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Dedication

For my sister, who put up with me.
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Epigraph
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Well, you’re not going to sit inside all summer.

—My mom

Of course it’s not fun. Why do you think they call it work? If it were fun, they’d call it play.

—My dad
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Friends Meetinghouse, Plymouth Meeting, Pennsylvania. George Washington’s horse is said to have stayed here during the Revolutionary War. Where Washington stayed was left unsaid. Perhaps at the nearby George Washington Motor Lodge. (Photo by Bill Cannon.)








Chapter 1 How the Bicentennial Wagon Train Almost Got Me Fired

[image: ]
IN THE SUMMER OF 1976, THE BICENTENNIAL WAS OMNIPRESENT, especially if you lived in or near Philadelphia. And if you were in high school in or near Philadelphia, it was inescapable.

To mark the two hundredth anniversary of our nation’s founding, the administration of Plymouth–Whitemarsh High School, whose mascot was the Colonial (a Revolutionary War soldier wearing a tricorn hat), renamed the driveway leading from the town’s main drag into the school “Bicentennial Lane.” That year, Bicentennial-themed posters were hung in the hallways, students attended Bicentennial-themed assemblies, and teachers assigned essays on Bicentennial-related topics in all our classes—including biology, in which we wrote papers on colonial-era scientists.

Along with another eager student, I was selected to declaim over the school’s loudspeaker, once a week, a sixty-second snippet of American history called “Looking Back,” usually centered on some famous personage of eighteenth-century Philadelphia, to the annoyance of every kid and probably most teachers. The last thing that a half-asleep high school student wants to hear about at 7 a.m. is the story of Benjamin Rush, father of American psychiatry.

One morning, our class was dragooned into attending a Bicentennial Assembly during which a local acting troupe offered up supposedly hilarious skits on American history and, at one point, selected unwilling students to participate onstage. Normally we’d be grateful for even the flimsiest excuse to miss a class, but after months of force-fed Bicentennial hoopla, we had had our fill. At one point during the skits, which were eliciting little enthusiasm, a frustrated actor called out to the crowd of bored students, “Hey! Would you rather be here or in class?”

“In CLASS!” yelled one brave kid. Thunderous applause rewarded his honesty.

Bicentennial specials on TV. Bicentennial sales at the grocery store. Bicentennial pull-out sections in the Philadelphia newspapers. When my younger sister, Carolyn, played her flute in a school concert that year, the music had, of course, a Bicentennial theme.

That summer, almost every kid in our neighborhood proudly wore the Stars and Stripes on practically every item of clothing. My sister and I sported red-white-and-blue Speedo swimsuits, though this may have had less to do with the Bicentennial and more with enthusiasm over the Summer Olympics. On Monday mornings after reciting the Pledge of Allegiance, and on Friday afternoons after the final class, we stood to listen to a scratchy recording of “The Star-Spangled Banner” broadcast over the school’s ancient public-address system. A photo in my yearbook shows a cluster of students looking not patriotic but sullen as they face the flag.

Overall, it was hard not to get tired of, blasé about, or even annoyed by the Bicentennial. It so thoroughly wormed its way into my consciousness that the covers of my notebooks that year are covered with doodles of the official Bicentennial logo: a five-pointed star surrounded by a curvy red-white-and-blue ribbon.

But even the most jaded observers took notice when our local newspaper, Today’s Post, announced that the Bicentennial Wagon Train would be passing through my hometown, Plymouth Meeting, a Philadelphia suburb settled by the Religious Society of Friends, more commonly called Quakers, during the seventeenth century.

The “Meeting” in our town’s name referred to a handsome Friends Meetinghouse constructed in 1708. The Meetinghouse, with the stone facade, red roof, and long porch common to Quaker meetinghouses in the area, is located in the town’s center, about three miles from the high school. The town was settled by émigrés from Plymouth, England: thus, Plymouth Meeting.

It wasn’t until decades later, in graduate theology studies, in a course called Christianity in America, that I came to understand not only the presence of Quakers in my hometown, but also the profusion of so many Christian sects in the area, including Anabaptists, Schwenkfelders, Moravians, Mennonites, and Amish. Their presence was the legacy of William Penn, who had been imprisoned in England for preaching and publishing “heretical” Quaker doctrines. In 1681, to pay off a financial debt, King Charles II granted Penn a charter for land in the colonies. (“Pennsylvania” means “Penn’s woods.”)

We learned the bare bones of that saga in the third grade, when our social studies classes focused exclusively on Pennsylvania history, outlined in three textbooks: ABCs of Pennsylvania, It Happened in Pennsylvania, and Your State Pennsylvania.

In graduate school, I learned that William Penn hoped that his new colony might be a “Holy Experiment” in religious tolerance and he actively sought out religious groups being persecuted in Europe. So it wasn’t until many years after leaving Plymouth Meeting that I understood why our neighbors included not only Catholics, Presbyterians, and Jews, but also Quakers, Moravians, and members of the Church of the Brethren.

Several battles of the Revolutionary War were fought in the area—my sister and a friend once found a Revolutionary-era cannonball in some woods near our house—and the Meetinghouse was used as a hospital after the Battle of Germantown in 1777. A local legend has George Washington’s horse spending a night in the Meetinghouse stables, where I played as a boy. Oddly, the story centered on his horse, not the rider. Where General Washington bunked was left unsaid. A few miles away, also memorializing his visit, was a somewhat less historic motel built in 1958: the George Washington Motor Lodge.

A large timber shed with dirt floors located behind the Meetinghouse could still stable a few horses, though I never saw a horse within miles of the place. Instead, an old tire swing hung from one of the rafters by a thick, dusty rope that chafed your hands. The stables could be accessed from my neighborhood by cutting through a colonial-era graveyard, filled with slim, tilting marble gravestones whose incised letters had long been worn away, visible signs of death that kids joked about during the daytime but were careful to avoid at night.

