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Chapter 1


Hubble Rubble


A short, somewhat stout forty-seven-year-old man sits at a cluttered desk. Pittsburgh Penguins ticket stubs are stacked in a corner on top of a music CD that reads “PatG.” Dozens of pages from insurance policies are sprinkled about in apparent disorder. In the middle of the desk rests a Styrofoam bowl containing a plastic spoon and an empty packet of crackers, its insides dyed red from chili. At the top of the desk is a trophy with a picture of the man resting against it. He is holding a baseball bat with 2022 engraved on it. Hanging on the wall above him is an insurance license bearing his name, Daniel Hubble. He rubs his balding head while analyzing the papers in his hand.


Danny’s is the last family-run insurance business on the Hill and one of the few left in Pittsburgh. The office is small, with linoleum floors and brown steel furniture.


Irene, his sixty-one-year-old secretary, enters. “Good morning, Mr. Hubble.”


“Morning,” he says without looking away from the papers. “Who paid old man Schmidt’s policy?” he asks.


“I did,” Irene responds.


“I told you not to pay policies with our money unless you tell me first,” Danny says.


“I did tell you,” Irene responds.


“When did you tell me?”


“Wednesday.”


“Wednesday . . . What was I doing?”


“You were talking to Marsha.”


“Marla,” Danny says, then hesitates. “Don’t talk to me when she’s here.”


“Yes, Mr. Hubble.”


“And tell ole Schmidt to settle up. With his heart condition, Farmers Insurance is just itching to cancel, and if they find out we paid, they’ll cancel me.”


“Yes, Mr. Hubble.”


Irene walks out. Danny puts on his jacket and follows her, passing her desk, which is in a tiny room connected to his office. The floor is the same linoleum as Danny’s, and the furniture is made of the same brown steel. Irene’s desk faces a large glass window with “Hubble Insurance, since 1969,” written in red.


It’s a beautiful Pittsburgh day, and Danny walks out and heads down Federal toward Jefferson. He saunters another fifty feet and heads into Rui’s Chili House, which occupies a thin slice of a dilapidated building at the bottom of the Hill.


Rui’s has been around forever. There are five wooden booths along the wall, a few small tables with red and white checkered tablecloths, and a bar with thirteen stools that predate any of Rui’s customers.


Danny grabs the newspaper and one of the chrome stools at the counter. A dark-skinned Nicaraguan, fifty-ish, cleans sugar from the countertop with his hand, and pours it into a large, deep chili pot resting on the grill. Rui then pours a cup of coffee and places it in front of Danny.


Danny looks at him and raises his eyebrows. “They’re going to close you.”


“Why?” Rui asks, in a heavy Nicaraguan accent.


“Cause you throw anything in there. Someone said you put lighter fluid in it the other night.”


“Rumors. Old Man Flaherty spilled some while refilling his flint striker, but I cleaned the counter before I scooped the crumbs . . . I think.”


“Why do I do this to myself?” Danny shrugs and gently shakes his head.


“My chili’s more nutritious than Heinz ketchup.” Rui picks up a ketchup bottle. “Monosodium sorbate, I put in coffee. Sulfate potassium 3, I put in donut crumbs. Glucuronic acid, I put in . . .”


“Okay, okay,” says Danny.


“Besides,” Rui says, “I’m Number One.” Rui points to a framed newspaper article hanging on the wall. “Rui’s Chili,” it reads. “Number One in Pittsburgh!”


Danny takes a swig of coffee, glances at the newspaper article, breathes in, rolls his eyes, breathes out, and then looks back at Rui.


“The college kids line up on Friday and Saturday night to eat my chili!”


“I don’t know why, it never tastes the same,” Danny says.


“Bingo! You hit it on the top. I give America what it wants.”


Danny smirks, “and just what might that be?”


“Diversity,” Rui beams.


“I’ve never seen you eat your chili,” Danny counters.


Rui lines his right index finger to his nose. “I’m not American.”


Danny stands up and walks toward the door. Rui’s coffee was horrible, but Danny was a victim of habit and Rui was a nice guy.


“Hey Danny,” Rui calls after him, “I wanted to ask you. You educated man. Is antique spelled ‘ea’ like a freak or ‘ee’ like a peek?”


