
        
            
                
            
        

    
	What Readers Are Saying...

	Calvin Schwartz doesn’t hold back on sharing his deepest thoughts of life, love, and lust in this revelation of a life lived with ‘a tortoise in my hair;’ a brilliant metaphor for living with a creative mind that took time to sort out its way in the world. -Kae Wagner

	This book is one of the most honest and raw narratives of an American man that I have ever read. He has a great sense of humor that had me laughing out loud at some parts. He’s also an incredibly humble and a talented writer. -Helena

	This heartwarming novel combines humor, heartbreak, and hope as Cameron fights distress, divorce, and self-doubt while learning signs of something more significant guiding him. Intensely spiritual yet relatable, it’s excellent for readers desiring purpose, strength, and change in life’s most difficult seasons. -Peter

	One of those rare novels that lingers in your mind long after you’ve closed the last page. Calvin Barry Schwartz has crafted a story that is both intimate and expansive—following Cam through the quiet aches and surprising graces of life, while weaving in history, humor, and spirit. -Mary McCorvey

	A fictional memoir, There is a Tortoise in my Hair recounts the life of Cameron Simmons from childhood to the present. The author delves into the extraordinary events that have shaped Simmons’ life, highlighting his unwavering spirituality. These events defy conventional explanation and leave a lasting impact.  -Sylvia
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	Chapter 1

	Lah-Di-Dah

	Life is for the living, so maybe it’s a good time to die. You pass someone on crutches or in a wheelchair at a mall and never really notice them. The invisibility of disability. I never want to be invisible. “Bury me deep beneath the sea, where people are free.” This was the first line of a poem I wrote in high school. I never finished the poem. Actually, I never finished anything in life—until a few years ago. I’m a stream-of-consciousness writer, which means if I began seventeen times, I would tell that many different stories. 

	I need to tell my story and how I wound up at this strange day in my life. On one hand, I’m just middle of the road and class. On the other, I’ve been gifted. I’ve journeyed through a life of haunting spirituality and ridiculous happenings you can’t make up. There have been many pieces in my life, scattered like a jigsaw puzzle on a game board in my mother’s Newark kitchen. In her home, there was never a room that belonged to my father.

	My agenda today begins with a bag of sand in the basement. It’s not beige beach sand, but gritty, steel-gray granules. I cut open the bag, fill an empty nonfat milk container, and stare around the unfinished basement at boxes of old vinyl records, apothecary bottles, Life magazines, and a nonworking sewing machine. Resonating with me are Sylvia Plath’s words, “Dying is an art, like everything else.” 

	Jersey Shore, here I come. Heading there in late spring, Route 18 is traffic free. Destination is Belmar, epicenter of the Jersey Shore, where I was conceived in the attic of a long-gone hotel. My mother told me that story six months before she passed. When I met Belmar’s mayor at a party a few years ago, I told him why I liked his town.

	At the drawbridge over the Shark River leading into Belmar, just off Ocean Avenue, is the jetty that may’ve been witness to ships sailing to the Second World War. When I was ten, I discovered its meditative appeal and spent carefree summer hours dreaming, wishing, and hoping, perched on craggy boulders that smelled like decaying fish. Not a year has gone by when I haven’t spent time on the jetty, snow or tropical storms notwithstanding. In a brisk northwest wind, I stand at the jetty tip, ocean spraying me, and dispatch the milk carton sand to the wind. The need to watch the sand blow in the wind to my possible infinity keeps me there until the carton is empty. I could almost hear Donovan’s “Catch the Wind.”

	I sit down on my favorite boulder. Ocean mist from waves crashing against boulders slaps my face—a good slap of inspiration. I stretch my right foot and take a perspective picture of a white vintage sneaker against the jetty, horizon, and sky. Who knew that picture would one day become this book cover? It is a good day so far; I am gifted to see things as they might be.

	Facebook notifications and email were checked. Social media allows me to also keep a visual surveillance (lurking) on certain dormant relationships. I inhale deeply, squint at the sun overhead, and see a seagull scoring something to eat. I’m not alone anymore; a fisherman and a woman carrying a pail plant themselves too close. Always afraid of a fish hook catching me in the eye, I walk into the sand and sit on a tree stump polished smooth from time, surf, and wind. Another deep inhalation before my phone call. 

	“Hi. You’ll never guess—unless . . . But then again, you probably will.” 

	“Wow, it is you. When I woke up this morning, you were the furthest thing from my mind. Why and how? It’s been a few years.”

