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    Foreword



    Tom Dreesen is not my oldest friend, but he may be my best. I met him in 1975 in the driveway at The Comedy Store on Sunset Boulevard. I had just arrived from Indiana. I came to Los Angeles to become famous and wealthy. I soon learned there was a very long line of men and women in Los Angeles for the same reason. One was Tom. He was the first comic I got to know at The Comedy Store. It was like meeting the president of the Chamber of Commerce. He introduced himself, asked where I was from (Indiana), and then began talking about himself and, as of this printing, has not stopped.


    Tom really is Mr. Show Business. He has worked with Sammy Davis Jr., Frank Sinatra, Elvis Presley, Johnny Carson, Madonna, Barbra Streisand, Drake, Justin Bieber, Jesus, Kim Kardashian, Frankie Avalon, Cardi B, Janet Jackson, Lady Gaga, and others. He has entertained every president from Trump to Oprah. Tom is not only a great entertainer but a true humanitarian. Fifty years ago, Tom launched FFMAWWCST (Foundation for Men and Women Who Can’t Stop Talking). Ask anyone touched by Tom’s foundation (if you can get a word in) and they’ll tell you he’s changed their lives.


    Tom lives to love and loves to live. I don’t know what that means. But Tom has always been my friend. I stole his car. I set fire to his house. I pissed away his kids’ college fund on keno and prostitutes. After he finished the Death Valley one hundred-mile run, I drank his last Gatorade. And still, with all this and more, we are friends.


    For thirty years, I hosted a mildly successful late-night talk show and Tom was graciously a guest dozens of times, always well groomed, personable, and eager to perform. As we have grown older, Tom and I are still best friends, and of course, he is still talking. And oh, the stories! I haven’t read it yet. I’m sure I will, maybe this summer. You, however, should read this book immediately, and tell your friends. Like me, you will love Tom.”


     


    —David Letterman

  


  
    Introduction



    Riverbend Music Center, Cincinnati, Ohio

    September 7, 1986


    The evening was getting late. Frank Sinatra was into his closing number, “New York, New York,” and the crowd was going wild. It was a vintage Sinatra performance, full of verve, swagger, and showmanship, and Frank was really swinging that night.


    The Riverbend Center was one of those outdoor arenas with a roof above the audience, but with all the sides open. Because it was a warm and humid night, Frank’s voice was in top form. He once explained to me that on these kinds of nights, his throat (or “reed,” in his words) responded better. “Yah, da humidity loosens up my troat muscles,” he would laughingly say in his best New Jersey tough-guy accent.


    In all the years I toured as an opening act with world-class entertainers—Sammy Davis Jr., Natalie Cole, Smokey Robinson, Frankie Avalon, Gladys Knight & The Pips, Tony Orlando and Dawn, and Liza Minnelli, to name a few—one of my favorite things to do was to watch the headliner perform during the closing number. I always wanted to see how the audience reacted in the crescendo of the evening before rendering a final judgment on the show.


    On this night in Cincinnati, Frank warbled that final note on “New York, New York” and held it for what seemed like an eternity. The audience jumped to its feet, honoring him with a resounding, almost deafening roar. The orchestra continued to play while Frank took a brief bow and headed toward the wings. I was standing there, waiting for him as I always did.


    His legendary blue eyes flashed in my direction after scanning the crowd as he walked off the stage. As he approached, he gave me a satisfied half-smile and simply said, “Let’s go, Tommy.”


    Frank breezed right past me into the well-lit caverns of the arena toward the waiting limousine, with me a few steps behind. We jumped in, and the limo immediately began to move, climbing a ramp and emerging onto a street that was blocked off from pedestrian traffic. Seconds later, we were joined by a police escort of squad cars and motorcycles, lights flashing, as we sped to the airport, through the gates, and onto the private tarmac. Frank’s idling private jet was waiting for us, all revved up and ready to go the moment he stepped aboard, which was always the custom.


    Within a span of maybe seven minutes since Frank clipped the vibrato of his final note onstage, we were airborne, flying high over the arena where we had just performed. Most people in the audience had not even reached their cars in the parking lot. Next stop: Chicago, my hometown.


    I had been traveling as Frank Sinatra’s opening act since April 1983. No matter how many times we made these incredible exits, I never got over how quickly we vanished from the scene and headed for the next destination. But this night was special. For some reason, this night, I realized the extent of my good fortune: I was on tour and performing with the one and only Francis Albert Sinatra. There had to be thousands of entertainers who would kill for this opportunity—and here I was, the one guy who had overcome perhaps the longest odds, sitting aboard Sinatra’s private jet as we climbed north into the late-summer night.


    As the plane leveled off for the short hop to Chicago, Frank unbuckled his seat belt nonchalantly. “Great show tonight, Tommy. I heard some of your new material from backstage. Good stuff.”


    “Thanks, Boss. That means a lot,” I replied.


    He then began talking about Chicago and how much he enjoyed going there during his long career. You can hear that enthusiasm any time you hear “My Kind of Town” or “Chicago,” the classic standards celebrating the city that was beginning to appear over the dark horizon.