Danny puts two dollars on the counter and doesn’t answer. The door closes, and Rui pours what’s left of Danny’s coffee into the chili pot.
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Danny returns to his office. At noon, he sends Irene out for sandwiches, and continues a typical day, shuffling claims and waiting on the phone to speak to insurance companies and delinquent clients. With online insurance, he knows his time is limited, but he hasn’t the faintest idea what he’ll do when he closes shop. Still, for now, it paid the bills for him and his mother.


At five thirty, Danny stands up and puts on his jacket. There’s a softball game he wants to watch at six thirty. He yells into Irene’s office. “Did old man Fratto bring my mother’s tape?”


“Yes, he did, Mr. Hubble. He says that you’re the only people renting DVDs left in the whole United States. Most people just download. He says that it would be cheaper for you to buy all the wrestling videos he has left. He’ll give them all to you for $50. He also says that your mother has seen ’em all a hundred times.”


Danny blows out air as he walks toward Irene’s desk. “Irene, have you ever noticed that you say the same thing to me every evening?”


Irene concentrates. “Why yes, Mr. Hubble, but you always tell me to give you your messages word for word,” she says, then marches on. “He also told me that he didn’t want the two-dollar rental fee. He said that you could give him 10 dollars a month and save 40.”


“And you told him . . .?”


“I told him what I always tell him—not that it’s what I tell him, it’s what you tell me to tell him, I mean.” Irene clears her throat. “I told him that if he didn’t take the two dollars, you’d fire me.”


“Good.” Danny grabs the DVD and shoves it under his arm with a bunch of office folders and walks toward the door. He knew that Mr. Fratto would be closing in the near future and that he’d have to learn how to get the wrestling matches from Amazon. Danny hated Amazon and hoped this didn’t happen anytime soon.


“Have a good weekend, Mr. Hubble.”


“Thanks, Miss Irene. Do you have plans for the weekend?” he asks, smiling purposefully.


“Yes, I’m going to pick up a tub of Rui’s chili and head home and watch television,” Irene answers.


Danny continues to smile, nods and turns to leave. “Good.”


“You know, Mr. Hubble, Rui has the best chili in all of Pittsburgh.”


Danny turns back, quietly smiles, and exits.


As he heads to his car, Danny passes Rui’s Chili House. The place is packed. Danny peers in the window. Rui sees him and winks.
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Danny winds up the road past the Allegheny Dwellings, a city housing project. It’s the beginning of spring and the trees are budding— a welcome sign after another frigid Pittsburgh winter. He continues up Rising Main and pulls onto his own, Belleau Street.


The road is lined with modest bungalows built after World War II. For decades, Fineview was predominantly German, but in the late 1960s, Italian and Irish folks started making their way into the neighborhood. Like most small communities, it’s very close-knit, and news travels like lightning. Danny still lives with his mother, and he parks directly in front of the home that he and his mother own.


He doesn’t have a lot of time; he wants to be at Fineview Park by six fifteen. He loves to scout out the new talent and size up the old players. The season began in early April and finished by mid-July so that families could enjoy their vacations. Year after year, Danny noted how players returned with more weight, less hair, or a stronger limp. He noticed every particular; every detail could reveal a man’s confidence, response time, and agility. Danny had already promised everyone that this season would be his last and this was why it was so important for him to size up the new talent. His team made the playoffs every year and had won the championship four out of the last ten. It was his strongest desire that this, his last season, would be his best.


There weren’t a lot of things to do in Fineview, Pittsburgh’s smallest community and an enclave of less than 1,300 residents. Danny was a local celebrity and had become famous for what fans called the “Hubble Rubble.” An opposing batter once said, “The ball comes at you like it’s been shot out of the ground. You don’t know if you should swing or run.”


Tonight, the guys from Brighton were playing Perry South—Brighton Park had no lights, so Fineview always hosted them. It was Danny’s father who had run the drive to fund the lights sometime in the 1970s, and regardless of who played, the park always filled up.


Danny looks up at the piece of gutter dangling from the white, framed two-story. Old Man Miller had promised to fix it years ago—but, of course, Old Man Miller shouldn’t be near a roof or a ladder.


At the end of the gutter sat a squirrel. He seemed to be pondering whether to make the jump to the tree that was at least twenty-five feet away. The squirrel looked down at Danny, seeking an opinion.


