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“Let us not deceive ourselves. The dead voices will never be silent in our ears to remind us of that which we once were, and that which we have lost. We shall die as we shall live, lonely and haunted by memories that will grow stranger, more beautiful, more terrible, and more tormenting as the years go on, and at the last we shall not know which was the dream—the years of plenty or the barren years that descended like a storm in the night and swept our youth away."

—John Middleton Murry


One of the many books Toland knows he will never write stems from a dream he has had more than once. He has even gone so far as to give the stubborn, unborn project a working title: “Delayed Reaction: Cut and Paste Reflections of an Aging Baby Boomer.” A slogan guy at heart, he likes the way the words play together, so he pushes the idea around in his head, toying with it once more before it will eventually slip away from lack of follow-up, dying of its own volition. Just like it always does. 

It is 1959. The dawn of the technology explosion, what he has come to call “the Hum.” He is a young boy just a breath away from 10 years old. It is a bristling summertime Saturday afternoon and he’s running and laughing with a pack of buddies from over the back fence and down the block. It’s Reid Toland, Eddie Bramble, Tommy Gilson, Chris “Chig” Fraley, Rob “Goobray” Dressel, and Dicky Manning. They are buoyant and rowdy, the red-cheeked sons of men who have conquered the global menace and returned home victorious. Their fathers have traded tanks, ships, and bombers for tractors, steam rollers, and earth movers. Still more have swapped Thompson submachine guns and Springfield rifles for brief cases and office cubicles. 

These sons of the fathers, this brick-and-mortar, first generation of the Atomic Age, sport ruddy t-shirts, straight-leg dungarees,  and Chuck Taylor Converse sneakers. They imagine they will live forever, looking for fresh worlds to conquer. They are the newest Americans, cutting and combing across manicured lawns, marching their way down quiet, tree-lined streets just 10 miles or so outside of Philadelphia, on their newly claimed turf.  

Bramble, the ring leader, is a year older and a full head taller than the others. He is broad shouldered, with big arms and buzz-clipped jet black hair. And he has just learned that spitting’s cool. He hurls up lungers at the others as they push and shove and snake their way over curbs and through driveways, spilling through hedges and spreading junipers. Each boy thumbs his nose in his own way at the makeshift boundaries that sprout up before them, faster than an afterthought, over an infant suburbia with its new-found itch to parcel off and segregate. In blacktop we trust.

“C’mon, you jackasses,” yells Bramble, “stay low and make sure nobody sees you!”  

They maneuver toward their objective: a cluster of new houses sprawling along the side of a hill a few blocks away. There are rows of these tract homes going up at a blistering pace. Cookie cutter. Each mirrors the other—two story, wood frame and brick. Moving to the first house, they climb into the as-yet unfinished basement window. Nothing is there to stop them. 

Once inside, they crawl forward in the cool depths of the dugout foundation, in giddy anticipation they scale their way over mounds of earth, searching for empty soda bottles thrown aside and left behind by the builders and their crew during a long work week. Like dogs with ravenous appetite, it is extraordinary the interest they take in the hunt. The team of scavengers knows there is a two-cent bounty on every bottle they capture and bring back to the corner grocery store. And they have a proven technique for success, attested to by their past round-ups—burlap sacks bulging with loot—dozens of 7-Up, Coca Cola, and Hires Root Beer bottles. It becomes a contest, each racing ahead of the other into the precise tangle of skeleton framework and unexplored reaches. Their shouts of excitement echo loudly with every discovery. 

Always there is the smell of fresh-cut lumber, new excavation, the strong, inviting mix of dirt and cement. Chig and Goobray climb the scaffold, careful to avoid being seen at any window opening as they climb up from the roughed out basement to the first floor landing. Manning and Gilson come in from another opening across the room. Bramble follows, quickly surveying the scene. The walls are roughed out, and the invaders find themselves in the middle of a maze of studded 2 x 4s, shaping what will soon be the manifestation of another stake in the man-made vision. 