Across the street from the Meetinghouse is Abolition Hall, which hosted antislavery speakers like Frederick Douglass, Harriet Beecher Stowe, William Lloyd Garrison, and Lucretia Mott. The hall was built above the eighteenth-century carriage shed of George and Mary Corson, which itself served as a stop on the Underground Railroad, the network of secret routes and hiding places for people who had escaped slavery and were making their dangerous way from south to north, from the late eighteenth century to the end of the Civil War. (When I heard about this as a boy, I imagined physical railroads in tunnels running underneath our town.) The location was no accident: The Quakers were among the first Christian groups to condemn slavery, and the Plymouth Meeting Anti-Slavery Society was founded in 1833. (Two of its founders were George Corson and his brother Joseph.)

Next to Abolition Hall is the home of Thomas Hovenden, an Irish-born artist (and son-in-law of George Corson) who often depicted African Americans in his work and whose massive painting The Last Moments of John Brown hangs in the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York. He is buried in the Quaker graveyard.

But other than those few local sites, and a large mall, the small suburb of Plymouth Meeting wasn’t well-known, certainly not outside the Philadelphia area. One of my Jesuit friends continually forgets the name of my hometown and often says, “How are things in Pilgrim’s Hat?” Another friend used to misremember it as “Friendly Quaker.”

So the Bicentennial Wagon Train was a big deal. It would be a cavalcade of horse-drawn covered wagons originating in California, Washington, Nevada, Montana, Colorado, and other states where the wagon trains of old had ended their pioneering journeys. In the summer of ’76 the Conestoga wagons would make a reverse trip to Pennsylvania, in a Bicentennial Pilgrimage. Its destination was nearby Valley Forge, and they would arrive on July 4.

I couldn’t believe my luck. They would drive (or whatever you call it when something is pulled by a team of horses) right up Ridge Pike, one of the main thoroughfares in town. It was like a celebrity coming to town, something that didn’t happen for real until a few months later when President Gerald Ford, campaigning for election, stopped by the Plymouth Meeting Mall. I was only a few feet away from him in a crowded atrium, just missing the chance to shake the Presidential Hand. But a friend reported that President Ford’s hand all but engulfed his own when he shook it. “That’s why he was such a good football player,” observed my dad, ever the sports fan.

I was also excited to see a real covered wagon: The only ones I had seen outside the movies were in Conestoga, a nearby suburb where the eponymous vehicles were built. A weathered replica was parked in front of the Conestoga Mill Restaurant & Bar, a favorite watering hole for some of my older cousins.

A celebratory brochure pasted in my scrapbook reads, “As an appropriate tribute to the Nation’s 200th anniversary, we will roll the wagons once more. Once more we’ll take to the wagon trails. But this time we’ll head Eastward. Back to the Cradle of Liberty. A pilgrimage to the birthplace of the nation.” (Note the italics, as if this were difficult to comprehend.)

More important for me, the wagon train would pass in front of the Ice Cream Inn, where I was working in the summer of ’76 as a fifteen-year-old busboy and dishwasher.

Standing alone in a parking lot next to a shopping center, the Ice Cream Inn featured roughly twenty-five tables in a dark, wood-paneled dining room decorated with vaguely Early American décor. The popular family-owned restaurant offered simple fare—burgers, hot dogs, club sandwiches, fries, and the like, as well as its famous ice cream, made fresh every day and stored in an immense walk-in freezer.

The owner, a kind, middle-aged man named Mr. Clare, was justly proud of his restaurant’s elaborate ice cream concoctions, like crushed-cherry sundaes, difficult to find elsewhere. The Ice Cream Inn also had unconventional ways of creating their own flavors. For their chocolate-mint ice cream, for example, rather than using green mint ice cream and adding chocolate chips, they added mint flavoring to chocolate ice cream.

Rum raisin was a favorite among patrons. With me too. That summer my official job title was “busboy/dishwasher,” but it could have been more accurately described as “busboy/dishwasher/ice cream eater.” Gradually, though, after consuming endless quantities of rum raisin, and also washing the huge plastic storage tubs and rinsing out half-eaten bowls of the sticky-sweet concoction, I’d had my fill. By August it turned my stomach. Today I can’t stand either the taste or the smell of rum raisin ice cream.

Inside, to the right of the entrance, was a take-out section, wildly busy in the summer. Outside was a take-out window around which congregated swarms of high school kids, idling away the summer nights with ice cream cones and milkshakes, as they flicked away even larger swarms of mosquitoes and gnats. In the main dining room was a counter, upon which waitresses slapped down orders and which opened into a small kitchen area. In the kitchen, high school and college-age boys a few years older than me scooped out homemade ice cream, slung burgers, and set it all on the counter for the waitresses to collect after a bell was dinged.

This was the first job that gave me a paycheck. At fifteen, and a high school sophomore, I had to apply for state working papers, since I was still underage in the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania. This meant filling out an application through our school’s guidance office and also undergoing a physical exam from our family doctor, which I considered excessive. While I was no star athlete, I was certainly capable of scooping ice cream, even though, as I would discover, it was often frozen solid.

The thrill of getting working papers that summer was outstripped by the thrill of my first paycheck. The Ice Cream Inn paid us in a curious way—maybe legal, maybe not—with dollars and coins stuffed in pocket-size beige envelopes. On the outside, Mr. Clare listed my hours and wages, with deductions, which my dad patiently explained after I asked, “Where did all my money go?” I kept the envelopes for years in a dresser drawer as a sign of juvenile accomplishment. The salary was minimum wage: $2.30 an hour.

It was not my first job. My parents were adamant about my working from as early as age thirteen. Before the Ice Cream Inn, I had already worked as a paperboy and a lawn mower. We were not wealthy, probably solidly middle class, and my earnings were going to a college fund, and to pay for the essentials of a teenager’s social life in the 1970s: clothes, movies, bowling, skating, tennis, street hockey equipment, pizza, ice cream, and record albums.

