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  Chapter 1. The Man on the Roof




  When a father dies, it is customary to forage through stored memories to conjure up an image that bathes him in the most heroic light. A single memory from my childhood

  eclipses all others. One Thursday night when I was thirteen years old, my father was standing alone in the kitchen of our Philadelphia row home, downing one of the ghastly local brews he’d

  long fancied. He was talking to himself, delivering some variation on his stock “O tempora, O mores” peroration, deploring the latest indignities that vested interests had imposed on

  the working man. The engulfing darkness of the civil rights movement, the demise of the Big Bands, and the collapse of Holy Mother Church as a viable institution were his other standard themes. We

  never knew whether he thought that the rest of us were listening attentively or were merely indulging him. Though the truth is, he never really required much in the way of an audience; often, when

  he entered the Ciceronian mode, he was content to declaim to an empty room.




  That night, something unexpected interrupted his jeremiad. Hearing tiny steps approaching, he looked up and realized that the swinging door connecting the dining room to the kitchen was about to

  smash my five-year-old sister in the face. The bottom of the door was solid wood—thick but innocuous—but the pane above it was a taut sheet of rippled glass. This was the section that

  would have struck my sister right around eye level.




  Mary Ann, his third daughter and fourth child, was chubby and angelic, the only member of the family everyone liked. She was, the rest of us contended, though she furiously denied it, a

  beneficiary of the Final Child Syndrome: Even parents who cannot stomach their firstborn children, deeming them conspirators in the massacre of their dreams, are reasonably indulgent toward, or at

  least oblivious to, the last one. This forbearance may derive from a sense of mutual relief that the pro-creative ordeal has finally run its course, or perhaps the capacity for rage has simply

  exhausted itself. But Mary Ann had another ace up her sleeve: She was fabulously cute. This being the case, the idea of seeing her face scarred forever was unthinkable.




  Reaching out to shield his daughter from injury, my father grasped the edge of the door just as it was closing. In doing so, he trapped two of his fingers in the space between the jamb and the

  frame. The door swung shut; we heard him scream. His fingers were horribly mangled; it seemed at first that he might lose one. Suffering greatly, and making no secret of it, he was taken to the

  emergency room at nearby Germantown Hospital. We did not own a car at the time, as we were going through one of our fallow economic periods, and in any case my mother had never learned to drive.

  Next door to us lived a man my father always called Tex because he was tall, fat, blustery, and not terribly quick on the draw, though he was not actually from Texas. I suppose it was Tex who

  provided transport. My father’s mutilated fingers got patched up; he was given some painkillers; he returned home in great pain. He had been drinking heavily before he caught his fingers in

  the door, and he was certainly drinking heavily afterward.




  At the time, my father was employed as a truck driver for a company called Bachman Pretzels. His job was to deliver boxes of potato chips, pretzels, and other savory snacks to supermarkets and

  grocery stores all over the Delaware Valley. The job didn’t pay well and wasn’t leading anywhere, but it was better than the ones he had held recently, and much better than the ones he

  would have later. His salary, which amounted to slightly more than the minimum wage, was not enough to support a family of six, which is why my mother, after a sixteen-year hiatus, would soon

  return to the workforce, corralling a job as a credit manager at the hospital where my father had been treated. This was the hospital where I had been born thirteen years earlier, the year the Reds

  invaded South Korea.




  Every workday, my father would rise at six in the morning, shave, dress, then grab a trolley and two buses to the company warehouse several miles away. There he would load his truck and set out

  on his travels. His route was picturesque and varied, though not especially glamorous. A good number of his accounts were the wholesome, reliable A&P supermarkets that could then be found on

  half the street corners in America. He also serviced a number of tiny, not especially profitable independent grocery stores in South Philadelphia and several of the cavernous Center City automats

  operated by the Horn & Hardart company, an iconic chain that was once ubiquitous but is now forgotten. His job was to replace packages that had been sold since his last visit, remove

  merchandise that had passed its expiration date, and use guile, subterfuge, charm, or whatever delicate forms of intimidation he could muster to persuade his clients to give exotic new products a

  try. One of these cutting-edge novelties was the now-famous cheese curl, an audacious midcentury innovation whose triumph over entrenched municipal resistance to anything “hoity-toity”

  was by no means a foregone conclusion at the time.




  The supermarkets he visited each week were in run-down North Philadelphia neighborhoods where it was inadvisable to linger after nightfall and not an especially good idea to loiter during the

  day. The grocery stores were mostly in featureless south Jersey hamlets or drab though not especially dangerous neighborhoods in Trenton. His only swanky accounts were the Union League of

  Philadelphia—a private club, founded in 1862 by local swells, that occupied a stately brownstone on historic Broad Street—and the spiffy downtown headquarters of the Philadelphia

  Savings Fund Society, which at that time was the second-tallest building in the city. Back then, a city edict—or perhaps merely a time-honored tradition—decreed that no building could

  stand taller than the peak of the surprisingly ritzy hat crowning William Penn’s head atop Philadelphia’s anachronistic yet oddly beautiful City Hall.




  This may have been because the city fathers feared that if Philadelphia ever forswore its conservative Quaker roots and developed a skyline, it would turn into New York. Philadelphians were both

  contemptuous and jealous of New Yorkers; they hated them personally but envied them their storied metropolis. Philadelphians believed that New York was a great city whose inhabitants had done

  nothing to deserve it. They resented New York’s lycanthropic relationship with the rest of the country, feasting as it did on the fresh victims who poured off the buses at the Port Authority

  each day, siphoning off all the talented, energetic young people who, had they stayed home in the hinterland, might have made cities like Philadelphia and Pittsburgh and Baltimore more like New

  York. This was an attitude that would become more pronounced later, when New Yorkers, against all odds, would become even less likable. But by that time, the City of Brotherly Love would have its

  own skyline.




  There was no question of my father’s taking off work the day after his mishap, no matter what the condition of his hand. He, and his family with him, inhabited a Darwinian universe: If you

  didn’t work, you didn’t get paid. If you repeatedly didn’t work, you got fired. He could not afford to lose his job, because we had only recently escaped from a housing project

  into a halfway-decent neighborhood and now found ourselves slowly, somewhat astonishingly, experiencing an economic rebound. My father, who dropped out of high school in ninth grade, had gone

  through long periods when he could not find any work whatsoever, and he always had trouble holding jobs for any length of time. Though he would argue otherwise, this was mostly his fault: Cantering

  home jauntily after his first day on any new job, with a smile on his face and a spring in his step suggesting that he had just had tea with the Elector of Saxony, he would describe his superiors

  and coworkers as princes among men who were prepared to give you the very shirt off their back even though they had only just made your acquaintance. They would continue to be described as

  shirt-doffing stalwarts for several weeks, their salt-of-the-earth qualities sedulously catalogued every night, their stature growing to Olympian proportions with each passing hour. But one day,

  perhaps a month after taking the job, he would have words with his boss, or cross swords with a colleague, or say the wrong thing to a customer, and the next thing we knew, he would be out on the

  street, cursing the day his confreres, now unmasked as degenerates, and his ignoble superiors, no longer the lights in the piazza, were born. There can be no doubt that he liked the people

  he met at his new jobs; it was just that he never liked them for long.




  Sometimes, after paterfamilias’s latest regurgitation into the ranks of the unemployed, we would come home from school and find him storming around the kitchen, having a few beers, working

  himself into a lather. In these instances, he would sullenly inform us that he had been “laid off.” This well-traveled euphemism, a family delight, implied that he had been purged from

  the workforce through no fault of his own but because of unforeseen financial reverses compelling his employer to dismiss a handful of sacrificial lambs and/or black sheep. Such reverses always had

  something to do with the perfidious Dwight D. Eisenhower and the reptilian Richard Milhous Nixon, who seemed to take a personal interest in seeing to it that working-class people went to bed

  hungry. This was a situation that persisted even when Eisenhower and Nixon were no longer in office, suggesting that they had now taken to tormenting the proletariat purely as a hobby.