“Go ahead, jump. Worst case . . .” Danny starts to say, then hesitates. “If you don’t make it, the cats will pounce on and devour you. You only live once,” he finishes.


Bridget, Danny’s old, white-haired mother, is holding a black cat and gazing out of the second-floor window at him.


Danny pretends not to notice and looks back at the squirrel. Two cats coyly mosey toward the bottom of the tree, wittingly paying the squirrel no heed. The squirrel gazes keenly at them and looks at Danny. Danny nods, and the squirrel returns his gaze to the cats.


Cats are welcome in Pittsburgh: the city has always had an elevated issue with rodents and, according to Orkin, Pittsburgh is among the top ten infested cities almost every year. Most homes have a few cats living in the abode and many people put food out for the strays. The latter is probably not helpful, since the cats won’t be chasing many rats if they’re not hungry.


Danny’s mother notices Danny looking up and speaking. She moves her head and focuses on the top of the window, gazing into the trees. She can’t see a thing and can’t imagine who or what Danny is talking to, or even looking at. He was always a peculiar child.


The squirrel perches on the edge of the gutter; the cats gaze up. The squirrel dives but misses the intended branch and crashes into the arms of the tree, desperately clawing to get ahold of anything that might save him.


Danny stares at the squirrel, mercilessly being yanked down by gravity. He glances at the cats and then back at the squirrel. Within ten feet of the ground, the squirrel clutches at the stem of a leaf. The cats lick their whiskers and move directly under him as his weight tilts the cluster of leaves that are brothers and sisters to the twig that is supporting his life.


The movement stops. The tiny stem resists and the squirrel smiles at Danny, completely ignoring his foes. Danny smiles back. Sometimes a twig separates life from death.


Danny walks up the stairs, opens the screen door, and takes out his keys. A calico cat races out as the front door swings inward and Danny drops everything. He kneels to gather his files and picks up the All-Star Wrestling DVD. He hides it between the papers.
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Shortly after, Danny is sitting in a cluttered kitchen. His mother is smoking as she washes the dishes.


“I’m going to get rid of them cats,” Danny says.


“Do you want tea?” his mother asks.


As Danny turns to face her, an ash falls onto a plate. He rolls his eyes and shakes his head.


“The little rats pop up everywhere. I’ll give Kenny Hess a few bucks to fix ’em,” he mumbles.


“I think he nailed Mrs. Hegel’s dog to the tree,” Ma responds.


“So do I,” Danny says.


Danny turns around and looks at a paper on the table. “The old man’s dead. No one buys insurance from someone who smells like cigarettes and has cat hairs all over his clothes.”


“Drink your tea,” Ma answers as if she is not part of the other conversation.


Danny begins removing cat hairs from his suit.


“You look pale.”


“I feel weird,” Danny responds.


“Go and get a checkup,” Ma says as she wipes her hands.


Danny turns and looks at her. “They’ll tell me that I shouldn’t be living with someone who smokes.” He waves a cloud of smoke away as his mother lights another cigarette.


“Did you bring home my video?” Ma asks.


He points to the stack of papers.


She picks up the DVD and glows. “Hulk Hogan and Lex Luger. You’re my best,” Ma says.


“I’m your only,” Danny replies quietly.


Ma’s cigarette ash is about an inch long. “You know, that noise your car makes is getting worse. I can hear you from Rising Main.”


“Yeah, I know; PatG’s gonna fix it.”


“Oh, he’s a mechanic again?”


“No,” Danny answers emphatically. “He’s a singer who fixes cars,” Danny says, then adds, “sometimes.”


Ma walks into the front room and puts the tape into the DVD. She is jumping and swinging at the wrestlers on the television set. Danny stands and puts his headphones on— PatG’s music is finally audible.


“Don’t you know ‘hind every tree! Don’t you know they want to take you away from me!”


Three cats, sitting in various positions— one black, one gray, and one white— watch attentively as Danny heads to his bedroom to change.
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The park bleachers are already full when Danny arrives. Several of the spectators notice him and begin whispering among themselves. At 170 pounds and short of 5'5, Danny doesn’t make much of an athletic impression. But as far as Pittsburgh softball went, he was tops, and as Freddie Patek so eloquently said, “I’d rather be the shortest player in the majors than the tallest player in the minors.”


