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			CHAPTER 1

			It was fall in 1974 and very early in the chilly morning hours of a Friday. Everything went wrong for me on a Friday. Why? An empty bottle of Jack Daniels that I brought back from Chicago was overturned on the step facing the bushes. Its whiskey smell hovered over me all night long, still making me puke even though nothing was left inside of me. Was I still trying to get rid of me? I was lying on the wooden porch, curled up in a fetal position, pulling my black leather jacket tightly around me. I don’t know why. It wouldn’t go any tighter. My black wool hat was down, covering my face. I was sweating and still withdrawing from prescription meds, uppers, and whatever else my friend Zebo had given me to stop my depression. And along with drinking my breakfast, lunch, and dinner these past few months, I knew I was dying a slow death. But no more! And a tender, slight smile gently stroked my ego as I collapsed into sleep. 

			Startled, I jumped up from someone kicking me, with a dog’s vicious, threatening growl daring me to react. How ironic. A cop with his German shepherd poking me like a homeless man passed out on the middle of the sidewalk in the city! Suddenly, a young woman’s voice yelled at me. “Get off Mrs. Drexler’s porch, you drunken junky, or I’ll call the police!” I stirred slowly while mumbling inarticulately to make it appear I was attempting to rise. She said, “C’mon, Ariel. You can’t help him,” as snarling and barking accompanied her down the stairs with tapping paws retreating over the pavement, signaling quiet to resume snuggling up against me. 

			I pushed my hat above my forehead, and gray black smacked my eye. “I’m blind!” I exclaimed as panic turned me around, where thank God, a sliver of misty blood-orange was peering over the horizon. The silhouettes of Ariel and his master were gliding along the pavement beside the street past the neighbor’s house. Who names their dog Ariel? I eased down to the porch, and sleep caressed me. 

			I felt warmth, and a memory flashed before me of my Grandma Nina Drexler wrapping a large heated bath towel around my shoulders that she had just taken out of the dryer. I was twelve. I think. And over the years of cold weather during the Thanksgiving to Christmas holidays while staying with Grandma, such incredible warmth of love would continue to embrace me as a sheet, a small blanket, or just a bundle of little hugs in towels or wash cloths. And each time, it was followed with loving kisses planted on my cheek. And each time, my tears would rush out from missing my mom’s love, and Grandma would just continue to wrap her arms around me in her smothering love. 

			My parents fought a lot while I was growing up. They especially enjoyed fighting during the holidays. So, they’d bring me over to Grandma’s—they always brought me over to Grandma’s, my mom’s mother. Everybody called her Nina. This was on a Friday, of course, and I would be in her kitchen sitting at her little Formica table, practicing playing the guitar and learning how to channel my loneliness and pain into lyrics and passionate rock music so I wouldn’t express it in screaming anger, or with my fists beating a door or a wall until I broke my hand. My music was distilled from my insecurity, pain, and frantic worry that my parents were going to leave me. That I was the reason, Mom, Dad, or both would disappear. My father had a violent temper, and ironically, it was because of me. My father was a very good musician—he could’ve been great. But he fell in love with my mom, and they had me right away. Dad’s career of musical greatness in his dreams was permanently on hold. He taught me everything about the guitar and music. And as I grew being nourished musically by him, I could see and feel his jealousy and regret. Spontaneous hugs and kisses weren’t given from him. I’d have to initiate them during a guitar lesson by surprising him with a hug around his chest before he got up. Other times, after teaching me a more difficult lesson that I’d learned quickly, he’d rise hastily, as usual, saying indifferently, “Okay,” and I’d see a pulse of pride flash in a smile, only to give way to bitterness eating away his love for Mom and me. 

			Nina was Hungarian and German. Not too tall, but big boned and strong. She was loving and very religious. Granddad was a cab driver, and over the years, Grandma would work two jobs to help pay the bills. Up until five years ago, Grandma had worked on an assembly line at the Mary Sue candy factory, taking chocolate candy off the line and putting it in boxes. It was located on Canton Avenue in Baltimore City, down the street from St. Agnes Hospital. Each morning, very early, through rain, sleet, or snow, she’d walk one block up Marksworth Street to the corner of Johnny Cake Road to catch the metropolitan bus for a thirty-minute ride to the factory. She was retired now. 