But the Ice Cream Inn was my first official job, as my parents said, one that required a nerve-racking, sweaty-palmed interview while seated at one of the Early American tables.

I kept a journal from that year, which I was amazed to find when my mother moved out of our house in Plymouth Meeting ten years after my father’s death. To record what I expected to be the monumentally historic events of the Bicentennial celebrations, I faithfully kept a daily diary for one year, filling up two cardboard-bound, wide-ruled composition books, but stopped when the year had ended. It was surprisingly moving to read the entries in preparation for this book, akin to meeting my fifteen-year-old self again, who was given to expressing strong opinions about almost everything, RECORDING IMPORTANT EVENTS IN ALL CAPS and using lots of exclamation points!!!

Most entries focus on school: funny things that happened in class, amusing comments said over the lunchroom table, onerous homework assignments, teachers I liked and disliked (“What a jackass!”), social events with my classmates (visits to the mall, lists of what movies we saw, and recaps of bowling and tennis matches predominate), and now-historical incidents noted in passing. (I didn’t like Richard Nixon but liked Gerald Ford.) Family events (my father’s long business trips, my sister’s cross-country meets, and my mom’s cooking) fill the gaps when there wasn’t much going on at school.

According to my journal, I started the job search in March, filling out applications at Burger King, McDonald’s, Thrift Drug Store, Strawbridge & Clothier (a local department store), Baskin-Robbins, Dairy Queen, the Ice Cream Inn, and, since someone told me that they were hiring high school kids, the post office. “The lady told me that she was lucky to have her job!” I wrote in my journal. “So obviously I wasn’t going to get one.”

On April 14, I heard from the Ice Cream Inn: “YAY! I GOT A JOB!!” I was happy I landed a job and relieved that I wouldn’t have to visit any more fast-food chains, ice cream joints, or department stores to fill out applications.

Recently, visiting my mom’s retirement community, I saw a high school–age kid sitting in the lobby, interviewing for a job with the kitchen staff. Instantly that adolescent experience returned: nervously filling out forms while sitting across the table from an adult who didn’t know you. How rare that was for kids then: All the adults we knew were either relatives, neighbors, or teachers.

After my interview with Mr. Clare, I was worried I wouldn’t get the job and just as worried that I would get it and then somehow screw it up. So after my elation came anxiety.

On my first day, Mr. Clare gave me the official busboy’s uniform: a white short-sleeved polyester smock with round metal buttons, which I wore over my faded, flared blue jeans and Adidas sneakers. That simple uniform filled me with immense pride because it said, “I have a real job!” It was my responsibility (read: my mom’s) to wash the smock after every shift, since it was stained daily with chocolate, vanilla, butter pecan, rum raisin, and the other flavors of the day, along with a healthy dose of Coke, burger grease, cherry syrup, and whipped cream. The shifts were either daytime from 10 a.m. to 6 p.m. or nighttime from 6 p.m. to midnight.

For the daytime shifts I pedaled my Schwinn bike the fifteen-minute ride from our home; at night my father shuttled me back and forth. Our town was safe, but my parents were terrified of my getting struck by a car in the dark, probably not an unwarranted fear.

My father and I didn’t talk much on our short drives, for two reasons. First, my dad was taciturn, at least with me. He had a great sense of humor that came to the fore mainly when he was telling jokes in a crowd, which could reduce him (the joke teller) to tears of laughter, but otherwise he was reserved, like many of the fathers on our street.

The second reason we didn’t talk much is that I was overly focused on the social aspects of the job: how I fit in with the older kids, what other people thought about me, and whether I was cool. And those were the last things I wanted to talk about with my dad, my mom, or anyone for that matter. One of my chief concerns was getting people to like me.

My position at the Ice Cream Inn lay at the nadir of the organizational hierarchy. At the top of the ladder was Mr. Clare, the owner, who was used to having high school and college kids in his employ; he was patient, gracious, and encouraging. Then came the no-nonsense but very patient manager, George, who worked as a bricklayer on the side, and Gladys, the middle-aged hostess who greeted, seated, and cracked wise with customers. Then came a few adult cooks, perhaps in their twenties and thirties, who mainly kept to themselves. Not Gladys, who was always a lark. “There are two things you can do inside,” she would say, to scandalize the high school kids. “One is playing cards. And I don’t like playing cards!”

At the top of our social hierarchy were the ice cream servers, older high school and college-age boys brimming with testosterone-fueled confidence who dazzled patrons with the speed and dexterity with which they scooped ice cream; placed it into glass containers—petite metal cups for single scoops; clear fluted glasses for sundaes; goblets for bigger sundaes; tall glasses for floats; and curvy, banana-shaped glasses for banana splits—ladled on toppings such as coconut flakes, chocolate chips, or walnuts; and then tossed them onto the counter and loudly dinged the bell. Despite the predominance of customers ordering ice cream concoctions, the kitchen and dining room always smelled of burgers on the grill.

The boys shouted out the names of the flavors and the toppings as they filled their orders, taking special pleasure in the name of the gooey mixture of walnuts and heavy syrup kept in a square plastic tub next to the pistachios: “Wet nuts! Hahaha! Who wants more of my wet nuts?”

A few of the older boys grilled hamburgers and made sandwiches alongside the adult cooks. From the counter, waitresses (usually high school or college-age girls) retrieved the burgers and ice cream and carried them to the customers.

At the bottom of both the organizational and social hierarchies were the busboys, consigned to the hectic dining room and the enormously hot back room, where we washed the dishes. We busboys were forever miffed that the waitresses never shared their tips with us, even though we set and bussed the tables. This seemed unjust, almost criminal, and so was not only a reliable cause for endless complaints, but also an effective social glue among the summertime busboys.