Danny looks over to Olive’s tree. Kevin, an Irish-looking redhead, and PatG, a short, Italian-looking guy, are there. As Danny would expect, PatG’s talking to some girl. Most people shunned the tree where Olive hung herself over a Fineview cad some years ago. Of course, time passes and not everyone knows about Olive anymore or what “cad” even means. Kevin could care less about the story, and PatG was a cad and likely felt right at home.


PatG’s mother was born in Italy; she married an American, and PatG was born less than a year later. When PatG was four or five years old, his father was diagnosed with a rare nerve disorder. The family lived meagerly as his father could not work. PatG’s maternal grandfather, who could barely speak English, took care of PatG while his mother worked. When his mother was home, she responded to her husband’s every need. PatG’s father was already difficult to put up with. His sickness made him worse. His mother; however, never said a cross word to his father, that PatG could remember. Before PatG’s father died, he asked his wife to never remarry. She promised to honor his wishes. PatG was eight years old and never saw his mother with another man. PatG believed that the only explanation for his mother’s behavior was unconditional love, whatever that meant.


PatG wasn’t really philosophical, but he noted that in modern times, men and women love until the relationship becomes inconvenient. Sometimes, he believes that maybe he’s searching for a woman like his mother. He also realizes that each time he finds a woman who he suspects might love him unconditionally, he runs for the hills. He and Danny have done everything in life together— First Communion, Little League— never even having one argument.


Kevin is Fineview’s largely unrecognized sage. Most just say he’s a drunk but Kevin reads in between the lines of the daily paper, hears the message that the networks are trying not to tell you on the news, and quickly understands the truth in almost any conversation. He’s well versed in almost any subject on the planet and can line up complex situations in an organized way within moments. When he spent time in prison, many of the inmates consulted with him as if he were an attorney. Before any of their times, an old radio program called Amos ’n’ Andy featured a smooth-talking lawyer named Algonquin Calhoun, Jr. Some old timer in the prison gave Kevin the nickname ‘Cal,’ short for Calhoun. PatG was the only person who called Kevin ‘Cal.’


Kevin knew a lot about a lot of things, including disease and medicine. There wasn’t any logical explanation. Kevin hadn’t made it out of grammar school. But many in Fineview sought Kevin out. Some spoke to him about their symptoms before they went to see their own doctor. Over the years his diagnoses were uncanny.


PatG notices Danny from the corner of his eye. “Danny! We’re over here! Hubble Rubble!”


Everyone looks at Danny, who turns red. Many smile, and a couple holler, “Hubble Rubble!”


Danny waves to his fans and walks over to Kevin, PatG, and the girl, watching as the Perry South team takes the field. He believes that by watching an athlete walk out, especially at the beginning and at the end of a game, you can tell a lot about him. You see if he’s a hustler, a joker, arrogant, meek, confident, passionate, or just there to eat up a few hours.


The girl smiles, whispers something into PatG’s ear, and gets into a red Ford Mustang with West Virginia plates on it. Danny turns away and concentrates on the game. The Perry South Team is slaughtering Brighton, and Danny notes a few hitters whom he will have to be extremely careful of.
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Later that evening, in Nick’s Club, a dimly lit bar with a small dance floor, Danny and Kevin are watching PatG finish up “Sandra,” a song from his latest album. PatG sings blues and rock. He writes all of his own stuff, which likely explains why he’s singing at Nick’s.


“Yes, folks don’t forget. To stay ahead of trouble, think Hubble. Our friend Danny Hubble has been serving Fineview and the Hill for over fifty years.”


Danny looks at Kevin. “I hate when he does that.”


“I think that’s why he does it.” Kevin tilts his head and sips his beer.


“Everyone here drinks. . . . Even if they do remember, none of my carriers will want to insure them.”


“It’s Friday, Danny boy.” Kevin again tilts his head and sips his beer. When he finishes, he takes the beer out of his mouth. “Aren’t you thirsty?” Kevin asks.


Danny rolls his eyes and turns his head toward the bar. “Get Kev another.”


Nick, the owner, uncaps a beer and slides it in front of Kevin.


PatG arrives and puts his arms around his buddies. “Hey, goombahs.”


“I ain’t your goombah. I’m Irish,” Kevin says as he throws back another few ounces.


“Hey Nick, back these guys up. On me,” PatG shouts.


Nick looks over at him with a frown. PatG looks back.


