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CHAPTER ONE
Why You Should Always Leave the Mark a Dollar for Gas


1967

I had my back turned to Jackie when he said, “You’ll never get rich with your hands in your pants.”

I whirled around. “Where’d you read that one, a fortune cookie?” It was hard to breathe, let alone come up with a decent retort. I had twisted away to adjust the sweat-soaked roll of cash in my black silk briefs and Jackie was no more than three feet from me, watching my every move. I couldn’t let him spot the mysterious lump on my right hip—because, after all, it was his money I’d stolen.

“No, I saw it in a friggin’ Oreo. Anyway, who cares? I’ve got to have lunch with the county sheriff in ten minutes. Can I just show you how to work the Swinger?”

My throat felt like it was being constricted by kielbasa-size fingers. I had struggled to convince Jackie that I deserved a shot working one of the best money-vacuums on the Party Time Shows midway, and now I couldn’t get a word out except “Sure.” I was anxious about the money slipping down my pant leg. I was sick from the cold corn dogs, pizza crust, and flat Coke I had for breakfast after waking up, fully dressed in my new blue sharkskin pants and white satin shirt with western-style fringe, under a Party Time Shows semitrailer. I couldn’t safely sleep in a room, because spending the night in a Motel 6 might have tipped Jackie off that I had a source of income beyond my official cut of the action.

Jackie, on the other hand, was clean and calm, his auburn hair smelling of Vitalis. He was absently cutting a deck of cards with one soft, manicured hand while palming the croquet ball with the other. Then he dropped the cards into the breast pocket of his white, short-sleeved cotton shirt.

“See my pinkie finger?” Jackie asked, holding it in front of my face. “On the Swinger, your pinkie is the gaff, so don’t get it chopped off in a bar fight.”

“How so?”

“You see, even though it was probably invented in Alabama by some guy with three teeth, the Swinger is based upon a fundamental principle of physics, which is that the angle of reflection always equals the angle of refraction. Or maybe it’s the other way around.”

“Yeah, I did a science project on that in the fourth grade.”

“Let me show you how it relates to the Swinger.” Deceptively stripped down and simple in appearance, the Swinger was an “Alibi joint” that required the adult customer to knock a bowling pin down with a croquet ball. The bowling pin stood in the crux of a wooden coat hanger that had been nailed flat on a chest-high plywood counter. The croquet ball hung from a chain directly above the pin. Jackie turned and faced the counter. “In order to win a prize on the Swinger,” he said, “the player needs to swing the croquet ball forward so that it misses the bowling pin as it travels past, yet knocks the bowling pin down on the return trip.”

“So where does my pinkie finger come in?”

“When you want some moron to win, for publicity purposes or whatever, you wrap your pinkie around the back of the bowling pin so that when you seem to place the pin in the crux of the coat hanger, it is actually slightly off center. Which will result in the croquet ball knocking the pin down on the return trip.”

“Because of the angle of reflection equals the angle of refraction thing.”

“Like every game on the midway, the Swinger is all about science and the unchangeable laws of nature,” Jackie joked. He glanced at his watch, then the neon-lit hot dog stand, where he was due to buy the county sheriff a foot-long and probably hand over a popcorn box full of cash, so that the sheriff would order his deputies to ignore every loser’s complaint. Jackie was wise to every carny scam in the book even though, like me, he was seventeen and just a week short of graduating from high school.

“What’s a good call?” I asked about the line of patter I’d use to attract a mark’s attention.

Jackie shrugged. “Whatever feels right. Like if it was some biker with a tattoo of a Harley on his shoulder, you might say, ‘Hey bro, park your scooter and let me show you how to profit by playing a little item we call the Swinger.’ Something to get him ticked off. Because when you insult a biker, he’ll want to beat you at your own game. And that’s not humanly possible.”

“So I wind up with his money.”

“But don’t forget to leave him with a dollar so he can buy gas, drive home, and kick the mailbox instead of you.”

For a brief moment, I forgave Jackie for all the tricks he’d played on me over the course of our friendship, how he’d conned me into this, manipulated me into that. With his help, I might soon be earning hundreds of bucks, maybe a grand a day, on the Swinger. I’d have pockets bursting with cash, a girl under each arm, and a beer in each hand.