Time behind the counter was a privilege for the busboys. I always felt like I was auditioning when I was there, trying to be funny or cool, and never sure if I succeeded. My journal for my first day, June 5, gives a good (if excited!!!) summary of the job:


I’m a busboy/dishwasher/cleaner/everything!! It’s so hectic. I clean dishes in the kitchen & then start out to bus tables. It’s really hard & I wear a uniform that’s white and gets real dirty. Then I bus tables and clear them off & then take them back to be washed. Then I bring everything out again & stack it & put it away. There’s not a lot of people around at 6 but at about 9:00 it’s soooo busy!!! I work from 6–12 at night. I hope I work more than that during the weekends. Then I cleaned up the store & mopped, took out the garbage. It’s so hectic. Whew!!!



The counter that opened onto the dining room made for some perilous moments. A boy once placed a chocolate sundae on the countertop and prepared to polish it off with the required whipped-cream topping. Distracted, he mis-angled the canister nozzle and sent a powerful jet of whipped cream past the sundae, arcing over the counter, and into the dining room, where it landed on a customer, as I wrote in my journal, “all in her hair and on her dress,” prompting her to leap from the table with a yelp.

Horrified, the boy ducked behind the counter. Still horrified but wanting to be helpful, he grabbed a rag from a ledge under the counter and, still crouching on the floor, deftly flung it over the counter. It landed with a splat on the table, knocking over a glass of water, flooding the table, and dousing the customer and her family. More yelps.

“Sorry!” he yelled out from his hiding place.

A middle-aged man, apparently her father, jumped from the table and approached the counter. The ice cream scooper cowered even farther underneath it.

The man peered over the counter as we recoiled. “Where is he?”

Like a timid animal emerging from its burrow, the boy crawled from under the counter and sputtered out an explanation. The father threw the offending rag into the boy’s chest. My journal registered surprise that the manager didn’t find out. “He doesn’t even know now!”

It was the most exciting thing that happened that week. That night we celebrated in the parking lots with whippets, the bullet-shaped nitrous-oxygen canisters that powered the whipped-cream dispensers. Inhaling the fumes was supposed to give you a mild high, but it just made me dizzy.

As often happened, something mortifying was turned into a triumph for the boy, as he repeated the story over and over, each time increasing the amount of whipped cream and changing where it went, from splattering her shirt to spraying her entire face. “Ha! You should have seen her! She was covered in whipped cream!” he said as he took a hit on a whippet. Another guy smoked a cigarette as he listened to the story. I listened too and tried to look coolly nonchalant.

I wondered: If I had made a mistake like that, would I be able to laugh about it?

Probably not. I was too intent on not messing up, not so much to impress my bosses or do a good job, but so the other employees wouldn’t deem me unworthy of respect. I wanted to be as cool as they were. So I tried hard to do everything the right way: mop the floors, rinse the dishes, load the dishwasher, bus the tables, carry out tubs of ice cream from the freezer. Above all, not say or do anything that would mark me as uncool. Nonetheless, I had my own share of foul-ups. The Bicentennial Wagon Train would figure into the worst of them.

The lion’s share of my energy was expended on bussing tables and washing dishes. The back room was hot, crowded, and exceedingly noisy, as the busboys lugged in heavy metal trays, about three feet long, two feet wide, and eight inches deep, filled with forks, knives, and spoons; half-emptied coffee cups; red plastic glasses still filled with ice water; dinner plates with half-eaten cheeseburgers mashed on top of stale fries; cigarette stubs emptied from the ashtrays (from a time when you could still smoke inside a restaurant)—all overlaid by a stratum of emptied cups and glasses of melted ice cream and warm milkshakes, as well as the various nuts (dry and wet) and toppings and sprinkles, called “jimmies” in Philadelphia, which meant that people constantly shouted, “Jimmy, we need more jimmies!”

A busboy’s job was to clear the tables, empty the ashtrays, load everything into the metal tray, and then wipe down the tables. Then we carried the load into the back room, rinsed the dishes out in the sink, and loaded the industrial dishwasher, which sanitized everything in a minute or two. The dishes and glasses were scalding when they emerged from the dishwasher, the cutlery almost glowing, and early on I burned my fingers repeatedly. And if the overheated glasses were filled with ice cream too soon after coming out of the dishwasher, they would shatter instantly.

Afterward I’d return the cleaned plates to the dining room, stack the ice cream glasses behind the counter (warning the scoopers which glasses were too hot), and set the tables. I didn’t do that last task often at home, so I was forever forgetting the correct placement of the silverware.

Once done, I would bus more tables, while another busboy was washing his tray in the back room. It was a kind of ballet: in and out of the dining room and the back room, one busboy washing dishes, the other bussing tables, each of us avoiding one another as we came in and out of the two swinging doors, one next to the other, always using the right-hand one. At the end of the day, I mopped the restaurant floor, bagged the garbage, and tossed it into the dumpster, around which the guys were already gathering for cigarettes, beer, marijuana, or whippets. Whipped cream fights were common after work as well, sometimes in the kitchen, sometimes outdoors.

It was hard work that required both strength and dexterity, but once you got the hang of it, it was easy. Busy and boring at once, two regular traits of most of my summer jobs.

At least they let us have the radio on in the back room, and that summer it seemed that only two songs were being played. The first was “Let ’Em In,” by Wings, Paul McCartney’s band, which I considered a weak substitute for the Beatles, who had broken up a few years before. One of the employees at the Ice Cream Inn on whom I had a crush liked the song, and therefore so did I.

But the song that aired even more frequently was “Afternoon Delight,” by the marvelously named Starland Vocal Band, which peaked at #12 on Billboard magazine’s list of hits that year. (Like many of my friends, I assiduously tracked the progress of pop songs and visited a nearby record store to pick up a weekly flyer listing the Top 50 hits.) Nothing conjures up memories of that summer faster than the opening bars of this bouncy song, which was popular among my friends mainly for its risqué lyrics. Knowing the meaning of an “afternoon delight” was considered a mark of coolness.