“Okay, you’re right, get them on you.”


PatG grabs the wireless microphone and breaks out into another of his songs, “Tampa Day.”


“You know, he’s the only guy I know that pays to work,” Nick says.


Kevin tilts his beer. “He buys a lot of drinks.”


“He loves like no one I’ve ever known.” As he speaks, Danny’s staring far away. “He loves like a little boy.”


Nick watches. Kevin’s silence confirms Danny’s soft words.


Danny feels Kevin staring at him, clears his throat, and comes back to the bar. He’s got a heart of gold,” he says abruptly.


“I hope so. That way, at least his tab will get paid when he dies,” Nick quips.
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Later, when Kevin walks out of the club, Danny’s speaking on his cell phone.


“What are you doing?” Kevin asks.


“I’m going by Marla.”


“I’m going by my Marla,” Kevin puns.


“Don’t you ever get tired of hookers?” Danny asks sincerely.


“Nope. I don’t think I could get off if I didn’t pay for it.”


“What’s the going rate, Kev?”


“Two bucks, a fin . . . I remember when some of ’em stopped by just to get something warm in their stomachs.”


“Nice.”


“A few weeks ago, PatG had the prices jacked. He went with Cherry.”


“I don’t need to hear this.”


“Wait,” Kevin interrupts, “big shot finishes and gives her twenty. Word spread, and they all thought they were call girls. He better stay far away.”


Kevin stares into Danny’s eyes. “I wouldn’t pay more than a sawbuck for Marilyn Monroe.”


“What if she’s there when you get home?” Danny asks.


“She’ll get three bucks and half a Philly steak.” Staring at Danny, Kevin shrugs his shoulders and adds, “That’s all I got.”


Danny nods and smiles reverently, “And she gets you. Any woman should be so lucky.”


Kevin turns and begins to walk away.


“See you, Kev.”


Kevin raises his hand and continues to walk straight ahead.
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Shortly after, Danny’s on the couch in Marla’s apartment. Marla’s twenty-five but could pass for twenty-six or twenty-four. She has her head in his lap.


“Danny, do you love me?”


“Watch the film.”


“I’m tired. Let’s go to bed,” Marla responds.


Danny and Marla go into the bedroom and Marla quietly shuts the door. Once inside, they move to the bed. Danny takes his shoes off and Marla does the rest.
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About three hours later, Danny tiptoes toward the front door of the apartment. A couple is asleep in front of the TV set. Danny arrives at the door and Marla walks to him, rubbing her eyes. She hugs him.


“Bye, Danny.”


“Bye,” he responds.


The girl on the floor stirs. “Bye, Danny.”
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As Danny enters his front room, the first rays of light are sneaking in through the blinds. Ma’s snoring. The TV’s fuzzy. Danny turns off the television and covers his mother.


She stirs. “Danny, leave money tomorrow.”


“Yeah, Ma. ’Night, Ma.”
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At the same time, a few blocks away, PatG is entering his front room. His mother is on the couch with a rosary in her hands.


“Patti, find a nice girl so I can sleep.”


“Ma, women use me for kicks,” PatG replies, barely audible.


“You don’t give them a chance.”


PatG kisses his mother on the cheek and walks into his bedroom.
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It’s almost noon on Sunday. Danny smiles as he turns into ‘Larry’s: He’s Not Here’ bar.


Larry, the owner, is of average height and build. His appearance confirms each day of his fifty-seven years and he is wearing a horrible, light orange-brown wig. The hairs are the same quality as the material you’d find on the head of a five-buck doll.


Five regulars are watching the rerun of a college football game as Danny walks in. They’re all from Fineview, and Danny knows them all better than he needs to. Each one of them is married and a blue-collar worker.


“Hey, Danny,” Paulie says.


“Hey, Danny Boy. You gonna rock East Al with the Hubble Rubble tomorrow?” Markie asks.


“Boys, I’m not sure if I still got it, and East Al’s got some new hitters that blast the ball.”


The bar is silent; everyone’s eyes are on Danny as he sits on his stool.


“I’ll mow ’em down,” Danny says.


The patrons smile and Larry slaps Danny’s arm. “Hey man, don’t be scaring people like that. You know, there’s not a lot of things we got left up here on the Hill.”


Larry pours Danny a beer and grabs the remote. “A thousand channels and nothing on.”