    Frank and “that toddlin’ town” were certainly kindred, metaphoric spirits, meant to coexist with one another—both vibrant, full of life, and always teeming with adventure and controlled, happy chaos. Frank’s eyes sparkled as he imagined out loud how much fun we were going to have. The city of Chicago had recently spent eight million dollars to renovate the old Chicago Theatre, and we were going to be the first performers to inaugurate the new digs. “We’ll knock ’em dead, Tommy,” he said.


    At that moment, the strangest thing happened. My head began to spin and a lump rose in my throat. Appearing around the country with this living legend and enjoying all the wonderful perks of that life had not really hit me. This night, I got knocked square in the jaw.


    Frank continued talking in his big, boisterous way, but I was barely listening. All I could think was, “Oh my God. I’m in Frank Sinatra’s jet. We’re flying to my hometown. My name is going to be in lights on the marquee of the Chicago Theatre with the ‘Chairman of the Board.’”


    My mind flashed back to my years in taverns on the South Side of Chicago after working as a laborer on construction sites. Frank’s voice percolated out of the jukebox for a mere nickel, singing songs like “Come Fly with Me.” Now, here I was, flying with him in the most literal sense, and he’s telling me how we’re gonna knock ’em dead in Chicago.


    I looked out the window of the plane and locked my gaze on the rising moon in the night sky. Tears began to form in my eyes. I bit the inside of my cheek to keep the moisture at bay and attempted to focus on his words. I’m glad Frank kept talking, because I would have blubbered had I tried to speak.


    I go back a long way with Frank Sinatra and jukeboxes. The first time I remember hearing his voice was as a young boy in those same taverns in the blue-collar neighborhood of Harvey, Illinois. If America is indeed a melting pot of cultures and backgrounds, then Harvey represented the stew inside. The town was a wonderful mix of people from all races and creeds, churches of all denominations, and patrons of all taverns. Man alive, did we have taverns. Thirty-six in all—serving a population of about thirty thousand.


    When I was in second grade, I started shining shoes at night in all the saloons around the factories that dotted my neighborhood. At that time, as it seems to be now, Frank Sinatra’s songs were a staple of the magical music boxes that orchestrated an evening at hand. Whenever one of his songs came on, rising gently over the familiar din of tavern talk, laughter, and the clink of glasses or thud of bottles on the bar, you could almost feel the reverence of the patrons rise too.


    Frank’s music served as an aspirational anthem for the working class, a soundtrack of the emotions and experiences of what could be in life, even if it wasn’t possible in your own. As a kid who’d made good from the similar streets of Hoboken, New Jersey, Frank had earned the praise and respect of his tavern brethren in Harvey, and of those in thousands of saloons across the country.


    I am a born and bred product of Harvey. I’m proud of this. No matter where my life takes me, I feel like I’ve never strayed too far from my old neighborhood. I can close my eyes and, in a heartbeat, summon up the image of a little boy wearing raggedy clothes, hauling a worn wooden shoeshine box from bar to bar in the bitter cold.


    That job, along with selling newspapers, setting pins in bowling alleys in the winter, and caddying for golfers in the summer, is how I earned money to help feed my brothers and sisters at home. Those jobs kept me busy and mostly out of trouble, but they also kept me from Little League baseball fields and other childhood activities I would have preferred—although most of my childhood pals didn’t have eight kids in the family or two parents who enjoyed alcohol and barhopping and arguing loudly into the wee hours of the morning. That was my childhood, and the funny thing is, I’m not bitter. I am what I am, and I am grateful for what I have.


    However, I don’t think you can grow up the way I did and completely wash the experience away. If you were ever hungry as a child, really hungry, that feeling in your stomach is never far removed; it defines how you face the world when the world is finally yours to face on your own terms. I’m not championing or making excuses for how others handled similar circumstances. My only point is that every individual can decide to make a better life. Some of us were blessed to finally catch a real break, and looking back, I am aware of my fortune.


    I am a big baseball fan, the greatest game America ever invented. Those who know and love baseball will tell you that it’s a game of inches. A ball hit one inch this way or that way, or a pitch thrown here rather than there, can be the difference between victory and defeat. I believe life is the same way, but rather than inches, a life can be defined by the metric of a few key moments. There were many days I wasn’t sure things would turn out for me at all, but I worked my ass off to make sure I was ready to take advantage of my moments when they appeared.


    I’ve been in show business now for more than fifty years—since September of 1969, when I went onstage for the first time alongside Tim Reid. We were “Tim and Tom,” America’s first black and white comedy team. Sadly, we turned out to be the last. My career has taken me many places and afforded me the opportunity to perform on the same bill as some of the greatest performers this world has ever known. But nothing could compare to my time performing with Frank Sinatra.


    By the time our jet landed, Riverbend Music Center seemed like it was a million miles behind us. The wistful narrator in my head perhaps made it feel that way. This I know for sure: I was glad to be back home and on the other side of the mountain, and I finally acknowledged how deeply fortunate I was at that moment in my life.