  My father must have liked his job at the pretzel company much more than his other jobs, because he actually held on to it for a while—about three years, a very long stretch for one of such

  a refractory disposition. He enjoyed the job because he got to drive a nice-sized truck, which made him feel like a big deal, like he was his own boss. Sometimes he would bring the truck home for

  the night, and if we saw that he was not too tired or too obviously soused, we would beg him to take us out for a spin. When he was not in a black mood, he would oblige us, loading us into the back

  of the truck and thundering off into traffic, sending us careening back and forth between the unforgiving metal walls of the vehicle, all of us very merry indeed. The luckiest one among

  us—usually me—got to stand in the deep well on the right side of the truck, with the heavy sliding door pulled all the way back, allowing air to get in. If I was not careful, I could

  have easily tumbled out into the street and been flattened by oncoming cars. But I was careful—I was born careful—and these outings were rollicking good fun. Anyway, back in the

  Paleocene 1950s, when being fond of one’s children had not yet come into vogue, poor people didn’t seem to mind all that much if one of their offspring went flying out into traffic, as

  everyone had spares.




  The day after my father’s accident, he rousted me out of bed early in the morning and said he would need me to go out on the truck with him, as it would be impossible for him to open and

  close doors with his hand in that condition. He would not be able to write anything in his order book, nor to ferry the boxes of pretzels and potato chips from the truck into the stores. He would

  not even be able to steer the vehicle. So my older sister Agnes Marie—always known as “Ree”—took a note to Mother Superior’s office saying that I had the flu, and off

  we went.




  This was not the first time he had allowed me to play hooky, nor the last, but it was the one childhood escapade I would remember most vividly. The whole day was a miracle, from start to finish,

  which would not have been the case had anyone at the warehouse noticed the condition of his hand and suggested that he should not be driving as, even if the truck was well insured, the authorities

  would probably take a dim view of such extravagant interstate vehicular hijinks. Somehow, by dint of stealth and cunning, we managed to sneak out of the building without anybody being the wiser,

  and before you could say “Jack Robinson,” we were scooting across the Betsy Ross Bridge to south Jersey.




  It was clear that my father was still in pain, lots of it, but he didn’t mope or grumble. Whenever he needed to change lanes or make a sharp turn, he would tell me to jump up off the

  pretzel can I was perched on, stand directly to his right, and ease the steering wheel around in the prescribed direction. It was first-class lunacy, careening around the highways the way we did

  that day. We could have been killed out there on the open roads, but we weren’t; he could have had his license taken away, but he didn’t. Neither of us would ever forget the bracing

  drama and high adventure of it all. We were making the best of a bad situation. We were rising to the occasion. We were staring down misfortune. We were the types of men—or, in my case,

  boys—upon whose like the world would not soon look again. My father was proud of me that day, proud in a way he had rarely been before. I was his confederate, his partner in crime.

  Gallivanting around the Delaware Valley with his fingers in ribbons and my untested hands at the helm was more daring and heroic than anything any of my playmates’ fathers had ever done or

  ever would do. And I was right there beside him, riding shotgun.




  Before we returned to the warehouse that day, we stopped off at the Latimer Deli in downtown Philadelphia for a hamburger with a side of fries and a vanilla milkshake the size of Vesuvius. This

  would never cease to be my favorite meal, not even when I was all grown up and could order anything I pleased, because every time I had a burger with fries and a milkshake I would remember the day

  my father was the bravest man in the whole wide world. Returning home in triumph that evening, I felt, for perhaps the first time in my life, that God had put me in a situation where my father not

  only loved me but actually needed me.




  For years, I’d believed that if I prayed hard every night and was very patient, He Who Knew All and Saw All would eventually come through for me. God, in my opinion, was not cruel; He was

  merely otherwise engaged. So when my father died one balmy December evening thirty-four years later, the day we went out on the truck together was the one I chose to remember him by. He was the man

  who drove the pretzel truck with a single hand, his other hand wreathed in bandages, because he did not want to lose his job and see his children go hungry. He was the man who would do anything for

  his family.




  Days like that were rare. My father got broken when he was young, and he never got fixed. He may have wanted to be a good father, a good husband, a good man, but he was not cut

  out for the job. He liked to drink, but unlike some men who liked to drink, it was the only thing he liked to do. Among our relatives, he had a reputation as a happy-go-lucky fellow who, once he

  got a few beers in him, would turn into the life of the party. He was not the life of our party. Most of the time he was already dead drunk when he came home from work, spoiling for a fight with

  whoever crossed him first. When the fancy struck him, and he was not too tired, he would take off his belt and beat us. Other times he would announce impending beatings, only to explain that, as he

  was too tuckered out to administer a whipping that day, we’d have to reschedule. He had gotten it into his head that these stays of execution were in some way merciful, perhaps even

  appreciated.




  By the time I started getting worked over by a man five times my size, beating children was going out of style in this great nation. By “beating” I refer not to generic spanking but

  to the ritualistic act of stripping your offspring and whipping them across the buttocks and thighs with a thick leather belt so that they scream and plead and bleed and stay marked for days and

  wish both you and they were dead. By the 1950s—the age of the progressive, though some said overly permissive, Dr. Benjamin Spock—even the reflexively barbarous poor were beginning to

  realize that inflicting severe, humiliating punishment on one’s children was inadvisable, if only because those same children might grow up to be large, muscular barbarians who would one day

  return home and inflict severe, humiliating punishment on their parents.




  As was so often the case, my father trailed far behind the pedagogical curve in this sphere of human relations. At some point in his life, he had decided that if he could not cast a shadow over

  the world, he would cast one over his family. And so he did. He beat us often and he beat us savagely. He beat us individually and he beat us together. The worst beatings were when he got

  spectacularly bombed, came unmoored from reality, and grasped the belt by the wrong end. Then the metal flange would wrap around my thighs and flail against my penis and testicles. It was no use

  protesting that the punishment was not being meted out in strict accordance with Marquess of Queensberry rules, as this would only make him more angry, and the normal level of rage he routinely,

  effortlessly attained was bad enough. He could go from zero to sixty in a hurry.




  Years later, I verified—through discreet inquiries—that none of my close friends was ever subjected to such a reign of terror. At the time, I had no way of knowing this: As

  youngsters, we were not aware of what went on inside our classmates’ homes, and these issues did not come up in conversation. Recreational mistreatment of children merely seemed like

  something expected of fathers, a prerogative of sorts, as working-men needed to let off steam at the end of a long, hard day. We knew that some of our friends’ parents were drunks, and that

  at least one of them had to be carted off to the loony bin from time to time to get his noggin reconditioned. But our friends did not live in fear of their fathers, nor did they want them out of

  the picture. We did.




  I never forgave my father for the way he treated us. I never fell prey to the tout comprendre c’est tout pardonner slant on dysfunction, the notion that if you assembled all the

  pertinent data about a malefactor’s childhood and reviewed it dispassionately, you would come to understand the forces that had shaped him and assign the blame, or at least a good portion of

  it, elsewhere. This put the victim in a position where absolution, previously an act of charity, was now deemed morally compulsory.




  Manufacturing excuses for my father’s behavior was a family industry. For as long as I could remember, an army of back-porch barristers—his sisters, cousins, aunts, even a couple of

  commiserating brothers-in-law—stood ready to cite chapter and verse to explain away his misdeeds, positioning his cruelty in a context that made him seem far less culpable. One, his father

  had been beastly to him, abusive in the generically horrific way that Irish males often are to their sons. Two, he had grown up during the Great Depression, when poor people literally peddled

  apples on street corners and many a night the entire Delaware Valley went to bed hungry because there was no food in the larder, and perhaps not even a morsel of stale bread left in the entire

  tristate area, because rats the size of ocelots had already gotten to it. Three, he had undergone a series of heartbreaking wartime experiences, with both his parents dying in their midfifties

  while he was just a few hours away, standing guard over Italian prisoners of war at Fort Knox. Four, despite being only a few hours away at Fort Knox, from which the harmless Eye-ties in his

  custody were not terribly likely to escape, he was denied a pass to attend either parent’s funeral, and his volcanic response to that rebuff—deserting his post at a time when going AWOL

  was punishable by death, and getting into an ill-advised slugging match with a pack of MPs back in Philadelphia—landed him in a military prison in Georgia. There he languished for three

  years, from 1944 until 1947, a slender young northerner of the Irish-Catholic persuasion in a prison manned by beefy, middle-aged men of the Johnny Reb persuasion.




