over algebra exams.


Meanwhile, Danny Brogdon, on parole from the cloakroom, joined me in a cheery chorus of “Bad Boy.” But were we really bad boys? I mean Pompey Briggs sure seemed like a bad boy, but the book was titled The Good Bad Boy.


And then came the last diary entry. The simple, surprise twist at the end of the book was that Pompey Briggs who was telling us his story as an adult was now Father Pompey Briggs. Meaning, I guess, that there was hope for all of us so-called bad boys.


I felt betrayed by that twist at the end, like I’d been set up somehow. As I looked around the classroom at all the crucifixes and Catechisms and pictures of Jesus and Joseph and all the guy Saints, I felt sorry for the girls in my class. Even the nuns. As hard as they might try, they’d never be a good, or even a bad, boy.


Five: “16 Candles”


I didn’t consider my brother Ron my friend. Brothers were just brothers, and friends, well, that was different. Besides he was nearly five years older, a teenager in Philadelphia which had to be one of the coolest things ever, a generation-defining experience that separated some of us from the rest. Cars or girls, hairstyles or clothes, my brother and his teenage pals were at the epicenter of everything new and cool and copied.


Especially the music, their rebellious rock and roll. Ron and his crowd were so far up the popularity food chain that they were too cool to go on Dick Clark’s American Bandstand.


“Only the squares show up there because they can,” Ron observed icily one afternoon.


Lucky for me, during those few times when my brother didn’t find me totally annoying or ignore me, I could bask in that adolescent glow a little myself. Sometimes he’d let me reply to something said by one of his buddies, receive a pat on the head from one of their breathtaking, bouffant-ed girlfriends, listen to them rehearse their own Doo-Wop songs, or snap my fingers to Elvis, Jackie Wilson, and all the “race” music he played by groups with bird names like Orioles and Flamingos.


As far as I could tell, the only things keeping my brother’s life from perfection were our mother and father, the ballast to his high wire act, tugging him back to earth. Sometimes they pulled too hard or yanked him in the wrong way. Not much of the generational back and forth involved our mom. She might not have been cool, but since she was a mom and did mom things like cook great meals and sign our report cards and give us our allowances, she usually got a pass.


It was different with our dad who had to act like he was the boss and tell us what we could and couldn’t do. I don’t think he liked playing the role, but it came with the fatherhood territory so when he was around, he took it on. If we didn’t comply, well, this was the 1950s so the consequences, which usually involved his belt or the back of his hand, were severe.


That’s why we almost always complied.


But for every cool thing going on in my brother’s life—from the perfect wave in his hair to the souped-up cars he rode around in with his buddies to the songs he was writing and singing—there was a corresponding downbeat in my dad’s life. His thinning hair, an obsolete automobile that barely made it around the block, and his intolerance for rock and roll music because it wasn’t HIS music. He was always—always—turning down the volume on our tiny record player.


These disparate worlds, on a collision course, collided spectacularly on Ron’s 16th birthday, January 23, 1959. It was a cold winter Saturday. My mom made Ron’s favorite dinner, lamb chops, and his favorite dessert, lemon meringue pie. The pie wouldn’t hold 16 candles, so we sang happy birthday with the kitchen light on.


No sooner had my brother wolfed down a huge piece of pie then he was out the door with Jimmy Porter, Tommy DeFelice, and three girls. Their destination was PAL, the Police Athletic League, where the coolest teenage Philly kids would be. Danny and the Juniors were scheduled to perform a song or two live there that night. According to my brother, Danny and company were going to switch to Dick Clark’s Swan Record label with the release of their brand-new single.


And all of this was happening on my brother Ron’s 16th birthday. How can one guy be so lucky?


Meanwhile, back at our house, poor little 11-year-old me was ordered to bed immediately after Gunsmoke, my dad’s favorite TV show. Maybe part of him wanted to be Marshall Dillon? I went off to sleep with dueling visions of guns blazing and teenagers dancing.


Hours later, I awakened to the sound of screeching tires, shouts and giggles, and car doors slamming. I crept to the top of the stairs to see my dad confronting my brother in our tiny vestibule, blocking his way into the house. My mom was standing a little further back, looking like she wanted to hide behind something that wasn’t there.


Ron looked like a million bucks in his bright white shirt sporting a perfectly knotted striped tie. His charcoal vest had a bright red rose pinned to the left side. He was twirling a 45-RPM record in his hand as my dad shouted stuff I had a hard time hearing. It didn’t help my dad’s mood that my brother was smiling the whole time.


Playing the role of referee, my mom slid between the two of them, pleading with my dad to let my brother explain why he was late.


His words came cascading, he almost sang them, and all I could remember hearing was “16 Candles, 16 candles, 16 candles.” As I watched his testimony, followed by my father’s cross-examination, I kept hearing that song by the Crests in my head.