“Let’s hurry up so we can get out of here,” said Bramble. “We covered most of this area last time. I don’t see much new stuff.”

They are fearless, in their delirious truancy, focused on the piles of sugar candy they will buy with their new-found fortune. It is their earliest taste of free enterprise and they are drunk with possibilities. Though they are too young to know or care, they feel their way along, learning to navigate a rakish, twisting landscape of asphalt and mortar. They roam freely over their piece of the emerging frontier—of spiraling hopes, collective dreams, and unbounded wants. 

At this moment they are invincible—well beyond earshot of their mothers calling them to come home. Not even a shred of notice of the car just up the block, jumped at rest over the curb, splayed across old lady O’Shea’s sidewalk. Never seeing the bald headed fat man, slumped, bloated over the steering wheel. Blue green head. Details to be filled in later by the neighborhood rumor mill. 

Their fathers would be home from their weekend overtime jobs soon. Home from new battlefronts their young lions had yet to endure. For now, if only for these briefest of moments, this band of comrades are immortal. And tomorrow, they know, will be like today—or even greater.

This is where the dream always turns. They’re suddenly across from Goobray’s house, less than a hundred yards away from more lots earmarked for development, and they’re climbing huge piles of slag and gravel that wait to be moved to an army of dump trucks. Their interaction quickly morphs into a makeshift game of King of the Hill, as each is staunched to end against odds uncounted. Bramble is at the top of the 10-foot mound, glaring down on the rest of his attackers. Brandishing a Coke bottle lifted from his back pocket, he shrieks “Come and get it!” as they’re charging the hill, trying to unseat him. He’s throwing them off like ragdolls, and they tumble down the side of the hill, only to get up and mount another frenzied assault. 

Toland suddenly finds himself heading a charge. Bramble locks his arm and flings Toland over his shoulder. He slides down unceremoniously, scraping and scruffing his way to the bottom. Seconds later, Manning lands on him, then Goobray, then Gilson. They’re all on top of him now, on his back, laughing and pinning him beneath the twisting pile of arms and legs. The side of his face is mashed in the dirt and he’s screaming like a banshee. It is a full-throated cry, the start of what would eventually be a seemingly eternal groan. “Get off!” he screams. “Get off!” 

The other boys think he’s laughing with them, so they keep pushing down to keep the stack in place. Through the tears Toland bends his head and glances down at his right side. His blue jeans are torn through at the knee and his entire right leg is soaked through, blood red. He’s landed on a broken beer bottle, and the weight of the others grinds the pointed arrowhead in deeper, scraping the bone. Goobray is the first to figure out Toland’s not laughing. He quickly finds out why. He pulls everybody off and break necks across the street to get his mother. Toland sees several women bolting toward him. One of them sweeps him up into her arms and carries him across the street to Goobray’s house.

And then he wakes up. 

The moment he opens his eyes from yet another night of this merciless, off-and-on skirmishes with sleep, his first gaze is always toward the window, some eight feet to the immediate left of his bed. By now he has memorized the twisted silhouette of the buttonwood trees, clustered in the distance, struggling in vain to block the emerging light and din of the earliest morning sky. Grids of the nine-pane windows dissect the stark, bleeding outline into discrete parts. It is an unchanging Rorschach splotch, and the image is the first thing subjected to his scrutiny every god-damned day. 

Each morning he dresses in the dark, out of habit. He fumbles to keep his balance as he hoists up his pants before the silhouettes of dead composers. They sit on the north-facing window ledge, high up in the fourth floor attic where he has slept since his soon-to-be ex-wife Janice began cleaning out the lower sections of the house, in preparation for sale of the property and subsequent division of proceeds, according to the agreement. The decision to part ways was mostly hers, and he couldn’t blame her for the move.

“You’re an excellent writer,” she reminded him constantly in a voice that grew louder and more hostile over the years, “why can’t you see that? When are you going to produce something to show the world just how fucking good you are?”  

Now the composers are his only real company
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