  Mitigating Circumstance Number 5 was that he had never finished high school, even though he was far brighter and considerably more gifted than most people who did. Six, he was a fine-looking

  chap who was emotionally traumatized by losing his hair in his early thirties. Frankly, I never understood how that one made it onto the list, but it kept popping up anyway. Seven, he never

  recovered from the 1958 recession, which cost him the only white-collar job he ever had. Eight, he never recovered from the disgrace of losing our house in 1959, as a result of losing his job, as a

  result of the 1958 recession, a disaster for which Dwight D. Eisenhower was personally responsible.




  Nine—and this was the real haymaker—he had been shot in the head at age twelve, when a friend accidentally fired off his father’s service revolver and the bullet ricocheted off

  the kitchen ceiling and into his skull, where it remained until a grizzled army surgeon motored all the way down from West Point to excise it, as it was lodged so close to the brain that no

  jerkwater Delaware Valley sawbones would dare take a crack at it. The surgeon, legend had it, thereupon inserted a metal plate in the back of his head; legend also had it that the plate was still

  there. If this was true, and we had no reason to believe it was not, it was the sort of H. P. Lovecraft development that in and of itself might account for my father’s explosive,

  unpredictable behavior.




  Justification Number 10, as if all that preceded it were not enough, was that his baby sister Betty had died under mysterious circumstances when he was still a small child himself, and this

  tragedy had haunted him for the rest of his life. The circumstances were murky; he may have been playing with matches, then run away and hidden in a neighbor’s house while his two-year-old

  sister burned to a crisp, but there were also suggestions that the luckless toddler had tripped and fallen down the stairs while he was supposed to be babysitting. No one could ever say for sure

  how Betty perished, only that she did, and that he was in some way responsible. Speaking for myself, I always felt that the infant sibling’s death should have taken the top spot on this

  cavalcade of rationalizations, but within the family, it was the metal plate in the head that occupied pride of place. Little Betty’s death might explain why he was depressed. The bullet in

  the head explained why he was crazy.




  Given this phenomenal curriculum vitae miserabilis, there was no point in our bellyaching about a handful of character-molding flayings here and there, or a few nights going to bed

  without a proper meal, or my sister and I being left to fend for ourselves out on the street in a raging blizzard when she was eight and I was six while he was somewhere nice and toasty getting

  juiced to the gills, and while his wife was giving birth to his fourth child, or having no food in the house and three cavities and a manic-depressive mother who had been missing in action since

  Shrove Tuesday. No matter how sorry you might feel for yourself initially, you would eventually pull up short and come to your senses, realizing that you couldn’t outpoint an opponent holding

  as many high cards as him. He was tough in the self-vindicatory clinches; no one in the history of urban misfortune had ever experienced more setbacks, emotional trauma, and all-purpose injustice

  than our very own Quaker City Jean Valjean.




  On the positive side, it was nice to know that his antipathy toward us wasn’t personal; he had simply suffered through so many calamities that the only way he knew how to respond to

  adversity was to brutalize those closest to him. Happily, his preference for victims shorter than forty-eight inches kept my mother out of the line of fire. Like many Irish-Catholic men of his

  generation, he would never dream of raising his hand to his wife, not only because he feared that it would have brought down the curtain on their marriage, but because men like him had an

  unwholesome reverence for their spouses, viewing them as domestic stand-ins for the Virgin Mary, with the one notable difference that, unlike the Madonna, they also cooked and cleaned. My mother

  was not a Madonna; she was an emotionally inert woman who had injudiciously brought four children into the world with no clear idea of how henceforth to proceed. While my father was skinning us

  alive with his trusty old belt, she would entomb herself in her bedroom, surrounded by newspapers she never seemed to learn anything from, pretending not to hear what was going on downstairs. But

  the walls were not thick and the sound must have carried, if not into her conscience, at least into her cochleae.




  Armed with this abundant exculpatory material, my sister Ree and I tried to construct an elaborate moral apparatus that would exonerate our father of his misdeeds. My younger sister Eileen,

  three years my junior and far and away the smartest member of the family, was having none of it; compassion was not her long suit. Ree and I were less vindictive, less intransigent, less bright.

  The way we assessed the situation, to admit that Dad was the person he appeared to be was to concede that his cruelty was deliberate. This was unthinkable. Instead, we decided that violence was a

  bent he could not control, but that through medication or a confidence-boosting job that would reverse the emasculation he had undergone after losing his house, or perhaps simply through good,

  old-fashioned divine intervention, everything would one day work out for the best.




  I was not above concocting my own theories that even the tiniest amount of alcohol could interact with his metal plate, generating a chemical chain reaction that instantaneously triggered

  impossibly subtle psychoneural responses and impelled this otherwise lovable man to knock his kids around the room and tear the fixtures out of the walls. This sent the reassuring message that our

  troubles were essentially mineral in origin; it was all the result of some weird electromagnetic process that made it impossible for him to function properly. Like Ree, I derived solace from these

  daft theories, if only because they conferred upon our oppressor an aura of tragic romance and mystery, which were hard to come by in that part of Philadelphia.




  This being our mind-set, we began sifting through the data to prepare an amicus curiae brief should he ever be hauled before the authorities and asked to explain his passion for

  brutalizing the prepubescent set. We did this because for the longest time we still loved him and refused to accept that he was beyond redemption. But we also did it because no one wants to spend

  the rest of his life reviling a person who once viewed his birth as a blessing. We did not believe that he did the things he did because he was evil. We believed that he did them because he was

  damaged goods. That, at least, was the approach Ree and I adopted; Eileen felt otherwise. She had him sized up early.




  For years, Ree and I reasoned that if our father would only stop drinking, he would immediately reemerge, frog-prince style, as the most wondrous of God’s creations, the very flower of

  Christian manhood. When we were small, when we did not yet wish him ill, we used to chat among ourselves about how affectionate and funny he could be when he was not drinking, when, like Henry

  Jekyll, he truly was a capital fellow. My mother, who never seemed especially fond of the man she ultimately spent thirty years living with, would thereupon remind us that if the good side of his

  personality had ever existed, it would never have allowed the dark side to take over. It was a valid point, but as we enjoyed his company more than she ever had—he took us to the movies, he

  played Monopoly with us, he let us take days off from school—we did not want to hear it. We were still too young and guileless to understand why he drank with such implacable fury, much less

  to understand that Henry Jekyll and Edward Hyde were one and the same person, that Jekyll had indeed created Hyde.




  As a child, hamstrung by the sense of guilt that all Catholics are born with, as if it were a side effect of the obstetric procedure, I often wondered if it was something we had done, or said,

  that made him beat us. He would regularly tell us that we would never amount to “a pimple on an elephant’s rear end,” as if the repetition of this prophesy would ensure that it

  came true, or aggrandize the size of the pimple he himself had amounted to. Our mistreatment, both verbal and physical, was baffling, for we were excellent students, devout Catholics, attentive,

  respectful progeny, and had long been in possession of solid documentary evidence that we were not vermin.




  Primitive home movie cameras came into fashion in the early 1960s, and my uncle Jerry, always the first one on the block to be seduced by voluptuous new technologies, immediately went out and

  bought one. We were by far his favorite subjects, as we were, by common consent, remarkably well behaved, by no means moody or withdrawn, fun to be around. Whenever our families would convene,

  Uncle Jerry would haul out his equipment, set up the projector and screen, and present grainy footage of my sisters and I frolicking in the bouncy, rambunctious fashion that was our calling card.