“Go back to that girly film,” Paulie says.


“It’s Sunday, you ass. Have some respect,” Larry rebuts.


Ralphie nods. “Yeah,” he says.


Markie raises his beer. “Praise the Lord. Put on rugby.”


“Don’t Europeans play any real sports?” Paulie asks.


Larry ignores him and wipes the bar off in front of Danny. “Hard-boiled egg?”


Danny nods. “Give me one of them Freakin’ Hot Jalapeno Slim Jims too.”


“Breakfast of champions,” Markie says as he tilts his glass of beer back.


“Out of Slim Jims, Danny Boy,” Larry says.


“Okay, give me a bag of bar-be-que chips.”


“In training, Danny?” Ralphie asks.


Larry places the egg and chips on the bar. While the others are watching a beer commercial, Larry addresses Danny. “I seen Ma at Schatzel’s. I told her to quit smoking or she’d end up like me.”


Larry moves closer and whispers, “Damn, chemo’s a bitch.” He hesitates and rolls his eyes up toward his eyebrows before continuing. “What do you think about the hair?”


Danny smiles, “Rod Stewart . . . I like it.”


Larry looks at the mirror and raises a closed fist to his mouth. “Maggie, I think I got something to say to you!”


Markie puts his empty beer glass on the bar. “Rod, get me a beer.”
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PatG is sitting on the steel bleachers as Danny walks toward him, toting baseball cleats and his Fineview Phuckers baseball uniform.


PatG stands, steps out from the bleachers, and walks to meet Danny.


He winks. “You look great, buddy.”


“Well, if that’s true, then I wish I felt like I look,” Danny responds.


A woman stands up on the mobbed steel bleachers. “Danny, get out there and pitch up some Hubble Rubble!”


A man turns to the guy next to him. “Hubble’s the best pitcher the Hill ever had. Shoots ’em out of the ground. The batter doesn’t know if he should swing or duck.”


Danny moves next to PatG.


“How’s Marla?” PatG asks.


“Fine,” Danny responds. “What did . . .?”


“Got a hummer in the parking lot,” PatG whispers.


“Judy?” Danny asks.


“Nah, she’s chasing some rap singer.” PatG looks at Danny and smiles. His eyes are cringed and his head tilted. “College girl,” he says.


Danny smirks. “I remember when they taught science at Pitt.”


“I prefer the modern courses, and I’m glad that I’m dark-skinned. I tell some that I’m Spanish. Young girls just gobble up diversity.”
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Danny pitches the first three innings without giving up a hit. The Phuckers are ahead 8-0 when he pulls himself out. He sits on the bench, studying each and every batter from the opposing team— watching whether they swung wildly, how fast they ran to first, if they got impatient waiting for the right pitch, if they followed their coach’s instructions, and what kind of contact they made with the ball. Danny didn’t need to take notes. It was all indexed in his mind. He had every player in the league indexed. The Phuckers went on to win the game 11-7.


As the park’s emptying out, a woman walks up to Danny. “Danny, how’s Ma?” she asks.


Danny turns toward the woman holding onto the fence. “She’s . . .” Danny falls to his knees and faints.


PatG kneels next to him. “Give him room!”


Danny’s eyes are barely open.


“Someone call an ambulance,” PatG yells.


Danny clutches PatG’s shirt. “No, I’m fine. Just slipped,” he insists and begins to lift himself up. “PatG, get me home.”


PatG helps Danny to his feet. “You sure?”


Danny slowly winks.
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PatG and Danny are in Danny’s bedroom. Danny is laying on the bed.


“I don’t like the way you look,” PatG says.


“I never liked the way I looked.”


PatG is uncomfortable, irritated, and scared. “Cut it out,” he tells Danny.


Ma walks in. As she hands Danny a cup of tea, a cigarette ash falls into it. “I’ll get more,” she says.


Danny shakes his head and lies back down.


Ma goes into the kitchen. “I got to go to Schatzel’s for tea. That was the last bag. I thought we had more. You must be drinking more than usual,” she says.


She sticks her head back into the bedroom. “Have you been drinking more tea than usual?”


Danny nods his head and Ma leaves.


Danny stares at the window and rubs his cheek. He senses that something’s seriously not right. “What’s it all about, PatG?”


PatG shakes his head slightly and shrugs his shoulders. “What do you mean, Danny?”