	I clear my throat; it was shutting down with nerves and parched oral epithelium. I need to be relaxed. “I know it’s been a while. Shall I tell you that you’ve been on my mind? How are you, by the way? Where are you? Hopefully close to the ocean, because that’s where I am.”

	“I don’t care why you’re calling. I think it’s a good thing. If I remember, you said you’d be back one day. I moved to a small apartment in Ocean Grove. Are you near?”

	I am so near; it is eighteen minutes to the front porch. I love when the door opens before a knock: a sign of desire, anticipation, and imagination. We hug, push away to take ourselves into visual digestion, and hug again, marveling at how well we both look. We reminisce back a few years, our last time together: a fast-food dinner. We didn’t know each other long before that, first meeting at McLoone’s in Asbury Park on a Tuesday music night. 

	With the day I’ve had and decisions I’ve made, I just want raw sex. I don’t care about positions or protocols. Guilt is finally dead. I comment on the wine glasses and open bottle of merlot on the night table. It’s funny—virtual strangers in the night, taking off clothes, staring at lumpy, sagging bodies a distance from their prime, and thinking nothing of it. It’s all about pure, matter-of-fact sex. No sweet nothings, promises, or appointments for return engagements. 

	I have to go. It has been a good two hours. A little washcloth refresh in the bathroom. A kiss at the front door. I turn around, wave, and suddenly know where I have to go next. 

	The SurfWind is a Jersey Shore institution for hot dogs, cheese fries, and all the relish you want. I need everything on their menu now—or at least one side of the menu. It’s been a long time, 1975, since I’ve masticated a hot dog: real beef with pastel-colored nitrites. It’s been a lifetime since I last consumed a four-legged animal. Perhaps my hormonal pathways are activated by the craving for nitrites.

	It is time for another phone call. Maybe dessert and more sex in Livingston. 

	Forty minutes north on the parkway, up Mount Pleasant Avenue (a perfect name for a street) to a Livingston diner, I purchase two large black and white cookies. My friend likes those cookies; I like the 1960s Psychology Today game, Blacks & Whites, better. Strangely, the condo door opens as I arrive. I throw the bagged cookies into waiting arms, then a hug. I explained my place in the universe on the drive up, so we just go to bed. Cookies and coincidentally more merlot are just fine for me afterwards. Why do so many remote souls in my social media connections know to fun me with merlot? Have I been that obvious? 

	I refresh with another washcloth, then say goodbye. You get to a point in life, like standing at the end of a jetty, when human communication and fornication become an emotional routine. Best now to quote Annie Hall, “Lah-di-dah.”

	How did I arrive at this day? It’s a wonderful life—or was? Should I start this memoir on the day when I rolled over six times in a Volkswagen and should’ve been as crushed to death as the car, except a spirit took over the steering wheel? Or should I start with my father’s facial expression after the birth of his firstborn—me? 


Chapter 2

	How the Tortoise Got in My Hair: It’s Never Too Late for a Happy Childhood

	It was August 1945. Two weeks earlier, President Truman had given the final okay to bomb Hiroshima and Nagasaki. My mother was extremely pregnant, and my parents were violently, excessively poor. So when my mother’s water broke, she had no car to drive to the hospital—instead, she walked the two blocks from our house on Goodwin Avenue to the Beth Israel Hospital in Newark. 

	Eight hours of pushing and praying preceded my arrival. My father was not around for support. He was a remarkably consistent man, never around to support those close or far. Aunt Edith found him at a neighborhood bar he frequented a few blocks away, and she briskly escorted him back to the waiting room. 

	The doctor came out. My father jumped up, yelling in a barley-and-hops-pitched voice, “Doc, don’t tell me anything. Just show me.”

	His reddened face pressed to the glass while the nurse held me up. Hands flailed wildly, drunkenly. His elbow rubbed the foggy glass to discern my gender. “My goodness, I see a penis.” 

	He was a happy man, realizing his long dream to get that tough, impressionable son. But his blood alcohol level still indicated he was under the influence, so he named me Cameron Simmons. If I’d been able to speak when I was born, I would’ve implored right then, “What the fuck. Why the hell burden me with such an off-the-wall name? Like I’m getting called Cam throughout the decades. I’m going to need all the help I can get.”

