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Jan. 6, 2001

Dear Jono,

I am writing to tell you that Marie has passed away. I know she would want you to know, as she always mentioned your Christmas cards.

I was with Sis and her husband, Chip, and their kids a few days before New Year’s. She took a nap and did not wake up. Her funeral was two days ago, and mass was at St. Martha’s. I have enclosed her mass card. Father Gallo buried her in a very nice service.

We do not know why she has left us. Rhode Island requires an autopsy, but we haven’t heard anything yet.

I am so sorry to tell you such sad news. How are you? My mother is still alive and is eighty-seven years old. God bless her.

Your old pal,

Cubby D’Agostino
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In 1961 I fell wildly in love with Marie D’Agostino. She was tall and graceful and had a smell that was as if she had just toweled off after a bath in rose water. Her skin was a shiny light olive, and while everybody else in her family had this Sicilian peasant thing working, Marie always seemed smoothly elegant and gracile. I vividly remember her long fingers and how she would rub them through her amazing, curly, ink-black hair. Her neck, like her arms and legs, was long, and you could see that she had to concentrate to keep her head high. When she got excited about something, which was quite often, her head would bob around madly. Even that was lovely. It was that one little comma in her otherwise perfect countenance. But the thing that caught me, hexed me – engulfed me, really – was her deep, round voice. It seemed to roll out of her small mouth and burst onto your face. And it was with that full, sober, and dependable sound more than any other facet of this astonishing human being that I have compared all women since.

In 1961 Marie was nearly twelve years old, and whatever happened to her happened quickly, because I noticed she was suddenly different, and as I said, I fell hard. I was an eleven-year-old porker from the mick section of East Providence, specifically Cardinal Avenue behind the foundry and two blocks away from St. Martha’s Catholic Church.

At that time I ran with Marie’s brother, Cubby, their cousin Billy Fontanelli, and Bobby Fontes, who was a Portagee, but that was okay with us. We’d walk to places together and generally mess around. It was pretty good, and the rules were simple. Cubby was sort of the leader, because he looked older than the rest of us even if he wasn’t and because at eleven he already sported pegged pants and a modified mondo flattop with high crew cut and swept back Vitalisized sides. He also had access to Marlboro cigarettes, which we preferred.

It was early fall, I remember, and I had just gotten my traditional back-to-school flattop Ra-Ra haircut, which I felt made me appear thinner for some reason, even though several photographs of me from that period show what looks to be a sack of flour with ears. We were watching Bilko with Cubby’s old man, Big Tony, and it just happened. I smelled something, and I decided it was roses. I actually smelled her before she walked into the room. She was with her mother, and they’d just come home from the Outlet Company in Providence buying her school stuff. She had on red corduroy bib overalls over a checkerboard long-sleeved cotton blouse and brand-new black Chuck Taylor high-top sneakers. The ensemble was set off by a red comb in her hair. I about had a stroke. She said something to Billy. I think she asked if his sister, one of her girlfriends, was going to Catholic Youth Organization that night. I think that’s what she said. I can’t be sure, because for the first time since I knew her, I noticed that voice. It was like an echo down a well. A voice that hung around the room even after she had stopped talking. I stood up tall and tried to suck myself inside me so I would appear thinner. I also looked over her head, a technique someone had told me would add age and a certain maturity. Marie D’Agostino paused. It was as if time were frozen for a split second. Those black-pearl eyes beheld no one else but me. Her voice was slow, solid, and acute.

‘Why don’t you take a picture, Riley,’ she boomed.

Yeah, that was me all right. Jono Riley. No middle name. Not for the Rileys. We were first- and last-namers only. According to my old pop, there was a constant unbroken chain of Jono Rileys dating back several centuries before the birth of Christ. Which made sense to me, as pyramid building, especially the part where you pulled huge blocks of stone with rope and then died, was not unlike the kind of work the Rhode Island Rileys specialized in. But from that initial pertinent exchange with her, I could think of nothing else, imagine nothing more wonderful, than to be somehow included in the all-encompassing orbit of Marie.