“I mean, what’s it all about? What’s life about? What’s work about? Women? Why are we here?”


PatG looks into his friend’s eyes. “Danny, I have no idea. My old man worked like a dog until the day he died. My family’s scattered all over the country trying to squeeze out a living.”


PatG looks to the side. “I don’t know what life’s all about, and to be quite honest, I’m not sure I know anyone who does.” PatG hesitates and then smiles thinly, “Cal, maybe. You should ask him.”


Danny looks at PatG. “I love that guy too, but you, you take it to another level.”


PatG smiles broadly. “How can I not? You know what he asked me the other day?”


“No, but I’m sure that you’ll tell me.”


“The other day,” PatG continued anxiously, “he asked me, if feces smelled like roses, would they still call it crap?”


Danny responds with silence. After a few deep moments Danny speaks. “I wish I had a family.”


“You do. You’ve got me . . . and Ma.”


Danny nods softly, “PatG, I’m tired. Sing me “Sweet Memories.””


PatG is softly singing to his music, which is playing on the CD player. “I don’t know if you’re that strong . . . that you can run from my thoughts all night long . . .”


Ma has still not returned. Danny’s sleeping. The doorbell rings; PatG walks into the front room, opens the window and looks out.


“Marla,” he says under his breath, “damn.” He closes the window and unlocks the door.


“PatG, I heard about Danny falling. My cousin called and told me. Her boyfriend was at the game.”


“Relax,” PatG says, “he’s fine.”


Marla begins to cry. “Is he really?” She dabs her eyes with a handkerchief.


PatG sighs, gesturing for her to come in. They’ve just settled at the kitchen table when Ma enters carrying a brown grocery bag. She removes the contents and puts them in front of Marla and PatG.


“Lipton is Danny’s favorite tea,” she says as she opens the cabinet and places it on the shelf.


Ma starts to fill the teapot. Marla looks at PatG.


“Ma, this is Danny’s friend Marla,” PatG says.


“I have to make Danny’s tea,” she replies.


“He’s sleeping, Ma. Make it later.”


“I’ll make it now. Danny likes tea.”


Ma turns to Marla. “Who are you?” she asks in the nastiest tone she can muster.


Marla freezes.


“She’s Danny’s friend,” PatG responds.


“I asked the girl, PatG.”


Ma fumbles for a cigarette, lights it and inhales. She stares at Marla, smoke exiting as she speaks. “What do you want with my son?”


Marla smiles timidly. “Hasn’t Danny told you about us?”


“Who is this girl?” Ma asks disgustedly to no one in particular.


PatG looks at Marla.


Marla looks from PatG to Ma. “I’m his girl. I love him very much.”


Ma moves mechanically and glares at Marla. “I have to give Danny his tea.” She turns to PatG. “You should be out fixing cars.” Ma hesitates, “Your mother will die without peace.”


Ma works herself up and courageously turns back to Marla. “And you, I don’t know what you should do. But whatever it is, you shouldn’t be doing it with my son!”


The doorbell rings. PatG rises and returns with Irene.


“Talks all over the Hill about Mr. Hubble falling at the softball game. I came as soon as I heard,” Irene says.


“He’s fine. I’m making him tea,” Ma says, as an attorney would if speaking a statement of fact to a judge.


Marla looks over PatG’s shoulder and spots Danny, who is standing in his bedroom doorway, clothed in a T-shirt and boxer shorts.


Danny looks at his mother, rubs his hand over his face and looks at Marla. “What are you doing here?” he asks.


Ma stares angrily at her son. “Danny, who is she?”


Danny buries his face in a chair cover. “God, I want to die,” he says. “PatG, why did you stop singing?”


“Danny, who is this girl?” Ma asks more forcefully.


PatG, Marla, and Danny move to the front room. Irene has met Marla before at the office and has known PatG for decades— she follows and greets Marla. Danny sits on the La-Z-Boy with the chair cover still over his head.


Irene walks back into the kitchen. “She’s a pretty little thing,” she says to Ma.


“She’s not for Danny,” Ma says distastefully. “No one will tell me who she is. Who is she?”


“She’s very important. . . . When she’s at the office, I can’t talk to Danny, Mr. Hubble. Did Danny, I mean Mr. Hubble, drink his tea?”