Gonna find my baby, gonna hold her tight

Gonna grab some afternoon delight

My motto’s always been “When it’s right, it’s right”

Why wait until the middle of a cold, dark night?



The only consistent highlight of the job, besides being able to listen to the radio, was taking the full “creamers”—the small, plastic, single-serving cream containers for coffee—that lay unopened on the bottom of your bussing tray; squeezing them between your thumb and forefinger; and popping them, sending a mini-geyser of cream into the sink and sometimes onto the ceiling. “Don’t pop the creamers!” said Mr. Clare to the dishwashers. We ignored him. How could you not pop the creamers?

In a few days, I felt at home over the sink. The restaurant floor was more of a social challenge, since almost everyone was older, so I took solace in mastering the dishwasher without burning my hands and having fun with the creamers.

“I worked a lot for four days,” I wrote on June 27. “It’s OK. The people in there are moody. They’re nice to you sometimes & sometimes they’re not.”

I wasn’t old enough to make the ice cream, but that didn’t mean I didn’t cadge some. And though I worked hard, and grew more confident in the job, I never shook the feeling that I was the kid, an occasional target for the older boys, from my high school and others nearby, who at best tolerated my presence, the three years’ difference in age delineating a teenage social chasm. Most of the older boys were taller, bigger, and more confident than I was. I tried my best not to do anything to invite opprobrium, and mainly succeeded, but failed once, spectacularly.

One day in July was especially busy. I had worked every night that week and the weekend before. Late in the afternoon, I raced back and forth between the back room and the dining room. I couldn’t figure out why it was so crowded: Lunch was over, there were no high school sporting events since school was out for the summer, and there didn’t seem to be any groups celebrating some kid’s birthday, the most common reason for a large party.

Around 4 p.m., I emerged from the back room to discover a dining room utterly emptied of customers. Where did they go?

It seemed impossible for everyone to leave together, because they weren’t all in one party but several smaller ones that arrived at different times. But what did I know?

I laboriously cleared the six or seven tables. Oddly, the meals were half eaten, some not even touched. At the time my summer reading ran to stories of mysterious creatures like Bigfoot and aliens, so I briefly wondered whether all the customers had been sucked up into a spacecraft that had landed atop the Ice Cream Inn, piloted by aliens who were perhaps initially interested in sampling some rum raisin ice cream.

If I left dishes on the empty tables, George would notice, so rather than ask questions about the sudden disappearance of all our patrons, I hurried up and bussed. Gladys was absent from her post too, which seemed strange. Maybe she was on her break.

I filled a bussing tray with plates, glasses, and ice cream containers from three tables and was barely able to lug it to the back room. I placed it into the sink and started rinsing, shoved all the dishes into the dishwasher, and closed the door with a satisfying thunk. I returned to the still-empty dining room and bussed another few tables and took that second tray into the back room.

I was proud of bussing all those tables so quickly. Surely I would win plaudits from the management and, more important, the older kids.

Over the rushing noise of the dishwasher, I heard a commotion in the dining room.

“HEY!” said several voices at once. “Heyyyyy!”

Then, “Where’s our food?!”

I knew instantly that I had made a mistake. But what?

Before that day, whenever I read a novel that described a character “bursting” into a room, I found it faintly ridiculous. But George burst into the back room, throwing open the swinging wooden doors so hard that they slammed against the wall. I turned around so quickly that I nearly sprayed him with the big hose and nozzle we used to rinse off the dishes, which was still tightly gripped in my wet hand.

“Jimmy, what did you do?” he said.

“Nothing!” I said, my voice rising an octave, which mortified me. “I bussed the tables!”

This was the first of many times when I thought I had done a good deed, only to find I had screwed up. It’s always a shock to go from thinking, Didn’t I do a great job? to What did I do wrong? in a few seconds.

An elderly man barreled his way into the room, shouting, “Where’s my FOOD?”

“Uh,” I said, eloquently, as I stared into the sink, contemplating the half-eaten hamburgers and melting ice cream sundaes still in my bussing tray. I still didn’t know what I had done wrong, but it seemed to have something to do with taking his food, and everyone else’s, prematurely. But no one had been in the restaurant. Where had they gone? And why had they returned?

Speechless, I tried to puzzle out what I had done wrong after trying so hard to do right.

“They were watching the Wagon Train!” said the assistant manager.

Despite the endless coverage in the local papers, I had forgotten that today was Bicentennial Wagon Train Day! Upon seeing the long-awaited caravan through the half-curtained windows, every one of the customers had leapt from their tables, mid-meal, and bolted outside to stand under the eaves of the Ice Cream Inn and watch the Conestoga wagons and people in faux-Western garb making their stately way down Ridge Pike.

“Wow!” I said, momentarily forgetting the trouble I was in. “The Bicentennial Wagon Train is here?”

“Where’s my goddamned FOOD?” shouted the customer.

At a loss, I reached into the tray in the sink and pulled out what I imagined was his sundae. Out it came. And I remember this as clearly as anything from that summer: sticking out of a modest scoop of our famous homemade vanilla ice cream, still in its frosty little silver cup, where a cherry might be, was a wet cigarette butt.

“Is this it?” I said as I held it up. I knew it seemed ridiculous, and borderline offensive, but I didn’t know what else to say or do. Heat raced to my cheeks as I flushed in shame.

“That’s not funny!” said the customer. “You idiot!”

“I was just bussing the tables! Everyone was gone! How was I supposed to know?”

This would be a pattern for many years. Rather than admitting a mistake, my first instinct was to defend myself. Of course, no one told me where everyone had gone. (It was early in the day so not many other employees were around, save the cooks, who probably didn’t notice what was going on at the tables.) Still, the more mature route simply would have been to say, “I’m sorry.”

But at age fifteen, I was unable to do that. It took a few years to realize that when you make a mistake (even one that you don’t think warrants the treatment you’re getting), you should probably just apologize. “I’m sorry” goes a long way.

