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This book is dedicated to my wife, Bettina,


who saves my life every day.
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WALKING BROAD





Everything stays the same is the truth of truths;,

everything changes whether you believe it or not.

—STEPHEN BERG, PHILADELPHIA POET






PREAMBLE



THE Big Red B was at least five stories high, ruby by day, aglow at night, so you could see it from miles away, like a giant firefly, right there at the very beginning of the longest straight street in the world. That’s what everyone called Broad Street, the longest straight street in the world, and the Big Red B, limned in a fancy font against the Philly sky, was the sun and the moon for kiddie navigators, letting you know where you were and where you belonged. When my mother worked on Broad Street, late nights at the Cadillac Club, she told me the Big Red B stood for our family initial and I wanted to believe her so I almost did, until I replaced her fantasy with my own: it was a one-letter announcement, a red-letter celebration of the street itself, the only essential boulevard for all citizens of Philadelphia. Any move you made, or contemplated making, involved Broad Street—bus stops, restaurants, schools, pool halls, newsstands, record shops, hookers, hospitals, clothing stores, tap-rooms, movie theaters, or the subway that traveled beneath the concrete in a dark and parallel universe.

Broad Street was thirteen miles of enchantment that started in a quaint residential area bordering the suburbs and ran through the squalor of North Philly to City Hall and along the theaters and hotels of Center City down to Little Italy—how we salivated for the exotic food and the exotic girls with high black hair and low resistance—and then to the river where Ben Franklin used to swim after summer constitutionals. As designed by William Penn, Broad Street was 113 feet wide from start to finish, wider than any street in London. The founder envisioned gentlemanly estates and Quaker tolerance, a town leaning toward utopia. Someone should have told him: things are rarely as grand as you imagine, and never work out the way you planned.

Turns out the longest straight street in America is actually in Chicago, and the Big Red B was neither family crest nor beacon of civic pride, but a neon logo for a car dealership, Broadway Chrysler Plymouth, so named to utilize the big red B inherited from Best Market, which had been bequeathed by the Baltimore Market a generation before. Rather than the avenue of dreams, Broad Street turned out to be my road of realities: my father was pronounced dead on Broad Street; my mother was dumped on Broad Street after twenty-five years of hard labor when her photo finishing plant was sold to an international conglomerate; I flunked out of college on Broad Street, sold cameras on Broad Street, purchased drugs on Broad Street, wrote for a newspaper on Broad Street, touched JFK’s left hand on Broad Street, stormed an Army tank to protest a war on Broad Street, said farewell to my first wife on Broad Street, met my second wife when she worked on Broad Street, and rode the Broad Street subway a thousand times, scared silly each and every trip.

The transformation of Broad Street from mysteriously hallowed ground to site of existential drubbing was my Philadelphia education in a nutshell: things are rarely as grand as you imagine, and nothing works out the way you planned.









1

HOME

Cheltenham Avenue to Chelten Avenue


Home

is where we

love each other

and where we

come to look things up.

Everything else

is Away.

—Dorothea Grossman, Philadelphia poet






LOOKING for the Big Red B at the start of the street, I find only a handwritten sign on the front door of a furniture store: WE DO NOT HAVE PUBLIC BATHROOMS. The young black salesman reiterates that policy as I enter the cavernous space. I ask him if he remembers the Big Red B in the sky. He calls for backup. Two older gents saunter over, sipping their morning brews. I have not yanked them away from any customers, for there are no customers in this armory of a showroom; what Gordon’s Furniture has in great abundance are empty seats, thousands of them, and the two senior salesmen decide to sit on a “Contemporary Living Room Group—Sofa and Loveseat, only $899—with Chaise Lounge available in 30 different colors.”

I introduce myself and offer my hand.

“He wants our names now,” says one salesman to the other.

“What good could that do us?” is his response.

“How could it hurt you?” I ask.

“Who knows?” says the first salesman. “If it can, it will.”

The philosophy rings true. Philadelphians live by that jaundiced rule: if it can hurt, it will. It’s the local version of Murphy’s Law, a macabre Irish pragmatism tinged with a Jewish awareness that God possesses a perverse and ofttimes unkind sense of humor. Philadelphians have thin skin and deep insecurities; they are skeptical by nature and zetetic by training. If a team can lose, it shall. Winning is not a naturally occurring event in this town. It’s not a simple matter of the glass half empty: Philadelphians question the size of the glass and the quality of the liquid—where are the bubbles, cuz?

How well Philadelphians know they reside in the former business center, former manufacturing hub, former music factory, former boxing haven, former seaport, former this, and former that. Their city is the I-95 rest stop between NYC and DC, the nation’s current capitals of culture and politics, commerce and clout. Little in the last half of the last century has done anything to warm Philadelphians to the Fates, and vice versa.

You try living in a punch line without wanting to punch someone.