Then the $1,253 in my underwear once again began to descend. My sweat and the accumulated grime of thousands of hands had turned the bills into a slimy mass that was slipping from the grasp of the elastic band. I stole a look at Jackie, who was now a few feet to my right, leaning against one of the tent poles that held up the Swinger. Why was he staring at me, I wondered? His opaque gaze was fixed on me just slightly off center, so that he was neither meeting me eye to eye nor looking away. Did he know I was skimming money because I’d discovered that he was paying me far less than my fair share? Hey, we were best friends. How could that happen? Maybe I was paranoid. Maybe at seventeen I was already far too suspicious of my best buddy’s motives, not to mention those of the common folk who were currently slogging down the midway through the thick stew of mud, sawdust, and elephant turds the size of bread loaves.

Jackie pushed his black, horn-rimmed glasses back up his nose. Perspiration dotted his quickly reddening face. “Now,” he said, “I have a question for you.”

“What’s that?”

“Did you just shit cash?”

I peered down at my feet. There, peeking out of my right pant leg, was the soggy roll of bills I’d held out from Jackie. “That couldn’t have come out of me. All I ate for lunch was nickels and quarters.”

Jackie responded by wrapping his hand around the skinny end of the bowling pin. Impulsively, I grabbed the croquet ball, not the best defensive move because it was tethered to a chain.

Far away, from the direction of the Ferris wheel I heard a voice scream, “Please, oh please, let me down from here.” That frantic wail was quickly obliterated by a screeching loudspeaker and the announcement that the Greased Pole Climbing Contest was about to begin.

I asked myself: If Jackie was me, what would he say next to hack his way out of this thicket?


CHAPTER TWO
The 108-Pound Future All-American Quarterback


1963

“Crawl through that mud puddle and you’re my starting quarterback,” Coach Strampe said.

“Which puddle, coach?” I asked. “There are a lot of them.”

A gust of wind tugged at the bill of Coach Strampe’s Notre Dame cap. His taut gray face remained stoic. “You figure it out, Fenton. In fact, I’m going to add that to the requirement. Crawl through the mud puddle of your choosing and if it’s the one I believe presents the appropriate challenge, you’re the Big Team’s new QB. Plus, you get this new plastic helmet.”

It was mid-September and we were on the unpaved corner of the playground at Rose Junior High School in Mineralton, Michigan, a town of 15,000. It was a classic Indian summer day. Behind us, a homeowner burned leaves in his yard. The sky, what little I could see of it through the smoke and branches of the towering hickory nut trees, was a vibrant blue. Yet the black leather helmet wore muffled every sound, and I felt one step removed from my surroundings, partially encased in my own little world.

I was faced with a choice: Do as Coach Strampe ordered and become the Big Team quarterback, with a new blue plastic helmet; or decline and be relegated to the Little Team and the black, Red Grange—style model that hundreds of kids had sweated in before me. The prestigious Big Team was limited to players weighing 108 pounds or more. The Little Team was composed of everyone below that. At 108 pounds, I was considered “on the bubble” and thus allowed to make my own decision, bearing in mind the coach’s desires.

It had rained heavily overnight, and puddles crisscrossed the bumpy field. Hedging my bet, I dropped to my knees, planning to crawl through each and every one. The water was cold and cloudy, and I had to gingerly feel my way through the muck to avoid hidden rocks and broken glass. By the time I squished through the third puddle, I was enjoying myself, fantasizing that I was a World War II Marine, snaking forward on my belly to stay below heavy Nazi fire.

Coach Strampe’s voice returned me to the playing fields of Rose Junior High. “Okay, Fenton. That’s enough.”

“You sure?” I asked, looking up.

“Remove the leather helmet. You passed the test. You covered all your bases, which is what a quarterback needs to do.”

I rose to my feet. My fingers could hardly move, and my palms were bruised and dented. My knees were wobbly, and my padded football pants were water-soaked and sagging. The leather helmet grasped my head like a suction cup. After a struggle, it came off with an audible pop. I exchanged the tattered relic for the blue plastic model with the white plastic face guard. I was jubilant.

“Can I take it home and show my dad?” I asked Coach Strampe.

He thought for a moment. “What the heck. Spence will love it. Just wrap it up in something, ’cause that beauty’s straight out of the box.”

“I’ll cover it with my jacket.”

“Good. Now hit the showers. And don’t run off after that, ’cause I’ve got a speech to make about Friday’s game.”

The locker room was a cacophony of towel fights and shouting. I clumped across the concrete to my favorite corner locker, where I could conceal myself somewhat as I disrobed. Admiring a painful raspberry on my right calf, I was suddenly boxed in by three mounds of jiggling adolescent flesh.