  Even my father, who generally disapproved of anything we did that did not involve him, seemed amused by our antics. I only wish we had worked up the nerve to add a bit of commentary to these films,

  to help him better understand what should have been apparent to the naked eye. “See! We’re not ingrates,” we might have informed him. “We’re not failures. We’re

  not pimples on an elephant’s rear end. We’re your children.”




  There can be no denying that my father possessed what my mother always referred to as “good qualities.” This was only to be expected, for while it was true that she had on their

  honeymoon night tactlessly informed him that she did not love him and had married him for practical reasons (she did not want to end up an old maid, two paychecks were better than one), he must

  have had a number of redeeming features when they met or else she would not have taken the ring he offered and spent the next three decades in his company. He did have many redeeming features, but

  they were mostly in the realm of intellect, not emotion. He had a great deal of personal charm, which enabled him to constantly land new jobs he would subsequently lose when the charm wore off. He

  had a highly developed sense of humor and knew how to spin a yarn. Strangers were invariably seduced by his wit, at least for a while; he was, by turns, mordant, puckish, irreverent. He had a smile

  that could melt the iciest heart, a treasure he did not bequeath to me. A charter member of an ethnic group one sage described as “a race of gregarious strangers,” he was typical of

  first-generation Irish-American males: monstrous to their progeny, sweetness and light to everyone else.




  He had very good taste in motion pictures and even better taste in literature. His preferences ranged from heavyweights like Ernest Hemingway and F. Scott Fitzgerald to solid middlebrow authors

  like A. J. Cronin, John O’Hara, and Edwin O’Connor. He had read all the Sherlock Holmes mysteries, much of Shakespeare, and many books about Abraham Lincoln. He sometimes read twaddle

  (Erle Stanley Gardner), but he never read trash (Mickey Spillane). He belonged to a class that had once flourished: the working-class autodidact who reads good books because he understands that

  good books lift mankind out of the slime. This species is now extinct, wiped out by television or despair. Working-class people today do not read good books; they read offal churned out by churls,

  nitwits, and swine, if they read at all.




  Even in his worst moments, my father never resembled the simpletons who masquerade as blue-collar heroes on television; in the darkest of times he never talked like Archie Bunker, the malignant

  sow dreamed up by West Coast millionaires as a mechanism for sneering at people who have to work for a living. Unlike TV’s prefab proletariat, self-congratulatory buffoons all, my father

  could tell you why Julius Caesar crossed the Rubicon, why Richard III killed the little princes, why Hannibal dragged his elephants over the Alps, and why one should think twice before venturing

  out onto the English moors at night. Hemmed in by ignorant men, he was not himself ignorant.




  Nor was he vulgar, at least not in public. He was, in his finest moments, the best the working class had to offer. He was ceaselessly in the process of educating himself, not because he thought

  it might advance his career—he had no career—but because reading was a way to escape to a better world. This is the same conclusion I reached when I was young, poor, lacking in

  prospects. While some people, to borrow an insight from C. S. Lewis, read to know that they are not alone, the poor read to know that they are not condemned. It is often said that children are the

  wealth of the poor. This was not my experience. But books are without question the wealth of the poor’s children. Books are a guiding light out of the underworld, a secret passageway, an

  escape hatch. To the affluent, books are ornaments. To the poor, books are siege weapons.




  My father’s attributes, laudable though they might be, did not alter the fact that once he took on the role of a parent, he had wandered out of his depth. By the time I was thirteen or so,

  I understood that whatever relationship I would have with my father in later years, it was going to be a salvage operation. I was going to get only one father in this life, and if this one was not

  up to the mark, then I would just have to pretend he was, to convince myself that his heroic performance in driving the truck with shredded fingers was the sort of thing he could do every day of

  the week, if only he wanted to.




  Later, when I had a family of my own, I would sometimes backtrack and reassess pivotal events, not from the perspective of a child but from that of a father. When I was still an infant, my

  father bought a set of Lionel electric trains and wrapped them around the Christmas tree. My mother later assured me that both father and son were enraptured by the trains, though for obvious

  reasons I have no memory of this. One night when I was around five, a hurricane hit town, our basement flooded, and the train set was destroyed. My memory of the trains is not of watching them chug

  their way round and round the Christmas tree but of playing with the rusty tracks and the corroded, water-damaged engine all year round, using them as substitutes for toys. My father never replaced

  the train set, because he interpreted the flood as an act of God, and once God had destroyed the trains, it would have been foolhardy—and perhaps even blasphemous—to try to undo the

  damage, let alone buy another set. And so he pouted, like an even less mature Achilles.




  When I was eight, my father lost the only white-collar job he ever had, and with it our house, so we were forced to move into a housing project. The rusted trains came with us, corroded symbols

  of Paradise Lost, hanging around for years as an unmistakable memento of inadequacy and bad luck. One Sunday night, my uncle Jim stopped by the housing project on an unexpected visit. Uncle Jim, a

  prosperous sort, was laden with precious cargo that evening: In his hands he held a nifty set of American Flyer trains that my cousin Jimmy, now in college, no longer played with. Sleek, less

  ostentatiously “classic” than Lionels, American Flyer trains had a breezy, suburban feel to them, evoking little of the romance of the rails one automatically associated with their more

  famous competitors. But they were electric trains, and that beat no electric trains hands down.




  One can readily imagine my excitement when I tore open the boxes containing the trains that evening. Clearing off the dining room table, my father, my uncle, and I hurriedly set up the track and

  attached the transformer. Then, slipping into the role of the gracious hostess, a role she was rarely called upon to fill, my mother told me to go out and buy some pound cake and cookies for our

  visitors. There were no stores in the housing project; the nearest grocery was a good fifteen-minute walk. I raced off with one of my sisters, then raced back. By the time we returned, my father

  had jacked up the transformer to full speed and sent the entire set of trains hurtling off the table onto the harsh linoleum floor. Some of the cars were merely chipped and scratched, certainly not

  damaged beyond repair. But the engine was kaput.




  I suppose I cried that night; I suppose my father beat me, as he always beat me when I cried, because crying was not manly, and my misfortune paled by comparison with what he had endured in the

  Great Depression, when little kids would have cut off their right arms to have a set of busted, rusted electric trains to play with. My misfortune did pale by comparison with what he had endured in

  the Great Depression. But it was misfortune all the same. In theory, that engine could have been taken to the shop and repaired, or replaced with another engine, but that, I would come to realize,

  is not the way things work when the poor are involved. When things get broken in a poor person’s house, they get chucked out into the backyard or tossed into the basement or thrown into the

  trash. But they never get taken to the repair shop, because the very concept of “repair” attests to a confidence in the universe that poor people never actually feel.




  Various incidents from my youth haunt me still: beatings, lies, gruesome dental experiences, hijacked piggy banks, being sent to bed on an empty stomach. But the saga of the electric trains

  abides with me, not because of what it did to a child but because of what it did to a man. My father went through his entire life expecting a flood to destroy the Lionel trains he had slaved away

  to purchase for his newborn son. He went through life convinced that if he ever got a chance to redeem himself in the eyes of his family, the good money said he would screw that up, too. He went

  through life believing that when the clouds did part and good fortune, on one of its pitifully infrequent visits to our neighborhood, did shine upon him, it would simply provide him with yet

  another opportunity to make a fool of himself in front of his wife, his children, and his brother-in-law, who had always looked down on him anyway. Yet tellingly, like so many Irish-American men,

  he had an amazing ability to make his victims feel sorry for him, for when I think back on my locomotively sabotaged childhood, I do not feel sorry for myself, but I still feel sorry for him.