    Sinatra and I went on to enjoy a very successful week at the Chicago Theatre. I continued to travel with Frank for thirteen years, doing as many as fifty cities a year from coast to coast, including all the great venues in gambling towns like Las Vegas, Atlantic City, Reno, and Lake Tahoe. While New York City may be known as the “city that never sleeps,” these towns get maybe a few hours of shut-eye a night, and I’ve got vivid memories of each place.


    The feeling of pride and nostalgia that overwhelmed me that night as we flew to Chicago never happened to me again. I can’t explain why it happened at all, but it’s a moment I’ll never forget. Life is funny—and cruel. My life has brought me to tears, in equal parts sorrow and joy. I’m a composite figure of the happy and sad times I’ve experienced over the years, and I’m better for having gone through it all.


    I’d like to share some of those moments with you now.
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    I never gave it much thought that we didn’t have a car. The Dreesen kids, eight of us in all, were accustomed to walking everywhere in our hometown of Harvey, Illinois, a small suburb on the South Side of Chicago.


    It was Thursday, October 28, 1948. I had just turned nine years old, and the town was abuzz with excitement. People lined the streets and spoke among themselves with delight as they looked intently up the road. In the distance, car horns began to honk repeatedly, signaling the advent of…something.


    Then the cars appeared, all in a line, a motorcade moving slowly, parade-style, up 154th Street. The procession grew closer, and a handsome young man came into sight, sitting in the back seat of a fancy red convertible, waving to the throngs of people who had gathered to see him. The motorcade turned south on Center Avenue and headed toward the Elks Club on 155th Street.


    I watched the scene unfold from a street corner where I was selling copies of the Harvey Tribune, our local newspaper. “Hey, what’s going on?” I asked a man who had just traded me a nickel for a newspaper.


    “It’s Lou Boudreau Day!” the man answered, looking at me as if I should know. “He’s a famous ballplayer from Harvey who plays shortstop for the Cleveland Indians and also manages the team. They just won the World Series, for Chrissake!”


    “WOW!” I said as the man walked away, newspaper tucked under his arm while giving me one last bewildered look. I didn’t know who Lou Boudreau was, but I felt a burst of euphoria that made me want to be part of this. I sold as many papers as I could before the excitement of the festivities overtook me and I began to follow the trailing throng. I reached the Elks Club just as a luncheon of local dignitaries honoring Lou Boudreau was finishing. Boudreau was standing on the front steps of the club, saying a few words to the admiring crowd.


    I watched in awe as people cheered for our hometown hero. He received thunderous applause at the conclusion of his speech and then got into his waiting convertible for the ride to the football field at Thornton Township High School, Boudreau’s alma mater, where he and other celebrities would gather for a brief ceremony.


    The procession of cars roared to life once more and followed the convertible. The sound of blaring car horns again filled the air, adding to the sense of jubilation. I began to follow the procession on foot, but soon the line of cars moved out of sight. As I hurried my pace and my breath quickened, I thought to myself, “Gee, if Dad had a car, we could ride together and blow the horn like everyone else.” My next thought disabused me of that notion. The Dreesens didn’t have enough money for a car, and even if we did, it was probably safer for everyone that Dad didn’t drive, since he often drank a lot.


    After another long walk, I arrived at the high school to see that the ceremony was over. Everyone seemed to be gone, except for one lady who was surrounded by little children waiting for her autograph. Her name was Fran Allison, a television star on a show called Kukla, Fran and Ollie. I didn’t know anything about her or the TV show. We had no money for a television set either, but that didn’t stop me from wanting her autograph. What the hell, I had just walked all that way trying to find Mr. Lou Boudreau. I might as well say hello to Ms. Fran Allison, whoever she was.


    I took my place behind a line of kids who had notebooks and little cards for her to sign. I didn’t have anything, so I picked up a discarded ice cream wrapper from the ground as I got to the front.


    “You want me to sign this?” she said, not sounding flattered.


    “Yes, ma’am, please.”


    “Do you have something to write with?”


    I didn’t. She looked around and borrowed a pencil from another child standing nearby.


    “Here you go, sweetie,” she said, handing back the ice cream wrapper with her signature scrawled across it—the first autograph I had ever received.


    As I walked home, I kept thinking about what I had witnessed that day. I thought about how excited everyone was that someone from Harvey was famous. I thought about how famous Lou Boudreau must be to have such a special day planned in his honor. And as little boys often do, I began to daydream about a scene where I was driven down the main street of Harvey, waving at a crowd who had come out to cheer for me.


    It certainly didn’t seem likely to happen—but what good is a boy without his dreams to keep him occupied?
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    Harvey, Illinois, was founded in 1891 as a “temperance town,” the manifestation of a social movement that shunned the consumption of alcohol—a groundswell force of Puritanism that helped usher in the Prohibition Era in the United States. Harvey became a municipal laboratory of sorts, although I’m not sure the lesson of the experiment resonated or took hold among the citizenry, and certainly not after the end of Prohibition.