I lived just around the corner from the D’Agostinos, but to the geniuses who had drawn up the elementary-school grids, I might as well have lived in Seekonk, Massachusetts. Marie was starting sixth grade at Kent Heights, and I was assigned to the Brightridge School, about a mile down Pawtucket Avenue. It didn’t take Einstein to figure out that if I had any chance at all of impressing myself on her, it would have to come at CYO and weekends with Cubby. I hit upon a strategy of consistency. By being around consistently, I found it was difficult for Marie to avoid the occasional social interaction with me. For example, along with the CYO, which met on Tuesday and Sunday nights, I found that by walking to school a roundabout way, cutting in back of the foundry and up Chester Street, then over to Canton and up King Philip Street, I was able to casually saunter past Kent Heights at the exact moment that Marie and Cubby were walking to school from their house.

‘What’s going on?’ I’d say to Cubby.

It was important, at that time, to coolly not acknowledge Marie at all.

‘What’s going on?’ Cubby would reply.

Marie usually looked bored.

‘Bozo,’ she’d say, if she said anything. Bozo was the nickname that their father, Big Tony, had given me. Big Tony gave everyone nicknames. Billy Fontanelli’s nickname was Big Billy and Bobby Fontes’s was Bobberino, and I was Bozo. Her mother used to call me Riley. She also used to like to say I had the life of Riley.

Anyway, I don’t remember much about anything, really, so let me get right to that important day, two days after Christmas 1961. There was a lot of snow on the ground from a blizzard on Christmas Eve. Some of the high-school kids had gone down to Kent Woods, which was behind the Kent Heights School, and shoveled off Kent Pond and set up the hockey rink. The hockey rink had been set up on the same spot for as long as anyone could remember. My old man had played there, and ‘Pile On’ Pendergast, who was an enforcer for the Providence Reds, cut his own vicious teeth at the very same place.

Now, I hope this doesn’t seem self-serving or show-offy, but it’s important to the progression of events of this particular day – or, more specifically, afternoon. I was, even at eleven, an extremely good hockey player. On skates I embodied a certain grace that escaped me in virtually every other facet of my early life. I could handle the stick dangerously, and when I was picked to fill out a game against the high-school kids, I would attack the net with an aggression that always surprised me. I could never have put it into words, much less understood the transformation that overtook me when I laced up the skates, but, looking back the way we all do, I now realize that I became an arrogant little prick on the ice. I always wore a pair of corduroys tucked into my high socks, with the Providence Journal stuffed over my shins. I also always wore my old man’s East Providence High School hockey jersey with the number sixteen on it. I wore that jersey until I got my own and powered EP to the state title over Mount St. Charles with what would have been a hat trick if the chintzy refs – who were also French-Canadian Christian Brothers, by the way – hadn’t disallowed the second one when I was clearly behind the line. But that’s beside the point.

On this particular afternoon – two days after Christmas, as I said – I got picked by Denny Cunha to fill out his squad of cronies. Denny and his team were all Portagees and played the kind of finesse game I like, with great emphasis on puck movement and shot generosity. We were pitted against the Irish-Italian mob of Poochy Ponserelli and Jack Crosby from Riverside Terrace. I hated them for a lot of reasons, but the main one was, because I was only eleven, Crosby used to make me call him ‘Mr. Crosby.’ These guys played like the thugs they were, with an artlessness that even casual fans of the game could recognize. So while Cunha, his brother Jim, Gene Rezendes, and the other Gees played with some savoir faire and imagination, these goons brought a sort of mundane belligerence to the rink. Not to mention that I had to be very careful not to show up this monstrous dago-mick mix. I mean that Jack Crosby might have been a big talker, but Poochy Ponserelli exacted an awful price for any goal that got by him.