The tallest mound said, “Wow! Pete’s got a blue helmet like us. Does that mean you’re our starting quarterback?”

“Coach Strampe just said so.”

The other mounds yelped “Cool,” and “Great.”

Aaron Solomon, Mike Karpinski, and Zem Kelch were the core of the Big Team’s offensive line—or “500 Pounds of Steel,” as Coach Strampe had dubbed them. I’d grown up with the guys, and to me, they were three fat kids who hated to run. As was his nature, Coach saw them more favorably. The 500 Pounds were going to form an impenetrable wall in front of me at quarterback, resulting in a winning season that Coach could parlay into a job with the “Magnificent Minerals,” the Mineralton High School team.

Aaron, the largest component of the 500 Pounds of Steel at five feet, five inches and 175 pounds, placed his hand on my shoulder and vowed, “Pete, we’ve known each other since the first grade, and we won’t let a single linebacker touch a hair on your head. You know that, don’t you?”

Before I could answer, Coach’s voice caromed off the moldy tile walls, “Shower fast, guys. I’ve got an announcement to make in the gym.”

Afterwards, dressed in tan pants and a shirt covered with Roman numerals that I thought looked cool, I joined the rest of the team on the gym floor in a circle at Coach Strampe’s feet. My new helmet was secured inside my jacket with nearly an entire roll of Scotch tape.

Head bowed, Coach obsessively toyed with the silver whistle that hung around his neck. The impatient janitor had doused the gym lights, and Coach was already growing murky in the dusk. “Gentlemen,” he began, “based on the two weeks we’ve been in training since the school year began, I have a firm belief that you can go the year undefeated. And most of my confidence has to do with our offense, not to disparage you guys on the defensive side. Put simply, on offense I have 500 Pounds of Steel to protect”—he drew out his words—“a future … All-American … quarterback. Let’s hear it for Pete Fenton!”

It had become so dusky that it was difficult to see how many of my teammates applauded, although it sounded like half a dozen at least. I was embarrassed, yet thrilled. No one had ever clapped for me before. I wondered what Coach knew about my talent that I didn’t. I’d never played football anywhere but on the empty lot next to my parents’ home, and that field was only sixty yards long.

Coach continued, “Pete is a student-athlete in the tradition of his great-uncle Ted Pembroke. You may be too young to know this, but in 1947 Ted brought great honor to Mineralton by being named to several college All-American teams when he was University of Michigan’s star quarterback. Like Pete, he studied hard, played hard and wasn’t afraid to get his little-bitsy toes wet. And that’s why I’ve invited the entire high school coaching staff to watch us smash Livonia Junior High this Friday. Pete, and the rest of you, are the future of the Magnificent Minerals. Dismissed.”

No one congratulated me, which was a relief; I’d had enough of the spotlight. The gym was now pitch dark, and I assumed everyone was preoccupied with trying to find a way out. I escaped through a side door.

The cool night air was a welcome change of pace from the sour sweat socks and Pine-Sol smell of the gym. Unfortunately, the boost I’d received from Coach’s overblown praise was undercut when one of my teammates playfully tackled Mandy, a raven-haired beauty I’d had my eye on since the fall term had started. She’d transferred to Rose from a school in Indian Hills, a newly developed area of Mineralton with a racy reputation as far as my parents were concerned—because, as my father put it, “There isn’t a single house out there more than two years old.”

Mandy had short hair that ended in a curl on the side of each cheek, dark freckles and flashing black eyes. She wore lipstick and had a habit of chewing on her pencil. Once, when collecting tests for the teacher, I noticed an impression of her teeth near the eraser, which made me wonder what it would be like to share a box of popcorn with Mandy and then kiss her. Yet I was so shy I did nothing more than stare at Mandy for an hour of English class each day, and think.

I sprinted down the covered walkway that led to the street, dodging imaginary tacklers, hopefully conveying that I had too much on my plate to have noted Mandy’s delighted screams. Yes, my responsibilities were grave and manifold. The fate of the upcoming season, not to mention Coach Strampe’s future, was a mighty weight upon my shoulders.

Mineralton was only twenty miles west of Detroit, yet it retained an aura of rural isolation. Few locals took the relatively short drive to Detroit, even though the city had yet to begin its precipitous decline. I’d traveled there only once with my grandparents and still had vivid memories of the massive gray buildings whose true height I couldn’t measure from the back seat of a Chrysler Imperial.