    It was 1943, the height of World War II, and I was nearly four years old. If I reach deep into the furthest corners of my mind, I can still see clearly our apartment on 147th Street. The front room overlooked a tavern across the street—a view that quickly gave way to the sight of the railroad line behind the tavern that separated the neighborhood from the steel mill, which was situated just beyond the tracks. The mill was called Ingalls-Shepard, and most of the neighborhood men worked there during one of three shifts, doing their part to help equip the military boys halfway across the world in the Pacific theater.


    Off the front room was the bedroom where Mom and Dad slept, then a small living room in the center of the apartment. We had a small kitchen, with a bedroom off to the side that I shared with my older sister, Darlene, and our older brother, Glenn. I was the third of eight eventual kids.


    Our apartment was located directly above Polizzi’s Tavern, which was owned by my Uncle Frank and Aunt Marge, my mother’s sister. Situated directly behind the bar was a small apartment where they lived and raised their two sons.


    I remember many nights being in my bedroom and hearing the music coming from the tavern’s jukebox during the lulls between passing trains. My mom sometimes helped Uncle Frank by tending bar late into the night. Occasionally, the sound of her voice would waft into my consciousness, rising above the clinking of mugs and mumble of drunken voices. I remember hearing her sing along with the jukebox, or in a spontaneous duet with Uncle Frank to harmonize on “Galway Bay” or another Irish dirge—a vocal skill she later taught me and my siblings.


    I recall other sounds too, like the loud, bass-like thumps coming from the hammer shop down the street, which pounded through the night to manufacture crankshafts destined for military vehicles around the world. In between that rhythmic beating of hot, sparking metal, I heard the screaming sounds of the Grand Trunk Railway, where locomotives would whoosh through once an hour at high speeds, punctuated by the creaky whine of the intersection gates moving up and down in sync with the symphony of flashing red lights and clanging signal bells. These sounds of the night, familiar to us since birth, simply served as soothing white noise, the native backdrop to our subconscious. Somehow, we slept through it all.


    My mother was born Glenore Algoe in Pontiac, Illinois, the youngest daughter of Irish Catholic parents who emigrated to New York’s harbor in the 1870s. Pontiac was a small town on the banks of the Vermilion River, a meager dot of human activity otherwise surrounded by farmland. In addition to fertile soil, the town was known for its proximity to the Pontiac Correctional Center, a gated community for many who didn’t find honest farming to be an interesting enough pursuit.


    Mom had three older sisters: Marge, Gladys, and Mabel. They all lived under the shadow of their brother, Joe, who was tragically killed in a car accident when my mom was a young girl. When Marge moved from Pontiac to Harvey, Illinois, and married Frank Polizzi, my grandmother went to live with them and brought along my mom, who was eleven at the time. Mom attended Ascension Catholic School, which I would one day attend myself.


    As was typical in those days, when my Mom turned sixteen, she joined the workforce and took a job at the Chicago Stove Works factory in Harvey, which made stoves and other household appliances. Mom was very close to her sister Marge and, by extension, her husband, Frank. In fact, it was Frank who was responsible for introducing Mom to the man she would marry.


    Walter Dreesen’s parents emigrated from Germany and set down roots in Riverdale, Illinois, a small town next to Harvey. He was also the baby of his family, with an older sister and brother. Dad was musically inclined and learned how to play the trumpet at an early age, a skill he excelled at enough to land him first chair at Thornton Township High School. After graduation, he took off for a life in vaudeville, playing the trumpet and performing around the country before returning to Riverdale when he was in his early thirties.


    Frank Polizzi was also a musician, fronting a band called The Venetianaires. Frank was looking for additional members to join his band and drove to Riverdale to scout a young trumpet player he’d heard about who had just returned from the vaudeville circuit. He found young Walter Dreesen playing pinochle in the back of a tavern and recruited him to become a Venetianaire. Walter told him that he was planning to return soon to New York City but agreed to play a few gigs until then. Later that night, Frank introduced Walter to several friends and family members, including his sister-in-law, Glenore.


    Dad joined the band and quickly began a relationship with Glenore, which soon led to them getting married and her becoming pregnant, although the exact chronology is a matter of debate. Walter Dreesen never returned to New York City or vaudeville after that chance encounter. Instead, he set off to build a life in Harvey.


    * * *


    We didn’t have a lot growing up, but Mom and Dad both had steady jobs to help make ends meet. Dad spent his days in Blue Island, another town close to Harvey, working at a factory called Libby, McNeil and Libby that made canned goods. Mom worked nights in Polizzi’s Tavern. I’d jostle awake in my bed sometime when I heard her come through the front door in the middle of the night, after closing out the register and cleaning the bar. Since Mom worked nights, it meant that I had her all to myself during the day while the older kids were in school, even though she would often take long afternoon naps.


    It’s hard to believe how much freedom kids had in those days, but I certainly had a lot of latitude in my comings and goings. Even at a tender age, I would wander out in front of the apartment and play on the sidewalk and talk to everyone passing by, or walk around the neighborhood and talk to the woman named Marie, who owned a little grocery store, or visit with Leo, who owned the hardware store.