The two men sip their coffee in silence. More than caffeine and sugar will be needed to stir them from their lassitude. They have been selling furniture for seventy-five years between them. With some coaxing, they confess to remembering the Big Red B, and how it was removed eighteen years ago, and how nothing has gotten any better since that day of extraction, not that they blame the missing B on their chronic dyspepsia. They are openly dispirited about people shopping online, the pharmacy chain that moved next door, competitors cropping up in the neighborhood, the lack of foot traffic in their own store, the war in Iraq, global warming, the corruption in City Hall, the corruption in Congress, and, worst of all, they concur, is the goddamned economy, the shell game that feeds the rich and screws the middle class, no matter what the experts tell you.

“I work only two days a week now,” says Estragon. “Just to give the old lady a break.”

“He’s a sweetheart, isn’t he?” says Vladimir.

“It’s killing me, this economy,” says Estragon. “After someone pays $75,000 for a fixer-upper, who can afford to furnish it?”

“Philadelphia,” laments Vladimir. “Philadelphia is down the piss-hole.”

There is a long silence. Too long. I hear my heart beat. They gaze into their respective coffee cups. What do they see?

“May I use the bathroom?” I hear myself ask. The salesmen look at each other as if I have just requested their spleens.

“Only joking,” I say and gesture toward the lavatory sign on the front door. They don’t smile either.

This is not a good start at the start of Broad Street. Good starts are invaluable. The first people you meet on a journey are omens, adumbrations, and no matter how you cut it, this is a bleak beginning that augurs ill for an adventure of my own devising, the walking of Broad Street, all thirteen miles of who-knows-what. It is something I never wanted to do when I lived here, but now, after residing in New York for a quarter century, it seems to be an essential exercise. I suppose I am searching for something. I don’t know what. Or when. The past brings sorrow and the future anxiety, warn the Buddhists, so one concentrates on the moment. Can I keep my history cordoned off from the now, and hold the future at bay? These sofa salesmen, these sullen gray gents sipping on fumes and apprehension, are unable to come to grips with the impermanence of all things, most notably themselves. They are selling furniture to a world not very interested in furniture. I am wondering if this trek is the worst idea I ever concocted, if I am selling Philadelphia (or me) to a world (or me) not very interested in Philadelphia (or me). Aren’t there important things for people to read about?

Maybe I just want to prove I can walk thirteen miles. I feel trim and frisky as I near sixty. Now that so many relatives have passed away and my visits to Philly are infrequent, maybe I need a reason to return to the old hometown to get reacquainted with some homeboys or rekindle my subterranean homesick blues. Hearing myself describe myself as “a kid from Philly” no longer surprises me, even though I haven’t lived here for twenty-five years, since my twin boys were born, since we packed up and ran off to New York for fame and shelter from my mother, and now all I want to do is walk Broad Street, all of it, through the best and worst, through the blood and guts of North Philly, through the blight of Tioga, down the Avenue of the Arts, through Little Italy, past the stadia, and into the old Navy Yard, to see what’s happened to it, to me, to us.

Those salesmen were me. Everyone I will encounter is me. Is that baby boomer perdition or Walt Whitman rapture?

I feel a funk coming on. It is not an unfamiliar sensation. I know what needs to be done: walk it off, exhaust the presentiment, unleash the endorphins, summon some distant knowledge that any trip, like any day, or any life, can begin inauspiciously and somehow end up swell. Or less than tragic.

 

The address of the northernmost house on Broad Street is 7206, which means City Hall is seventy-two blocks, approximately seven miles, due south, address of One, and then the numbers start to climb on the Southside. Philly is a city for idiots. Linear, rectangular, straight ahead. I love how they named all the nonnumbered streets in Center City after the trees they tore out to make room for the streets. Chestnut, Walnut, Cherry, Vine, Locust, Spruce. This row house at 7206 North Broad Street has been converted into a day care center called Leaps ’n’ Bounds. Carolyn Pettigrew is looking after eight children between the ages of two and four. They are adorable tykes who need much looking after. You wish they were at home. Four, five, six hours is a long time for a toddler to be socializing away from home. Down the block, a larger, more colorful, more institutional day care center is under construction, Your Child’s World. It is an offshoot of a facility that operates in another part of town. That one is open from 6 A.M. to 6 P.M. and some of the thirty kids spend ten hours a day at that place. Ten hours a day. You wish they were home and not there.

Know the child left behind.

That I will pass by another two dozen day care centers on Broad Street indicates that more and more mothers are working hard at jobs and more and more kids are working hard at being children without mothers.

Old men with no futures. Young kids with absentee mothers. This walk is off and limping. What could possibly come next? How about a funeral parlor? How about two?

Philadelphia Jews have an inexorable if clear-cut choice to make at the end of life and the beginning of Broad Street—Levine’s Funeral Home or Goldstein Rosenberg Raphael-Sacks Inc. Of the fifteen funeral homes on Broad Street, the two for Jews are very close to each other geographically, financially, and spiritually. The veneer of secular harmony suddenly cracks in the face of the afterlife—for eternity, everyone wants to be with his own. Heaven must be segregated.