I hung back, like usual against these guys, concentrating on defense. Every now and then, Crosby would skate by and bump me and call me a faggot, but it was still nice to be out on the ice, even if I had to contain my game. That’s when I saw Marie. She had walked down to skate with Billy Fontanelli’s sister, Peggy, and they were twirling around on a section of ice separated by the rink’s cleared snow. She saw me and waved and smiled. I waved my hockey stick. Marie and Peggy skated over to the low wall of snow, and she said something to me. I was straining to hear when Crosby slid by and elbowed me in the back of the head. I fell forward, more embarrassed that Marie had seen me pushed around than I was hurt. I popped back and went for the puck. I easily took it from Mr. Crosby and flew into a full rush from one end of the rink to the other. As I closed in on Poochy Ponserelli in the net, I could hear him threatening me.

‘You better not! You better not!’

When I think back, I can understand Ponserelli’s rage at being scored upon, not once but twice by the Pillsbury Doughboy in corduroys, yet I have to think his breaking my stick on my head and quitting a slight overreaction on his part.

I was rubbing my head and trying not to cry. Marie picked up the two pieces of my Gordie Howe–autographed scoop-molded stick and brought them over to me.

‘That guy looked really stupid beating you up and everything,’ Marie said.

I didn’t say anything, because I was trying hard not to cry.

She handed the two pieces of hockey stick to me. ‘But you played great.’

I smiled, or I tried to. A knot was coming in fat on the top of my already formidable head.

Marie scooped up some snow and held it to my noggin. ‘C’mon,’ she said.

I followed her away from the pond and into the field next to Kent Heights School and across from St. Martha’s Church. I realized that Marie was walking me home.

‘Keep holding that snow on the bump, Riley.’

Under the shadow of the East Providence water tower she stopped and made a snow angel. It wasn’t show-offy or anything. It was as if she absolutely had to because the snow was untouched. There weren’t even footprints anywhere. I watched her, and then I got down and made one, too. When we stood up and looked at them, hers was exactly like a butterfly, which is the way snow angels are supposed to be. Mine was a sort of snow moth. One of those round ones that are always banging into the kitchen windows to be near the light.

Now, you may think these are unimportant details of this disturbing day, but I feel that the mystery here is confronted by somehow gathering as many components as I can remember and arranging them in a kind of order. A relationship to one another. A semblance of something. Because she was standing on my left, as I say, admiring our handiwork, when the bullet struck her just above her left shoulder blade and drove her headfirst onto my angel.
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I had taped Cubby’s letter onto the small mirror over my dressing table and reread it as I pulled up my black tights. I’ve never gotten used to tights, to be honest with you. They always bind at the toes no matter what size they are and catch almost every leg hair on the way to your crotch. I pulled a maroon tunic off its hanger and slipped it over my head. Then I put on the black combat boots.

Marie would have been… what… fifty-two? A year older than me. I think she was eighteen the last time I saw her and already engaged to be married. I was still spending a lot of time with Cubby and the guys then. I had joined the army the day after high-school graduation on a program where you wouldn’t have to go for three months and you’d still get a stipend. I thought I had out-marted them, but, like everybody else I knew, I got outsmarted. By the time I got back home from Vietnam, I only had two months left on my enlistment, and they really didn’t know what to do with an already used infantryman with no reliable skills and a piss-poor attitude. So they assigned me to Special Services. Special Services at Fort Lee in Petersburg, Virginia, was a loose configuration of sports activities, canteens, general entertainment, and a community theater.

It was to this strange, dark little theater that I was specifically assigned as a kind of ill-defined, unskilled laborer.

The people who ran it and the civilians who constituted the Fort Lee Community Players were generally the kind of eccentric outsiders that give pause to others in the regularly conducted order of life. To be drawn into a world of quasi-creation, where the constant is an overwhelming desire to pretend, isn’t for the practical person and almost certainly not for an East Providence mick who would have been content just to ogle them like everyone else. But the local acting legend playing the Common Man in A Man for All Seasons had wrenched his back at the car wash he owned and operated, and I was the right size for his costume.