    Sparrow’s Tavern was on the corner, owned by Mr. and Mrs. Sparrow, as we called them (their actual surname was Wroblewski). I would often mosey into Sparrow’s and talk to Virgil, the bartender, and any customers drinking during the day shift.


    Little did I know that one day I would be a bartender in that same tavern after I returned from serving in the Navy. If little kids had come in during the middle of the day and talked to me, I would have silently wondered, “Don’t these kids have parents?” But in my day, it was commonplace.


    When I think back on those very early years and the adults in my world, they all had a couple of things in common—mainly alcohol and cigarettes, which they enjoyed to excess. There were thirty-six taverns in the town of Harvey back then, including six within two blocks of our apartment. Rarely were any of them empty, no matter the hour.


    Harvey provided a classic midwestern American backdrop, where hard work fell in love with hard living. It was common for men to get off work at the factories and immediately head for one of those more inviting establishments to blow off some steam over a few beers or shots before going home for dinner. It was also not uncommon for some of those fellas to have a shot and beer before they went to work.


    To some, taverns were as important to Harvey’s community fabric as churches, and each had its tribe of loyal followers. Children were always welcome inside the taverns, especially on “fish fry” Friday nights for the Catholics who didn’t eat meat that day. Protestants and Jews were always welcome to join, and many did.


    Our parents would stroll into the tavern, children in tow, and seat us all at a table in the back. They’d order sodas for us kids while they went and sat at the bar to drink, occasionally looking over to make sure we were all still on the premises and not misbehaving too much.


    In those days, foul language was never permitted in the taverns and considered highly inappropriate and disrespectful—especially when women or children were in the place. If some guy swore while telling a story or a joke, or after stubbing his toe on the jukebox, the other patrons or the owner would quickly reprimand him for the infraction. And if the off-color language continued, he was quickly thrown out, often physically, and sometimes banned entirely.


    There were tavern bowling leagues in the winter and softball leagues in the summer. After the games, everyone went back to the tavern to verbally replay their athletic exploits over drinks and smokes. Some of them stayed for a drink or two and then headed home, while others stuck around until the place closed at 2:00 a.m.


    Every fall, there was a big community picnic where all the taverns set up booths serving hot dogs and hamburgers, and, of course, beer, with tables nearby where families could sit and eat and mingle with other families and stragglers. The organizers set up an area with games for the children to play, with prizes for the winners. The adults played horseshoes and gambled on the outcome, and no matter who won or lost, they celebrated or brooded by drinking.


    Tavern owners in Harvey were unquestionably the celebrities of the neighborhood because their names were on the signs outside. When you went inside a place, more likely than not the owners were behind the bar, holding court and regaling customers with stories and jokes for hours on end, as if on a stage.


    Most people in those days would tell you that the reason they frequented one bar rather than another was because they felt a connection to the owner or the bartender. Alcohol is alcohol after all, and in Harvey, it flowed fast and freely. Often it was the name on the sign outside the tavern that drew patrons in to see the personality behind the bar.


    There was no one in Harvey more accomplished in the art of alcohol-anchored entertainment than Uncle Frank. My earliest childhood memories are of going into that tavern and seeing him behind the bar. I admired him greatly, and looking back, it was my first exposure to the life of a performance artist—someone whose entire existence was to entertain a captive audience.


    I loved watching him at his best, behind the bar—his bar—telling jokes and laughing along with the patrons. It meant something to him, a responsibility to honor those who chose his bar over the dozens of others in the vicinity. Sometimes when the mood struck him right, he’d begin to sing songs—or pull out his saxophone from behind the bar and play between slinging drinks or making wisecracks. The customers always enjoyed the spontaneous performances. Lord knows they were searching for something to take their minds off their crummy jobs or bad luck or lousy situations in life. Uncle Frank supplied the tonic and balm, providing them with a personal, if temporary, vacation close to home. The next night, they’d likely be back for more.


    I always felt a sense of warmth and comfort to know Uncle Frank was so close, just beneath our apartment, perpetually holding court. He was truly my favorite uncle. I had a strong affection for him, and he reciprocated by doing nice little things for me, like slipping me a quarter when no one was looking. For my fifth birthday, he bought me a brand-new cowboy outfit. It was a classic western costume, replete with a vest and chaps and a belt that holstered a toy six-shooter, which I loved.


    My older brother, Glenn, was eight and a little jealous; he didn’t understand why Uncle Frank had gone out of his way for me. But Uncle Frank downplayed it, saying that he saw the outfit on sale in a store and just had to get it for me, little Tommy.


    When tavern owners wandered outside their establishments during daytime hours, they were often recognized and treated as stars, like when elementary students spot a favorite teacher doing normal, everyday things outside of school. Everyone knew who they were and identified them with proper reverence: “Look, it’s Al!” (Al’s Corner Club); “Hey, there goes Ed!” (Ed’s Curve Inn); “Wait, is that Fuzzy?” (Fuzzy’s Tap). “Hiya, Mrs. Sparrow.” (Sparrow’s Tavern).