  When I was small, I did not hate my father in the way I would hate him later. I did not wish he were dead; I simply wished he were elsewhere. One of the epochal vignettes from that era was the

  day my father, his younger brother Johnny, and my uncle Jerry clambered up a ladder onto Jerry’s roof to do some repairs and then got so drunk they were afraid to come back down. For no very

  good reason, they had gone up there to do some retiling and spread a little paint around and perhaps mend the outside of the chimney. My father was useless around tools; he could not hammer a nail,

  smooth a plane, replace a window, cut a lawn. My uncle Jerry was slightly less hapless, though he thought otherwise: He once replaced a lighting fixture without setting the house on fire and ever

  afterward thought this put him in the same weight class as Thomas Edison. The third member of this unlikely crew was Uncle Johnny, who had recently been paroled from the slammer and emancipated for

  one of his brief but eventful forays into normal society. Having served as a mechanic in the Navy during the war and having mastered all sorts of skills while in prison, Uncle Johnny was actually

  quite the craftsman. When he was not drunk.




  It was boiling hot that afternoon, and the three of them started hitting the sauce pretty early, periodically asking us to fetch them fresh supplies. We were more than happy to provide this

  livery service, carrying bottle after bottle up to the men on the roof. My uncle Jerry drank only two brands of beer: Miller High Life, the beer that had, by reputation, made Milwaukee famous, and

  Carling Black Label, the beer that manifestly had not. My father, who always invested foods and beverages with precisely calibrated socioeconomic values, did not care for either of these brands: He

  thought their hifalutin names sounded Republican. He refused to drink anything other than Ortlieb’s or Schmidt’s, locally brewed swill so vile, so flat, you had to pour a shaker of salt

  inside to conjure up even a wan simulacrum of a foamy head. But that day up on the roof, he was perfectly content to guzzle my uncle’s Carling Black Label, because he was so lightheaded and

  happy, he’d completely forgotten about Republicans.




  By the time the sun started to disappear, my father and my two uncles were three sheets to the wind, too plastered to make the perilous return trip down the ladder. They had no choice but to sit

  on the roof until they got their sea legs about them and felt steady enough to descend. That evening was one of the seraphic moments in my childhood. The lads seemed to be having a swell time of it

  up there, and the noncombatants—children, sisters, wives—were having an equally wonderful time down below. My father was up on the roof drinking, which was a potentially fatal activity.

  But none of us was hoping that he would fall and smash his skull and die without getting to remind us, one last time, that no matter how hard we tried, we would never amount to a pimple on an

  elephant’s rear end. We simply wanted him to stay up there, ever so slightly removed from his family, quaffing his beer, harming no one. We wanted him to stay right where he was, up on that

  sloping roof in Havertown, Pennsylvania, until the cows came home. We wanted him to stay up on that roof forever.




  

     

  




  Chapter 2. Sin City




  In the milieu I grew up in, pivotal events were associated with a particular street or parish, rather than a specific day, month, or year.




  “Your mother got a reputation for being flighty because of Wendle Street,” a chiding relative would report. What transpired on Wendle Street would go unexplained, as would the

  meaning of the word “flighty.”




  “You look like you’re from Fifth and Gybyp” was a popular insult.




  “Father Whearty got in trouble with the archdiocese, so they shipped him out to Our Lady of Victory” was the sort of unsubstantiated assertion my father loved to make, adorning a

  quip with the mantle of theory.




  “Was I born in Holy Child or Holy Angels?” I would ask my parents, ignorant of the yawning socioeconomic gap that divided the two parishes.




  Dates were irrelevant in such an environment, because everything anyone needed to know was contained in this otherwise inscrutable semiotic code. “Your father started his heavy drinking on

  Russell Street, but it didn’t get really bad until you moved to Saint Bridget’s,” my aunt Cassie would confide. Within its context, this was as exactingly precise as saying

  “The Spanish Armada was destroyed on August 5, 1588.” These were Irish-Catholic hieroglyphics that, however mystifying to the uninitiated, made perfect sense to us. The entire city was

  gerrymandered into parishes whose very names served as code words for distinct economic classes.




  “They live in Saint Ambrose’s.” (They’re loaded.)




  “They moved up to Saint Cecilia’s.” (They think they’re better than us.)




  “They live in Saint Matthew’s.” (They think they’re a lot better than us.)




  “They never got out of Saint Ed’s.” (Those poor bastards are still living down there with the spear-chuckers.)




  This penchant for describing all urban phenomena in narrow diocesan terms sometimes defied logic. When, at age sixteen, I introduced a new friend to my mother, she asked if his house on the 4800

  block of Franklin Street was located in Holy Child parish or the Church of the Incarnation. His name was Weiss; he was a lion of Judah; until that moment, he had no idea that he was living in an

  invisible city over which a Catholic zoning board held sway, surreptitiously reconfiguring municipal boundaries without any of the Jews, Baptists, Seventh-Day Adventists, or atheists being any the

  wiser.




  Every family I associated with during my childhood could trace its rise or fall to a single apocalyptic event, terrible in its grandeur, seismic in its ramifications. It might be one pregnancy

  too many, or a job that got away, or a car crash, or the munificence of a wayfaring stranger bubbling up from an economic class of whose existence we had previously only heard unsubstantiated

  rumors. The watershed moment in our history occurred in 1958, when my father lost his job as an “expeditor” at a company called Proctor & Schwartz. The firm was revered the length

  and breadth of the nation for its sturdy Mary Proctor appliances, which included a line of staggeringly reliable toasters. An expeditor was the Triple A equivalent of a draftsman, a blue-collar

  acolyte poised hopefully on the cusp of the white-collar world yet still constrained by the fetters of the proletariat. Handy to have around but hardly indispensable, my father spent his entire

  tenure at the company living in fear of being laid off. His Waterloo occurred during an economic downturn brought on, at least in his version of events, by heartless Republican policies devised

  with no other purpose than to smash the dreams of the workingman.




  At the time, we were living on Russell Street in a North Philadelphia parish called Saint Veronica’s. It was Saint Veronica who captured the imprint of Christ’s face on her veil as

  the Son of God was dragging himself through the backstreets of Jerusalem on his way to Golgotha; she was one of those star-crossed holy women who, unlike Saint Agnes or Saint Joan of Arc, did not

  become famous by doing something overtly theatrical, like spontaneously growing hair all over her body to demoralize potential rapists or assuming command of the armies of France at the age of

  seventeen. She was merely someone who happened to be in the right place at the right time. It helped that she came equipped for emergencies.




  After my father’s unexpected expectoration into the ranks of the unemployed, we could no longer pay our bills and were forced to abandon our winsome home and move into a housing project in

  a neighborhood no one we knew was even vaguely familiar with. Though the Schuylkill Falls Housing Project—always referred to as the East Falls Housing Project because no one could spell

  “Schuylkill”—was only about six miles away from Russell Street, the psychological distance was Saharan. Everyone—relatives, friends, neighbors, creditors—knew that we

  were not moving there out of choice but because we had been banished from the lower middle class. We were slipping further down an economic ladder on which we had no more than a tenuous foothold to

  begin with. We were going into exile.




  Storm clouds had been gathering on the horizon for some time before the day of our hegira officially arrived. One Friday night, I was watching a popular television program called The

  Adventures of Rin Tin Tin with my older sister. The central dramatic figure in the program was a diligent and resourceful German shepherd stationed at a frontier outpost in the Old West who, by

  dint of his prodigious tracking skills, quietly evolved into the nemesis of the depraved Apache, the bloodthirsty Kiowa, and the legendarily inhospitable Comanche. Unexpectedly, as we were

  marveling at Rin Tin Tin’s latest ingenious solution to some sagebrush conundrum, the doorbell rang. My mother answered, and a few seconds later two burly men in trench coats entered the

  living room, unplugged the television, and lugged it out of the house. I was eight at the time, my sister sixteen months older. My two younger sisters, five and one, were upstairs sleeping. Prior

  to this event, no one had explained the concept of property repossession to us, so we had no idea why or by what right the men had taken the television away. Luckily for them, my father was not

  home that evening, for had he been (or so we believed at the time), he would have fought tooth and nail to prevent the repo Gestapo from filching our TV set, or at the very least delayed them long

  enough to let us see the end of the show. But he was not there, as not being places where he ought to have been was standard operating procedure.