			A cold breeze rushed by, slapping my face, while a spasm of shaking tackled me. I sneered at the bright, yellow egg yolk of the sun, that was like a spotlight on my final performance of living. On my knees, I grabbed one of the square brick pillars with a fluted wooden column that helped to support the roof over the porch. I pulled myself up to get out of the sun, so vomit wouldn’t bake on my leather jacket and pants. My guitar case and two duffel bags of clothes were beside the front door. 

			Grandma should be awake by now. I just hoped she’d gotten my telephone message that I was coming to visit with her for a while. A few weeks ago, I had spoken with my mom, and she said Grandma was feeling fine and would love to see me. It had been over two years since I’d seen her, but I’d call her every other week or so. It was just uncanny that she didn’t pick up the phone when I called yesterday. I hoped she was all right. She was my second home. Frankly, my most stable and loving home. Here I would get a soberer perspective on a meaningful path of life that I should pursue now that my band had imploded from egos, money problems, and devouring relationships fueled by alcohol and drugs. I was just glad I disciplined myself to send money to Grandma whenever I could to hold for me because I knew myself well enough to know I’d give money to my friends in the band whenever they’d ask for it. Sending money home wasn’t an option because, frankly, I didn’t trust my parents. Well, I’d trust my mother, but my dad could be pretty manipulative and con it out of her by pleading that she didn’t show him how much she loved him and that they needed to go away somewhere. He was always arguing and fighting with her. Dad would leave, my mother would go drop me over at Grandma’s (on a Friday), go after him, they’d come back together, come and get me, and we’d go home to be a loving family until the merry-go-round of up and down peace, arguing, fighting, and leaving started all over again. 

			I opened the outside aluminum door with a large, enclosed, rectangular glass frame and knocked on the heavy wooden door with four long recessed panels painted white. No answer. I knocked harder several times using the faded, brown-brass door knocker. As I waited, I tried to remember if Grandma had hidden a spare house key somewhere. She did! Around back, under the potted plant at the bottom of the stairs. I left my guitar and duffel bags on the porch and grabbed the railing while slowly going down the steps so as not to excite an onslaught of retching my guts out. 

			The front door then opened, and I heard a cautious but demanding, “Who is it?” 

			I turned around and said very loud, “Grandma! Grandma, it’s me. Joey!”

			She opened the outer door, and her forehead and eyes were squeezed together. “Joey?” she asked mistrustfully. Then, “Joey! Joey, honey! How are you? Give me a hug and a kiss.” 

			I came over and gave her what she had asked for ever since I was a child. “Grandma, how are you?” 

			“I’m feeling okay. Are you sick? You smell like you threw up. Come on in. Put your things down on the floor over there and take those clothes off and take a shower. Get comfortable. Have you had breakfast yet?” 

			“No, I haven’t eaten since seven-thirty last night.”

			“Well, I’ll fix you some eggs, scrapple, and toast while you get cleaned up. Put your things in the spare bedroom and bring your dirty clothes downstairs to the laundry room.” 

			“Thanks, Grandma. I’ll bring my leather jacket and pants down because of the smell, but I’ll have to take them to the dry cleaners.” I went through the living room and down the hallway on the left to the spare bedroom, I knew so very well.

			After breakfast, we had coffee and stale chocolate cake. It was fine, though, when I dunked it in my coffee. Grandma loved to bake. Even after Granddad died a few years ago, having had close to thirty strokes in one year, which had to be a medical record—or should be—she wouldn’t stop baking. And the stale cake would eventually be thrown out to the birds. Today, I was one of the birds. Anyway, that’s another reason she enjoyed having me stay with her—so she could keep on cooking and baking. 

			“Are you still playing the guitar, Joey? Mom called and said your band broke up. Gee, I was sorry to hear that. I remember how hard you worked to put that band together.” 