Prior to that, the tallest structure I’d seen was the ten-story Mineralton Building, where I’d ridden my first elevator all the way to the top. Yes, Mineralton was all the city many residents needed; in fact, it was the “City” part of “Farm-City Week,” when downtown was closed to traffic, the farmers sold fresh produce, and every retail store held a sidewalk sale.

Self-satisfied, parochial Mineralton held a secret, however, one known only to long-term residents. It had once been a glamorous destination, dubbed “Spa City.” As one story told it, an early twentieth-century entrepreneur who’d been drilling for natural gas had instead tapped a gusher of healing, sulfurous ooze. Hotels had sprung up citywide, catering to the health-conscious affluent who flocked to bathe in the thick, smelly stew. Each hotel owned its own well and provided a tub with a mud-spewing faucet in each private guest room. The town flourished. In Mineralton money had smelled like sulfur, a rotten-egg stench difficult to escape in any neighborhood.

Eventually, advances in medicine had forced the baths to be shuttered and the wells to be capped. One by one, the fabulous hotels had been converted to weekly residence halls. Still, some old-line Spa City women doused themselves lavishly with perfume to mask the lucrative though offensive odors that were no longer really there.

The Fenton family name was well-known to old-timers. My grandfather, Baker Fenton, had owned a coal and oil supply firm that ran the length of a city block, an ice company, and one of the best mineral bath hotels, The Fenton. An unyielding pillar of Mineralton society, he never missed a Rotary Club meeting in twenty five years of membership. But when routine-obsessed Baker had been killed by a freight train that arrived at the fuel yard two minutes early, my grandmother Nell sold the businesses and invested the proceeds in stocks and bonds. When Nell died, my father and aunt split the estate, leaving Spencer Fenton with a handsome nest egg that allowed him to indulge in his twin passions for beer and sloth.

We lived on a street named Buckland, in a solid brick house on a modest lot that was a considerable step down from the sprawling property that my grandparents had owned. The view from their sandstone-and-brick home was spectacular by Spa City standards. The Williams River made a hairpin turn there, weaving a brown ribbon between the high, grassy slope upon which their house perched and the low, mud-flecked peninsula known by locals as Kibbee Flats. My grandparents’ fifteen-acre property began at a narrow, tree-lined road, then dropped abruptly to an algae-covered pond that was summer home to a complex, ever-in-motion community of water bugs, black flies, mosquitoes, leeches, shy ring-neck pheasants, and migrating greenhead ducks. I spent most family visits there, avoiding the adults.

The Buckland residence offered no such escape from family tension. It was a two-story brick structure with one bath upstairs and a half-bath down. The house was so small that it reminded me of a scaled-down facsimile: too big for dolls and too small for humans unless they were midgets or munchkins. But five of us—my parents, two brothers, and I—resided there, squeezing past each other in the hallways, banging on the bathroom door and squealing “Hurry up,” and otherwise smelling, hearing, and observing each other like clipped-wing hawks. I felt like I was shrinking every time I carefully opened the front door and hip-faked into the living room.

On this night, Coach’s praise echoing in my head, I stopped first on the front porch, ripped my blue helmet from its Scotch tape cocoon inside my jacket, and pulled it on. Then I raced inside and shouted, “Mom! Guess who was just named the Big Team’s starting quarterback?”

Mom was sitting on the edge of her favorite wing chair where, every night, she read murder mysteries in the quiet hours after my father had gone to bed. Getting an early start this evening, she was sucking on one of the Gelusil tablets her doctor had recommended to calm her nervous stomach. An open box of them lay atop her stack of books.

“That friend of yours, Aaron Solomon, I’ll bet,” she answered, preoccupied.

“No, me!”

Mom frowned slightly, creating a furrow between her arched brows. “But, Pete, aren’t you too small?”

“Coach gave me this new helmet,” I said, tapping it insistently. “That makes it official.”

“Isn’t that school property? Can you get into trouble for bringing it home?”

“I don’t know … What’s for dinner, anyway?” I mumbled.

Mom smiled and said, “Liver and onions. Of course, they’ll be too cold by the time Dad gets home, but we can’t wait for him every night. That wouldn’t be fair to the rest of us, now would it?”

Brown-haired, petite, and with a mole on her cheek, Mom took her styling and behavioral cues from sweet 1940s B-movie actresses June Allyson and Deanna Durbin, whose framed glossies sat on her vanity. Mom often smiled at odd times, as if she was guessing when it was appropriate to do so. The same seemed true of her other displays of emotion.

“Hey, I’ll eat Dad’s share,” I said, trying to lighten the mood.