  This was not the only sign that something was amiss. On Saturday mornings, we would often be jolted awake by the sound of a mammoth wooden cart—more like a gigantic wheelbarrow—being

  hauled up the street to our front door by a squat, powerful man belonging to an ethnic group with which we had had no previous social congress. I think he may have been Lebanese. The cart was laden

  to overflowing with quality foodstuffs purchased at Neubauer’s Market, a mildly upscale emporium of the type that my parents never patronized, as they had rarely been in the chips and viewed

  the purchase of pricy foods as evidence of “snooti-ness,” at that time a grave ethnic transgression. The merchandise had been paid for by my aunt Addie, an eccentric figure cloaked in

  copious mystery, whose own snootiness was indulged, if not encouraged. Strictly speaking, Aunt Addie was not my aunt, nor my father’s; she was some sort of cousin. But in those days, any

  benevolent, gray-haired spinster eternally poised to loosen her purse strings was known as an aunt. These women were rarely lookers.




  Aunt Addie (short for Adelaide) had slaved away her entire life in downtown Philadelphia, in some midlevel secretarial capacity. She was famous hither and yon for attending daily mass at nearby

  Old Saint Joseph’s Church, the longest-standing Catholic house of worship in the city and one of the most venerable in all of English-speaking America, before reporting for work. As daily

  mass included Saturdays and Sundays, this obsession demanded an immense commitment of time and energy on her part, given that she lived miles away from downtown Philadelphia, nowhere near the

  church, and was completely dependent on public transportation.




  It was said by some that my aunt Addie had narrowly missed crossing the Atlantic on the Titanic in April 1912, that her taxi had been delayed or her train halted at the junction or her

  steamer trunk mislaid, but this was unlikely. People back then liked to tart up their otherwise humdrum biographies with apocryphal tales of narrow escapes from epic nautical disasters or chance

  encounters with shadowy associates of Buffalo Bill or John Dillinger or Quanah Parker. Aunt Addie was gruff but generous and had doted on my father since his youth, deeming him a victim rather than

  a victimizer, an ill-starred will-o’-the-wisp who never got the breaks. His marriage was one of the breaks he had not gotten. My mother and Aunt Addie never got along; my mother, in her

  opinion, was the one responsible for my father’s failure—something about Wendle Street, thinking she was better than him, flightiness.




  One day, the magic wheelbarrow rolled up for the very last time, and a week or so later we were turfed out into the street. Because we had vacated our house under ignominious circumstances, we

  never went back to visit our friends in the old neighborhood. I never saw my playmates again, though I remember their names to this day: Jackie Purnell and Charlie Lebencki. Little else about the

  neighborhood has stayed with me, only that my third-grade teacher was the first rich person I ever met, a scioness who was determined to give back to the community, in the way that only the

  children of the rich can.




  The assumption that Miss Needham was rich was predicated on two facts that could not be gainsaid: She had the same last name as the founder of a nationwide trucking firm, and she was

  breathtakingly pretty. If she were not rich, so the common wisdom went, then her decision to take a job as a poorly paid elementary school teacher—and to do so in a working-class

  neighborhood—made no sense, as her brains and her matinee-idol looks should have enabled her to do much better for herself elsewhere. She was teaching because she could afford to teach; she

  was dawdling in the precincts of the proletariat to make some kind of point to her parents. That settled it, then: She was rich. This was my introduction to the concept of noblesse oblige. Noblesse

  oblige or not, she was an outstanding teacher.




  One other memory from those years stands out. There were two slovenly but merry drunks named the Parker brothers who lived around the corner on Tioga Street, one of those evocative names that

  urbanites used to confer on highways and byways, thoroughfares and streets, back in the days when people still thought cities were beautiful. The Parker brothers lived right next door to a

  reclusive barfly rumored by neighborhood children to be a witch. Both houses were falling apart at the seams. Juvenile necromancy was the first casualty of our relocation; the housing project,

  hampered by both its recent nativity and its terse, brutalist style, lacked the shabbiness, architectural nuance, and sense of faded grandeur needed to support the illusion that witchcraft was

  afoot at the local level.




  Ever afterward, 1959 was referred to as “the year we lost the house.” Losing the house signified not only defeat and humiliation but a rupture with a putatively arcadian past.

  Decades later, when I went back to visit Russell Street, I was startled to come upon a tiny, standard-issue two-story row house with a three-step front stoop, a vest-pocket garden in the back, and

  no garage, located in a grubby, charm-free district that had disintegrated into a slum just a few years after we left it. The way my parents always talked about this repository of shattered dreams,

  it was as if we had been evicted from Versailles or Eden itself.




  My father, as usual, blamed Dwight D. Eisenhower for this catastrophe, insisting that if the bland, passionless Ike had spent less time lollygagging around the fairways and more time at the

  economy’s helm, misfortune would have eluded us. He reviled Ike with a virulence that very nearly surpassed human understanding, given that our thirty-fourth president, both then and now,

  struck most people as an affable fuddy-duddy, an amiable duffer, a harmless old coot. But perhaps I did not know all the particulars.




  Our more prosperous aunts, uncles, and in-laws—most of them on my mother’s side of the family—laid the blame for our displacement into the public-housing wilderness directly at

  my father’s feet. Notwithstanding the fact that the nation had been hit hard by the 1958 recession, they believed that a more resourceful man would have figured out a way to shield his family

  from the disgrace of going on pubic assistance and being deported to a housing project. I have always believed that my father’s ruinous drinking and brutality toward his children dates from

  this event. But my mother insists that he was already hitting the hard stuff when she met him, that he was always a willful, irresponsible sort, and that losing the house was probably inevitable,

  given his flaccid moral character. These assertions may be true, and if so, they certainly call into question her decision to marry him. Still, I have no recollection of his being monstrously cruel

  to us before he lost his house. To the contrary, I have vivid memories of adoring him.




  Eight years old at the time we pulled up stakes, I had no idea what a housing project was, nor what living in one symbolized. I knew that it meant changing schools and leaving my friends behind,

  and I suppose I had some hazy notion that our relocation was less than voluntary. My parents, especially my mother, were initially successful in convincing us that our present situation was little

  more than an inconvenience, and an evanescent one at that. The family was not dying; it was merely convalescing, so we should all just buck up. One of my mother’s most impressive traits was

  her ability to give reality an on-the-spot overhaul, dissembling here, fantasizing there, in the process making our misfortune seem not only tolerable but almost appetizing. She prided herself on

  having shrewdly managed to secure us lodgings in a new, reasonably safe housing project in northwestern Philadelphia and not in the dreaded Tasker or Wilson Park Homes all the way down in South

  Philadelphia, where, presumably, those children lucky enough to escape abduction by white slavers would be ripped to shreds by ravenous curs. Forty-seven years later, as we were motoring past one

  of the wretched, far-flung South Philly slime pits we had fortuitously sidestepped, she would reflect with tremendous pride on our narrow escape from the terrors that lay in store south of Market

  Street.




  “No matter how bad things got,” she said, beaming, “at least we kept you kids out of South Philadelphia.”




  And what was so horrible about South Philly? Italians lived there.




  The East Falls Housing Project had originally been designated as living quarters for soldiers returning from the Second World War. Functional structures never intended to be permanent

  residences, they were meant to serve as inexpensive, temporary housing for cash-strapped war vets until they could get back on their feet. However, by the time we showed up, housing projects had

  already begun to assume a different function, serving as unofficial dumping grounds for luckless white trash, Negro fugitives from the Dixie diaspora, divorcees, alkies, lollapaloozas, con artists,

  bad actors, lunatics, perennial screwups, stage-door Johnnies, black sheep, abject failures, and women of easy virtue. Increasingly, the assumption was that when you moved to the project, you

  stayed there; it was society’s version of a called strike three. As far as your old friends were concerned, when you pitched camp in a housing project, you might as well have relocated to

  Quito or Mombasa or Dar es Salaam. You had been cast out into the darkness, and that was probably where you belonged.