Ma marches into the front room past PatG and Marla. She touches Danny, intending to rouse him for his Lipton tea. “Danny, Danny.”


The chair cover falls, revealing Danny’s white unconscious face.


PatG is shocked and frightened. “Marla, call an ambulance.”




Chapter 2


It Could Never Happen to Me


T wenty minutes later, Danny wakes and sees the face of a man dressed in white. He looks around and sees the lamp and the television— he’s still at home.


“What are you doing?” Danny asks the paramedic.


“Hello, sir. I’m Paramedic Sinclair. I’m checking for a pulse.”


“I see that, but I’m not dead.”


“Yes sir, I realize that, I’m just trying to get your vitals before we take you to the hospital.”


“I’m not going to the hospital.”


Danny glances around the room. His eyes set on PatG; his face looks abnormally worn and tortured. Danny has never seen his friend more solemn, more engulfed, not even when he was hitting on a hot twenty-year-old. “I pitched three no-hit innings today,” he says. “Do you think someone sick could pitch three no-hit innings?” Danny forces a smile.


A tear runs down PatG’s cheek.


“I’m tired, that’s all,” Danny says.


Sinclair interrupts. “All right, sir. I can’t force you to get in the ambulance, but your loved ones thought it was in your best interest to call us.”


“That’s ’cause they don’t know what you guys cost.” Danny smiles and stands. All eyes are glued on his pale face. “I’m sorry that you came here for a false alarm. Get back on the street, you might miss a call from someone who really needs help.”


As soon as the words are out of his mouth, Danny falls face-first to the floor.
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In the hospital waiting room, Marla wipes her eyes. PatG takes his head out of his hands and looks down the hall.


Marla reaches over and puts her hand on his sleeve. “Don’t worry, PatG. He’ll be fine.”


“What time is it?” PatG asks.


Marla reaches into her shiny jacket pocket and pulls out a phone. “It’s almost midnight,” she replies, then looks up as the two hear a commotion brewing around the corner.


“That’s Cal,” PatG says as he stands and walks. As he turns into the joining hall, he finds Kevin face-to-face with the security guard. “If you want to get socked, just try to stop me,” Kevin says calmly.


“Sir, I’m going to call the police. Only family members are allowed after eleven p.m.; I don’t make the rules,” the security guard pleads.


PatG stops about thirty feet away and watches the scene unnoticed.


“Let me ask you something,” says Kevin. “Do you have a cousin or an uncle that you really can’t stand?”


The guard is visibly confused. “What does that have to do with anything?”


“Please, just answer the question.”


“Sure, I got two cousins and an uncle I’d like to murder.”


“Would you go see them in the hospital?”


“Hell no.”


“What if someone tried to force you, like your mother. Would you go?”


“No!”


“That’s your right,” Kev says. “Now, you seem okay. And I love this guy. He’s one of my only two friends. I wouldn’t force you to go visit a guy you hate, so please, don’t stop me from seeing a guy I love.”


“You said you’re his brother, right?” the security guard asks.


Kevin nods. “We’re like this.” Kevin shows his two fingers pressed together as one.


The security guard jerks his head to the side. Kevin walks past him and up to PatG. “How’s the kid?”


“We don’t know much. He fell at the park and blacked out at home. We called the ambulance. He refused to come here, then got up and fell on his face,” PatG says.


“I don’t like it,” says Kevin. “He’s lost some meat, looks pale as hell, and I noticed some red spots on his arm and neck the other day. I think he’s got leukemia.”


“What? Come on, Cal. Leukemia?”


“Well, let’s see what the doctors say. I’ve been wrong before.”


PatG stares into Kevin’s eyes. “Yeah, when?”
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A curtain is drawn around Danny’s hospital bed. The tiny compartment is full of machines blinking and beeping at each other. Danny has various gadgets stuck into or hanging onto him. Irene’s holding Danny’s right hand, and Ma’s holding his left hand. Danny’s eyes open.


“Oh, Mr. Hubble,” Irene begins to cry.


Ma looks down, her eyes watery. “Danny . . . Oh, Danny.”

OEBPS/images/half.jpg
FADED
GENES





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
FADED
GENES

Searching for a Cure and Finding
Home in Altamura, Italy

A Novel and Screenplay by

Patrick Girondi

P

Skyhorse Publishing






OEBPS/images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/images/common.jpg