There were several – more than several, really – lovely southern young women volunteers who exulted in various theatrical disciplines. At any given time, they might be found sewing costumes, building sets, acting, directing, and generally filling a portion of their day with the feeling of artistic interplay. I’m cynical now, of course, but I remember those girls and their hopeful, noble purpose. It seems so odd to me to think that for a while I also came to share that hopefulness, that inner thrill that the plays we made had an affirming influence on our audience. And while I no longer linger over the nuances of Molière or Williams and have become discomfited by the whole procedure of acting, I do recall the contagion spawned in that dark theater and how it infected me and sent me out into the world looking for a remedy. Now my stage manager, Jeff Cornish, stuck his fat head inside the curtain that separated my dressing area from the performance space.

‘Nobody’s here,’ he whispered.

I looked up at Cubby’s letter for some reason, then swung my look to Jeff. He was a nice, hardworking kid. Pasty-looking, with a damp sag of brown hair on his head. His jowls flabbed when he spoke.

‘Nobody’s here,’ he repeated in his exaggerated whisper.

I continued to stare at him, my mind at least half on Cubby’s letter.

‘I called Robert at his home, and he thinks we should perform anyway. Or you should perform anyway, but it’s up to you.’

‘Why are you whispering?’ I said.

‘What?’

‘If there’s nobody in the audience, why are you whispering?’

Jeff didn’t answer and waited for my decision. I turned toward the mirror and sighed. My little mind is like a bog these days. Sometimes I swear I can hear sloshing up there. Nothing is easy. Nothing is clear. Like most actors my age, I have an absolutely infinite capacity to feel sorry for myself. I reexamine details over and over and become more and more confused. After my discharge I followed one of those southern girls, the startling Beth Stein, to New York, having allowed the Fort Lee Community Players to convince me of some deeply hidden artistic gift. Beth was a sophomore at the University of Richmond, and we had been talking about going to New York since we costarred in the Players’ Readers’ Theater presentation of a local playwright’s adaptation of Atlas Shrugged.

We took a fifth-floor walk-up on East Eighty-ninth Street and Second Avenue. In order to make rent and pay for acting lessons, Beth got a part-time sales job at Gimbel’s, and I was the night bar-tender at Lambs, a few blocks down from our place. It’s what you do, I suppose. You work and study and keep hopeful.

Six weeks after we arrived, Beth moved out of the apartment and moved in with Thom Satter. Thom was an extraordinarily handsome actor who had wowed them in his New York debut at the twenty-two-seat Societal Theater. The play was called Hedder-off, and the conceit here was that Hedda Gabler didn’t really shoot herself offstage but was actually murdered by John Gabriel Borkman, who had been lurking in the shadows and was in reality the lover of Judge Brack. The Post gave it a polite dismissal, the Village Voice essentially thought the rich bitch deserved it, and the New York Times, the one that counted, waxed poetic at the decision to play Borkman nude for the entire three hours and twenty-five minutes. Beth apparently agreed.

‘I hear something, I think,’ Jeff whispered, and darted heavily out of my dressing room.

I heard that Beth returned to Petersburg a few years later, and she and Thom Satter married and opened a bakery. I hope it’s true. I hope they’re happy and maybe even doing a play at the Fort Lee Community Players every now and then. It’s funny Beth should be popping into my head, but then heavy-duty nostalgia is another trait of the mature and borderline actor.

I married Fiona Donnelly in 1976. She was just over from Ireland, and we had met during Lincoln Center’s revival of Juno and the Paycock. She had a small role, and I was standing by for a couple of actors. My mother loved her beautiful accent and her long auburn hair, and, really, I would say she resembled a very young Maureen O’Hara. I kept my night job, and we happily moved her stuff into the walk-up. We got a divorce in 1978, and she moved back to Ireland. I hope she’s happy, too.

Jeff popped his big mug back through the curtain. ‘People are here,’ he whispered. ‘We’ll go on in five minutes.’

‘How many people?’

Jeff hesitated.

‘Five?’ I asked.

He shook his head.

‘Four?’ I asked.

‘There’s two. We start in five minutes.’