“You can have mine. My digestion is bothering me again.”

I trotted into the kitchen, which was as undersized as the rest of the house. My younger brother, Bobby, was making sugar toast. I snatched a piece away from him and stuffed it into my mouth in its entirety, silently defying him to do something.

“I’m going to get you when you’re not wearing that helmet,” Bobby vowed. Guarding three other slices with his arm, he stalked past me to his designated chair in the kitchen nook. At ten years of age, Bobby had rusty red hair and a bulbous nose that he was ashamed of. My father considered him slow, even though his grades in school were perfectly fine. He was obsequious with Dad and always angry with me, but in the traditional manner of older brothers, I didn’t much care what he thought.

My cocky attitude dissolved quickly as I shuffled to my own chair in the breakfast nook, where we took all of our meals. A round, Formica-topped table barely fit into the nook, leaving little room to maneuver. There was only one narrow exit if you sat by the kitchen window, where my brothers and I were assigned, and that route was blocked when my mother and father were in their chairs. During every meal I was trapped, unable to flee unless I crawled under the table or forced my parents to stand and push their chairs in, which they hated to do.

“Where’s Harry?” I asked my mother as she slid a platter of fried liver and onions to the center of the table. It was surrounded by bowls of mashed potatoes, gravy, green beans, soft rolls, and a mushy stick of butter.

“He’s staying overnight at college to study for an exam.”

Harry was nineteen and had been commuting to a nearby school for the past year and a half. Because of the age gap between us, I barely knew Harry, other than that he read engineering texts for entertainment. Recently, he’d grown an Abe Lincoln beard and had begun smoking an ornate Scottish pipe. He had also purchased a black Model T Ford that he’d taken apart piece by piece but had not been able to reassemble. The remains were gathered behind the garage under a canvas tarp that no one could touch because Harry was planning to get back to the task someday.

I was salting my liver when a purple Lincoln Continental lurched into view and finally came to rest against one of the forsythia bushes that lined the driveway. The car idled there for several minutes as my father, Spencer Fenton, slapped the dashboard to the beat of a song I couldn’t hear.

I cinched the chinstrap of my helmet tight enough to make me wince, but that didn’t prevent familiar emotions from waging war inside my head. Although I desperately wanted to show Dad my new blue plastic trophy, I dreaded his response. I had no reason to expect he’d be gleeful and carry me triumphantly through the neighborhood on his shoulders. But hope won out and I eagerly awaited his entrance, crossing both fingers that this time my real dad, and not his buffoonish impostor, would stride into the kitchen, lift me high, and declare loudly, “My son is a 108-pound All-American quarterback.”

“Why is Dad so slow?” Bobby asked as he finished his last piece of sugar toast.

“Drum and bugle corps takes a lot out of you,” my mother said, smiling.

Dad was a member of Amvets—like the VFW, a fraternal organization for veterans of overseas conflicts. He’d been a bookkeeper behind the lines during World War II, with a desk in the wine cellar of a French chateau. My older brother called the Amvets meeting hall an “endless keg party.” Dad had taken up the snare drum in order to spend more time there. Beating the drum had become his passion.

The Lincoln’s engine shut down. Laughing mightily, my father emerged and zigzagged toward the back porch, raising his wobbly legs high as if he was still marching in formation. He stopped just short, shook his head, and held a corner of the house for balance briefly before turning back to the Lincoln to retrieve his shiny, silver flecked snare drum. This was a reliable sign that the grueling hours he’d practiced band in the dusty Amvets Post 31 parking lot had been leavened with many long breaks inside the log-cabin-style meeting hall. I could see him in the lounge, speed-drinking Stroh’s beer, tapping the polished pine bar to whatever played on the jukebox.

I’d once looked at a photo of my father from his Howe military school days. He was clean-cut, trim, and handsome in his buttoned-up uniform. Since then, I’d often thought of the man in the picture as my real, true dad, who’d tragically tripped and fallen into a vat thick with hops and barley, never to be seen again. Instead, something else had been fished out—a monster movie creature, bloated, squishy, and red.

By the time Dad entered the kitchen wearing Bermuda shorts, he had strapped on the snare drum and was beating an awkward tattoo on it. His face was pink with sunburn. The khaki Amvets shirt he wore with its tails out was dusty and here and there soaked through with sweat. The snare drum rested on the curve of Dad—s protruding stomach, which seemed too great a mass to be supported by his bandy legs. His pastel blue eyes had a teary sheen and were focused on a point over our heads. A secret smile creased his lips. One ear was cocked as if he could still hear the brass and drums of his band mates.