	Why would I need help? My mother had pushed me out for eight hours. Things were tight down there, so I was born with a messed-up head pointed so dramatically, so embarrassingly, that my mother insisted I wear one of those dopey heigh-ho hats from Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs for the first year of my Newark life. I was perceived as a dummy, slow to fill out and develop a personality, and I’d have to wait years into elementary school before I could tie my own shoes. If there was an art to tucking the laces unobtrusively into my shoes, I had mastered it. 

	Jack Simmons, the father here, had been a New Jersey–honored athlete, a basketball player, an exceptional high school drunk, the funniest, tallest senior at Plainfield High School, and a legend in the number of girls (even some mothers) he bedded. Great expectations for his son to continue in his footsteps. At my first birthday, there was no prospect for my standing up, walking, or being remotely syllabic. Disappointed, Jack was convinced I was just a really slow kid, intellectually and physically. 

	“There must be a tortoise walking around his hair under the dopey hat.” My father repeated this often.

	I lived much of my life reminded about my nameless friend the tortoise. Lah-di-dah.

	The street where I lived all those formative Wonder Bread years, Goodwin Avenue, was nestled in the Weequahic section of Newark. If you’ve read the novelist Phillip Roth, who had a thirteen-year head start over me living there, then you’re familiar with the demographics, plots, and complaints of most of the section’s first-generation Americans with Eastern European backgrounds. If not, the maple tree–lined street had sixteen two-family houses, thirty-two families, of which one was Italian. 

	Leave it to me to have enraged the one Sicilian on a hot July night. I was twelve and embroiled in a tense game of Sneaky Joe, hiding in obscure places, trying not to get caught by the kid with the flashlight. None of my street urchin friends ever went near Joe Zullo’s house. He was a big, mean, bald, heavily accented man who drove a milk truck. I reasoned he probably went to bed early to deliver milk by dawn’s early light, so I hid in his dark basement, a perfect place to win the game. The basement had no pull-chain lights, so I tripped, sent things crashing, and Joe found me. You really do see stars when you’re slapped hard. It’s funny that today, “zullo” in the Urban Dictionary means “one who is chill as fuck.” I never told my father, nor anyone else, about the slap and stars. Jack would’ve surely retaliated, being a boxer in the back of bars during the Depression. Dad was a tough, tall man who’d contributed DNA to a son who ostensibly always had a tortoise in his hair. 

	My mother, Amelia, was the youngest of three children, to Colman and Rachel Crast, Russian immigrants at the turn of the century. My father’s family, Simmons, mostly came from Russia and Poland—to this day, no one is sure what their real name was, hiding out or camouflaging from the czar and his pogroms. In all the growing-up years I had with both my grandmothers (my grandfathers died before I was born), I never asked them what it was like to live in that kind of hell. I was too occupied by my love for the Brooklyn Dodgers, mostly because they broke the color barrier. For me, Russia was just a reason to hide under school desks during the Cuban Missile Crisis. 

	Jack was an old-fashioned shoe salesman, climbing up ladders to find stock and shoving samples onto the feet of mostly women customers. He did those Cinderella mechanics every day and often found time to slip into an alley in Elizabeth, New Jersey, to place a horse bet. Synchronicity (spirit) first came into my life during the summer of my fifth birthday. I talk about it now, but it would be six decades before I’d start to comprehend what it’s all about and when it began for me that summer day. 

	Sure, I walked and talked later than most of my contemporaries, but I did make up for the lost time, flirting with hyperactivity and verbosity. When it was time for my mother to clean the house, she tied me to the garage with a rope. Loving freedom, then and now, I broke away from captivity and walked around the corner to the bus stop. Six women waited, each thinking I was the property of the other. Kids’ fares were free. I sat at the front, loving the bus and playing pretend. The last stop was Penn Station in Newark. The police were looking for me now. Life can change in only a matter of seconds—a cop saw me about to board a train to New York City near a strange man. The policeman grabbed me, and soon I was headed home in the back seat of his squad car, happily chewing a Chiclet. Just seconds—synchronicity and spirit in a life. 

	Throughout this memoir, I refer to “a life,” not “my life.” As time goes by, and the world turns, I’m less sure it’s my life, wrapped in déjà vu, and growing spirituality. Am I a conduit, messenger, entrusted or gifted? A reason to believe.

	The first report on my progress as a student at Maple Avenue School was issued in November 1951. It was typewritten and signed by Senta Bormann, my first-grade teacher. I did good work, she noted, and I was more advanced academically than socially. How remarkably perceptive; social inadequacy would last into my second marriage. She goes on to describe the roots of my behavior and pathways, clearly defined, “He is quite restless in class: moves tables, talks, walks . . . At present he seems to be overly concerned with the ‘me.’” 