  Buffaloed by parental guile, my sisters and I were at first seduced by the cheesy glamour of public housing. It helped that our new living quarters did not reek of coal, as the house on Russell

  Street had. We even convinced ourselves that our project was superior to one about a mile away, because even though the Abbottsford Homes were in a nicer location and boasted a slightly

  classier clientele, the buildings themselves were dreary redbrick affairs with ugly green doors and microscopic windows. By contrast, the units in our housing project sported commodious

  plate-glass windows that filled the living room and second-story bedrooms with sunlight. Moreover, our housing project snaked its way up a hill, and right at its apex sat our house, at 4575

  Merrick Road, just a few hundred yards from the mighty Schuylkill River, creating a fleeting illusion of grandeur.




  The project was divided into two sections: a pair of looming fifteen-story apartment buildings planted on opposing hills, and roughly three hundred house-type objects. Our house was one of the

  many two-story, flat-roofed, three-bedroom structures, which were identical save for a colorful strip of cardboard inserted inside the rippled piece of transparent glass that gazed out from each

  living room. This was perhaps a design gambit to make the homes look perky, or at the very least less interchangeable. There were yellow strips and red strips and blue strips and green strips.

  There were no unusual colors; magenta and teal and chartreuse and ochre, if they even existed at the time, had not yet won the hearts of the American public. As far as I know, no one ever tried to

  remove the strips or replace them with some other color or pattern, though doing so would not have been very difficult. Everything about the units was maladroitly cute; for all intents and

  purposes, we were living in a Lego village. It was shiny and amusing and peppy and not at all demeaning—at least from the point of view of us children. But the cumulative effect on adults

  must have been to make them feel juvenile. They had lost their livelihoods; they had lost their homes; they had not behaved with the competence expected of adults; so now they must live in

  dollhouses.




  The high-rises did not look juvenile; they looked foreboding and, in the fullness of time, as they steadily became more and more unsafe, bleak. They had been built in the mid-1950s, with four

  apartment units sharing a common elevator on each floor; four elevator banks served roughly sixty units apiece. Only later did the powers that be realize that this architectural scheme made

  policing the buildings impossible, because each elevator bank could easily be controlled by criminals. In due course, the high-rises became nesting grounds for drug dealers.




  The apartment buildings were quite tall for their time and entirely out of character with the surrounding district, which consisted of block after block of two-story row homes. The high-rises

  had balconies on each floor, but after a number of mishaps, the authorities blanketed the façades of each building with industrial fencing. This could not help but reinforce the notion that

  residents were living in a penitentiary; the buildings looked like gigantic hamster cages. At the time they were built, the high-rises won several architectural awards, though I never found out

  from whom. Probably the Stasi.




  Across the river, on a hill overlooking the Schuylkill, stood a set of luxurious edifices known as the Presidential Apartments. These were inhabited by prosperous people we never saw or met, as

  we had no reason to cross the river. Our twin high-rises quickly acquired the nickname the Vice Presidential Apartments, while the project as a whole was dubbed Sin City by better-fixed residents

  of the surrounding community. Apparently, this struck them as funny. Years later, I met a girl who had moved into the Vice Presidential Apartments three or four years after we put East Falls behind

  us. By then, the project was not only depressing but dangerous. Still, it was not as dangerous as the neighborhood Marguerite had grown up in; it was actually a step up. Once we spent an entire day

  in her apartment while her mother was at work. She was the first girl I ever loved, but that did not make this return trip any more nostalgic. It is natural to believe that love or hope or one of

  the other life-affirming emotions is capable of resanctifying a desecrated space, a place haunted by bad memories. But this did not happen here.




  Many years later, the Clinton administration offered the City of Philadelphia a substantial chunk of money to rehabilitate the housing project. The city asked for dynamite instead. It blew up

  the apartments, razed the homes, and after many delays erected pert little town houses in their place. I visited the town houses one day and stood on the spot where our house had been and then on

  the approximate site of the high-rise where Marguerite and I had spent that memorable afternoon. I hoped that the residents of the cute little town houses would be happy there, that they would

  maintain their homes, that they would never take their good fortune for granted. Otherwise, a few years hence, it might be time for more dynamite.




  East Falls—the entire neighborhood, and not just the housing project that bore that name—was an anomaly in that all the economic classes save for the spectacularly

  wealthy dwelt within its confines, though not contiguously. There were poor people, working-class people, middle-class people, and rich people all living within easy walking distance of one

  another. This was most unusual, since Philadelphia neighborhoods tended to be demographically monochromatic, demarcated along strict economic and racial lines. North Philadelphia, once teeming with

  poor Irish immigrants, was by the late 1950s teeming with poor black people. Lower-class white people lived in sullen neighborhoods called Kensington, Port Richmond, and Fishtown, which prided

  themselves on their ethnic purity and fealty to traditional values, as if that made their cheerless, claustrophobic streets any less grubby. Middle-class white people lived in the near-Northeast,

  middle-class Jews a bit farther north. Italians of all classes—including Angelo Bruno, head of the local Mafia—kept to themselves down in South Philly, minding their own business inside

  tiny, well-maintained row homes. Well-heeled Wasps who had not fled the city for the patrician Main Line lived in sprightly apartments ringing Rittenhouse Square. The few bohemian types

  Philadelphia could scare up pitched camp a few blocks south. The more generic Wasps lived in the city’s leafy northwest corner, in communities with plummy names like Mount Airy and Chestnut

  Hill. Truly rich people, by and large, did not live in Philadelphia.




  The housing project itself abutted a working-class district consisting of small, unassuming houses undulating patiently up two adjacent streets: Calumet and Stanton. The residents of these

  streets never forgave the city fathers for sticking public housing right next to them, reasoning that people who did not own their own houses were not likely to maintain them and that poorly

  maintained houses were likely to attract an even worse class of poor people. The project, they complained, with intense passion but to no discernible effect, would eventually become a slum, thereby

  imperiling the nondescript but nonetheless flourishing community that adjoined it.




  This is exactly what happened; this is what always came to pass back in that era, when central planning committees were forever concocting ingenious new schemes to make working-class people turn

  homicidal. Tellingly, as soon as we escaped from the project and moved into a middle-class community, we were pressured by our new friends into making the same fatuous statements about poor black

  people that were once made about us. Black people bred like rabbits and lived like pigs. Black people all drove Cadillacs. Black people all cashed multiple welfare checks. Black people spent the

  entire day devising cunning schemes to rip off the federal government. The proof of their astounding duplicity and ingenuity was that they got to live rent-free in glamorous locales like

  Cabrini-Green and Watts and North Philly and Bedford-Stuyvesant. Their perfidy knew no bounds. We knew, firsthand, that none of this was true, especially the part about the Cadillacs, but we acted

  as if it were. There was no point in graduating into the middle class unless you got to spit on the class you had just left behind.




  A few blocks away from the meek community on Calumet and Stanton streets was a more prestigious neighborhood where the streets had enchanting names like Vaux and Ainslie and Indian Queen Lane.

  Indian Queen Lane was my favorite, the sort of street name that manages to be evocative without sounding synthetic, the kind of thing we never hear anymore. Indian Queen Lane—which also

  meandered diligently up a steep hill, another anomaly in the generally horizontal City of Brotherly Love—was home to a small theater company that was forever putting on corking amateur

  productions of plays like You Can’t Take It with You and Charley’s Aunt. The theater stood no more than a half mile from the project. But I never set foot in it, nor did

  anyone else in my family. It was a mite too genteel for the Queenan family.