Goldstein Rosenberg Raphael-Sacks Inc. will be avoided today not because it sounds like a law firm or the result of a corporate merger, but because it was there where I last saw my mother. In her final repose. Five years ago. ’Round midnight. And it was a gargantuan error. Knowing she would not want to make such a long trip without photographs of her grandchildren, I went to Goldstein’s to place a few snapshots in her plain spruce coffin ($550); she would have loved a pack of Pall Malls too, but I was hoping she was going to a no-smoking zone. She had smoked enough.

“This is not my mother,” I said to no one in particular when I first saw her body in the wooden box. The two guards who had allowed me some private time pretended not to hear me from their safe distance in the hallway. “This is not my mother,” I repeated, and took a few deep breaths, backed away, looked again, and then again, and was convinced that this corpse could not even pass for a Madame Tussaud version of my mother. They had made a grievous error. It happens. Hospitals dish out wrong babies to right parents, so why can’t funeral homes dish out the wrong parent to the right son? Babies in cribs, old ladies in boxes. One group entering, one exiting. Near the end, almost all the old ladies, God knows, looked like my mother, matted white hair over hunched shoulders, timorous gaits behind metal walkers; how many times did I rush to help my mother cross a street even though she seldom ventured out of her apartment and I rarely came to Philadelphia? My mother’s dotage and my guilt turned me into a Boy Scout. (“Rarely,” by the way, was her word to describe my visitation frequency, which included every holiday, every birthday, every fall she took, every hip she cracked, every firing of a nurse, every new doctor, and every time she wound up in one of five local emergency rooms, which she considered a mini-chain of private clinics.)

I yelled for the guards. They pretended not to hear me. I went to the hallway to tell them about the mix-up face-to-face. They told me it was me who was mixed up. They showed me papers. Embarrassment rolled down my cheeks. A man ought to recognize his own mother, the woman who had given him life, had taught him the fundamentals of reading, writing, and Scotch-and-soda before sending him away to boarding school at the age of seven, and then invaded his psyche like an occupying army promising liberation and bringing chaos for decades.

Jews don’t believe in viewings. They believe only God should see the dead. I stood there and shook and apologized through tears for not being a better son, more compassionate, more patient. I apologized for thwarting her suicide attempt. I apologized for everything I could think of that could be apologized for.

As I put the photographs into her casket, I wondered why the goyim put themselves through this kind of pain. Waiting for a resurrection? Making sure it’s the right body being buried? Not a day goes by that I don’t regret those moments, the last moments I ever saw my mother, lifeless, artificial, someone else.

By the time the guards came in to tell me it was time to go, I was smiling. I had remembered a joke. Not just any joke, but The Joke. I didn’t want to, but I had no choice. The Joke was intended to be a commencement gift of sorts, as I was sixteen and had just graduated high school, the esteemed hellhole called Girard College, and my mother wanted me to know that she considered me a man. I had never heard The Joke before and have never heard it since, except in my own head. There are not many presents that stick with you for a half century, but this one had, and I replicate it now as accurately as possible, in spirit if not syllable:

Sarah and Nathan have been married fifty years. One day, they go for their annual checkups. The doctor has bad news. Sarah has an incurable disease, with only three months to live.

“What can I do for you, my precious Sarah?” asks Nathan when they arrive at home. “How can I make your last months more comfortable?”

“Well, Nathan, my sweet Nathan,” says Sarah shyly, “just once before I die I would like to experience oral sex. Would you do that for me?”

“This is not my cup of tea,” says Nathan, “but if this is your request, yes, of course.”

A month later, Sarah and Nathan return to the doctor’s office. After the examination, the doctor says to the couple, in a puzzled tone, “I don’t know why, I don’t know how, but Sarah has no signs of any disease whatsoever. She is one hundred percent healed.”

At which point, Nathan slaps himself on the forehead and exclaims, “If only I had known this when my mother was sick!”

 

Yes, I will skip Goldstein Rosenberg Raphael-Sacks Inc. today and visit Levine’s Funeral Home.

“How do people choose between these two funeral homes?” I ask.

“Based on their family history, their experience, their comfort level,” says Joe Levine. “Everything else is very similar.”

“Anything new in the business?”

“Graveside ceremonies and personalized eulogies are very popular,” he says.

“Cremations?” I ask.

“You’ll find more cremations in Denver and San Francisco than here,” says Joe Levine. “We are a community of roots. Philadelphians live here and die here and have a need to be memorialized here so their families can visit. Jews get buried. We don’t cremate.”

There is no funeral today. Maybe no one died in a couple days. No Jews anyway. Joe Levine says more people die in the winter than in the summer, but he won’t hazard a guess as to why. You have to think it’s a combination of people missing their walks in the sun, and caretakers unable to get to work through snowdrifts, and cranky doctors who miss their golf games, and just old-fashioned poetic justice. Philadelphia winters are for dying.

“How long you been here at 7100 Broad Street?”

“We’ve been here at 7100 North Broad for a half century,” says Joe Levine.

“And before that?”

“Fifteen twelve North Broad Street.”

“You’re very loyal to Broad Street.”

“Like they say in real estate,” says Joe Levine, “location, location, location. Broad Street gives us visibility and accessibility. Everybody knows where Broad Street is.”