	I was at a bar in New York City with my son a few years ago and finally explained the necessities of being “me.” It was born when I was born and choked me every day of my life—until these last few years, when I let it lift and move me. 

	I never heard a word of support from my father that I was something, somebody. He was never proud or loving, and I can’t remember if he ever put his arm around me. In those two decades before college, we spent one day together: father and son at Yankee Stadium. A hot day, we got there early and watched unorganized baseball in a lot across the street. At game time, we sat along third base near the Baltimore Orioles’ dugout. Two innings in, dad fainted in the heat and I spent the rest of the game in the infirmary. Lah-di-dah. 

	I did love my childhood, but I never knew anything else—so maybe this isn’t all love but reaching out, trying to fix and understand it, or shout from these pages, like James Cagney did in White Heat: “Made it, Ma! Top of the world!” Actually, maybe I am close to the top and there’s nowhere else to go. I never knew who I was until recently. I’m just a traveler, negotiating curves with asthmatic-like insecurities; it takes my breath away.

	Back at Maple Avenue School, in second grade, I was too shy and insecure to raise my hand to go to the bathroom. And when I did, it must’ve annoyed Mrs. Steinberg, so she’d tell me to sit still. Once, I left a puddle under my desk and discovered elementary school embarrassment. Later, I told my mother everything, including the fact that her friend Pearl was bombed. Eventually, she figured it out, with the tortoise in my hair—there was a poster commemorating Pearl Harbor on the blackboard. 

	The grandfather clock in Principal Irving Townley’s office was fascinating to me. I watched its precise movements while I served out frequent detentions. Fidgeting never warranted that punishment; stabbing Billy Seaton with a pencil did. 

	The highlight of sixth grade was the love letter I got from Lynn Orange, the prettiest girl in school. It was the first and last love letter I’d get for thirty years, until my girlfriend, now wife, sent me one on an Air France charter to Martinique. 

	I hid that letter from Lynn under my mattress, thinking my parents could never understand what it meant to me. A girl liked me; no one had ever liked me. If I was allowed to act on the affection, who knows, it may’ve opened pathways of self-worth. I could’ve been that contender, sitting in the back of a car, thinking I had class and was somebody. Instead, my mother found that letter one day while efficiently making my bed and turned it over to my father. He should’ve been proud of me. Instead, they yelled and confiscated it, warning me to stay away from that girl, who would never amount to anything. I continued looking for that letter for years, carefully going through my parents’ dressers and closets right up until I left for college.

	My mother was a smart lady, but she was trapped in the expectations of first-generation Americans. This means she was always a good daughter to Rachel and had no realistic aspirations of getting a college education, leaving home, rising out of tenement living, or becoming someone. It also meant she’d unleash that energy of betterment on her children from time to time. Her devoted daughter status was severely tested when my grandmother had a leg amputated due to diabetes. It meant years of extra care, emptying the commode, and wrenching from sights and odors. Sometimes I’d hide just beyond the doorway and watch her cry. Our family was being tested; my parents slept in the dining room and I doubled up with my much younger sister, Carol, in a suffocating room with two small beds. These conditions did not necessarily make us close, but we were still young enough to get along.

	How do I know my mother was so smart? In sixth grade, around the time I got that love letter from Lynn, my mother bought me How to Win Friends and Influence People by Dale Carnegie. I rebelled initially, as she forced me to stop reading a Jim Thorpe biography. The brilliance in her redirection is that I lived the next sixty years adhering to those basic tenets of life: If you don’t have anything nice to say, don’t. When I mentor college students, I still refer to Carnegie, continually marveling at this enduring wisdom.

	Knowledge is good, my mother preached tirelessly. “People can take material things away from you, but no one can take away what you’ve learned,” she’d say. She also drove the ethics of hard work into my constitution. “It’s a privilege from God to be able to get up and go to work.” 

	The winter of my sixth-grade discontent, my mother facilitated my employment at Kravitz’s grocery store. Well below the age for working paper stipulations, I performed menial tasks like stamping prices on cans, washing the coleslaw pan, picking up huge brown bags of bagels from the bakery (and eating three on the way back—they never counted them), and delivering orders with my sled when it snowed. 