    We even had a bar called Johnny’s Gay Club. Back in those days, the word “gay” was universally recognized as a synonym for “happy.” And Johnny was happy—how could he not be? After all, he owned his own tavern with his name on the sign outside, which made him a resident celebrity.


    In my case, the sightings were even more personal. “Hiya, Uncle Frank!” I’d say, when I saw my mom’s brother-in-law on the street. He would wave or come over and give me a hug, his celebrity passing to me through an anointing embrace. Uncle Frank was so popular that he decided to run for elected office several times. He never won, but his prominence in the community never diminished. He continued his own brand of public service in a full room of constituents every night.


    I always felt an affinity when I was around Uncle Frank and his family. Aunt Margie, my mom’s oldest sister, had jet-black hair and kind eyes. A lady if there ever was one, she was well mannered, well groomed, soft spoken, and eternally kind. I never heard her raise her voice, except when she was singing in church. She was a true Catholic, attending church every Sunday and Benediction on Tuesdays. She adored Uncle Frank and took pride in raising their sons, Don and Richard, who was better known as “Buzz.”


    She’d often whisper to me as an aside, “Tommy, you know that you’re my favorite nephew,” and I’d reciprocate by assuring her she was my favorite aunt, which she was. I was also real close to my cousins, Buzz especially. He was five years older than I and taught me a lot about living, including how to impress girls. For Buzz, this came naturally. He was an extremely handsome guy, and one day, as we were walking on the street, a girl was eyeballing him so intently that she walked straight into a parking meter.


    When he was in eighth grade and I was in third, Buzz taught altar boys how to serve Mass by taking the “priest part,” which meant that he played the role of the priest and showed us what to do as we practiced the protocols of a Mass ceremony. He was a very intelligent guy who later became bipolar and experienced a lot of tragedy in life.


    The Dreesens and Polizzis functioned as one big family. For years, we lived in such proximity that it felt like we were all brothers and sisters, and in many ways, we were. The Dreesen siblings, however, were connected in a more intangible way.


    As glib and joyous as tavern life seemed, there was a distinctive underside, which I learned firsthand from the lifelong habits of my dad. When the whistle blew and his workday was done, his evenings began and often lasted well into the following day.


    Dad never drank wine or whiskey, only beer, and Lord knows, he could put it away. No one was ever considered an alcoholic when I was growing up. Although Dad was unquestionably an alcoholic, most people would say, “Nah, he only drinks beer,” as if there were no alcohol in beer. Mom would never call him or anyone else an alcoholic. To pacify us after some fatherly transgression, whether it was missing a ball game or forgetting a birthday, she was quick to say, with a forced smile on her face, “Well, you know, your father likes his beer.” She’d leave it at that, and we learned to as well.


    At some point, I realized that, while he certainly liked his beer, he also liked your beer, and the neighbors’ beer. I often joked that Daddy would rather hear that he had six months to live than to hear that we were out of Schlitz. Everyone gave his alcoholism a pass, employing a convenience of choice to look the other way. For my mom and his family at home, it was impossible to miss the ramifications of his own national pastime.
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    There are two days that I remember most growing up. The first is August 20, 1944, the day my sister Judi was born. My venerated distinction as the baby of the family was taken away in one fell swoop by this tiny little intruder. Years later, I read that when you’re no longer the baby of the family, you become resentful, envious, and sometimes downright mean to the sibling who dethroned you. I was shocked to read that, because I adored that cute little girl. I love her even more today.


    My brother Glenn was three years older than I, with blond hair and blue eyes. He was a bigger guy, but quiet and reserved until provoked. Glenn would pick on me like all big brothers do, but he wouldn’t let anyone else do so. Everyone knew that to mess with me was to mess with Glenn, and that wasn’t a good idea.


    Darlene was eighteen months older than I. She had a real Irish beauty about her—mahogany hair, crystal blue eyes, and freckles, a feature that she resented but that also defined her. Like Glenn, she was quiet by nature and possessed a strong instinct to care for her family, especially me. I can’t remember a day when she wasn’t holding my hand to cross the street, lifting my spirits when I was down, or just making sure I knew how much she loved me. She was my second mother in every regard for her entire life.


    The other day that I recall is September 2, 1945, which was just nine days before my sixth birthday. I was playing on the sidewalk when the steel mills’ hammers suddenly stopped and the shift signal whistles began to blow loudly, again and again. Cars horns were blaring, and people were rushing out from the factories and into streets before streaming into the bars. They were hugging one another, laughing and crying and shouting, “The war is over! The war is over!”


    I was playing with friends in the street when this abnormal commotion began. Confused, I quickly ran upstairs to tell my mom and dad. They excitedly shared the significance of the moment, and Dad immediately pulled a quart of beer out of a bag, ready to take part in this worldwide celebration. I ran back down the stairs and stood out in front of the tavern, waiting patiently to see the soldiers I was so sure were going to march over the railroad tracks at any moment.


