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It was a Sunday morning in the middle of September, 1982. Everyone in my student townhouse was just lying around recovering from the previous night's party.  Not really hungover, just more tired from not getting enough sleep due to staying up until 2:00 in the morning.  There was a knock on the door alerting me that I had a phone call down in the lobby. It was my brother-in-law John informing me that my grandmother had passed away.  She was going to be laid out at a funeral home that evening with the funeral Tuesday morning. 

I can't say that I was rather shocked because she took a sharp downhill turn in regards to her health this past summer so her death was not really a surprise.  She was my mother's mother and Mom wasn't really taking this all too well.  I asked when or how I was going to get home since I was 2 hours away.  I was informed that my cousin Nancy was in the area for some reason with some of her girlfriends and they would be swinging by to pick me up sometime later in the afternoon. 

My cousin and her friends took close to 5 hours to find the town of Titusville and then the campus of the University of Pittsburgh.  It was an interesting ride back to Pittsburgh to say the least as this group of girls must have swallowed quite a few happy pills because they were laughing all the way home at some of the most stupid shit you can think of.  I can't remember any particular thing that was said, I just knew they had horrible navigation skills but I was appreciative for the ride home. 

We went straight to the funeral home and I was happy the ride was over.  I went inside and immediately saw my parents. My mother gave me a great big hug but my father started yelling at me for being late. Like I had any control over the trip getting there.  I changed my clothes from street clothes to a suit and tie in a small back room bathroom.  I saw the rest of the family which included Aunts, Uncles, and cousins. Watching by the looks on everyone's faces the older family members were obviously saddened while the younger ones were there to do their obligatory part.  To sound less cold, the cousins were there accepting condolences from friends of my grandmother who we had no idea who they were.  

We all just kept looking either at our watches or at the clock on the wall to see what time we could leave.  Of course the viewing time went into overtime and we had to stay there for an additional 20 minutes as a few of the grieving friends shared memories and chit chat wanted to make a statement.  I finally went home with my older sister in her car as we left my parents behind to deal with a few of these stragglers.

That Monday before we had to go to the funeral home was rather eventful.  My oldest sister had come in from Baltimore the previous day.  She was working on her MBA at night while working full-time in the day.  She had a project for one of her classes that was due the next day and she needed to finish it, then go to the post office to mail it by Priority Mail to get there the next day.  For some reason, when she visited our parents, she always kept her car locked while it sat in my parents’ driveway located in the back of the house.  I had left something in her car from the previous night's drive home and needed her keys to open the car.  When finished, I put them back on the arm of the couch where I found them. 

As luck would have it, a friend of mine from college the year before named Mike McEnroe had done something rather stupid and because of that, he ended up in the hospital.  He had somehow locked himself out of his second story apartment and decided to try to climb the building to get in through the balcony.  Mike was more than 3/4 of the way up when he lost his footing and fell down to the non-forgiving concrete sidewalk below.  I was informed that an ambulance was called and they rushed him to the hospital.  No further details were we aware of other than Mac had fallen and was in the hospital.

Only years later did I find out from another friend who was there with him that night that they were getting high and then Mac went in to get some more dope.  Since they both were rather high at the time, my friend who shall remain nameless said he called 911 and then hung out quite a distance away to make sure Mac was attended to.

Everybody had something to do at my house that day when I decided to go pay Mac a visit in the hospital on the campus of the University of Pittsburgh.  The only way to get there when you don't have a car is PAT transit.  That meant catching the 46D Curry to downtown and getting a transfer for another bus that would take me into Oakland.  If one timed it right which no one ever could, you can get there in an hour but most of the time the trip took you 70 to 80 minutes. 

This was the '80s and confidentiality wasn't even a thing yet as I was able to ask at the front desk what room Mike McEnroe was in. They informed me that he had been discharged over an hour ago.  If cell phones would have been around back then, none of this what I'm telling you would have ever happened.  I didn't know the campus very well yet but his apartment was close to a 30 minute walk from the hospital.  I just didn't have the luxury of time on my side as I was told more than once that morning that I needed to be home before 5:00 to go back to the funeral home.  I weighed my options and decided that even though my intentions were good, Mac was out of the hospital and I needed to get back home.  Back to the bus stop I went and took my buddy PAT back home.