	One delivery was particularly memorable. A foot of snow, three boxes of groceries, a sled trip of six cold, windy blocks, three flights of stairs, and three trips up to an old lady with short, steel-gray hair secured by purple netting. Not even a thank-you and, of course, no tip; a quarter could’ve made my day and gotten me into the Park Theater. Most of my life, I’ve waited for karma with celestial interventions—but not on this day. I took a coin and called the fire department on the old lady, a false alarm. My guilt lasted a long time. 

	The summer before seventh grade, a few extra dollars in the family budget allowed me to go to Newark Y Camp on Chancellor Avenue. When they gave out awards at the end of camp, even though I hit the most softball home runs, I got a concocted recognition of second-best baseball player. There was no second-best in any award category, but camp counselor guilt prevailed. 

	Every day before camp began, we played Bombardment. I never tried to catch the ball; I was a dodger extraordinaire. But this prolonged the game. Finally, I was warned to attempt a catch, but I resisted. My punishment was to box the toughest, biggest kid in camp, Howard Jackson. I finally got recognition from my campmates: sympathy. Later, as everyone boarded a bus to go swimming, I hid in the dense foliage, then walked the few miles home, crying. Mother went to camp the following morning. The counselor was fired. Years later, at six foot five, I met that Howard Jackson fellow again; now I’m a foot and a hundred pounds superior. I let it be.

	Just before Maple Avenue School graduation, June 1959, marching into the auditorium to “Pomp and Circumstance,” I tried so hard to fill up my autograph book, getting to all the popular kids, pretty girls, tough guys, and the teachers who made me write the Declaration of Independence on the blackboard. Lynn, my love letter friend, even signed—but with no reference of her affection for me. 

	The prospect of high school in September filled me with fearful anticipation. How would I ever compete academically, athletically, and socially? The summer of ’59 clarified my career direction when I got a job at Crast Pharmacy under the bipolar eye of the brilliant druggist, businessman, and streetwise urban philosopher, my Uncle Harry Crast, a Rutgers pharmacy school graduate. My mother put me on a bus that first day with a 1940s football helmet to protect my head when working in the low-ceilinged basement and a brown bag with two tuna sandwiches on white, crusts cut off. I’d later write for the Rutgers Apothecary News, the pharmacy magazine, about how grateful I was to have a basement to work up from. My mother pounded away for years on my becoming a pharmacist, stressing the security of having that profession to fall back on, never thinking I’d abysmally fall into it, with all the exquisite medicines at my disposal.



	



	Chapter 3

	Growing Pains

	Two weeks before my freshman year at Weequahic High School, my Uncle Harry Crast died suddenly; the obituary mentioned “a short illness.” My mother was devastated, crying hysterically for long periods. Harry was her older brother, a voice of reason and intellect, and a man of charity to his mother, community, and sister. 

	Waiting to go to the funeral, I looked out our living room window. The maple trees blew wispy in the wind; cumulus clouds bumped into one another. I hoped to find an answer out the window, an apparition, a sign that Harry was all right and there was no need to worry. It was almost there—something soothing, silent, and sad. Out there, beyond, was something. I keep using that word, “something.” I’ve spent a lifetime trying to define “something,” but the process began this funeral day. 

	For the three-month summer vacation, I worked in Uncle Harry’s store, feeling his piercing stares whenever I did something wrong, as I often did. Supposedly, it’s hard to be wrong when all you do is dust shelves and sweep sidewalks. When he finally trusted me to fill up the beer bottle ice box, I was rough in placing quarts of warm Ballantine beer inside, so two bottles exploded—and so did my uncle. When I was sent back outside to sweep, I realized I’d never seen my uncle smile, laugh, or approve of anything. 

	At Uncle Harry and Aunt Evelyn’s house, Harry now resting in a Woodbridge cemetery, I watched people eating bagels, cakes, and odorous whole fishes, some with eyes still open. Much later, I pretended to be sleeping on the sofa. My mother raked her fingers through my hair gently. I didn’t move—a trick I’d learned. 

	A woman next to my mother asked, “Do you know how he took his life?” 

	“Sleeping pills.” 

	“But why? He had everything to live for. A thriving business. Two sons coming into the business.” 

	My mother, always keen to say more with less, responded, “It just was his time.”

	It’d take thirty years for me to find out why, but I was uncomfortably aware my uncle and I shared a conglomerate of the same genes. Because of our gene pool, I was never thrilled about going to pharmacy school or marrying any woman named Evelyn. A few days before high school, I proposed studying history in college instead. My mother just stared—less is more. Future pharmacy study was inevitable for me. No way to reverse the course of a maternal-determined river.