In 1643 a German by the name of Horst Gurnst discovered an ancient town on his small farm. He excavated it by hand and then displayed it for his neighbors. It was really an ancient Roman fort, but he called it a town because that seemed more romantic. Horst sort of went insane over his town. He stopped sleeping in his house and would sleep in different locations around the dig site. He started to talk to things that weren’t there. He even stopped letting people in to see it, because he said the people in his town were tired. One day his neighbors hacked his head off and looted the town. They were Germans, too.

When I first read this play based on the Horst Gurnst legend, I thought it had great potential. I felt that the story of Horst gave itself over easily to the iambic pentameter that the playwright had selected to drive the action. I also liked that it was a one-man show and that, besides Horst, the actor chosen for the role would create seventy-one additional characters over the piece’s two hours and thirty-seven minutes.

‘Places,’ Jeff whispered.

I sighed and looked at my weary face. A Vandyke beard and some head hair. Not much, some. Light brown, thanks to Clairol for Men. Here’s another thing: Actors spend an awful lot of precious time sizing themselves up. Identifying small but distinguishable quirks that set them apart from the crowd. These days I simply stare at the mirror to justify my confusion.

I got to my feet, attempted to touch my toes, did three pathetic leg bends, and took some deeps breaths. With any luck the show would be over by ten forty-five and I’d be behind the bar at Lambs for the midnight-to-four deal.
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By the time my fat head could begin to process what I’d just seen happen to Marie D’Agostino, before I could even close my gaping mouth, she was back on her feet and running screaming toward Pawtucket Avenue, swatting at the back of her bloody coat. She crossed Pawtucket in full, wild stride, narrowly missing being pancaked by a cement mixer. I looked both ways and followed her as fast as I possibly could, which was not very fast. She was through the front door before I even got to the hedge. I ran through the hedges and into the house.

Her mother was removing her coat, and Big Tony was dialing the phone. Marie was shaking her hands and scream-crying. The house was filled with it.

‘What happened? What happened?’ her mother cried.

‘Bozo!’ Big Tony said, waving his hand at me. I ran over. He was about to say something when someone came on the line.

‘Yes, this is Tony D’Agostino. 1114 Pawtucket Avenue. Our daughter’s hurt. We need some help… Yes… 1114 Pawtucket Avenue.’ Big Tony put the receiver down. ‘What the hell happened to my daughter?’

‘I don’t know, Big Tony.’

Mrs. D’Agostino had Marie’s blouse and T-shirt off.

‘Tony,’ she said, signaling to him and pointing silently so as not to alarm her daughter. ‘I think it’s a bullet.’

Mrs. D’Agostino patted a warm, soapy cloth around the small hole while Big Tony got on the horn to the police.

The police cruiser and the East Providence Fire Department rescue truck showed up together about five minutes later. It seemed like an hour, what with Marie’s crying, her mom’s cooing, and Big Tony’s gnashing teeth. The medics went directly to Marie and laid her facedown on a gurney. The two cops came over to Big Tony. I knew them both. They were out in front of school every morning and were there when we crossed the street after being dismissed. They were big guys, and they knew most of the kids’ names. Officer Kenny Snowden was a tall black man, very serious, never smiled. Officer Carl Rocha was older and always had a smile on his face.

‘What the hell happened, Big Tony?’ Officer Snowden asked.

‘Well, Jesus, Kenny, me and Anita are talking, and in run the kids, and Marie’s all bloody. Anita thinks she got shot.’

‘Shot?’ said a stunned Officer Rocha.

Kenny Snowden walked back and whispered something to one of the medics.

‘Looks possible,’ the medic said.

‘Where was she?’ asked Carl.

‘Where were you, Bozo?’

‘We were in the field across from St. Martha’s, Big Tony. We had just made snow angels.’

The medics raised the gurney.

‘We’re taking her to Rhode Island Hospital emergency.’

‘I’m coming,’ said Marie’s mom, still cooing into her prone daughter’s ear.