The bus stop was close to three blocks from my parents’ house and I had picked up the 46D in town almost immediately after getting off the other bus so I was rather pleased with myself.  The weather at the time was overcast, not cold but not really warm either as I strolled down the street into my parents’ yard.  No sooner was I walking up the walk to the house that my sister and her husband came out of the front door yelling at me that I had taken their keys with me.  Her class project was finished a few hours ago and she had needed to get to the post office and, well, she couldn't go because they thought I had her keys.  I am being threatened with bodily harm because they just assumed I had their keys but I knew I had put them back.  As I was trying to get everyone to calm down between all the yelling aimed at me, I finally figured out what all the commotion was about.  

I took them to the area where I had put the car keys and of course they weren't there.  In between the noise, I reached my hand in between the sofa cushions and voila, there were their car keys.  No apologies were issued, no personal responsibility accepted, they grabbed the car keys and sped off to the post office.  For the rest of the day, I was still viewed as the villain but as I said earlier, a cell phone sure would have alleviated all of this nonsense.

That night at the funeral home, I met an Aunt and Uncle that I never knew about.  They never attended any of the family functions so they were like complete strangers to me.  Aunt Irene started asking me all these probing personal questions that I thought was none of her business and after about four or five of these, I politely excused myself and went to the bathroom just to get away from this person.  I told my mom about it later and she was like you don’t have to answer to her about anything.  I sensed there was some bad blood there and did not question further.  

The remainder of the night was just making small talk with the cousins after my Uncle asked me and my cousin Richard to be pallbearers.  What choice did we have?  I don’t know if you ever had the privilege of being a pallbearer but the casket is rather heavy and when the rest of your fellow pallbearers are much older, elderly even, you end up bearing the brunt of the weight.  That sudden weight is all the sudden dropped on you when you are not expecting it.  The damn thing is on wheels until all of the sudden it's not.  No pun intended.  I wonder how many times the casket is dropped at a funeral procession?

I bring this up because there were two men that night, very old men that were insistent that they just had to carry my grandmother's casket because they were such good friends with her.  These men shouldn't be behind the wheel of a car let alone trying to pick up a 250 pound casket But they would not take no for an answer.  I had yet to turn 20 years old and my cousin Richard was only a few years older than me but the rest of the pallbearers were at least 25 years our seniors plus these two guys.  Can you guess which two men had to pull their weight?

The repast or wake that followed was a boring affair held in a social hall.  There was no music, standard catered food, and an open bar.  I was raised in a family where the drinking age at events like this were, who am I kidding, this was an age when don't ask don't tell could be applied to almost anything.  My parents, and extended family basically subscribed to that rule.  As long as your kid wasn't getting loud and out of hand or spending the rest of the time throwing up in the bathroom, a few beers or even a shot or two was not going to hurt anyone.  Some of you may frown upon the fact that I was allowed to have a beer or two at family functions before I was old enough to apply for a driver's permit.  That was the mentality of a town that relied on the steel mills for their livelihood.

As everything was starting to wind down, the plan was for my parents to drive me back to school.  To be more specific, me driving the car up there with my dad driving it back to town.  I know he wasn’t looking forward to a road trip of well over 4 hours back and forth especially with my mother not dealing well with the loss of her mother.  I’m sure the idea of putting me on a Greyhound bus possibly crossed his mind.  

My cousin Richard never went to college but instead went to a trade school.  As he got older, he regretted this decision.  It was obvious when he drove me to attend my sister Cheryl’s graduation from the University of Dayton the prior spring.  He was fixated on college life after witnessing the student housing out there, an area called “the Ghetto” where the locals all rented out their houses to the older college students.  The massive success of the film Animal House just a few years earlier also glorified college life to those that could be influenced by such things.  After telling him stories of the group of friends living with me at the townhouse back on campus, he really wanted, no, really needed to see things up close and personal for himself.  

During the wake, we probably had a beer, maybe two each and just were not drinking hard.  There really was no need to.  I had finished telling him about a party we threw just a few nights ago where a few guys had drunk just a little too much, started to wrestle each other and this got way out of hand.  To these two guys, this became a match and each one had to prove their superiority over the other.

What this ended up being was two drunken idiots bouncing off the wall several times.  On their final thrust against the wall, the sound was not good and everyone knew right away.  Their match was finally over when they emerged from a 2 to 3 inch deep hole in the drywall.  The hole was the size of an upper body human male torso.  This was measured in feet not inches.  They were told to take it outside if they wanted to continue, which they did.  There were well over 50 witnesses to the event so there would be no denying who was responsible.  They were going to be paying for this repair, not me or my housemates.

Richard was amazed and didn’t believe me, especially about the part that this event did not end the party that night
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