In a manner of speaking, funeral parlors are in the real estate game. Whenever a cemetery opens, funeral homes purchase any number of plots, so that, in the event someone hasn’t planned well, a funeral director, like Joe Levine, can, on the spot, sell a place to spend eternity. Catholic funeral homes don’t enjoy this side business: the churches own the cemeteries.

“A couple years ago,” says Joe Levine, “a golden opportunity came our way, and we purchased the whole of Salomon Memorial Park in Frazer, Pennsylvania.”

“You know who Haym Salomon is?” I ask.

“Excuse me,” says Joe Levine, and takes a phone call.

Haym Salomon was an immigrant businessman who spoke eight languages and became known as the Financier of the Revolution. Many experts think he wrote the first draft of the U.S. Constitution. Some think he designed the Great Seal of the United States, explaining the thirteen colonies arranged in a Star of David above the eagle’s head. Salomon died penniless and was buried without a marker in any language in a Jewish cemetery in Center City Philadelphia.

“According to state law,” says Joe Levine, “anyone can be a plot purveyor and buy twenty or fifty or a hundred cemetery plots and then resell them.” The reason is for family togetherness; maybe you want a big family picnic in perpetuity, maybe you’ve had it with noisy neighbors. And then maybe someone in your family changes their mind or gets a divorce and decides to sell the plots. You can. At a profit. One at a time or in bulk.

“Sounds like an interesting business venture, Joe,” I say.

“I’m not worried,” says Joe Levine. “Only funeral homes have the opportunity to resell the plots.”

“Ever hear of eBay, Joe?”

I call my brother on the cell phone as I continue to walk.

“Wanna corner the market on cemetery plots?” I ask.

“Are you sick?” he asks.

“You don’t like the idea?” I ask.

“I’m still asleep,” he says.

“Then you might like the idea when you wake up?”

“Buying and selling cemetery plots?” he asks.

“Yes.”

“No. It’s too creepy,” he says.

“Very little competition,” I say.

“Because it’s too creepy,” he repeats.

“You’ll be the only one on craigslist or eBay.”

“Because it’s too damn creepy.”

“All the aging baby boomers guarantee a spike in sales in the near future.”

“Can I have some coffee before we talk about dying baby boomers?”

It is very early in Santa Monica, California, and my brother has not had his Peet’s yet. I call him nowadays with business ideas even though I have no intention of ever following through, and doubt he will either, but I hang on to the remote chance that one notion will grab his fancy and he’ll follow through and find his true calling and make a killing and live the good life and thank me. My baby brother, fifty-six, has owned a mail order business, a video business, and a publishing business; he can sell anything he sets his mind to selling: books on the Internet, antique French posters, blue-green algae, or movies directed by Robert Downey Sr. He is a charming Sagittarian who often gets offered overpriced drinks in moodily lit bars when he’s mistaken for Richard Gere; he cannot cash in on his doppelgängerness, since he is in his twelfth year of sobriety. He graduated Betty Ford with honors. He is an undergraduate at Antioch and a full-time drug counselor; big headaches, small wages.

“Where are you?” asks my brother.

“City of Brotherly Love, brother.”

“Why?”

“I’m walking Broad Street, from one end to the other.”

“You’re what?” he asks.

“Walking Broad Street. From Cheltenham Avenue to the Delaware River.”

“You lose a bet?”

“No. I volunteered.”

“Why?” he wants to know.

“I don’t know. Maybe I missed something when we lived here.”

“I know what you’ll miss soon enough,” he says.

“What’s that?”

“The three Cs.”

“Three Cs?” I repeat.

“Cops, cabs, and Caucasians.”

“You think it’s dangerous?” I ask.

“Dangerous?” he repeats. “Let me tell you how dangerous. I’m willing to sell you a cemetery plot half price, right now.”

“You really think it’s dangerous?”

“Call me when you get to Girard Avenue. If you’re still alive.”

“You’re very reassuring,” I say.

“I gotta get some coffee,” he says.

He has reason to worry. More people were murdered in 2005 in Philadelphia than in Cleveland, Pittsburgh, San Jose, and San Diego combined. Philadelphia ranked number one in the nation in murders per capita. Still, on average, only one person a day gets killed in Philly, and that person is usually young, usually black, usually involved in some crazy drama involving girlfriends or gangs or vague disrespect. I don’t like the numbers, but I like my odds. I’d like some coffee too.

The white letters atop the Oak Lane Diner’s roof are seven feet high and virtually belt, Ethel Merman–style, “Welcome to Phila-del-phia!” It is a classic diner, all shiny chrome and stainless steel and black and white tiles and clean countertops and booths and sassy waitresses who serve homemade pies baked on the premises daily, which does not make them better or worse than other pies, just part of the institution that has been here at Broad and 66th Avenue for sixty-six years.