‘Me, too,’ said Big Tony. ‘Bozo, find Cubby and tell him where we are.’

‘Okay, Big Tony.’

I followed them out of the house onto the porch and stood between the policemen. We watched them load Marie and her parents, and then they were gone in a flash of red lights.

‘Where in the field were you?’ Carl Rocha asked.

‘About the middle.’

‘What did you see?’

‘Did you see anybody with a gun?’ Kenny asked.

‘Uh-uh,’ I said, shaking my eleven-year-old pumpkin head.

Later on, though, as my odd brain sorted and re-sorted through the minutiae of those minutes and seconds we spent in that snowy field, it struck me that we might not have been alone, and a blurry vision of something or someone coming hard and fast off the water tower gave me a lot of sleepless nights.
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The Horst Gurnst piece is a two-act play designed roughly like this: In the first act, he discovers his town and loses his head; in the second act, he performs the monologues headless in a kind of ghostly reverie. I would accomplish this by means of some thin black gauze that blended perfectly with my tunic, which was yanked up over my ears. I was Velcroing the top closed when Jeff popped his big face back into my dressing corner.

‘I think they’re gone,’ he whispered.

‘Who?’ I said, headless.

‘Those two older people. That couple. The audience. They went out for a cigarette at intermission, but they took their coats.’

‘Why are you whispering?’

Jeff ignored me. ‘Do you want to finish anyway? I was going to call Robert and ask him.’

I pulled the tunic over my head and tugged down the tights.

‘You don’t want to finish?’ Jeff whispered.

I rinsed my face and put on blue slacks and a blue knit shirt with ‘Lambs’ across the chest pocket. Jeff waited. I put on some sneaks.

‘Jono?’ he whispered. ‘Should I tell Robert that we did the first act and not the second act?’

I put both hands on the kid’s soft shoulders. I sighed, closed my eyes and opened them.

‘Jeff, Peter Brook says that theater is like a communion between the audience and the actor. There’s no audience. The audience has opted out of communion.’

‘Dario Fo says that the audience is a nuisance,’ he replied sincerely.

I took my hands off his shoulders and stepped back. ‘Mamet describes what happens between the actor and the audience in religious terms and essential for the experience of theater.’

‘Samuel Beckett said the audience was a distraction.’

‘Eric Bentley says without an audience it’s just rehearsal.’

‘Molière hated to open his plays to the public. He said—’

‘Stop. I’m not doing the piece. The play. The second fucking act. I am going bartending.’

I grabbed my peacoat and slid past Jeff. He was right. There was no audience. Jono Riley had struck again.

‘Don’t forget, tomorrow’s the last performance. Robert’s coming to talk to you at half hour, and there’s a cast party afterward,’ Jeff whispered loudly.

I turned back to Jeff. ‘I’m the cast.’

‘There’s a party for you,’ he whispered.

I nodded and smiled at him, because, as I said, he was a good kid.

The space the play occupied was in the basement of a ware-house on Greene Street. I took the BMT up to Fifty-ninth and picked up the Lexington to Seventy-seventh. It was a nice winter night. Crisp but not terribly wet, so I hoofed it over to Lambs, where I had held down the fort, off and on, for almost thirty years. I say off and on because at one time or another I’ve actually fooled them enough to get some semiregular acting employment. Three road shows of Broadway musicals (I don’t sing), two television series (I still get recognized for my continuing role as the autistic hospital orderly in Blues and Whites), and a seven-month gig as Benjamin Hubbard in the Carnival Cruise production of The Little Foxes. There’s also been the occasional on-camera commercial or cartoon voice (I was Sandy, the left testicle, in MTV’s maiden journey into animation, a half hour called Chronic Conditions). And I have performed in more than my share of live industrial shows, too, once landing the coveted role of Brian the Test Dummy for Ford’s Las Vegas Safety Convention. But it is the living theater, the communal space, as I tried to explain to young Jeff, that has been the focal point of my alleged career, so I must be profoundly unbalanced. Whenever I’m asked what I do and I have relaxed my guard enough to say that I’m an actor, I’m usually met with such sympathetic head wagging that these days I say I’m a bartender. And I am. And I like it fine.

