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A bit about the title of this memoir. 

We are not referring to someone known as a fool, or people who behave foolishly, rather,  we are speaking of a specific tarot card, The Fool, one of the 78 cards in the tarot deck, and the first card of the Major Arcana. That card just happens to represent the characteristics of a certain  young person, whose story we are, herein, telling.  

The card, when it appears in cartomancy, or the art or ritual of fortune telling, or divination, through a deck of cards, symbolizes new beginnings, innocence and spontaneity. It represents a journey into the unknown, encouraging a leap of faith, and embracing life's adventures.

While our young protagonist, (he is only 17 years old as our tale begins), does make some, what most might consider, foolish decisions, others might well see those decisions and the choices he makes, as incredibly brave. Great journeys are undertaken, the safe and secure is abandoned, some opportunities are squandered, but others are embraced.

The Fool of the tarot deck is often illustrated as a young man, standing at the edge of a cliff, blissfully unaware of the potential dangers ahead. He carries a small sack, and is accompanied by a dog, which symbolizes loyalty and instinct. He's also sometimes pictured as carrying a white rose, which represents purity and innocence. The cliff signifies the risks, and unknowns of embarking on new journeys. The dog serves as a companion, and a warning of danger. 

The Fool invites you to embrace your inner child, take risks, and explore the possibilities that life has to offer. Come, let’s meet our young protagonist...
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The Jimi Hendrix Experience, has a concert tonight at the Westchester County Center, in White Plains, New York, on a Saturday night in early April, 1968, just two days after the assassination of Martin Luther King. There are to be no flashy stage moves from Jimi tonight, he’s really not in the mood for any of that showbiz bullshit. 

He makes it onstage about 40 minutes late, after a loud set by the opening band, Soft Machine, mumbles something inarticulate into the microphone, and then just stands there for the next hour and a half or so, and transcends time and space, playing his cosmic electric blues, pure shards of sorrowful tone cascading through the hall, and echoing into the hearts and minds of all those who were fortunate enough to be there. 

Jimi’s playing for murdered Martin, the brothers dying in Vietnam, and all the lost children of America, including our protagonist, the 17 year old, sitting right there in the eighth row, spellbound, who is on the very brink of a great adventure. 

The teenager has played guitar on that stage himself, under much different circumstances. That had been four years earlier, at a Summer Music Camp, sponsored by the county. The Beatles had hit America the previous fall, and everybody wanted to play guitar and grow their hair out longer. 

He’d been on that very stage, along with about 30-40 other beginning guitar students, plinking and plunking his way through a painful rendition of Jingle Bells, that was doomed from the very beginning. Some of the young guitarists had lost their place in the music and were hopelessly floundering, others were almost keeping up with the teacher, and quite a few others had given up entirely, and were faking it. The parents in the audience suffered through it and applauded.

The best thing that came out of that embarrassing first gig is, that for the rest of his life,  much of it spent with a guitar in his hands, he can, somewhat truthfully, casually mention,

“Yeah, I played on the same stage as Jimi Hendrix once.”

Now, four years later, in the tumultuous spring of 1968, everything is very different. 

The Vietnam War is raging on the nightly news, the Civil Rights movement is rapidly turning ever more violent, and he, on the verge of young manhood, but not quite there yet, is in his very painful, Junior year of high school. He lives with his mom, dad and little sister, in a comfortable, if somewhat cluttered house on a quiet tree shaded street in Pleasantville, New York, really a very pleasant village of about 7,000 or so, about 30 miles north of New York City, in northern Westchester County.  

Two older brothers are off making their own very different ways in the world, one of them is actually serving time in a New York State Prison for a truly heinous crime, a situation which has caused his family a good bit of very public embarrassment when the story of his arrest, including the family’s name and home address, had made the front page of the local newspapers.

He is shy and lacks confidence, but can also be rather outspoken. He has no girlfriend, and very few friends. His family had moved to Pleasantville when he was eleven years old, a difficult age to make such a transition, and in the eyes of his classmates he is, to some degree, still the weirdo newcomer. He does qualify as rather weird, especially in a conservative community like Pleasantville. In today’s parlance he would most likely be labeled as somewhere on the autistic spectrum. There are probably other currently popular labels that can be applied as well. 