	Perhaps it’s best now to eliminate any anticipation of conquests and achievements in my time at Weequahic. My four high school years never saw a date, a party, a dance, a spun bottle, or a spot on the bench of the varsity basketball team. There are songs written about being a loser, trapped in an image, living on the wrong side of the tracks, being bullied and alone. By today’s definitions, I was victimized. If I could’ve only learned how to play a sax, piano, or guitar. Girls love guitar players. A contender sits in the back seat again. High schools are not places to draw out a reclusive soul, especially with cliques, social climbers, and an abundance of pretty people everywhere I didn’t belong. At my school, I stood no chance of acceptance, but I did receive a hard-raining, bitter rejection that lasted a lifetime. 

	Thirty-five years later, at my high school reunion, the kids who sat together at lunch were still sitting together—this time at a banquet table. Perhaps it’s refreshing that some things resist change. Would I be writing now if I looked like Hubbell Gardiner? When it came to Weequahic reunions, I stayed away for decades, wanting to forget those kids. But a funny thing happened when the invitation for the thirty-fifth reunion arrived. I looked in the mirror and saw the long hippie hair of Dorian—no Gray—a flat stomach, and a fifty-something guy who looked forty. For once, I was feeling highly self-confident. 

	Sipping merlot and gazing at my graying assembled peers, I wondered if I’d see Lynn Orange. Suddenly, her vision appeared. Carrying this Lynn thing around since sixth grade, I made the first motion towards her. How I wanted to remember Lynn just as she was at our June 1963 high school graduation—but time changes and mixes me up.

	Somewhere in my matrix of malignant thoughts, I thought to charm Lynn, as I was perfectly capable these days, and get a consensual room upstairs. I could finally take out all my aged frustrations and sleep with my first high school classmate. But the notion passed as we mechanically hugged.

	She clasped her hands together, beseeching Father Time. Big Daddy, where are you when I need you to help me deal with mendacity on a hot tin roof? I know you can’t go home again. Lynn was home a long time ago in another galaxy. She looked wonderful. We exchanged pleasantries—I hate responding to those. How are you, where are you living, do you have children—who really gives a shit? Finally, she said, “I’ll see you later.” No, she wouldn’t. I’d never see her again. That’s the reality that slapped my face.

	At midnight, the lights flickered and my classmates disappeared into the New Brunswick night or to rooms an elevator away. I couldn’t help but wonder if any of them were jumping into bed together; that’s the romantic in me. 

	Basketball played a central role in my developmental years. My father, Big Jack, excelled on the hardwood. Bequeathed to me was an old cigar box stuffed with articles on his prowess from the long-gone Courier News, which showed he was the high-scoring star. Once, when he was injured, Plainfield lost and the headlines lamented Jack Simmons’s sprained ankle. 

	Subconsciously, I needed to get close to my father and win his approval. Was I that sophisticated to recognize the means to get to Jack’s heart? Well, when I was twelve, I was obsessed with playing backyard basketball. My friend down the street, Simon Prince, had helped me nail a backboard to my garage. At the same time, I was beginning an enduring growth spurt that would leave me last in line and in the back row for a lifetime. It wouldn’t stop until I was six-foot-five. 

	According to a study done on tortoises in the hair, obsessive-compulsive tendencies are concomitant. I was shooting hoops as close to 24/7 as possible. In ninth grade, I made a lamp in wood shop. By the light of a 75-watt bulb strung up by two extension cords, I shot baskets in the backyard on many cold winter nights, kept warm by several layers of Bamberger’s wool sweaters. When I got sick of my backyard, Maple Avenue School had a net and a metal basket rim. Once, after a six-inch snowfall, I climbed the fence on a weekend and shoveled half the playground so I could shoot around.

	Problem extant was my severe absence of self-confidence and that freaking tortoise in my hair. My freshman year at Weequahic, I made the junior varsity team—barely. What doomed my career was not being able to run the weave, figuring it out, running behind the player you throw the ball to. I was hindered by the tortoise, but at least I could tie my sneakers now. I resigned myself to playing streetball and joining the team at the Newark Y, where I’d win a state championship and an MVP award. For all time and perpetuity, Jack never once saw me play organized ball. Fuck, I’d done it all for his approval. 