You would know the city by the breakfast side dishes: only $2.35 for bacon, sausage, ham, or scrapple. Scrapple. Unlike cheesesteaks and hoagies and oversized soft pretzels, scrapple is one of Philadelphia’s culinary delights that has not caught on nationally. Ingredients, not taste, are at the root of the circumscribed distribution: hog skin, hog heart, hog liver, hog tongue, hog brains, any old offal or entrails, hog lips, hog testes, hog neck bones, hog ears, and meat scraped from hog heads. The frugal Pennsylvania Dutch used every inch of the pig except the squeal; they couldn’t bear to discard any leftovers from the butchering, so they held all the umbles together in a loaf with cornmeal, flour, water, thyme, sage, and strong black pepper. If you cut a slice, flour it properly, and fry it up just right, it rivals any breakfast meat on earth. To hell with haggis.

With ketchup dappled on my sunny-side-up eggs, my home fries, and my scrapple, North Broad tastes like heaven, or a shortcut to it.

Sipping coffee in a Philly diner without a Daily News is a misfeasance. Today’s tabloid features items about union unrest, John Street, Larry Bowa, Bruce Springsteen, DA Lynne Abraham, restaurateur Neil Stein, Eagle madness, Governor Ed Rendell, DJ Jerry Blavat, Dick Vermeil, Senator Arlen Specter, and the dismissal of the Cardinal Dougherty High School athletic director for using racist epithets. He used the N-word twice while addressing his young football team. Twenty-five years and nothing has changed. Same people, same plights, same biases, same newspaper. Arlen Specter was a DA running for the Senate when I left. Lynne Abraham was a hanging judge who wanted to be DA. Larry Bowa was on the Phillies. Mayor John Street was just elected to the City Council, after working his way through Temple Law School by selling hot dogs on the street. These same names are still news. Is this the Twilight Zone edition of the Daily News? No, it’s just Philadelphia. Nothing and nobody changes. It’s comforting; it’s disconcerting. It’s why you left twenty-five years ago; it’s why you are back today.

Philly is a small town hiding in a big city.

Philly is a big town masquerading as a small city.

Philly is Baltimore on steroids.

Philly is a bathroom break between NYC and DC.

Philly is an archipelago whose islands are surrounded by concrete.

In a nation of Toll Brothers’ computer-generated neighborhoods, of million-dollar LEGO mansions in gated communities, Philadelphia is authentic—a hardcore city with genuine neighborhoods, and those hoods are as distinct, as idiosyncratic, and as competitive as the equestrian clubs that race the Palio in Siena. It is not a farrago of faux streets and ersatz manses designed to sell fast, it’s a real place with real people, mean streets and mean streaks, and music that no one else in the world cares about pours from row houses and hospital waiting rooms. “Open My Eyes” by the Nazz or “The 81” by Candy and the Kisses. It’s home. No one pretends Philadelphia is a land of milk and honey—more like Yuengling and Tastykakes—but its provenance cannot be denied, with its own cuisine and parlance, its own quirks and quarks and tastes, and Bill Conlin too, a crotchety history buff of a sports columnist whose two cents are worth four bits any day.

After breezing through the Daily News, you pick up the Philadelphia Inquirer, once a great paper, now suffering financial and editorial convulsions, searching for a new reason to be, and the means to be it. Here’s a column by Tom Ferrick Jr. He was my editor when I wrote for the Temple News sometime in the last century. Damned if he isn’t writing about walking Broad Street to work every day. He has a wry wit, a mature voice. Ferrick was always mature. Too mature for me. We weren’t the best of friends, but I should stop by and see ol’ Tom when I get downtown, talk about the passage of time and walking B. Street. That’ll be nice. That he hasn’t traveled very far since college is no surprise; that’s the Philadelphia dance of life—a straight path that somehow leads back to where it started. Like a line dance on American Bandstand, or at a Jerry Blavat hop. You grow up in a neighborhood, attend Temple or Penn or La Salle or Villanova or Drexel or St. Joe’s, move to Center City or the hippest hood of the moment, get a career going, drink at Dirty Frank’s, play the field until you find a suitable mate, and then move to the burbs or back to the hood, or the burbs nearest the hood, or the hood nearest the burbs.

Tom Ferrick Jr. was born in Philly, went to Temple University (on Broad Street), and has worked at the Inquirer (on Broad Street) ever since. He will tell you that Philadelphians are the least likely folks in America to move away from their hometown, and not because they have been dropped into Valhalla, not by a long shot; in fact, Philadelphians are perpetually mildly depressed and almost happy to be so. Lex loci. Even Tom Ferrick Jr., hometown hero, had to confess in one column:

“I was born in Philadelphia in 1949, and, shortly thereafter, the city began a half century of decline. I swear, it wasn’t my fault…. Even if you were born with the sunniest of dispositions (and my mother swears I was)…pessimism seeps into your psyche.

“Combine this pessimism with the city’s centuries-old inferiority complex, add a cup and a half of cynicism, and you have the Philadelphia state of mind. It’s a belief system that states that the only reason these aren’t the worst of times is because the future is going to be even more terrible.”

And Ferrick is the brightest, bounciest columnist in town!

Home again, home again, dancing the jig!