Heedless, I interrupted:“Dad, I made quarterback. Coach gave me this new helmet to wear.” I was surprised that he stopped playing instantly; when he was in this state, it often took him a while to respond.

Sighing, my father unhooked his drum and placed it carefully on the yellow linoleum counter. Clasping both drumsticks in the palm of his right hand, he looked down at me and asked, “What was so wrong with the black leather one?”

“Coach took it back. This is better.”

“According to who?”

“Coach.”

“Did he actually say,‘Take this blue helmet, it’s better?’”

“No, but…”

“That answers my question. You can’t on good authority tell me that the blue helmet is better.”

“Coach gave it to me as a reward. It’s made of hard plastic. It has a face guard. This is the kind the NFL uses.”

“Listen, Red Grange wore a leather helmet. Ted Pembroke, your great-uncle, wore a leather helmet. They were both All Americans. It seems like you’re trying to say that these bona fide football legends were no good because they didn’t wear plastic helmets.”

“But Dad, they didn’t make plastic helmets back then.”

My mother shrilly intervened. “Stop arguing with Dad, Pete. You’re making my stomach act up. You always get so excited about these things, for goodness sake!”

“That’s ’cause I’m right. Plastic helmets are better.”

“Shush, shush, shhh,” said my father. Steadying himself with a hand on the yellow counter, he moved to the small Sylvania table radio that was kept near the sink. The unknowable smile once again spreading across his face, he twisted the volume knob all the way to the right. “Colonel Bogey March,” the stirring theme from the World War II movie Bridge on the River Kwai, blared out. It was the version by conductor Mitch Miller and His Boys, who in truth were grown men. All three or four dozen of them whistled the tune. At the time, there wasn’t a marching band in America that didn’t include the theme in its repertoire.

My father hurriedly strapped on his drum, flexed his fingers, and began beating fiercely in time to the music. As he marched out of the kitchen, he hollered over his shoulder, “Follow me, fellows, and start whistling. We’re going to put a show on for your mother.”

Bobby scrambled under the table and joined him. Furious, I remained seated.

“Oh, Pete, you’re such a sourpuss,” my mother chastised me. “We aren’t going to die of starvation if we have a little fun first.”

“But you were so worried about dinner getting cold,” I protested. Without further word, I crawled beneath the table and raced upstairs to my room. As I left, I heard my father loudly agree, “Pete’s just a grumpy old grump.”

I slammed the bedroom door loudly, then leapt onto my bed and began beating the overstuffed pillow I customarily used as my father substitute. I didn’t stop pummeling it until the “Colonel Bogey March” and the drumming ended. Still, I felt like a rubber band stretched to the limit. I pulled off my helmet and laid it out of harm’s way under the bed. The air smelled like perfume, talcum powder, and lipstick. Because of my parents’ estrangement, I now slept in my mother’s room with its lavender walls, vases of dried flowers, twin beds with purple coverlets, and a pearl-white vanity with a gold-rimmed oval mirror.

Pieced together from tidbits of information I’d gathered from Harry, I had a rough idea of the trajectory of my parents’ relationship and how that had led to my embarrassing sleeping arrangement. Mom, one of four children belonging to Polish immigrant butcher Melvin Tyscho and his wife, Gertrude, had considered Spencer Fenton quite a catch when they’d met in their early twenties on the campus of Ferris State Teachers College. Dad, who’d flunked out of the University of Michigan, was a dashing young man with pockets full of cash and the keys to his father’s luxurious Packard. Occasionally, he sported a silk scarf that fluttered in the wind as he and Jane, downing champagne and beer, sped across the western Michigan countryside. Their wedding had been a fantasy, paid for by Spencer’s parents, who couldn’t bear the humiliation of the modest ceremony that the Tyschos could afford.

My parents’ first years together had been one long party. This must have been a happy relief for my mother, who had endured a severe Catholic upbringing, complete with razor-strop spankings and lurid paintings of the suffering Christ peering down from every room. But when my mother, for never-revealed reasons, stopped drinking and Dad continued merrily along, their romance crashed fatally. Ice-cold mutual disdain became the norm, despite Mom’s weak protestations to us that Dad’s drinking himself into a stupor was his way of relaxing—even when, at dinner, she was forced to cut his steak into bite-size pieces and feed him because he was incapable of doing so himself, or when he urinated in a bedroom closet thinking he was standing over the upstairs toilet.