			“We had a lousy manager for a while, Grandma. He set us up with a couple of concerts that cancelled on us without notice. Then we had to find jobs while searching for clubs to play at, which meant a lot of driving through Columbus and Indianapolis. In Chicago, we finally had some producers hear us. One said he’d hire us if we had a girl singer. Another one said he liked us and that we had a unique sound. ‘But there are so many bands right now with a unique sound. What makes you guys any different?’ he asked. I had no idea how to respond to that idiot! And another producer said he’d hire us if we got rid of our keyboard player. Then another one said we sounded great, but he would never return our calls, or he was always out of the office. It was crazy! Obviously, it was all about who you knew. And we didn’t know anybody. Then, we had money problems when the van broke down. We started arguing and getting mad at one another and finally decided to go our own ways. I came back home while Zebo and Denny went out to California, Drake went to New York, and Cory came back here.” I didn’t want to tell her how alcohol and drugs also came between us to break us apart. 

			“You’re not going to stop playing, are you?” A consoling hand reached over to hold mine. “You can play here in Baltimore. I liked how you played here in my kitchen when you were young. Especially on Friday evenings through Sunday. I’d cook for us, and you’d sing to me if Granddad was driving his cab late that night.” 

			“And if he was, I’d still be practicing until he came home around two or three in the morning. Then he’d let me count all the change he made from tips that night, and he’d give me two dollars for doing it.”

			“They were good times, weren’t they, Joey?”

			“They always were, Grandma.” I got up to go to the bathroom because my eyes were watering. 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			Being fall, we started reminiscing on some fond memories of Thanksgiving, which was fast approaching. Grandma and I loved Thanksgiving. My best childhood memories were going to her house for Thanksgiving dinner. Grandma’s house became an oven and a sanctuary for the glorious smells giving homage to their respected foods being so deliciously prepared for sacrifice to Thanksgiving. It was the one day where the succulent aromas from the feast chased Granddad’s acrid cigar smoke from the living room and dining room to huddle in wisps in the upper corners and crevices of the upstairs ceilings. On this day, I didn’t hear Grandma say, “Harry, you know I don’t like you smoking your seegars in here!” which she said fervently on the days I came down to visit that weren’t a holiday with family visiting. 

			After watching football in the arena of Grandma’s living room, and while the men were just sitting around talking and laughing, and the women were cleaning up after the magnificent repast—washing the dishes, drying them, and putting them away—Granddad would herald the traditional festivity of penny ante poker with a revelry call of pennies rattling and clanking in a large glass jar, for anyone interested in playing to follow him into the dining room. We’d play, and fun would rule. After all, how upset can you be for only losing pennies? Granddad would officiate by making sure no one slowed the game down by studying their hand too long. 

			Then Grandma would enter in an hour or so and say, “All right, Harry, finish this hand, and we’ll set the table for dessert.” 

			“Ah, Nina, just give us ten more minutes,” he’d gripe, being annoyed. 

			“No, Harry, some people have got to go to work tomorrow.” 

			And my mom, with some of my aunts, would set the table with a pretty, white linen tablecloth, while another aunt would bring out the large coffee maker. In the kitchen, adjacent to the dining room, Grandma would poise over the sumptuous cakes and pies on the Formica table. Then intuitively, she’d cut just the right width of slices so everybody could enjoy their favorite dessert. 

			“Thanksgiving was always fun here, Grandma. You worked so hard for us to enjoy each other. And when everyone was getting ready to leave, Granddad would ask us, ‘Did you have enough to eat and drink? Did you have a good time?’” 

			“It was all about family, Joey. And thanking the Lord for all he gave us,” she said with an embracing smile, staring at me. Grandma appeared tired, and I asked her how she was feeling. “Arthritis has really taken hold of my knees since you left, Joey. The pain is gripping them so tight I can barely walk and bend down to do my gardening and cleaning. That’s why the house looks such a mess.” 

			I glanced around her kitchen and saw that it needed cleaning badly. My mom complained about how Grandma was such a clean freak and had made her spend so much time scrubbing floors, vacuuming, cleaning the bathrooms, and ironing clothes while growing up that she swore she wouldn’t spend that much time in her own house doing it. Unfortunately, it showed, and there were many times I had to shuffle dirty clothes from previous days to wear and use a lot of deodorant because she didn’t feel like doing the laundry. 

