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Gratitude

A Special Thank You to Frank, Joann & Donna

For welcoming me into the family, trusting me to carry on the dynasty, and being there to share in the madness.

Albert, Jimmy & Lenny 

Thank you for spending this life in the trenches with me. Love you, brothers!

Paul

There aren’t enough words. Thank you for your loyalty, your knowledge, your skill. For being here from day one, and always with your lunch. We’ve been through it! 

Ms. Monica

Thank you for coming into our world. Your light is a treasure. Shine it bright always.

Michelle 

Thank you for all your wisdom and hard work.

And one last shout out ...

To all of our customers-in this great city and beyond.

Thank you for being part of our story and allowing us to be part of yours.

If you’re in a city and need to know...

Ask the barber, the cabbie, or the shoe guy. 

That’s me. The last one.  And what you’re about to read is just a little of my crazy life in a crazy city for more than 60 crazy years. 

If I hadn’t lived it, I wouldn't believe it either.
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Part 1


The Beginning
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As far back as I can remember, all I thought about was making money. I don’t think we ever knew enough to think we were poor. We were just living-like everyone around us. In the 60s we didn’t spend a lot of time thinking or feeling our feelings. There was no such thing as self-reflection...We just did. When we were little, we did whatever was in front of us. 

Later, we pretty much just did whatever we wanted.

I was born on August 13, 1958 at Magee Hospital in Oakland. The third son of Edward and Shirley Streno. After me came the fourth son and then finally, our sister. That makes five.

Somebody told me that Streno is Italian for ‘strenuous.’ 

Looking back over it all, if I didn’t know better, I would say Streno is Italian for crazy, but strenuous fits. I guess the life of our family was always a little more strenuous than we had the good sense to know. 

I would never say we were cursed exactly, but a week into my father’s life, things got weird.

My father was born June 28, 1931. On July 4th weekend, his father, my grandfather was celebrating the holiday with his brothers downtown. There was a fight, no one remembers what about...drinking and fireworks? But probably mostly drinking. We come from a long line of partiers. He got arrested, beat up and thrown in jail. My grandfather died in jail on July 5th. 

––––––––
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My grandmother was on her own. She worked in restaurants 70 hours a week to take care of her three children. My dad was left with his two sisters taking care of him. They were 10 and 12. They did what they could, but by the time he was 10 he was pretty much on his own, running the streets. They filled in til then, but his sisters had their own lives. They liked to party too, and dragging their little brother along was not even a thought. 

My dad pretty much raised himself. He never really had a family unit, so when he had all of us I don’t know if he could have even had a clue what the hell to do or not.

Dad was a mailman. The Mailman in Oakland. To me, it felt like he was the Mayor of Oakland. Back then, the Oakland Post Office was pretty notorious for being Party Central. The Place to be. That was probably why we could walk into any sporting event we wanted to. Pitt Games. The Pirates at Forbes Field. The Steelers. I can remember Jim Brown running for what seemed like 1000 yards. 

We also spent a lot of time in bars. I met all of the players. It was the 60s. That’s all they did. That’s pretty much what everyone did...hang out in bars. For better or worse, my dad always took me everywhere with him. I loved it. I loved being a part of the action. It  probably gave me a pretty good foundation to handle all of the crazy characters who would come into my life later on down the line.

When I was two or three I got really sick, so sick they put me in Children’s Hospital. They told my parents that I wasn’t going to make it. It was my kidneys. They didn’t know what the problem was, but there was one doctor who worked overtime to save me. He came up with a crazy cocktail of medicine to save my life. I don’t think we ever found out exactly what I had or how it was treated. But I think that’s probably part of why my dad took me everywhere. My dad wasn’t a super sentimental guy, though, so it might have just been easier to get out of the house if he took at least one of us off my mother’s hands. And since I was never very good at sitting still, and could have dropped dead at any minute, I was probably the smart choice.

We lived on Dawson Street in Oakland until I was five.

Then came the big move to Beechview. My parents thought it would be better for us. A more stable, close-knit neighborhood far away from the crazy, party atmosphere of Oakland. And it was. But Beechview also gave us new streets to be in. It was a new crazy party to conquer, complete with access to every exciting thing we could ever want right over the bridge. Not that we were that wild. Certainly not Oakland wild. No one ever knew where we were or what we were doing, but even if they had, it was pretty much just a bunch of kids playing sports. That’s all we did when we weren't in school or church (or Sunday School-for us Catholic public school kids). In the summers, it was sports all day, every day. None of us had money, so we played all the free ones-baseball, basketball and football.

Everyone’s childhood has ‘something’ though doesn’t it? Most of ours was pretty good. Our parents never hit us, even when we might have deserved it. There was always lots of laughing and running around. 

But when I was in second grade, one of my best friends died from a gun accident. I wasn’t there when it happened. My memory is pretty hazy on the details, but it’s a strange thing to consider looking back: being a 7-year-old having to tell our Sunday School class what I knew and explain why I wasn’t there that day, when we were always together. 

Now though, all these years later, it’s just ‘the something’ that happened, but when I think about it too long I wonder if it made me stronger and more determined, or angry, or just better at handling death. I don't know that it matters. I guess I just took it in stride, whatever that looks like for a 7-year-old. If I had ever gone to a shrink, I’m sure I would know how feeling sad and lucky and guilty (but mostly lucky that I wasn’t there because it could have been me) affected me. We were always together. And then we just weren’t. 

People my age always say, ‘It was different back then.’ We say that because it was. No one stopped to process bad things. Hell, no one talked about bad things. Not in front of us anyway. No one had time to dwell. Life had to keep rolling along. 

So as I was saying, when you don’t come from money and you like to spend, you gotta work. That was one lesson I got loud and clear early on. 

Did I mention that I most definitely have at least one of the alphabet things? ADD, ADHD...You’ll get used to it.

I needed money, so I needed to work. 

My first job was setting duckpins. If you lived in Beechview, across the bridge were all the stores. That’s probably true for more neighborhoods than Beechview in this city, with our 10,000 bridges. Anyway, there was a bowling alley right at the end of the bridge, so I’d go in there when I was maybe 10 or 11 and set duckpins. If you set duckpins back then, there was a pedal on the floor. You had to press the pedal and the pins come up through the floor, and then you had to set all the duckpins on the floor pins. I remember I was so small I couldn’t even reach the front pin. My shins used to be black and blue from reaching. But I tell you what, walking back across that bridge with five or six dollars in my pocket, I thought I was rich. And when you're a little kid with some money running around the city, there’s a lot of fun to be had.

Money and sports were the focus of my entire youth.

Baseball was always my favorite. My thing. I was a pitcher. Threw 3 no-hitters when I was 12. On what would have most definitely been my fourth, I blew out my arm. That wasn’t the end. I was a pretty good hitter. You know they weren’t about to waste that, so they just moved me to the outfield. 

Then came basketball. I threw that ball all winter until my fingers bled. When 8th grade rolled around, we had a pick-up team and St. Mary of the Mount had a tournament. It was a Catholic tournament for all the Catholic schools. They let us in, and we ended up winning the whole tournament. Us, the public school kids, we beat 50 teams. 

The proper Catholics weren't happy. I’m pretty sure some people lost their jobs for letting us in at all. They took that pretty seriously back in the day. Which was stupid because we were all Catholic.

Not long
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