By the same token, the customer was being a jerk.

“We’ll refund it of course,” said George. “And make you a new meal right away.”

The customer approached me, red-faced, as I stood over the sink.

“It better come outta his paycheck,” said the customer, jamming his meaty finger into my stained smock.

George nodded noncommittally. The customer smiled what I can only call an evil grin. He seemed to enjoy my being humiliated. I thought, Why is he being so mean?

“Idiot!” he shouted, as he banged open the swinging doors and left the room.

I thought: When I grow up, I will never treat anyone like this. Today I couldn’t imagine berating a fifteen-year-old dishwasher, or frankly a fifteen-year-old anyone or any sort of laborer. In an instant, I learned not to mistreat someone who has less power than me. My busboy humiliation was as effective a lesson against being mean or cruel or insensitive as a year’s worth of homilies.

On the verge of tears, I felt that this was undue punishment for doing my job. But I was too upset to say anything articulate. I wanted to explain but was deathly afraid I’d cry, about the worst fate for a boy in those days. “Baby!” was the epithet used for boys who cried, or, even worse, “sissy” or “fag,” or worst of all, “fairy.”

It was the first time I felt the sting of anger over being mistreated at work. It wouldn’t be the last. What I remember most was a feeling of powerlessness. At that age, it was impossible for me to respond. First, the two men scolding me were older, and I had been brought up to respect adults. I also understood that I had no real power. Working papers alone do not make a confident adult. Second, I was mortified that I had made a mistake and that others would hear about it.

After the customer left the back room, George, sympathetic, reassured me that I would not have to pay for it. (That would have taken a few weeks.) Fortunately, the Bicentennial Wagon Train was sufficiently long (there were a lot of wagons) that after my humiliation, I was still able to watch the Conestoga wagons roll by, with the rest of the staff. Men wearing cowboy hats and jeans and women in sunbonnets and gingham dresses waved cheerfully at us as the horses pulled their wagons down Ridge Pike.

As I stood there, one busboy nudged me and said, good-naturedly, “Man, did you really just f—k up like I heard you did?”

At midnight, after mopping the restaurant, I told my dad in the car what had happened. He sympathized and said something that he repeated often: “Work isn’t supposed to be fun. Why do you think they call it work? If it were fun, they’d call it play.” Decades later, a whiskey manufacturer sponsored a nationwide contest inviting readers to send in life lessons from their fathers. My sister submitted that quote and it made it into the full-page ad, which ran in The New York Times and The Wall Street Journal. She framed the ad and gave it to him for his birthday. It hung in our recreation room until he died twenty-five years later.

The Bicentennial Wagon Train doesn’t come to town every day. Neither does an entire restaurant bolt from their tables, leaving behind half-eaten plates of food. So I wasn’t overly worried about screwing up like that again. For the next few days, whenever I bussed an empty table, the other busboys would joke, “Are you sure they’re gone?” The waitresses ribbed me too. They’d peer past the Early American curtains and say, “Hey, Jimmy, the Wagon Train is back!” Usually I laughed about it. Other times, depending on my mood, it embarrassed me.

My bussing snafu did not dim my Bicentennial enthusiasm. The entry for my journal on July 4 is written in red ink and blue ink and covers four pages, describing the day’s events: President Ford’s visits to Independence Hall and Valley Forge (where he addressed the modern-day pioneers who had journeyed on the Wagon Train); “Operation Sail,” a tall ships gathering, and fireworks, both in New York City; bells rung across the country; and events in Williamsburg, St. Louis, San Francisco, and Washington, DC, all of which we watched on TV. Closer to home was a picnic in our backyard with my grandmother and great-aunt, both immigrants from Sicily, which concluded with our singing “Happy Birthday, USA” over a red-white-and-blue birthday cake lit up by sparklers. My journal reads, sincerely but grandiloquently, “This is undoubtedly the greatest country in the world & I’ll fight for it and its principles against everyone.”

Despite any Bicentennial-related mishaps at work, by August I felt like a pro: faster at cleaning the tables and more adept at washing dishes. I felt proud to walk into work every day, knowing that I had acquired some new skills: how to use the industrial dishwasher, how to bus tables quickly, and even how to make a few ice cream concoctions. Plus, I became a whiz at using our big industrial mop, with its thick wooden handle and long, white, cotton loops at the end. To use it, you had to dunk it in soapy water and wring it out with the “side press wringer” that was attached to a big, square, yellow bucket on four wheels.

I’m not sure why I ended up enjoying mopping—maybe because it was an “industrial mop,” not like the smaller ones we used at home on our linoleum kitchen floors, and so it made me feel like an adult. And I enjoyed making something dirty into something clean. Years later, when I entered the Jesuit novitiate, we used the same kind of mop to clean our kitchen floor, so at least there was one thing I knew how to do as a novice.

As the summer wore on, I was even allowed to scoop ice cream when things got busy. “Not too much!” was Mr. Clare’s refrain. Once I made a “Telstar ICI,” our pièce de résistance, a monster sundae made of several scoops of ice cream, chocolate sauce, various toppings (including wet nuts), and whipped cream. We always watched to see whether the customer could finish it. I never figured out why it was called the Telstar unless its round shape resembled the communications satellite launched in 1962. Maybe Mr. Clare was an aficionado of satellites. I had no idea what he did outside the restaurant: I still felt odd speaking to adults who weren’t either my mom and dad, my neighbors, or my teachers. Mr. Clare could have been an astronaut, for all I knew.

Even by the end of the summer my job performance was not flawless: The long banana-split glasses were especially slippery when wet, and I dropped (and broke) more than a few in the sink that summer. Worse, one day I accidentally knocked a gray-haired woman in the right temple with the corner of my tray as I bussed the table next to hers. As I angled the heavy tray above her head while she was seated (a big no-no), she suddenly stood up.