			“I’ll help you clean your house, Grandma. It’s the least I can do while staying here for a while. And Thanksgiving will be here in two weeks. The place has to be cleaned up for everybody coming over.” 

			Sadness dimmed the brightness in her eyes. “Nobody comes over anymore, Joey. Each one of your aunts and uncles is taking turns holding Thanksgiving at their house. This year it’s Pat. Marty will come and get me in the morning. And you, Joey. You’re welcome as well. Everyone thought it was getting to be too much work for me, what with cleaning and cooking.” 

			I nodded, staring at the table, not wanting it to be that way and understanding it would have to be. But what really bothered me was that I really didn’t want to face my relatives for the first time in over two years and tell them the band was a failure, and I had to come back home not knowing what I wanted to do with my life. And also talk about my parents fighting again and going away. 

			“Are you going to start playing the guitar today, Joey?” 

			“Maybe later. Right now, I’m going to clean your kitchen.” 

			She objected, but I told her I needed to do something to help her while I stayed there. 

			“All right. You know, it’s going to get cold. Winter’s coming. Do you need a scarf or socks, Joey?” That was thoughtful of her. 

			“I could use a scarf, but I don’t want you to buy me one. I’ll go shopping—”

			“No, I’ll knit you a wool scarf. It will be very warm. I have plenty of time, so I won’t take ‘no’ for an answer.” 

			Wow, I never had anyone want to make me anything. 

			“That would be great, Grandma. Thank you.” And it would keep her busy while I cleaned her house, so she wouldn’t have to feel she needed to help me. 

			I took a break from washing and scraping stains off her counter to go outside on the back porch for some fresh air. Comet and Mr. Clean always do their job but inhaling their fumes was making me feel queasy. It was sunny with a slight breeze. Invigorating, yet mild. A perfect autumn day. A cigarette would taste good now, but I was glad I quit smoking. It felt good to enjoy the flavor of food on my tongue again. 

			I could detect the faint smell of decayed leaves flying through the air as some were fluttering down every once in a while, from Grandma’s few trees and the neighbors’ trees. The trees surrounding the perimeter of the graveyard behind Grandma’s house had grown wider and taller, though there were some gaps here and there where a tree had to be cut down for whatever reason. But autumn’s wreath of glorious, colored leaves around the old cemetery always grabbed and held my attention. 

			In Grandma’s backyard, however, several of her big linden trees had rotted away, leaving only tall trunks with wide, black, hollow eyes and deep gouging crevasses circling around and running up and down the length of each tree. Fallen brown branches, many small ones but a few large ones—looking like prehistoric animals standing statuesquely with legs angled outward from the body with a long neck thrust out to attack—littered the ground. Piles of dried, shriveled leaves from last year appeared like long mounds of freshly dug graves waiting for tombstones amidst tall, wavy, yellow-tan grass that overran Grandma’s flower gardens, drowning and killing her lovely mums that were blazing stars of various colors throughout the day this time of year. 

			Suddenly, a sense of overwhelming worthlessness began consuming me. Tears started to well up and streak down my cheeks. I am nothing! I wanted a bottle of bourbon. I’d thrown the remaining anti-depressant pills away before I left Philadelphia. I went down the stairs and trudged through the tall, straw-like grass and mounds of leaves and kept walking. I had to move while inhaling deeply. Self-hatred shook me. I started sweating. Then I bent over, and with my hands on my knees to support me, I threw up. And threw up. Trying to throw up me again. Exhausted and crying, I slowly rose and took a napkin out of my pocket, wiped my mouth, dried my tears, and blew my nose. Staring out into the graveyard, I realized there had been so many more graves added to this cemetery since I was a child. The peace was so inviting here, and its call so urgent, so soothing. A roaring rush of cool wind directed my eyes toward the colored leaves shaking in the soaring trees beyond. They were like huge, rainbow colored lollipops. I had to laugh. 

			Grandma needs me. I need Grandma. I have to wash my puke off the front steps and throw the bottle of Jack away. I can overcome this!
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