    I waited until dark, when Mom finally called me to come back upstairs. The soldiers didn’t come home that night, but they slowly came home in the weeks that followed, one at a time, from all branches of the service. Harvey was well represented by young individuals serving in our armed forces, and as was the case for so many other towns across America, many hometown boys did not return home.


    Those who did return home soon populated all the taverns in Harvey. The two things they had in common were that they liked drinking, and none of them liked talking about their exploits. They would acknowledge each other with a firm nod of the head or a knowing glance, quietly honoring the fact they had shared experiences witnessing the ugliest of humanity before turning their attention back to the drink in front of them.


    Times were lean and things weren’t always pleasant for my family, yet I still have fond, romanticized memories of that neighborhood. I remember being sad when we moved from our apartment above Polizzi’s Tavern at the end of my second-grade year to a place about a mile and a half away.


    Our new address was 15040 Vail Avenue, a small house that my parents rented. It was smaller than our old place, and there were no taverns in sight. After one day in the new place, I became wide-eyed with wonder and inquisitiveness because most of our neighbors were “colored.” Much like the term “gay,” this is another word imbued with a definition that has evolved over time—in fact, it seems so strange and inappropriate to even type that word, but that was considered proper terminology in those days.


    My new surroundings placed me squarely in a world that was both white and black, and I didn’t distinguish any difference. The day after we moved in, I began to wander around, exploring the new neighborhood, and happened upon a place that would change my life.


    I was walking along 151st Street when I looked to my right and saw that there was a little nine-hole public golf course called the Dixie Hi. I was passing what I later learned was the fourth hole, and to my left stood five black boys who were all a little older than me. They were on the street, staring at a tee box about two hundred yards away where a foursome of golfers was teeing off. I have never really been shy, and curious to know what the object of their interest was, I walked right up to them and said, “Hey, what are you guys doing?”


    They all kept their eyes on the tee, but one of them glanced my way and said out of the side of his mouth, “We’re ball hawking, man.”


    “What is ball hawking?” I curiously replied.


    The answer came almost immediately when one of the golfers got ahold of his drive shot and hit a ball over the fence and into the field about fifty yards to our left. All five of the boys bolted across the street and into the field and spread out like hawks, looking for prey. It only took maybe twenty seconds for one of them to claim victory and yell, “I got it!”


    The other boys walked back slowly, heads a bit hung, as their triumphant buddy came running back toward the fence with the stray ball and yelled out to the approaching player, “Sir, I found your ball!” The player came over to the fence and said thank you and asked if he could have it back. The boy looked him straight in the eye and said, “Fifteen cents.” “I’ll give you ten cents,” the player said, to which the kid agreed and exchanged the ball for the dime in a swift, smooth transaction.


    I was immediately hooked by the erratic sport of it all—plus the chance to make a little money doing something as ingenious and entrepreneurial as ball hawking. Competition was fierce. There was always a group of kids assembled along that fence line, mostly regulars but occasionally some other newbies, all waiting for the next round of misfired shots to clear the fence.


    There was a certain athleticism required to be any good at the rogue sport of ball hawking—a mix between being an agile center fielder and a lightning-fast track sprinter. First, you had to locate the ball as it was hit off the tee against the backdrop of the sky, keeping an eye on its trajectory as it sailed over the fence for parts unknown. At the same time, you had to already be in a dead sprint toward the spot you calculated the ball would land in the field, battling the waist-high grass along the way with a high step and a swinging of the arms to help clear a path for your feet. And you certainly had to be as fast as or faster than the other guys who were practicing the same techniques. When the ball bounced into the field and you saw it, you swooped in like a hawk to claim your prize, an almost guaranteed winning ticket for which loose change was immediately paid.


    There was another way to make money outside of the golf course, and that was to separate from the pack of ball hawks along the fence and walk solo around the perimeter of the course, where golfers might hit a stray ball and never give it a second thought. Some balls were shanked so badly and so far out of bounds and difficult to spot from the sanctuary of the fairway that it wasn’t worth the golfer’s time to traipse around for five minutes, holding up the game for the other fellas. Thank God for terrible golfers, because finding those balls was like finding dimpled spheres of gold. Once secured and wiped clean with a little spit and a pocket rag, you could then sell the balls back to the players for more money. The general condition and brand of the ball helped to determine the sale price, anywhere from ten cents to a quarter (Spaldings and Titleists fetched more than a “Po-Do,” Walgreens’ private-label ball for the budget-conscious duffer).


    A dime went pretty far in those days, and a successful day of chasing down five or six balls meant that I could walk away at sundown with enough money to bring a smile to my mom’s face when I plunked down a handful of change on the kitchen table. “Well look at this,” she’d say, taking fifty cents and then handing me back a dime for my efforts. It made me proud that I was able to help our family, even a little bit.


    I continued to ball hawk for several years, and I cannot remember a happier time as I scraped together a small income to bring home. The skills I acquired in that noble pursuit also helped me a few years later when I “graduated” to the other side of the fence and became a caddy.