  A short pace up the road sat Warden Drive, a prosperous enclave whose tree-lined streets bristled with tasteful, well-appointed Tudor-style homes. It was a refined, understatedly twee community

  where one sensed the engulfing presence of thatched roofs, even though they were not there. For many years, Arlen Specter, Philadelphia’s much-admired district attorney, a member of the

  Warren Commission (which investigated John F. Kennedy’s assassination and was thought by many to have muffed the assignment), and later a powerful, mildly independent-minded Republican

  senator, made his home there. A few times as an adult I ran into Specter on the Metroliner heading to Washington, and we reminisced about the old neighborhood. Though our recollections did not mesh

  seamlessly, I acted as if they did, adhering to that inexplicable stricture mandating that working- class people behave deferentially toward the rich and the powerful, not out of fear or respect or

  even envy but because no one wants to make a scene. This may also derive from a classwide belief that when the wealthy are making an honest effort to stay awake while you are speaking, the least

  you can do is be civil.




  Perched at the very top of Warden Drive stood the modest little house where Grace Kelly had grown up. Several times in the middle of a surprise blizzard, my father and I trudged up to the Kelly

  residence, which stood directly across the street from a public park, and shoveled the snow off their path. I was amazed at how slender and unostentatious the building was, given the clan’s

  international fame and fabulous wealth; in this sense it resembled Graceland or the Mona Lisa, both of which are much smaller than first-time visitors to Memphis or Paris expect them to be.

  Though we never met any members of the family—patriarch John B. Kelly was already getting along in years; Grace had long since blown town, first for Hollywood, then for the bright lights of

  Monaco; and Olympic champion playboy son John B. Junior never seemed to do anything but row crew—we felt honored to clear the snow from the sidewalks of Philadelphia’s most storied

  Irish family.




  John B. Kelly Jr. was a beloved figure among the Irish, and for much the same reason as was John Kennedy: To all appearances, he did not have a job, at least not a real one, which to people like

  my father was a dream come true. “Work is the curse of the drinking man,” he used to joke, pilfering a line from Oscar Wilde, but he wasn’t joking. It was as if the entire

  Irish-American population of Philadelphia was able to derive vicarious pleasure from John B. Jr.’s life of ease, even though they themselves had to go out and sling hash, scrub toilets, and

  mop floors. This affection was rooted in the belief that an ethnic group hadn’t really arrived (or, in Kelly’s case, made a splash) until they had sons—nay, scions—who

  didn’t have to work for a living. Or, if they did, worked only on advisory committees and blue-ribbon commissions. Kelly’s father, by contrast, had a reputation as a hard-ass

  who’d made his money in the brick business. My father maintained that the bricks used to build the housing project were supplied by Kelly’s outfit, conferring upon us an even more

  intimate mythic rapport.




  Usually, once we’d gotten the shoveling out of the way, the staff would bring us hot chocolate and cookies. They were not great tippers; perhaps they felt that the sheer honor of servicing

  the sidewalks of our ethnic group’s most cherished icons was adequate recompense for our efforts. They were probably right, though the reason I never bought a snowblower as an adult, the

  reason I always loved shoveling snow, was that it elicited atypically warm memories of my father. It had nothing to do with Grace Kelly.




  When I was a child, I always thought of Warden Drive, and especially the Kelly house, as breathtakingly classy, but I never dreamed of living in places like that, because my parents nourished

  only plausible dreams. “Don’t get your hopes up, because you’ll only be disappointed” was their credo. This was a philosophy that contaminated the cumulative psyche of the

  city, breeding an attitude that kept fans from even dreaming about triumphs on the playing fields, because dreams were better left undreamt; at least that way, they wouldn’t get smashed. It

  is hardly a surprise that the statue of Rocky Balboa outside the Spectrum arena in South Philadelphia dwarves the statue of Julius Erving. Erving is a flesh-and-blood superstar whose career was

  perhaps something of a disappointment to the locals, as he brought home only one championship. Rocky, in sharp comparison, is the hometown hero, the valiant underdog who never fails to come through

  in the clutch, the working stiff whose rough-and-tumble demeanor and can-do attitude captures the gritty blue-collar ethos of the city, most of whose season-ticket holders live in the suburbs and

  work in front of LCD screens. Rocky, however, does not exist, and Sylvester Stallone grew up in Silver Spring, Maryland. Curiously, in the original Rocky, the only film in the long-running

  series that comes close to being believable, Rocky finishes second.




  It took a long time for me to overcome this predisposition toward tamping down expectations. As an adult, living in New York, a state that had no emotional connection with my youth, it would

  give me great pleasure to drive past beautiful homes and park the car for a few minutes, purely to admire their grace and elegance. It wasn’t necessary for me to live in them, or even have

  enough money to live in them; I could derive joy from the mere fact that they existed. A beautiful house, I had come to appreciate, made everyone who looked at it feel better, while an ugly house

  could drag down people’s spirits for the next hundred years. But as a child, I never wasted any time gazing at rich people’s homes. If I wasn’t going to live in them, what was the

  point of looking at them?




  The entrance to the East Falls Housing Project was no more than a couple hundred yards north of the Schuylkill River, which flowed straight through the city. The Schuylkill was

  neither a raging cataract nor a mythical waterway, and while it is true that the river was the preferred setting for many paintings by Thomas Eakins, the greatest artist America has ever produced,

  few Americans are aware of this. Despite this lack of epic stature, the river was reasonably wide, with plenty of open space on either bank where people could picnic, fish, frolic with their

  children, or sit back and watch the world go by. It was a feature of the landscape that had the power to console and inspire; it was lovely, it was accessible, and it was free.




  My family never went down to the Schuylkill. We never went on picnics. We never set up a folding table and sat out playing cards or checkers. And we certainly never watched the regatta teams row

  past. The river was off-limits to us. The official party line was that it wasn’t safe for children to go down to the river by themselves, because the area was poorly traveled and rampaging

  Negro gangs from North Philadelphia were known to pounce on defenseless tykes and beat them to a pulp. As for the prospect of a picnic, that would never have occurred to anyone in my family or just

  about anyone in my neighborhood. Poor white people didn’t go on picnics; the bucolic fête was the province of the bourgeoisie or otiose Negroes. Poor white people stayed inside and

  watched sports and drank beer and terrorized their kids. All the years that we lived in the project, all the years that we lived just a few hundred yards away from a placid, slow-moving river that

  could have provided a respite from our unhappiness, we simply ignored it.




  One summer morning not long after we moved to East Falls, my father woke me early. He said he was headed downtown to apply for unemployment compensation and wanted me to come along. I did not

  know what unemployment compensation was—it took me a long time to understand the protocol involved in losing a job—but the prospect of embarking on an adventure with my dad was

  thrilling. What I did not realize when he issued the invitation, however, was that we would not be taking the bus, the subway, or the trolley car downtown that morning, because we had no cash on

  hand. Not one thin dime. Not one red cent. Not even one wooden nickel. Nothing. Instead, we would be making our way on foot. Children have a distorted concept of size and space, so in my memory the

  distance between our home and downtown Philadelphia was easily fifteen to twenty miles, a Herculean undertaking for a youngster, as we would also be making the return trip on foot. This made the

  outing immeasurably less appealing.




  Life in those days, for the Queenans at least, was a trail of automotive tears. Not having a car in the age of the Thunderbird was a tremendous humiliation for a grown man. It was bad enough not

  having a television or a telephone, but those were minor inconveniences. Having no car left us at the mercy of the dreaded Philadelphia Transportation Authority and its fleet of unreliable,

  herky-jerky buses, subways, and trolleys, most of them going places we did not wish to visit. No car meant no trips to the country, no trips to the seashore, no trips to visit those few relatives

  we did not wish to see impaled on sharp sticks. Not once in his life did my father own a new car or anything resembling one. For most of my childhood, we did not have a car, and on the rare

  occasions when we did scrape together enough cash to buy one, it would turn out to be some wheezing bomb that keeled over and died within a few weeks. To the best of my knowledge, my father also

  never flew on a plane or found himself in a position to order room service. The late twentieth century had a lot to offer working-class people, but he missed out on all of it.
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