He has read voraciously since the age of four, which makes him extremely well informed for someone his age, but also serves to isolate him still further from his peers. His teachers are not particularly fond of him, as he is not afraid to correct their errors. If they ignore his raised hand, he will interrupt them and point out their mistakes. He gets a few detentions for that, and various other reasons. He regards most all the teachers and students in the school with thinly veiled contempt for a variety of reasons, their stupidity included. This does not endear him to them.

Along with many, but not all, of his generation, at this point, in the spring of 1968, he is thoroughly disillusioned with the culture he’s grown up in America during the 1950s and early 1960s. There’s a widespread social and cultural revolution going on amongst the young, and maybe it was the Beatles who had helped to kick it off. It isn’t a very well organized revolution, although there are some who are hoping to make it such, and it’s happening, to varying degrees, all over the United States, but it’s very slow to reach the idyllic, conservative little village of Pleasantville, New York. 

His weekdays are spent incarcerated, very much against his will, at Pleasantville High School, where he is the victim of bullying by some members of the football team, due to his longer hair and general weirdness. Inside this mind processing plant it’s all 1950’s era institutionalism, heavily waxed black and white checkerboard linoleum floors, hallways lined with primeval rusting lockers, multiple peeling layers of pale green paint, and glass fronted oak display cabinets filled with tarnished football trophies from the past 30 years. The school worships at the altar of football. 

Tradition reigns, imagination and creativity dies. For him, it’s a mausoleum of the mind, its classic red brick and columned facade a clear warning of the tedium and social conditioning that await beyond its doors.

And that’s really the main issue, besides the bullying that he endures, that he has with it, isn't it? The social conditioning, the training of the young minds to conform. Get good grades, follow all the rules, make the adults happy, get the little pats on the head, all the little expressions of approval, go to college, always seeking the approval, the little pats on the head, grow up to be an adult yourself, get a good job, get the promotion, the little pat on he head, make good money, settle into a life of mediocre materialism in the suburbs, fuel the great American system of organized greed, this is the goal, this is the training. 

He knows it for what it is, and wants no part of it for himself.

He’s grown up in the 1950s, a drab decade to begin with, but then evolving into the flashy glamorous era of Elvis, and Marilyn, and huge cars with preposterous fins. From time to time, he has taken the train into nearby New York City, with his father, there to spend the day with his unmarried aunt, his father’s sister, who lives in an apartment overlooking the East River, and is active in social justice issues. His father, along with all the other men on the train, are wearing gray, blue, or brown suits as they head off to work in various corporate offices in the city. None of them look happy, they actually look trapped.

His morning commute, as a teenager, is much more pleasant, a 15 minute walk through tree lined streets, past large old houses, to PHS.  

Daily, he sits on the hard oak seats of the antiquated cast iron framed desks in poorly heated and cooled classrooms, and spins fantasies about returning to good ole PHS at the head of a phalanx of heavily tattooed Hell’s Angels, roaring down the hallways on Harley Davidson chopper motorcycles, swinging heavy chains and maces, while gleefully dispatching selected, and well deserving, in his opinion, staff, students, and display cases with abandon. 

There are many alumni, his little sister among them, who will read these words with horror, as they recall their own, very happy memories of Pleasantville High School, but for our young protagonist, there are no words that adequately express his loathing for that institution.
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The “Affair”
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Some months earlier, in the autumn of 1967, he’d been called out of class to the Assistant Principal’s office. He’d walked down the long, display case lined hallway to the administrator’s office, then sat down in a chair across the battered oak desk from the much feared by many, but not in the least by him, authority figure, and waited to hear what he had to say. 

Mr. Francone looked like a mobster, a balding tough guy, with beady eyes, in a grey suit, well accustomed to intimidating kids who actually cared about adult approval. The insurmountable challenge for the assistant principal, in this particular encounter, was that the student before him no longer gave a shit.

The administrator had launched right into it, 

“How long is this affair going to go on?” 

He had no idea what the Assistant Principal was talking about. Affair? Did he think the boy was dating his wife on the side maybe? Plotting a student revolt? Had he discovered his well thought out plan to sack the school, with the aid of an outlaw motorcycle gang? 

“I have no idea what you’re talking about, Mr. Francone,” he’d replied. 

“This hair business,” said the assistant principal, brusquely. 

The assistant principal was deeply concerned about the length of his hair, which he had started growing the previous summer, after seeing a pictorial in Life Magazine, and deciding that those hippie guys looked pretty darn cool, and now it was hanging well
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