Bang! The accidental collision drew blood—hers, though from the look on her face she probably would have gladly spilled a little of mine.

She said, “You moron! What’s wrong with you?” George came over to apologize.

Melted ice cream from a gap in the corner of the metal tray trickled onto her shirt, mixing with blood. “Sorry, sorry, sorry,” I said as I watched her bleed onto her tie-dyed T-shirt. George refunded her meal and apologized again.

“Haha,” said one of the busboys, who had enjoyed the show. “Nice job almost killing that old lady.”

Besides the occasional injuring of customers, the monotony of the bussing/washing/bussing cycle was broken by unusual visitors. One day I overheard a family seated at a table by the window speaking a foreign language, something one never heard in our white-bread town. I edged in closer. They were speaking French!

Like other kids in my junior high school, I had started language classes in seventh grade, at age twelve, so I had been studying French for three years.

I made sure to bus the table next to theirs, casually sidling up to them and saying “Bonjour,” hoping desperately that the other employees would overhear and be dazzled by my command of the French language. (They didn’t, so they weren’t.)

Initially I had some success. “I saw two little kids come in with two adults,” I wrote in my journal. “When I was bussing a table I heard the little kids speaking French & the adults weren’t. They were so happy when they heard I spoke French. What I did was to describe a chocolate sundae. I did pretty well! Except I didn’t know how to say whipped cream.”

They were from Montreal. Why the kids spoke French but the adults didn’t I couldn’t tell. The kids peppered me with rapid-fire questions in French. First they asked what to see in Philadelphia for the Bicentenaire. That was one word we all knew from French class, where our Bicentennial-themed lessons centered around the Marquis de Lafayette, who had fought in a famous battle with the Continental Army a few miles from our high school, in the town where many of my classmates lived: Lafayette Hill.

After laboring to direct the kids to the Liberty Bell, I switched to English, realizing that when confronted with native French speakers, even children, I was too nervous and could barely string together a few sentences. Talking with my French teacher and my classmates was a lot easier. The adults, who spoke English, intervened. So I said au revoir and retreated to the Anglophone safety of the kitchen. Years later I read Fran Lebowitz’s aperçu that when one visits France (or Quebec for that matter), one realizes that residents there took their French classes more seriously than you ever did.

My failure to communicate with our Quebecois customers was a disappointment, and not only because of my three years of French. My mom majored in French in college, taught French for a time, and worked as a French-language translator for an international business in downtown Philadelphia before marrying my father in 1959.

Growing up, my sister and I would often be serenaded by French songs and regaled with stories about my mom’s halcyon summers at Middlebury College’s intensive summer-language program in Vermont and the summer she visited Europe with her girlfriends after college. Rarely did we see her happier than when showing us her color slides of the trip, which came out on special occasions and were projected onto a grainy white movie screen set up in our living room, and narrating her youthful adventures by reading from her travel journal, which had a fraying green leather cover and thin robin’s-egg-blue pages, all held together by a thick rubber band. Her European diary was one of the few possessions she kept all the way until her stay in a nursing home.

When my sister and I were older, my mom worked as a substitute (pronounced sub-zee-toot in Philadelphia) teacher in junior high schools and high school. I was so proud when she went to work in her camel-colored twin set, with a thin, gold 1970s chain necklace, looking smart, capable, and professional. I was proud of my mom in general: She was a bright woman with a great sense of humor. Clever, well-read, and confident.

However, my friends ragged on me whenever they had her in class. “Jimmy, I had your mommmmmmy today.” On the rare occasions when she was my teacher too, despite my pride in her accomplishments, I slunk down in my chair, mortified that my mom might call on me in class. She would not have been heureuse about my performance at the Ice Cream Inn.

Worse was an encounter at our local swim club, called Ply-Mar (after “Plymouth Meeting” and “Whitemarsh,” the neighboring town), which I blame on a film.

During freshman year of junior high, in Mr. Sherman’s French class, we watched an endless series of black-and-white films of early 1960s provenance, with young men wearing fedoras and young women in big skirts, all speaking stilted and rather silly dialogue that focused on saying hello, asking how every single person in the scene was, replying that you were very well, and painstakingly introducing all your friends to one another one by one. When that was over, they would talk about items of clothing, what they liked to eat, and where they would be traveling. Apparently, everyone in France was exceedingly polite, always greeting one another with the same precise formality: “I am happy to make your acquaintance.” The films, produced by Encyclopedia Britannica, repeated the banal conversations featured in our textbook Je Parle Français, which would again be repeated by us in live playlets performed in class.

By the end of the school year, we knew all the characters, especially the star, Margot, her friend Anne, and Margot’s uncle. Strangely, he was called not by his first name, like Uncle Pierre, but always Mon Oncle. After reading their conversations, watching them in the films, and acting out their scenes in class, we knew all these interchanges by heart. (Amazingly, I recently discovered these films online and was happy to discover that I had accurately remembered the snippets I had carried around in the French section of my brain.)

In the very first film, Mon Oncle and his friend Monsieur Price are chatting with Margot outside a classroom building. After a round of formal greetings, asking after one another and being assured that everyone is très bien, Margot exclaims that she is late for class. After excusing herself and saying au revoir, she turns and walks up a staircase. As the two men stare at her backside, Mr. Price says, “Elle est charmante.” She is charming. “Oui, charmante!” says her uncle with emphasis, as they continue to leer. Naturally, as teenagers in the 1970s, we found this more than a little louche and therefore hysterical.

One film saw Margot introducing her friend Josette to one of her professors. Margot was constantly meeting new people and introducing them to everyone else:


Professor: Good day, Margot.

Margot: Good day, sir. How are you?

Professor: Very well. Thank you, Margot. And you?

Margot: Very well, thank you. Sir, do you know Miss Bilodeau?

Professor: No, Margot.

Margot: Permit me to present to you Josette Bilodeau.

Professor: Good day, miss.