(Note to fact checker: that business about Philadelphians being the least likely folks to move away—don’t bother trying to verify that fact, for no such records are kept by the census or anyone with any senses. I have wasted many hours in that fruitless pursuit. It’s just an article of faith around here and no one wants to be disabused of that unprovable proposition. Home again, home again, jiggety jog. Who knows why we’re so high on the hog? Cherry water ice? The boathouses near the Museum of Art bathed in crepuscular light? The Phillies? Yo, staying home ain’t always an indication of contentment.)

I have an old friend who went to an All-Star fantasy camp to play hardball with some childhood memories. What he took away from that camp was neither pitching in the big game nor receiving personalized hitting instructions from Gary Matthews Sr., but the bizarre behavior of fellow campers. His hackles went up when he first heard someone yell, “Nice pitch!” or “Way to go!” He thought they were being sarcastic. Which is only natural in Philadelphia. Then he heard these “taunts” again and again—“Good effort!” “Bad luck!” “We’ll get ’em next time!” It took him all week to realize these digs were unambiguously sincere, were paroxysms of support, something heretofore foreign to him. No spitters, no scroogies, just people being nice. Pathologically nice! He concluded that people from places other than Philadelphia were a different breed. And they gave him the willies. You meet anyone from the Philadelphia diaspora anywhere in the world and there is an instant bond, a sense of belonging to a very tight if unharmonious tribe. Santa Monicans don’t have that. Syracusians don’t either. Philadelphians do.

Outside the Oaklane Diner, a black and tan squirrel is schlepping a drumstick across the parking lot. I follow him (or her). Squirrels like nuts, and seeds and fungi and buds and leaves and stuff like that. They are known to be vegetarians. Sure, urban squirrels settle for stale pizza in a pinch, but they pass on the pepperoni. Squirrels have to watch their salt intake, or their heart rate and blood pressure go crazy and shorten their already short little lives. Tough gig, finding unsalted scraps in a diner’s garbage. So I follow this flexitarian squirrel, and watch him (or her) climb a fence in the parking lot, find a comfortable spot, and munch serenely on the drumstick. Not just the breading either, but the meat. Maybe she’s pregnant. If I had forty-four days, I could wait and see. Maybe I will. I just stand and watch. I can feel her (his) heart racing. I can feel mine racing in sympathy. No kidding. I have atrial fibrillation. I half expected to see myself reflected in the eyes and lives of strangers, of morticians, sofa salesmen, teachers, waitresses, tailors, vagabonds, sure, but not squirrels. My pulse is elevating and I hurriedly check my shoulder bag for the medication. I find pens, pads, a stopwatch, a brochure from Gordon’s Furniture, Vioxx, Tylenol, Valium, Mineral, Ice, Vaseline, Lanoxin, Lomotrin, Pepto-Bismol, and a one-gulp airplane bottle of Wild Turkey. Who knows what thirteen miles of bad road may bring? The Vioxx is a souvenir. I stopped taking it when news reports said it caused strokes and heart attacks. The day the drug was withdrawn from the market, Merck’s stock dropped 25 percent in a single day, causing, possibly, as many strokes and embolisms as the drug itself. A deluge of lawsuits ensued. One has to wonder how many witnesses in how many courtrooms will testify for or against Vioxx without the benefit of some other Merck pharmaceutical coursing through their systems.

The squirrel has finished her drumstick. If she had a little napkin, she would dab the corners of her mouth. She enjoyed her drumstick. She just sits on the fence, next to a familiar unnerving green sign:

 

LEW BLUM TOWING

1130 N 40th St.

222-5628 $150/15 a day storage

CASH ONLY

 

In a recent straw poll, Philadelphians voted for the most notorious Philadelphians of all time. The top five were: Ira Einhorn (the hippie whose shiksa girlfriend was found in a trunk in his apartment before he went on the lam for twenty years); Gary Heidnik (who murdered two women and then raped and tortured three more before chaining them to his basement wall and forcing them to eat the first two women); Frank Rizzo (the brutal police chief of the 1960s who volunteered his police department to invade Cuba before he became the brutal mayor of the 1970s); Mumia Abu-Jamal (a writer and political activist convicted of the murder of a police officer in 1981 who has since become a cause célèbre for both opponents and supporters of the death penalty); and Lew Blum.

(Bob Saget got a few votes just for being Bob Saget. Bill Cosby, as much an embarrassment as an icon nowadays, earned some votes not only for lashing out against ebonics and the hip-hop nation, but for claims of sexual improprieties on his part, involving roofies, followed by the fondling of unconscious women.)

I call Lew Blum. They will get him for me, no questions asked. Philadelphians may not be polite, but they are not ashamed of themselves.

“Lew Blum,” says Lew Blum.

“How many cars do you tow every day?” I ask.

“I can’t tell you that,” he says.

“Why not?”

“That’s my whole business, right there. What else?”

“How many signs do you have around the city?” I ask.

“I can’t tell you that, then my competitors will know. What else?”

“How many competitors do you have?” I ask.

“Too many. I’m third-generation towing and trust me, this used to be much easier. My grandfather was Lew Smith, my uncle was George Smith, my mother’s married name is Blum. You know who tows the most vehicles? The Philadelphia Parking Authority. A hundred cars a day, easy. And you know why? They don’t play fair. They put up signs about six inches by ten inches, and you can’t even see them. The private tow guys, we have to put up signs three feet by three feet. Hey, let me have teeny-weeny signs and I’ll tow a hundred cars a day too. People should complain about the Parking Authority, not me.”