“Happy birthday/Happy birthday baby…”


In a casual voice sure to raise our father’s hackles, Ron repeated that his girlfriend Peggy had dedicated “16 Candles” to him at the PAL dance and given him a copy of the record. The two of them had held hands, embraced, and danced arm in arm.


My brother and his girlfriend. In Philadelphia. At the Police Athletic League dance. Just the two of them. In a spotlight. And all this on Ron Bradley’s 16th birthday. I truly believed that my brother’s life could only go downhill from there.


Dad would have the last word, as 1950s dads would. He grabbed the copy of “16 Candles,” looked at it as if it were kryptonite, and threw it down on the vestibule floor, telling my brother in no uncertain terms that that he would never go to another PAL dance. In fact, since he was seriously flustered, what my dad actually said was “You’ll never go to another PAL dance on your 16th birthday.”


My brother smiled as he passed me at the top of the stairs on his way to our bedroom, whispering low enough so my parents couldn’t hear.


“Hell, I just did.”


Six: “Smoke Gets In Your Eyes”


There weren’t very many secrets growing up in those inner-city row houses. The walls were too thin, the voices too loud, the families too big. Even all the dogs and cats we called ours drifted back and forth from house to house, as I realized when my neighbor Frankie referred to the black cat we called “Smokey” as “Blackie.” Of course, being a cat, Smokey/Blackie didn’t respond to either name.


So, it was left to me and Frankie to fashion our own private confidences.


Frankie sported a slick pompadour in his jet-black hair and rolled up his white t-shirt sleeves way before it was cool. We invented games with the infinite packs of cigarettes that inhabited our households. His parents smoked Lucky Strikes and Pall Malls while mine favored Raleighs and Camels. Raleighs mainly because of the coupons on every pack and the four extras you got in a carton. My folks would save up the coupons to buy toasters and waffle irons that usually didn’t work. Frankie’s parents joked that you could use the Raleigh coupons to buy the iron lung you’d need from smoking so many cigarettes.


Our World War II veteran dads, long cigarette ashes dangling dangerously from their lips, loved the old standard “Smoke Gets in Your Eyes.” My father favored the version by Nat King Cole while Frankie’s dad, Frank senior, preferred Peggy Lee. When we tried to tell them that a new recording group, the Platters, had made a hit record of the song, they refused to listen. Maybe the smoke filling their homes got in their ears as well as their eyes.


Before we ever started sneaking and smoking their cigarettes, Frankie and I speculated on what the L. S. M. F. T. letters printed on the packs of Lucky Strike meant. “Lucky Strike Means Fine Tobacco” was the sanctioned answer, but we substituted “loose shits mean floating turds,” and laughed uproariously. “Okay smart guy,” Frankie posed a Perry Mason-like question one day, “what does In hock senior vank-ees mean?”


“Huh?”


“It’s here on the pack of Pall Malls.” Frankie pointed at the phrase In hoc signo vinces. Not yet altar boys, we didn’t recognize the words as Latin. “What does that mean?”


“I’m in hock for buying these ciggies?”


“Nah,” Frankie dismissed me proudly. “‘In this sign you will conquer.’”


“Come again?”


“In this sign you will conquer,’” he repeated.


“What sign and who’s conquering?”


“How should I know? I don’t buy the damn things. I’m just telling you what my folks say.”


But as far as we two pals were concerned, the best cigarette game was the one my brother Ron taught us about a pack of Camels.


“If you’re stuck in the desert,” he put to us, pointing to the front of the brownish-yellow cigarette pack with C-A-M-E-L spelled out in big bold letters and a one-humped creature next to two pyramids and three palm trees.” If you’re stuck out here in the desert, where’s the best place to be?”


“Under the palm trees?” Frankie guessed.


“Nope.”


“Under the camel?” I volunteered.


“Naaah.”


“Inside the pyramid?” We said in unison.


“Wrong again.” And then, with a sweeping “ta-da” gesture, my teenager-in-love brother would flip over to the back of the cigarette pack.


“No, spaz, you and your thirsty camel should go around back and check out the Casbah.”


Frankie and I laughed, oblivious to what a Casbah was. Later, we’d play the game ourselves for hours, reversing roles as we went. We even gave it a name—the riddle of the Camel and the Pyramid.


Eventually, Frankie and I grew tired of each other and our silly games and being best friends. He became something of a trendsetter, smoking and swearing and feeling up girls while I lagged far behind. The distance between us, physically just a porch railing and paper-thin wall, grew. Our dads didn’t hum “Smoke Gets in Your Eyes” anymore.


One day, I announced across the railing that separated our two porches that we were moving to Ohio because my dad was getting transferred. Frankie, a grown-up-looking 12-year-old, exhaled smoke from a Camel, put it out on his shoe, and said he and his family were moving too.


“Right next to Fairmount Park.” Frankie seemed puffed up. “Best place to be if you’re stuck in this fucking desert,” he snarled at me, as if we’d never been friends.


The road out of Philadelphia was paved with hard feelings and empty packs of cigarettes. Next stop, the wasteland known as Ohio.
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