Eventually my parents decided that the solution to their relationship problem was to stop sleeping together. That way, they’d have a guaranteed eight hours apart each day. My father moved into the room I’d been sharing with Bobby, and I began sleeping in the master bedroom, separated from Mom’s bed by a nightstand and a lacquered Chinese screen. Only Harry, on those nights he came home, had a space of his own.

Soon the house grew quiet. About an hour after the drumming ended, I heard my parents in the hallway outside the bedroom door. Irked at the sound, I swore softly, “Shit,” then quickly snapped up a book I’d been reading on the greatest drivers in the history of the Indianapolis 500. The strained tones of their voices made it impossible to concentrate. It was only 8 o’clock, but they often separated early—my mother to continue reading, my father to listen to big band music while he admired the collection of duck decoys he kept atop his clothes dresser.

“Janey, can I have a kiss?”

“Why?”

“Why? Because I like kissing you.”

“Your clothes stink and your breath smells. Let’s put it off until tomorrow.”

“That’s a promise, and I’m going to hold you to it.” There was a pause before he started in again. “Janey, remember when I used to serenade you in college? Remember, ‘Janey, Janey, give me your answer, do …’?”

“Go to bed, Spence.”

“Oh, hell.”

“Don’t keep Bobby awake. He needs his sleep.”

“I always turn the radio low. You know that.”

“Goodnight.”

“Nighty-night.”

Mom entered the bedroom and sighed. Turning to me, she said, “You took off like a streak of lightning. What was your hurry?”

“I can’t stand it when Dad drinks,” I said, perhaps a little too forcefully.

She bridled. “Do we have to go into this every time he comes home late? You act like he’s some sort of alcoholic.”

“Don’t you think so?”

“That only happens to people who drink wine and whiskey. You can’t become an alcoholic with beer, because the liquid exits your system so quickly.”

This was my mother’s stock answer. I always had a yearning to believe it, and even tonight felt the pull to agree. But I said, “Is that why he pees on the floor?”

My mother, who was now sitting at her vanity, replied, “Everybody makes mistakes. That’s why we keep that little mop around, to clean up Dad’s mistakes. You know, your father loves us and we love him.”

“Do you?”

“Of course. We’re married.”

Later, I didn’t answer when she said, “Goodnight.” I just lay there, tense and angry, my thoughts skating off in all directions. There had been countless evenings like this, and they all ended for me in the same way. I was humiliated by my father’s infantilism and frustrated by my mother’s denial of the truth. Most of all, I agonized about not knowing how to extricate myself from the game that they’d created and had trained me so well to play.

Eventually I exhausted my fury and fell asleep by mentally running through the new plays Coach Strampe had diagrammed for my quarterback debut. My last blissful vision was winning the game with a rifle-shot touchdown pass and being carried off the field by my exultant teammates.

“Everybody, I mean everybody, shut up and listen up,” Coach Strampe intoned. The entire team was in a circle around him on the sidelines of a bumpy football field in Indian Hills. It was a few minutes prior to kickoff, and Coach wore what I had come to call his “game face”—severe, verging on despondent. He rolled a toothpick back and forth across his chapped lips while chewing gum, a stunt I had attempted but could not master. Coach wore high-cut football shoes, pressed blue jeans, and a blue nylon windbreaker. His wife had stenciled “HEAD COACH” across the back of the jacket in defiance of the school principal, who had refused to allocate the $87 needed to print the team name on all of our equipment. Spectators, largely friends and family members, were scattered in lawn chairs and the three rows of bleachers immediately behind us. On the top row sat several intense men wearing Magnificent Minerals red and gray; as promised, the entire high school coaching staff had shown up to observe and take notes. I was jumpy with excitement.

Our attention gathered, Coach said, “Okay, crew. Each of you place your right hand on top of mine.” Coach thrust his right hand into the middle of our circle, which led to a lot of pushing and shoving as each of us tried to follow suit. Ultimately, it was impossible for thirty players to compress themselves tightly enough to stack each and every hand. The result was a lot of arms dangling in midair as Coach bowed his head and prayed: “Dear Lord, give these thirty young men the strength to excel on the football field today. Amen.”

“Amen,” we chimed in.

“Beat Livonia!” he shouted.

“Beat Livonia,” we agreed, then clapped and began milling about aimlessly, not sure of the next step.