In 1987 Andrea Rosenthal moved into my little walk-up. Like Beth and Fiona, she was following the theater muse, but unlike my first two roommates Andie also brought a practical side to the garret. She was a producer/director whose plan it was to segue into film and television production as soon as possible. I admired this shrewd commercial bent. It seemed exotic to me that someone actually thought of making money in the game. We had met on a New Jersey local cable commercial shoot for Gonsalves Fish Market in Newark’s Ironbound District. Andrea was assistant to the director. I was Carlos the fishmonger. I suppose when two people collide under such glamorous conditions, sparks are bound to fly. There’s a kind of professional artistic connection that people who are not in the performing arts simply can’t understand. A simpatico of spirit, if you will. A profound commitment that only those on the outside of everyday life can fully appreciate.

Andrea moved out six days later and moved to Los Angeles, where she became an incredibly successful producer/director. Her production company owns seven current television hits, and last year she was nominated the third time for an Oscar as Best Director.

I’ve been thinking of these women lately. The letter from Cubby about Marie’s passing probably heightened this nostalgia, but the truth is, I’ve been in a period of reexamination for a while now. As if by the technique of recall I can make sense of myself. This is why I say I have an intimate relationship with self. Self-pity. Self-centeredness, and, of course, self-absorption. Actors. Wow.

I shake my head and cross Second Avenue at Eighty-fifth Street. Godfrey Kuroff, the night manager, is smoking under the Lambs awning.

He waves his smoke at me. ‘You’re early. How was the show?’

Godfrey is another nice kid. A short, round, black guy about thirty-five, with the mug of a teenager and a Russian surname. He could smoke at the bar, but his elegant, fussy nature won’t allow him to.

‘Boffo,’ I said.

He nodded and offered me a drag of his cigarette. I was trying to stop, so I only had a short one. I’m a guy who keeps himself okay. Six feet and a fraction, 192, arthritic knees that I have to ice occasionally. I don’t drink regularly, as I tend to get drunk and whiny when I do. A little grass if somebody is offering. My head is still big and square, but it nearly fits me now. I mean, the thing doesn’t startle people like it used to when it sat on my eleven-year-old shoulders. I handed the smoke back to Godfrey and went inside.

Lambs is a long, wide floor-through. The heavy mahogany bar that runs the length of the front room had been brought over from a pub in London’s Chelsea district when Lambs first opened in 1931. The dining section in back can seat seventy, and because Bob Riley (no relation) is a third-generation owner and offers pretty good food at pretty reasonable prices, it’s usually filled up from about five-thirty to ten. My bar, of course, is six deep with young up-and-comers well past midnight.

I slid behind the bar and pulled a waist apron out of the small closet.

‘You’re early,’ Sheila Cimino said, squeezing past me for a bottle of house vodka.

She was one of three bartenders on this shift. I hired them, like I do the waitstaff for the front room. I go for speed and efficiency in a waitstaff, bullshit and efficiency in a tender. I’m pretty good at sizing them up.

‘I’m a glutton for punishment. Also, I’m not officially on, so be sweet to me and I won’t grab your tips. Ask Walt to bring me a tuna sandwich.’

I pulled some beers, mixed a Tom Collins, and blended a frozen margarita. Getting the orders over the reverberation of the front room requires a great deal of concentration. I’ve become a passable lip-reader. I pulled two more McSorley’s, and the sandwich was here. I squirted a glassful of club soda and took it to the end of the bar, where Randall Pound spilled over his usual stool.

‘Hey, Jono,’ he said quietly.