    There was one man I caddied for named Leo Sample, who owned a drugstore in Harvey. He was my regular, and whenever he played, he asked for me. It was rare when I could not track down a ball hit by a player for whom I was caddying, and I never lost a ball for Leo all year.


    Leo once got ahold of a ball and hit a monster 200-yard line drive. The shot looked beautiful for about three seconds, until the spin began to slice it hard right, straight into the bank of a creek. I saw mud fly up and immediately “marked it” as I went tearing off toward it, only to hear Leo shout, “Leave it alone, son. It’s lost.” I disobeyed and kept sprinting, making my way along the bank, where I plucked the ball out of the mud and cleaned it off before triumphantly handing it back to him. Leo was stunned. In front of all the other players and caddies, he chortled, “Will you look at this kid? He’s a goddamned bird dog!” From that time on, the caddies called me “Bird Dog,” which I took as a great compliment. Looking back, it defined what I would have to do to succeed in life.
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    The Dreesens weren’t the only white family in the neighborhood. There were several others, and I became friends with some of the white kids my age, but they didn’t mingle or play with the black kids like I did. I never understood why, but I did know that I was learning a lot of life lessons from my new friends of a different color.


    For one thing, they taught me a game called “mumble the peg” that was played with a pocket-knife. The goal was to complete a course of stunts with the knife, ideally without slicing your digits in the process. At the end of the game, you would take a small branch and whittle it down to a peg, and then each boy would get three whacks on the peg with the heavy end of the knife to pound it into the ground. The loser of the game was supposed to put his face in the ground and dig the peg out with his teeth, bobbing for wood as it were.


    That’s the way the white boys played the game anyway. The black boys played a little differently. On those rules, whoever lost had to go through a gauntlet of pain called “the paddle machine.” The players would spread their legs wide while the loser crawled as fast as possible through those arcs of flesh, leather belt straps cracking the loser hard across the ass the entire way. It took me a while to learn the intricacies of the game, so I often lost a couple of games a day, which was about all I could handle—my ass was sore. But my competitive nature kept me going back for more.


    I spent a lot of time scrambling through that paddle machine before I learned to play the game. But I also learned that, like baseball, there was no crying in mumble the peg. You took your whupping, cringed from the pain, and held back the tears however you could. It hurt like hell, but I earned respect because I kept at the game until I became good enough to compete with the best of them, even though I took some beatings along the way.


    As often happens when young boys spend a lot of time together in the years when testosterone tends to swirl at a crazy rate, a fight would occasionally break out. When it did, and if it involved you, it was important to stand up to anyone you believed was taking advantage of you. You didn’t always have to fight, but if you didn’t, you lost the respect of the others. I learned early on that even if you lost but put up a good fight, it earned you some “cred.”


    There was one boy in the neighborhood that no one messed with. His name was Everett Nicholson, and for whatever reason, his nickname was “Goochie.” He was about five years older than I and never spoke directly to any of us boys. He would just quietly walk by all of us and maybe offer an authoritative nod. All the other guys would whisper, “Are you crazy? Don’t screw with Goochie. You don’t want to be on the wrong side of Goochie.”


    Goochie was the epitome of “walk softly but carry a big stick.” He never started trouble and, in fact, viewed fighting as a means of last resort. When trouble brewed, Goochie used his brawn and presence to try and talk people out of confrontations so they could sort things out civilly. But if you got in his face, all bets were off, because Goochie was an undisputed badass.


    Goochie’s father was also a man of respect, but in a different way. We called him “Mr. Nicholson,” because he had worked hard to earn the respect of everyone in the neighborhood. He was the first black businessman in Harvey and founded a plumbing company called Nicholson Plumbing. Goochie worked for his dad after school and on weekends. One day, Goochie was walking home after work when he really saved my ass—a moment that would become the foundation for a long-lasting friendship.


    The biggest problem I had in the fight scene those days was in the form of two brothers, Curtis and Damon. If I got sideways with one brother and we ended up sparring, the other brother would knock me down, so that the first brother could pivot and get on top to pummel me. This was going on when Goochie happened to be walking by and saw Damon and me in a scrap.


    After observing the scene for about a minute, Goochie intervened and pulled Damon off me, threw him back into a standing position, and then got right in his face. Speaking with an unmistakable sternness, Goochie looked at the brothers and said, “From now on, if you fight that white boy, you do it one at a time. You hear?”


    They heard all right, and it never happened again. Word began to spread around that I was “Goochie’s boy.” I wasn’t under his protection per se, but I sure didn’t say anything to dispel that notion, and from that time on, I would strike up a conversation with Goochie every time I saw him. He was always cordial to me, but over time, we began to converse more, and one day, I made him laugh while doing an impression of his younger brother, Leroy.


    Goochie and I built a friendship that lasted until his death fifty-five years later. He was a part of my early comedy routines, and I talked about him numerous times on national television and on stages all over America. Years later, when I released my comedy album, That White Boy’s Crazy, Goochie was in the cover photo. He enjoyed that, and we remained friends to his dying day.
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