“How big are their signs really?” I ask.

“Okay, maybe ten by twelve, but I’m being generous.”

“How many vehicles do you tow a day?”

“You already asked me that. You think I forgot already?”

“How many employees do you have?” I ask.

“I have enough to get the job done. Just enough drivers, towers, and salespeople.”

“Salespeople?”

“Salespeople. How do you think I get business? I go to a Rite Aid and say, ‘Let me put up a sign and I’ll take care of your parking lot, keep it clean, keep it legit, get rid of the riffraff.’ I have salespeople doing that. And then we patrol. Just yesterday, a woman parks at KFC and goes in and eats her chicken and then decides to go shopping down the street. No good, lady. We tow her. She says she was in the KFC. Sure, lady. We have patrols who count the parking lot cars and then go in and count the customers. We go to the manager. If there are ten cars and only seven customers, we tow three. Oh, you were in the bathroom, lady? Bullshit! We sent a woman into the ladies’ room and you weren’t there. We sent a man into the men’s room and you weren’t there either. Try another story, lady.”

“How many cars do you tow a day?”

“Again with that question? Let’s say I tow eight to ten cars a day. That sounds good. We patrol Rite Aid and 7-Eleven and driveways and empty lots and we don’t get paid by the establishment, only by the cars we tow. People should understand that.”

“How many signs do you have around town?” I ask.

“Again? Let’s say five thousand to seven thousand signs in Philadelphia. That sounds good. If you don’t have an authorized vehicle, we’ll get you. And that includes cars with handicap stickers too. Those people want it both ways. First, they cry that they want to be equal, equal this and equal that, and then you tow their cars and suddenly they are privileged characters. Well, I don’t play that game. If you are unauthorized, you get towed. Things don’t always work out the way you planned.”

“Thank you,” I say.

“For what?” asks Lew Blum.

“For answering my questions,” I say.

“You think I answered your questions?” asks Lew Blum.

The squirrel is gone. She must have climbed down the fence and scurried off to her dray whilst I was taking notes. She must have run across the graffito that says: “It’s Lew Blum’s world and we just park in it.”

 

Across the street from the diner is the Halal Bilal Steak-and-Take Drive-Thru, a clean well-lighted fast food joint for Muslims. In Arabic, “halal” means lawful or permitted, which the following foods and beverages are not: alcohol and intoxicants, blood, blood by-products, swine, carnivorous animals, animals dead before slaughtering, birds of prey, and land animals without external ears, such as snakes and other descendants of dinosaurs. Scrapple will not be on the menu.

But you can watch the female cooks in full chadors prepare a Muslim Hoagie with five kinds of turkey instead of salami and cappicola, and Lamb Cheesesteak with the works, fried onions, peppers, and mushrooms. Yams and collard greens are sides. The Italian water ices are Mali Mango, Congo Cherry, Libya Lemon, Rasta Raspberry, Watusi Pineapple Coconut, and Guinea Grape. You could not get away with Guinea Grape in South Philly.

Hassan Stevens, a big dude who should probably cut down on the intake of his own product, owns and operates the Halal Bilal Steak-and-Take Drive-Thru. His family owns three others, with more on the way because there are 200,000 Muslims in Philly, with more on the way. Through conversion and immigration, best estimates stand at three to four million Muslims across the country. “At current rates of increase,” according to the American Society of Muslims, “there will be more Muslims than Presbyterians within the decade. Early in this century their numbers may well grow past six million, at which point there will be more American Muslims than Jews.”

Six million is a touchy number for Jews.

“I go to a farm in Virginia every week,” says Hassan exuberantly. “When I find the animals I want, I have to pacify them, rub their heads, get friendly with them before they get slaughtered or they’d be tough meat. If they get tense, if I have to chase them around, I just let them go. Cows, lamb, no difference. Let ’em go.”

“And when they are calm?” I ask.

“When the animal is calm, I say a prayer in Arabic—in the name of Allah—and slit the animal’s throat, and then I have fifteen seconds to get the animal into the slaughterhouse before he wakes up and causes all kinds of trouble. A cow can be very strong, as strong as a…a…”

“A bull?” I say.

“Yes. A bull! The slit just knocks them out for a little bit. The slaughterhouse does the rest and I bring them back to Broad Street and break them down and we have the freshest, cleanest meat you can find anywhere. All according to halal laws.”

Bilal was the constant companion of Prophet Muhammad. He remained faithful to his teacher while going through unspeakable crimes at the hands of infidels. Bilal always had a special place in the Muslim heart, but especially during these crusader days, these dark days of invaders and renditions and prisoners at Gitmo Bay, Cuba. Cuanto mas cambia, mas es la misma cosa.