	Years later, at a celebration of Weequahic’s storied basketball accomplishments and state championships, I talked to Chris, an All-State, All-American, and one of my everlasting idols. He asked why I never played for Weequahic and in college. He said I was one of the best players and jumpers he ever knew. 

	“Why couldn’t you have told me that back then?” I told him.

	Early the next morning, smiling and reminiscing, I stared out the window, waiting for an avian arrival to finally harbinger the departure of the tortoise.


Chapter 4

	An Ohio College Sweatshirt

	There was no Rutgers pharmacy school in my immediate future; the tortoise saw to that. Like my father, I was consistent in a few things, like being a solid average-C student, a purveyor of unimpressive college boards, and a good invisible basketball player—no colleges ever saw me play. Rutgers and Cincinnati rejected me. Howard University was a stretch. But the University of Toledo’s admissions program was seeking to expand their horizons by bringing in an influx of Easterners from New York and New Jersey—so I had a new home. 

	My parent’s brand-new Pontiac Catalina carried us out to Toledo in September 1963. Jack did all the driving, mostly silently, contributing very few words or pep talks as we navigated the Pennsylvania Turnpike. We stopped briefly for a dichotomy of urinals and gas. On the drive, we were passing through the inauspicious Kittatinny Mountain Tunnel when I had an epiphany about how to handle myself in college. Epiphanies are simple gifts, mysterious where they come from, but life changing. In Toledo, no one knew me—no stereotypes, no visible tortoise—so I could role-play, pretending I was everything I dreamed of being in high school: cool, athletic, and intelligent. Halls of ivy could finally level the playing field. This plan was brilliantly conceived for an eighteen-year-old, crew-cut, emaciated virginal kid from Newark. 

	Maternal desperation interrupted my cool thinking as my mother delivered a sermonette about dormitory behavior and routinization. This meant studying hard to get a scholarship, which would save money so my sister Carol could go to college. My brilliant mother—her instillation of guilt had a resounding effect. And yes, she said, I still needed to lay my clothes out the night before. 

	Jack drove all night so I could arrive at the dorm by 10:00 and claim the lower bunk bed, in case I had issues of height and homesickness. But my roommate, Ted “Tank” Stone, had already secured the lower bunk before departing to nearby Lansing, Michigan, for pre-orientation sex. Amelia lined the drawers, arranged my socks and underwear, and taught me a crash course in how to do laundry with soap tablets while Jack fidgeted, wanting to go home. After a pricey brunch at the Colony Restaurant, we hugged outside Dowd Hall and said our goodbyes, which we’d never done before. Mother cried and I held it all in. As they drove around the quad, I saw my mother twisting, turning for a last look. My father said nothing at the last scene. 

	Abject loneliness propelled me to the ivy-covered, picturesque University Hall, where I finally lost it and cried. I’d never really been away from my parents before. 

	The stark reality that I wasn’t in Jersey anymore hit me again later that night in my dorm room with Tank, who was from Tenafly, New Jersey, and our next-door neighbors from West Virginia. Darryl, an appropriate representative of Appalachia, kept walking around me, staring at the area above my shoulder, looking for my horns. He’d been taught that back home in God’s almost-heaven mountain country. I’ll never forget Darryl’s Southern drawl inquisition, “You a Jew? But you’re so tall. Can you dunk a ball?” Damn, Amelia hadn’t prepped me for how to handle this situation. 

	During freshmen orientation week, I drifted over to the gym for full-court basketball pickup games. I never told Darryl I could dunk, but it was easy for me; wearing ankle weights for four years helped. During one game, I was being guarded by George, a giant—he was close to seven feet tall. Accelerating into a layup and going airborne, I dunked right over him, a former NBA player with close ties to the Toledo coach. I had no reality check on my skill levels; no one ever enlightened me. A few weeks later, George came to my dorm and offered a chance to play for the school team. Excited and in disbelief, I said I’d get back to him with parental permission.

	When I called home, Dad answered. “Guess what?” I said. “I was offered a chance to try out for Toledo basketball. They want me. I’m so excited.”

	“Wait, Son, let me get your mother.” 

	Mother shot me down with at least a hundred years of guilt and immigration stories. College was strictly a time for me to become a pharmacist. Multitasking was not my strong point. Our argument ended at the phone booth right outside of Ace Drugs. For the rest of my life, I’d perseverate on being a contender, sitting in the back of a black car with rear window shades, wondering what I could’ve accomplished on the hardwood. 