Randall put a dog-eared paperback down on the bar and sipped an espresso. It’s amazing to see the tiny cup on the edge of his fingers. Randall Pound is a shade over seven feet tall and proudly keeps his weight at 390. His neck is surprisingly long for a man of his great size. A contemplative, almost aesthetic Slavic face sits on top of it, with huge green eyes, long proportional nose, and thick shiny black hair combed tight into a short ponytail. At thirty he carries an agelessness about him. Seven years ago Lambs entered into a frustrating period where bar fights and loud, aggressive customers were becoming a nightly occurrence. After I tried to break up one fight, both the combatants turned on me. The next day, nose flattened, both eyes black, and reeling from a mild concussion, I ran an ad for a bouncer in the Village Voice. A lot of impressive men turned up (and one woman with a black belt in karate). But it was the quiet, dapper Randall Pound who won the job. The interview went like this:

‘I’m Jono Riley.’

‘I’m Randall Pound.’

‘If guys start getting out of line or fighting, what would you do?’

‘They won’t.’

‘They won’t what?’

‘They won’t get out of line or start fighting.’

He always wears a tailored sharkskin suit. He owns seven of them. All metallic blue. He sits on the corner stool like he has every evening, without fail, for the last seven years. At the first sign of a problem, a waitress or a bartender will whisper to the offender and point down to Randall, who will slowly wave and smile. He was right. No one gets out of line. No one fights.

‘You’re early.’

‘We only did the first act,’ I said. Then I added, ‘Audience walked out.’

Randall nodded thoughtfully. ‘I enjoyed it, Jono. I thought you rose above the limited material.’

‘Thanks.’

‘Theater, the printed word, language in the general sense has entered into a decline,’ he said quietly. ‘I attended a seminar at Columbia just last week where Bill Gates’s futurist talked about the inevitability of fine and performing arts being marginalized.’ He held up the paperback. It was a copy of Babbitt by Sinclair Lewis. ‘Tell that to Lewis. Tell it to Hem or Billy Faulkner,’ he said.

‘Is that the last one?’ I asked through a mouthful of tuna.

Randall is a true eccentric. His life plan, as he has explained it to me, is to experience as many varied occupations as possible while devouring the whole of American literature.

‘Our Mr. Wrenn is the last of Sinclair’s canon,’ he said. ‘It was his first book. It’s going to be the last one I read to complete it. After Babbitt, that is.’

Randall’s ten-to-four shift at Lambs is the only constant in an inventive and eclectic career that has included truck driving, construction working, hot-dog vending, supermarket stocking, bank telling, box-office managing, flower arranging, copywriting, street sweeping, census taking, and I forget what-all, but it’s still only the tip of the iceberg.

‘How come you never tried acting?’ I asked.

He looked at me, concentrated and serious. ‘Because I’m an odd person doesn’t mean I’m mentally challenged.’

I nodded, took some fries and soda. He took a delicate sip of the espresso. I must have been wrinkling my eyebrows or something.

‘What?’ he asked.

‘What, what?’

‘You’re pensive. Something’s bothering you, all right.’

‘Uh-uh.’ I chewed.

‘Look, it’s reasonable to feel uneasy. You have chosen a dangerous profession. Peter Brook rather darkly ruminates about the deadly theater in The Empty Space.’

‘You read that?’

‘I found it unsettling. I thought about you. It made me sad.’

I held up my hand while I finished a bite. ‘Randall, I like it. It pisses me off a lot, but mostly I like it. Actually, there’s something else on my mind.’

I gave him a brief rundown of Cubby’s letter and some background. When I finished, Randall sighed thoughtfully.

‘O’Casey says it correctly,’ he said. ‘“The world is in a terrible state of chassis.”’
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My mother and Pop drove over to the hospital that afternoon. Me and Cubby sat in the back. Big Tony was having a smoke in the waiting room. He spoke the second he saw us.

‘She’s going to be okay. The wife is in with her.’

Mother gave Big Tony a hug, and Pop lit up a smoke of his own to keep him company. Mother was the one who drew all the conclusions in our little family. She had an outgoing quality that everybody seemed to find comfortable. Pop foremanned a crew of tough guys who unloaded oil tankers on the docks of Socony-Mobil where the Providence River met the Narragansett Bay. He was quiet and shy except when he was running his men.
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