Josette: Good day, sir. I am happy to make your acquaintance.

Margot: Josette is Canadian. She is from Quebec.



At that point the professor said, “Ohhhhh, VRAIMENT?”—“Oh, really?”—with an exaggerated emphasis that we found hilarious. Why was it so weird that someone was from Quebec?

For the rest of the year, whenever I shared a boring piece of news with my friend Barb, we would deploy that phrase to mock its banality. “I have an algebra test tomorrow,” I would say.

“Ohhhhh, VRAIMENT?” Barb would say. As befits twelve-year-old seventh-graders, we found this the height of hilarity and worth repeating several times a day.

One day at Ply-Mar, as I was eating some Freeze Pops with friends, my mother waved me over to where she was sitting, in the shade of a maple tree, in her green mesh lawn chair. She had struck up a conversation with a woman visiting from Canada who spoke French. My mom told her en français that her son was studying her native language.

I stood there in my stars-and-stripes Speedo, a flower-power towel around my sunburnt shoulders, holding a grape Freeze Pop, trying to remember how to start a conversation.

I began with the formal greeting that Margot always used: Je suis heureux de faire vôtre connaissance. I am happy to make your acquaintance. My mom’s friend smiled. Then I asked where she was from.

“Je suis du Québec,” she said.

Unable to stop myself, I blurted out, “Ohhhhh, VRAIMENT?”

My mom was aghast. Frowning, the woman said in English, “Yes, I’m from Quebec. Is that so hard to believe?” I stood speechless, grape Freeze Pop juice dripping onto la terre.

Our foreign-language teachers in both junior high school and high school were superb. I would end up taking six years of French and two of Spanish. Amazingly, our energetic tenth-grade French teacher, Mrs. Paulos, assigned us to read not bland textbooks, but something else entirely: the classics of twentieth-century existentialism.

“You’re reading what?” my mother said, after we were assigned Jean-Paul Sartre’s Huis Clos (No Exit), set in hell, with its stupefyingly depressing insight, L’enfer c’est les autres. “Hell is other people.” Now there’s something inspiring for a skittish high school student looking for life lessons! I still have my copy from junior high and was amazed by some of the notes and translations written in the margins: “There is no need for a devil. We torture each other.” Also the English translations for words such as “sadist,” “infanticide,” and “leather whips.”

I wonder if these books would pass muster in today’s more cautious environment. After all, it was in Huis Clos that I first ran across the term lesbianisme, which Mrs. Paulos had to explain to our class. Also on our list of high school texts was L’Étranger (The Stranger) by Albert Camus, with its famously nihilistic introduction: Aujourd’hui, maman est morte. Ou peut-être hier, je ne sais pas. “Today, Mom died. Or maybe yesterday, I don’t know.”

In later years, we would read Jean Anouilh’s play Antigone, which took as its inspiration Sophocles’s drama and emphasized the need for resistance under totalitarianism (Antigone premiered in 1944 during the Nazi occupation of France), and André Gide’s La Symphonie Pastorale, a dark tale about religion, morality, and sexuality. At the time, I had no idea how fortunate I was to be introduced to this kind of intellectual fare at a young age. Our English classes were equally rigorous: Any skills I have as a writer I learned first in junior high.

Madame Paulos and Monsieur Sherman were two of several dedicated but probably underpaid teachers who helped me fall in love with foreign languages, even if I can no longer remember the subjonctif plus-que-parfait tense. But I remember those teachers, and many others in those years, opening up new worlds for me. It didn’t hurt Mrs. Paulos’s enfant terrible image when a few girls from our class were invited to dinner at her home and reported that in her kitchen was a large sign that read “F—k housework!”

By the time I left the Ice Cream Inn in August, I still may have been a middling French student, but I was a whiz at bussing tables and washing dishes. Years later in a Jesuit community, someone complimented me on my dishwashing after dinner and I joked, “I’m a professional!”

Working in a restaurant was a tough job, physically demanding, but it had three perks. A steady paycheck was one, occasional whippets were another, and free ice cream a third. But I rarely felt like I fit in with the older crowd; being on the low end of the work totem pole was an emotional struggle. As an adolescent, I had always been chatty, sometimes to a fault. My three consistent U’s (Unsatisfactory) on my elementary-school report cards were “Uses Free Time Wisely,” “Keeps Desk Area Neat,” and “Refrains from Excessive Talking.” And I was blessed with many friends, so I was forever talking excessively in school. In algebra class that year, our teacher moved me to the far end of the classroom to prevent me from speaking to my friends. But at the Ice Cream Inn I found myself red-faced and tongue-tied among the older kids.

On June 12, I wrote in my journal: “The kids at the place are okay. I guess they’re not super-nice but they’re not super-mean and everyone cuts up everyone else. It’s sort of stupid.”

“Sort of stupid,” but, on the other hand, by the end of August I had more money than ever. Even though I had been worried that I wouldn’t see my friends, they all stopped by for ice cream. I made sure to visit them at their jobs too. My journal includes detailed accounts of all the friends from junior high who dropped by that summer to say hi (and ask for free ice cream). I wanted people, everyone really, to like me, so I took careful note of which friends visited.

That was an easy way to see friends during the summer. All my classmates except the rich ones had jobs. These ranged from staffing the counters at McDonald’s or the local burger chain called Gino’s; to working as movie theater ushers, lifeguards, or caddies; to working at their parents’ businesses. Visiting friends at their summer jobs was a lark, often designed to get them in trouble: stealing candy from a movie theater display case, reaching over the McDonald’s counter to steal fries, or getting a free round of miniature golf. You didn’t just visit your friends; you had to embarrass them into illicitly giving you something for free and then talk endlessly about it later.

Summer jobs were hardly a rarity in the US in the 1960s and

























[image: A young boy in a Boy Scouts uniform stands outside on a field, smiling at the camera. The photo is inlayed in an ashtray resting on a wooden surface.]
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