After supplying footballs for the rest of the team to toss around, Coach pointed at me and the three members of the 500 Pounds of Steel. We followed him behind the bleachers, where three little girls were playing with Barbie dolls in the sand. Coach shooed them away, then motioned for us all to crouch down so we couldn’t be seen above the bleachers. In a conspiratorial whisper, he said, “Listen, men. You’re the core of this team. Whether we win or lose today is up to you. Got me?”

We all nodded.

“Good. Now, as you know, we won the coin toss. We’ll be receiving the kickoff, and on the first play from scrimmage I want you to throw Livonia a curveball to keep them honest.”

“Curveball?” I asked.

“Yeah. On the first play, go to the Missing-Teeth Offense I showed you.”

“The one where we spread across the field like it’s a kickoff and only Pete is in the back?” Mike Karpinski asked.

“That’s the one—a modified shotgun. We’ll throw them off balance, and they’ll never recover. Got that, Pete?”

“Sure,” I answered, although I wasn’t. I didn’t like the idea of standing alone in the backfield on my first play ever as a junior high quarterback.

“Livonia is dog meat,” Aaron Solomon growled.

“We’ll protect you real good,” Zem Kelch added.

Their reassurance was calming. Mike, Aaron, and Zem might not have been much as athletes, but I knew they’d do everything in their power to keep the fierce Livonia defense at bay.

Well, it didn’t work out that way. On that Friday against Livonia, Rose Junior High did not score a point. The 500 Pounds of Steel were more like a sieve, and the Missing-Teeth Offense was a fiasco. On the very first play, I fumbled the snap and was driven into the ground by a 217-pound Livonia linebacker. My collarbone broke instantly. I had not moved more than one foot in any direction.

As I was carried away on a stretcher, nauseous, my collarbone burning, face after face appeared above me. I saw my confused teammates vowing revenge; an auburn-haired guy in horn-rimmed glasses, draping his arm around a smiling Mandy; and most vividly, my tearful, sodden dad, asking, “Why, Pete? Why?” before stumbling from view.

That night, Dad ground his teeth as he slept, as he always did when in deep psychic pain. Strangely, sitting upright in bed, plaster cast hugging my shoulders, I had a thrilling epiphany: It pleased me to make my father unhappy. With that in mind, I declared my football career over, kaput. Never again would I chase the legends of Red Grange and Ted Pembroke, a decision that I knew would cause Dad continued distress.

Three days later, when I returned to school, I gave the blue helmet back to Coach Strampe. He silently checked it for damage before returning to his office and pulling down the shades. I walked away whistling, and when I realized it was the “Colonel Bogey March,” I laughed—but not too hard, because it made my broken collarbone throb.


CHAPTER THREE
Enter the Space-Age Bachelor Pad


“Take my business card.”

“That’s a twenty dollar bill.”

“Very observant. My name and address are underneath the White House. Makes me easy to remember, don’t you think?”

I turned over the twenty and written on the back was, “Jackie Barron: Fun, Concessions, and Games. 555-4444.”

“It would be even easier if this was a hundred.”

“Nice answer. Listen, if you want to fill your pockets with twenties, hundreds, whatever, meet me in the cafeteria in fifteen minutes.” Jackie slid the monogrammed money clip into the breast pocket of his short-sleeved shirt and walked down the staircase leading to the Mineralton High School cafeteria.

So ended my first exchange with Jackie, also known on other denominations he carried as the World’s Youngest Elephant Trainer. It was a good beginning to what would be a tumultuous friendship: I was already twenty bucks on the plus side.

Jackie and I had just exited sophomore geometry class, and I remained in the crowded hallway, beaming. It was the second week of school, and I was ecstatic. Most kids hated leaving summer behind, but I relished returning to the classroom—opening books musty from the heat and humidity, raising my hand first because I knew the answer. I enjoyed multiple-choice tests, pop quizzes, written essays, and oral exams. During the summer I’d been admitted to Mensa (the high IQ society), so I was now a “genius,” thanks primarily to my affinity for tests. Tests were clean and pure, a respite from the stress of being fifteen, deeply shy, and still beleaguered by my father and mother.

“Say, Brain, where’d you get the loot?” Aaron Solomon asked, tugging playfully at the twenty. Aaron had been the last of my friends to start dating, and without him I had no one to hang out with on Saturday nights. The only other teen stuck at home was “Keith T-Bone,” a retarded guy who patrolled the neighborhood on a bicycle he claimed was a police car.

“He gave it to me,” I replied, pointing out Jackie’s name.

“Whoa! Return it now. Anything from Jackie Barron has millions of strings attached.”
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