	Still, word of my basketball abilities spread across campus, and soon two fraternities had set their sights on me. I settled on Pi Epsilon Epsilon, mostly because they had good exam and study files and were active on campus, which meant they teamed up with a Protestant fraternity and sorority to stuff the ballot boxes every year. They controlled undergraduate life. 

	One Wednesday night close to midterms, during rush season, PiEp was having a rush party: coeds, high school seniors, beer, and punch. Mark, the head of rush, came to my dorm room in his ROTC uniform to sell me on why I had to be there. “If you want to be in the frat and don’t want to be blackballed, you’ve got to be there tonight,” he said. “We’ll drive you back and forth.”

	I told him I couldn’t go. “I’ve got an exam tomorrow. I have to study and sleep.”

	“I’m not supposed to do this. Come with me now. Party with us. We’ll bring you back at 2:00 a.m. and you’ll take this little pill and you’ll be able to study all night. I promise you’ll ace your exam.” 

	Carefully, he unwrapped a folded napkin and showed me an orange, triangular pill. He explained it was Dexedrine—truck drivers took it to stay awake and go cross country; housewives took it to lose weight.

	Life would change for me at 2:00 a.m. that night, and it would stay that way for many years. In the meantime, I did ace that exam. I climbed the cinder block dorm walls all night, shoving every random factoid I could into my overzealous brain. It was my first high, and it was nice. 

	For the first time in my life, I felt a real sense of belonging, that I was part of something, now elected vice president of the freshmen pharmacy class. I never mattered back in high school, marveling at the same kids getting elected to class office every year. When I heard my name in the pharmacy assembly being nominated, rare goosebumps arrived.

	To celebrate my rise to relevance, I scraped together loose change—Mother’s inflexible budget was $22 weekly for food, dentists, books, and miscellany—to purchase a blue Toledo sweatshirt. I wore it incessantly. Recently, someone from my Toledo days sent a picture of me on campus wearing a Rutgers sweatshirt I don’t remember owning. I had no reason at the time to wear anything from Rutgers, who’d rejected my application. How prophetic. 

	GIRL LIFE

	In the first two months on campus, I intersected with the opposite sex more than I ever had in my first seventeen earthly years. Intersecting was nothing more than a dance, a movie, a walk in a cemetery, or a frat party. Freshmen were relegated to the dating pools of senior high school girls. Looking back, desperately trying to expunge memory pixels, I even once went to a high school dance with a girl named Evelyn Smith. I’d rationalized that I’d never been to one back in Newark, so it worked. 

	Evelyn was tall, dark, and shy, and we were so much alike. She was Cathy and I was Heathcliff, except there was no love and kissing on the moors. Out of public view, we held hands. First base was a long way away, with no instructional picture book to look at under the covers, and no help from my roommate, Tank, who was still running up to Lansing on weekends to get laid. I figured we’d put a man on the moon before I’d ever get laid. I turned out to be right. 

	I was just role-playing a cool guy in my mind. Conceptually, intimacy was one of the hardest things for me to visualize: getting there, going inside. What bothered me most about anticipating the actual ascension, as I called it, was the freaking tortoise in my hair. That son-of-a-bitch, land-dwelling reptile in the order Testudines (not testicle, but close) residing in my hair would make it impossible to find the place of entry without a plethora of embarrassing pokes. It was a constant source of worry. Remember, this was 1963; marijuana was reserved only for the cool non-virgins on campus, which meant sexual dynamics were plainly different. 

	Evelyn was an overachiever, trying so hard to please. One Friday night, she invited Tank and me to her mother’s for a home-cooked meal and announced she was knitting sweaters for both of us. The ambiguity in her allegiance and affection caught me off guard. Tank liked the idea; I didn’t. I had issues with loyalty, so I never saw Evelyn again. She mailed the sweater to my house in Newark. A few years later, she died in a head-on car accident. 

	When you’re feeling down and pessimistic, a good chance to bust out is an PiEp Roaring Twenties Party, according to my big brother, Henry. He’d resupplied me with Dexedrine and fixed me up with pretty blonde Karen Foster, a local dentist’s daughter. I was totally enamored with Karen—after the party, I called her five times for a movie date. All five times, Karen’s mother answered. Karen was always studying. This hard rejection would last a long time; I feel it even now as I write. I learned to reevaluate rejection. In the future, I’d attempt two phone calls and be done. My ego must be maintained at all costs. 
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