Hassan Stevens’s family is Sunni, the minority sect in Iraq and the majority in Islam. They attend a large mosque that considers itself moderate. Muslims, like Christians, evangelize the world over and look forward to converting the human race to their faith since they have the ear of the Lord and the sole pipeline to Heaven—that place of magnificence that comes after a lifetime of poverty. Stevens’s father was a Black Muslim before the fragmentation of the Nation of Islam, before Louis Farrakhan broke with Elijah Muhammad’s son, Imam W. Dean Mohammed, aka Honorable Wallace D. Mohammed, aka Warith D. Mohammed, aka W. D. Mohammed.

You want to understand what’s going on in the Muslim community, so you buy a copy of the Final Call, Louis Farrakhan’s newspaper, which sits on the Halal Bilal countertop. In forty pages, you will find thirty-one photographs of Minister Louis Farrakhan, twenty-seven mentions of his name, plus schedules for his radio shows, television appearances, and live speeches, as well as adverts for CDs, DVDs, and tapes, including your choice of Minister Louis Farrakhan performing violin concertos of Beethoven (CD only) or Felix Mendelssohn (VHS only).

Louis Farrakhan is the winner of the award for most self-aggrandizing publisher in history, barely beating out Oprah Winfrey. Oprah, who in her youth must have thought being on a cover was a cruel pipe dream, has been on all seventy-five covers of O magazine since its launch in 2000. Oprah will remain O’s exclusive cover girl for the foreseeable and distant future. Come the month when Oprah is not on the cover of O, she will magically turn that into a publicity event, an act of magnanimity.

O, Allah, what will satisfy these good folks? When will enough be enough? Ben Franklin may have quoted himself a lot and made a lot of money from his pamphlet, but he had the modesty or devilry or business moxie to write under pseudonyms and call his publication Poor Richard’s Almanack. It ran for twenty-five years. That he was postmaster general didn’t hurt. Guess whose pamphlets and newspapers always were delivered first.

“What’s your biggest seller?” I ask Hassan.

“We go through 7,500 pounds of whiting every week.”

“Do you kill the fish a special way?”

“Sunnis consider all fish halal, if you don’t find them dead.”

“And business goes well?” I ask.

“Muslims have a duty to eat here,” says Hassan.

“How come?”

“Muslims are not supposed to walk by a halal restaurant. It may cost a little more, but they understand our steak sandwiches are clean, all beef, and our fish is fresh.”

I look around the Steak-and-Take. “How come business doesn’t look so hot, Hassan?”

“It’s Ramadan,” says Hassan.

“Oy, vey,” I say. “Salaam aleichem.”

 

Block after block, there are large houses with tasteful front yards and a car parked right in front of each home. No pedestrians are found on this uncluttered, leafy part of Broad Street. I guess everyone is at work. I try to convince myself that I too am at work. Writers are always trying to convince themselves that whatever they are doing is work, that they are not really a self-involved, self-deluded, self-isolating, self-serving, self-abnegating, self-reverential, self-redundant bunch who, barely moving from a keyboard, transform a paucity of other talents into a passion for something they swear destiny had in store for them all along. Maybe that’s why I am walking. I suddenly remember I don’t like walking. Never did like it and never do it except when the dog demands it and then I love watching her walk, or run circles around me, then hippety-hop after rabbits, disappear and reappear from the flora in her golden saunter, chase rodents and squirrels up and down holes and trees. So free to follow her instincts, yet so steadfast, the way writers try to be. I think of sentences while she walks, and remember pledges I have broken. The daily hour in the park with the dog makes me more human, less self-absorbed.

Tacked on trees and telephone poles around Chelten Avenue are tacky 8½ x 11 inch sheets of paper that read: “888-821-1958…work from home…earn serious money.” A prerecorded voice tells me to leave my name and number and the best time to call back if I want to earn more than $1,000 per month for only ten hours a week of work from my home. I leave my name and number and best times to reach me. Anytime. Night or day. I am home a lot. I wish I were there now. I feel unqualified for the unspecified job on the telephone pole even before I speak to the unknown employer.

Now a FOR SALE sign on a front lawn grabs your attention. It too displays a telephone number. You call. Why not? Without identifying the real estate company, the voice asks you to press number 5 if you are interested in “this elegant stone single home with five bedrooms, three and a half bathrooms, hardwood floors throughout, a renovated kitchen, finished basement, new boiler, a detached garage, a terrace on a quarter acre of land, for only $329,900. If you are prequalified for a mortgage, leave your name and number. If not, we have a deal for you…for your dream home…no complicated forms, no banks…call now.”

I already called. I look at the cell phone. You’d think financing for an elegant $330,000 dream home would require some complicated forms and bank involvement, particularly if you are not prequalified. I am not prequalified. I don’t think. I don’t know what that means. I know the median value of a dwelling in Philly is $60,700 and the median income for a household is about half that, or $31,000. Almost a quarter of the population of Philadelphia is below the poverty line, even if that poverty line is a jagged, vacillating, fault-filled, and relativistic thing. Poverty is usually defined as households that earn less than 25 percent of the median income of a particular community. In this case, the poverty line is $7,750.

Almost a quarter of the population of Philadelphia is making less than a quarter of the median income. Five’ll getcha ten that that spells misery for a great number of folks.
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